
 

  



 
 

  
1 

LETTER FROM THE SUPERINTENDENT 

Dear Students, Parents, Staff, and Community Members,  

Almost one year ago, the Salem Public Schools 

embarked on an ambitious mission: to chart for 

ourselves a path to the future, one that would build 

on the excellent progress that we have been makingτ

and accelerate the process of change so that all of 

{ŀƭŜƳΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘǊƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

world that awaits them.  

We live in changing times; the pace of change almost 

takes my breath away sometimes, especially when I 

think about all that our young people will need to 

know and be able to do in the years to come.  Our 

school district, like most districts in the nation, is 

slowly adjusting to the new realities of this hyper-

connected, global society in which we live.  But it is 

time we step up the pace of change; our children are 

counting on us to do so.  And the very future of Salem 

depends on how well we educate our next generation 

of leaders and contributors.  

These realities are the reason I set out to create a 

strategic plan for the next five years and beyond. It 

would have been a fairly straightforward task to rally 

the troops in the central office and spend a few weeks 

brainstorming a set of goals, strategies, and tactics. 

The School Committee could have easily held a retreat 

to craft a vision and mission on behalf of the district 

and community. ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ Ƙƻǿ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ 

typically undertaken in public schools. But I knew that 

we needed to do it differently in Salem, that we 

needed to create a strategic plan with the entire 

community, in an open and transparent way, so that all of the voices in our city could be heard and all 

of the creativity that resides in our community could be harnessed on behalf of our children.   
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Many of you have been part of this community-engaged process, whether you served on one of six 

work teams or on the Strategic Planning Steering Committee, or whether you attended one of three 

Citywide Conversations in which you were asked to provide detailed feedback about the proposals 

put before you. You may have been one of the educators who completed the teacher survey or 

participated in teacher focus groups, or perhaps you filled out the community survey or attended a 

student focus group or parent coffee. We are proud and grateful that so many people in Salem took 

the time out of their busy schedules to participate in the creation of our collective roadmap to an 

exciting new day in the Salem Public Schools. Getting to know you better and hearing your ideas has 

truly been an energizing process for me, and I hope it has been gratifying for you as well. 

If you have not yet had the opportunity to participate in our stakeholder conversations, fear not.  We 

will continue to engage the community as we build an improved system together. You will continue 

to keep us honest as we invest in strategies that have been demonstrated to deepen student 

engagement in their learningτone of the fundamental tasks of a strong educational system.   

In the field of education, professionals talk a lot these days about personalized learning. What that 

means is that educators must be attuned to the strengths and needs of each child in their classrooms, 

and to create a vastly expanded toolkit of strategies for reaching every child. This is no small feat, and 

we must work together and all become learners if we are to realize our dream of becoming a world-

class school district, second to none in Massachusetts. This is an ambitious, but achievable, dream 

that I ask you to join me in embracing.   

And so, as your superintendent and as a proud resident of Salem, it is my pleasure to present to you 

the results of our collective work together: the 2017-2022 Salem Public Schools Strategic Plan.   

Every child in our community has come into this world with a set of natural gifts. Let us commit to 

one another that it is our collective mission to develop these gifts to the fullest capacity. Let us help 

all of our children find their sense of purpose and develop the capabilities that will enable them to 

become responsible family members, productive workers, and engaged citizens. We will all be the 

beneficiaries of such efforts for years to come.  

With deep appreciation, 

 

Margarita Ruiz 

Superintendent   
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A strategic plan is a roadmap to the future. The destination is a set of ambitious aspirations, matched 

by a set of robust strategies and action steps intended to build a healthy and successful organization.  

A strategic plan for an organization in the public sphere, such as our schools, carries an additional 

load:  it must be accountable to a broad range of stakeholders because the future of our schools is 

inextricably linked with the future of our city. Lƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ 

cityτrearing families and contributing to its economic and civic vitality.   

In this strategic plan, the Salem Public Schools lays out a vision for the kind of school district we 

aspire to build for the 21st century, one that ensures our future leaders and contributors will be 

equipped to streƴƎǘƘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ {ŀƭŜƳΩǎ ŦƻǊebears have created: a diverse, creative, and 

prosperous city.   

In partnership with the larger community, we created a statement to capture this grand yet realistic 

vision:  

All students will be locally engaged, globally connected, and fully prepared to thrive in a diverse 

and changing world.  

What kind of public education will provide these lofty outcomes and what will it take to turn this 

vision into reality? How can the Salem Public Schools move from good to great and what kinds of 

opportunities will every student have access to in the formative years they are with us? These were 

the questions that animated our many conversations and explorations during the past year, 

beginning in August 2016.    

Through a period of rŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǎƛȄ ά[ŜǾŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ /ƘŀƴƎŜέ 

and constituted a work team to correspond with each lever.  

For months, these teams of district staff and members of the community came together to study 

national, state, and local trends; conduct research; and analyze data. In visioning and working 

sessions that spanned from August 2016 through February 2017, they expressed what they hoped 

will be true of the Salem Public Schools (SPS) within five years and beyond:  

¶ Salem Public Schools (SPS) is a school district of choice across the North Shore, with new 

families moving into the city to attend our world-class schools. There are excellent principals 

at every school in the district and excellent teachers in every classroom. 

¶ Students and families feel that the schools are meeting their needs, and the schools are 

reflective of the surrounding community. Diversity is celebrated and all students have 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
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An ecosystem is a community of interacting organisms and their physical environment.  Many 

conversations centered on how to create a district-wide environment that is innovative, and 

that builds essential 21st century skills such as critical thinking, creativity, communication, and 

collaboration.  There was also widespread agreement about the importance of real-world 

experiences and classroom learning that is more engaging and student-centered.  

teachers who look like them and support their growth. Families and schools are true partners 

ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ 

¶ Schools prepare students for academic and professional success, and for civic participation.  

SPS is a world-class district with world-class schools, and there are high retention and 

graduation rates for all students. Learning opportunities align with college preparation 

standards and careers of the future and schools leverage partnerships with industries and 

colleges in the community. 

¶ Schools are adaptive and forward-looking, designing innovations based on the latest research 

on child development, neuroscience, and effective teachingτand what works in education. 

SPS has ƳŀŘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΩǎ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀŘŜ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

teachers know how to use it in order to improve learning. It will be second nature to assess 

and then meet the needs of every learner.  

After seven months of dreaming and exploration, each work team presented a set of 

recommendations to the Strategic Planning Steering Committee in February 2017τand then to the 

community as a whole at a Citywide Conversation in March 2017. ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΩǎ {ŜƴƛƻǊ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ 

¢ŜŀƳ ǘƘŜƴ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛƻƴŀōƭŜ Ǉƭŀƴ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǘŜŀƳǎΩ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ 

adopting four core pillars around which ǘƻ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΥ  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pillar 1:  

Create a Vibrant  

K-12 Teaching &  
Learning Ecosystem  

There is consensus nationwide that the American high school is an obsolete institution, aligned 

with an economy and society that no longer exist. Conversations focused on how to align 

{ŀƭŜƳΩǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ƭƛŦŜΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ensure that the high 

 school experience helps every young person find a sense of purpose.  

Pillar 2:  

Reimagine the 

High School 
Experience  

The Salem Public Schools aspires to be a district in which everyone is a learner every day, and 

where people come to work because they have thoughtful and dedicated colleagues who are 

ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƎǊƻwth and to the growth of their students.   Teachers, in particular, 

voiced a desire to design their own learning and leadership path, whether in or out of the 

 classroom.  

Pillar 3:  

Nurture Staff 

Leadership & 
Empowerment  

We heard time and again about the vital importance of partnership between families and 

schools, and about the centrality of community partners to enrich student learning. We also 

heard about the need for increased family and community awareness about the importance of 

early childhood education and the options available for children in Salem. The community made 

 clear that the district needed to significantly step up its game in these arenas. 

Pillar 4:  

Strengthen Family 

& Community 
Engagement  
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Within each of these pillars are the goals, strategies, and action steps that we believe will lead to the 

desired changes. Timelines for action are laid out in this plan. General indicators will help us measure 

our success on a regular and ongoing basis. Undergirding these four pillars are enabling conditionsτ

core, district-wide commitments to form a foundation upon which the work of the strategic plan can 

be builtτthat we believe will be the foundation for our success:   

¶ Effective internal and external communications; 

¶ Strong infrastructure and resources; 

¶ Equitable and innovative policies; and 

¶ Healthy district and school climate and culture. 

Our theory of action is illustrated below. The enabling conditions support the work that is happening 

within each of the four pillars, which then results in great schools that help us realize our vision for 

{ŀƭŜƳ tǳōƭƛŎ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΥ 

 

Effective Communications (Internal & External)

Strong Infrastructure & Resources

Conditions for Success

Equitable & Innovative Policies (District & School Level)

Healthy District and School Climate & Culture

Pillar 2: 
Reimagine the 
High School 
Experience

Pillar 4: 
Strengthen Family 
& Community 
Engagement

Pillar 3:
Nurture Staff 
Leadership & 

Empowerment

Pillar 1: 
Create a Vibrant 
K-12 Teaching & 

Learning Ecosystem

Vision Statement: All students will be locally engaged, globally connected, and fully prepared to thrive 
in a diverse and changing world.
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Moving from planning to implementation is a big leap, and managing change in a complex system 

that must adapt to ever-shifting conditions is not for the faint of heart. And yet, people in the district 

and across the city have demonstrated in this strategic planning process that they are ready to take 

action.  

The 2017-2022 Salem Public Schools Strategic Plan is intended to provide us with a strong sense of 

direction and hold us accountable to our efforts in the years to come. The road ahead will no doubt 

present us with unforeseeable challenges, but together, with focus and resolve, we are poised to 

create 21st century learning environments that are second to none.    

 

 

 

Salem, Massachusetts is a vibrant, coastal city located about 16 miles north of Boston. Named by 

Boston Magazine ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ aŀǎǎŀŎƘǳǎŜǘǘǎΩ ά.Ŝǎǘ tƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƻ [ƛǾŜέ ƛƴ нлмоΣ ƻǳǊ Ŏƛǘȅ has much to offer to 

residents and visitors, including several museums, a bustling commercial district on the waterfront, 

Salem State University, and easy access to Boston via public transportation. Our city will celebrate its 

400th anniversary ƛƴ мл ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ŀ ƳƛƭŜǎǘƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ. Salem 

has a population of about 43,000, with a median household income of $60,690 (compared with 

$68,563 for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts overall).1 

 

Approximately 3,800 students are 

currently enrolled in the Salem Public 

Schools. The student population is 

fairly diverse, with about 38% 

identifying as Hispanic, and 28% having 

a first language that is not English.2 

Thirteen percent are English Language 

Learners (ELL), 21.5% have disabilities, 

and 46.6% are economically 

disadvantaged. 3  As in most urban 

school districts, ensuring that all 

students learn and meet academic 

standards is an ongoing challenge. 

Indeed, while many students and 

schools have excelled (with some 

                                                
1
U.S. Census Bureau 

2
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 

3
Ibid. 

OUR CHALLENGE  
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schools achieving Level 1 status), outcomes for other schools and students have lagged. In 2011, 

{ŀƭŜƳ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ŀ ά[ŜǾŜƭ пέ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ aŀǎǎŀŎƘǳǎŜǘǘǎ 5ŜǇŀrtment of Elementary and 

Secondary Education due to the designation of Bentley Elementary School as a Level 4 school. This 

designation indicated that the school was low-performing on state tests and had not shown signs of 

substantial improvement over time. Leaders swiftly mobilized to implement multiple strategies that 

would improve student learning, such as strengthening curriculum, aligning assessments, increasing 

professional development, implementing data-driven practices, restructuring schools, and finally, 

recruiting a new superintendent in 2015, enabling the district to consider a more ambitious vision.  

 

From the beginning, Superintendent Ruiz 

galvanized a highly collaborative approach to her 

leadership of the district along with a clear focus 

on structures and systems that improve learning in 

schools. By working together in alignment with the 

clear goals of the Accelerated Improvement Plan 

(AIP), schools have improved and students have 

made academic gains. In 2016, under the 

leadership of Superintendent Ruiz, the majority of {t{Ωǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ increased their ranking in the state, 

and the district successfully emerged from its Level 4 designation and is now a Level 3 school district. 

Despite this progress, district leaders continue to ask: what more can we do to ensure that all of 

{ŀƭŜƳΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΣ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇΚ 

 

!ǎ ǿŜ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

warrant attention: 

¶ Declining Enrollment: Enrollment in the district has declined from a total of 5,000 students in 

2002-2003 to 3,791 in 2015-2016, with students most likely to leave the district between 

grades 5 and 6 and between grades 8 and 9.4 Nearly 20% of public school students who reside 

in Salem choose other schools outside of Salem Public Schools.5  

¶ Percentage of Students with Disabilities: 21.5% of the Salem Public SchoolsΩ student body has 

an identified disability, higher than comparable districts such as Lawrence (18.2%), Lynn 

(15.4%), and Revere (15.1%).6  

¶ Persistent Achievement Gaps: ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΩǎ 2016 MCAS results reveal a test score gap for 

students with disabilities, ELL students, economically disadvantaged students, and 

Hispanic/Latino students when compared with their peers. About 32% of all students in 

grades 5, 8, and 10 scored in the Proficient or Advanced range on Science & 
                                                
4
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 

5
Ibid. Note: Excludes New Liberty Charter School (previously Salem Community Charter School) and Bentley Academy Charter School 

(2015-16). 
6
Ibid. 
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Technology/Engineering, compared with just 9% of students with disabilities, 22% of 

economically disadvantaged students, 7% of ELL/former ELL students, and 20% of 

Hispanic/Latino students.7 

 
 

There are additional challenges associated with unsatisfactory levels of college and career readiness 

upon graduation, limited awareness of and participation in early childhood education programs, 

inadequate supports and professional development opportunities for teachers, and woefully 

insufficient efforts to engage families, especially those for whom socioeconomic status, language, 

and/or culture has been a significant barrier. The body of this plan provides more detail on these 

specific challenges. 

 

The strategic planning process has catalyzed and mobilized multiple stakeholders to begin to address 

these many challenges in the district. In a community survey administered in February 2017 as part of 

the strategic planning process, Salem residents were asked what would make them more confident in 

the school district. Among the 284 survey respondents, the top five responses were: 1) having a 

higher ranking/performance based on state measures, 2) more consistent and effective 

communication with families and community members, 3) more innovation and hands-on, project-

based methods of teaching and learning, 4) increased ability to attract and retain high quality school 

leaders (reducing principal turnover), and 5) more opportunities/options for accelerated and 

advanced learners.8 Many of these sentiments were echoed by our community at the Citywide 

Conversations held in November, January, and March. The findings from these stakeholder 

                                                
7
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 

8
Salem Community Survey, administered February 2017 

Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 



 
 

  
9 

engagement events were taken to heart by district leadership and have shaped this strategic plan in 

myriad ways. Those who participated in the public events will clearly see the imprint of their 

contributions.   

 

In addition to the above, there are 

larger challenges in the world around 

us. Our rapidly changing and hyper-

connected global society requires that 

our young people develop a much 

broader and deeper set of capabilities 

than were required of previous 

generations. In the past, a one-size-

fits-all education system was sufficient. In the industrial era and through the 20th century, our schools 

were tasked simply with getting people through the system. Some students did well and others 

simply got by, but virtually everyone found a place in the workplace and in society.  Today, every 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǿƘƻ ǿŀƭƪǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΩǎ doors must know and be able to do what was once expected 

of a very few. In addition to mastering fundamental reading, writing, and math skills, to be successful 

in the modern world, students must learn how to solve complex problems, to collaborate well, to 

communicate clearly, to utilize technology, to analyze data, and to navigate and adapt in a world of 

uncertainty. Illustrating this poƛƴǘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ рл҈ ƻŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ Ƨƻōǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻ 

longer exist by 2030,9 and an estimated 65% of students entering K-12 in 2011 will have jobs that do 

not yet exist.10 According to the Massachusetts Business Alliance for Education, 71% of all of the jobs 

in the Commonwealth will require education beyond high school. Having no postsecondary education 

will be a severe limitation with respect to the job market, as just 29% of the jobs in the 

Commonwealth will be open to those who only finished high school.11  

 

The time for us to plot a new path to student success is now. Our community is eager for positive 

change, and the complex world in which we live requires that we adapt our approach to ensure that 

all ƻŦ {ŀƭŜƳΩǎ students graduate from the school district fully prepared to succeed in college, career, 

and life. 

 

OUR OPPORTUNITY 

While the changing times we live in pose new challenges, they also present us with new 

opportunities. The science of learning and human development is reaching a tipping point of new 

                                                
9
Ettling, M. (2015). How To Attract Talent For Jobs That Don't Exist Yet. Forbes.; Frey, T. (21 Mar 2014). ñ162 Future Jobs: Preparing for 
Jobs that Donôt Yet Exist.ò 
10
Davidson, C.N. (2011). ñHow Technology and Brain Science Will Transform Schools and Business for the 21st Century.ò  

11
Massachusetts Business Alliance for Education 
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knowledge, enabling educators and 

ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŎŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ 

children to draw on innovative 

approaches that are known to improve 

outcomes and solve seemingly intractable 

learning and social problems. Scientists 

have literally peered into the human 

brain and have a clearer picture than ever 

before of how different one learner is 

from the next. Scientists like Todd Rose 

know for certain that there is no such 

ǘƘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀƴ άŀǾŜǊŀƎŜέ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ, but rather that each individual has a personal learning profile. By 

applying this advanced understanding to the school and the classroom, by employing the best 

strategies to attend to the wide variability of learners in our schools, we have an opportunity to 

shape a customized education for every child in the Salem Public Schools. Certainly, new digital 

technologies make possible innovations that were once thought to be entirely out of reach.   

Fortunately, there are many schools and classrooms across the country (and in Massachusetts) that 

are already walking this path toward the creation of rich learning environments and whose promising 

practices can be an inspiration to us. And there are impressive pockets of excellence in our own 

schools and classrooms. We are poised to learn so much from those around us, and to pioneer our 

own homegrown approaches to powerful learning. 

One approach that received vocal support was to maximize the tremendous assets of the City of 

Salem, including our many talented and dedicated ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΣ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ 

natural and historical landscape. As home to many local businesses and entrepreneurs, large 

educational and healthcare institutions, historical and cultural landmarks, a vibrant artistic 

community, houses of worship, community agencies, and ƳƻǊŜΣ {ŀƭŜƳΩǎ ŀōǳƴŘŀƴǘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

leveraged on behalf of our students. Whether through internships, job shadows, college courses, 

experiential learning, or community service, we can vastly expand the reach of our offerings to give 

every student a taste of the real world and their potential place in it. {ŀƭŜƳΩǎ ǊƛŎƘ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀƭǎƻ 

ensures that all of our students will develop the skills to interact with those whose life experiences 

differ from their ownτskills that employers say are vital to success in the 21st century.   

In summary, oƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ пллth anniversary, we have a once-in-a-generation opportunity to 

ŘǊŜŀƳ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƛǘȅΣ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎΩ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ 

passing the torch to the next generation. Our schools, therefore, are the innovation incubator for, 

and inextricably linked with, the future of our city. This strategic plan is intended as a living, breathing 

document that will guide our path forward. 
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In the summer of 2016, when Superintendent Ruiz first assumed leadership of Salem Public Schools, 

she engaged in a 100 day Listen and Learn Campaign to understand the strengths and needs of the 

district. Coming out of her tourτwhich included one-on-one interviews, public forums, and an 

extensive review of the district dataτSuperintendent Ruiz identified a number of important themes. 

She found that while the district had significant strengths across its schools, the district needed to 

focus on building intentional strategies in a number of key areas: teaching and learning; 

communication; engagement; recruiting and retaining talent; and infrastructure. In short, the 

Superintendent, School Committee, and Senior Management Team believed it was time for the 

district to embark upon an ambitious strategic planning process. The Superintendent enlisted the 

support of New Profit, a national non-profit organization based in Boston, to help facilitate the 

process, recognizing that the district needed an independent and experienced partner to help create 

the structures and processes for 

a community-engaged, future-

focused strategic planning 

process. 

 

In the spring of 2016, the 

strategic planning process began 

in earnest with a multi-stage 

endeavor to engage a broad 

swath of the Salem community 

in developing a plan that would 

help build a world-class school 

district for all Salem students. 

Members of the Salem 

community were engaged in 

every step of this multi-stage 

planning process:   

¶ Approximately 70 community members and district staff participated on six strategic planning 

work teams and on a Strategic Plan Steering Committee. 

¶ Three Citywide Conversations were held to solicit community input on the mission, vision, and 

values of the district. Two of these conversations were held in English (with Spanish translations) 

and one was held in Spanish (with English translations). Approximately 200 residents attended the 

first, about 60 attended the second (held in Spanish), and about 125 attended the third.  

HOW THE PLAN WAS DEVELOPED 

 

http://salem.learningnetworks.com/Pages/SPS_DistAdmin/Listening%20and%20Learning-100%20Day%20Entry%20Plan-Supt%20Ruiz.pdf
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¶ Dozens of parents and a few dozen students participated in focus groups about the future of 

{ŀƭŜƳΩǎ ǎchools. 

¶ About 80 teachers participated in focus groups and 338 responded to a teacher survey about 

teaching in Salem. 

¶ 284 community members participated in a community-wide survey.  

This planning process worked 

within a unique governing 

structure to ensure that the 

recommendations and plans 

developed represented the 

needs of the community and 

built upon the rich skills and 

knowledge that already exist 

within the district. This 

structure included a set of six 

work teams associated with 

priority areas for the district. These work teams each had 7 to 15 members (district staff, teachers, 

parents, students, and community members) and two co-leadersτone from the Senior Management 

Team and one from the broader community. These co-leaders along with additional community 

members formed the Steering Committee responsible for providing support and advice to the work 

teams.  

 

The Superintendent, School Committee, and 

Senior Management Team identified six 

ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ƻǊ ΨƭŜǾŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

district: Family and Community 

Engagement, A Portfolio of Schools for the 

District, High School in Salem, Early 

Childhood Education in Salem, Teacher 

Leadership & Empowerment, and Meeting 

the Diverse Needs of All Learners. For each 

of these priority areas, the work teams met 

for six months, during which time they were 

tasked with researching best practices for 

each of these topics and providing 

recommendations to the Strategic Planning 

Steering Committee. The Steering 



 
 

  
13 

Committee provided feedback and support to the work teams and clarified goals and strategies 

emerging from the work teams. The goals and strategies in the pages that follow reflect what 

emerged from the work teams, the Steering Committee, the Senior Management Team, and ongoing 

input from the community.  

 

As the work teams began to solidify a set of recommendations, the broader community was invited 

to respond to the recommendations and to help develop a shared mission, vision, and values for the 

district. In three community-wide forums held between November and March, Salem residents 

shared their deepest aspirations for the future of our schools and our children. Community members 

also were asked to identify the skills they feel students most need to succeed in a changing world. 

The result was a community-developed mission, vision, and values that serve as the άNorth Starέτ

the guiding light for the entirety of this Strategic Planning Process and for the work of the district in 

the coming five years.  

VISION 

MISSION  
We are a diverse and welcoming community that promotes the academic, social, emotional, and 

physical development of each student through the equitable delivery of challenging, relevant, and 

joyful learning experiences.  

We empower all students to chart a personalized path to success that includes a commitment to the 

common good.  

VALUES 
SaleƳ tǳōƭƛŎ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ values define what we cherish and how we conduct ourselves every day on 

ōŜƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ {ŀƭŜƳΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ In alphabetical order, they are as follows:  

OUR NORTH STAR: VISION, MISSION, VALUES & THE 

QUALITIES OF A SALEM PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

GRADUATE  

 

All students will be locally engaged, globally connected, and fully prepared to 
thrive in a diverse and changing world. 
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CELEBRATION OF DIFFERENCE 

We celebrate the magnificent diversity of our community and recognize it as one of our greatest 

sources of strength. As we prepare our children for a diverse world, we must model the value that 

comes from different cultures, languages, perspectives, and experiences. When we recognize and 

welcome our differences, we discover our common humanity.  

COLLABORATION 

Through collaboration we find new sources of energy and strength. SPS encourages and supports 

collaboration and exchange within our schools and district. When children see adults working well 

together, they learn to work well togetherτa skill that will benefit them in the years to come in any 

endeavor. Moreover, SPS actively seeks out partnerships with the rich array of organizations that are 

the hallmark of our community. Everyone wins when the city becomes an extension of our schools 

and classrooms. 

CULTURE OF LEARNING & INNOVATION 

We live in a world that is changing at a rapid pace, which requires that all of us take responsibility to 

be continuous learners. Building on what is working well, we closely follow emerging trends, identify 

and share promising practices, seek outside expertise when necessary, and embrace new approaches 

that will benefit our children. We also are nimble enough to adapt quickly to changing conditions. 

EQUITY & ACCESS 

SPS is committed to identifying and eliminating any and all barriers to educational achievement.  To 

this end, we promote policies and practices that are fair and just, and make learning opportunitiesτ

in and out of schoolτfully accessible to all. We commit to ensure every student, regardless of 

background, meets our high standards for achievement, participation, and growth. 

GROWTH FOR ALL 

In our district, everyoneτincluding administrators, teachers, students, staff, and parentsτhas the 

opportunity to grow and develop new capabilities. It is our job as an organization to create the 

conditions for human flourishing at all levels. With high expectations come high levels of support.   

HIGH STANDARDS OF EXCELLENCE FOR ALL 

We expect and achieve the highest standards of excellence. This begins at the district level and 

extends to the school, classroom, and each individual. There is simply no replacement for a job well 

ŘƻƴŜΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛǘΩǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŜƴǊƛŎƘƛƴƎ ŎǳǊriculum, mastering a new skill, developing 

new knowledge, or attending to our physical plant and administrative operations with care.   
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SKILLS & QUALITIES OF AN SPS GRADUATE 
Throughout their conversations, members of the Salem community discussed the skills young people 

will need for success in the 21st ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ŀƴŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ŀ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ άǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ǎƪƛƭƭǎέ ŦƻǊ 

the 21st century developed by noted author and scholar Tony Wagner,12 as well as the skills listed in 

the Framework for 21st Century Learning (developed by the Partnership for 21st Century Learning).13 

Community members were asked to identify which of these skills they feel are most essential to the 

future success of Salem students, and were also invited to add other skills as necessary. The top six 

skills identified by the community as most important to the success of Salem students are:  

¶ Critical Thinking & Problem Solving 

¶ Effective Oral & Written Communication 

¶ Collaboration & Teamwork  

¶ Curiosity & Imagination 

¶ Initiative & Goal-Setting 

¶ Appreciation & Celebration of Diversity 

 

                                                
12

 Tony Wagnerôs Seven Survival Skills. http://www.tonywagner.com/7-survival-skills. 
13

 ñFramework for 21
st
 Century Learning.ò P21 Partnership for 21

st
 Century Learning. 


