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STUDENT SUCCESS WON’T CHANGE UNTIL ADULT BEHAVIORS DO
Educational policy at the state level is often murky, out-of-date, and prohibitive, say superintendents 
and leaders in the i4tl Community of Practice—but it doesn’t have to be that way. When innovative 
policy is prioritized at the highest level, clearing a path for educational leaders and educators to do 
what they do best, it can foster systemic change that engages and empowers students and families. 
Superintendent of the North Dakota Department of Public Instruction Kirsten Baesler advocates for 
state-level policies that work with schools to deliver the best possible education for students. Her ap-
proach is revolutionizing education in North Dakota and serving as a model for how other states can 
embrace change to provide equitable and effective instruction for all students.

By Kristen DeBruler, Elizabeth LeBlanc, and Christopher Harrington
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School districts face unique challenges in providing comprehensive, personalized, and effective 
instruction to their students; as such, no “one-size-fits-all” policy model can catalyze educa-
tional change at scale statewide. School districts and their constituent communities need both 
voice and choice in how they educate students; after all, they are key stakeholders in and ex-
perts on the needs, dreams, and goals of their specific student populations. 

In conversation with the i4tl Community of Practice, Superintendent of the North Dakota De-
partment of Public Instruction (NDDPI) Kirsten Baesler outlined the steps she took with her own 
district, prior to moving into her current role, to meaningfully increase student achievement 
and how, after being elected superintendent for the state, she empowers other districts across 
North Dakota to chart their own path forward to improving instruction and student outcomes. 
“Student achievement goals will not change until adult behaviors change,” shared Baesler. 

Baesler touched on many aspects of her career in education and her current work with NDDPI. 
She detailed her introduction to education as an instructional assistant in an elementary class-
room, later becoming assistant principal in Bismarck, then joining (and leading) the Mandan 
Public Schools board of directors prior to her election as state superintendent.  

What resonated most with the group were her perspectives on fostering a change in adult 
behavior as a critical first step in increasing student achievement, using policy to facilitate sys-
temic change and remove barriers for educators, and ensuring we are measuring what we, as an 
educational community, claim to value.

https://www.nd.gov/dpi/state-superintendent
https://www.nd.gov/dpi/state-superintendent


Keeping the focus on the learner seems intuitive to education; however, too often schools and districts get caught 
up focusing on what Baelser calls “big people issues.” Addressing and solving problems related to educational staff 
and operations are critical to education, but when these become the sole focus or dominate school improvement 
discussions, student needs can be overlooked or can take a backseat to keeping students at the center of the con-
versation. 

In many cases, districts’ time, effort, and resources focus on these types of issues, and districts lose sight of their 
mission and purpose—to serve students and the community. Baelser’s district saw success, and transitioned from 
a low-performing to a high-performing district, only when it ended the singular focus on “big people issues” and 
instead shifted the focus on how to empower and support the superintendent, allowing them to focus on fostering 
innovative and effective student instruction. Empowering superintendents to lead their schools must also translate 
to empowering teachers and those closest to students, including students themselves, with a voice in the decision 
making process. This concept of distributed or shared leadership is a component of student-centered schools and 
marked by transparent decision-making dictated by the needs of the student. 

This approach increases the capacity of a school and allows it to increase student achievement and grow positively 
and collectively by working toward the same goal and guided by the vision and values of the school—all of which 
were gains seen in Baesler’s school district when they refocused on students. In student-centered schools with 
distributed leadership, teachers are guided by three principles: autonomy to make key decisions, accountability in 
parallel with autonomy, and capacity or the right tools to make decisions. 

That is not to say that issues such as teacher contracts, staff operations, budgets, transportation, and so on are 
not important. Rather, those issues should be framed as facilitating student achievement and as crucial supports to 
student success. 

School leaders need to shift the focus back to student success, and the needed shift in mindset brings about a 
change in behavior as well. You can’t “fix” a low achievement district with new classroom technology or literacy 
standards, only with a change in the way school leaders lead and the way teachers engage, instruct, and support 
the whole child.

Changing Adult Behavior 
                  to Foster Student Achievement
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Keeping the focus on the learner seems intuitive to education; how-
ever, too often schools and districts get caught up focusing on what 
Baesler calls “big people issues.”

https://edpolicy.stanford.edu/node/1214
https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/best-practice/distributed-leadership-explained/
https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/best-practice/distributed-leadership-explained/


“[In North Dakota]...schools needed a voice in the process of policy 
change as they had valuable information that those at the state level did 
not.”
       

       - Kirsten Baesler, Superintendent of the North Dakota Department of Public Instruction
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The Power Of Policy Change
Changing the focus from adult issues to student success is a change districts can make in their own local context, 
but to spur systematic change, state-level education policy needs to change as well. As the state superintendent, 
Baesler understands the role of the NDDPI in setting conditions at the state-level that in turn, facilitate educational 
success in districts and schools. 

Innovative districts throughout the nation can exist in the 
absence of state policy to support forward-thinking action, and 
certainly pockets of success are emerging even within outdated 
systems. However, to see widespread success and to facilitate 
systemic change, state-level policy changes need to be enact-
ed. In her role at NDDPI, Baesler heard from the North Dakota 
educational community that they desired more flexibility to try 
new and innovative strategies, but this wasn’t possible within 
the current state educational policy framework. 

The goal for changes in state-level policy was to empower 
school leaders to focus on what they do best, educating stu-
dents, and shifting the creation of accountability systems to 
education professionals at the state level. Initially, it was hoped 
that legislative action to enact new policies aimed at remov-
ing perceived barriers to innovative teaching would empower 
schools; however, each school and district faced different and 
disparate barriers to deep change. A shift in state-level policy 
that removed a barrier for one school may make no difference 
on the perceived barrier of another or even create an additional 
issue or roadblock.

Therefore, Baesler said, schools needed a voice in the process of policy change as they had valuable information 
that those at the state level did not. In North Dakota, the approved legislation, Innovative Education Bill, allowed 
teachers and schools to submit a plan for approval by the state superintendent to request to waive specific sec-
tions of law related to K-12 education. These plans must have been previously approved by individual, local school 
boards and must improve educational delivery or administration, increase educational opportunities, or improve 
the academic success of students. 

By allowing schools to identify their own barriers and chart a path forward, districts are able to develop innovative 
educational solutions specifically tailored to their context and student needs. This approach also encourages col-
laboration between schools, the school board, and the local community by giving everyone a voice and power to 
advocate for each unique student need.

Statewide achievement trends are encouraging and suggest that allowing districts the flexibility to educate in in-
novative ways is paying off for students. The Regional Education Laboratories (REL) Central worked with the North 
Dakota Department of Public Instruction to develop evaluation rubrics designed to help districts evaluate the 
implementation and outcomes of their Innovative Learning Plans. In the years since North Dakota passed the In-
novative Education Bill and partnered with REL Central, statewide graduation and student achievement have risen.

https://www.legis.nd.gov/assembly/65-2017/bill-actions/ba2186.html
https://www.marzanoresearch.com/north-dakotas-investment-in-innovation-yields-early-dividends/
https://www.marzanoresearch.com/north-dakotas-investment-in-innovation-yields-early-dividends/


Final Thoughts
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How Are We Measuring What We Say We Value?
Superintendent Baesler is passionate, too, about overhauling student assessments to meet the realities of K-12 
education today. Many leaders in the i4tl Community of Practice have cited ineffective assessments as a huge bar-
rier to deep change and true innovation in their schools and districts across the county. As Baesler asserted, there 
is a critical mismatch between what education claims to value—critical thinking, creativity, communication, col-
laboration, and citizenship—and the intense focus on state-wide and national assessments like the ACT and SAT as 
measurements of student and district success.

Baesler is clear that small changes to these assessments to potentially include measures on some of the skills K-12 
purports to value is not the solution. Rather systemic changes are needed to fully understand where students are 
on their learning progression toward being college and career ready; current assessments measure only where 
students are with regards to specific content. These current assessments do a disservice to students by sending 
a message that current knowledge or skill is more important than a learning progression, as well as a disservice to 
schools by not measuring the whole child. 

Further, too often assessments are considered equivalent to accountability, and for many schools, they have 
operated this way for a long time. As long as a school is scoring proficiently on state-wide assessments, they are 
meeting the accountability standards of the state. But are these schools truly serving each and every student with 
whom they are entrusted? 

North Dakota’s Innovative Education Bill separates accountability and assessments by allowing schools to use as-
sessments as they are most useful, in measuring student learning and progress and as a tool to support student 
growth. NDDPI then works with the district to develop appropriate accountability measures based on the specifics 
of their innovative education plan. 

While historically parents have largely supported standardized testing, that was not the case in 2020. According to 
a survey conducted by a national parent advocacy group, parents “overwhelmingly” opposed using standardized 
testing in 2020 in ways that could penalize either students or teachers. Further, parents preferred that the testing 
measure the impacts of remote instruction and not simply where a student is with regard to specific content. 

Colleges and universities are also showing signs of moving away from standardized testing as critical measures of 
student achievement. In 2020, the University of California system suspended SAT and ACT testing requirements 
for students through 2024 and set a goal to eliminate them for California students by 2025. 

A great deal of education upheaval has resulted from the pandemic disruptions to teaching and learning—perhaps 
now is the time to also rethink assessments in the same way districts and schools have reconsidered instruction. 

What State Superintendent Kirsten Baesler and her team have implemented in North Dakota—the opportunity for 
schools to have a voice in how they educate their students, innovative practices they can employ, and appropriate 
and comprehensive accountability measures—seems to be paying off statewide. Baesler is adamant that this can 
work elsewhere and is eager to share with other state leaders. Consistent and strong leadership is key in order for 
other states to benefit in the same way as North Dakota and to expand upon this vision.

Nearly every facet of the education community—school leaders, teachers, parents, students, and school board 
members—all agree that education is fundamentally important, and we have the opportunity and imperative to 
improve it in meaningful ways. 

“There is a critical mismatch between what education claims to value—
critical thinking, creativity, communication, collaboration, and citizen-
ship—and the intense focus on state-wide and national assessments like 
the ACT and SAT as measurements of student and district success.”
       

       - Kirsten Baesler, Superintendent of the North Dakota Department of Public Instruction

https://thejournal.com/articles/2021/04/09/forget-about-standardized-testing-this-fall-parents-say.aspx
https://thejournal.com/articles/2021/04/09/forget-about-standardized-testing-this-fall-parents-say.aspx
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2020-05-21/uc-drops-sat-and-act-test-requirement-for-admission
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2020-05-21/uc-drops-sat-and-act-test-requirement-for-admission
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