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Educational Administration Redesign in South Dakota:  
A Small State, Big Change Case Study 

 
Introduction 
 
Because a committed group of educators from across the South Dakota K-12 and university 
systems came together, listened to stakeholders throughout the state, learned together, and 
committed to doing something better for their students, teachers, and schools, change is 
underway in South Dakota. There is a good chance that master’s degree students in education 
leadership from anywhere in South Dakota will be able to enroll in a cohort-based, clinical-rich 
program shared among the state’s public degree-granting universities. K-12 practitioners will 
co-teach the program’s leadership courses, which will be designed to ensure that all future 
principals will be able to effectively lead the rural schools of South Dakota. That a diverse set of 
education schools could reach consensus on their shared principal-preparation program seems 
far-fetched. But that is exactly what happened in South Dakota.  
 
Many entities deserve credit for South Dakota’s success in this change process: higher 
education deans and their faculties, school and district leaders, local and national experts in K-
12 and higher education, the state department of education, and – primarily -- the Board of 
Regents. Lessons learned from co-facilitating and reflecting on this work suggest that critical to 
the success of the program redesign are several specific elements. South Dakota is a small state 
with a small and inter-connected community of education leaders, all of whom were willing to 
work together. Incorporating the voices of stakeholders from every level of the education 
system, the change process included structured interviews, focus groups, and a statewide 
listening tour that provided all with opportunities to learn, to question, to challenge, and to par 
ticipate in building something new. The need for change was acknowledged and discussions 
about concerns and potential roadblocks ensued. Participants expressed a willingness to listen; 
solutions for challenges that in the past had been rejected or thought unfeasible were 
reconsidered and honed. Participants reflected on their individual and collective roles in 
promoting the creation of a new, improved, and shared program that has the possibility of 
supporting the development of highly effective school leaders for the rural state of South 
Dakota. Throughout, out-of-state and in-state consultants worked with the Board of Regents to 
co-construct, develop, and execute a work plan, providing logistical support, tools, and 
research. Data were collected, analyzed, and disseminated, always with a premium placed on 
listening. After 20 months of working together in this process, the group designed and 
presented recommendations to the Board of Regents to create a shared, redesigned education 
administration master’s degree program based on eight specific, research-based elements of 
high-quality leadership development programs. This paper describes South Dakota’s change 
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process, including the challenges faced and the lessons learned, and provides considerations for 
implementation of similar change processes in other states. 
 
Challenges Inherent in the Work 
 
When the South Dakota Board of Regents invited higher education and K-12 to come together 
to participate in an effort to envision and build a new, shared program in education 
administration, they knew that there were significant challenges inherent in the work. While 
they correctly believed that they could bring all the necessary parties to the table, they knew 
that the group would include members with different perspectives on the work, with different 
investments in the status quo, and with limited access to knowledge of the national perspective 
and current best practices in leadership development. They also knew that they were trying to 
do the work in a changing political environment that could greatly impact the work. They set 
out to meet each of these challenges by building trust through purposeful design of the change 
process, ensuring broad stakeholder engagement, providing significant support to the group, 
keeping the pressure on, and remaining flexible. 
 
Until now education administration programs in South Dakota have looked like most traditional 
university-based education administration programs: Students enter without meeting stringent 
admission standards, progress through a defined set of courses at their own pace, have 
exposure to a great deal of theory without being asked to participate in significant practice-
based learning, engage in an internship during their last semester, and graduate without being 
required to demonstrate that they can meet a set of state-developed leadership competencies. 
Because South Dakota is sparsely populated, with many students living and working great 
distances from any of the three state universities that offer education administration programs, 
all of the programs are largely, if not fully, online. Students in South Dakota can complete their 
entire education administration programs without setting foot on a campus or experiencing in-
person learning with their professors. Changing these programs, and creating one high-quality, 
shared program that could be offered by all of the universities would require a new way of 
working together, a new way of thinking, and a new way of learning.  
 
In order to build a new and improved program, those in higher education already providing a 
master’s degree program had to be convinced of the need for it, as well as envision an 
improved and possible future. Those in K-12 had to share their experiences, both as 
participants in the program and as voices from the field, to help define the needs of graduates 
of the programs. The process of working together to jointly design a new program had to 
include a deliberate effort to build trust among the group’s members. 
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The South Dakota universities already offering a master’s degree in education administration 
programs have significant investments in the existing programs, which have very small and 
over-extended faculties, and compete with each other for students. The programs are also 
under pressure to contribute to the universities’ bottom lines. The idea of creating a shared 
program with the other universities flew in the face of the need to maximize their own student 
population. Thus, there were significant barriers to getting university buy-in for building, 
investing in, and supporting a new, shared program. The process of bringing universities to the 
point of commitment to this new future required bringing the experience and voices of 
stakeholders – the consumers of their education administration services – to the table to make 
clear how and why the programs had to change. It also required support from the Board of 
Regents to convince them that a shared program could be effective, and that it would not be a 
financial burden. And it required that the process, and all those engaged in it, value their work 
by including opportunities to see what currently exists within the universities’ programs and 
what can be used foundationally in designing a new program. And finally, the process had to 
make the actual doing of the work as easy as possible through the provision of significant, 
relevant, and timely support. 
 
While the South Dakota education administration programs look like many traditional 
programs, by engaging in the process of designing a new and improved program, South Dakota 
has joined a growing movement to improve principal preparation programs. To a considerable 
extent, the improved programs share a set of researched-based critical elements, including an 
express purpose of producing and placing school leaders who can improve student learning; a 
framework based around a set of defined leadership competencies; strategic, proactive, and 
selective recruitment and selection of candidates; a cohort-based program; relevant 
coursework that includes instructional leadership and human capital performance 
management, as well as the opportunity to practice and apply the learning; significant, 
authentic clinical experiences; and program completion requirements aligned to the 
competency framework.  The effective design of a new and improved program in South Dakota 
meant sharing a great deal of information about the emerging best practices, as well as the 
experiences of those who have already gone through the process. Helping the group members 
understand the body of knowledge without overwhelming them required being strategic about 
what was shared and how it was shared. It required organizing and presenting the information 
in a way that valued the group members’ work, as well as presenting information, research, and 
practices in a consistent way to enhance the group’s learning. 
 
The timing of the change process in South Dakota presented its own challenges as well. The 
redesign of university-based education administration programs was originally related to a 
legislatively mandated process of leadership development improvement. In 2012, South Dakota 
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legislatively mandated that the state create a new set of leadership standards, as well as a 
standards-based framework for principal evaluation. Legislatively defined work groups were 
created to take on each of these tasks at break-neck speed. While the standards were created 
and a design for a principal evaluation system was proposed, a successful state-wide recall vote 
resulted in the state backing away from the development of the principal evaluation system. As 
a result, there was uncertainty with respect to the state’s dedication to leadership 
improvement and an apparent lack of political will to require change. While the State’s 
successful application for an ESEA waiver during the change process meant that the state had 
to re-engage in the process of creating, piloting and implementing a principal evaluation 
program, it was critical that the process for redesigning the education administration programs 
have visible, state-wide support, and the university presidents, deans and faculty had to believe 
that the change was inevitable. The Board of Regents and the Department of Education had to 
stand unified behind the change process and keep the pressure on. 
 
Meeting the Challenges through Effective Design Process Strategy 
 
The strategy for leading the South Dakota community through an effective change process that 
responded to all of those challenges included four critical elements: bringing the right people 
and information to the table, creating trust among the group members, building a shared 
knowledge base, and using effective facilitation to support reciprocal accountability.  
 
The Board of Regents invited a broad cross-section of educators to participate in the process, 
including the deans of the schools of education from the three public universities with 
education administration programs and the chairs of each of their leadership departments, the 
dean of the school of education in one other public university that was interested in offering a 
master’s degree in education administration, principals of several local schools, one school 
district superintendent, one district administrator, and a representative of the Department of 
Education (collectively, the “EdAd Working Group”). The EdAd Working Group was supported 
by two sets of consultants: in-state consultants working directly for the Board of Regents and 
out-of-state consultants working for the Bush Foundation, which funded the project. While 
participation in the EdAd Working Group was voluntary, the Board of Regents made it clear that 
South Dakota was committed to improving its education leadership programs and that it was in 
every group member’s interest to be part of the process and have direct input to the design 
process.  
 
The majority of the EdAD Working Group was made up of representatives from higher 
education. While there was also significant K-12 representation, it was critical to bring more 
voices from the world of K-12 to the table. These external stakeholders, whose input was 
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critical to building an understanding of the need for change and an understanding of what 
changes were required, included principals and superintendents from throughout the state, 
specifically including leaders from small, rural, and remote districts. The input from these 
stakeholders was brought to the group through several different processes. The first included a 
four-stop state listening tour in which groups of principals and superintendents, as well as a few 
school board members and parents, participated in focus groups designed to expose them to 
the state’s proposed new leadership standards and to obtain their opinions on the strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and needs of the state’s education administration programs. Later 
in the process, additional K-12 stakeholder input was collected through individual interviews 
with leaders of small and remote districts, as well as focus groups conducted with support of 
the professional association for principals. 
 
Once the EdAD Working Group came together, creating trust was essential so they could take a 
close look at the existing programs and commit to improving them. While South Dakota is a 
small state and every member of the EdAd Working Group knew at least some, if not all, of the 
other members, they nonetheless represented different and competing interests and had to 
trust each other in order to work together. Creating trust among the group was accomplished 
by valuing the experiences and perspectives of all those involved and by ensuring that no 
group’s perspectives were valued over another’s. All the group members were given a shared 
opportunity to learn from each other and from exposure to new perspectives, to question each 
other, to challenge each other, and to participate in building something new. It was critical to 
give all the group members significant opportunity to share their perspectives and to listen to 
each other. The consultants who designed the agendas for each of the 10 group meetings 
ensured that they always included processes for working with each other and for active 
listening. 
 
A significant amount of the time spent together as a group was dedicated to building a shared 
knowledge base. The consultants supported the group to look outward in order to create a 
vision for an improved future in South Dakota. They provided research and knowledge about 
best practices in university-based and independent leadership development programs, and 
they shared information about high quality and innovative programs from which the group 
might learn. They brought information from throughout the country to help the EdAd Working 
Group members develop a shared understanding of what quality looks like, and a shared 
understanding of why they should engage in the work and what the end result could look like. 
The consultants helped the group learn from those who had gone before them – by providing 
research on innovative programs, as well as case studies, from other states that had undergone 
a similar process and supporting group members in making site visits to see possibilities for new 
ways of approaching the development of school leaders. 
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Finally, the process design included purposeful and effective facilitation supported by two sets 
of facilitators, each of which brought different strengths to the work.  The out-of-state 
consultants brought deep knowledge of the field, including an understanding of how education 
administration programs have been changing, the elements included in state-supported 
continuums of leadership development, the change process that has been used to support 
other states to improve their leadership development programs, and specific knowledge about 
innovative programs throughout the country. Their leadership of the EdAd Working Group was 
focused on bringing this information to the group and helping them make use of it in their own 
learning. The in-state consultants brought a deep knowledge of South Dakota to the work. They 
brought immediate and trusted access to K-12 and higher education, as well as to policy makers 
and community members whose input was critical to moving the agenda forward. At different 
times in the change process, each of the in- and out-of-state consultants led the development 
of the session agendas. At all times, however, they worked together to develop group 
assignments, tools, templates, research, data collection and analysis, and work plans—all in 
service of supporting the group to enable them to do the work and keep moving forward. By 
both requiring significant input from the group members and ensuring that they had all the 
support necessary to undertake the work, the consultant facilitators created an effective 
system of reciprocal accountability.  
 
Reflection on the Change Process and Lessons Learned 
 
While the design of a process that supported the EdAd Working Group to work collaboratively 
was critical to the success of the redesigned education administration program, several other 
components of the project contributed to success as well. And in the process of reflecting on 
the work, several lessons have been learned. First and foremost, this project worked because of 
the people around the table. Unlike most states, in South Dakota all of the necessary 
representatives from higher education, a respected cross-section of representatives from K-12 
and two state agencies can literally sit together at one table. The EdAd Working Group that 
represented all the university education administration programs, as well as K-12, the 
Department of Education, and the Board of Regents included only 18 people. No one was left 
out, and everyone who needed to be there was present and actively participated. Each person 
was heard, each person heard the same messages, and each person shared in the learning, 
including hearing the need for change expressed by the internal and external stakeholders 
whose views were brought to the table.  Rather than remaining on the outside or not 
appreciating the need for change, each party was able to be a part of the solution.  
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Because the EdAd Working Group was small, because K-12 and higher education have a history 
of working together in South Dakota, and because the structured work processes helped the 
group develop trust in its members, the group worked well together. They collaborated in 
looking at existing programs, in learning from the research and from the experience of others, 
and in proposing solutions. The group’s work succeeded because of everyone’s willingness to 
admit to the need for change and because of the willingness of group members to listen 
attentively and actively, to think deeply, and to embrace key programmatic elements that were 
initially rejected as impossible or unrealistic.  For several months, group members were 
adamant that any new program had to be all online, that they could not adopt a cohort-based 
model, and that it was not going to be possible to have classes co-taught by higher education 
and K-12 practitioners. Yet, after hearing from superintendents and principals throughout the 
state, as well as from those who participated in site-visit host programs about the importance 
of learning together, in-person, and as part of a cohort, the EdAd Working Group members’ 
minds began to open to the possibility of blended, cohort-model programs. And then after 
sparking their imagination by learning about innovative ways that the site-visit institutions had 
structured blended learning models, the EdAd Working Group members ended up not only 
accepting but recommending that the new program for South Dakota be a blended learning, 
cohort-based program. Similarly, after initially rejecting co-teaching with K-12 practitioners as 
incompatible with university rules, after listening carefully to the voices of those in the field 
about the value of co-teaching and after being exposed to several different options for 
structuring co-teaching, the EdAd Working Group ended up recommending it, as well, as one of 
the elements of the new, shared education administration program.    
 
Also important to the success of the South Dakota change process was keeping in mind who 
was actually being asked to do the work – what was their capacity, how did they learn, and how 
did they create. The failure to keep that in mind in all instances was a consequential lesson 
learned. The out-of-state consultants created a tool for reviewing existing curriculum against 
standards and for determining the extent to which students were engaging in practice-based 
learning. However, after engaging in a pilot use of the tool, the higher education members of 
the EdAd Working Group made clear that they were not interested in going through the time-
consuming and detailed process of using the tool to review their existing education 
administration curricula. Upon reflection, it was too much to ask of a small group of already 
over-burdened faculty, and it was inconsistent with the group’s preferred way of learning, 
which was to look out rather than in. Rather than focusing on what they had in place, the EdAd 
Working Group focused their gaze outward—to the research, to case studies, to other 
innovative programs. Once they were invested in this work, it did not make sense to turn their 
gaze backward to what they already had in place.  
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Closely related to the need to paying attention to who is being asked to do the work, and 
designing work that is appropriate for them, is the importance of attending to the various 
needs of those who will be engaged in a new program. William Bridges reminds us that 
successfully navigating through the transition required by organizational change—in this case 
the creation of a new, shared education leadership program—requires communicating each of 
the 4 P’s so that each group member’s needs are addressed. The first P – purpose – was 
communicated by the Board of Regents, which at every meeting reiterated the dual purposes of 
the change: (a) ensuring that school leaders in South Dakota will be capable of supporting and 
developing teachers and of meeting the needs of 21st century schools and students and (b) 
ensuring that leaders are prepared for the job of leading small, remote, rural schools in South 
Dakota. Once the group members were comfortable with the research-based elements 
common to high- quality programs, the second P – picture – was communicated through the 
consistent use of a table based on the program elements that would be part of the South 
Dakota program design. The third  P – plan –  was made clear by the use and updating of a work 
plan that always communicated clearly where the group was in the process, what the next 
steps were, and when each step was scheduled to take place. And the fourth P – part – was 
clarified by agendas that clearly set forth who was engaged in which effort and what was 
required of each person.  
 
Finally, there are lessons learned about the importance of the support roles in a change process 
like this. It was important to have leadership and support from both the local and national 
levels. In addition to bringing different strengths to the work, the in- and out-of-state 
consultant facilitators were able to serve different purposes, and were able to “play off”  each 
other as needed to support the work moving forward, whether by playing good cop, bad cop or 
by creating strength in numbers. In the change process supported by the consultant/facilitators 
in South Dakota, it was important that both came to the work with genuine respect for the 
expertise of participants and an appreciation of the need to listen carefully to them. Rather 
than coming to the work with an agenda for leading change, they both respectfully co-
constructed the change process with the Board of Regents and with each other, skillfully 
responding to the political, social, and educational context in which the challenging process of 
program improvement was placed. In short, it was vital that both attend not just to the what of 
leading change, but to the how and why as well.   
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Appendix: Steps in the Process of Leading Change 
 
 March 13, 2012: Bush Foundation Project Kickoff Meeting 
    Several tracks: Competencies; Evaluation; EDAD Redesign  
    Presented National Research Base  
    Presented beginning of standards/competencies and   
    competencies as a basis for program redesign 
 

July 5, 2012: EDAD Workgroup Conference Call Meeting – Commit to interest 
in engaging in process 

 
 August 2-3, 2012: EDAD Workgroup Meeting 
    Best Practices in Leadership Prep 
    Leadership Redesign Publications 
    UCEA Tool for Program Review 
    Standards Alignment 
 
 October 15-18, 2012: Listening Tour 
 
 October 18  EDAD Workgroup 
    Listening Tour Update and mini version for group (review of  
    standards and feedback on preparation programs) 
 
 November 28, 2012: EDAD Workgroup Meeting 
    Curriculum Gap Analysis Tool Introduction 
 
 February 25, 2013: Curriculum Gap Analysis Distributed for Pilot Use 
 
 March 15, 2013: EDAD Workgroup Meeting 
    Curriculum Gap Analysis Tool 
    Promising Practices from SD Programs 
    Action/Work Plan 
 
 May 2013:  Curriculum Gap Analysis Pilot Implementation 
 
 July 10, 2013:  EDAD Workgroup Meeting 
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    Key Considerations for New Programs 
 
 October 2013:  Innovative Programs as Resources 
    Research-Based Program Components 
 
 October 31, 2013: EDAD Workgroup Meeting 
    Data Compilation from Innovative Programs 
 
 November 25, 2013: Subgroup 1 Meeting; Subgroup 3 Meeting 
    Site-Visit Template  
 
 December 9, 2013: Danforth Program Telephone Visit 
 
 December 2013: Interviews/Study of Leaders in Small Rural Districts 
 
 January 15, 2014: University of Northern Iowa Site Visit 
 
 January 22, 2014: Principals Focus Group 
 
 January 31, 2014: EDAD Workgroup Meeting; Subgroup 2 Meeting  
 
 February 5-6, 2014: University of Denver Site Visit 
 
 April 2, 2014:  Board of Regents Meeting 
 
 April 17, 2014:  EDAD Workgroup Meeting 
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