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Executi ve Summary 

Established in 2006 by New Leaders for New SchoolsTM, the Eff ective Practice Incentive 
Community (EPIC) initiative rewards high-need urban schools showing signifi cant gains 
in student achievement. In exchange, schools agree to share the practices helping to 

drive those gains, which they do through an in-depth study of practice, aided by the EPIC team 
and a suite of investigation tools.  This investigation and analysis process culminates in the pub-
lication of a case study or practice profi le on the EPIC Knowledge System, an online professional 
development platform. 

To document the EPIC approach, and the design, content, and early use of the Knowledge System, New Leaders 
for New Schools contracted with Rockman et al, an independent research and evaluation fi rm with offi  ces in San 
Francisco, CA, and Bloomington, IN. This brief is based on three evaluation activities Rockman conducted in May 
2009: telephone interviews with EPIC staff , New Leaders coaches, and principals in award-winning schools to gather 
background information and feedback on the EPIC investigation process and initial use of the Knowledge System; a 
review of the EPIC tools used by schools to analyze practice and create cases and profi les; and a content analysis of the 
Knowledge System.

Findings from preliminary research designed to explore EPIC’s impact and potential indicate that both the EPIC 
investigation and Knowledge System eff ectively build capacity for urban school improvement. The EPIC experi-
ence gives award-winning schools a model with which to continue to analyze and document practices linked to 
student achievement gains. Principals have used the EPIC tools for staff  development and management train-
ing and modifi ed their own classroom observations and teacher evaluations based on interactions with the EPIC 
team. In markedly similar ways, principals describe how EPIC has helped them take the time to refl ect on practices 
and yet move forward faster because of effi  ciencies stemming from careful, systematic refl ection and documen-
tation of practice. Many also fi nd that the experience and recognition gained through a national program has 
validated their eff orts, garnered school-wide support for initiatives, raised their visibility in the community and 
supported ongoing school improvement eff orts. 

The EPIC Knowledge System encourages careful refl ection through a series of questions that allow users to con-
nect cases or profi les to their own work, while also accelerating change by providing detailed examples of prac-
tices that are contributing to student achievement gains. EPIC case studies and practice profi les include concrete 
explanations of practices, artifacts, video, and data on achievement gains, all situated in the context of the school, 
which help users adapt or replicate practices. New Leaders coaches look forward to incorporating the Knowledge 
System into their training because it reduces the need to reteach; gives them and trainees a common language, 
free of jargon; and accommodates principals’ schedules as well as their own need for customizable resources that 
fi t multiple training scenarios.
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In exchange for their fi nancial awards, school leaders 
agree to share the practices they believe led to achievement 
gains in their schools. They do so through a rigorous process 
of identifying, analyzing, and documenting those eff ective 
practices. The process results in the production of a case 
study or practice profi le to be included in the EPIC Knowledge 
System, an online, professional development system. The 
case studies and practice profi les off er real-life examples, 
specifi c strategies, and everyday tools for other educators 

to use in their own eff orts to improve student achievement. 
At this time, the Knowledge System features more than 60 
eff ective practices from Cohort 1 schools. Additional cases 
and profi les from Cohort 2 will soon bring the total to over 
120. These resources are available to any educator in the New 
Leaders community and EPIC partner districts and charter 
schools, and in time will be made accessible, for free, to the 
broader educational community. 

THE EFFECTIVE PRACTICE INCENTIVE COMMUNITY 

The EPIC 
Investi gati on and 
Analysis Approach 

and Knowledge System
Overview 

N
ew Leaders for New Schools launched the Eff ective Practice Incentive Community 

(EPIC) initiative in 2006 as a way to identify, reward, analyze, and share school practices 

driving student achievement gains in high-poverty urban schools. Since then, EPIC 

has awarded more than $7.4 million dollars to district and charter schools around the country: 

62 in the 2007-2008 school year (Cohort 1), and 60 in 2008-2009 (Cohort 2).  Funding for the EPIC 

program comes from a fi ve-year U.S. Department of Education Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF) grant, 

school district and charter school partners, and private philanthropic funders.  
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The power of the Eff ective Practice Incentive Community 
lies in the opportunity for educators to learn from one 
another. What sets the EPIC program apart from other 
initiatives and online professional development resources 
is its focus not on “blue-ribbon schools,” “master teachers,” 
or “best practices,” but on eff ective practices of leaders 
in high-poverty, urban schools. Thus EPIC fi lls a gap for 
urban educators who “want to see practices making a real, 
measurable diff erence with kids who are like my kids, in 
schools that look like my school.”  

Methodology
For our interviews with coaches and principals, New 

Leaders selected a purposive sample based on geographic 
representation and range of EPIC experience. The six 
principals represented both cohorts and each of New 
Leaders’  TIF grant partners—the District of Columbia 
Public Schools, Memphis City Schools, Denver Public 
Schools, and a national consortium of charter schools 
from around the country. The fi ve coaches, who work 
with principals-in-training as well as practicing principals, 
represented several of the urban areas served by New 
Leaders—New York City; Washington, DC; Baltimore and 
Prince George’s County; Milwaukee; and the San Francisco 
Bay area. Structured protocols, developed in collaboration 
with New Leaders, framed the interviews.

The documents under review included the suite of 
tools that guides schools through their investigation and 
documentation of eff ective practices. Those tools underwent 
signifi cant revisions from the fi rst cohort to the second, and 
our review included a comparison of the two sets, focusing 
on their clarity, ease of use, and eff ectiveness in structuring 
the steps of the analysis and documentation. We also looked 
at the ways in which the evolution of the tools refi ned the 
EPIC process itself. 

Our review of the EPIC Knowledge System was guided 
by principals’ and coaches’ observations about the design 
and value of the resources, and by general precepts of 
instructional design and adult learning theory. At the time of 
our review, the Knowledge System included 11 case studies 
and 48 practice profi les, all from Cohort 1. From these, we 
sampled about one in four for a more in-depth content 
review, drawing on each of the three Urban Excellence 
FrameworkTM (“UEF”) domains into which the cases and 
profi les are organized: Learning and Teaching, Leadership, 
and School Culture.  

Our review rubric examined the: 

• adequacy and relevance of the documentation and 
analysis, or the ways the contextual data, evidence, and 
artifacts aid end users

• transferability, or the balance between factors that 
situate the practice in a particular school and those that 
make it more widely applicable 

• “turnkey” factor, or the extent to which the case or 
profi le is “ready-to-use” for both self-study and facilitated 
professional development  

• clarity and accessibility of the content and presentation 

Where possible we triangulated our reviews and 
interviews with principals and coaches to understand 
how the process, products, and professional development 
were interrelated. Where appropriate, we also put fi ndings 
in the words of respondents. That is not to say the small 
sample speaks for the entire EPIC community. Their shared 
experiences do, however, provide a starting point for 
understanding the impact of the EPIC model and resources 
on urban school change. Suggestions for further research, 
within and beyond the EPIC community, appear in the fi nal 
section of this brief.
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PART I:  

The EPIC 
Investi gati on and 
Analysis Approach

O
nce EPIC identifi es those schools posting student achievement gains and the principal 

and teachers agree to share practices that contributed to these gains, schools engage 

in a rigorous investigation and analysis of practice that culminates in a case study or 

profi le to be published on the EPIC Knowledge System. This section documents the investigation 

model and what participating principals see as its impact on their leadership and on the wider 

school community. 

Composition of School Teams 
Although EPIC focuses on leadership and the principal’s 

role in leading practices that drive higher achievement, 
principals are asked to assemble a school team for the EPIC 
investigation. The range—even among the six schools con-
tacted for this brief—suggests that principals compose their 
EPIC investigation teams in a variety of ways. In one school, 
the principal tapped an existing school improvement team 
for the investigation and that team played a very formal role. 
In others, faculty members directly involved in an eff ective 
practice—for example, language arts teachers involved in 
collaborative scoring or teachers involved in benchmark 
assessments—made up the school team. A principal in both 
Cohorts 1 and 2 created an EPIC advisory committee during 
the fi rst year that continued in the second.

The EPIC Model
The investigation process has two phases, the fi rst of 

which is a rigorous, analytical investigation to identify 
practices that led to student achievement gains. EPIC asks 
schools to analyze the genesis and evolution of practices by 
considering actions in four phases: Analyze and Plan, Imple-
ment, Refl ect, and Adapt and Improve. These steps become 
the organizing structure for every profi le and case on the 
Knowledge System. 

In selecting eff ective practices, school teams need not 
restrict the possibilities to instruction. Using the New Lead-
ers’ Urban Excellence Framework (UEF) as a guide, schools 
sort their practices into three domains: Learning and Teach-
ing, School Culture, and Leadership.  Again, these categories 
help orient not only school teams authoring cases and pro-
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fi les but also other educators accessing them on the Knowl-
edge System. 

In consultation with the EPIC team, school teams narrow 
their focus to a single practice to be shared and embark on 
the second phase, the documentation of practice. In this 
phase, the school’s leadership team assembles artifacts and 
evidence (again in consultation with the EPIC team and case 
writers) which will become part of their online story. 

Tools and Protocols, Cohort 1
To tell “the real story,” or the “how” and “why” behind an ef-

fective practice, EPIC provides a suite of tools created by New 
Leaders in collaboration with SchoolWorks, a Boston-based 
education consulting fi rm. In the Cohort 1 pilot of those 
tools, principals received a single, fairly lengthy document 
that led them through the multistep process; for Cohort 2, 
separate protocols (described in the following section) ac-
companied each step.

• Cohort 1 Principal Self-Study. The Cohort 1 Self-Study 
took the form of a fi rst-person narrative that principals 
composed in response to a comprehensive list of questions 
about their leadership qualities and practices, or how they 
“led their school in implementing a particular instructional 
or cultural practice.”  Principals identifi ed practices in the 
UEF domains and described key evidence, context, and 
actions for each. Then, via a conference call with an EPIC 
team member, principals were prompted to describe 
further dimensions of their practice—how they diagnosed 
a challenge, what sacrifi ces they made, what benchmarks 
they used to measure progress. 

Self-questioning is a critical part of the EPIC model and 
yields multiple benefi ts. Refl ection helps principals break 
down a complex process, better understand it, and recast 
it in a way that lets others learn by example. Refl ection cre-
ates a kind of accountability for the principal and school, 
and at the same time generates practical details that make 
practices more explicit and thus more broadly accessible 
and applicable. For Cohort 1, cycling through questions 
for each practice also had drawbacks: it was repetitive, 
and some questions—about “personal beliefs and values” 
or the “emotions of change”—edged into sensitive areas. 
Both ran the danger of eliciting boilerplate responses from 
busy principals rather than the desired detail.

• Practice Documentation. After identifying and analyzing 
practices and discussing their choices with EPIC team 
members, principals and teams proceeded to the drafting 
and editing phase. Award levels determined the steps and 
scope of the documentation: EPIC team members made 
scouting and follow-up visits to Gold Gain schools to 
gather resources—and in some cases video—for the case 
study. Silver Gain schools conferred with the EPIC team by 
phone to complete their profi les.  

Tools and Protocols, Cohort 2
Interviews with EPIC staff  and Cohort 1 principals con-

fi rmed that busy principals sometimes found it hard to struc-
ture experiences and compose detailed narratives. For Cohort 
2, EPIC revised the process, providing a more formal orienta-
tion, explaining the UEF domains in more detail and provid-
ing more detailed scaff olding for principals with every step of 
the process. Separate, less text-intensive documents accom-
panied each step, showing rather than describing how princi-
pals might respond. Though more structured, the process was 
no less refl ective and rigorous, and requests for more specifi c 
connections to practice replaced more general questions 
about change management. 

Principals who won awards in both years said the revised 
tools and protocols were easier to use—in the words of one 
principal, “logical, precise, benefi cial.” 

The fi nal suite of tools includes the following:

• Principal Snapshot. The Snapshot invites principals 
to list defi ning characteristics of their school, pressing 
needs, a typical day, key goals—all elements of practice 
or leadership that provide important context for their own 
or another school’s investigation. In contrast to the Cohort 
1 Self-Study, the Snapshot is a user-friendly, four-page 
survey principals can complete with relative ease. Though 
requiring details that prompted some principals to go back 
into existing documents to gather concrete information, 
the Snapshot avoids the Self-Study’s broad inquiries about 
beliefs or experiences managing change. 

• Artifacts Request. Cohort 1 guidelines encouraged 
principals to gather artifacts created in connection with an 
eff ective practice, and the call or visit helped them assemble 
pertinent documents. In Cohort 2, gathering artifacts 
was an integral part of the practice analysis. Principals 
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were asked to provide artifacts as critical evidence of the 
eff ectiveness of a practice. , The Artifacts Request form 
provides an easier-to-use checklist of tools that leaders 
use in their day-to-day work. These could include staff  
artifacts (organizational charts, lists of administrative 
teams, faculty and staff  roster), professional development 
artifacts (calendars, teacher observation/walkthrough 
tools, school improvement plans), instructional artifacts 
(sample lesson plans or units), and student and parent 
artifacts (newsletters, orientation manuals). 

• Eff ective Practice Investigation Tool (EPI). The EPI, the 
primary tool that EPIC uses to investigate school practices, 
is designed to assist school principals and leadership 
teams in studying their practices and assembling evidence 
of impact on student achievement. To aid schools in their 
investigation, the guidelines include a completed EPI 
example illustrating the result of one school’s analysis. 

Perhaps more than any other tool, the EPI template re-
fl ects the shift to simpler protocols and a more structured 
investigation process. Separate text boxes ask principals to 
describe the practice, the need it addressed, its implemen-
tation, and evidence of eff ectiveness.  The completed ex-
ample removed any confusion not only about how a school 
might go about fi lling out the forms, but more important, 
how they might go about analyzing the practice.

“ I really like the piece where they asked for evidence 
about the eff ectiveness…. I think that’s important. It 
makes me think about how am I assessing any prac-
tice or initiative that we put in place. This ties in also 
to the accountability piece. I found this to be a very 
benefi cial tool: We had to really articulate the pro-
cesses that we went through— and that’s not often 
easy to do—and document over time as well, which 
I fi nd that often we forget. It’s helpful to keep that 
record of practices, that we can learn from.”

—Denver Elementary School Principal

• Practice Selection Rubric. The EPI Practice Selection 
Rubric helps school teams select the 2-3 practices they will 
feature in their EPI. Although the Cohort 1 tools assumed 
that leadership teams and other faculty would engage in 
the investigation, the Practice Selection Rubric makes their 
participation explicit. The rubric includes criteria by which 
the school leadership team members 1) individually assess 

each practice, 2) discuss their ratings as a team, and 3) reach 
consensus on the selection of the practices to be shared 
with EPIC. The tool probes team members to consider 
aspects of the practice that may or may not qualify it for 
further analysis and documentation. The activity fosters 
deliberation around a school’s practices and ensures that 
they can be successfully documented and shared. 

• EPI Call Report. Once the EPI has been submitted, EPIC 
initiates a conference call with the school, documented 
in the EPI Call Report. The 2-hour interview is the bridge 
between the two phases of the EPIC program: the school’s 
analysis and documentation of eff ective practice(s) and 
their collaboration with EPIC to produce a case study or 
practice profi le for the Knowledge System. The EPI Call 
Report captures a description of the focus practice(s), the 
learning opportunities aff orded by it, and the story of its 
evolution in the school context. The unique contributions 
of the practice for the broader EPIC community are also 
assessed, using the Practice Selection Rubric. 

• Eff ective Practice Team School Visit Guide and Memo. In 
sites identifi ed for case studies, the EP Team also makes a 
two-day visit to gather more evidence about the selected 
practice(s) through interviews, observations, focus groups, 
and classroom walkthroughs. To help schools plan for 
the visit, the Visit Schedule Guide includes an annotated 
sample schedule and template the school can adapt to 
accommodate their needs and those of the EP Team. The 
tool facilitates communication between the school leaders 
and EP team prior to the visit. 

• Eff ective Practice Team Protocol. The EP Team Protocol 
describes the expectations, processes, outcomes, and 
norms for the EP Team’s site-visit work, as well as the 
parameters of its work before, during, and after the visit. 
The protocol clearly articulates the objectives for the school 
visit, including the on-site collection and triangulation of 
evidence, the development of the content for the chapters 
of the case study, and the writing of a site visit report. The 
protocol also outlines the code of conduct for the EP Team 
during its visit. 

 As noted above, the evolution from Cohort 1 to Cohort 2 
shifted more of the task of analyzing practice to the EPIC 
Team, who continued to engage principals and teams in 
refl ection, but more through interviews and dialogue than 
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through personal self-study. Based on feedback from the 
principals interviewed for this brief, whose experiences are 
described in the next section, the revised tools facilitated 
the investigation and analysis process across a range of 
sites, with a variety of approaches to improving student 
achievement. 

Principals’ Reactions to the EPIC Process
According to these principals, the general idea of examin-

ing a practice, and evidence that links it to test scores, was 
not altogether new. These are not only schools singled out 
for awards but also self-described “data-focused,” “goal-driv-
en” schools that have already instituted or targeted a practice 
to raise student achievement and subjected their practice 
and related data to a fair amount of scrutiny. 

What was diff erent, say principals, was the depth of the EPIC 
process and the concrete evidence generated by the required, 
largely unprecedented rigor. The refl ective process re-trained 
their focus in a number of ways. lnstead of looking at what wasn’t 
working, EPIC focused their attention on what was. In addition 
to focusing, as they had in the past, on “percentage-point gains,” 
they also looked at “human data.” They “sliced” practice in diff er-
ent ways, examining cross sections for “what was department- or 
team-related and what was school-wide.” Most interviewees al-
luded in one way or another to EPIC’s unique blend of a tough-
minded transparency and rigor and an invitation to an expres-
sive, discursive, collaborative storytelling that traced a practice 
“back to its origins.”

“Those are all pieces that I’m well aware of, but sometimes 
digging a little bit deeper and asking me how I do that is a 
really good next step. I found it very benefi cial and I found 
it challenging at fi rst….  Sometimes what happens is that 
we’re always moving forward so fast that we don’t take the 
time to stop and look at what’s going on to assess the cur-
rent situation—but also then to look back and document 
our journey and what worked well and what didn’t work 
well, so then we’re able to replicate the pieces that were 
successful for us.”

—Denver Elementary School Principal

Recounting the journey with someone outside the school 
was also a novel experience, and a valuable one. One prin-
cipal likened the dialogue with the EPIC site team to having 
a “co-author” for an autobiography, and like other principals 
said it was a story they knew well but could not have told 
without help. 

“It was very helpful to see how EPIC synthesized what they 
saw occurring in the school. I thought it was very much 
aligned with my philosophy, but I wouldn’t have thought to 
articulate it in the way that they did:  I generally think of what 
I call the teaching/learning cycle, and how I approach what 
teachers are doing and help assess and evaluate their work 
as well as our school— but I never thought of it within each 
initiative. They brought that to light: that that’s the process 
we go through in the school…. We know in our heads what 
we’ve gone through, we know the process, but we haven’t 
taken the time to really to articulate it in a way that we can 
convey to others.”

—Denver Elementary School Principal

“ I really like the piece where they asked for evidence 
about the effectiveness…. I found this to be very benefi cial tool: 
We had to really articulate the processes that we went through— 
and that’s not often easy to do—and document over time as well, 
which I fi nd that often we forget. It’s helpful to keep that record of 
practices, that we can learn from.”

—Denver Elementary School Principal
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Outcomes 
The monetary award and the recognition that came with 

being chosen as an EPIC school were not, according to prin-
cipals, the only benefi ts of being part of the community. 
The EPIC experience gave them practical tools to explore a 
complicated process and to recalibrate that practice. During 
interviews, the six principals described other outgrowths, 
underway or on the horizon. The EPIC experience, they re-
ported, has: 

• validated eff orts and reaffi  rmed goals. Revisiting the 
practices with the school team was a rewarding experience, 
one that “recognized staff  in a positive way” and helped 
principals “underline the importance of some of their work” 
to the rest of the faculty. It helped them “keep the wheels 
turning in their continuous cycle of improvement,” “move 
closer to their goals of making their eff orts school-wide,” 
and see how to “pull other people in as they go forward.” 

• reinforced the value of refl ection. Principals and coaches 
agreed that the press of day-to-day activities leaves little 
time for principals to stop and refl ect. With the emphasis 
on accelerating change they forget that they sometimes 
need to decelerate. EPIC, they say, helped them see that 
refl ection is a necessity, not a luxury. A Memphis principal 
called refl ection “Not just a way to consider the past, 
where you’ve come, but a way to plan, look ahead.” This 
New Leaders-trained principal had heard “refl ect, refl ect, 
refl ect” throughout her training, but said she only really 
understood its value during the EPIC investigation. 

• separated teachers from the issue. Noting occasional 
push-back from teachers who feel they or students are 
being singled out for underperformance, principals (and 
coaches) observed that this process helps school teams 
step back and look at an instructional need from a diff erent 
perspective. This detachment encourages buy-in from 
teachers because it focuses not on them but on practice. 

• changed how they document practice. Interestingly, the 
EPIC component principals mentioned—and adopted—
most frequently was documentation. The EPIC model 
helped them understand “how to document practice 
in a systematic way,” and they became more deliberate 
about “keeping a record of their journey.” This was 
more than better bookkeeping; documenting practice 
helped principals “hone in on a practice” and “focus on 
leadership.” 

“For me, it was a way to organize my journal notes [so] 
that I could look back at them and use them to form goals 
for the next school year, for myself and the school…to sit 
down and refl ect on just how eff ective the leadership team 
was, or just how much impact a strong leadership team or 
strong principal made. EPIC made me sit down and take 
time to do more than scratch notes in a journal.”

—Memphis Elementary Principal

• improved teacher evaluations and classroom 

observations. Principals also adopted approaches 
modeled during the EPIC investigation and the EP Team 
school visits. A Boston principal now uses some of the self-
study questions in management evaluations. A Denver 
principal says he asks open-ended questions rather than 
rating scales during teacher evaluations, encouraging 
teachers to refl ect on practice and share how it aff ects 
student achievement. In classroom observations, he used 
to take copious notes, often missing the big picture. Now 
he “reads the walls” and “watches engagement.” 

• supported school and district continuous improvement 

eff orts. Principals said the experiences helped with overall 
school improvement eff orts and specifi c initiatives such as 
RTI (Response to Intervention). In reference to the latter, 
a Denver principal said that, after the EPIC investigation, 
they are “miles ahead.” 

• helped recruit, orient, and screen new faculty. Being 
more self-aware of why a particular practice is eff ective 
helps principals not only highlight accomplishments 
for prospective teachers but also introduce them to 
their school culture and practice—and see whether 
interviewees are a good fi t. 

“Going through the process made us think more in terms 
of new teachers and new faculty, and what we needed to 
do to make sure they knew about [our practices and ap-
proaches], as they are coming on. …Anytime you’re look-
ing at questions that someone from outside the school is 
asking, it helps you think about how you’d explain things 
to people who haven’t been with you for a long time.”

—Boston Charter School Principal
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A primary audience for the Knowledge System is the New 
Leaders principals-in-training, or residents,  and the coaches 
who train and support them. Other audiences include prin-
cipals, assistant principals, school leadership teams, leader-
ship coaches and teachers. 

The coaches we interviewed see the Knowledge System 
not only as the capstone of the investigation process but also 
“what was missing” in their training toolkit. They are pleased 
that the “vast body of New Leaders knowledge is captured” in 
an easily accessible form. “So much of the work is anecdotal,” 
said one coach, “it’s good that someone is working to assem-
ble, document, package for others to look at and replicate.” 

This section looks at the instructional design and content 
of the Knowledge System and at the supports designed to 
promote implementation of case studies in self-study and 
job-embedded professional development. Following the re-
view of the Knowledge System is a discussion of the ways 
coaches and principals have used it thus far and their recom-
mendations for enhancing its use. 

The EPIC Change and 
Instructional Design Model

The Knowledge System contains case studies and prac-
tice profi les that can be used to examine a specifi c practice 
related to Learning and Teaching, School Culture, or Leader-
ship.  The case studies provide rich descriptions of the evolu-
tion of eff ective practices in a wide range of public and char-

ter, elementary and secondary schools in cities across the 
nation. A structured narrative tells the story of the practice 
through a series of chapters that describe how the need for 
the practice was initially identifi ed, what groundwork had to 
be laid, the tools and routines around the practice, what ob-
stacles were met and what was learned in the process, how 
the practice has been adapted and improved, and its future. 
In selected cases, videos embedded in the chapters show us-
ers what the practice looks and sounds like. Related artifacts 
may also be available to view or download.

The practice profi les also capture the evolution of a prac-
tice as a result of its documentation and analysis by school 
leaders. These pieces follow the same structure as the cases 
and also provide downloadable school artifacts related to 
the featured practice. Although they lack the breadth of the 
cases, the profi les look deeply at a discrete practice. Stylisti-
cally, the profi les are presented in a single webpage, with a 
combination of fi rst-person narrative (the principal’s refl ec-
tions), interview Q&A (with the principal and/or school lead-
ers), and summaries. 

Case studies and profi les are built from the same blue-
print or change model as the investigation and analysis pro-
cess itself: Analyze and Plan, Implement, Refl ect, Adapt and 
Improve. These two types of resources provide users with 
situated, highly descriptive instruction, rather than guiding 
them through a prescriptive process with recipe-like formu-
las. Users of the Knowledge System also benefi t from an in-

PART II:  

 
The EPIC Knowledge System

T    
–he more tangible outcome of the investigation of practice is the EPIC Knowledge 

System, the online platform that debuted in 2008 with Cohort 1 cases and profi les that 

other urban schools can use to improve student performance. 
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structional design that captures and structures explicit and 
tacit knowledge, provides problem-solving strategies, and 
inculcates a culture of sharing. Like most eff ective instruc-
tional design models, the Knowledge System model takes 
into account the learning needs and constraints of audiences 
—in this case school leaders, leadership teams, teachers, 
and coaches or staff  developers—and off ers self-study and 
facilitation supports accordingly. 

A component of the Knowledge System design that 
makes it unique, even in comparison to models that provide 
repeated opportunities for self-evaluation, is the emphasis 
on refl ection. Throughout the cases and profi les, users are 
encouraged to pause, think about the ideas, and connect 
them to their own practice. This is, of course, a key compo-
nent of the EPIC investigation or change model itself.  Both 
rely on questions to prompt refl ection, and each case and 
profi le includes questions that are, by turn, fairly direct—like 
the “Clarifying Questions” that ask users to recall what the 
challenge was, or how a school addressed it—or indirect, 
like the “Questions for Self-Refl ection,” and “Discussion Ques-
tions” that help users connect the challenges or practice to 
their own situation. In pedagogical terms, the design relies 
on both didactic and Socratic questioning. 

Alignment to Adult Learning Theory
The Knowledge System also refl ects current research 

about how adults learn. A central component of the system 
is its focus on experiential learning. In clear language and 
presentation, the system gives principals access to actual 
practices, chronicled in concrete details, and supported by 
key artifacts and data confi rming achievement gains. Coach-

es concur that the cases and profi les “get to the point,” and 
that principals will fi nd “something that will hit on exactly 
what they’re dealing with.” 

Adults need resources that accommodate busy schedules, 
and the Knowledge System’s online delivery allows users to 
engage in anytime, anywhere learning and job-embedded 
professional development. It doesn’t, according to one EPIC 
principal, “take principals away from the building,” and even 
an administrator who “can’t pick up the phone can log in.” A 
web-based resource also gives users control over their learn-
ing. Principals can select the practices to explore, and those 
interviewed are excited about learning from other schools. 
They believe in professional learning communities, and say 
this “feels like a community.” As one coach noted, “A principal’s 
job can be very isolating, and within the authority structure, 
there is no one a principal can go to for feedback. The Knowl-
edge System provides a safe, nonthreatening environment to 
have refl ective conversations: not in front of parents, or facul-
ty…a very useful support for building leaders.” 

“The Knowledge System allows you to go in and pick and 
choose what you need vs. having to sit through a class or 
conference in which you hear a lot of stuff , but it might be 
two in the afternoon before you say, ‘Oh, that’s what I re-
ally need.’ It also will spark you to think about things you 
didn’t know you needed. “

—Milwaukee New Leaders Coach

Although self-study is an important part of adult learning, 
the Knowledge System need not be a solitary venture and can 
encourage and support actual as well as virtual learning com-
munities. In addition to its use in a facilitated environment (see 

“The Knowledge System allows you 
to go in and pick and choose what you need vs. having to 
sit through a class or conference in which you hear a lot of 
stuff, but it might be two in the afternoon before you say, 
‘Oh, that’s what I really need.’ It also will spark you to think 
about things you didn’t know you needed.” 

—Milwaukee New Leaders Coach
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below), the virtual resources, noted one principal, can be the cat-
alyst for phone or email exchanges, face-to-face conversations 
within a district, and travel to other schools. 

Professional Development 
Tools and Features 

Included in the cases and profi les are tools and features 
that help users adapt practices to their own needs and envi-
ronments. An easy-to-use online interface allows Knowledge 
System users to locate the school type, practice, or grade 
level that fi ts their needs. Some cases and profi les include a 
school achievement overview, providing additional informa-
tion on achievement gains, as well as demographics and links 
to school websites. The following describes the key features 
of the system, and recommendations, based on the content 
analysis, for enhancing their use for principals’ self-study or 
facilitated professional development.

• Artifacts. Each case study and profi le contains relevant 
school artifacts, giving other principals and school leaders 
access to the tools used by the school in their day-to-day 
work. Such artifacts include team and meeting rosters, 
teacher evaluation forms, school improvement plans, and 
other professional development documents; instructional 
artifacts such as sample lesson plans; and newsletters, 
dress codes, and other student and parent artifacts. 

A convenient “About this Artifact” link gives users a sum-
mary and print or download option. A cover-page list of ar-
tifacts could make these available to users who don’t visit 
every chapter. Artifacts go a long way in helping users un-
derstand and adapt a practice. The absence of important 
artifacts from a profi le or case detracts from their useful-
ness. Identifying and obtaining relevant artifacts is some-
times a challenge for the EPIC team, but every eff ort should 
be made to locate and publish key artifacts.  

• Videos. Embedded in some narratives are professional-
quality videos that accomplish the “heavy lifting” of the 
case study: The video allows users to see “practices in 
action” and listen in as principals and teachers refl ect on 
the everyday implications of the practice in the school. 
Facilitators see the video as a key feature and “reference 
point” for most users. Additional media could give users 
an easier introduction to the school. Even without a site 
visit, cases and profi les could include audio fi les. Audio 
fi les or podcasts could also be played during professional 
development sessions, which is preferable to being read to 

by a facilitator. More images would provide a better sense 
for the context.

• Facilitator’s Guide. Facilitator’s guides for selected chapters 
outline the learning goals and suggest various activities—
whole-group warm-ups, video-viewing, whole- and small-
group discussions, share-outs—for using a case or profi le 
in a professional development setting. Like the cases and 
profi les themselves, the guides provide concrete, vivid 
details about the challenges in a school and practices that 
evolved to meet them.

Connecting to Practice
The Knowledge System is designed to help users adapt a 

practice and ultimately improve achievement, which makes 
the Connecting to Your Practice sections so critical. Though 
the case studies capture the evolution of the practice, the 
connection between the practice and student achievement 
gains is not always perfectly clear. Questions about why that 
practice was believed to be related to increased gains could 
ensure that users make the connection. Some references may 
also need clarifi cation. 

Cases and profi les are fairly explicit about the time it takes 
for practices to become part of school culture and for change 
to result. Representing this graphically in a timeline or fl ow 
chart could show users not only how long it takes but also 
“when to push the levers.” (One EPIC principal suggested that 
the EPI tool include a timeline to help school teams reconstruct 
the steps involved in their eff ective practice.) Budgets and line 
items are also important to school leaders who are often asked 
to do more with less. Although several cases and profi les allud-
ed to the need to creatively absorb new costs, artifacts related 
to budgeting may be useful. 

More voices and perspectives in the narrative and videos 
(more teachers and students, as well as parents, school board 
members, and other stakeholders) could also strengthen 
some cases. In some profi les the process is almost invisible; 
the format suggests that only the principal was involved 
and the information reported is based solely on her opinion. 
Some questions stick close to the practice and the informa-
tion in the profi le, while others (more helpfully) use the pro-
fi le to examine the ideas from multiple perspectives. 
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Describing ways that the Knowledge System could enrich 
their training, coaches said the resources could:  

• help them customize training and maximize their time. 
Coaches who work with principals-in-training, residents, 
and post-resident principals agreed that a key benefi t of 
the Knowledge System was its adaptability to individual 
needs. It can, they say, help them answer specifi c questions: 

“What does eff ective instruction look like?” ”How do I 
observe a practice?”  “How do I work with teachers’ long-
range professional growth throughout the year?” Coaches 
explained that a training session might require focusing 
on “a single issue” or “breaking an issue down into steps.” 
The Knowledge System and a fast click does that for them. 
It provides the “springboard,” and coaches can do the 
“fi lling in.” 

PART III: 

 

Initi al and Potenti al 
Use of the 

EPIC Knowledge System

C
oaches interviewed for this brief agreed that the Knowledge System adds an important 

professional development resource to their toolkit, one that could redefi ne how they 

train prospective principals and how they support practicing ones. “There’s nothing 

like this,” said coaches, “[it off ers] concrete, contextualized examples of everything we’ve 

been talking about.” For principals who “know what they need” but not “what it looks like,” the 

Knowledge System “exposes principals to good models.” Most interviewees also stressed a point 

made elsewhere in this brief—that providing models of what real principals in real schools do is 

especially important for urban schools because these schools look like theirs. As one coach said, 

raising achievement is no longer “pie in the sky” when principals can see “how to do it.” 
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• fi t multiple training scenarios. Training periods can range 
from full or half-day training to 15 minutes snatched out 
of a principal’s busy day and may involve group or one-
on-one sessions. The Knowledge System, say coaches, can 
accommodate all these. If time permits, they can take a “deep 
dive” into a case or profi le. If not, they can show a video clip, 
ask principals to explore it on their own, then debrief at a 
later session. This fl exibility could help them to establish a 
“cycle,” “tempo,” or “rhythm” of school-year coaching and 
reinforce the “value of ongoing learning.”

• reduce the need to reteach and reinvent the wheel.

Coaches say they often fi nd themselves reteaching what 
they have covered before, and fi nd principals, individually, 
reinventing the wheel. The Knowledge System could help 
avoid that: Instead of re-creating a strategy or policy, high-
need, early turnaround schools could learn from others 
and replicate instead. In the end this could help schools 
“ramp up faster” or “bend the learning curve.” 

• serve as both a public and private resource. Coaches look 
forward to learning more about when and why eff ective 

use of the Knowledge System might require a facilitator, 
and what various users, at various stages of training, might 
need. One coach called this the “crosswalk” factor, or the 
fact that a practice that is specifi c to a city school system 
still has to be generic enough to meet the needs of a larger 
audience. Another coach predicted that busy prospective 
or practicing principals might need an introduction to the 
system before they could use it for their own self-study.

• clarify leadership roles. Coaches say that it is easy 
for principals, even with solid training, to fall into a 
“managerial role.” By capturing eff ective practices in the 
words of principals and highlighting their leadership roles, 
the Knowledge System can help prospective or practicing 
principals focus on leadership and build leadership 
capacity among faculty members. As one coach noted, 
principals have to “walk and chew gum” at the same time, 
and the Knowledge System can help them understand 
what it means to be an instructional leader, a role most 
want to play and can defi ne in the abstract but may not be 
able to translate into practice. 
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• off er a common language. Reiterating the EPIC call for 
precision and clarity, coaches also said that the system 
could provide a “new lexicon” or “common language” that 
avoided eduspeak and showed principals, for example, 
“here’s what we mean when we’re talking about data.” 

• support coaches’ own collaborative work. In addition to 
fostering a community among schools and school leaders, 
the Knowledge System, say coaches, can strengthen their 
own community and collective discussions of how to 
diagnose issues and suggest strategies for improvement.

Principals also shared initial reactions to the Knowl-
edge System. For most, seeing their own case or profi le 
was a “humbling” experience, and the pride inspired by 
the EPIC award only increased when they saw their eff orts 
showcased and made available to educators nationwide. 
Beyond the gratifying publicity, principals also see the 
Knowledge System as a tool that fi ts with their schedules 
and makes self-study and sharing and learning from one 
another possible. A charter school principal stressing the 
value of sharing and dissemination—and noting that be-
ing part of the EPIC community with access to the Knowl-
edge System was as ”big a motivator as the award.”  He 
said, “It’s good to know things can be used beyond the 
wall of a charter school.”  

More specifi cally, principals said 

an online resource could:

• off er a school preview and orientation for new hires. 

Most principals said they could see using the Knowledge 
System to introduce new teachers to their schools.

• help them work with teachers on individual goals. 

Principals looked forward to becoming more familiar with 
the site so they can direct individual teachers or those 
engaged in small-group staff  development sessions to 
specifi c cases or profi les. For example, a charter school 
principal was especially interested in fi nding schools that 
are using data to unpack instruction, looking at what 
teachers and students are doing in classrooms every day 
and what data are showing.

• enhance public relations and communication with 

parents. The award and video showcasing have become 
a public relations tool in some districts, giving them more 
visibility. “We’re famous,” said one principal, which is “good 
for our population.” This principal also used the published 
version as a formal, celebratory EPIC wrap-up, bringing in 
the larger school faculty. 

Principals have also used the published case studies or 
profi les as a communication tool for parents. Some have 
made the information available on their websites and 
used the case for open houses and school tours. A Dis-
trict of Columbia principal says that the information helps 
promote the school and inform “a new constituency of 
parents” looking for evidence of performance. Principals 
have also used the published cases and profi les in parent 
resource centers. The result is that parents can now better 
understand “practices that improve teaching and student 
achievement.” Other communication and public relations 
include sharing the value of the EPIC process with a Char-
ter Organization board and including the award and pub-
lished case when fundraising and writing grants.
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The positive experiences and outcomes described by our 
small sample of principals and coaches also suggest a need 
for further evaluation, to see if outcomes hold true across 
larger samples and to assess the impact of more in-depth 
implementations of the EPIC model and Knowledge System. 
Principals suggest, for example, that the EPIC experience 
helped them reset the pace of change, articulating needs 
sooner and getting existing and new faculty on board. Re-
search on the longer-term impact of their experience, and 
on the ways others might follow their example, could con-
tribute not only to the understanding of the impact and 

sustainability of the EPIC model and Knowledge System but 
also to the knowledge base of what propels change and 
student achievement gains in urban schools. This research, 
within and beyond the New Leaders and EPIC communities, 
could include:

• an in-depth study of implementation. A study of more 
sustained implementation could provide valuable data on 
how leaders learn from the EPIC process and Knowledge 
System, and what levels of training, use, and ongoing 
support are needed to propel changes in leadership and 

PART IV:  

Conclusions and 
Recommendati ons 

for Future Study

W
e believe that the fi ndings reported here argue for further development of 

eff ective practice cases and profi les to add to an already rich resource, and for 

wider availability to other educators. The EPIC model and Knowledge System 

provide a full research and dissemination cycle and complement of resources, which are valuable 

for prospective and practicing principals in search of self-study resources as well as for school 

leadership teams engaged in collective refl ection on eff ective practices—and for the coaches 

who support school leaders at various stages and in various settings. 
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increases in student achievement. Such a study could 
explore, for example, the relative value of facilitated and 
nonfacilitated use, the ways in which principals transfer 
knowledge and build leadership capacity, and the links 
between professional development and desired outcomes, 
whether they be shared leadership, improved classroom 
practice, or achievement gains. 

A companion study to explore sustained implementa-
tion in diff erent contexts (grade levels, high/low perform-
ing schools, urban environments, limited or whole school 
buy-in, central or distributed leadership) could help tease 
out site factors that ensure or hinder successful imple-
mentation and real changes in leadership, practice, and 
student gains. 

• research on coaching strategies and the role of coaches 

in leadership development. Coaches who provide 
leadership training can provide valuable feedback on the 
professional development value of the Knowledge System 
to prospective and practicing principals. Training logs tied 
to specifi c cases and Facilitator’s Guides could contribute 
to the continued development of the EPIC model and 
Knowledge System. Periodic surveys and interviews could 
gather data on the relative eff ectiveness of questioning 
and facilitation methods (e.g., didactic or Socratic). Online 
focus groups bringing coaches from diff erent regions 
and venues together could defi ne the role of coaching in 
diff erent urban environments and gather practices that 
promote leadership.

• further content analysis. A more thorough and ongoing 
content analysis, building on the criteria and rubric created 
for this brief, could help monitor and refi ne the evolution of 
the EPIC model and Knowledge System. Having potential 
users within and outside the EPIC community analyze the 
content, individually or in focus groups, could pinpoint what 
diff erent users in diff erent contexts are looking for (e.g., the 
kinds of data and documentation) to replicate or to adapt 
practices and improve achievement in their own schools or 
districts. An analysis such as this could assess ease of use 
and navigational features and other usability topics and also 
provide valuable feedback on stages, settings, and school 
issues for which principals could profi t from interaction with 
colleagues or facilitators.

• study of dissemination to wider audiences. A dissemina-
tion study could explore how other educators might use 
the Knowledge System and the value of wider promo-
tion and exposure. A modest pilot eff ort might involve an 
open forum on the site that invited comments. A larger 
study could extend an invitation to educators in diff erent 
regions, positions, and urban school environments to ex-
plore the site and record their observations (in an online 
form). Interviews, online focus groups, or regional face-to-
face sessions could expand on responses. Topics for study 
could, again, extend from usability to the broader use and 
benefi ts of an online resource for leadership development.

“It was very helpful to see how EPIC synthesized 
what they saw occurring in the school. I thought it was very much 
aligned with my philosophy, but I wouldn’t have thought to articulate 
it in the way that they did — but I never thought of it within each 
initiative. They brought that to light…. We know in our heads what 
we’ve gone through, we know the process, but we haven’t taken the time 
to really articulate it in a way that we can convey to others.”

—Denver Elementary School Principal
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