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Purpose and Audience 

This case study describes and contextualizes Milford, Connecticut Public Schools’ innovative 

approach to teachers’ professional learning, centered on its six-day summer institute called HQI 

[High Quality Instruction] Live! The study offers the history and structure of HQI Live!, describes 

its role in the district’s broader approach to instructional improvement, reflects on the cultural 

conditions underpinning the summer institute’s success, and sheds light on its tensions and 

challenges. The case study is written for district leaders and others who are interested in the 

challenge of improving teachers’ classroom instruction at scale. 

Introduction 

On a chilly afternoon in the spring of 2025, a planning team of instructional supervisors, 

coaches, and district administrators was deep in discussion around a Milford, Connecticut Public 

Schools conference table. In envisioning the sixth season of HQI Live!, the district’s signature 

professional learning experience, they stood at a crossroads. The planning team knew that the 

six-day summer institute was special. A die-hard group of enthusiastic educators returned every 

year to observe and discuss classroom teaching with their colleagues, and raved about its 

positive impact on their professional practice, relationships, and morale. A crop of first-timers 

joined them each July, comprising a yearly mix of new and experienced participants. Ideally, 

every educator in the district would attend. Yet 55% of the district’s certified staff had never 

participated in the voluntary summer experience. 

Given the powerful impact they had observed on participants, the Season Six planning team 

discussed ways to sustain HQI Live!’s momentum and broaden its reach: how could they 

encourage the district’s teachers who had not yet agreed to participate, even when offered pay 

for their time? How could they keep the experience fresh for the educators who were attending 

for the sixth consecutive year, while meeting the needs of first-timers? And how could they 

more effectively engage building leaders in leveraging the summer experience to foster 

authentic dialogue about teaching and learning in their schools year-round?  

Underlying the planning team’s immediate concerns were broader questions facing the district: 

Who leads instructional improvement in Milford? What role do principals play, and how does 

that complement the work of instructional supervisors? What is the district’s theory of change 

for leveraging school-year professional development opportunities to move every teacher, at 
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every level, toward the district’s model of high-quality instruction (HQI)? As HQI Live! headed 

into its sixth season, the planning team was not only considering changes to the summer 

institute but also wrestling with system-wide challenges of instructional leadership and 

coherence. 

Making Teaching Practice Public to Deepen Teacher Learning 

HQI Live! was born from Milford superintendent Dr. Anna Cutaia’s vision of professional learning 

built around a shared vision for high-quality instruction (HQI), grounded in observation and 

discussion of classroom practice, and led by teachers. "I really believe that instructional 

improvement occurs most effectively when it's peer-to-peer, colleague-to-colleague, and when 

teachers can be together, talking about their practice,” she explained. “The responsibility of the 

district is to give them time and space and the safe conditions to speak openly about things 

they are trying, things that are working, things that aren't working." Engaging teachers in 

sustained, in-depth analysis of classroom instruction, and specifically what good teaching looks 

and sounds like, is unusual in district-led approaches to teachers’ professional development. In 

a profession where norms of privacy and autonomy have traditionally prevailed, it requires deep 

investment in both structures and culture.  

Traditional norms of closed-door teaching (see Lortie, 1975) prevailed in Milford when Dr. 

Cutaia took the helm as superintendent in August of 2018. She and her team have worked with 

focus and intention to build a culture that supports open and collegial examination of teaching 

and learning. Seven years later, Cutaia and the Milford team were proud of what they had built, 

and conscious that their efforts to engage teachers in regular, fine-grained discussions of 

practice are unusual. An instructional supervisor in the district reflected, “I think the fact that 

we are even talking about how kids learn and what an instructional model could look like is a 

very different conversation than many other districts.” 

HQI Live! as a Unique Professional Learning Experience 

HQI Live! is the cornerstone of Milford’s approach to teacher professional learning. It is a 6-day 

summer experience facilitated by a team of Milford teachers and administrators, and is open to 

all certified staff. Participants engage in a sequence of activities carefully designed to bring 

Milford’s model of high-quality instruction (HQI) [Exhibit A] to life. This instructional model 
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emphasizes developing student agency by providing rigorous opportunities to apply grade-level 

knowledge and skills. Students make their thinking visible, and teachers challenge growth 

through intentional inquiry. The approach differs significantly from traditional stand-and-deliver 

models and requires a particular set of teacher dispositions and skills. HQI Live! is designed to 

foster those dispositions and skills by helping Milford educators more deeply understand the 

instructional model and by demonstrating teaching practices that align with it. Over the course 

of the week, participants develop a shared practice of observing and discussing teaching that 

allows them insight into the demonstration teachers’ instructional decisions and into the 

learners’ perspectives.  

In the summer of 2024, Season Five, a quarter of Milford’s roughly six hundred certified staff 

attended HQI Live! as participants, host teachers, or facilitators. This group included classroom 

teachers representing a wide variety of grade levels and subjects, spanning from elementary 

through high school, as well as special education teachers, social workers, instructional coaches, 

and building leaders. HQI Live! does not operate within the district’s existing summer school; 

instead, carefully selected “host” teachers teach curriculum-embedded lessons to volunteer 

students from across the district. Administrators recruit students to represent the district’s 

diverse demographics and learning needs, and the planning team chooses lessons that are 

related to recent curriculum, yet new to the students.  

How the Week is Organized 

The first day of HQI Live!, known as Day Zero, typically takes place on a Wednesday in July from 

8:30am to 3:30pm. This day is designed to set the stage for the following week’s learning by 

building community, introducing the week’s instructional focus, and putting that focus in 

context. In Season Five, the focus was on equitable instructional practices. Day Zero included 

small group sharing guided by structured protocols; a discussion of how to adapt that sharing 

activity to participants’ classrooms and existing curricula; a norms-setting exercise; exploration 

of the district’s equity framework and its connection to the district’s other anchor frameworks; 

and several activities making sense of extant research about teacher expectations and student 

learning.  

 

On Monday morning of the following week, participants return for five consecutive days 

(labeled Days One through Five) of discussion, classroom observations, reflection, and more 

discussion. These days start and end earlier than Day Zero, spanning from roughly 8am to 1pm. 

Participants begin the day as a whole group, as facilitators introduce the specific focus for that 

day’s observations and review the coding sheets on which participants will record what they see 
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in relation to that focus. Participants then disperse into the four host classrooms for a 

90-minute block in which each host teacher teaches a lesson appropriate to the grade-level of

the students in their classroom and their subject area expertise. Participants take notes on their

coding sheets before reconvening to reflect on what they saw, engage in structured debriefs

with the host teachers, and reflect again on potential applications to their own practice. They

are asked to return to the same classroom for Days One through Three, and then can view other

classrooms on Days Four and Five. Day Four (Thursday) includes an opportunity to debrief with

students, and on Day Five (Friday), the classroom observation block is shortened to an hour to

make room for building-level discussions about how to bring the learning back to colleagues.

The week ends with an opportunity for participants to consolidate their learning and share

insights with the larger group. [See Exhibit B: HQI Live! Season Five Day-by-Day Agenda.]

High-Impact PD for Those who Attend 

Milford educators who have participated in HQI Live! report being drawn by the opportunities 

to collaborate with colleagues and learn about effective teaching, specifically the district’s HQI 

model. In their words, “I genuinely like collaborating with my colleagues and pushing my 

practice as an educator;” “I am drawn by the opportunities to learn new evidence-based 

instructional practice;” and “[It is] an opportunity to shift my instructional practice in service of 

the students and MPS' vision of High Quality Instruction.”  

Past participants describe HQI Live! as unlike other professional development they have 

experienced. "Exhilarating," said one teacher. "Mind-blowing," offered another. An instructional 

supervisor who has served on the planning team reflected, "You can feel the energy when 

teachers walk into the room. There's joy, curiosity, and a real hunger for growth." Another 

observed, “HQI Live! has this sort of magical quality. I have observed, both as a participant and 

as a facilitator, where teachers leave really, really excited and really empowered and ready to 

start the year.”  

Impact on Practice and Professional Relationships 

In February 2025 surveys and interviews, the vast majority of past participants (88%) indicated 

that HQI Live! changed the way they teach. This is striking given that most teacher professional 

development demonstrates little effect on teacher practice (Darling-Hammond, Wei, Andree, 

Richardson & Orphanos, 2009). Some HQI Live! participants described a shift in their overall 
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approach to teaching -- away from direct instruction and toward a more facilitative approach, 

for example: “I have become a better teacher because of HQI Live! I have learned how to let the 

students do the work, allow productive struggle and how to be a more intentional planner.” 

Others referenced incorporating specific teaching strategies that were modeled in the host 

classrooms, such as random grouping, increased wait time, and having students support each 

other. As one participating teacher put it, “I have made little changes in lots of areas.” 

 

Participants also described positive impacts of HQI Live! on their overall professional 

experience, including renewed professional enthusiasm, stronger collegial relationships, and 

more comfort taking risks in the classroom. One teacher wrote that HQI Live! inspired in them 

“a newfound passion for teaching young people. A new definition for what it means to be a 

teacher. A validation that my work is important, and that it is hard … and the administration's 

willingness to allow us to take risks is the cornerstone of being a Milford Public Schools teacher.” 

This enthusiasm was not limited to the observing participants; a host teacher described the 

experience as “one of the best experiences of my professional career … like all my hard work 

from the previous years paid off in some meaningful way.” Another past host teacher said that 

the experience inspired her to pursue a path to school leadership. 

HQI Live!’s “Special Sauce” 

Milford’s HQI Live! Season Six planning team knew that the existing structure was both unique 

and powerful. While the professional development experience was at a crossroads, they were 

determined not to lose the “special sauce” that set it apart from other professional 

development. They agreed that certain aspects of the model were non-negotiable and had to 

be maintained in any future iteration, including a shared model for high-quality instruction, live 

teaching demonstrations that span a multi-day arc, opportunities to debrief, 

community-building events, and a psychologically safe environment. 

 

A shared model for HQI 
 
A shared model for high-quality instruction (HQI), developed collaboratively over several years, 

is critical to HQI Live!’s success. This shared model for HQI functions as the district’s North Star, 

guiding all professional learning, including HQI Live! "We all understand the HQI model," 

explained one of the district’s seven instructional supervisors. "It allows us to talk about practice 

in a shared language." She continued, “It's not perfect, but there is a far greater consensus and 

understanding of what high-quality instruction looks like in this district than in any district I've 

been in before.” Another supervisor explains: “Everything relates to that. I'm not saying that 
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other things don't come up, but [Dr. Cutaia] does not waver: ‘These are our commitments. This 

is the direction.’” 

On the first day of HQI Live! (called “Day Zero”), facilitators lead the whole group in exploring 

one component of the HQI model. The planning team chooses the focus based on what 

supervisors are seeing in classrooms. One explained, “We look at the model and think about, 

‘What are we seeing that's going well? What are we seeing as the next steps in learning as 

trends across the district?’” Past areas of focus have included equitable instructional strategies, 

formative assessment, and strategies for making students’ thinking visible.  
 
Day Zero sets the stage for the next five days of classroom observations by clarifying the 

selected aspect of the district’s vision for effective instruction and exploring the theories behind 

the practice. Each of the subsequent mornings, before participants disperse to observe 

teaching, the facilitators preview the specific instructional moves participants should look for, 

offering a shared lens through which to analyze host teachers’ practice.  

Live Teaching Demonstrations 

 

Leaders and participants agree that the “live” aspect of HQI Live! is key to its magic. “Those 

theoretical things that we talk about suddenly are coming to life with real kids,” noted one 

instructional supervisor. Participants observe a full week of morning instruction in the host 

classrooms. Instructional supervisors and coaches collaborate with each host teacher to plan 

age- and subject-matter-appropriate lessons designed to push observers’ understanding of what 

is possible in the classroom. As another supervisor explained, “We plan really high-level lessons 

that are pretty tough for kids. We intentionally try to find things that are going to show how you 

can really challenge the growth of kids in a supportive way.” Watching those lessons unfold in 

real time, as teachers teach content they may not have taught before to students they are 

meeting for the first time, is part of what makes it engaging. No one knows how the students 

will respond, nor how host teachers will need to adjust their practice as the week unfolds. 

A Multi-Day Arc 

 

Notably, observers do not watch only one lesson unfold. They have the opportunity to observe a 

teacher working with the same group of students over a five-day arc. Supervisors say that this is 

critical given the important role that engaging students in “productive struggle” plays in the 

district’s model of HQI. “You don't usually get to see somebody teach for five days. You get to 

see them teach for one day, and then you leave, and you're making assumptions about what's 
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next and what's coming. So if you only walk in on the day that kids are deep in the pit, and 

they're struggling to get themselves out of it, you might think, ‘This is too hard on kids.’ You 

don't get to see the joy the next day [when they’ve grasped the concept], or the comments that 

they say, like, ‘I was really struggling. But actually in the end, I kind of enjoyed that. I like that 

type of learning.’” Watching the host teacher work with the same students over multiple days 

also offers participants an opportunity to see them adjust practice in response to real-time 

evidence of student needs. 

Debriefs with Demonstration Teachers and Students 

 

Central to the HQI Live! model are the daily debriefs, 30-40 minute facilitated conversations that 

occur after the students are dismissed for the day. In these interactive discussions, the host 

teachers reflect on that day’s lesson, and observers ask questions about their instructional goals 

and strategies. In one planning team member’s words, "The debrief is where the real learning 

happens.” Assistant superintendent Steven Autieri describes these debrief conversations as 

opportunities to “get into the mind” of the host teacher. “We want to be able to elaborate on 

the instructional moves that were made during the learning time, understand the teacher's 

perspective, and understand how their planning and the delivery of their instruction shifted 

over the course of the week.” Particularly important, he said, is hearing the teacher describe the 

thinking behind those shifts in instruction, reflecting on what worked well and what did not. 

 

These debrief conversations follow an arc over the five days of instruction. On Day One and Day 

Two, classroom observers submit questions via index cards prior to the conversation. A 

facilitator reviews them in advance and chooses the questions that best align with the 

conversation’s purpose. In these early debriefs, the facilitator asks every question, modeling 

productive questioning. As the week continues, the facilitator opens the debrief conversation to 

participants, who raise their hands and ask questions of the demonstrating teacher in real time. 

On Day Four (Thursday), students are invited into the debrief to share their perspective on the 

lesson and respond to observers’ questions. On Day Five, the host teacher shares reflections on 

the week’s instruction in response to a predetermined prompt, and participants ask follow-up 

questions as appropriate. The planning team coaches host teachers to answer questions 

honestly, modeling vulnerability and reflective practice. 

Community-Building Events 
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The Planning Team organizes each season of HQI Live! around a playful theme, such as game 

shows or 80’s music. The week always includes at least one community-building event aligned 

to that theme, such as the selection of a school song or a consolidation activity modeled on 

Family Feud. Members of the planning team maintain that these opportunities are critical to the 

success of the event because they build the sense of community that makes deep learning 

possible. 

 

A Culture of Psychological Safety 

 

The structural features of HQI Live! align with research-based hallmarks of effective teacher 

professional learning, including access to models of effective practice, opportunities to reflect 

on that practice in relation to standards for quality, sustained duration, and opportunities for 

collective participation and/or collaboration (Darling Hammond et al, 2017). Yet a well-designed 

professional learning experience can only take participants so far. The culture in which it resides 

is equally important.  

 

The Milford Public School District boasts an unusual professional culture, carefully cultivated by 

Dr. Cutaia and her colleagues over several years. In the words of one instructional supervisor, 

“There's a psychological safety here that I think is unmatched.” She reflected that, having 

worked in three other school districts, “I have never felt so supported to be able to be 

vulnerable.” She credits Cutaia and assistant superintendent Autieri, who joined the district in 

2023. She continued, “I don't know any other districts that spend this much time talking about 

instruction. They talk about programs, they talk about students, they talk about lots of things. 

[Cutaia and Autieri] talk about, ‘What does high-quality instruction look like?’ We have had a 

very clear focus that HQI is our district model since I got here in 2019, and they are always 

willing to talk about it and grapple with it. And I think that makes a world of difference.”  

 

Others note that Cutaia and Autieri are often present in buildings, engaging in conversations 

about instruction. One instructional supervisor observed, “They are willing to share how their 

own thinking has evolved,” which gives others permission to acknowledge uncertainty or 

growth.” Teachers notice the culture of psychological safety, as well. One shared her 

appreciation that “there are administrators willing to allow teachers to make mistakes and 

grow,” while another noted that she loves working in Milford because “I know I can take risks, 

try new things, and collaborate to achieve success for our students.”   
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The HQI Live! planning team has adopted this culture among themselves. “We don't shy away 

from honest conversations, and we really critically listen to one another,” one observed. This 

carefully-cultivated culture of learning is critical to the success of HQI Live! Its unique power lies 

in host teachers’ willingness to be vulnerable, to teach new lessons to a new group of students 

and to then discuss the results with observers. The planning team works hard to design a 

psychologically safe environment for those summer discussions, but it is the work Milford 

school leaders do day in and day out, all year long, that makes such a culture possible.  

 

HQI Live!’s History: Creating the Conditions for Practice-Based 
Professional Learning in Milford 

The District Context 

 

Milford, Connecticut is a small coastal city of approximately 50,000 residents situated between 

New Haven and Bridgeport. The public school district serves approximately 5,300 students 

across fourteen schools with a student body that is predominantly White (65%), with Hispanic 

(16%), Asian (9%), Black (5%), and multiracial (5%) students comprising the remainder. About a 

quarter of students are eligible for free or reduced-price meals, and 17% receive special 

education services. Milford students consistently perform above state averages on academic 

assessments, and the district boasts a graduation rate of 94%, surpassing the state average of 

89%1.  

In the summer of 2018, Milford Public Schools recruited Dr. Cutaia to replace its retiring leader, 

Elizabeth Feser. Dr. Feser had entered during a difficult moment for the district, after two 

superintendents in a row had been dismissed. She worked diligently to restore trust in Central 

Office leadership. The local paper remarked on Feser’s “sensibility and stability,”2 characteristics 

that helped her win the Connecticut Superintendent of the Year award.3 Dr. Feser then turned 

her attention toward building a coherent approach to instructional improvement, 

communicating a district-wide focus on providing all students “cognitively engaging and 

intellectually challenging” learning experiences. During the last two years of her tenure, Feser 

and her team began engaging teachers across the district in wrestling with what that focus looks 

like in day-to-day teaching. They created a series of shared professional learning experiences 

3 https://www.ctinsider.com/connecticut/article/Feser-named-Superintendent-of-the-Year-for-11368260.php 

2 https://www.milfordmirror.com/news/article/Preparing-to-retire-Dr-Feser-brought-13893879.php   

1 https://edsight.ct.gov/Output/District/HighSchool/0840011_202223.pdf 
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that explored intellectual rigor and student engagement, and introduced faculty to the practice 

of observing and discussing practice through instructional rounds.  

Focusing on District Culture 

When she took the helm of the Milford Public Schools in August of 2018, Dr. Cutaia intended to 

continue Feser’s efforts to build instructional coherence and specifically to continue engaging 

teachers in observing and discussing instruction. However, aware that educators’ trust in the 

central office remained fragile, Cutaia decided to focus the first months of her tenure on 

building relationships: “One of the first things I decided to do was not come out with an 

instructional framework because of my quick assessment that if we go with teaching and 

learning first, everyone's going to close their doors on me.” A warm presence with a quick laugh, 

Cutaia made a conscious effort to get to know her colleagues and to let them get to know her, 

communicating her deep interest in teaching and learning alongside her love of family, 

gardening, and impractical shoes.     

Cutaia’s message: “First and foremost in Milford Public Schools, we are going to be about 

relationships.” A student of the Public Education Leadership Project (PELP)’s Coherence 

Framework [Exhibit C], she knew that a strong and supportive professional culture was critical 

to improving the instructional core, and believed that relationships drive culture: not only the 

relationship between the central office and certified staff, but “the relationship between 

teacher and student, teacher and teacher, student and student.” Inspired by the Search 

Institute’s Developmental Relationships Framework [Exhibit D], she began with the principle 

“Show Care.” She remembers thinking, “‘We are going to demonstrate care. That's all we're 

going to be about. We're not going to talk [yet] about challenging growth or finding 

opportunities,’ those other things that we eventually talked about. This was just, how do we 

show that we care for one another? That's how we started.”  

Co-Creating a Vision for High Quality Instruction 

Dr. Cutaia also took advantage of every opportunity to engage district colleagues in discussing 

classroom instruction. “I started showing up at meetings, asking principals, ‘Can I come?’ And 

I'm asking questions: ‘How do we define teaching and learning? What are the highly effective 

instructional practices that we believe in?’” Her goals were twofold: to normalize conversation 

about the instructional core, and to begin developing a Milford-specific vision for the type of 
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intellectually challenging, cognitively engaging instruction her predecessor had called for. She 

remembers thinking, “If we're going to have a coherent model for instructional practice, I want 

us to define it. We can go and adopt somebody's …but it wouldn't be ours.” When she could, 

she asked colleagues to put pen to paper, drawing a model that reflected their understanding of 

good teaching. She collected those drawings, which included flow charts and concept maps and 

metaphors featuring trees and cars, and stored them in her office. “I was collecting every piece 

of paper. …‘Thank you for your work today. Let me grab it.’” 

In her office, Cutaia began sorting the drawings into groups. “I started ripping up and cutting 

them and pasting them together. … I was looking for categories and themes.” Soon she decided 

to involve building leaders. “Why am I doing it alone? …I started facilitating that dialogue with 

administrators, and we started putting things together into drawings of our own.” As the effort 

continued, the model remained abstract. Cutaia realized that getting to the right level of 

specificity would require involving people who are in the classroom every day. “I said to the 

principals, ‘get out of the way. Let the teachers run with this.’ …I brought in coaches, and I 

brought in teachers. And that's when I started to get traction.” 

In April of 2019, Cutaia pulled all of the ideas and feedback together to sketch out, in pencil, a 

model for high-quality instruction (HQI). This came to be known across the district as The Pencil 

Drawing. [Exhibit E] One instructional supervisor recalls the process for developing that sketch 

as inclusive and collaborative. “She really engaged us in developing our own Milford model. She 

didn't bring it and lay it down and say, ‘This is the model for instruction.’ She engaged us, the 

leadership team. She had teacher groups; she really did a community effort. It was something 

we all worked on, and eventually she called it The Pencil Drawing.”  

The name was intentional: pencil implies impermanence. Cutaia recalls, “I thought, it's never 

going to be perfect. I made it a pencil drawing because I wanted to communicate to people, 

‘This is not it. We are going to evolve it. It's going to represent our learning as an organization, 

and it's going to represent something that's moldable and influenced by teacher practice.’” 

Another instructional supervisor who was involved in this effort remarks that Cutaia’s emphasis 

was on creating a shared model for HQI, not on the particulars of the model. “The model itself 

almost doesn’t matter. It’s the conversation that matters.” 

The Pencil Drawing continues to evolve. By Spring 2025, the HQI Live! Season Five Planning 

Team was working with a revised version, Pencil Drawing 2.0, adjusted based on continual 

discussion and feedback to more explicitly address the district’s Equity Framework. [Exhibit F] 

Cutaia indicated that a third version, Pencil Sketch 3.0, would likely emerge the following year. 
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Building a System of Practice-Centered Professional Learning around the HQI Model 
 

Under previous superintendents, Milford had developed a turn-key approach to teachers’ 

professional learning that minimized burden on building leaders. Yet it offered little opportunity 

for teacher leadership, real-time observation of practice, or building-level adaptation. To enable 

the kind of professional learning Dr. Cutaia envisioned for teachers, she and her team would 

need to rebuild the system. 

 

When Cutaia took the helm in Milford in 2018, the district’s Office of Teaching and Learning 

(OTL) maintained responsibility for professional learning in the district. This central office team 

identified topics for teacher learning, created relevant PowerPoint presentations, and presented 

them to building leaders during administrative meetings. The building leaders offered feedback, 

then OTL adjusted the presentations and sent the revised versions to building leaders, who in 

turn shared them with their school faculties.  

Early in her tenure, Cutaia granted building-level leaders more leeway in how they led teachers’ 

professional learning, discouraging centrally-created PowerPoint presentations and encouraging 

more teacher-centered and practice-embedded approaches. Yet as the year unfolded, she 

realized that building leaders’ commitment and capacity to lead such professional learning 

varied. She decided to plan a district-wide experience to build that capacity, and to demonstrate 

the kind of professional learning she knew was possible and hoped to see in schools.  

In June of 2019, ten months after her arrival in Milford, HQI Live! was born. A planning team 

that included Cutaia, a handful of other Milford leaders, and consultants from Partners for 

Education Leadership4 organized Season One of the professional learning experience. About 

forty Milford educators, including a small team from each of the district’s fourteen schools, 

observed a week’s worth of math instruction in two “host” classrooms and discussed what they 

saw in relation to the model of high-quality instruction depicted in the Pencil Drawing. 

The summer workshop generated a buzz both within and beyond the district, including a spot 

on the local news. In a brief interview at the end of Day Three, one participating teacher 

remarked, “I've been a teacher in Milford, this will be my 15th year, and this is the most 

amazing professional development that I've ever experienced.” Another said, “My reaction from 

the first three days of HQI Live!, I think in one word, would be ‘Wow.’ Kind of mind-blowing. It's 

been so exciting to see live teaching. …And then to be able to debrief on that with our 

colleagues and think about how we can make that come alive in our own schools is even more 

4 At the time, Partners for Education Leadership was called The Connecticut Center for School Change.  
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exciting. Applause.” A third remarked, “the last few days have been awesome. I feel really 

empowered and I'm learning a lot for next year that I'm excited to bring to my classroom. It has 

been really engaging for me as an adult learner this week. ” 

Cutaia and her team knew they had created something special. She felt a sense of fulfillment, 

knowing that HQI Live! could really change things for adults and young learners in Milford. Now 

that they had a taste of what was possible, the question was how to bring similarly powerful 

professional learning experiences to all teachers in the district. 

Connecting the Summer Experience to School Year Professional Development 

 

That first summer, district leaders discussed how to maintain momentum in designing similarly 

engaging building-level professional learning. They began referring to the school year’s 

professional learning as the ‘in between’ work leading up to the next iteration of HQI Live! The 

Office of Teaching and Learning (OTL) devised a scope and sequence to guide building leaders in 

supporting teachers' practice of target instructional strategies during the school year. Cutaia 

recalls, “That year [school year 2019-2020], we said, ‘All right, everybody in the district is going 

to focus on feedback.’” With the scope and sequence’s guidance about specific instructional 

practices on which to focus, building leaders were free to design relevant learning experiences 

for their teachers. Cutaia told them, “We know that every school is in a different place. … You 

don't all have to be doing the same thing. But it has to be connected to the [HQI] model.” [See 

Exhibit G: HQI Scope and Sequence 2024-25] 

Cutaia maintained her belief that top-down professional development would not be effective. 

She believed instructional improvement wasn't going to be mandated, that it “couldn't be an act 

of compliance.” She envisioned professional learning experiences that engaged every classroom 

teacher in examining and discussing practice, designed and implemented at the school level. 

Aware that leading such professional learning would stretch most building leaders, OTL 

continued to offer scaffolding. OTL designed and led professional learning experiences for 

building leaders that modeled the collaborative explorations of practice they wanted teachers 

to experience during the school year. “We started giving principals a learning experience of their 

own, and then they had the choice of whether to bring that learning experience back to their 

school or not. And for the most part, they did, and they made some tweaks,” Cutaia reflected. 

Some building leaders took the ideas and ran with them, leading scaled-down versions of HQI 

Live! in their buildings or engaging teachers in structured examinations of practice, such as 

Lesson Study. Others chose to stick with familiar stand-and-deliver models of teacher 

professional learning. 
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Re-Envisioning the Role of Instructional Supervisor 

 

In 2018, Cutaia had inherited a structure in which each instructional supervisor’s role spanned 

the Pre-K to 12 system. This meant that each supervisor was responsible for all fourteen 

buildings, an untenable task. Cutaia first reorganized the supervisory structure to differentiate 

between elementary and secondary supervisors, narrowing their areas of responsibility. Then 

she recast the role of the supervisor to involve more on-the-ground instructional leadership.  

 

Supervisors began to share building-level instructional leadership with the principals, working 

side-by-side with teachers, coaches, and curriculum and department leaders to support them so 

that they, in turn, could support their peers. This change reflected her commitment to engaging 

teachers as agents of their own and their colleagues’ learning. She noted, “I really think a 

leader's job is to create the conditions and the culture for teachers to improve their craft.” She 

encouraged the supervisors to support practice-based professional development at the school 

level.  According to Cutaia, the change made some principals “super happy” and others 

uncomfortable. Some saw an effort to build coherence and distribute responsibility for 

instructional leadership, while others saw a threat to classroom- and building-level autonomy.  

 

Taking HQI Live! to the Next Level 

After five seasons of HQI Live!, district leaders noticed that participants’ enthusiasm had begun 

to wane. There was a growing consensus that HQI Live! needed to evolve. Even amid its 

tremendous success, attendance had plateaued at about 150 participants. Just under half of 

Milford’s certified staff (45%) had participated at least once. Leaders wondered how to continue 

to broaden the initiative’s reach. Meanwhile, the core group of teachers who attended every 

year called for mixing things up in order to “breathe new life” into the experience. In Spring 

2025, the Season Six planning took on the challenge of how to meet these evolving needs. 

Engaging Veterans while Meeting the Needs of Newcomers in HQI Live! 

 

After Season Five (2024) HQI Live! veteran participants described diminishing returns: "I’ve 

been to [all] five," said one teacher. "I still love it, but I need something new." The planning 

team realized that maintaining those teachers’ participation would require offering some novel 

experiences. And yet they were sensitive to the needs of newcomers -- including both first-time 

HQI Live! participants and new hires to the district -- who might need scaffolding to engage with 
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the HQI model and successfully participate in the summer learning experience. Some veteran 

participants advocated for a new, differentiated structure designed to meet the needs of both 

groups. Their ideas included creating separate “tracks” for veterans and newcomers, with 

different areas of focus and separate debrief conversations; creating a new teacher academy, 

either within or preceding HQI Live!; and building a taxonomy of HQI Live! leadership roles with 

increasing responsibility that repeat attendees could grow into over time. In Spring 2025, the 

planning team was deeply engaged in a conversation about how to adjust the structure to meet 

changing needs without diluting the power of the shared experience. "If we offer too many 

options, we risk losing the anchor," cautioned a supervisor. 

Broadening Participation in HQI Live!  

 

The Season Six planning team also wondered how to broaden the reach of the program to enroll 

more participants. Forty-five percent of Milford’s certified staff members had attended at least 

one summer session of HQI Live!, and a core group of enthusiastic teachers, coaches, and 

building leaders continue to attend year after year. Despite the positive buzz generated by the 

experience, the majority -- just over half -- of the district’s certified staff members have never 

attended. How could the planning team convince more of those teachers to come, broadening 

the shared understanding of what high-quality instruction looks and sounds like in Milford?  

 

One option on the table was to adjust the timing: some teachers had requested that the district 

schedule HQI Live! for the very beginning or the very end of the summer, rather than mid-July 

when many people travel. Other teachers had asked if the experience could be shortened to 

five days and therefore contained to one full week, rather than spread over two precious weeks 

of summer. Planning team members considered these options, acknowledging that while such 

changes might draw in some new participants, they would not draw everyone. A portion of the 

district’s teachers had indicated they would not consider attending summer professional 

learning -- even powerfully designed, paid professional learning -- because of their family 

responsibilities, travel plans, or commitment to using summer vacation as a time to recharge. 

 

Longer-Term Challenges for the District 

These short-term challenges faced by the Season Six planning team reveal deeper, longer-term 

challenges for the district. Dr. Cutaia and her team are aware that even if they broaden its 

reach, attendance at HQI Live! has a limit. Some teachers will attend and others will not. If they 

seek to improve instruction in every classroom and every school, they must build an approach 
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to school-based professional learning that engages all teachers in productive, collegial 

examination of practice during regularly scheduled school-year professional learning time. To 

get there, they must carve out a clear role of building leaders in professional learning, build 

their skills to enact that role, and create a shared vision for how that role will complement the 

work of supervisors, coaches, and teacher leaders to reach every classroom in every school. 

 
Building-Based Professional Learning Remains Varied  
 

The limit of teacher participation in HQI Live! creates a sense of urgency to ensure that the 

building-based professional learning, typically offered on Wednesday afternoons during the 

school year, is just as powerful. In the spring of 2025, district leaders noted that there was still 

work to do in this area, noting variation in the content, power, and alignment of those 

Wednesday sessions.   

 

In some buildings, the Wednesday professional learning sessions remain disconnected from the 

summer learning experience, focusing instead on other priorities. Other buildings have built 

school-year versions of the collaborative examinations of live teaching that are the hallmark of 

HQI Live! One supervisor explained, “We have a middle school that actually runs a three-day 

[intensive examination of practice.] They call it HQI Live! Unplugged, a couple times a year.” 

Another supervisor said that the high schools have used early dismissal days for “quick, 

three-hour [experiences in which] teachers visit a classroom, have some pre- and post- 

conversations, and do some planning relevant to what they saw.” These offerings can engender 

powerful teacher conversations about instruction, yet, as one supervisor explained, “those look 

very different by building, and the implementation has not yet gotten to a consistent place.” 

When the experiences are scheduled outside of contracted hours, teacher participation remains 

voluntary. 

Clarifying the Building Leader’s Role in Leading Instructional Improvement in Milford 
 
Fully leveraging principals’ leadership in professional learning related to HQI may be Milford’s 

next level of work. While instructional supervisors have taken on increasing responsibility for 

planning HQI Live! and school year professional learning, the district has struggled with defining 

the role of the building leader in its efforts to develop system-wide coherence. Instructional 

supervisors work closely with Autieri and a team of teacher leaders to identify the summer’s 

area of focus, develop a detailed agenda, recruit and prepare host teachers, train facilitators, 

create materials, and lead the event. They help develop the professional learning Scope and 

Sequence, work closely with instructional coaches, and sometimes lead professional learning 
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directly. Heading into Season Six, building leaders’ role in the summer learning was not clearly 

defined; some enthusiastically encouraged their teachers to attend and actively participated 

each year, while others had stopped by the event but did not stay to participate. 

 

Milford leaders see the district’s need to clarify building leader roles as a natural consequence 

of the changes they have implemented over the last several years. "I told principals to get out of 

the way when we launched HQI Live!," Cutaia admitted. "I may regret that." She continued that 

in elevating the role of teachers in owning their own learning and focusing on the work of 

instructional supervisors in the district, “I could not be sending less clear messages about the 

role of the principal.” 

 

The result is ambiguity about how building leaders are expected to engage in leading 

professional learning and building the capacity of teachers in their schools. This is evident in 

their varied participation in HQI Live! and in building-level professional learning. "I don’t know 

what the principal's role is in HQI," reflected one supervisor. "Some attend and lead. Others 

don’t come at all." The Central Office has yet to clearly communicate expectations for whether 

and how building leaders participate in teachers’ professional learning. This lack of clarity has 

consequences for how they show up and, in turn, teachers’ perception of its value.  

 

Looking Ahead   

Milford’s leadership team is proud of what they have built in the district, both culturally and 

structurally. They know that HQI Live! is something special. And they have come to understand 

that there is a limit to what the summer experience can accomplish. Until they clarify 

expectations for building leaders, they will not be able to scale teacher-led, practice-centered 

professional learning to every teacher in every classroom. This work begins with the Season Six 

planning team but does not end there, representing the next challenge in the leadership team’s 

long-term effort to transform professional learning in the district. As assistant superintendent 

Autieri reflected: "HQI Live! might be our bet on adult capacity and coherence. But unless we 

figure out leadership—who owns this in buildings—we won’t get the full return on that 

investment.”   
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A Milford Model of HQI Pencil Sketch v 2.0 

B HQI Live! Season 5 Day-by-Day Agenda  

C PELP Coherence Framework 

D Search Institute Developmental Relationships Framework 

E Pencil Sketch v 1.0 (April 2019) 

F Milford Public Schools Equity Framework 

G HQI Scope and Sequence 2024-2025   
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Milford Public Schools  
HQI Live! Season Five, Summer 2024 

Facilitation Agenda 
Day Zero 

Intended Outcomes:   
● The embedded relationship between HQI and Equity Framework.
● Teacher Expectations and their impact on student performance, why we need to embed standard practices for all students (Pygmalion effect)

Time Activity 

8:30-10:00 IceBreaker and Framing the Week 
● Creative icebreaker that introduces "Step Inside" Thinking Routine and "Circle of Viewpoints" protocol
● Curricular tie-in
● Connection to the week ahead

10:10-10:20 Superintendent’s Welcome 

10:20-10:35 Developing Group Norms 

10:35-10:45 Break (return to school tables) 

10:45-11:15 Introducing the Equity Framework 

11:15 -11:50 Activity: Connecting the Equity Framework to Other District Frameworks  

12:00-12:45 Lunch  

12:45-2:00 Third Space Activity Exploring Modeling the practices of High Expectation Teachers (Pages 1-4 only) 
● Non-Permanent Vertical Surface Activity Discussion -Make your Thinking Visible.

2:00 - 2:10 Break 

2:10 - 3:10 Activity: Connecting practices of high expectations to Milford Public Schools Anchor Documents 

3:10 - 3:20 Independent Journaling: Making meaning  of the afternoon 
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3:25-3:30 Exit ticket 

 
 

Day One 
Intended Outcomes:  Target practices to keep kids thinking at grade level, including, but not limited to: 

●​ Cold calling 
●​ Wait Time 
●​ Making thinking visible 
●​ Questions to answer/ask (stop thinking questions) 

Time Activity 

8:05-9:05 
 
 

Classroom Task: Character Analysis based on an Excerpt of Text 
Small group discussions; T-Chart; Claim + Evidence  
Discussion: Practices to Keep Kids Thinking at Grade Level 

9:05-9:15 Introduction to Coding Protocol, Expectations for Classroom Visits 

9:20-10:50 Classroom Observations  of Live Teaching 

10:50-11:00 Break 

11:00-11:15 Coding Reflection in School Groups 

11:15-11:50 Teacher Debriefs 

11:55-12:50 Small Group Reflections:  Examples of High-Expectation Tasks/Teacher Moves from Today 

12:50-1:00 
 

Independent Journaling 
Exit Ticket 
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Day Two 
Intended Outcomes:  Focus on equitable ways to respond and group students such as: 

● Grouping Strategies
● Eliciting student feedback
● Proximity/body language
● Serial vs. Concurrent Questioning

Time Activity 

8:00-9:10 Reading: The Right Questions, The Right Way 
Protocol: Adapted Connect, Extend, Challenge  
Consolidation 

9:10-9:15 Review Coding Protocol and Expectations for Classroom Visits 

9:20-10:50 Classroom Observations of Live Teaching 

10:50-11:00 Break 

11:00-11:15 Coding Reflection in School Groups 

11:15-11:50 Teacher Debriefs 

11:55-12:05 Independent Reflection and Journaling 

12:05-12:55 Non-Permanent Vertical Surfaces Activity: Arranging Teaching Strategies on a Continuum from Highly Equitable to Inequitable 

12:55-1:00 Exit Slip  
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Day Three 
Intended Outcomes:  Setting the conditions for student learning 

● Defining Equitable Instructional Practice
● Keeping Students in Flow

Time Activity 

8:00-9:10 Review of Exit Slip Feedback and Adjustments 
Vertical Surfaces Activity:  Video of Student Lesson; Considering Student Experience 
Debrief 

9:10-9:15 Review Coding Protocol and Expectations for Classroom Visits 

9:20-10:50 Classroom Observations of Live Teaching 

10:50-11:00 Break 

11:00-11:15 Coding Reflection in School Groups 

11:15-11:50 Teacher Debriefs 

11:55-12:05 Independent Reflection and Journaling 

12:05-12:55 Non-Permanent Vertical Surfaces Activity: Math Challenge 
Debrief 

12:55-1:00 Exit Ticket 
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Day Four 
Intended Outcomes:   

● Where does Equity live in the HQI model?
● Keeping students in flow, how equitable practice support student thinking

○ Hints & Extensions
○ BEWARE THE SCAFFOLD
○ Lethal Mutations  (e.g., Random Grouping Done Wrong)

Time Activity 

8:05-9:10 What does Equitable Instruction mean in Milford? 
● Independent Journaling
● Pair Share
● Table Discussion
● Whole Group Consolidation

9:05-9:15 Review Coding Protocol and Expectations for Classroom Visits  

9:20-10:20 Classroom Observations of Live Teaching 

10:30 - 11:00 Student Debrief 

11:00-11:10 Break 

11:10-11:25 Coding Reflection in School Groups 

11:30-12:00 Teacher Debriefs 

12:00-12:05 Independent Reflection and Journaling 

12:05-12:55 Small Group Activity: Adjusting a Lesson Plan in Light of This Week’s Learning 

12:55-1:00 Exit Ticket 
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Day Five 
Intended Outcomes:  Responsive teaching = Equitable learning 

Time Activity 

8:00-9:05 Article Discussion: Lethal Mutations (article) 
Small Group Creative Summaries 

9:10-9:15 Review Coding Protocol and Expectations for Classroom Visits 

9:20-10:20 Classroom Observations of Live Teaching 

10:20 - 10:30  Break 

10:30 - 10:45 Individual Reflection and Journaling: A letter to my future self 

10:45 - 11:00 Coding Reflection in School Groups 

11:00 - 11:30 Teacher Debriefs 

11:30 - 12:20 Building Planning Time 

12:20 - 12:30 Celebrate Host Teachers 

Annual HQI Photograph 

12:30 - 1:00 Close Out / “I used to think… Now I think” 

Dates for Next Year 
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Note on the PELP Coherence Framework  
 

In today’s accountability environment, public school districts face an imperative to achieve 
concrete performance goals related to student achievement. In order to accomplish these goals in all 
schools, not just some schools, the organizational elements of a district – its culture, structure and 
systems, resources, stakeholders, and environment – must be managed in a way that is coherent with 
an explicit strategy to improve teaching and learning in every classroom, in every school.  Leaders 
who have tried to implement a district-wide strategy for improving the achievement of all students 
know how difficult it is to achieve this coherence.  

The PELP Coherence Framework1 is designed to help district leaders identify the key elements 
that support a district-wide improvement strategy, bring those elements into a coherent relationship 
with the strategy and each other, and guide the actions of people throughout the district in the 
pursuit of high levels of achievement for all students. 

Overview 

Webster’s Dictionary defines coherence as “the quality of being logically integrated.” Coherence, 
for the purpose of this note, means that the elements of a school district work together in an 
integrated way to implement an articulated strategy.  The PELP Coherence Framework is designed to 
help leaders effectively implement an improvement strategy by strengthening coherence among 
actions at the district, school and classroom level.  The framework emerged out of interactions with 

                                                           
1 The PELP Coherence Framework draws on organizational alignment frameworks such as The Congruence Model developed 
by Professor Michael Tushman of Harvard Business School and Professor Charles O’Reilly of the Graduate School of Business 
at Stanford University. For an explanation of the Congruence Model, see their book, Winning Through Innovation, Harvard 
Business School Publishing Corporation, 1997. 
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hundreds of U.S. public school leaders eager to identify ways to better organize and manage their 
complex organizations. Although it resembles models used in the business and nonprofit sectors, the 
framework was designed to fit the unique context and challenges of managing in public education.  

The framework assists with achieving coherence by: 

1) Connecting the instructional core with a district-wide strategy for improvement

2) Highlighting district elements that can support or hinder effective implementation

3) Identifying interdependencies among district elements

4) Recognizing forces in the environment that have an impact on the implementation of strategy

Figure A below displays The PELP Coherence Framework (Also see Exhibit 1)  

At the center of the framework is the instructional core, which represents the critical work of 
teaching and learning that goes on in classrooms.2  The core includes three interdependent 

2 The “instructional core” builds on the idea of the instructional triangle developed by David K. Cohen and Deborah 
Lowenberg Ball in their June 1999 paper “Instruction, Capacity, and Improvement”, published by the Consortium for Policy 
Research in Education. 

Figure A 
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components: teachers’ knowledge and skill, students’ engagement in their own learning, and 
academically challenging content.  

Surrounding the instructional core is the theory of change. The theory of change, the 
organization’s collective belief about the relationships between certain actions and desired outcomes, 
is often phrased as an “if… then…” statement or series of such statements. This theory provides the 
link between the mission of increased performance for all students and the strategy the organization 
will use to achieve that goal. 

 Strategy, which surrounds the theory of change in the framework, is the set of actions a district 
deliberately undertakes to strengthen the instructional core and raise student performance district-
wide.  In order to make teaching and learning more effective, a district must develop a strategy that 
enhances all three components of the instructional core and their interaction.  However, how each 
district provides this capacity and support to the core may vary.  In other words, two districts may 
design two very different, but equally effective, strategies.  The PELP Coherence Framework, rather 
than prescribing a particular strategy, asserts that gaining coherence among actions at the district, 
school, and classroom levels will make a district’s chosen strategy more scalable and sustainable. 

The framework includes five organizational elements critical to the successful implementation of a 
district-wide improvement strategy: culture, structures and systems, resources, and stakeholders. 
The effectiveness of each of these elements is directly influenced by the actions of district leadership. 
The outermost layer of the framework represents the environment in which districts operate and 
includes regulations and statutes, contracts, funding, and politics. These factors are primarily outside 
of the direct control of district leaders, but have the potential to greatly influence district strategy and 
operations.   

The remainder of this note is divided into three sections.  First, we share some brief thoughts on 
the importance of creating a mission, setting objectives, and developing a theory of change about how 
to create improvement in student outcomes.  These three steps facilitate strategy formulation; in turn, 
strategy drives decisions about each of the organizational elements.  In the second section, we discuss 
the role and characteristics of an effective strategy. Finally, we define and describe each of the 
framework elements, and provide a set of critical questions that district leaders can use to diagnose 
their strengths and weaknesses and design action plans in their own pursuit of coherence.  

Focusing on What Matters 

Mission, Objectives and Milestones 

In public school districts, setting performance objectives can be difficult. Districts face competing 
priorities and demands from multiple constituencies at the local, state, and federal levels.  In 
addition, unlike private sector organizations, school districts are designated producers of a public 
good in a particular geographic area and cannot choose to serve some customers and not others. 
Within these constraints however, districts are developing mission statements that target increased 
performance for all students (regardless of race, class, or prior academic performance) as their 
primary objective. A concrete performance objective for such a mission might be: By 2012, 80% of 
students in the district will score in the proficient category or above on state reading and math tests, and there 
will be no gap between the performance of students of different ethnicities and/or socio-economic status.  
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An ambitious long-term objective such as the one above can be made more manageable by setting 
intermediate milestones between the current performance and the desired performance.  Milestones 
for the one, three, and five year marks allow a district to monitor its progress toward the larger 
objective, communicate success along the way, and respond to new information as it becomes 
available.  Districts are increasingly breaking annual goals into more granular milestones at the 
school and classroom level. For example, in one large urban district, leaders underscore “the power 
of two,” meaning if every teacher helps two additional students score proficient on the state reading 
assessment, the district will meet its annual performance goals for reading. 

School districts must design and implement a district-wide strategy in order to fully achieve their 
objectives and the associated milestones at scale.  A theory of change can facilitate effective strategy 
development.  

Theory of Change and the Instructional Core3 

Articulating an explicit theory of change to link strategy to mission is a useful step in strategy 
formulation.4 In this context, a theory of change represents the organization’s collective belief about 
the causal relationships between certain actions and desired outcomes. Some find it useful to think of 
a theory of change as an “if…then…” statement, or a series of such statements.   

In order to achieve their mission of increased performance for all students regardless of race, class, 
or prior academic performance, leaders in public schools districts should develop theories of change 
about how to strengthen the instructional core.  For example, a number of districts believe deeply that 
high quality professional development for teachers is the most highly-leveraged way to improve 
student performance. They articulate their theory of change as: “The most direct way to increase student 
learning is to improve teachers’ instructional practice. Therefore, if we help all teachers improve their 
instructional practice, then we will accomplish high levels of achievement for all students.”   

This theory of change focuses strategy development by narrowing the range of choices to those 
actions that people in the district believe have the highest likelihood of increasing achievement levels 
for all students; namely, decisions that focus resources on those activities aimed at improving the 
instructional practice of all teachers throughout the district. The above is intended as one example of 
a prevalent theory of change; a district’s own theory of change might be different from this example 
and be quite effective. Once a leadership team has agreed on a theory of change, they can develop a 
strategy to put the theory into practice. 

Strategy5 

Strategy is the set of actions a district deliberately takes to provide capacity and support to the 
instructional core with the objective of raising student performance district-wide. Strategy informs 
how the people, activities, and resources of a district work together to accomplish a collective 
purpose. A district must begin at the nucleus of its organization—teaching and learning—and 

                                                           
3 This section is adapted from “Note on Strategy in Public Education,” PEL-011, by Stacey Childress. 

4 Other methods of strategy formulation exist; for the purposes of this note, the authors use theory of change as one way to 
develop strategy. 

5 This section is adapted from “Note on Strategy in Public Education,” PEL-011. Please refer to this note for a fuller discussion 
of the characteristics of effective strategy and its role in the public education sector. 
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develop strategy from the inside-out. A district’s improvement strategy should be grounded in 
providing capacity and support to the three components of the instructional core—teachers’ 
knowledge and skill, student engagement, and academically challenging content. 

Having a well articulated strategy helps leaders choose what to do, and just as importantly, what 
not to do. As a result, the district can put its scarce resources to use more effectively. Without a clear 
strategy, projects tend to be started one after the other, often moving on related, yet disconnected 
tracks. Programs are launched with fanfare and enthusiasm, and layered on top of existing programs 
that might not be effective and should have been stopped long ago. Often when district leaders do 
develop a strategy, they fail to engage others in its formulation or to communicate it effectively.  As a 
result, the strategy remains largely in the heads of the senior managers, and is never fully embraced 
by the people on the front lines of the organization who are accountable for implementation.  

Once a strategy is developed, district leaders must create an organization that supports rather 
than constrains its implementation. If the strategy is communicated clearly and the organization is 
designed to support it, the people doing the work are much more likely to understand how their 
efforts contribute to the overall mission of the district.   

At the school level, it is important to understand that how a district supports individual schools to 
implement the strategy and improve student performance may look different from school to school. 
Districts are increasingly moving away from a “one-size-fits-all” approach to managing schools in 
favor of differentiating treatment in response to unique school needs and characteristics.   For 
example, one large urban district grants increased autonomy to schools that accept four-year 
performance contracts; if student achievement and other indicators of school quality fail to improve, 
the district can remove the principal or close the school. Many districts limit the choices that low-
performing schools can make, while others invest additional targeted resources in these schools to 
build their capacity. 

For school districts engaging in differentiated treatment, achieving coherence gains added 
complexity.  It is vital for leaders to define which aspects of the strategy should remain consistent 
across all schools and which aspects should be adapted for or by individual schools and under what 
conditions.  At the same time, these districts may find they need more explicit integrating 
mechanisms, such as cultural norms or a consistent accountability system, to ensure that schools with 
different decision rights or varying levels of district support maintain a shared commitment to the 
strategy. 

The following critical questions can help district leaders reflect critically on the effectiveness of 
their strategy to improve student performance. 

Critical questions: 

 In our district, what do we believe is the most powerful way to drive increased academic
performance in every school?  In other words, what is the most effective way to strengthen
the instructional core—teachers’ knowledge and skill, student engagement and academically
challenging content? Where do we believe we can achieve the most leverage? (This is our
“theory of change.”)

 Given the above, what is our strategy for improving student performance throughout the
district?  Is our strategy consistent with our theory of change?  If not, do we need to revise
our strategy?
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 Based on our strategy, what activities should be consuming our time and resources?  What
activities and programs currently consume our time and our resources?  Are these aligned
with our strategy, or are they diverting our focus?  Based on our strategy, which activities
should we grow, drop or modify?

 Is our strategy clearly communicated and well understood? Do people working in the district
office (education and operations departments) understand their role in supporting the
strategy?  Do principals and teachers from every school understand and embrace the
strategy?  How do we know?  How can we do a better job of communicating our strategy and
inspiring people to be committed to implementing it?

 Are there aspects of the strategy that should be common across all schools?  Are there aspects
of the strategy that should be adapted for or by individual schools?  Under what conditions?
What criteria will be used to identify different schools’ needs and their different decision
rights?  Do we currently treat some schools differently from other schools—either formally or
informally? If so, are we behaving in ways that are consistent with our strategy and the
conditions we articulated? Do we have adequate integrating mechanisms?

Framework Elements  

Five organizational elements are critical to the successful implementation of a district-wide 
improvement strategy: culture, structures and systems, resources, and stakeholders.   The outermost 
layer of the framework is the district’s operating environment.  Definitions and descriptions for each 
element follow, as well as critical questions that help district leaders conceptualize how each element 
would look if it were coherent with the strategy and diagnose any discrepancies in their current state. 
District leaders should walk away with a better understanding of how their organization is presently 
supporting (or hindering) strategy execution and with concrete ideas that can be translated into 
action steps for moving the organization towards greater coherence with the strategy.  

Culture6 

Culture consists of the norms and behaviors in the organization; in other words, everyone’s 
shared understanding of “how things work around here.” The public education sector has long had a 
culture that valued effort more than results. As long as people seemed to be working hard, they could 
go about their business without being asked to work with colleagues or to be accountable for the 
performance of their students. At its worst, this type of culture can lead to defeatism among teachers 
and administrators (“I taught it, but they didn’t learn it”). In today’s accountability environment, this 
way of operating is no longer acceptable. As a result, districts must establish a culture of 
collaboration, high expectations, and accountability.  

  District leaders often view culture as something amorphous that defies management. However, 
by taking specific actions such as redefining roles or relationships, altering performance expectations, 
and using job assignments in creative ways, leaders can upend an entrenched counterproductive 
culture. 

6 The sections on culture, structure and systems draw from M.L. Tushman and C.A. O’Reilly, Winning Through Innovation, 
Boston: HBS Press: 2002, M.L. Tushman and D.A. Nadler “A Model for Diagnosing Organizational Behavior,” Organizational 
Dynamics, Autumn 1980, and “Organizational Alignment: The 7S model,” Jeff Bradach, HBS No. 497-045. 
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Leaders must engage people in specific behaviors that will reshape their individual beliefs about 
their own practice and student learning. Substantial empirical research on schools has indicated that 
“the effectiveness of districts, in terms of student learning and development, is significantly 
influenced by the quality and characteristics of district culture.”7  Some examples of norms and 
beliefs to consider are: attitudes about accountability, orientation towards students and staff, conflict 
resolution methods, the reciprocity between the district office and schools, and the approach to 
stakeholders. 

Critical questions: 

 What does our strategy say about our district; in other words, “What do we believe”?  As an
organization, do we behave in ways that are consistent with these beliefs, or in contradictory
ways?

 What behaviors are needed from people throughout the district to implement our strategy
(e.g. risk-taking, collaboration, problem-solving, etc.)? How can we model these desired
behaviors for our people? How can we give them opportunities to apply these behaviors in
their daily work?

 What norms should be established to support the desired behaviors (e.g. tolerance for
mistakes that further organizational learning, an attitude of service for schools, etc.)?  What
actions can we take to embed these norms in the way we work and interact?  What do our
current norms and behaviors suggest about our existing culture?  Does our existing culture
support or hinder our ability to implement our strategy?

Structures and Systems  

Although structures and systems are separate components of our framework, we learned through 
extensive work in school districts that they are so interdependent that is most effective to discuss 
them together. They include things such as roles and responsibilities, reporting relationships, teams, 
accountability mechanisms, compensation arrangements, resource allocation methods, organizational 
learning processes, and training programs. Districts have usually developed systems and structures 
haphazardly to support generation after generation of reform efforts. These systems and structures 
tend to stay in place long after the fad they were built for has passed from the scene. As a result, 
systems and structures do not reinforce each other and often constrain rather than enable high 
performance. To effectively support a strategy, the structures and systems often have to be 
reinvented. 

Structure helps define how the work of the district gets done. It includes how people are 
organized, who has responsibility and accountability for results, and who makes or influences 
decisions.  Structures can be both formal and informal. 

 Formal structures Formal structures are deliberately established organizational forms that can be 
either relatively permanent or temporary.  Examples of permanent structures are departments 
reflected on an organizational chart or standing groups such as the superintendent’s cabinet. 
Temporary structures are time-limited, as is often the case with task forces or cross-functional teams 
established to plan or implement a new project or program.   

7 Robert G. Owens, Organizational  Behavior in Education (Needham Heights: Prentice Hall, 2001), p. 175 

32



PEL-010 Note on the PELP Coherence Framework 

8 

Structural decisions can often hinder rather than support effective implementation of strategy.  
For example, many districts separate the organizational units that deliver professional development 
from the line management of schools. This arrangement makes it difficult to hold principals 
accountable for the professional development activities in their own schools, and for principals to 
hold professional developers accountable for school level objectives. 

A word of caution is in order. Historically, the public education sector has relied too heavily on 
formal structural changes alone to drive improvement. A classic example is the debate over how 
“tightly” a district office should manage its relationship with schools, usually seen as a dichotomy 
between centralization and decentralization.  Advocates tend to decry whatever default structure 
exists as the primary reason for poor performance. If districts are heavily decentralized and 
underperforming, then leaders (especially newly arrived ones) blame the structure for a lack of focus 
and discipline and move quickly to centralize authority and control to the central office. The reverse 
is true when leaders find a highly centralized structure and a poor performing district – they push 
decisions about resources and programs out to principals, ostensibly freeing them from the burdens 
imposed by a centralized bureaucracy that is out of touch with the needs of schools.  

Both arguments have merit, but neither is “the answer.”  Organizational structure should be 
designed to support the effective implementation of a strategy for improvement, and framing 
structural design questions as a debate over centralized or decentralized power is too simplistic and 
usually misses the point – people at all levels of the district have a role to play in improving 
performance. Decisions about structure should put performance at the center of the debate, rather than 
power, politics, or ideology.  

Informal structures and power  Informal structures—the way decisions get made or the way 
people work and interact outside of formal channels--can be as (or even more) powerful than formal 
structures.  Informal structures can be either positive—principals calling each other to share ideas—
or negative—decisions get made by people “in the know” instead of through established working 
groups.  While formal power is primarily based on rank or position, informal power is garnered and 
reinforced through social networks. Informal power can be difficult to manage because it is usually 
earned or developed through tenure, expertise or competence.8  District leadership can have some 
influence over informal power by creating developmental committee assignments and job rotations, 
which allow individuals to gain informal power.   

Since those who possess informal power have considerable influence over the behavior of others 
in the district, it is important for the leadership team to assess how this power can either be leveraged 
or needs to be mitigated in order to accomplish the strategy.9 For example, individuals with strong 
informal power can help champion organizational values (e.g. collaboration) or potentially 
controversial initiatives; by the same token, they can be powerful roadblocks.   The same holds true 
for informal structures; some can be leveraged while others may need to be disrupted.  Asking 
questions such as, “Who do you go to when you really need to get something done?” or “How do 
things really work around here?” can help reveal informal structures and sources of power.   

Systems School districts manage themselves through a variety of systems, which are the 
processes and procedures through which work gets done.  Some systems are formally designed by 

                                                           
8 See Linda A. Hill, “Influence as Exchange,” HBS No. 497-049 for a discussion of networks and sources of informal power. 

9 See W.E. Baker, Networking Smart: How to Build Relationships for Personal and Organizational Success, New York: McGraw Hill, 
Inc., 1994 for examples of proactive and explicit strategies used to manage informal networks. 
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the district, while others emerge informally in practice. Whether formal or informal, the purpose of 
systems is to increase the district’s efficiency and effectiveness in implementing strategy.   

Systems are built around such important functions as career development and promotion, 
compensation, student assignment, resource allocation, organizational learning, and measurement 
and accountability.   Most practically, systems help people feel like they do not have to “reinvent the 
wheel” when they need to get an important, and often multi-step, task done.   

For example, in the wake of unprecedented amounts of student performance data, many districts 
talk about the desire to increase “data-driven decision making,” yet many schools lack the expertise 
or capacity to do this well.  One large urban district recently unveiled a year-long “school quality 
review” process that trains school staff how to form hypotheses to explain the root causes of poor 
performance, put interventions in place and evaluate their progress.  The school quality reviews 
represent an important system for strengthening organizational learning and the capacity to drive 
improvement among those closest to the students. 

School districts also must develop systems to comply with myriad external requirements even if 
these systems do not drive strategy implementation. For instance, federal regulations such as the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) and desegregation legislation have required that school districts 
develop systems and processes to address these external demands. The emphasis on accountability 
has also put pressure on districts to develop complex systems to better track and manage student 
performance data.    

Critical questions: 

 Which roles are critical to implementing our strategy?  How do these roles and 
responsibilities need to be defined? What skills and knowledge do people in these roles need 
to be successful?   

 
 Which reporting relationships would be most beneficial for implementing our strategy?  

How can these relationships be made clear to everyone?  How are we currently organized? 
Who reports to whom and why? What is the span of control of our key middle managers? 

 
 What informal structures or sources of power are influential in the district?  Are they helping 

or hindering strategy implementation?   How do we make decisions, particularly ones that 
impact schools? Who is involved? How do we solicit input from others?  How do we 
communicate our decisions?  How can decision-making be more transparent and coherent? 

 
 When will we need cross-functional collaboration?  How can we effectively structure this 

(e.g. ongoing teams, short-term task forces, updates, etc.)?  What existing structures or 
practices need to be modified to facilitate this? 

 
 How can we recruit and select people aligned with our strategy?  How can we design and 

deliver professional development programs that are in line with our strategy and that 
provide value to teachers and administrators? 

 
 Do we have a rigorous process in place to facilitate continuous learning among our educators 

and administrators? How might we create a system that enables people to analyze student 
data in order to improve performance? If we had such a system, do our people have the 
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capacity to make effective decisions based on the results of their analysis? What is our plan 
for ensuring that this capacity exists at every school in the district? 

 What types of accountability mechanisms are needed to help everyone feel responsible for
driving improved student outcomes?  How will we measure our performance? Over the
long-term? On an interim basis?  Have we defined what success looks like (or “what we’re
trying to accomplish”) at the district, school and classroom level?  Are we measuring and
communicating our progress?

 How can performance evaluation be used to help people focus on the work required to
implement our strategy?  Can compensation be used as an incentive to meet performance
goals? Should these incentives target individuals, groups or both?

 What systems do we need to help people get their work done more effectively and
efficiently?  Are any of our systems overly cumbersome and/or outdated given our strategy?

Resources 

Money is usually the first thing leaders think about when resources are mentioned. Money is 
obviously important, but organizational resources also include people and physical assets such as 
technology and data. District leaders must allocate the full range of resources in ways that are 
coherent with the district’s strategy in order to implement it effectively. This means being disciplined 
about which current and planned activities receive necessary resources, and just as importantly, 
which ones do not. Because district resources are usually quite constrained, freeing up the resources 
necessary to fully invest in activities that are coherent with the strategy usually means cutting off the 
flow to others. 

People District budgets typically allocate nearly 80% of their expenses to the salaries and benefits 
of the people in the organization. At the school level, the average is closer to 90%. Given this, district 
and school leaders must think rigorously about how to deploy the organization’s most valuable asset: 
its people. This includes a serious look at the skills and knowledge that people need in order to 
successfully implement the strategy, and an analysis that reveals any gaps between what people 
know how to do and what the strategy requires of them.  

For example, if the knowledge and skill of teachers is believed to be the most highly-leveraged 
component in the instructional core, the district must invest heavily in achieving coherence in this 
area.  In addition to investing directly in professional development, some districts are more actively 
influencing personnel assignments.  For example, some innovative leaders are finding ways to 
encourage and support highly-skilled educators in taking on challenging assignments such as leading 
or teaching in a chronically low-performing school.  Often this requires changes to collective 
bargaining agreements that use seniority as the primary factor in allocating people to jobs – this can 
be difficult, but worth the effort.  

Financial resources Districts are also rethinking how financial resources flow throughout the 
organization so that they are more coherent with the strategy and more likely to produce desired 
outcomes. This can take a variety of forms, such as setting benchmarks for what percentage of total 
funds must be spent in schools versus at the central office or establishing ratios for instructional to 
non-instructional expenses. In some cases, leaders are challenging fundamental assumptions, such as 
the notion that every child costs the same to educate. In a number of districts, this thinking has led to 
the implementation of a “weighted student formula” that attaches a dollar amount to each individual 
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student based on a set of characteristics (i.e. prior academic performance, family income, and grade-
level). The money then follows the student to his or her school, and schools receive their annual 
resources based on their unique student enrollments. Whether or not such a formula makes sense 
should be considered in light of a district-wide strategy for improvement. However, thinking 
creatively about how money flows around the organization is critical to implementing strategy. 

Technology Building the technology infrastructure necessary to support annual reporting 
demands from external accountability mechanisms is important. It is also critical to invest in 
technology to manage student performance data on a more frequent basis in order to support 
organizational processes that require teachers and administrators to use data to make better 
instructional decisions.  Many districts are requiring every school to administer benchmark 
assessments three to four times per year and to use the data for continuous improvement. To support 
this, strategic investments in data warehouses, assessment and analysis tools, and knowledge 
management applications are necessary. They can save teachers an enormous amount of time 
required for administrative tasks, and help them make more effective instructional decisions that are 
directly responsive to their students’ learning needs. 

Critical questions: 

 How can we allocate our resources to be more coherent with our strategy? What assumptions
about students and their learning needs are reflected in the way we manage and allocate
resources? Do we continue to financially support activities, departments, or programs that
are inconsistent with our strategy?  Do we need to modify contracts or agreements with
bargaining units in order to more effectively allocate personnel?

 What knowledge and skill do district and school staff need to implement our strategy?  What
is the gap between what they know and what we are asking them to do now? What will it
take to close this gap?

 How can we think more strategically about matching people’s experience and knowledge
with roles and assignments that are critical to the strategy? Do we have a full enough
understanding of what are people know and can do so that we could make sound matches of
experience and opportunity? If not, how can we develop this?

 Do we have the technology infrastructure we need to not only meet external reporting
demands, but to capture and analyze data in a way that allows people at all levels of the
organization to make better decisions about improving the teaching and learning that
happens in classrooms? Do we have a clear understanding of who needs what data to be
more effective in their roles?  If not, how can we develop this?

 Do we have a clear framework for deciding when we should build technology tools ourselves
and when we should buy them from a capable vendor?

Stakeholders 

Stakeholders are people and groups inside and outside the organization who have a legitimate 
interest in the system and can influence the effectiveness of the strategy. These include teachers’ 
unions, parents, students, school boards, community and advocacy groups, and local politicians and 
policymakers. Managing stakeholder relationships in a way that is coherent with the strategy is 
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especially challenging because stakeholders rarely agree on what success looks like.  District leaders 
must either persuade a majority of stakeholder groups to back the strategy or, at the very least, secure 
the backing of one or two with enough power to prevent the others from becoming a disruptive force. 

Stakeholder Categories  

 District and school staff – all paid employee groups throughout the organization 

 Governing bodies– boards, committees, and/or political figures that set and administer 
district policies, e.g., board of education, mayor, local school site councils 

 Unions and associations – local, state, and national collective bargaining units, e.g., teacher 
unions, administrator professional associations, custodial unions 

 Parents and parent organizations – Parent Teacher Association (PTA), Parents for Public 
Schools, individual parents, parent volunteers 

 Students – formal student leaders or groups, temporary coalitions formed around a specific 
cause or individual students 

 Civic and community leaders and organizations – chambers of commerce, National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), politicians, local business 
leaders, local and national foundations, nonprofits, churches 

Critical questions: 

 Who are our stakeholders?  Which stakeholders will be affected by the strategy and how? 
Which stakeholders can have an impact (positive or negative) on the implementation of the 
strategy?  How can we think about prioritizing and/or sequencing our stakeholder 
relationships? Who are our most natural allies? Our most influential ones? 

 Is our strategy well understood by all stakeholders?  How can we help them better 
understand their role in supporting our strategy?  Are any stakeholders causing us to pursue 
activities that are incoherent with (or not central to) our strategy? 

 
 How might we best communicate our progress to our stakeholders in a way that garners 

their support and their willingness to influence other stakeholders and the environment that 
are coherent with our strategy?  How can we proactively manage our relationships with 
stakeholders so that they will want to contribute to our success? 

Environment 

A district’s environment includes all of the external factors that can have an impact on strategy, 
operations and performance. The environment in which public school districts operate includes the 
various funding sources available (both public and private), the political and policy context at the 
city, state, and national levels, the collective bargaining arrangements in place, and the characteristics 
of their particular community.  

District leaders have little direct control over the environment, but must spend significant time 
trying to manage its effects in order to consistently implement a district-wide strategy. The 
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environment can have an impact on districts by enforcing nonnegotiable demands, constraining 
decision making, limiting resources, evaluating performance, and imposing sanctions. However, the 
environment can also serve as an enabler if district leadership can influence these regulatory and 
statutory, contractual, financial, and political forces that surround them. 

District leaders must consider the factors in the environment and determine how those factors, 
singly or collectively, create demands, constraints, or opportunities that have an impact on their 
ability to implement their strategy.10 The categories of the environment in the PELP Coherence 
Framework are:11 

1. Regulations and statutes—legal and regulatory influences on the district, e.g., board election
policies, mandates from state departments of education,  No Child Left Behind legislation

2. Contracts – agreements between the district and various bargaining units that have an impact on
strategy and operations

3. Funding – all sources of revenue available to the district,  both public and private, including local
and state tax levies, categorical funds for state and federal programs, and grants from individuals
and foundations

4. Politics – the political landscape in which the district operates, including local governance
dynamics, the relative power of special interest groups, state-wide debates regarding issues such
as choice and accountability, and electoral politics at the local, state and federal levels

Critical questions: 

 How can we effectively align external actors (e.g. foundations, community leaders) in
support of our strategy?  Do we need to realign (or pull back from) the efforts of any external
actors to better support our strategy?

 What funding sources (public and private) are available to us?  How can the terms of these
sources be made most beneficial?  What would it take to achieve this?

 What federal, state and local policies would be most beneficial to implementing our strategy?
What is the most effective approach to advocating for these? Are there any regulations or
statutes that are constraining our ability to implement our strategy that we can advocate to
change?  Are there any ways we could better leverage existing regulations or statutes?

 What contractual arrangement with our bargaining units would be most beneficial? What
would it take to achieve this?  Are there any levers for change that we are not currently
exercising?

 How would we like our community to perceive us; what is our “brand” (e.g. best district in
the city, affordable with quality, etc.)? What is the gap between how we would like to be
perceived and how we are perceived?  How can we improve our image?

10 Adapted from M.L. Tushman and D.L. Nadler, “A Model for Diagnosing Organizational Behavior,” Organizational 
Dynamics, Autumn 1980, p. 41. 

11 Please note that the examples are not intended to be exhaustive, but rather to clarify some of the categories of environmental 
factors that exist in public education. 
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 What are the key political influences on the district?  How do these impact our strategy?
Ideally, how can we leverage these influences to our advantage?

Conclusion 

The PELP Coherence Framework is designed to focus the attention of public school district leaders 
on the central problem of increasing the achievement levels of all students by making all the parts of 
a large district work in concert with its strategy. The framework can be useful when evaluating or 
changing an existing strategy, as well as when developing a new one. By providing a common 
language and consistent way to address the challenge of creating (and sustaining) coherence, the 
PELP Coherence Framework can help leaders build high-performing school districts that improve 
educational outcomes for every student, in every school.  This mission is no longer lofty or optional 
given today’s heightened accountability environment; it is simply the job public school districts are 
expected to perform. 
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Exhibit 1 PELP Coherence Framework  

Adapted from Tushman and O’Reilly’s Congruence Model, 2002 
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The Developmental Relationships Framework
Young people are more likely to grow up successfully when they experience developmental relationships with 
important people in their lives. Developmental relationships are close connections through which young people 
discover who they are, cultivate abilities to shape their own lives, and learn how to engage with and contribute 
to the world around them. Search Institute has identified five elements—expressed in 20 specific actions—that 
make relationships powerful in young people’s lives.

 Elements Actions	            Definitions	

     Express Care
     Show me that I matter
     to you.

     Challenge Growth
     Push me to keep
     getting better.

     Provide Support
     Help me complete tasks
     and achieve goals.

     Share Power
     Treat me with respect
     and give me a say.

     Expand Possibilities
     Connect me with
     people and places that
     broaden my world.

• Be dependable............Be someone I can trust.
• Listen...........................Really pay attention when we are together.
• Believe in me...............Make me feel known and valued.
• Be warm.......................Show me you enjoy being with me.
• Encourage...................Praise me for my efforts and achievements.

• Expect my best.............Expect me to live up to my potential.
• Stretch...........................Push me to go further.
• Hold me accountable...Insist I take responsibility for my actions.
• Reflect on failures........Help me learn from mistakes and setbacks.

• Navigate........................Guide me through hard situations and systems.
• Empower.......................Build my confidence to take charge of my life.
• Advocate.......................Stand up for me when I need it.
• Set boundaries.............Put limits in place that keep me on track.

• Respect me..................Take me seriously and treat me fairly.
• Include me....................Involve me in decisions that affect me.
• Collaborate...................Work with me to solve problems and reach goals.
• Let me lead...................Create opportunities for me to take action and lead.

• Inspire...........................Inspire me to see possibilities for my future.
• Broaden horizons........Expose me to new ideas, experiences, and places.
• Connect........................Introduce me to people who can help me grow.

NOTE: Relationships are, by definition, bidirectional, with each person giving and receiving. So each person in a 
strong relationship both engages in and experiences each of these actions. However, for the purpose of clarity, 
this framework is expressed from the perspective of one young person.

Copyright © 2018 Search Institute, Minneapolis, MN. www.searchinstitute.org. May be reproduced for nonprofit, educational use.
41



MPS HQI Model (April 2019) 42



Milford Public Schools Equity Framework 

October 9, 2023 43



PLEASE NOTE: This is a living document.  
Topics will continue to evolve based on need throughout the school year. 

HQI Scope and Sequence 2024-2025 
Draft of PL At-A-Glance SY 24-25 

As the year progresses, professional learning topics will be strategically revisited and built upon, 
fostering a spiral of continuous growth and reflection that empowers educators to deepen their 
understanding and application of effective and equitable practices in the classroom. 

As our community engages in professional learning for HQI, we intend to instill the following practices in our 
classrooms: 

1. We can build authentic relationships, in the classroom, through curriculum.
2. We can have high expectations while fostering a sense of belonging.
3. We can challenge each other as means to grow our collective  capacity.
4. We can show  all students we believe in them by creating the conditions to keep them at grade level, prioritizing equity of

voice and valuing all students' thinking.

Month Theme Notes 

September 

Setting the Conditions for Student 
Learning 

● Defining Equitable Instructional Practice and how it
supports student thinking (define practices)

● High Expectations
● Visibly Random Groups
● Hints, Extensions, Scaffolds
● Keeping Students in Flow During Instruction
● Knowledge Mobility
● Learning Progressions

October 

November 

December Reflections and Looking Ahead ● Leading and Lagging Indicators

January 

Equitable Strategies to Respond & 
Group Students 

● Learning vs. Performance
● Eliciting Student Thinking: Convergent vs.

Divergent Tasks 
● Serial vs. Concurrent Questioning; Keep Thinking

Q’s 
● Intentional & Responsive Adjustment to Instruction

February 

March 

April 

May Reflections and Looking Ahead 
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PLEASE NOTE: This is a living document.  
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	Purpose and Audience 
	Introduction 
	Making Teaching Practice Public to Deepen Teacher Learning 
	HQI Live! as a Unique Professional Learning Experience 
	HQI Live! is the cornerstone of Milford’s approach to teacher professional learning. It is a 6-day summer experience facilitated by a team of Milford teachers and administrators, and is open to all certified staff. Participants engage in a sequence of activities carefully designed to bring Milford’s model of high-quality instruction (HQI) [Exhibit A] to life. This instructional model emphasizes developing student agency by providing rigorous opportunities to apply grade-level knowledge and skills. Students make their thinking visible, and teachers challenge growth through intentional inquiry. The approach differs significantly from traditional stand-and-deliver models and requires a particular set of teacher dispositions and skills. HQI Live! is designed to foster those dispositions and skills by helping Milford educators more deeply understand the instructional model and by demonstrating teaching practices that align with it. Over the course of the week, participants develop a shared practice of observing and discussing teaching that allows them insight into the demonstration teachers’ instructional decisions and into the learners’ perspectives.  
	In the summer of 2024, Season Five, a quarter of Milford’s roughly six hundred certified staff attended HQI Live! as participants, host teachers, or facilitators. This group included classroom teachers representing a wide variety of grade levels and subjects, spanning from elementary through high school, as well as special education teachers, social workers, instructional coaches, and building leaders. HQI Live! does not operate within the district’s existing summer school; instead, carefully selected “host” teachers teach curriculum-embedded lessons to volunteer students from across the district. Administrators recruit students to represent the district’s diverse demographics and learning needs, and the planning team chooses lessons that are related to recent curriculum, yet new to the students.  
	How the Week is Organized 

	The first day of HQI Live!, known as Day Zero, typically takes place on a Wednesday in July from 8:30am to 3:30pm. This day is designed to set the stage for the following week’s learning by building community, introducing the week’s instructional focus, and putting that focus in context. In Season Five, the focus was on equitable instructional practices. Day Zero included small group sharing guided by structured protocols; a discussion of how to adapt that sharing activity to participants’ classrooms and existing curricula; a norms-setting exercise; exploration of the district’s equity framework and its connection to the district’s other anchor frameworks; and several activities making sense of extant research about teacher expectations and student learning.  
	High-Impact PD for Those who Attend 
	Milford educators who have participated in HQI Live! report being drawn by the opportunities to collaborate with colleagues and learn about effective teaching, specifically the district’s HQI model. In their words, “I genuinely like collaborating with my colleagues and pushing my practice as an educator;” “I am drawn by the opportunities to learn new evidence-based instructional practice;” and “[It is] an opportunity to shift my instructional practice in service of the students and MPS' vision of High Quality Instruction.”  
	Impact on Practice and Professional Relationships 

	HQI Live!’s “Special Sauce” 
	Milford’s HQI Live! Season Six planning team knew that the existing structure was both unique and powerful. While the professional development experience was at a crossroads, they were determined not to lose the “special sauce” that set it apart from other professional development. They agreed that certain aspects of the model were non-negotiable and had to be maintained in any future iteration, including a shared model for high-quality instruction, live teaching demonstrations that span a multi-day arc, opportunities to debrief, community-building events, and a psychologically safe environment. 
	 
	A shared model for HQI 

	On the first day of HQI Live! (called “Day Zero”), facilitators lead the whole group in exploring one component of the HQI model. The planning team chooses the focus based on what supervisors are seeing in classrooms. One explained, “We look at the model and think about, ‘What are we seeing that's going well? What are we seeing as the next steps in learning as trends across the district?’” Past areas of focus have included equitable instructional strategies, formative assessment, and strategies for making students’ thinking visible.  
	Day Zero sets the stage for the next five days of classroom observations by clarifying the selected aspect of the district’s vision for effective instruction and exploring the theories behind the practice. Each of the subsequent mornings, before participants disperse to observe teaching, the facilitators preview the specific instructional moves participants should look for, offering a shared lens through which to analyze host teachers’ practice.  
	Live Teaching Demonstrations 
	A Multi-Day Arc 
	Debriefs with Demonstration Teachers and Students 
	Community-Building Events 
	A Culture of Psychological Safety 

	HQI Live!’s History: Creating the Conditions for Practice-Based Professional Learning in Milford 
	The District Context 
	 
	Focusing on District Culture 
	Co-Creating a Vision for High Quality Instruction 
	Building a System of Practice-Centered Professional Learning around the HQI Model 
	Connecting the Summer Experience to School Year Professional Development 
	Re-Envisioning the Role of Instructional Supervisor 

	Taking HQI Live! to the Next Level 
	Engaging Veterans while Meeting the Needs of Newcomers in HQI Live! 
	Broadening Participation in HQI Live!  

	Longer-Term Challenges for the District 
	These short-term challenges faced by the Season Six planning team reveal deeper, longer-term challenges for the district. Dr. Cutaia and her team are aware that even if they broaden its reach, attendance at HQI Live! has a limit. Some teachers will attend and others will not. If they seek to improve instruction in every classroom and every school, they must build an approach to school-based professional learning that engages all teachers in productive, collegial examination of practice during regularly scheduled school-year professional learning time. To get there, they must carve out a clear role of building leaders in professional learning, build their skills to enact that role, and create a shared vision for how that role will complement the work of supervisors, coaches, and teacher leaders to reach every classroom in every school. 
	Building-Based Professional Learning Remains Varied  

	 
	The limit of teacher participation in HQI Live! creates a sense of urgency to ensure that the building-based professional learning, typically offered on Wednesday afternoons during the school year, is just as powerful. In the spring of 2025, district leaders noted that there was still work to do in this area, noting variation in the content, power, and alignment of those Wednesday sessions.   
	 
	In some buildings, the Wednesday professional learning sessions remain disconnected from the summer learning experience, focusing instead on other priorities. Other buildings have built school-year versions of the collaborative examinations of live teaching that are the hallmark of HQI Live! One supervisor explained, “We have a middle school that actually runs a three-day [intensive examination of practice.] They call it HQI Live! Unplugged, a couple times a year.” Another supervisor said that the high schools have used early dismissal days for “quick, three-hour [experiences in which] teachers visit a classroom, have some pre- and post- conversations, and do some planning relevant to what they saw.” These offerings can engender powerful teacher conversations about instruction, yet, as one supervisor explained, “those look very different by building, and the implementation has not yet gotten to a consistent place.” When the experiences are scheduled outside of contracted hours, teacher participation
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