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Introduction 
An array of inputs (i.e., initiatives, mandates, etc.) are continually imposed—externally 

or internally—on the education system. How do educators effectively plan and make sense of 

these externally imposed inputs in such a way that they result in positive outcomes?  

Internal inputs typically take the form of institution-wide grants, such as the U.S. 

Department of Education Strengthening Institutions Program whereby institutions plan for 

initiatives to move the needle on student success. These initiatives can include institution-

specific curriculum development, technology integration, professional development, tutoring 

services, and more. As a coach and trainer, it never ceases to amaze me how institutions 

struggle to implement their own initiatives. It is challenging enough when an external entity 

imposes initiatives into existing practices (or lack thereof), but why do so many institutions 

struggle to implement internally imposed initiatives? 

Even with the most sophisticated planning tools, it is common for institutions to 

continue to struggle implementing initiatives. Therefore, I developed a process to help 

institutions ensure a seamless transition from planning to implementation. This guide uses an 

actual case study of a major initiative in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics). A key point to keep in mind is that this process is agnostic. It is not prescriptive. 

It is meant for institutions to use the best way they know how for their context.  

There is another important key point, about which I am unabashedly upfront: there is 

nothing groundbreaking about this process. As I have stated throughout the years to all my 
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workshop participants and educational leaders I have coached, I am simply going to help you do 

the ordinary extraordinarily well. 

I intentionally use the first-person voice in this guide because I want the you to feel that 

I am sitting next to you, explaining my case study and how you can apply the process for your 

institution.  
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Overview: 
Initiative Development Timeline & Process Elements 

Planning often includes the development of timelines with deliverables (referred to as 

“Initiative Development Timeline” for the purposes of this guide). The five process elements 

described in-depth in this guide work in conjunction with the Initiative Development Timeline. 

The process elements are key to mitigating planning and implementation challenges.  

Purpose, Assess, Leadership, Expertise, and Impactful Meetings. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Initiative Development Timeline 

• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 

 
 

Purpose 

Assess 

Leadership 

Expertise 

Impactful Meetings 

The five process elements 
help ensure that the 
implementation of the 
planning timeline is 
effective and productive. If 
possible, the timeline and 
the process elements 
should be drafted in one 
session.  
 
The process elements are 
leveraged throughout the 
timeline depending on the 
circumstances. 
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Initiative Development Timeline 
Thinking through and taking ownership of timelines is a critical exercise in planning. As an 

actual case study example, consider the following planning timeline for a comprehensive 

federal STEM grant initiative. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

This is not meant to be 
used as a “best practice” 
example. It simply 
outlines the initiative 
planning timeline.  
 
 
If your institution does 
not incorporate a 
timeline for planning, 
make sure to create one. 
With grant initiatives, I 
give institutions the 
option of using months 
or weeks (or sometimes 
days depending on the 
proposal due date).  

Example Case Study: STEM Grant  
Chronology of Grant Process (April Submission): 
December: 

- The institution used a grant launch form for senior management to 
sign-off on (e.g., name of grant, amount, number of years, match 
requirement information, indirect rate, etc.) 

January:  
- Meeting with VP of Academic Affairs, Deans of Math and Sciences, 

and key staff and faculty to take stock of current STEM initiatives. 
- Established a grant team (potential grant personnel involved) for 

grant proposal planning. Faculty are invited. 
February: 

- Meetings focused on student need and data (e.g., where are 
students getting stuck and percentage of underrepresented students 
entering STEM.). 

- Additional meetings to garner ideas for research-based strategies 
(most are derived from faculty). 

- Begin costing out proposed strategies. 
March:  

- Team finalized strategies based on student needs (data), costs, and 
institutional capacity. 

- Five-year plan completed. 
- Objectives were finalized with critical input from Institutional 

Research. 
- Budget is 80% finalized. 

April:  
- Budget and personnel finalized. 
- Team meets to read the grant proposal together. 
- Submission. 
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The institution I worked with for the case study had a history of deciding grant initiatives via 

email only, waiting until the last minute to pursue grants, and delegating the writing to one 

person. Creating a planning timeline allowed institutional stakeholders to think through how to 

best approach planning for their context.  

 

  
 

After I provide my 
example, I encourage 
organizations to go 
through this exercise. 
The example on the right 
is from a brainstorming 
session at a different 
institution that was 
pursuing a 
comprehensive federal 
grant initiative. 
 
I cannot emphasize the 
importance of this 
exercise enough. Be 
cautious about 
delegating this task to 
consultants. Institutions 
need to take ownership 
of their own timeline 
and processes. 
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Purpose: 
Why Should We Pursue this Initiative? 
The first process element, purpose, is about thinking through what would galvanize an 

institution to pursue an initiative, regardless if it is internally or externally imposed. What’s the 

elevator speech? What can be articulated, verbally and/or visually, so that people are 

motivated to take time from their busy schedules to contribute to the planning process? 

 
It was quite simple for my case study example: over 90% of students, especially those from 
underrepresented populations, failed to persist in STEM.  
 
Often, it only takes a statistic to help galvanize an organization.  
 

 
 
Of all the process elements, I found that purpose is often the most challenging and time-

consuming for institutions to create. Many institutions are so used to focusing on the initiative 

dollar amounts and/or mandates that they neglect development of the right messaging to the 

broader institution and/or community.  

 

During a brainstorming exercise, a 
workshop group articulated purpose 
through a visual. They saw priorities 
always outweighing the funding that 
is available. With multimillion-dollar 
federal grant initiatives available, 
they wanted to convey a clear 
message that to achieve long-term 
success in meeting institutional 
priorities, it requires a sustainable 
strategy of ongoing resource 
development. Showing an 
imbalance between priorities and 
funding would help galvanize key 
stakeholders to participate in grant 
initiatives at their institution. 
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If they take quality time to perform this task, they will create a common language throughout 

the institution for a specific initiative (especially one that is labor-intensive). Whether it is the 

president at the top or the analyst at the bottom of the organizational hierarchy, anyone 

involved with the initiative should understand why they are contributing their valuable time 

and effort to the planning of this endeavor. Stating it is mandated is insufficient. People need 

buy-in to make any initiative viable and sustainable. 

Initiative Development Timeline 

• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 

 
 

When you work with your 
institution, go back to the initiative 
timeline and ask: 
 
What is a 1-3 sentence elevator 
speech and/or impactful visual of 
why the institution should 
implement the initiative 
development timeline? 
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Assess: 
What Will Make the Initiative Planning Process Successful? 
The second process element, assess, is about helping the institution assess what indicators of 

success for the planning process they should be looking for as they move through their initiative 

development timeline. For my case study example, they were looking for: 

• Faculty member buy-in 
• Data that supports the initiative 
• Multi-divisional coordination and contribution 

This institution had a history of writing grant proposals through out-of-state consultants who 

did not coach them to ensure that they had buy-in for many of the interventions incorporated 

into grant proposals. The organization also had a habit of focusing on how to fill budgets as 

opposed to focusing on the data to ensure that the interventions were directly aligned with the 

needs. For example, supplemental instruction needed funding. However, we needed to collect 

data on where they could specifically target this intervention. Lastly, because this STEM 

initiative included the natural sciences, physical sciences (including math), and student services 

areas, it was critical that these divisions coordinated with one another to contribute to the 

process. This may sound like a no-brainer, but I have yet to encounter an organization that 

takes the time in the early stages of planning to ask themselves how they will asses their 

initiative planning process.  

Helping an institution list anticipated challenges could help avoid a tremendous waste of 

time. For example, I worked on a major federal initiative, Promise Neighborhoods. This grant 

initiative required many partnerships within the community to create cradle-to-career services. 
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One of the key partners was the city. Therefore, a key indicator of success for the planning 

process was to ensure buy-in from the city. The city was at first enthusiastic about participating, 

but once they learned that the government required a dollar-for-dollar match, they bowed out. 

We learned this in the early stages of the process. All work ceased immediately. Imagine if we 

had not listed city buy-in as an indicator of success in the early stages? It would have been a 

waste of time and effort. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Initiative Development Timeline 

• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 

 
 

When you work with your 

institution, go back to the timeline 

and ask: 

What indicators of success do you 
think we should be looking for as 
we move through the initiative 
development timeline? 
 

Provide them with examples, such 

as timely data collection, buy-in 

from key stakeholders, issues of 

capacity, and so on. Make them 

write a list. They need to be aware 

of anticipated challenges and how 

to address them as they move 

through their initiative development 

timeline. 
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Leadership: 
Who Is the Champion for this Initiative Planning Process? 

The third process element, leadership, focuses on helping the institution identify who 

will be the leader to shepherd its initiative development timeline, dealing with everything from 

maneuvering internal politics to continually gauging indicators of success of the process. 

In my case study example, the lead point of contact had been directing STEM efforts in the past. 

This individual had support from higher levels of the institution, including deans and vice-

presidents. It was an easy pick. 

Leadership identification varies depending on the institution. It can often be completed 

rather quickly. However, in many instances when I asked, “OK, so who will be the lead for the 

organization to prepare this grant initiative?” I have received deer-in-the-headlight looks. In 

fact, some responded, “We thought that was you!” I cannot dictate the interventions and how 

they will implement them. I remind them of how often initiatives fall apart during 

implementation because key stakeholders never agreed to the interventions (i.e., buy-in).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When you work with your 
institution, again go back to the 
initiative timeline and ask: 
 
Who will provide the support and 
pressure to shepherd this initiative 
development timeline you 
outlined? 

Initiative Development Timeline 

• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
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There is one more important tip for your institution: inform them that the best person 

to choose for this leadership role does not necessarily need to be an expert in the content area 

of the initiative. They should consider this person’s skills and personality. Can this person 

facilitate a meeting? Can this person listen to other people’s ideas without shooting them 

down? Is this person highly organized? Does this person have a strong record of follow-

through? Does this person communicate in a timely manner? 

I have been in situations where the leader chosen is highly knowledgeable about the 

content area of an initiative but quite frankly could not, for example, facilitate a meeting 

effectively. In fact, being a content expert made him feel like he needed to dominate the 

conversation, shutting down the rest of the group. He was more concerned with hearing 

himself talk than listening to what other people had to say.  

I am not suggesting to exclude someone from a leadership opportunity who is an expert 

in an initiative’s content area. What I highly recommend is to remind your institution of the 

other key qualities when choosing the initiative team leader. I had situations where the 

institution took this advice to heart and actually decided on a different leader than they had 

originally planned. These subtle but powerful suggestions will make the planning process much 

more productive for everyone. 
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Expertise: 
What Type of Expertise Is Needed? 
The fourth process element, expertise, is about helping the institution identify who will make 

the quality of the work better. In my case study example, the expertise identified was the 

Informational Technology Director and me. Institutions often need to decide to onboard an 

external consultant for a specific initiative. For example, if the institution is creating a program 

in logistics but has minimal experience in this area, an expert can significantly improve the 

quality of the work. In terms of grant initiatives, sometimes the expert is a grant writer who has 

a strong track record in a particular grant focus area, or perhaps a generalist who can make an 

effective argument regardless of the topic.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Initiative Development Timeline 

• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 

 
 

When you work with your 
institution, continue to return to 
their timeline and ask: 
 
What expertise do you feel is 
necessary to improve the quality of 
your initiative development 
timeline? 
 
Let them know that the expertise 
does not always need to be external. 
In my case study, the IT person was 
identified because the institution 
wanted to make investments in 
technology for the STEM initiative. 
The IT director ended up providing a 
dose of reality as the institution 
lacked the capacity and 
infrastructure for some of the tech 
ideas.  
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Impactful Meetings: 
How Do You Make the Best Use of Meeting Time?   
The fifth and final process element, impactful meetings, is one of the most highly 

underestimated tasks one can undertake. If not done well, the initiative planning process can 

easily fall apart. 

In my case study, we established a grant team meeting with key stakeholders. The key 

to a successful grant team meeting is the pre-meeting meeting.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Grant Team Meeting 

Pre-Meeting Meeting 
 

Suggested participants:  
• Consultant 
• Initiative planning leader 
• Other key stakeholder(s) 

Initiative Development Timeline 

• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 
• -------------------------- 

 

 
 

When you work with your institution, recommend and ask: 
 
We will need a team composed of key stakeholders and a setting–a pre-meeting 
meeting–to support the team meeting. What does this look like for our context? 
 
Sketch the above visual and explain that the pre-meeting meeting is to ensure that the 
team meeting is as productive as possible. This is where the agenda is crafted, where the 
group will troubleshoot, and where next steps are followed through from the team 
meeting. 
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Strategy for Ensuring Impactful Meetings: Be a Teacher 
 
How often have you left a meeting thinking, "That was a waste of time!" To improve meeting 

productivity, one strategy to consider is using a teaching frame of mind. Ironically, many 

educational leaders who have a background in teaching forget to use a teaching approach to 

meetings. For those of you who never taught professionally, remember we have all had some 

sort of teaching experience (tutoring, parenting, coaching, mentoring, etc.). When working with 

your institution, consider these two steps to increase meeting productivity. 

1. Sketch and finalize the "lesson plan" through collaboration 

a. Craft an agenda during the pre-meeting meeting.  

b. Make best attempts to anticipate where there will be challenging questions and other 

issues and how to effectively handle them in preparation for the grant meeting. 

c. At the top of the agenda, describe the intended outcome of the meeting.  

d. Decide who will facilitate or co-facilitate the meeting.  

e. For key agenda items, think through how you will teach during the actual meeting. 

From student data to HR budgeting issues to collaboration with community partners-- 

Work with your institution to establish: 

• Who should participate in each of these two settings and how will they be invited 
• How frequently each setting should take place 
• Who will be in charge of coordinating schedules 
• Who will take minutes 
• Who will facilitate the meetings 
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think through how you will explain it to the group. Would it be taught through 

PowerPoint, a visual, chart paper, analogies, or a combination? 

f. If possible, send the agenda ahead of time. 

2. Deliver the "lesson" 

a. Start on time. Honor those who made the meeting on time.  

b. Go through the agenda outline. Emphasize the intended outcome of the meeting. 

c. As adults, we often have a propensity to get off-task in meetings. If the meeting is moving 

in an off-topic direction, the agenda gives you license to bring the group back on track. 

d. Use a teacher's frame of mind. Employ the teaching strategies discussed in the pre-

meeting meeting to explain key agenda items. 

e. End the meeting on time! Even if there are rich, important discussions, stop the meeting 

momentarily to let the group know that the meeting time has ended. Ask them if they want 

to continue or to add it to the next meeting's agenda. Whatever you do, just make sure you 

made an effort to end on time. 

f. Summarize key findings or issues and next steps. 

I am sometimes told that there is not enough time to establish a pre-meeting meeting. My 

answer is that the costs of an unproductive team meeting far outweigh the time it takes to 

thoughtfully prepare for one. 

As you work at your pre-meeting meeting to prepare for the team meeting, here are other 

suggestions for consideration: 

• Prohibit smartphones  
• Do not allow one person to monopolize the conversation 
• Invite those who are only absolutely essential 
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• If using technology, arrive early to avoid using meeting time to deal with glitches (I 
see this happen all the time) 

• Consider the location of the meeting 
• Leave your ego at the door 
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Facilitation:  
The Process Engine 
If the initiative development timeline and the five process elements are the vehicle by which to 

help complete the planning process, then facilitation is the engine that keeps it going. In my 

case study example, we had a couple of situations that required careful attention.  

Issue #1: The team meeting could not effectively absorb all of the information going into it. 

Since the organization was unaccustomed to securing faculty buy-in, the grant team 

meeting was overwhelmed with people with too many ideas.  

Solution: During the pre-meeting meeting, it was decided to establish a setting with key 

stakeholders from the previous team meeting to come together in their own setting. Then, 

they would return to the grant team meeting with specific strategies, ideas about how they 

would be implemented, and all associated detailed costs.  

Issue #2: Some people tried to use the team meeting to petition for funding. They were 

focused on filling budget holes and not on data-driven decision making. 

Solution: During the pre-meeting meeting, it was decided to write an email to all team 

members to remind them that supplanting was illegal. Funding had to be used to enhance, 

strengthen, and/or supplement current services or to develop new innovative services. They 

were also reminded that to be competitive, they had to directly align the data (needs) with 

the proposed interventions.  

Notice that in both situations, the solutions were worked out at the pre-meeting meeting. 

Both issues required effective facilitation. People’s ideas were not shot down during the first 

brainstorming meeting. I recall writing on the white board like a madman. People needed to 
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feel that their ideas mattered. With issue #2, it was clear why some people were at the 

meeting, but it was not the right time to brush them aside. Again, this institution was just 

getting accustomed to bringing people together instead of working in silos.  

You should not feel like you need to problem-solve every issue on your own at your 

institution. The pre-meeting meeting is a setting where key institutional staff work to solve 

issues that arise from the integrated planning process.  
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Final Words 
As I explained early in this guide, I was not going to teach anything groundbreaking. I believe 

that excellence can often be defined by doing the ordinary extraordinarily well. Whether you 

work within an institution or as an external provider, encourage the institution’s initiative 

teams to collaboratively create an Initiative Development Timeline. Guide them through this 

exercise with suggestions but do not do it for them. They need to struggle with this task so they 

can own the timeline they create.  

Follow through with the five process elements. Again, guide them through it, but they 

ultimately need to answer the questions that get at purpose, assess, leadership, expertise, and 

impactful meetings. 


