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Developing the Theory of Change
This tool guides district and school stakeholders as they develop actions and assumptions to achieve 
professional learning goals.

Purpose To work together to determine the steps that teams can take to achieve the goals, the 
rationale for the actions, and the action assumptions

Product Theory of change

Participants Some groups choose to ask the school leadership team or the professional learning team 
to draft the theory of change.

Materials Chart paper, sticky notes, and markers, or online tools including Google Jamboard 
(https://jamboard.google.com), XMind (https://xmind.app), or Mural (https://mural.co)

Time Two hours to draft, review, and revise the theory of change

Preparation Copies of the vision, goals, and outcomes for reference

Process Step 1
Clarify the goals, outcomes, and time frame for each. Remember, you can change 
them in the process of writing the theory of change.

Step 2
Generate assumptions or beliefs that drive or guide the work. Make a list of 
assumptions without seeking agreement at this point.

Step 3
Invite stakeholders to use sticky notes or online brainstorming or mind-mapping tools 
(such as Google Jamboard, XMind, or Mural) to generate what they believe must 
happen to reach the outcomes. Encourage generative thinking in no particular order.

Step 4
Ask multiple times what else stakeholders might not be considering. Probe them with 
questions such as the following: Who are we not thinking about including here and what 
might they want? Who else are we leaving out? What might they want? Who else can 
we support in this process? What does that support look like? Who else will need to be 
brought in to support this work? How do we engage them? Remember, additions to the 
notes will continue to surface as the process continues, so be sure to capture them.

Step 5
Clarify understanding of the proposed actions and cluster them. Eliminate direct overlaps 
and leave those that are different—they may provide insight into another needed action.

Step 6
Sequence the actions. Work on a whiteboard or blank canvas to arrange the proposed 
actions according to a time sequence. If there are many ideas, it might be helpful 
to cluster them first into early actions, midpoint actions, and later actions. These 
sequence can occur in layers for each stakeholder group or as one whole sequence. 
For example, when there are actions specific for administrators, parents, teachers, or 
others, sequence them separately or weave them into the whole.
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Process
(cont.)

Step 7
Revisit the time sequence and look for intersections among the various layers if used. 
For example, if principals are engaged in training on how to monitor classrooms for 
daily formative assessments, when does that action fall in relation to when teachers 
are participating in learning daily formative assessments, working with their teams to 
design the assessments, and when coaches are supporting teachers to use data from 
daily formative assessments to adjust instruction?

Step 8
Align the assumptions and actions, add other actions not reflected in the assumptions, 
and adjust assumptions as needed. During this step, seek to reach consensus on the 
assumptions that explain the rationale for the actions and their sequence.
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