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EVIDENCE OF GROWTH IN WAUKEGAN
COMMUNITY SCHOOL DISTRICT #60
In 2018, the State of Illinois rated 15 (71%) of the 21 schools in the Waukegan Community School District as
commendable or above. For Waukegan, this is the highest percentage of schools rated as commendable
in 16 years and represents a significant achievement for the district, located about an hour’s drive north of
Chicago. Although the state, in response to federal law, has recently changed how it categorizes schools
in a way that helps districts like Waukegan, a comparison with other districts suggests that Waukegan is
improving. For example, Waukegan has the second highest proportion of schools rated as commendable
or above among all districts in the Chicago area (see Table 1).
Table 1.
Percentage of Schools Rated as
“Commendable” or Above by the
State of Illinois in 2018

District Name

Percentage of Schools

Elgin #46

85%

Waukegan #60

71%

Aurora West #129

69%

Beach Park #3

60%

Chicago #299

53%

Aurora East #131

56%

Peoria #150

40%

Round Lake #116

44%

Rockford #205

36%

Gurnee #56

25%

Zion Elementary District #6

14%

North Chicago #187

13%

Similarly, student performance measured on the district-administered Measure of Academic Progress
(MAP)—a test more sensitive to growth or declines in student performance than the state assessment—has
also demonstrated improvement over the last several years.
More than two-thirds (70%) of the 16,800 students attending the Waukegan Public Schools (WPS) are
considered low-income. And WPS certainly hasn’t solved the challenge of ensuring that all students—
regardless of family income or race—are performing on grade level1. In 2018, only 16% of Waukegan
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There are notable examples of exceptional districts that are ensuring all students are achieving. See, for example, the Education
Trust’s website: ExtraOrdinary Districts: Ordinary School Districts that Get Extraordinary Results (https://edtrust.org/
extraordinary-districts/). Districts featured include Lexington (MA), Steubenville (OH), Bremen City (GA), and Union City (NJ).
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students met state standards in English language arts (compared to 37% of all students in Illinois) and 14%
of students met standards in math (compared to 32% in the state). Moreover, historically, WPS students
have performed worse than most comparable districts serving populations of similarly needy students2.
Although long-time community members say that “you could always get a great education in Waukegan,”
average student performance has been alarmingly low for some time. For example, one analysis found
that the percentage of Waukegan students scoring at least as well as the “typical” student has hovered
between 27% and 31% in reading and between 32% and 35% in math since 20013. This low level of
achievement ranked WPS close to last among the 55 member districts of Illinois’ Large Unit District
Association.
But is looking at average rates of performance the best way to determine the quality of a school district?
Board members, administrators, educators, and students change. A fairer way to evaluate the performance
of the current district administration requires an assessment of improvement in outcomes and of the
likelihood that any improvement will ultimately result in high levels of overall student performance.
By this measure—sustainable improvement (or growth) in student performance—WPS appears to be
solidly on the right track since the school board hired Theresa Plascencia as superintendent in July 2016.
Not all of the trend data are positive. For example, after a few years of increases in its graduation rate and
“on track” to graduate rate (a measure that combines test scores, grades, and credit accumulation to
predict the likelihood that students will graduate on time), WPS experienced a dip in both during the 201718 year before increasing again for the 2018-19 year.
This dip is troubling, but some perspective is needed. First, a one-year dip does not constitute a trend;
rarely does improvement occur in a straight line. Second, the district’s current administration “inherited”
last year’s high school classes, and thus have had a relatively short time to turn around low achievement
for struggling students. And finally, as Superintendent Plascencia has noted, most of her administration’s
early efforts have focused on elementary schools. A true measure of impact will be the extent to which
current elementary school or middle school students are on track to graduate when they enter high
school.
Educators and administrators cannot fix the problems of student underperformance overnight; they are
fighting against past years of low achievement and a complex web of societal factors. Current educators,
administrators, and board members must work to put systems and structures in place that will lead to
long-term growth. As these systems and structures take hold, the rate of student growth will quicken and
achievement gaps can be closed. This is the belief driving the work of Superintendent Plascencia and
underlying the district’s current improvement.
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Center for Urban Education Leadership at the University of Illinois at Chicago (Spring 2017). “How is Waukegan District 60 doing
compared with the rest of Suburban Chicagoland and the state as a Whole?” Unpublished presentation prepared for Jason
Nault, Associate Superintendent of Equity, Innovation, and Accountability.
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Center for Urban Education Leadership at the University of Illinois, 2017.
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Key Factors in Waukegan Public
Schools’ Recent Growth
The early gains in student growth during the Plascencia administration
have not been a result of luck. They have been enabled by shrewd
management of the district’s budget and have been driven by the
creation, adoption by the board, and implementation of a strategic
plan. And the early gains began with a bold decision by the school
board to hire a change agent as superintendent.
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Hiring a Change Agent

In July 2016 the school board hired Theresa Plascencia as superintendent. At
the time, student achievement in Waukegan was low and not improving,
school facilities were old and in need of repair, and the district seemed to be
“stuck in place,” according to Michael Rodriguez, a long-serving board member
and the board’s current vice president.
Demographics of the district certainly hadn’t been stuck in place. Since 2001,
student poverty rates have fluctuated between 43% and 77%. More noticeable,
however, has been the shift of the racial composition of the student body, with
a large and growing population of Latino students (see Table 2).
Student demographics in the district were shifting, and student achievement
was remaining unacceptably low. When superintendent Donald Batiste retired
after the 2015-16 school year, “the board agreed we needed a change agent,”

Table 2.
Student Demographics in
WPS

Percentage of Students
Ethnicity
2001

2018

White

13%

4%

African American

25%

15%

Latino

59%

77%

Waukegan High School Brookside Campus
Students in the computer
lab.

said Anita Hanna, another long-serving board member. Theresa Plascencia
represented that change. Having worked in the Chicago Pubic Schools for 20
years—most recently as executive director for high school programs, design,
and support—Plascencia, when she interviewed for the WPS position,“seemed
to know us better than we knew ourselves,” said board member Rodriguez.
Plascencia also pitched the board during her interview on an aggressive
approach to promoting equity across the district and improving student
outcomes, which resonated strongly with board members and the community.
FourPoint Education Partners
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Hiring a Change Agent

Plascencia’s argument that the district could and must serve its students better
was further strengthened by her own personal story. Born and raised in
Chicago, Plascencia was the first person in her family to graduate from high
school. Professionally, she grew up in Chicago, starting as a teacher,
becoming a principal, serving as chief of schools (principal supervisor) for
Network 7, and finally serving as executive director of high school programs,
designs, and supports before being appointed superintendent in Waukegan.
Convinced by her personal story, experience in Chicago, and vision for the
district, the WPS board unanimously approved hiring Plascencia as the
district’s next superintendent, effective July 2016. But, true to her reputation as
a change agent, a month before her official start date Plascencia orchestrated a
reorganization of the central office that saved the district money and replaced
some senior level administrators with staff who could provide additional
supports to schools and students.
The next task for the board and Plascencia was to turn her vision for a rapidly
improving WPS into a plan. Based on her understanding of how effective
superintendents begin their administrations, Plascencia insisted on patience. “I
knew what needed to be done here,” she said, looking back. “But I needed to
fully understand what all stakeholders felt was needed in order to be
successful for two reasons. First, it sharpened my thinking and improved my
understanding. And second, it helps to generate buy-in when everyone feels
like they have truly contributed to a plan.”
Although Plascencia made some immediate changes to the staffing of the
central office, she resisted making other significant changes too quickly. Rather,
she visited every school and talked with as many stakeholders as possible
during her first year on the job. “I tried to meet with everyone,” Plascencia said.
“It was a bit overwhelming at times, but it was so important to understanding
community concerns and expectations. I felt urgency to act, but I knew that I
needed to listen first.”
Superintendent of Waukegan
Community School District #60
Theresa Plascencia.
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Plascencia’s listening tour ended with the development of a strategic plan,
approved by the board in 2017. Waukegan’s new strategic plan was important
for two main reasons. First, simply having a plan—especially one focused on
equity, access, excellence, and the whole child—represented change, in that
the district had not had one in recent memory. The plan is a means of creating
common understanding among the board, administration, educators, and the
public about where the district is heading. It enables the allocation of money
and people’s time in a way that is coherent and thus most likely to improve
student outcomes. Whereas the district had previously needed to “back its
way” into a strategy through the budgeting process, the district could now
define its wants and needs and then budget appropriately.
Second, Waukegan’s strategic plan was important because it enabled the
district to make a significant philosophical shift in how education is delivered.
Previously, the district “did not have a focus on student achievement,”
according to Brandon Ewing, recently elected president of the WPS board.
“There is now a sense that we are definitely on the right track.”
With the new plan, Waukegan clearly defined the critical role played by school
principals in improving student outcomes and aligned the work of the district’s
central office to ensuring that principals have the support and resources they
need to be successful. This “theory of action” sounds simple and obvious, but
it is actually profound. Clearly stating Waukegan’s belief that improvement
derives from its principals has a number of strategic implications, such as how
the central office is organized, how budgets are developed and funds are
spent, and how professional development for teachers is provided.
True to its plan, the district has begun to make changes in these and other
areas to align with the theory of action of principal leadership. These changes
have contributed to student growth in the short term and, if fully implemented
and maintained, should lead to significantly higher levels of student
achievement in the future.

Waukegan High School Brookside Campus
Student at work.
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Empowering
Principals: The
District’s Philosophical
Shift

A theory of action focused on principal leadership is not the same as letting
principals do whatever they want. Granting principals full autonomy could, in
theory, work in some circumstances. In reality, however, a district theory of
action focused on complete principal autonomy tends to place too many
responsibilities on the school leader and creates too much variability in quality
among schools.
A theory of action focused on principal leadership, by contrast, acknowledges
that school quality is determined by a principal’s ability to leverage the talents
of others (teachers, school staff, district administrators, parents, and students)
in pursuit of student learning. Framed this way, all administrators, educators,
and staff in a district have well-defined responsibilities, and the principal—
though ultimately responsible for school success—is not left to succeed or fail
alone.
Consider Carman-Buckner Elementary School in Waukegan’s south side. Long
considered Waukegan’s lowest-performing school, Carman-Buckner serves a
student population of 600, 88% of whom are defined as low-income and 54% of
whom are considered English language learners. Approximately one in five
students (19%) have an identified disability, and students frequently move in
and out of the school, largely due to unstable home environments. In 2018, a
depressing 1% of students attending Carman-Buckner met state standards in
English language arts and math.
Given that shocking statistic, it is hard to believe that Carman-Buckner is
actually improving. But it is. On a district-administered assessment that is
more sensitive than the state assessment to measuring student progress,4 the
percentage of Carman-Buckner students scoring at the 50th percentile5
increased in reading from 19% in 2015 to 33% in 2018, and in math from 16% to
35% during the same period. Similar increases in student achievement have
occurred in schools across Waukegan.
Robert Silva was hired as Carman-Buckner’s principal prior to the 2015-16
school year, one year before Plascencia began as superintendent. When he
started, Silva found a school that “wasn't focused on academics” and a
demoralized staff that “did whatever they wanted.” Silva knew that for the
school to improve, he had to “change teachers’ mindsets” toward the belief that
students could learn and to establish procedures that would facilitate the
teaching and learning process.

4

The Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) created by the Northwest Education Association (NWEA).

5

As defined by scoring at the 50th percentile or higher on MAP.
FourPoint Education Partners

8

Key Factors in WPS' Growth

Empowering Principals: The District’s Philosophical Shift

Principal Robert Silva
Carman-Buckner
Elementary School
Principal Robert Silva
(left). (Right) CarmanBuckner students in class.

Silva’s first year was hard, by his own admission. At times, he found the task of
improving the school to be overwhelming. Silva found support from Amanda
Patti, his supervisor at the time. “She kept me going,” he said, looking back. “I
consider this place my home. I will do whatever it takes for the school to be
successful, but I needed help.”
During his first year, Silva focused on evaluating teachers and giving them
feedback for improvement. “If you have a positive attitude and try, I can work
with you,” he explained. “But there were teachers at that time who were
(educationally) hurting kids. The district used to dump its lowest-performing
teachers in Carman-Buckner.” After the 2015-16 school year, Silva orchestrated
the removal of 18 of the school’s 42 teachers. The next year, 12 teachers left
the school. “I needed to get teachers who didn’t want to be here or didn’t
belong out. Then, I could build culture and establish procedures.”
Beginning with student behaviors, Silva worked with educators to establish a
classroom management system, a process for referring misbehaving or
troubled students to the office, and interventions for improving individual
students’ behavior and learning. Silva also trained teachers on the types of
trauma that their students were experiencing and pushed teachers to build
relationships with students and their families. Now his instructional team is
dedicated and invested in educating and supporting children, Silva said. “You
can feel the difference in the school.”
Although student achievement has not gone up as much as he would like,
Silva expressed optimism. “I feel like an instructional leader now. And I think
our achievement is about to pop,” he noted. Silva is the first to acknowledge
that he could not have driven the improvements in Carman-Buckner alone.
“My team is fantastic now, and I get great support from the district.”

FourPoint Education Partners
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Empowering Principals: The District’s Philosophical Shift

Carman-Buckner is just one example of a WPS school that is demonstrating
significant progress. Aside from hiring outstanding principals like Robert Silva
and providing them with moral support and coaching, how does a district
implement a theory of action focused on principal leadership? For a district’s
central office, it helps to focus on a few strategies that are likely to lead to the
biggest improvement in classroom teaching and student supports, which in
turn should lead to big gains in student learning. In Waukegan, the district has
empowered two individuals to carry out this work.
Two WPS Area Superintendents, Amanda Patti and Shanie Keelean, supervise
and coach the district’s 21 principals. Over the last three years, Patti and
Keelean have focused on supporting and holding principals accountable for
implementing the following four strategies aligned with the strategic plan.
1. Develop and stay focused on implementing a school improvement plan
(SIP). Most schools in the country, and certainly all schools in WPS, have
had some type of improvement plan. Depending on their status, some
schools must submit their plans to the district office and the state
education agency. In many schools, these SIPs are little more than
documents used to comply with state and local requirements. If plans are
to be used in a way that will actually lead to improvement, they need to
define clear, realistic goals for student learning, identify a small number of
high-impact strategies for improvement, and outline specific timelines and
responsibilities for implementation.
Patti and Keelean have revised the SIP process to ensure that the plans are
meaningful and useful guides to improvement. Just as important, Patti and
Keelean make each school’s SIP the centerpiece of their coaching and
supervision of their principals. When they visit a principal at their school—
which happens almost every day—Patti and Keelean ask the principal to
discuss progress towards SIP implementation.
If the school has not made progress since their previous visit, Patti and Keelean
will ask why. “Our school improvement plan is the driver of our work now,” said
Jennifer Rice de la Sanchez, who is in her third year as principal of Whittier
Elementary School. “[Keelean] really pushes us to make it real. She also knows
how to differentiate—the types of support and coaching she gives me are
probably a lot different than what she does with other principals.”
This emphasis on the SIP maintains focus and enables principals and the
central office to track progress against a fair and meaningful standard. “We still
help principals address emergencies,” said Patti. “But now our support can be
more strategic and targeted to ensuring that students are learning.”
SIPs also empower schools to design approaches they believe will best help
their students and take advantage of their staffs’ strengths. For example, both
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2. Coach teachers to improve instruction across the school. Just as
Patti and Keelean coach principals, Waukegan principals are
expected to coach their teachers. Although Patti and Keelean use
the work of Paul Bambrick-Santoyo6 as a theoretical base and are
supported by a leadership consultant, they have granted principals
significant flexibility in how they coach. Over time Patti and Keelean
expect to create a framework for instructional coaching by
principals, but for now they are working to establish the expectation
that principals will provide instructional coaching and to support
them in developing this skill. “Coaching teachers is how we have
gotten better and will continue to get better,” says Principal Silva of
Carman-Buckner Elementary. “It shouldn’t always be me doing the
coaching—I have a great assistant principal and instructional coach.
But as a team, we have to keep pushing.”
3. Use the school’s Instructional Leadership Team (ILT) to assess
student learning and school improvement. A school’s ILT typically
includes the principal, assistant principal (if the school has one), an
instructional coach, and a couple of highly effective teachers. Most
schools in the country have some form of ILT, but many do not use
them effectively. Patti and Keelean recognized the potential power
of ILTs to monitor school and students’ performance and to feed
information to grade-level teams (see below) that will act on their
findings and recommendations. To ensure effectiveness, Patti and
Keelean have worked with principals to define the role of their ILTs
and have them meet regularly, plan agendas for the meetings,
identify and analyze appropriate sources of data, and follow
through by giving grade-level teams direction for further analysis
and planning.
“Our principal [Joyce Meyer] pushes us to be our best selves,” said
Laura Raykiewicz, a fifth-grade teacher at Greenwood Elementary
School. “And it starts with our ILT meetings.” The meetings, Meyer
explained, occur bi-weekly and are focused on the school’s
improvement plan. “We examine progress of implementation and
examine student outcome data,” Meyer added. Based on that, “we
communicate back to staff in our grade-level meetings and during our
classroom walk throughs.” Melissa Wise, a second-grade teacher at
Greenwood, noted another benefit of the ILT meeting. “Ms. Meyer
makes sure that we have everything we need to be successful. Based
on our discussions at ILT, she will go to the school community or
district to get the resources and support we need.”

6

Bambrick-Santoyo, P. (2010) Driven by Data: A Practical Guide to Improve Instruction. San Francisco: Wiley and Sons. And
Bambrick-Santoyo, P. (2018) A Principal Manager’s Guide to Leverage Leadership 2.0: How to Build Exceptional Schools Across
Your District. Author.
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4. Use grade-level teams (subject teams in the high school) to plan for
improved implementation of key instructional strategies that impact
student learning. While ILTs assess student learning and school
improvement across the entire school, teachers in each grade (sometimes
working with the principal, assistant principal, or instructional coach) are
asked to dig deeper by analyzing work of students in their grade,
identifying struggling students who need extra help, and planning for
changes in curriculum, program implementation, or lesson design that will
improve outcomes for more students. This structure accomplishes at least
two objectives. First, grade-level teams clearly help teachers make more
strategic decisions about how to serve their students more effectively.
Second, the teams metaphorically break down walls between teachers,
creating more collaboration and contributing to a school culture of buy-in
and problem solving. “Grade level teams help to build the collaborative
culture we are looking for,” said Principal Meyer. “It helps build supports for
teachers and creates a sense that we are all here to help every single child
in this school.”
One challenge for both grade-level and instructional leadership teams is
determining which data will be used to monitor student learning. As discussed
in more detail below, WPS does not have a “common formative assessment,” or
a test of student learning administered a few times a year that is aligned with
what students are actually learning in class. WPS does administer a test called
the Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) in upper elementary grades and the
Amplify Text Reading and Comprehension (TRC) in lower elementary grades.
But these assessments, purchased from outside vendors, are not necessarily
aligned with what students are learning in Waukegan. As a result, Patti and
Keelean work with principals, ILTs, and grade-level teams to analyze other
measures of student learning, such as worksheets or written essays.
Incorporating
Elements of HighFunctioning Systems

The completion of Plascencia’s leadership team has helped to build capacity
beyond area superintendents Patti and Keelean. Deputy Superintendent
Eduardo Cesario was hired in November 2018. Like Plascencia, Cesario came
to Waukegan by way of Chicago Public Schools, where he served as a teacher,
assistant principal, principal, and chief of schools (principal supervisor) for
Network 2.
Plascencia has entrusted Cesario with significant responsibility, including
coordinating all programming in the district related to academics and student
supports. Cesario is impressed with the progress the district has made over
the last few years but acknowledges that critical areas for improvement
remain. “The district has put some good things in place and Ms. Plascencia has
assembled a strong leadership team,” said Cesario. “But I’m still surprised by
the lack of systems that were here.”
Cesario points to two key elements of high-functioning districts that have been
lacking in Waukegan for years. “First and foremost, the district does not have a
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curriculum with aligned assessments. And second, there have been no
protocols for how we communicate with and support principals beyond the
area superintendents.”
Curriculum and Assessments
Curriculum means different things to different people. When preK-12
educators use the term curriculum, they are typically referring to a written plan
for the content to be taught in a given time period (usually a semester or year),
along with associated instructional materials, including text books, computerbased programs, and manipulatives. The curriculum should clearly define
what children should learn at key intervals and how that learning should be
assessed. The curriculum should also include a description of materials and
activities, such as extra tutoring or small group remediation, that teachers can
use during instruction and interventions if children are not mastering the
material.
When students don’t perform well, it is often due to one of three reasons:
1.

There is no written curriculum so teachers make a variety of assumptions
about what should be taught.

2. The written curriculum is not aligned with student assessments. As a
result, students get tested on material that was not properly taught or not
taught at all.
3. Teachers are not effectively delivering the curriculum to students.
The first two reasons apply in Waukegan, and the accuracy of the third reason
cannot be determined because Waukegan has not had a written curriculum. In
addition, the assessments currently being used are not necessarily aligned
with what students are learning in class, making it difficult to assess the quality
of instruction. To address this problem, Plascencia and her team identified a
few key programs, each with its own unit assessments, to be implemented in
reading and math. For example, Ready for Reading was rolled out (albeit with
significant implementation challenges) as the reading program for all students
in K-5 and Everyday Math is now being used for math.
Administrators interviewed for this case study acknowledged that
implementing these programs is a short-term fix while the district develops
curricula and aligned student assessments in all subject areas and for all grade
levels. They also agreed that meeting student achievement goals requires
effective and consistent implementation of high-quality curricula and
assessments over time.

FourPoint Education Partners

14 Key Factors in WPS' Growth

Incorporating Elements of High-Functioning Systems

Communication with and Support for Principals
Cesario and his team have taken immediate action to improve how the central
office communicates with Waukegan’s principals. To date, every WPS
department (e.g., curriculum and instruction, special education, finance, human
resources, etc.) has communicated with principals in whatever way they
chose—through emails, newsletters, phone calls, and in-person professional
development. This varied approach has led to principals feeling confused,
frustrated, and overwhelmed, which diffuses the district’s focus on principal
leadership and empowerment.
To address this problem, Cesario has worked with the academic team to plan
all the interactions that each department will have with principals starting in the
2019-20 school year. Administrators believe this will significantly improve
communication with principals and help principals feel that the central office is
working with them as equal partners.
In addition to playing an important role in streamlining communication, Patti
and Keelean also are developing a structure to foster leadership and
professional learning for principals. During the 2018-19 school year, Patti and
Keelean created a principal leadership group. Principals applied, and five were
selected to participate in weekly meetings that have been focused on
identifying professional learning needs of all principals. Topics identified
include Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS), instructional coaching for
teachers, Common Core State Standards, data-driven instruction, and school
culture. Principals in the leadership group will develop and deliver training for
all principals in the district in each of these areas. The idea, said Patti, is to
empower principals to support one another in areas that they find critical to
their success.
Deputy Superintendent of Academic
Supports and Programs
Eduardo Cesario
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Maintaining Fiscal
Health While Investing
in Facilities

Implementing a theory of action focused on principal leadership and
empowerment would not be possible without the strategic allocation of funds.
WPS is a resource-poor district, spending only $12,600 per student per year,
compared with the $18,800 per student spent in Stevenson, another Illinois
district only 20 miles away. These disparities illustrate the challenge faced by
Waukegan’s school board, administration, and educators.
Until recently, Waukegan’s job in managing resources was made much more
difficult by the State of Illinois, which went more than two years, from 2015 to
2017, without passing a budget and was frequently late in allocating education
funds to the district. On August 7, 2017, Plascencia told all 21 principals in the
district that unless the state passed a budget, schools in the district would
need to close on October 23, 2017, because the district would run out of
money. The uncertainty and inadequacy of funding from the state makes
planning for the future almost impossible and budgeting for the present
difficult.
Effective Budgeting
Despite these challenges, WPS has done a remarkable job of managing its
finances. To manage fiscal uncertainty prior to 2017, the district, under the
leadership of Gwen Polk, associate superintendent for business and financial
services, successfully pro-rated state aid, delayed payments when possible,
and carried over approximately $11 million from year to year to ensure district
solvency. As there was no strategic plan, Polk said she “budgeted by trend,”
identifying key expenses that needed to be continued the following year.
Starting in 2015-16, the year before Superintendent Plascencia was hired, Polk
switched the district to “zero-based” budgeting. This approach forced
administrators across the central office to define goals and action steps in order
to receive funding. “I sort of back-doored our way into a strategic plan before
we had one,” said Polk.
WPS’ new strategic plan has improved zero-based budgeting and enabled
much better decision making across the district, according to Polk. “This is the
way an organization should run,” she said. “We just needed leadership from the
superintendent and the board to make it happen.” With the strategic plan in
place and the district’s experience with zero-based budgeting going well, WPS
started piloting the budgeting process in schools during the 2018-19 school
year, with the expectation that all schools will soon participate. “Zero-based
budgeting has been really good for our school,” said Greenwood Elementary
School Principal Joyce Meyer, who participated in the pilot this year. “Not every
school was ready, but it is the right direction to go. It empowers the school
leadership team to make strategic decisions that will help our kids.”
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Reducing Expenses
As part of its more strategic approach to budgeting, WPS has looked for ways
to reduce expenses in order to increase funding for new priorities, including
improved school facilities and services for students. Within a year of
Plascencia’s arrival, the district had eliminated or consolidated positions in the
central office and schools, which saved $2.5 million. High-paid secretarial
positions in the central office were cut, along with some high-level
administrator positions in the central office. For example, human resources,
business and financial services, operations, crisis intervention and safety, child
nutrition, and transportation were all consolidated into one division under the
leadership of LeBaron Moten. With the extra responsibilities, Moten was
promoted from deputy superintendent to chief operations officer. The
promotion came with a raise for Moten but enabled the district to hire fewer
administrators.
More controversially, school positions were reduced or repurposed. For
example, shifting from multiple “schools within a school” at each of the two
high school campuses to a more traditional model in which one campus serves
grades 9-10 and the other campus serves grades 11-12 enabled the district to
eliminate 10 administrators and save hundreds of thousands of dollars. In
addition, the number of administrators at elementary schools was reduced by
assigning assistant principals only to schools serving at least 500 students.
Finally, reading specialists were initially eliminated, but then some of them
were brought back in the 2018-19 school year as instructional coaches.
These decisions affecting school staffing were difficult. Decreasing the adult to
child ratio in schools has the potential to reduce services for students and
stoke anger among school staff, parents, and the community. But Plascencia
was hired as a change agent, and she and her team argued that the costbenefit ratio for these positions was too high. They also argued that the
funding could be used for critical priorities, including much needed upgrades
to school facilities.
Chief Operations Officer
LeBaron Moten
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Investing in Facilities
Even before Plascencia started officially as superintendent, she noticed the age
and poor condition of WPS’ school facilities. “I asked myself, ‘Would I want to
send my own children here?’” she recalled. Board members agreed that the
district’s schools needed to be updated. “When my children visited schools in
other districts for music or sports, they always came back realizing how bad
our school buildings were,” said Rick Riddle, a board member. “We always
knew that we had to improve our facilities, but we never had the leadership that
could make it happen.”
The problem was significant. According to a 2016 “life safety survey”
conducted every 10 years, WPS had an estimated $4 million backlog in “A”
priority repairs and maintenance that had to be addressed within one year due
to safety and health concerns. On top of these, WPS was expected to address
$2 million in “B” priorities within two to five years. The survey also identified
longer term “C” priorities valued at $86 million.
Despite the daunting price tag, Plascencia acted almost immediately. “We
operate on such a tight budget, but something needed to be done,” she said.
“No student should have to go to school in a dilapidated building. No adult
should have to work there. It’s a matter of equity. It’s an issue of social justice.”
The $2.5 million saved from eliminating or consolidating staff positions was not
enough, especially because Plascencia and the board had priorities beyond
facilities that required investments, including middle school athletics,
instructional technology, and reading and math programs. So, in 2016, the
district applied for and received a Qualified School Construction Bond. This
interest-free bond provided the district with $7 million and enabled WPS to
begin updating its buildings immediately. Moreover, the district could pay the
bond back, at a rate of $500,000 per year, out of its operating budget without
having to place a tax on Waukegan citizens.
At around the same time, the district caught a lucky break. The State of Illinois
changed the way it funded districts to allocate more resources to those serving
students with the greatest needs. As a result, the district received a windfall of
about $11 million per year starting in 2017. Believing the district needed more
funds, WPS issued a $6 million bond during the 2017-18 school year—which
will ultimately be increased to $10.5 million—that will be paid for by Waukegan
taxpayers.
This increase in funds has already supported noticeable improvements in
schools. Air conditioning has been added to all but two buildings, asbestos has
been removed, and the neediest schools have received new roofs and floors.
Plumbing is being fixed, and buildings are being painted and rewired for safety
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Waukegan High School
Brookside Campus
Image of WHS Brookside
Campus (top) and main
entrance (bottom).

and to accommodate the latest technology, which includes an investment in
Chromebook computers all students in grades 6 through 12.
The district is just getting started, according to LeBaron Moten, the district
COO. Moten led the development of a 10-year, $116 million capital
improvement program, which is part of the district’s strategic plan. The hope,
said Moten, “is to address needs before they are identified in our next life safety
survey” (in 2025-26). The program is expected to be approved by the board in
August 2019 with permission to spend $10 million on facility upgrades in 202021 approved by the board in May 2019.
FourPoint Education Partners
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Addressing the Special Case of Waukegan High School
Waukegan’s high school was restructured beginning in March of 2017 for the
2017-18 school year. In 1975, Waukegan split its one large high school into two
smaller ones, each on different sides of town. This split, while perhaps
intended to reduce crowding and increase personalization for students,
resulted in racial segregation. To address the segregation, Waukegan closed
the east campus in the early 1990s and returned to a single large campus on
the west side of town. This scenario lasted nearly a decade before the east
campus was reopened and used only for freshmen in 1999. This was how
Waukegan educated high school students until 2009.
In 2009, the district—spurred by a grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation—took a completely different approach. The district created a
number of small schools, called “houses,” of about 250 students each (the
district has approximately 4,200 high school students total). Several houses
serving freshmen through seniors were opened in both the east and west
campuses, and in an effort to prevent racial segregation, students were
randomly assigned. The goal with the house system was to “personalize”
learning for students by creating a small school within a school. This allowed
teachers and administrators in each house to get to know their students well
and, in theory, be able to differentiate the instruction and supports they provide
to every student.
In reality, although there were anecdotal benefits to the house model, the data
indicated that student performance was not increasing. Moreover, the house
model was expensive in that each of the nine houses had its own administrator,
in addition to the principal and assistant principals at both the east and west
campus.
Concerned with the lack of improvement in student learning and the cost of
paying for additional school administrators, Plascencia ended the house model
in 2017 with the full support of the board. Instead, the district split the
campuses by grades, with the west campus serving grades 9-10 and the east
campus serving grades 11-12.
This last change in 2017 is a prime example of Plascencia carrying out her
mandate to be a change agent. The house model was fairly popular, but
Plascencia found that it was expensive and not impacting student learning, so
she acted quickly and decisively in collaboration with the board. Further, the
move saved hundreds of thousands of dollars in reduced administrator
salaries. It is also worth noting that Plascencia made a similar cut in central
office administrators prior to making the reduction in force at the high school
level.
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Despite the cost savings, the move is likely one cause for Waukeganites’ low
opinion of their schools. Throughout the research for this case study,
administrators and board members repeatedly made the point that Waukegan
citizens, while intensely proud of their city, do not see all the good news
happening in the district. Indeed, Nicholas Alajakis, the district’s director of
communications and the superintendent’s chief of staff, noted that the district
struggles to receive any positive stories from the traditional media.
The changes in the high school and the uneven implementation of the
restructuring have surely affected the public’s perception of the district as a
whole. Nationally, the pride many citizens take in their school district often
derives from the accomplishments of their high schools and the students who
attend and graduate from them. This unquestionably includes the success of
the high schools’ athletic teams that, when successful, generate a significant
amount of community pride. It is not surprising that a district like Waukegan, in
which the high school has historically struggled to succeed academically and
athletically, also struggles to win the praise of its citizens.
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Sustaining Improvement
in Waukegan
Despite some challenges with Waukegan High School and public perception, WPS has accomplished a
great deal. The budget from the state has stabilized, and the district continues to allocate resources more
strategically and equitably than ever before. The district has already made significant upgrades to school
facilities and has comprehensive plans in place to continue doing so. Moreover, high-quality staff have
been hired and/or refocused to begin the hard work of improving student outcomes. A collaborative,
problem-solving, “can-do” culture in the schools and the central office is being established that should pay
dividends for years to come. Most importantly, student learning has begun to increase.
All of these accomplishments are critically important, but they have not been without challenges. Student
achievement, while beginning to inch up, is not close to where anyone wants it to be. As with many
districts serving low-income students, WPS struggles to recruit a sufficient number of high-quality
teachers, especially bilingual ones. Transition to the new high school structure, while improving, remains
incomplete and contributes to a negative public perception of the district. This public perception is fueled
by questions about central office transparency and over-reaction to short-term public relations “crises” that
have little to do with how effectively schools are being managed or students are being served.
Other challenges have accompanied Plascencia’s bold actions. For example, some staff were laid off early
in Plascencia’s tenure, and remaining staff felt overwhelmed, uncertain, and even a bit scared. “There were
questions early on as to whether people had each other’s back,” said one senior administrator. “Everyone
had their guard up.” Even today, the administrator continued, staff feel significant pressure to keep reforms
moving and to improve the education delivered to students.7
How can WPS address these challenges and build on recent improvements? To continue to make gains,
WPS needs to focus on full implementation of key strategies, which requires enhancing the experiences of
teachers and principals, understanding variability in performance and implementation, learning from
implementation successes and challenges, and making adjustments based on the learning. In short, WPS
should apply the principles of improvement science.
Improvement science is an emerging field in education that is gaining attention nationally thanks to the
work of Bryk et al. (2016) and funding from the Gates Foundation. The premise underlying improvement
science is that the root of school failure lies not in a lack of good ideas or even willpower to implement
them, but rather in an insufficient understanding of all that goes into implementing a good idea in a way
that will actually lead to improved outcomes for students. As Bryk and team write: “Experiences across
many different fields now caution humility about how much must be learned in order to transform
successfully a change idea into new human capabilities, into day-to-day practices that work reliably, and
into the redesign of organizational arrangements necessary to support all of this.”

7

Bryk, A., Gomez, L., Grunow, A., & LeMahieu, P. (2016). Learning to Improve: How America’s Schools Can Get Better at Getting
Better. Harvard Education Press.

8

Bryk et al., 2016.
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According to Bryk et al. (2016), most problems in education and other fields “do not stem primarily from an
absence of basic research or inferior workforces. Rather, they result from the ways that work systems are
designed and thereby shape how individuals carry out their responsibilities. Improvement science
addresses this reality by focusing on the specific tasks people do; the processes and tools they use; and
how prevailing policies, organizational structures, and norms affect this.”9
Fully incorporating improvement science is complex work that could overwhelm WPS administrators and
actually undermine current reform efforts. That said, current reforms will not be as successful as intended
unless WPS applies the key principles of improvement science10:
1. Make the work problem-specific and user-centered. Detailing the problem to be solved is often
more difficult than it seems. Improvement science demands focus: What specific problem or small set
of problems are we trying to solve? Equally important is examining the problem from the point of view
of the user—the person experiencing it firsthand. Questions for WPS include:
•
•
•

What is the primary root cause for low levels of student achievement? How do teachers experience
this problem?
Do current programs and strategies address the root cause?
To what degree are current programs and strategies intended to increase student achievement
implemented at the school and classroom levels? What are some of the barriers to
implementation?

2. Focus on variation in performance. Variable performance is the natural state of affairs in complex
organizations such as districts. Reducing harmful variation and improving overall quality form the
prime targets for improvement efforts. In the context of schooling, this means more consistently
producing positive outcomes for diverse students being educated by different teachers and in varied
contexts. Questions for WPS include:
•
•
•

Which schools are most effectively implementing key strategies, such as Instructional Leadership
Teams and teacher coaching?
What are the key differences between high-implementation and low-implementation schools?
What systems and structures would reduce variation?

3. See the system that produces the current outcomes. Why do we continue to get undesirable
outcomes? Adopting a systems perspective makes visible many of the hidden complexities actually
operating in an organization that might be important targets for change. Questions for WPS include:
•
•
•

How effective are current classroom instruction and supports for students?
What current school and district systems and structures are intended to help teachers improve
instruction and supports?
What are the current strengths and challenges of these systems and structures and how can they
be improved?

9

Bryk et al., 2016.

10

Adapted from Bryk et al., 2016.
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4. Determine appropriate measures for each part of the change process. What are the specific
measures of the change that the district is seeking? Measures must be considered for each of the
components of the overall change process. Regular reporting on these outcomes disciplines the work
of the community and holds it internally accountable at all stages of implementation. Questions for
WPS include:
•
•
•

What are the practices that schools and the district believe would result in higher student
achievement, if improved?
What are key implementation stages of these practices?
What are the measures for implementation, and how are data collected and reported?

5. Use disciplined inquiry to drive improvement. Improvement research consists of a highly integrated
set of methods for developing the necessary technical knowledge to transform good ideas into
practices that work, building human capabilities necessary for this learning to spread, and directly
addressing a major challenge in every improvement effort—building will for change. Questions for
WPS include:
•
•
•

What systems are currently in place to assess implementation and impact of key programs and
strategies? What can we learn from these systems?
What systems are still needed to assess implementation and impact of key programs and
strategies?
What structures are in place and needed to reflect on what is being learned?

6. Accelerate learning through networked communities. Membership in a community means placing
priority on solving a problem together. Participation in the network challenges the long-standing norm
of autonomy in practice that educators have traditionally prized. It means recognizing that today’s
problems cannot be solved through isolated individual actions. Questions for WPS include:
•
•
•

What is a problem of practice that can be addressed by groups of WPS schools?
How should a networked community be structured in WPS to address the problem of practice?
Should there be more than one networked community?

Under the leadership of Superintendent Theresa Plascencia, WPS is undoubtedly on a path to
improvement. Scaling and sustaining this improvement will require focus on the part of all board
members, administrators, and educators. Incorporating the principles of improvement science will help to
maintain this focus and continue to foster the culture of problem solving and continuous improvement that
is already beginning to be established across the district.
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