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Introduction  

 

 The COVID-19 pandemic has transformed the way that we live, the way we interact, and 

the way we work. One of the many fields that have been severely influenced by the global health 

crisis has been education, especially in the State of Delaware. Before the pandemic hit, school 

districts across the state had little to no knowledge with innovative practices, concepts, and tools 

to ensure that they could continue providing education in a non-traditional in-person form—

which ultimately led school districts to halt most instruction in March 2020. Even as instruction 

shifted to remote learning, schools are constantly being confronted with new challenges to meet 

the needs of their students, families, and staff while ensuring that practices and protocols are 

equitable. These challenges have arisen, in large part, due to undeveloped and unstructured 

learning organizations within the school districts that fail to promote innovation by teachers and 

staff.  

 

 The Milford School District, a relatively small public school district that lies between 

Kent County and Sussex County, serves more than 4,300 K-12 students of various 

socioeconomic backgrounds. To provide a snapshot, the District is comprised of 49 percent non-

white students and 37 percent low-income students; and in the 2019-2020 school year, 88.42 

percent of students graduated while only 51 percent of those students were considered college 

and/or career ready (Delaware Department of Education, n.d.). The mission of the District is to 

“ensure that all students receive a comprehensive, personalized and quality education in a safe, 

supportive learning environment where students can gain the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and 

values that will enable each of them to achieve success in their life pursuits” (Milford School 

District, n.d.). 

 

 In this report, I will outline a proposed organizational learning and innovation strategy for 

the Milford School District that will seek to address the phases of the innovation lifecycle, the 

principal barriers to innovations, and approaches to overcome those barriers. Such strategy will 

enhance the District’s preparedness to seize opportunities for improved service delivery in 

education and proactively respond to looming disruptions in the future while ensuring that 

practices and concepts are equitable to the diverse population it serves.  

 

Learning Organization Strategy  

 

 According to Garvin et al. (2008), a learning organization is one where, “employees 

continually create, acquire, and transfer knowledge—helping their company adapt to the 

unpredictable faster than rivals can” (p. 1). Such organizations will encompass several “Building 

Blocks” including environments that support learning, concrete learning processes, and 

leadership that reinforces learning. Before the Milford School District identifies as a learning 

organization and a public sector innovator for its staff and students, it must identify barriers that 

prevent itself from being innovative. In other words, it must address the phases of the innovation 

lifecycle and overcome them.  

 

Identifying Problems 
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 Many public organizations fail to identify and effectively capture the risks and 

opportunities within their organizations, which lead to its inability to foster an innovative 

environment (OCED, 2017). In the Milford School District, one of the causes for its inability to 

foster an innovative environment is the perception from top leaders within the district that 

because the District is bound to state regulations and procedures, there is very little room for 

creating innovation strategies. That perception is, however, misleading. According to the OECD 

(2017), there is limited evidence that suggests that rules and procedures block innovation in the 

public sector (p.19).  

 

 Given that there is limited evidence to suggest that rules and procedures block 

innovation, the Milford School District can overcome this challenge by raising awareness 

through self-evaluation. That is, it can formalize a survey to all district staff in which it seeks to 

gather staff feedback on whether they believe that rules and regulations prohibit their ability to 

be creative when it comes to finding innovative ways to deliver education to students. Through 

such mechanism, staff, particularly teachers, can feel safe to review organizational and 

instructional processes, ask questions, and provide viewpoints without the fear of repercussion. 

By doing so, the District can seek to become a supportive learning environment, which is a key 

facet of one of the Building Blocks of a learning organization.  

 

Moreover, while the District’s mission statement provides clarity and support to empower 

employees to develop a learning organization, the District must go the extra mile by becoming a 

supportive environment. This is a multilevel effort, but it is one that is established by leadership.  

 

Generating Ideas  

 

 Another challenge for the District is its lack of understanding that teachers and other 

support staff, who are the frontline workers of the schools, have the best understanding of the 

need to improvise and innovate. Teachers and support staff are teaching the students remotely, 

they interact with families on a daily basis, and they ensure that students have the supports they 

need, such as mental health resources and translation services. For a public organization to fully 

become a learning environment, it must recognize that people are at the center of innovation. The 

District can overcome this challenge by developing trainings and creating policies that explicitly 

encourage creative thinking as part of the job. One way is for the school board to adopt a policy 

that encourages creative thinking as well as innovating approaches to delivering education 

services to students. That policy should recognize the value of innovating new strategies while 

encouraging supervisors and directors of the school to allow teachers and staff the flexibility in 

their work schedules to practice and develop proposals for innovating teaching methods.  

 

In addition, the District should seek to become more inclusive in its hiring practices as 

organizational culture determines whether innovation is supported or hindered. The increase in 

staff diversity would increase the District’s ability to reflect its community, and it would also 

increase its knowledge and awareness of the need to innovate to better provide education to 

students. There is a stagnant growth of cultural and racial diversity in the District and at this 

time, it does not adequately reflect the makeup of its student population. For the District to 

ensure that it is meeting its core mission statement, it needs to be able to foster an environment 

that has different perspectives on the issues facing the educational community with emphasis on 
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marginalized students. By increasing staff diversity and cultural diversity within the District, it 

can ensure that different innovative strategies are developed and proposed to meet mission of the 

District.  

 

Developing Proposals  

 

 Currently, the District lacks space for experimentation on innovative ideas and proposals. 

Again, this is mainly due to a lack of political will from top district leaders as well as the 

perception that schools are bound to certain regulations and procedures, including spending 

taxpayer money wisely. But as OCED (2017) states innovation, “requires organizations to accept 

a certain level of uncertainty and transform it into manageable risk” (p.17). The district could 

overcome this challenge by allowing teachers and staff to submit proposals for new instructional 

teaching methods that reinforce the District’s mission but also makes instruction easier and 

enjoyable for students to learn, and reduces the time invested to teach curriculum. This could 

save the district time and money as the more students that are involved, the likelier they are to 

excel in state assessments, the likelier they are to graduate from high school, and the likelier they 

are to become college and/or career ready.  

 

 By providing such a space for experimentation for teachers and staff, the District is on its 

way to becoming a learning organization where staff feels safe to explore new processes without 

backlash and where leaders are demonstrating willingness to entertain alternative viewpoints to 

teach. Furthermore, if the District promotes a culture where innovation is accepted and proposals 

and ideas are welcomed, teachers and staff are likely to be more engaged with their students 

while promoting those same ideals in their classrooms. This ultimately reinforces the mission of 

the District.  

 

Implementing Projects  

 

 Implementing projects means also analyzing the costs. Budget challenges are often a 

roadblock to increasing innovation in public sectors. As public stewards of taxpaying monies, 

school leaders are often cognizant of the fact that they are accountable to the public and spending 

local and state funds properly is of upmost importance. For this reason, school leaders oftentimes 

do not realize the worth of investing or financially incentivizing their staff to become innovators 

because the perception is that limited funds could be spent in other needed areas. However, it is 

critical for the District leadership team to reinforce a cultural of innovation so that it can be 

prepared to meet future challenges where in-person instruction is threatened. Had the Milford 

School District emphasized virtual learning or other ways of teaching the curriculum prior to the 

pandemic, it would have been ready on day one to continue providing educational services to 

children, especially to children without internet access, students with disabilities who need 

specialized services, and low-income children who rely on schools for meals and daycare 

services.  

 

 Having said that, the District must acknowledge that stimulating innovation through 

financial incentives is imperative to allow innovational growth. If teachers and staff submit 

proposals and are not provided financial means to go about their projects or if they are not 

provided a financial incentive once having tested the project, less teachers and staff will be 
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inclined to pursue such projects on top of their continued workload. One way to address this is 

for the school board to adopt a policy that recognizes and awards teachers and staff for 

submitting and testing innovative projects that facilitate, improve, or simplify educational 

instruction to students. Currently, the District annually recognizes “Employees of the Year” by 

awarding winners a financial reward of 300 dollars. By expanding this policy to include 

innovational projects submitted by teachers, where one project is determined to be the “winner” 

based off a set of criteria, then the district would see an increase in moral and incentive by staff 

to become innovative.  

 

Evaluating Projects  

 

 Like all projects in the workplace, there must be timetables and evaluations of projects. 

Given that the Milford School District lacks policy that specifically addresses innovation in the 

workplace, district administrators and supervisors must take on the additional role of 

encouraging project developments as well as evaluation of projects. As OECD (2017) indicates, 

such evaluation is a non-linear process (p.17). That is, assessments can occur at any point in the 

most appropriate style for the organization. The creation of a committee tasked with specifically 

evaluating projects can ensure that projects are not overlooked, but that they are analyzed and 

hopefully established as the ways of doing a certain task or instruction moving forward.  

 

 Moreover, because the District is a public organization that provides services to students 

and families, it is critical that the public or the project’s immediate beneficiaries are given the 

opportunity to provide feedback. Through the use surveys or conferences on social media, video 

conferences (due to the pandemic), and other platforms, the project’s authors and supervisors 

would be able to receive appropriate feedback on the project’s implementation as well as ways to 

improve it. Evaluations using these techniques helps the District become more of a learning 

organization as it encourages participation, it allows leaders to hear different viewpoints, and 

fosters a knowledge sharing environment where different stakeholders are given the opportunity 

to provide feedback. This further reinforces the mission of the District by allowing students to 

become actively involved in the adaption or implementation of curriculum projects as they are 

key to providing feedback.  

 

Diffusing Lessons  

  

 Not all projects or innovative strategies will be successful but the foundation that such 

projects leave are crucial for restructuring or redeveloping such ideas. Due to its inherit role as a 

public service organization, the District rarely undertakes risks especially as it knowingly knows 

that scrutiny regarding public funds will be inevitable. However, it is important for the District to 

acknowledge that through various attempts and mistakes is how a project can become successful, 

and how the teacher or staff can improve on his or her mistakes.  

 

 As mentioned in the prior section, the creation of a committee can be useful in 

overcoming this challenge. By including various stakeholders when evaluating projects and 

innovative strategies, the District can reduce the amount of scrutiny it receives for failed projects. 

Additionally, key partnerships with other organizations can improve the ability of the District to 

share ideas and use approaches used by different organizations to improve upon the mistakes of a 



 6 

project. Through the use of reports, teachers and staff can detail their work and it will also 

establish a record of what protocols, strategies, monies, and other variables that were used in the 

implementation of any project. This will be useful for future educators and staff when trying to 

improvise and create new projects even as years have gone by since the original project was 

performed.    

 

Conclusion 

 

 Innovation must be encouraged and pursued by public sector organizations to improve 

service delivery and proactively respond to any disruptions or challenges to its mission. The 

Milford School District, a public education organization, has the opportunity to innovate and 

become a learning organization—one that promotes a supportive environment, provides concrete 

learning processes, and where leaders encourage and stimulate such learning. However, the 

capability and motivation to innovate are continued barriers that prevent the District from 

becoming such a learning organization. Specifically, the need for incentives to promote 

innovation, a change of leadership mindset that encourages staff to pursue innovative strategies, 

and less focus on the risks will allow the Milford School District to become a learning 

organization for education. 
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