
Digital Pioneers
How a D-Rated School District Led the 
Nation in OER Adoption



Dr. Philip Hickman came on board as Columbus Municipal School 
District’s (CMSD) superintendent in 2014. From day one, Dr. Hickman 
set out to implement a new K-16 Instruction and Technology 
Integration (ITI) model that would bring his teachers up-to-speed on 
teaching best practices, establish a core curriculum, reduce spending 
on textbooks, and provide students a more engaging and personalized 
learning experience. CMSD partnered with Fish-tree to execute this 
strategy districtwide.
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THE NEED
CMSD used traditional instruction models and relied heavily on 
textbooks to drive learning. The district needed a way to introduce a 
revamped instruction model, new curriculum and OER.

THE SOLUTION
Fishtree provided a means for teachers to author, curate, measure 
and personalize instruction and learning content at scale. As a result, 
CMSD could adopt OER and implement a new instruction and 
technology integration model districtwide.

THE BENEFIT
Fishtree helped CMSD teachers rapidly create lessons and 
assessments, find high-quality OER with one click, measure 
districtwide achievement in real-time and personalize instruction for 
every student. Fishtree's state of the art platform contributed to 
improvements in grad rates (up  20%), grade level expectations (up 
40%) and helped CMSD save 800k in textbooks.

A next generation platform, 
Fishtree, transforms learning, 
scaling student-centered 
instruction

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com
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A District in Crisis
Columbus Municipal School District had a challenging road ahead but 
recognized edTech’s potential as a tool to get students “future ready.”

With a student population of nearly 
5,000 and a staff of 500, Columbus 
Municipal SchoolDistrict (CMSD) was 
a D-Rated school district in the 
poorest performing state, with a 60% 
drop-out rate, and less than 30% of 
its students meeting grade-level 
expectations districtwide. When 
Superintendent Dr. Philip Hickman 
came on board in 2014, 
approximately 50% of CMSD 
students were multiple grade-levels 
behind in kindergarten alone; by 
fifth-grade this increased to 75%. 

This wasn’t a case of administrative 
or teacher neglect, and it certainly 
wasn’t a case of poor functioning 
students, as it never is. Dr. Hickman 
inherited these challenges as a result 
of what many school systems 
experience: antiquated learning 
models, lack of investment in 
professional development, 
insufficient funding, and inadequate 
access to the right technology.

From day one, Dr. Hickman set 
out to create and implement a 
revamped instruction and 
technology integration model that 
would gradually bring his staff 
up-to-speed on teaching and 
curriculum best practices while 
integrating learning technology. 
The goal was to increase student 
engagement, learning outcomes, 
and help students become 
“future ready.” 

Dr. Hickman’s K-16 Instructional 
and Technology Integration 
Model was inspired by lessons 
learned in previous leadership 
positions (in Chicago, Houston, 
and Kansas City), the instruction 
backwards design model, and 
remarkably a tour of an Arizona 
factory in which he witnessed 
workers, with only a third-grade 
reading level, constructing 
complex computer systems.

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com
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“It was the notion of, ‘How do you eat an elephant,’” said Hickman. “One 
piece at a time. You don’t eat the whole thing all at once.” This sums up Dr. 
Hickman’s experience in Arizona. He noticed a gradual progression that 
involved building sophisticated computers piece by piece.

Where others would have overlooked this experience, Dr. Hickman hatched 
an idea that would produce a 90% attendance rate, graduation rate 
increases of 10%, and massive improvements districtwide within one year 
of his tenure. 

CMSD selected Fishtree to help Dr. Hickman’s vision come to fruition and 
prosper long after deployment. Fishtree provided CMSD the means to:

1 2

3

Execute the K-16 ITI model 
districtwide. Fishtree was 
integrated into instruction and 
aided teachers in getting students 
to independent practice with 
technology.

Proliferate student-centered 
instruction districtwide in a 
manner that was adaptive and 
personalized to any learning 
standards, grade level, student 
outcomes, and learner profiles.

4

Empower teachers to quickly and 
easily access Open Education 
Resources (OERs).

Capture and assess student data, 
enabling teachers to monitor and 
intervene when students need 
help while constantly evolving 
instruction and curriculum.

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com
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Breaking Ground
Before Dr. Hickman’s arrival, there were few opportunities for teachers and administrators 
to improve their expertise. Instead of investing in professional development or technology 
to make instruction and learning more effective and engaging, CMSD relied heavily on 
traditional textbooks, a significant financial investment for the district.

One of the first decisions made by Dr. 
Hickman was to cancel the purchase of over 
$800,000 dollars in textbooks, believing the 
focus of spending and efforts should target 
professional development, rethinking 
curriculum, and introducing new technology, 
like Fishtree’s productivity and learning 
platform. At the time, CMSD’s teaching staff 
were also using outdated, traditional 
instruction models that simply were not 
working. Dr. Hickman was confident his K-16 
ITI model was the solution but the problem 
was finding a way to scale his model across 
the district. Dr. Hickman decided to look for 
help outside of CMSD, hiring a consulting 
firm and joining forces with Fishtree to scale 
adaptive and personalized learning 
throughout the district. 

This partnership had the vital task of 
building districtwide lesson plans 
based on Dr. Hickman’s model, 
deploying new technology in a 
multi-phased approach, and designing 
a method that trained and supported 
faculty during this transition. “Leading 
with technology is a negative 
disruptor,” commented Dr. Hickman. 
“Schools like to start with device 
deployment but are unsuccessful and 
wonder why. We led with professional 
development first and then 
technology.” CMSD did not fully 
implement technology throughout the 
district until they were six months 
invested into the integration. 

Leading with technology is a negative disruptor. Schools like to 
start with device deployment but are unsuccessful and wonder 
why. We led with professional development first and then 
technology.

- Dr. Philp Hickman

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com
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Integration of the K-16 ITI model started with setting monthly and 
weekly “non-negotiables” that every school had to meet to fidelity 
before moving onward. Individual schools and the district as a 
whole would then celebrate early wins and small successes to 
sustain momentum. 

To achieve non-negotiables all staff, including principals, were 
required to participate in a tiered professional development pro-
gram. Dr. Hickman stressed that it was especially critical that 
principals learned the ins and outs of the model and technology for 
coaching and support purposes. The tiers constitute:

1. Whole group instruction

2. Side-by-side coaching

3. Teachers Teaching Teachers

“My teachers would sit-down with a coach one week to learn what 
the instruction model looks like and ask questions,” said Hickman. 
“Then they would go one-off the next week and practice what they 
learned from their coaches in the classrooms. The next week they 
would come back to the coaches and talk about mishaps, get 
feedback, and ask more questions. Then they would apply what 
they learned in class again. It was a one-on, one-off process.” 

After two months of side-by-side coaching, CMSD began to see 
an emerging trend of teachers—Dr. Hickman termed highfliers— 
leading their respected schools in aptitude and adoption of the 
model. The district knew this was the perfect opportunity to pro-
vide deeper support for faculty who were struggling with the model 
at each school while also advancing districtwide collaboration. 

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com
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Thus, Dr. Hickman introduced 
“Learning Walks” in which 
highfliers would visit other schools 
within the district to see how well 
they were using the K-16 ITI 
Model.

“The Learning Walks bred healthy 
competition because no one 
wanted to be the building that was 
not achieving non-negotiables,” 
said Hickman. “You could clearly 
see which buildings were behind in 
the integration.” 

From this experience, highfliers 
and the district as a whole were 
able to share best practices and 
intervene quickly when certain 
schools needed additional support.

Teachers Teaching Teachers (T3s), 
the third and final tier, was an 
afterschool program that sought to 
provide personalized support to 
staff that were still having 
problems implementing the K-16 
ITI model successfully.  

Highfliers would schedule time to 
meet with these teachers 1-on-1 
or in a small group setting to offer 
feedback, advice, share success 
stories, perform smaller 
workshops, help with lesson 
planning, etc. The end result 
enabled individual teachers and 
schools to achieve their 
non-negotiables faster. 

Dr. Hickman understood it was 
imperative to promote the K-16 
ITI model in the community as 
well as the district. CMSD hosted 
training sessions, tailored 
specifically to parents and others 
within a student’s support 
network, to expose the 
community to his model and new 
technology. Community-centric 
training sessions were similar to 
“town hall” meetings and were 
hosted in community centers 
throughout the greater Columbus 
area.

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com
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The K-16 ITI model is grounded in the idea that the introduction of 
new instruction practices and technology should be a gradual 
release progression from one phase to the next in order to 
maximize engagement and effectiveness. 

The model has four phases and four entry points. After students 
pass through phases 1-3, they are gradually released into phase 
four’s High Impact Centers (HICs)— HICs are powered by the 4Cs 
of Learning (communication, collaboration, critical thinking, 
creativity). The individual student’s level of understanding 
determines which HIC the teacher will use. The teacher determines 
this through assessment, at which point they will release or exit the 
students into one of the models. 

The instructional entry points of the K-16 ITI model provide each 
student a starting point based on an assessment of their learning 
needs. The entry points proceed linearly, each informing another, 
and are driven by an individual student’s subject mastery and 
comfort level with technology. Teachers may start the class from 
any of the four entry points or from one of the HICs based on their 
initial assessments.

Dr. Hickman’s K-16 Instructional and Technology Integration model introduced his staff 
to a new way of interacting with students, understanding the learning capacity of each 
student, and provided a clear framework to bring students to a high impact center.

Introducing a new teaching strategy

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com
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They Do

I Do

Instruction Integration

Teacher Demonstration

Independent Practice

Technology Integration

Technology is used as a 
formative or informal assessment 

combined with supportive 
practice.

Teacher is the instructor and / or activator of 
technology. Technology is used to present information. 

Examples: Smartboards, PowerPoint, OERs, etc.

Teacher reflects on use of technology. 
Technology is used independently by 

students for practice, exploration, research, 
personalized learning, etc. 

You Do
Teacher reflects 
on the students’ 
needs. Students 
independently 
demonstrate competency 
while the teacher observes 
and provides feedback.

Teacher facilitates learning with 
technology. Differentiated group 
work creates one product for 
feedback.  

We Do
Teacher guides learning with 
technology while monitoring and 
correcting instruction around one 
concept. 

Teacher provides direct / 
group instruction around 
one concept to 
the entire class. 
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Group Discussion /
Self-Assessment

Phase 2: Group Driven

Phase 1: Teacher Driven

Phase 3: Student Driven

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com
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High Impact Centers

Teacher

Special Ed / 
Para Professional,

Teacher

Co-Pilot

The teacher and the special education / ELL 
teacher hosts a small group center. Students 
will rotate through their independent centers. 
In this HIC, groups are fluid to allow students 
to transition through the centers depending 

on their learning needs.

Students rotate through all of the 
centers. The teacher’s differentiated center is 

a small group center designed to reteach 
aspects of the lesson for mastery, teach 

further concepts for enrichment, and access 
overall learning. This will enable the teacher’s 

to remediate and correct errors.

As the groups rotate through their 
independent centers, the teacher’s monitor 

and coach learning as they walk through all of 
the centers.

Teacher’s will host a consistent well-planned 
center with the same activity for all students. 

Students will then rotate through every center.

Chauffeur

Teacher

Carpool

Teacher
Rotates &
Monitors

Caboose

Teacher

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com
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The K-16 ITI Model in Action

The previous instruction model at 
CMSD contributed to lower rates of 
teacher and student satisfaction, 
decreases in student achievement 
and engagement, and promoted a 
fractured, dissonant teaching 
environment. For instance, subject 
matter taught in one third-grade 
classroom could be completely 
different from what was taught in the 
classroom next door. 

Dr. Hickman and his team 
understood they needed to establish 
a core curriculum to unify instruction 
and close learning gaps. To build this 
core, CMSD instructed the 
consultants to develop a series of 
lesson plans using the backwards 
design model. 

CMSD first audited and reviewed the 
current curriculum used across the 
district and designed a new 
standards-aligned, core curriculum 
tailored to Dr. Hickman’s K-16 ITI 
model. As the district proceeded into 
the development stage, it ensured 
technology—Fishtree, Open 
Education Resources (OERs), 
formative assessments, and gaming 
software—was imbedded gradually 
into the model.

Lesson plans were then built and 
released to teachers three weeks in 
advance. At first, this “restrictive” 
take on lesson planning by the 
district seemed inhibitive to staff; 
however, it made implementation 
simpler for CMSD. “It sounds 
restrictive, but we wanted to expose 
them to best practices. The district 
was not using any technology 
before,” commented Dr. Hickman. 

Prior to the introduction of the K-16 ITI model, CMSD used a traditional, teacher-centric 
approach to instruction. Although this model had been successful in the past, it had 
become obsolete and unable to meet the learning needs of CMSD’s tech-savvy students.

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com



11

Similar to the highfliers in the tiered 
professional development process, 
teachers who adopted lessons 
quickly were leveraged for feedback 
and asked to help other teachers 
struggling with the model and/ or 
technology. Lesson planning became 
less and less restrictive as teachers 
gained proficiency and became more 
comfortable. 

“Teachers could add to the lessons 
we created but they could not take 
away from the core framework,” 
commented Dr. Hickman. “In doing 
so, we moved from traditional lesson 
plans and instruction to intentionally 
and gradually implementing 
technology in the district.”

CMSD leveraged Fishtree to 
administer, supplement, and 
personalize its core curriculum in 
alignment with Mississippi state 
standards. As such, teachers were 
able to access the core curriculum 
content in Fishtree, compliment 
lesson plans with curated OER 
courseware, adapt and personalize 
the material based on each student’s 
learning needs, and measure how 
well the content improved student 
engagement and learning outcomes. 

Additionally, Fishtree’s analytics 
capabilities facilitated teacher 
intervention when students were 
struggling. Dr. Hickman likened this 
to a GPS device, “When you start a 
lesson in Fishtree, it is like taking a 
school trip. All the students are 
waiting to take this journey together. 
And, as they progress, some students 
will take the right turn and some will 
take a wrong turn and get off track. 
Fishtree is the GPS that helps these 
students get back on track.”

Teachers could add to 
the lessons we created 
but they could not take 
away from the core 
framework. In doing so, 
we moved from 
traditional lesson plans 
and instruction to 
intentionally and 
gradually implementing 
technology in the district.

- Dr. Philp Hickman

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com
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Similar to the highfliers in the tiered 
professional development process, 
teachers who adopted lessons 
quickly were leveraged for feedback 
and asked to help other teachers 
struggling with the model and/ or 
technology. Lesson planning became 
less and less restrictive as teachers 
gained proficiency and became more 
comfortable. 

“Teachers could add to the lessons 
we created but they could not take 
away from the core framework,” 
commented Dr. Hickman. “In doing 
so, we moved from traditional lesson 
plans and instruction to intentionally 
and gradually implementing 
technology in the district.”

CMSD leveraged Fishtree to 
administer, supplement, and 
personalize its core curriculum in 
alignment with Mississippi state 
standards. As such, teachers were 
able to access the core curriculum 
content in Fishtree, compliment 
lesson plans with curated OER 
courseware, adapt and personalize 
the material based on each student’s 
learning needs, and measure how 
well the content improved student 
engagement and learning outcomes. 

In order for the K-16 ITI model to enhance the learning experience, Dr. Hickman created 
behavioral programs to empower students to function successfully within the model’s 
HICs—which were heavily student-and technology-driven. In essence, Dr. Hickman wanted 
to help students maximize their non-cognitive skillsets in order to cultivate more engaging 
and accessible learning environments. 

Dr. Hickman introduced the “Learnings Earnings” program. Based on four pillars of behavior, 
students were encouraged and expected to demonstrate:

Learning Earnings is a virtual banking system for students to earn virtual money. Students 
used their earnings to purchase prizes (school supplies, games, etc.) and experiences (lunch 
with a teacher, extra time on the computer, etc.) from an online store. Students were awarded 
money from teachers and other staff when they followed the 4R’s system. The platform 
CMSD used for the program allowed students to place their earnings in a savings account 
that would then accrue interest until they were ready to make a withdrawal.

Getting Students Engaged

Respect for yourself, 

others, and property.

Responsiveness in how you 

respond in all circumstances.

Resourcefulness in using resources -

whether a support network, technology, etc. 

to overcome a particular situation (bullying, 

finishing homework, etc.).

Responsibility for your behavior 

whether someone is watching or not.

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com
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Beyond the Learnings Earnings program, Dr. Hickman launched 
Wi-Fi on school busses (“mobile study halls),” a “digital map” of 
publicly accessible Wi-Fi hotspots, and a device that pushed Wi-Fi 
into school parking lots and local parks to enable learning after 
hours. 

Buses were also used to provide Wi-Fi access during regular and 
longer bus routes as well as sporting events. “On any given day, 
you could drive by a high school and see cars of students using 
our Wi-Fi in the parking lots,” commented Dr. Hickman.

We helped students learn delayed gratification because it 
spurred competition among students districtwide who were 
saving for our bigger prizes, and, you could tell that the 4 R’s 
worked. I could walk into a preschool class and the kids would 
look up for a second and then get right back to work.

- Dr. Philp Hickman

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com
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Leading the pack

Today, CMSD is miles apart from 
where it was in 2014. Graduation 
rates have increased by 20%, 
student engagement has increased 
to the upper 98th percentile and 
grade level expectations have 
increased by 40% districtwide. 
CMSD had also been a D-Rated 
district for 10 years straight. In fact, 
the district's high school was 
preparing for state takeover before 
these initiatives took place. CMSD 
has since increased it's state rating 
to C-Rated.

Additionally, the district boasts a 
90% attendance rate, most students 
are progressing faster than national 
averages on assessments like NWEA, 
and constant assessments are 
performed to provide greater support 
to students. 

Teacher satisfaction is also at an all-
time high, and parental and 
community involvement has 
experienced exponential growth. 
CMSD has several academic teams 
in Destination Imagination and DECA 
competing at the state championship 
level. 

Lastly, CMSD has been named one 
of six National Ambassador Districts 
for OER by the U.S Department of 
Education. Now, CMSD mentors 
other districts on how to integrate 
OER into instruction.

Partnering with Fishtree helped 
CMSD achieve many of these 
results. For administrators, Fishtree’s 
platform was an essential component 
used to develop and establish 
CMSD’s core curriculum and the 
K-16 ITI model. Fishtree also helped
the district adopt OER and scale
personalized learning districtwide,
contributing to $800,000 in savings
previously budgeted for textbooks.

For teachers and students, Fishtree 
dramatically reduced time spent on 
lesson planning and instructional 
design, and also facilitated adaptive 
learning experiences for every 
student in the district. 

Learn more about     fishtree:  fishtree.com




