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Embedding the Portrait:  
Practical Applications
Creating our Portrait is only the beginning. As Wabash County seeks to implement and 
operationalize the shared Portrait of a Graduate, consider integrating this Portrait into:

•	 Meetings at every level

•	 Curriculum and instructional practices across grade levels and buildings

•	 Out-of-classroom experiences for students (in partnership with employers and community 

leaders)

•	 Professional development opportunities for teachers and staff

•	 Resources and support for parents and guardians

•	 Community-wide recognition (in partnership with local media)

As educators, administrators, parents and guardians, community leaders, and residents, 
we stand united in our commitment to realize this vision. By aligning our educational 
efforts around the community’s Portrait of a Graduate, we embark on a journey to shape 
individuals who not only excel academically but also contribute positively to society, 
equipped with the skills, values, and mindset needed to navigate an ever-evolving world. 
Together, we sow the seeds of a brighter, more empowered future for our community  
and beyond. “We need to create 

an environment that 
prioritizes learning and 
is open to our students 
exploring what they truly 
want after graduation.”

    -PARENT
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Activations
How can we intentionally move closer to the educational future we desire? 
These activations address challenges and opportunities discovered through 
our community engagement process. While they are intended to center 
student and learner success, we expect these activations have broader 
impact—resulting in social, cultural, and economic transformation for 
Wabash County:

1.	Expert Coordination

a.	Develop a liaison role to facilitate communication and collaboration between 

educational institutions, employers, nonprofits, and potential funders

2.	A Hub for Excellence 

a.	Establish a state-of-the-art innovation center that inspires students to 

creatively solve real-life challenges alongside employers and community 

organizations

b.	Build an online platform that connects students to meaningful 

opportunities and promotes collaboration and visibility across the regional 

education landscape

3.	Living Classrooms

a.	Develop a regional Place-Based Education (PBE) curriculum, combining local 

heritage, culture, and natural resources as conduits for education

4.	Youth Voice & Choice

a.	Frequently leverage the Portrait of a Graduate to illustrate learning and 

project outcomes, including a student-made portfolio that uses the Portrait 

to showcase achievement and knowledge/skill mastery

b.	Pioneer a robust, personalized learning environment that enables students 

to design and pursue non-traditional courses for credit

5.	Amplified Success

a.	Spotlight a broad range of student and adult achievements, highlighting 

the skills, knowledge, and mindsets important for lifelong learning in the 

classroom, workplace, and beyond

b.	Inspire collective action and engagement, showcasing Wabash County’s 

current strengths and future aspirations through consistent messaging, 

active storytelling, and authentic dialogue



Develop a liaison role to facilitate communication 
and collaboration between educational institutions, 
employers, nonprofits, and potential funders

EXPERT COORDINATION • 1.A

PROGRAM MODEL

In order to align, streamline, and strengthen efforts across the 

community, it is recommended that Wabash County create a 

dedicated liaison role (i.e. Education and Employment Initiative 

Regional Liaison). This individual would serve as a liaison between 

school districts, homeschooling networks, employers, community 

partners, and potential funders to create meaningful partnerships 

that best serve students. The liaison would assist educators in 

integrating the skills outlined in our Portrait of a Graduate into 

classroom instruction, conduct ongoing workforce assessments 

alongside employers, and connect students and educators to 

community partners and additional out-of-school opportunities. 

Additionally, they would work to establish connections with 

funders to ensure the sustainability of any ongoing programs and 

initiatives, as well as any additional resource-sharing between 

parties. This position would require effective communication, 

strategic planning, and relationship-building to create a cohesive 

ecosystem that promotes learning, workforce readiness, and 

community engagement.

Funding for competitive salary 
(e.g. employer-backed, gift/
grant)

Co-create job description 
outlining responsibilities and 
scope of work

Educators, employers, and 
community leaders feel more 
informed about one another’s 
strengths and priorities

Increased career pathway access

RESOURCES ACTIONS OUTCOMES IMPACT

Partnerships with local districts, 
employers, and community 
organizations

Secure funding for role
Change efforts are streamlined 
and aligned

Alignment of skills and 
workforce needs

Facilities for office work and 
conversation space

Recruit local and/or regional 
candidates

Funding streams are sustainable

Enhanced county-wide 
collaboration

Hire selected liaison

Establish mechanisms for 
relationship-building, resource 
management, and ongoing 
dialogue (e.g. Advisory Teams, 
Student Advocates, Quarterly 
Meetings) 

Conduct regional workforce 
needs assessment to identify 
areas of focus

Identify new resource-sharing 
opportunities

Secure additional grant funding 
for ongoing programs and 
initiatives, including those 
outlined across remaining 
activations

Students are connected to a 
broader range of formative 
experiences

MODELS & RESOURCES

The Collaboration of Shoals, 
Mitchell, and Orleans Schools 
(COSMOS):

•	 Regional Opportunity Initiatives Website: www.

regionalopportunityinc.org/cosmos-video

•	 COSMOS on Facebook: www.facebook.com/

COSMOSIndiana

Bluff Country Collaborative
•	 About: www.bluffcountrycollaborative.com

Montgomery Co. Public Schools
•	 Community School Liaison: ww2.

montgomeryschoolsmd.org/departments/

personnel/classification/descriptions/description.

aspx?fn=1004-1311
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•	 What relationships currently exist that may help guide 

our search?

•	 How do we emphasize authentic relationship-building 

as a core component of this role?

•	 What support might be needed for this role’s success?

•	 How does this role intersect with additional activations?

•	 How might this role evolve over time?

REFLECTION QUESTIONS



Provide oversight/personnel

Establish a state-of-the-art innovation center 
that inspires students to creatively solve real-life 
challenges alongside employers and nonprofits

A HUB FOR EXCELLENCE • 2.A

PROGRAM MODEL

To enable project- and work-based learning and catalyze 

connections between students and local industry, it is 

recommended that Wabash County establish a physical hub for 

integrated work and learning opportunities. This center would 

provide a collaborative space for students to develop skills for 

innovation: partaking in hands-on learning, honing teamwork and 

problem-solving skills, and connecting with people, projects, and 

ideas at the local and regional levels. Blending experiential learning 

and cross-sector collaboration, this space could afford students the 

opportunity to explore and develop tangible solutions for practical 

challenges experienced in jobs and communities across Wabash 

County. Along with housing maker spaces for shared project-

based learning and entrepreneurship, this physical hub could 

serve as a launchpad for career readiness initiatives (for example, 

internship and mentorship), professional development efforts, and 

community-focused programming by providing flexible, neutral 

space for use by students, educators, and business leaders across 

county ZIP codes and education systems.

Physical space Identify space Increased number of, quality 
of, and access to experiential 
learning opportunities

Career readiness

RESOURCES ACTIONS OUTCOMES IMPACT

Funding (space, personnel, 
maintenance, programming)

Partnerships with K-12 and 
postsecondary education, area 
businesses, and local nonprofit 
organizations

Fundraise

Develop programming

Plan for space use and 
sustainability

Plan for equitable student 
access (physical access, 
financial access, transportation, 
awareness of programming)

Explore opportunities for 
collaboration and sponsorship 
by area industry

Student awareness of local 
job and community service 
opportunities

Pathways to local workforce

Management personnel

Student engagement with 
learning, confidence in career 
exploration and readiness

Connection to place

Collaboration between area 
K-12 and postsecondary 
institutions, businesses, and 
nonprofit organizations

MODELS & RESOURCES

Fort Wayne Community Schools 
AMP Lab

•	 AMP Lab: https://amplab.fortwayneschools.org/

Plainfield Community School 
Corporation 

•	 The Imagination Lab: www.plainfield.k12.in.us/o/

the-imagination-lab

•	 MADE@Plainfield: www.madeatplainfield.org/

about
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•	 How do we engage students early in their learning 

journeys, ensuring our youngest students have the 

opportunity to learn in a non-traditional setting during 

their most formative years?

•	 How can we provide students with regular exposure to 

integrated work and learning opportunities throughout 

their educational journey?

•	 How might the hub be used to grow the INnovate 

Wabash County pitch competition?

•	 What role might area post-secondary institutions play 

in supporting cross-sector collaboration and K-12 

experiential learning?

REFLECTION QUESTIONS



Connect with local agencies/
talent to understand scope of 
build

Build an online platform that connects students to 
meaningful opportunities and promotes collaboration 
and visibility across the regional education landscape

A HUB FOR EXCELLENCE • 2.B

PROGRAM MODEL

In order to streamline student access to college and career 

readiness opportunities, it is recommended that Wabash County 

create a digital platform for the sharing of quality opportunities 

for career exploration, college readiness, and community 

involvement with local and regional organizations. The website 

should serve as a connector for employers and education partners, 

enabling students, educators, and families to browse and pursue 

opportunities aligned with students’ individual passions and career 

pathways. This platform would tighten gaps in the student-

educator-employer relationship, enabling more comprehensive 

and informed collaboration between educators and employers 

related to local education-to-career pathways, workforce needs 

and employer expectations, and the promotion of internship, 

mentorship, shadowing, and other career readiness opportunities. 

Acting as an accessible point of information and exploration 

for all students across Wabash County, the online platform 

would encourage personal choice and exposure to a broader 

range of experiences, meanwhile increasing student and family 

understandings of the connections between education, career 

pathways, and possibilities for students’ futures.

Digital infrastructure 
(development, maintenance)

Define website audience, goals 
and functionality requirements

Wabash County students 
involved in internships, service, 
and other opportunities 
with local businesses and 
organizations

Close, collaborative relationship 
between education and 
industry

RESOURCES ACTIONS OUTCOMES IMPACT

Personnel for content and 
support

Secure funding for website 
build and ongoing maintenance

Define process for posting 
opportunities and content 
management

Explore student participation 
models (for example, potential 
internships for-credit, student 
advisory group)

Streamlined collaboration 
between education and 
industry for the creation/
promotion of work-based 
learning/career exploration and 
readiness opportunities

Pathways to local workforce

Students/families/community 
more connected to local 
opportunities and industry

MODELS & RESOURCES

Inspire WI
•	 About: www.inspirewi.org
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•	 How might we best support student exploration and 

choice?

•	 How might we ensure opportunities are up-to-date, of 

quality, and accessible to students throughout Wabash 

County?

•	 What does the website need to do in order to meet 

and exceed the needs of its primary users?

•	 How might the website interact with existing resources 

and tools?

•	 What’s needed to maintain a website, and is it feasible?

•	 How might students be part of the website creation 

process?

REFLECTION QUESTIONS



Deepen connections across 
existing local assets (partners), 
and build understanding 
of their historical/cultural 
significance

Develop a regional Place-Based Education (PBE) 
curriculum, combining local heritage, culture, and 
natural resources as conduits for education

LIVING CLASSROOMS • 3.A

PROGRAM MODEL

Place-based education is nothing new, however, it’s experiencing 

a re-emergence as a critical form of learning during a time of 

increasing globalization. As Wabash County seeks to strengthen 

its education landscape, it’s important to acknowledge the 

constraints of a traditional classroom, and challenge our 

assumptions around how and when learning should take place. 

Place-based education provides rich opportunities for students to 

connect with real-world challenges in their own backyards, and 

leverages the many spaces, places, and community assets that can 

serve as the foundation for learning any given subject or topic. It 

is recommended that Wabash County establish more robust PBE 

opportunities, building on current efforts and re-imagining the 

definition of traditional classrooms.

Personnel to develop 
programmatic details

Establish program goals and 
guiding principles to guide 
decision-making

Students spend more time 
engaging in learning outside of 
the traditional classroom setting

Environmental stewardship

RESOURCES ACTIONS OUTCOMES IMPACT

Partnerships with persons/
groups connected to historically, 
culturally, or geographically 
significant places (e.g. historic 
preservation groups, parks, arts 
organizations, small- and large-
scale farms, parks, etc.)

Funding for identified program 
operations

Establish new connections with 
local assets of significance, 
adding to the assets listed on 
page 31

Connect teachers with 
professional development and 
networking opportunities (e.g. 
The Place Network) 

Create a place-based 
professional learning 
community

Apply for place-based 
fellowships and awards (e.g. 
Grants in Place Fellowship)

Explore opportunities to build 
PBE in and out of the school 
day

Students are able to engage 
in different types of learning, 
building the skills outlined in 
our Portrait of a Graduate

Positive impact on personal 
well-being

Pride of place and community

Population retention

Students are able to build 
meaningful relationships 
with trusted adults (mentors, 
potential future employers, etc.)

Learners—no matter their 
age, background, or skillset—
develop a greater sense 
of belonging to their local 
community

MODELS & RESOURCES

The Place Network
•	 About: www.tetonscience.org/what-we-do/

school-network

The Rural Schools Collaborative
•	 Grants in Place: www.ruralschoolscollaborative.

org/programs/grants-in-place

•	 Regional Hub: www.ruralschoolscollaborative.

org/regional-hubs/indiana-and-the-great-lakes

District C
•	 About: https://www.districtc.co/

•	 Teamship Program: https://www.districtc.co/

get-inspired
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•	 How might we consider PBE a community-wide effort?

•	 In what ways does PBE benefit not just current youth, 

but adults?

•	 What defines our “place,” and where do we feel most 

connected?

•	 What community assets are underutilized or missing?

•	 What are we currently doing that we can build upon?

•	 How can we inspire participation through storytelling?

REFLECTION QUESTIONS



Convene teachers, students, 
and counselors to create 
portfolio expectations

Leverage the Portrait of a Graduate to illustrate 
learning and project outcomes, including a student-
made portfolio that uses the Portrait to showcase 
achievement and knowledge/skill mastery

YOUTH VOICE & CHOICE • 4.A

PROGRAM MODEL

In a competitive, global society, it’s important that students be 

able to articulate the skills, knowledge, and character traits they 

possess to potential employers. In order to differentiate themselves 

(and gain a competitive edge), it is recommended that students 

are given the opportunity to create a portfolio framed around 

our Portrait of a Graduate. This portfolio goes beyond academic 

achievements to capture a rich tapestry of skills, values, and 

personal growth.

Personnel to develop portfolio 
details, tools, etc.

Identify Portrait exemplars 
across grade levels

Identify existing efforts that 
support the Portrait; evaluate 
gaps and new/collaborative 
ideas for impact (in and outside 
of the classroom)

Students are equipped to 
illustrate a broader range 
of knowledge and skills to 
potential employers

Uniquely advantaged entry-level 
workforce

RESOURCES ACTIONS OUTCOMES IMPACT

Targeted dissemination 
strategies for students, 
counselors, parents, and 
employers

Design and build student 
supports

Define the value of the portfolio 
across relevant audiences 
groups and craft appropriate 
messaging

Employers are more informed 
and can more deeply inquire 
about students’ specific 
knowledge and skills

Increased educational relevance

Learning is more visible to 
parents, guardians, and 
counselors, allowing them 
to better support students in 
articulating their strengths

MODELS & RESOURCES

Fairfax County Public Schools
•	 Portrait of a Graduate Presentations of Learning: 

www.fcps.edu/about-fcps/portrait-graduate/

portrait-graduate-presentations-learning
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•	 What stories do students hope to tell through the 

Portrait portfolio?

•	 How does the portfolio help students create relevance 

for their learning as it pertains to the Portrait?

•	 What might employers need from a robust portfolio?

•	 How might portfolios be useful outside of potential 

employment?

REFLECTION QUESTIONS



Design frameworks for 
authentic student reflection

Pioneer a robust, personalized learning environment 
that enables students to design and pursue non-
traditional courses for credit

YOUTH VOICE & CHOICE • 4.B

PROGRAM MODEL

Career pathways are extremely beneficial for students—they help 

provide a sense of focus, ensuring students are able to enroll in 

courses that are most applicable to their chosen career. However, 

career pathways create specific tracks that some students may 

find difficult to navigate, especially as they learn more about 

themselves, their interests, and even their own gaps in knowledge. 

In order to combat the rigidity of career pathways, Wabash 

County has an opportunity to create a more flexible learning 

ecosystem. What if students were allowed more choice in the 

lessons they pursue? 

This activation can take many forms, and should include students 

in defining what unique components may look like. A few ideas 

may include:

•	 Passion Project Proposals: grant students more opportunities 

to submit project- or research-based experiences that align with 

academic standards as well as Portrait outcomes

•	 “Essay” Day: encourage students to quickly experiment in different 

fields and topics; move beyond a traditional job fair to a more vibrant 

array of businesses and organizations, focusing on interests, activities, 

outcomes, and ideas related to their respective work 

•	 Interest “Revolutions”: allow students to curate a set of 

stackable, short-term internships and/or shadowing opportunities that 

may be completed sequentially; allow students the opportunity to 

quickly learn about a broader range of topics and potential careers in 

a lower-risk environment

•	 Passion Pathfinders: connect students with trusted adults who 

share similar interests or have knowledge mastery of specific topics 

Partnerships with local 
residents, employers, and 
community organizations

Invite students (in particular, 
those who are most affected 
by the decision who may be 
historically underrepresented) 
to co-design a more flexible 
pathway ecosystem

Develop a “Passion Project 
Proposal” process and approval 
mechanism

Students gain a broader range 
of topical knowledge

Invested citizenship

RESOURCES ACTIONS OUTCOMES IMPACT

Facilities to host county-wide 
student experiences

Legislative/cabinet buy-in and 
support

Deepen relationships with 
partners (via new liaison and/or 
hub program staff)

Expand guidance/student 
touchpoints (formal or informal) 
to support student pathway 
flexibility

Students are able to quickly 
learn about topics that do and 
do not interest them, creating 
more space for more relevant 
learning

Students build a sense of 
agency

Guidance counselors and 
mentors are more equipped to 
connect students to existing 
resources and assets

MODELS & RESOURCES

Community Design Partners
•	 About: www.communitydesignpartners.com

•	 Student-Powered Improvement: www.

studentpoweredimprovement.com

Discovery Charter School:
•	 About: www.discoverycharter.org/vision-mission

Muse Global School:
•	 About: www.museglobalschoolca.com

EdNC:
•	 Passion Project Map: https://docs.google.

com/document/d/1ksK2D5S8xv1a--

QEo43axR1ZtgfM5bzRfoKIbABxW7g/edit
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•	 How do adults understand and honor student voice 

and choice?

•	 How can employers, nonprofits, and residents offer 

more “bite-sized” experiences for students?

•	 What support do educators need to facilitate 

classrooms and/or lessons with more student choice?

REFLECTION QUESTIONS



Create opportunities for 
storytelling around the 
Portraits’ values exemplified by 
individuals in the community, 
including plan for resident-
submitted stories

Spotlight a broad range of student and adult 
achievements, highlighting the skills, knowledge, 
and mindsets important for lifelong learning in the 
classroom, workplace, and beyond

AMPLIFIED SUCCESS • 5.A

PROGRAM MODEL

Collectively, residents of Wabash County have identified 

knowledge, skills, and characteristics that each student will need 

to be successful after graduation. The culmination of these traits 

and skills coalesce in our Portrait of a Graduate, but should, 

however, not be isolated to the classroom. Instead, we have 

an opportunity to create a culture of success across our entire 

community. As students, parents, teachers, employers, residents, 

and leaders, we should seek to generate community-wide 

adoption and celebration of our Portrait and create a collective 

mindset about their value. Our Portrait is, after all, our north star.

Materials communicating 
and promoting the Portrait 
to audiences throughout the 
county

Create a county-wide 
communications strategy 
promoting the Portrait of a 
Graduate

Create district-agnostic 
professional development tools 
and opportunities for teachers 
throughout the county 

Students will gain a better 
understanding of the Portrait of 
a Graduate in practice 

A county-wide culture aligned 
in its understanding, support, 
and amplification of the 
qualities necessary for success 
post graduation 

RESOURCES ACTIONS OUTCOMES IMPACT

Strategy for promoting the 
skills, mindsets, and knowledge 
represented in the Portrait to 
adult residents, leaders, and 
employers.

Partnership with local 
media creating storytelling 
opportunities around the 
Portrait of a Graduate and the 
extension of these qualities to 
life after graduation

Professional development 
materials and opportunities for 
teachers

Personnel to educate employers 
on the Portrait leading to 
adoption 

Funding for paid promotional 
materials

Greater collaboration between 
K-12 education and employers

MODELS & RESOURCES

Character.org
•	 About: https://character.org/
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•	 How might we encourage learning mindsets beyond 

K-12?

•	 How might we amplify Portrait qualities as they are 

applied at different phases of life beyond graduation?

•	 How might we celebrate skills and mindsets beyond 

traditional academic and athletic models? 

•	 How might we integrate the skills, mindsets, and 

knowledge outlined in our Portrait of a Graduate with 

opportunities beyond graduation?

REFLECTION QUESTIONS



Platform and strategy for 
sharing of stories

Inspire collective action and engagement, showcasing 
Wabash County’s current strengths and future 
aspirations through consistent messaging, active 
storytelling, and authentic dialogue

AMPLIFIED SUCCESS • 5.B

PROGRAM MODEL

As county leaders and community members worry about 

population retention, students desire a greater understanding 

of the world around them. By lifting up local assets–celebrating 

local achievements and culture, sharing stories of impact, and 

showcasing possibilities for futures in the county–Wabash County 

can encourage an active, engaged public. Comprehensive and 

celebratory community storytelling would serve to streamline 

collaboration across county industries and geographies, meanwhile 

developing a county-wide sense of place and community for 

Wabash County’s next generation. It is recommended that 

students are involved not only as audience members for stories of 

success in local industry and community life but also as narrators 

of educational outcomes in order to deepen students’ sense of 

belonging in the county meanwhile increasing county residents’ 

understanding of and investment in student success. To stay on 

the pulse of the community, Wabash County should continue to 

assess strengths, challenges, assets, and opportunities in education 

and community life across the county through ongoing community 

engagement and listening efforts.

Contributions by local 
education, art, culture, and 
media organizations

Plan for continued community 
engagement and conversation

Reporting on outcomes of 
strategic vision and other 
collaborative efforts

Community investment in 
and  awareness of student 
perspectives and K-12 
educational opportunities

County-wide identity

Population retention

Engaged residents

RESOURCES ACTIONS OUTCOMES IMPACT

Platforms for storytelling

Promotion of stories

Students, engaged individuals, 
and community organizations 
as storytellers

Awareness and ease of 
cross-community, cross-sector 
collaborative efforts

Students feel engaged in and 
valued by the county at large

Students are aware of county 
assets and feel invested in 
opportunities and industries in 
Wabash County

MODELS & RESOURCES

Rural Policy Research Institute
•	 Comprehensive Rural Wealth Framework: https://

rupri.org/about-rupri/key-frameworks/

Smithsonian Institution: Muse-
um on Main Street

•	 Stories from Main Street: www.

museumonmainstreet.org/stories

Center on Rural Innovation
•	 Community Stories: www.ruralinnovation.us/

community-impact/community-stories

Aspen Institute Community 
Strategies Group

•	 Changing the Narrative: Building Trust Through 

Rural Media: www.aspencsg.org/changing-the-

narrative-building-trust-through-rural-media
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•	 Who are the existing storytellers in our community?

•	 What local or regional assets (e.g. Input Fort Wayne: 

www.inputfortwayne.com) present opportunities for 

storytelling ?

•	 How does our message/branding align with other local  

or regional initiatives?

•	 How might we define and develop our strengths as a 

community through new perspectives? 

•	 How might we create platforms for all residents to 

share their lived experiences?

•	 How might we more deeply engage students in the 

power of storytelling?

REFLECTION QUESTIONS
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A Call to Action
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A Call to Action
Our activation efforts are a combination of reflecting on the past, planning for the future, 
and implementing for today. As we consider the important role we all play in strengthening 
education across Wabash County, we are committed to advancing this work with these 
principles as our guide:

•	 Student-centered decision making

•	 Authentic collaboration

•	 Transformative and meaningful change

•	 Mutual respect

•	 Celebrating strengths

•	 Consistent action

•	 A collective focus on the future

On the following page, you’ll find a proposed outline of our initial implementation efforts. 
The phases and activities are presented in a logical, but not lock-stepped 
sequence. Several activities may be in process at any given time, and as 
the journey progresses, some decisions may need to be revisited.

22

“Get [students] out of 
hopelessness and into 
internships… Help them 
find something they’re 
passionate about and 
want to fix in the world.”

    -NONPROFIT LEADER
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Implementation Roadmap
Introduce Wabash County Education: Pathways to the Future

•	 Host community conversations; disseminate report

•	 Create space for educators, employers, and community leaders to explore both relevance and resonance

•	 Connect with those who express the desire for vision adoption and ongoing involvement

Roadmap Alignment
•	 Form implementation team (8-10 members; involve education, employer, and community partners)

•	 Develop student advisory committee (6-8 members)

•	 Identify roles, responsibilities, time commitments; strengthen guiding principles

•	 Establish regular meeting cadence

Amplify Mission & Priorities
•	 Explore distinctions between concurrent improvement efforts (for example, Imagine One 85 initiatives); outline 

messaging and/or visual branding needs for differentiation

•	 Develop ongoing content strategy/partnerships:

	+ Engage key media partners within Wabash County in order to share progress, raise awareness, and celebrate 

successes

	+ Identify media channels in neighboring communities (for example, Fort Wayne, Kokomo) to generate 

awareness of Wabash County’s Portrait, long-term vision, and near-term priorities

Plan for Sustainability
•	 Firm up business case

•	 Identify fiscal body; explore new and existing models

•	 Generate operating budget (3-to-5 year)

•	 Seek initial grant/private funding to launch Phase 2 and sustain an ongoing effort 

PHASE 1
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Implementation Roadmap
Activation Planning: Liaison

•	 Develop role description in collaboration with key partners

•	 Launch liaison role

•	 Reevaluate implementation team roles; establish oversight mechanism and ongoing engagement infrastructure

Portrait Alignment
•	 Explore Portrait opportunities (both in-school and out-of-school); involve educators, students, community partners, 

employers, parents/guardians

	+ Identify existing efforts that support the Portrait

	+ Outline areas for improvement/support and develop new strategies for implementation (solutions may impact 

instructional delivery, cross-sector partnerships, student-led initiatives, etc.)

Activation Progression
•	 Seek feedback; identify successes (both qualitative and quantitative) and ongoing barriers

•	 Reassess activation tactics; adjust short- and medium-term actions

•	 Assess sustainability capacity

•	 Forecast a long-term operating budget (10 year) and develop and implement a funding model 

Magnified Storytelling
•	 Establish targeted communications plan; expand reach to a broader geographic audience

PHASE

PHASE

2

3
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Appendix
Wabash County Focus Groups & Interviews
Interviews

To build a foundational understanding of education in Wabash County and gain in-depth knowledge 

of current and emerging K-12 priorities, SmallBox conducted 9, hour-long interviews with educators, 

K-12 and post-secondary administrators, and education partners working across Wabash County.

Focus Groups

SmallBox engaged 38 total participants in focus groups. Participants included current students, primary 

educators, secondary educators, employers, community and nonprofit leaders, and recent graduates. 

The goals of the focus groups were to understand what stakeholders in Wabash County’s education 

ecosystem consider most important for student success and what learning opportunities might support 

their vision. In 6, 90-minute focus groups, SmallBox facilitated conversations grounded in the question: 

What does success look like for students in a world of accelerating change?

Focus group participants were asked to picture a graduate of Wabash County and identify the skills 

and abilities each student in Wabash County should possess upon graduation. Participants could select 

up to 5 skills or abilities they believed Wabash County graduates should know or be able to do to 

succeed in their futures. When tallied across focus groups, these skills and abilities were ranked in the 

following order:

Qualitative Themes

The following themes were derived from qualitative analysis of Wabash County interviews and focus 

groups. These themes are not meant to diminish current efforts to provide quality education, rather, 

they highlight opportunities for Wabash County to affect change and address specific feedback from 

relevant stakeholders, especially as it relates to student success and Portrait development. Each theme 

is supplemented by supporting testimony.

1.	Students need a person they can consistently rely on, as well as a safe, 
stable environment where they can seek advice. A constant supportive 
presence alleviates the uncertainty and fear that accompanies many students’ 
progression through learning and life, especially during moments of transition. 
No matter their home life, students desire more personalized engagement and 
benefit from having an adult they can consistently go to for advice, support, 
and mentorship. 

	+ “My drive and perseverance comes from the situation I come home to…other kids going 

home to a less supportive household hide and don’t have someone to say “I believe in you 

and you can do it.” - Recent Graduate

	+ “It’s scary to think about what the next generation’s school life will be and what the 

expectations on them will be like and what we should do to support them. Everybody needs 

somebody.” - Teacher

2.	Students who are academically motivated thrive, while others—students who 
are workforce-bound or who don’t see themselves as academically strong—
are left behind. While our education systems strive to provide resources for 
all learners, high-achieving students and slow or non-traditional learners are 
perceived as having greater support. Those in the middle feel under-invested in 
and are prone to disengage with their education.

	+ “We have great opportunities, but they’re only available for the highest academic-achieving 

students. Students whose drive isn’t for higher ed miss out and are stuck thinking “I’m not 

academic enough for this.” - Student

	+ “With the level of variance in a classroom, there are times where you really have to go out of 

your way to make sure a kid doesn’t fall through the cracks. They’re probably not getting as 

much attention or the attention they need.” - Teacher

3.	Students feel restricted by and bound to college and career pathways, 
expressing that they struggle to pursue interests and goals as they learn more 
about themselves and the world they are entering. While quality careers that do not 

This ranking and the focus groups’ discussions of the definitions of, the importance of, and 

opportunities related to these skills and abilities, paired with a similar exercise in the county-wide 

survey, informed the Portrait of a Graduate.
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require four-year degrees remain a mystery to many students (and families), students who feel an 

expectation to go to college often need help understanding how college translates into career 

opportunities. Students desire more choice in their class selections and “pathways,” finding 

greater senses of ownership, responsibility, and motivation as a result of personal choice. 

	+ “I see that students are being funneled into a relatively restrictive career pathway versus 

college pathway, though I’m not sure where the sense that you’re one or the other arises.” - 

Teacher

	+ “We’re great at pushing academics for those who want the opportunity but we may push 

too hard for those who don’t want or need it. College is right for me, but it might not be for 

others based on their interests, skills, abilities.” - Student

	+ “How can we make more pathways? Right now its 1) academics, and 2) Heartland. We need 

more for students to find and learn what they’re passionate about”. - Recent Graduate

4.	In order to build self-efficacy and motivation, students need to understand how 
their effort, actions, and even failures translate to future success. Community 

members have observed students who are plagued by a sense of hopelessness, meanwhile, 

state testing practices, at-home pressure, and social influence all contribute to a fear of failure. 

Intrinsic motivation is a difficult trait to teach, however, it becomes easier when students are 

given the opportunity to connect their effort to something they care about—safely taking on new 

responsibility related to personal passions and curiosities.

	+ How do we teach kids to get out of their comfort zones? We hear “I don’t want to learn a 

new skill because I might fail and I’m uncomfortable with the idea of failure.” - Employer

5.	Educators are seeking a more comprehensive support system that puts 
students first. Teachers often take on extra responsibilities out of care for 
the success of their students, knowing that when students fall behind in any 
of these areas, it’s nearly impossible to “catch up.” Primary teachers desire greater 

vertical alignment to prepare students and support secondary teachers, who are challenged 

to balance state standards, student needs, and soft skills development. Across districts, many 

counselors, advisors, and teachers have found professional support with their peers in differing 

districts—sharing knowledge, problem-solving, and empathizing with each others’ experiences. 

Alongside educators, it takes a coordinated effort from administrators, parents and guardians, 

community organizations, and legislators to prepare students for success in a rapidly changing 

world. With varying levels of guardian involvement in students’ educations, support for “practical 

life skills” and understanding what opportunities are available for students were cited as the most 

important areas to re-engage guardians.

	+ “There’s been a shift in our culture over generations. It was foundational that parents would 

teach their kids. You become like your environment–when you have positive parents building 

you up, it becomes ingrained in you. I can’t see us shifting those responsibilities on the school 

because that’s a huge gap to fill.” - Employer

	+ We often don’t get kids to master things because we’re just moving them along. We’re given 

unrealistic standards that keep them from learning things they actually need to do to develop 

and build on mastery with the resources they need. We aren’t reaching kids, we’re not 

providing mastery, and we’re told to do 

more with less. - Teacher

	+ I think about high school classrooms 

often. In my role as a 3rd grade teacher, 

how can I best help that next step, 

and the next one, and on to high 

school. I feel for high school teachers 

and students–there’s a lot expected 

of them… If each of us along the way 

helped in those trouble areas then high 

school teachers could focus on different 

things, like life skills. - Teacher

6.	The Student-Employer-Teacher 
relationship is lacking, leading to 
misaligned expectations. While school-

employer relationships are highly valued, 

teachers note a lack of understanding of 

what employers are looking for in graduates 

and of strategies to get there. Limited 

capacity, responsibilities, and safety concerns 

all impact employers’ ability to partner with schools for internships, shadowing experiences, and 

other opportunities that allow students to reap the benefits of employer feedback and develop 

career skills.

	+ “Our teachers are tasked with teaching to the system, while our kids aren’t graduating with 

an understanding of where we fit in the world. Even the ‘smallest jobs’ have an impact.” - 

Employer

	+ “We go on field trips to see how what we’re learning in the classroom and how those 

skills are actually used. Employers are interested, notice students’ enthusiasm, and make 

connections. When businesses in the community show support, it’s a reminder that ‘What 

you’re learning, we use.’” - Educator

	+ “It would be great to hear from employers, “This is what we need [applicants] to be able to 

do,” and “This is what we can teach [new hires] when you show up.” This may be happening, 

but it doesn’t get back to elementary.” - Teacher

7.	Students feel excluded from decision-making in their schools; those who are 
included recognize that they are part of a small group that has historically been 
invited to share their ideas and feedback. In a truly student-centric school, students 

who are more directly impacted by a particular topic have the most opportunity to share, with 

decision-makers inviting a more diverse set of students into the conversation. While recognizing 

that they don’t “know it all,” students expressed a sense of distrust and resistance to change by 

adults. Trusting students to make decisions for themselves is critical to their sense of agency. 

	+ “People are telling us ‘This is YOUR town and YOUR future.’ Then why won’t you involve us 



28WABASH COUNTY EDUCATION: PATHWAYS TO THE FUTURE

To develop an understanding of the community’s perception of education in Wabash County and gain 

better insight into stakeholders’ desires for the future, a survey was distributed digitally across Wabash 

County. The survey engaged 382 county residents and yielded 237 quality responses (ie, the survey-

taker responded to most questions).

Survey Engagement

Geographic Distribution Based on ZIP codes shared by survey takers, the geographic distribution 

of survey responses followed Wabash County population distribution according to 2020 and 2021 

data from the United States Census Bureau.

in it?” - Student

	+ “Are we just making decisions or are we really understanding the students in order to provide 

what they need? Every school should be different because the kids are different… How can 

we dive into who these kids are and what their perspective is?” - Recent Graduate

8.	Students are longing for exposure to a broader range of experiences, people, 
and possibilities. Across the education landscape, stakeholders acknowledged that there 

are far too few opportunities for students to expand their worldview. Learning about the 

perspectives of others from different backgrounds and cultures helps students develop skills in 

communication, collaboration, and civil discourse. Since “You Can’t Be What You Can’t See,” all 

students must be exposed to a more diverse set of potential careers at an earlier age.

	+ “There are so many people who don’t know what’s out there—there’s so much more I’ve 

learned that exists since leaving high school. I didn’t even know what I could be passionate 

about.” - Recent Graduate

	+ “It’s super important to be able to learn how to work together with people that aren’t similar 

to you, like kids do in extracurriculars. You want your kids…to learn more, but also want 

them to have collaboration and community with others.” - Community Leader

9.	Stakeholders agree that as technology advances, students—and adults—need 
to develop strategies to use tech responsibly, intentionally, and aspirationally. 
Educators feel unequipped to teach device best practices, observing a gap in student knowledge 

alongside an expectation for students to “just know” how to use devices. Technology’s impact on 

individuals and society is still evolving, demanding time spent understanding how to sort through 

information, how to use technology for the betterment of self and society, and how to effectively 

connect with one another.

	+ “My kids are digitally dependent. They understand how to use technology, but maybe not 

use it as tools. There’s value in teaching digital platforms as tools, including how to use 

technology the right way so that you’re not dependent on it.” - Employer

	+ “On the digital side, we expect our kids to just know to do things… There’s a gap for 

students when we get to high school and there’s not an additional tech instructor.” - Teacher

Survey
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Survey Findings

Graduate Preparedness Across responses self-identified with a school district, most survey takers 

agree that graduates of our county are prepared for life after graduation, with a greater percentage of 

positive responses from survey-takers associated with MSD of Wabash County. 

Survey takers found alignment regardless of district association when asked to explain their reasoning.

Definitions of Success Survey-takers were asked, “What does success look like for students in 

a world of accelerating change?”.  In these responses, 4 themes emerged as definitions of student 

success and preparedness for the future. The these are summarized as:

•	 Adaptability & Resilience: responses center adaptability, critical thinking for problem-solving and 

agency in decision-making, and the capacity for continued learning

•	 Personal Choice & Fulfillment: responses emphasize student empowerment and individual choice, 

the ability to pursue passions, and the ability to  find happiness and stability in personal strengths

•	 Employability & Readiness: responses consider students successful when they leave high school 

with skills and tools that set them up for success in their career/college, inclusive of traditional 

college readiness, technical skills, and practical career knowledge

•	 Social Skills & Citizenship: responses focus on one’s ability to engage with others through 

communication, social, and relational skills, and/or the capacity to engage with society as a good 

citizen and community member

Education and Community Stakeholder Representation Survey takers were asked to 

select from a list or write in the segment(s) of education and community stakeholders they found best 

described them. 

School District Representation Survey takers identified as Parent/Guardian of Current K-12 

Student, Teacher, School Administrator, Recent Graduate, or Current Student (K-12) were asked to 

select which school district(s) they are associated with. MSD of Wabash County, Wabash City Schools, 

and Manchester Community Schools were near-equally represented amongst these survey-takers. Note 

that school district data applies only to the respondent segments listed above.

 Percent responses from Parent/Guardian of Current K-12 Student, Teacher, School Administrator, Recent Graduate,  

or Current Student (K-12)
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Ranking: Skills and Mindsets Building on conversations in focus groups, survey-takers were 

asked to rank a list of skills and mindsets based on their importance for students to thrive in an ever-

changing, complex society. Survey-takers were generally aligned across school district segments and 

with focus group participants.

Community Support When asked, “As a community, how might we best support our students?”, 

survey respondents most frequently mentioned:

•	 Unity and collaboration between schools

•	 Greater investment in community partners and collaboration outside of school walls

	+ More organized internship opportunities with companies in county; county-wide internship 

program

	+ Alternative learning spaces

	+ OST opportunities especially for high schoolers

•	 More experiential learning opportunities that coincide with workforce opportunities

•	 More partnerships with Higher Ed

•	 Future-focused leadership of school administrators

•	 More student empowerment and flexibility

•	 More joy in learning

•	 Higher wages for teachers

•	 Volunteer and donation opportunities that are not tied to extracurriculars

•	 More dual language/immersion opportunities

•	 More vocational/technical education opportunities

•	 Greater emphasis on Diversity and Inclusion

•	 More opportunities to celebrate the strengths of our schools and community

Opportunities When asked, “What opportunities exist to strengthen K-12 education in our 

county?”, survey respondents most frequently mentioned:

•	 Greater partnerships with local employers and higher ed to identify and create career pathways 

and experiential learning opportunities

•	 More internship opportunities for high schoolers

•	 Greater collaboration between schools and sharing of resources

•	 Leverage the diversity of our community

•	 Dual language immersion

•	 More dual credit opportunities

•	 Leverage/expand Heartland Career Center

•	 Leverage technology to provide more opportunities and exposure to areas of interest 
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Wabash County Assets
The following is an initial inventory of Wabash County’s assets, developed in an early analysis of 

Strengths, Assets, Weakness, Opportunities, and Threats (SaWOT) related to this strategic visioning  

process. We consider it a springboard for further exploration of Wabash County’s many assets.

Associations: Community Foundation of Wabash County, FCA (Fellowship of Christian Athletes), 

Rotary, Kiwanis, Optimist Club, Little League, Crossroads Junior Board of Directors, Symphony 

Orchestra, Manchester Fine Arts Club, Community Theater, Ford Foundation, Honeywell Foundation, 

Churches (including Friend, Bachelor Creek, Methodist, St. B.)

Institutions: MCS Schools, MSD Schools, WCS Schools, Wabash Carnegie Library, City of Wabash, 

Grow Wabash County, YMCA, Honeywell Center, Heartland Career Center, Visit Wabash County, 

Wabash County Museum, Manchester University, Honeywell United Fund, Wabash and North 

Manchester Libraries, Parkview Wabash Hospital, Tri Kappa, Honeywell Arts Academy, Josiah Whites, 

Preschools, Learn More Center, Arc of Wabash County, Waypoint Wabash, Retirement Communities

Physical Spaces: Honeywell Center, Eagles Theatre, Riverwalk & Trail System, Local Reservoirs and 

State Parks, Wabash County Museum, Downtown Wabash, Warvel Park, Ogan’s Landing, Charley 

Creek Park, YMCA, FOD, Eel River, Outdoor Education Spaces at Schools, Early Learning Center, North 

Manchester Center for History, Manchester University, Honeywell Foundation Facilities, Churches, 

Wabash Culture District Designation, Indiana Landmarks Office/Cook Cup Winners, Living Well in 

Wabash County, The Sanctuary, Eagles Theatre

Local Economy: Manufacturing, Agriculture, Arts & Art Galleries, Farm to Table, Fine Arts, 

Food (Farmer’s Market), Music Groups, Global Companies, Several National Companies, Legal and 

Investment Services

External Stakeholder Interviews
To inspire solutions within Wabash County’s emerging activations, SmallBox explored model 

educational practices throughout the state and beyond through interviews with rural education 

experts and administrators of various State Grade A school districts.

In these conversations, 7 themes emerged related to visions for education, areas of focus, strategies, 

and partnerships that hold relevance for Wabash County and drive the educational success of other 

communities:

•	 Cooperative models & community partnerships

•	 Bridging gaps between K-12 & workforce

•	 Passion-based learning

•	 Place-based learning / Leveraging the community & landscape

•	 Community-facing spaces & roles

•	 Proximity-based decision-making for students, teachers, and employers

•	 Strong parent and family communication

Relevant models and resources are included throughout the activations to support implementation 

efforts by Wabash County.

Ideas Into Action Workshop
To gain consensus around a shared set of education activations, SmallBox hosted a participatory 

workshop with a multi-disciplinary group of over 20 Wabash County stakeholders. Participants 

included students, educators and staff (including higher ed), employers, community leaders, and 

legislators. During this workshop, participants worked together to generate ideas across 4 distinct 

opportunity spaces (each with 3 accompanying prompts designed to address initial community voice 

and education landscape discoveries): 

•	 Place-Based Education

	+ How might we embrace the unique characteristics of our community to connect students to 

the cultural, environmental, and historical aspects of their surroundings?

	+ How might we leverage local agriculture and manufacturing as living classrooms, enabling 

student to actively explore and understand the vital roles of local industries in their 

communities?

	+ How might we harness community expertise and resources to create hands-on experiences 

that not only build students’ sense of belonging in Wabash County but also promote global 

citizenship?

•	 Integrated Work & Learning

	+ How might we integrate project-based learning into our education systems, allowing 

students to tackle real-world challenges and work on industry-relevant projects?

	+ How might we establish streamlined channels for employers to actively participate in the 

curriculum development process, ensuring that educational programs align with the specific 

skills and competencies needed in our local economy?

	+ How might we develop mentorship programs that connect students with experienced 

professionals, enabling them to gain valuable insights, guidance, and practical knowledge 

that complements their academic learning?

•	 Student-Led Experiences

	+ How might we integrate personalized learning pathways that enable students to connect 

their individual interests and passions with academic subjects, creating a more engaging and 

meaningful educational experience?

	+ How might we design collaborative spaces that encourage students to work together on 

projects, fostering a sense of community and shared learning experiences?

	+ How might we provide support for educators to enhance their facilitation skills,enabling them 
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to effectively guide and mentor students in their self-directed learning endeavors?

•	 Culture of Educational Excellence

	+ How we might embed our shared Portrait of a Graduate into our education landscape, both 

in- and outside of regular class activities?

	+ How might we celebrate and showcase diverse achievements, talents, and contributions 

within the learning community, fostering a culture that recognizes and values excellence in 

various forms?

	+ How might we create a flexible and collaborative space that fosters creativity and innovation 

for learners, connecting them to people, projects, and ideas with regional partners?

After generating a wide array of potential solutions, groups were asked to work together to prioritize 

their ideas, narrowing to potential solutions/interventions that would have the greatest perceived 

impact for students. This workshop served as the foundation for the final activations found within 

Wabash County Education: Pathways to the Future.
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Thank you to all who 
participated in the creation of 
this shared vision. 
We extend our gratitude to those 
contributed their time, thought, and 
perspective throughout this process. 

Together, we can enact our shared vision  
for education in our county.


