What strategic

is and isn’t ...
and why you need to
know the difference

Effective onboarding has become a strategic priority for many K-12 schools, as
school leaders realize that the way new hires are welcomed contributes to employee
retention, satisfaction and quality of work.
But once intent on developing a strategic onboarding process that successfully
meets those goals, as well as the unique needs of each campus and employee, it is a
challenge for schools and districts to know where to begin.
“Strategic is a word that a lot of school districts use to describe their onboarding
process, but what many of them are doing is operational, not strategic,” said Mark
Frost, Ed.D., former teacher, principal and 13-year veteran assistant superintendent
for HR services at Park Hill School District in Greater Kansas City.
Many districts also lack innovation in their onboarding process, due in part to a lack
of technology to adopt cumbersome processes that are challenging to implement
and track. “Some strategic tasks will vary slightly among school districts,” Mark said.
“But all schools have certain common onboarding activities that must be completed
and monitored.”

“Strategic is a word that a lot of school districts use to
describe their onboarding process, but what many of
them are doing is operational, not strategic.”
According to Marna Robertson, who has 32 years of experience in public education
as a teacher, principal, assistant superintendent and chief HR officer at Dickinson
Independent School District outside Houston, Texas, developing a strategic
onboarding process requires a mastery of the basics. “The Society for Human
Resources Management defines onboarding as the four Cs: compliance, clarification,
culture and connection. That’s how they categorize the tasks Mark is talking about,”
she said. “But it’s on each school or district to put together an onboarding strategy
that encompasses those categories and fits their school.”
To do that, as Mark and Marna discuss below, you must first understand what
strategic onboarding is … and isn’t.

Strategic
onboarding is …
relationship
building,
not orientation

Marna: “It’s important to understand that
onboarding is not orientation. Orientation
is a part of onboarding, but that’s not what
onboarding is. The orientation part — benefits,
payroll, legal forms, etc. — should be done
ahead of time. Find a way to allow employees to
do these things at home and give them a time
frame to get it done; technology can really help
with this.”
Mark: “Allowing employees to complete
administrative tasks such as their W-4, 403b
elections, health insurance plan design,
employee handbook review, policy review,
etc. at their own pace takes the risk of
misunderstanding out of the equation. Giving
them the opportunity to really access the
information when and where they like removes
the pressure to make a decision right away. This
gives them the chance to research or discuss
how they want to respond to the information
— which can be especially important when
choosing employment benefits.
“The flexibility to complete tasks in their own
time, from home, and to get the consultation
that they need will minimize instances
where employees make a decision only to
change it later. Technology helps ensure all
the bureaucracy is in order — transcripts,
nondisclosure, licensure, and so on. Those can’t
be overlooked but don’t need to be done while
the employee is on-site.”
Marna: “I’m all about relationships and the
people side of onboarding. You can’t just
train your HR team on how to coordinate
with payroll and benefits, they should spend
quality time preparing employees for their

new role and making sure that once new hires
leave the district office and go to the actual
location where they’re going to work, they feel
comfortable making the transition.

“Schools need to develop
a guide outlining their
onboarding process if they
really want to be strategic”

“That means making sure all of the managers
in your school district — your principals, your
administrators, your department leaders — are
also trained in onboarding so that everybody’s
on the same page. Everything that you’re doing
face-to-face should be conducted in a personal
way so that new employees feel important.”
Mark: “Schools need to develop a guide
outlining their onboarding process if they really
want to be strategic, and they need to train staff
so there’s a common understanding of the tasks
and actions that must be completed, along with
associated timelines. This should be viewed
from a customer-service standpoint so staff has
the ability to monitor the completion of tasks
and actions, and new hires know where to go
with questions.”

Strategic onboarding is …
a joint initiative of the district and school leaders,
not just an HR initiative
Mark: “Onboarding normally occurs in at
least three or four departments, which might
include the business office, technology,
communications, payroll and academic services,
in addition to HR. You have to have continuity
and a common understanding of tasks at hand
to avoid major problems, misinterpretations
and misapplication of your rules, policies and
procedures.”
Marna: “It’s true that onboarding is everybody’s
job, not just HR’s job. Districts and schools play
a critical role in nurturing and welcoming each
new employee on board.
“When working in a school district, employees
come into HR at one place — usually the district
office — but they end up in another culture,
either at their school’s campus or another
department. So when they’re greeted in those
places, they’re onboarded there, too. The
people who work there should be trained on
how to welcome the new employee into their
culture, their routines, their procedures, and
their expectations.”
Mark: “Onboarding is more than a central office
function. However, it should be inclusive of
principals and building supervisors. This can be

a challenge because, sometimes, principals and
supervisors get so busy running their schools
and their programs that they don’t really stop to
focus on the new people coming in.
“Part of our onboarding included specific things
that we wanted to happen at the school, such as
assigning mentors to new employees. We had
to work with principals and supervisors to make
sure that mentors were selected, mentors were
trained, and the supervisors and principals met
with new employees in a timely fashion to go
through their onboarding tasks.”
Marna: “The district office has to communicate
these expectations with school leaders and
team leaders so onboarding is a priority. They’ve
got to put it on their calendar to have meetings
with employees, sit in on meetings, and — for
teachers — talk with whoever’s over the mentor
program.
“You have to continually nurture this process
through conversations. Don’t just get new
employees onboarded at the district office then
toss them out there on their own. It’s not a oneday event — it evolves over time.”

“Don’t just get new employees
onboarded at the district
office then toss them out
there on their own.
It’s not a one-day event —
it evolves over time.”

Strategic
onboarding is …
a valuable
retention tool,
but it does not
replace induction

Marna: “Onboarding should lead to induction,
and they do overlap a bit. Some districts complete
induction in one year, and some do it in two
years. Everybody has a different way of doing
that, but what shouldn’t vary between districts
is HR staying involved with the transition after
onboarding.”
Mark: “There’s often a gray area where you begin
to transition out of onboarding and into the
induction process. That line varies among school
districts but districts should define the point
where employees move from onboarding
to induction.

Mark: “Within the first month that teachers
were hired, I would meet with them to start
the induction process and the training into
the Park Hill School District way. I would meet
with new teachers privately to ask about their
onboarding experience and their experiences
in their first month on the job. I invited them to
share what they’d like to see change, including
how we could improve their experience. And
then I would invite them to share anything that
they didn’t feel comfortable sharing in front of
the group. We wanted them to know that even
though onboarding was over, we wanted them
to communicate with HR if they ever had any
concerns.”

“To measure this transition, we did a couple of
things, and one was a survey. On the back-end
of the onboarding process — about two weeks
after a new employee’s start date — we asked
questions, such as, ‘Did their building principal or
supervisor meet with them when they started and
explain the school rules?’ ‘Did they feel like the
relationship with their mentor was good so far?’
‘Did they have any questions or concerns?’”

Marna: “You can lose as much as 70 percent
of employees over a three to five year period.
You can have that much turnover and change in
your district. That’s a big cost for school districts
because you’re retraining all these people. And
the bottom line is retention is good for the culture
and the health of the organization. And it all starts
with strategic onboarding.

Marna: “You can’t just onboard somebody and
send them out to the wolves and say, ‘Okay, we’ve
done this. We got you a mentor, and you’ve got
your stapler, your roll of tape and your dry-erase
markers. Let’s go.’ There’s more to it than that.

“If you do onboarding right up front, continually
evaluate your onboarding, and stay on top of
things with these employees, then in the long
run — three to five years out — you may see fiscal
savings.”

“Give employees permission to raise the red flag
and say, ‘Hey, I’m drowning here.’ And let them
know ahead of time that, if they’re drowning or
frustrated, there’s a safety net and you’re here to
help.”

To learn about technology solutions designed to
empower K-12 schools and districts to implement
strategic onboarding processes, contact
TalentEd.
www.talentedk12.com

