
New technology can help school boards gather information
more easily and make boundary decisions more transparent
to the public
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and who was exerting influence on
those decisions. 

The shifting demographics of a com-
munity’s school-age population creates
an ongoing need for the expansion of
new facilities, while declining numbers
are often met with sadness and the
painful recognition that building clo-
sures are inevitable. In either case,
emotions can run deep. Today, unlike
1964, a district’s goals to support diver-
sity are among the many factors that go
into deciding where to set attendance
boundaries. 

While technology solutions cannot
eliminate the emotional impact on stu-
dents of making new friends, creating
new traditions, and meeting new teach-
ers, innovative technology applications
have emerged to take some of the mys-
tery away from how boundary deci-
sions are made. Industries from
defense to ecology have benefitted for
years from geospatial analysis (the
ability to layer two or more maps with
a set of pre-defined rules) to see infor-
mation in new ways to identify pat-
terns, explore relationships, or com-
municate data. 

Each June, thousands of educators
gather for the annual technology con-
ference hosted by the International
Society for Technology in Education.
While dozens of companies struggle to
get the attention of educators to sup-

I remember the wonderful mix of
fear and excitement created in 1964
with the opening of Southwood
Elementary School in Pine Bluff, Ark. I
was among the lucky ones because my
street was the new boundary line and
my parents were able to choose
whether I remained in my original
school or if I would be part of the new
school community. As a child, I was not
exposed to what I know now must
have been long debates about exactly
where to place those boundary lines

port the development of better literacy
and math skills, offer more robust net-
works, or effectively engage students,
few have solutions intended to support
the work of school board members. 

This year in San Diego, however, a
new company specifically offered a
solution that addresses one of the most
challenging tasks facing school board
members—establishing school bound-
aries. GuideK12, currently the only
geovisual analytics company serving
the education sector, has adapted the
technology engine used in its work
with the U.S. Census Bureau. It created
a product specifically designed for 
K-12 decision-makers that had many of
the country’s education technology
leaders buzzing because they know
what a painful process redistricting
can be for their districts. The buzz was
apparently well-deserved, since GuideK12
was named as one of the 10 “most innov-
ative education technology products and
services” by the Software & Information
Industry Association’s Innovation Incubator
for 2012.

Proving greater transparency

Fortunately, you do not have to be a
“techie” to generate driving directions
accompanied by Google’s maps or to
use the rapidly expanding array of
place-based mobile map applications.
GuideK12 has taken that same simplic-
ity, and, by linking it to a district’s stu-
dent information and facility data,
developed a tool that allows school
boards to create greater transparency
for their community in a process previ-
ously left to statisticians and stacks of
reports needing detailed translation. 

Capacities for each classroom in
every district school, along with stu-
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dent demographic categories for free
and reduced-price lunch recipients,
second language learners, and ethnici-
ty, are fully integrated into this Web-
based tool. It allows data to be over-
laid on an online map of the communi-
ty that users can use to drill down to
the property level and find representa-
tions of individual homes marked with
stars to indicate those with student
occupants. As someone “drags” a pro-
posed school boundary line across the
screen, those student attendance fig-
ures are dynamically adjusted and pro-
jected in real time. Through a series of
filters, school leaders can turn on and
off various factors and buildings and
zoom in and out for more or less
detailed views of the community.

These features easily allow adminis-
trators to run and board members to
request various scenarios “on the fly.”
No longer does a school board need to
wait for a demographer to produce
reports. In one New York district, a
board member was sure he had the per-
fect solution for establishing new
boundaries that represented an alter-
native view from those researched and
recommended by the district’s staff.
After a few quick clicks that reflected
the demographic impact of his idea, he
quickly saw the flaws in his solution,
and a potentially contentious con-
frontation was avoided. 

More importantly, the system cap-
tured each of the proposed boundary
adjustments and filter options to allow
for easier comparisons between solu-
tions, and to make the steps in the
decision process more transparent to
those individuals less familiar with
executing such tasks. The functionali-
ty of some technology resources are
relatively easy to describe, while oth-
ers, like this innovation, are best expe-
rienced to fully appreciate how a new
tool can transform a process like
redistricting.

Making complex tasks easier

In addition to adjusting district bound-

aries, this kind of detailed property-level
information provides district leaders
with an excellent visual tool when
deciding how to approach various
neighborhoods to solicit support for
local ballot measures. With a limited
amount of time and resources to direct
towards ensuring a bond referendum
will pass, it’s important that school lead-
ers target their informational messages,
and even door-to-door canvassing
efforts, in a strategic manner.

When a community has experi-
enced a natural disaster, one of the
best ways to help reclaim some degree
of normalcy is to get students back in
the routine of school. Damages from
other unexpected natural disasters
like floods or fires can devastate one
school building while leaving others
almost unscathed. This software can
simplify the process of rapidly deploy-
ing a building’s students to several
alternative schools, showing the avail-
able and constantly changing class-
room capacity as various scenarios are
explored. 

Technology is at its best when it can
make complex tasks easier to explain
and execute. The last several years
have seen dozens of articles and web
sites advocating for the use of data to
make decisions, yet in many districts,
extracting the right information to sup-
port informed decisions can still be a
daunting task. 

With advances in the geospatial
visualization of data, school leaders
now have the same ease of access to
the kinds of information other indus-
tries have been quick to embrace.
Strategic planning, forecasting, and
other management proposals are
enhanced when decision-makers can
easily grasp the information in a user-
friendly manner to support their data-
driven decision-making and, more
importantly, have the ability to share it
with the public. ■

Ann Flynn (aflynn@nsba.org) is NSBA’s
director of education technology.

duce sabbaticals. Half of our 1,200 teach-
ers make more than $90,000 a year
before benefits. This will be an expen-
sive proposition, even for only two
teachers at a time. Not only do benefits
continue during the sabbatical, but other
teachers must be paid to take over the
classes of those on leave. We hope,
though, that this investment will pay div-
idends in goodwill and professionalism.

At the University of Iowa, according
to The Associated Press, faculty mem-
bers who were granted sabbaticals in
2009 wrote 26 books and 147 research
articles, created and updated almost
100 courses, and submitted 50 grant
applications. Obviously, the Edison
school board does not expect produc-
tivity at anywhere near that level. But
these statistics hint at the possibilities
for those who work in elementary and
secondary education.

It made sense to our board to try to
recognize teacher-scholars in this era
when so many observers and school
board members speak about teacher
accountability and when teacher eval-
uation is on many minds. If we expect
teachers to act as consummate profes-
sionals, then we should treat them as
such and give them some of the
perquisites of academic scholars.

Our school board is sending a sig-
nal, and we hope that our teachers will
understand that the school board val-
ues those who wish to style them-
selves as scholars. College and univer-
sity professors, after all, insist that
their research enhances their teaching.
We hope the same thing will happen
with our teachers. ■

Gene I. Maeroff (gim23@optonline.net) is
president of the school board in Edison,
N.J. The author of several books, including
School Boards in America and Scholarship
Assessed, he is a senior fellow at
Teachers College, Columbia University.
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