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To some degree, change is a constant 
in K–12 education—but it seems 
particularly prevalent right now. 
Rapid advances in technology, 
evolving instructional and assessment 
priorities, expanding options for 
curriculum resources, shifting 
student demographics, a new federal 
education law, and a new presidential 
administration—all of these are putting 
tremendous pressure on educators to 
prepare for and adapt to change. So how 

do you do it? As our readers take time 
to reflect and think ahead to the next 
school year, this special online-only issue 
of Educational Leadership will feature 
best practices and personal reflections 
on how educators can both gear up for 
and proactively lead change in their 
schools. 

Among other leading voices, this issue 
will feature an exclusive Q&A with 
leadership expert Michael Fullan. 

The summer issue is free and open to all readers.  
Starting on June 29, it will be available online, on the EL mobile app,  

and as a fully designed EL digital edition. Visit: www.ascd.org.
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hile we were working on this 
issue, I happened to come 
across a short news item about 

a presentation that the physician-
author Abraham Verghese recently 
gave on leadership to undergraduates 
at Stanford University. Apart from 
being a favorite writer of mine, 
Verghese is a prominent voice on 
improving patient care in medicine, 
a field that has obvious parallels to 
 education. So I was intrigued. 

According to the news piece, 
Verghese gave his student 
audience two main pieces of 
advice on becoming effective 
leaders. The first was to 
develop a strong core-values 
system, in part by studying role 
models who’ve made an impact 
in a particular field. This “internal 
belief system” can then guide your 
work and decision making, Verghese 
suggested, becoming more central, 
crucially, than “visible success.”1 

Next, he spoke about the impor-
tance of the “servant leadership 
model”—an approach that, in his 
description, is based in large part on 
listening and humility: 

Servant leadership is where you can-
didly admit what you don’t know, 
surround yourself with people who 
do know, and you gather the infor-
mation and take your time to come to 
a decision. … Leadership is not about 
knowing—it’s about listening, getting 
the right information, and then making 
a judgement. 

Coupled with well-integrated core 
values, he suggested, this kind of 
stewardship can help leaders become 
better attuned to systemic needs and 
undercurrents, and to understand that 
problems are often deeper or more 
complex than they might appear on 

the surface. In his own profession, it 
has helped him see that, despite the 
growing roles of technology and data, 
the “ministerial function of being a 
physician remains very important.”

As someone who is adapting to a 
new leadership position, I found this 
advice inspiring. I was also struck by 
how well it melds with the articles in 
this issue of Educational Leadership. 
The themes of core-value discovery 

and servant leadership are 
echoed, in various contexts, 
throughout the issue—perhaps 
suggesting an emerging (if 
often overshadowed) con-
sensus on what it means to be 
a true leader today, at least in 
service- oriented professions.

In the opening article, for 
example, award-winning former prin-
cipal Baruti K. Kafele urges school 
leaders to cultivate strong internal 
belief systems by coming to a better 
understanding of their leadership 
identity, mission, purpose, and vision 
(p. 10). Gaining clarity around per-
sonal values and strengths, he sug-
gests, can give leaders direction and 
depth.

In her profile of two co-principals 
working to transform a diverse high 
school in Oakland, California, mean-
while, Shane Safir argues that the 
apparent waning of the “test and 
punish era” has created an oppor-
tunity for “listening leadership” to 
emerge as an alternative to more top-
down or managerial approaches (p. 
16). By listening attentively to their 
school communities, Safir writes, 
leaders can “develop a shared, local, 
equity-driven agenda. We can stay 
firmly rooted in our own values and 
in the voices, hopes, and experiences 
of our  constituents.”

Other pieces highlight similar ideas 
in uniquely powerful ways. They 
delve into the need to explore under-
lying beliefs and assumptions to gain 
a better understanding of complex 
challenges in schools (pp. 28, 32); 
examine ways to be more constructive 
in giving and receiving feedback 
(pp. 47, 58); and outline strategies to 
develop leadership skills and expertise 
throughout schools (pp. 22, 62, 78).

None of this suggests, however, 
that leaders can’t or shouldn’t take 
decisive action on their own. One of 
the most provocative pieces in the 
issue, I think, is Carol A. Smith’s look 
at how effective leaders sometimes 
have to “go to the mat” on important 
issues—and how such moments, if 
used constructively, can help them 
better understand and articulate their 
motivations and core values (p. 74).

With the education policy and 
political landscapes shifting, today is a 
challenging time to be a school leader. 
As the articles in this issue suggest, it 
may be also the right time to dig a 
little deeper into how 
school leaders under-
stand their work—and 
how they can fully 
embrace the “ministerial” 
or relational aspects of 
the job. EL

1Lam, V. (2017, February 3). Abraham 
Verghese: “Leadership is not about 
knowing—it’s about listening.” Retrieved 
from Scope, Stanford Medicine: http://
scopeblog.stanford.edu/2017/02/03/
abraham-verghese-leadership-is-not-
about-knowing-its-about-listening/

Anthony Rebora
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and servant leadership are 
echoed, in various contexts, 
throughout the issue—perhaps 
suggesting an emerging (if 
often overshadowed) con
sensus on what it means to be 
a true leader today, at least in 
service-
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DOUBLE
TAKE

Leadership coaching can help principals become more 

strategic and responsive in their work, according to a 

research brief from the Consortium for Policy Research in 

Education. 

The brief is based on a randomized study in which 52 

middle school principals were divided into two groups—

one that received feedback from teachers and one that 

received coaching in addition to feedback. 

The researchers found that the principals in the 

coaching group gained a greater capacity for self-

reflection and strategic focus. The coaching com-

ponent “helped principals clarify and prioritize issues 

in their schools, interpret feedback from teachers, and 

[gain] skills … to enhance their overall leadership,” the 

brief says. 

The findings suggest, according to the researchers, 

that school leaders need support in translating teachers’ 

feedback into positive change—and even in overcoming 

their own resistance to such input. 

At the same time, the study found that coaching had 

“no noticeable impact on principals’ efforts to support 

teachers’ individual instructional development.” The 

researchers say this may be because principals tend to 

work with teachers in group settings like staff meetings as 

opposed to providing targeted individual support. 

They add that eight to ten coaching sessions over the 

course of a school year may be sufficient to produce 

noticeable changes in leadership style and skills. 

 Changing Principals’ Leadership Through Feedback 

and Coaching is available at www.cpre.org/ 

principalfeedback.

In his blog “A Principal’s Reflections” 
(http://esheninger.blogspot.com), Eric 
Sheninger shares insights on school lead-
ership, with a focus on creating student-
centered, technology-enriched learning 
environments. Sheninger, senior fellow at 
the International Center for Leadership 
in Education and former award-winning 
principal, posts weekly on topics ranging 
from getting a “return on instruction” 
with technology to “idea voodoo.” In a 
recent post, he discussed on-the-ground 
strategies for giving teachers greater voice, 
choice, and agency to drive change.

Online Only  

Research Alert  Should More Principals Have Coaches?

Leadership Blogging

FATCAMERA/SHUTTERSTOCK
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Page Turner “Every situation is best 
approached by listening first.” 
–Cathy A. Toll, p. 28

Education Week has released its annual “Leaders to Learn From” 
report, which includes short video profiles of 14 high-impact 
 education leaders (https://leaders.edweek.org). Here’s a sampling: 

Q Trise Moore, director of equity and family engagement for Federal 
Way Public Schools in Washington, explains how she empowers 
parents to advocate for their children. 

Q Walt Griffin and Jeanette Lukens, the superintendent and a 
school psychologist in Seminole County Public Schools in Florida, 
discuss how they’ve diversified the district’s gifted program. 

Q Bilal Tawwab, superintendent of Flint, Michigan’s public schools, 
describes how his district faced the city’s water crisis. 

Q Clyde McBride, director of career and technical education in 
Kayenta Unified School District in Arizona, discusses his agriculture 
science program to prepare Navajo students for college and careers. 

Screen Grab   Lessons in Leadership

Radical Candor: Be a Kickass Boss 
Without Losing Your Humanity  
by Kim Scott (St. Martin’s Press, 2017) 

What do Silicon Valley 
executives and school 
administrators have in 
common? For one thing, 
they both face the dilemma 
of how to build positive 
relationships with their 
colleagues while also providing frank, 
sometimes critical feedback. 

Kim Scott, an executive who has 
worked for both Google and Apple, 
writes that these two leadership 
responsibilities are not in opposition. 

Great teams, she writes, are built 
on trust—and trust requires both per-
sonal care and professional challenge. 
It starts with encouraging everyone 
who reports to you to bring their whole 
selves to work. Scott recalls a time early 
in her career when she complained to 
a mentor that her employees at a tech 
start-up expected her to listen to their 
personal problems. Such “babysitting,” 
she felt, was taking up too much of her 
time. Her mentor replied, “This is not 
babysitting. It’s called management, 
and it is your job!” 

But trust also requires that leaders 
provide—and welcome—honest 
feedback. “It turns out that when 
people trust you and believe you care 
about them,” Scott writes, “they are 
much more likely to (1) accept and act 
on your praise and criticism; (2) tell 
you what they really think about what 
you are doing well and, more impor-
tantly, not doing so well; (3) engage in 
this same behavior with one another, 
meaning less pushing the rock up the 
hill again and again; (4) embrace their 
role on the team; and (5) focus on 
getting results.” 

With radical candor, Scott shows, an 
organization can become humane and  
productive. 

Relevant Read

0 25 50 75 100

Workshop or conference attendance

Workshop, conference, 
or training presentation

University  
courses

Mentoring or peer  
observation and coaching

Individual or  
collaborative research

Principal networks

School visits

Principal PD 
Opportunities
In addition to working 

60-hour weeks, 99 

percent of regular 

public school principals 

report participating in 

professional development 

during the school year, 

according to a U.S. 

Department of Education 

report. Some types of 

PD, however, are more 

common than others. 

Source: Institute of Education Sciences. (2016). Principals’ Time, Tasks, and Professional 

Development: An Analysis of Schools and Staffing Survey Data.
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To answer this 
question, you must 
establish your 
leadership identity, 
mission, purpose, 
and vision.

Baruti K. Kafele

Is Your 
School  
Better 
Because
YOU
Lead It?

Kafele.indd   10 3/30/17   12:00 PM
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F

or the past year, I have been conducting 
a workshop with school leaders called 
“Is my school a better school because I 
lead it?” I typically have my audiences 
reflect on this question and prompt them 

to point to evidence that supports their conten-
tions. Then I ask whether they feel their staff 
would have similar perceptions. I often have to 
force myself to leave this question at some point 
during the workshop because it alone can gen-
erate enough reaction and lively discussion to fill 
up an entire day. 

That being said, it’s a very difficult question to 
answer, and school leaders are initially hesitant 
to address it publicly. There’s a vulnerability 
with this question. It takes courage and honesty 
to answer—both for leaders who feel that their 
school is, in fact, a better place because they lead 
it and for leaders who feel that their leadership 
is not the difference maker it should be. After I 
pose the question, I can tell that participants are 
engaged in deep reflection; it just takes time for 
them to open up and reveal their responses.

During a workshop I conducted in the 
Southeast, a principal shared with the group that 
he felt strongly his school was better off because 
of his leadership. He provided solid evidence, 
such as a dramatic increase in assessment scores 
and a significant improvement in the school’s 
overall climate and culture. In contrast, at a 
school in the Midwest, one principal emotionally 
shared that she needed to do more and didn’t 
feel that her leadership was making the impact 
it could. She said that the question was helpful 
because it provided her with a continual prompt 
for self-reflection. 

So, I ask you, is your school a better school 
because you lead it? Are your students in a better 
position to succeed because you steer the ship? 
Will your teachers experience exponential pro-
fessional growth because you lead them? The 
answers to these questions are related to your 
overall leadership effectiveness, including your 
leadership identity, mission, purpose, and vision. 
Let’s explore each.

PHOTO COURTESY OF BARUTI K. KAFELE

Kafele.indd   11 3/30/17   12:00 PM
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Leadership Identity
Think about professionals who wear a 
uniform for their work—firefighters, 
pilots, chefs, and athletes, for example. 
When we see these individuals out of 
uniform, we generally know nothing 
about what they do professionally or 
how effectively they do it. When they 
put on their uniforms, everything 
changes. We know what they do, 
which leads us to have expectations 
about how well they do their work. 
We expect the firefighter to extinguish 
fires, the pilot to fly the plane safely, 
the chef to prepare excellent food, and 
the athlete to compete to win. In other 
words, their uniforms give them a pro-
fessional identity.

Although you likely don’t wear a 
uniform as a principal, your leadership 
identity works in a similar way. First 
and foremost, principals must have a 
firm grasp of who they are as leaders 
before they walk into the school 

building each day. Away from school, 
you are who you are relative to your 
home life, family, friends, interests, 
and hobbies. These assets make up 
your personal identity. But your per-
sonal identity is not necessarily your 
leadership identity. It may inform your 
leadership identity to some extent, but 
it’s not who you are as the leader of 
your school. 

As you transition every morning 
from who you are at home to who 
you are at work, what exactly are you 
transforming into as your school’s 
leader? What is your identity? What 
does your presence mean in the eyes 
of your students, staff, parents, and 
the community? When your students 
and staff see or think of you, what 
comes to mind? Does your leadership 
identity affect the climate, culture, and 
achievement in your school? Is how 
you see yourself consistent with how 
others view you? 

These questions mattered to me 
when I led schools over the years. In 
my capacity as principal, I wore an 
assortment of hats, but at my core, I 
was a motivator. I saw inspiring and 
“firing up” my students and staff as 
my essence. It was my reputation 
and what my presence represented. I 
knew that many of my students came 
to school each day with challenging 
realities going on at home. I had to 
ensure that the day always started with 
an inspiring and empowering morning 
message to lay a solid foundation for 
the day by setting a positive tone. 
Going back to the central question at 
hand, I am well aware that my role as 
a motivator made a significant impact 
on who we were as a school and the 
results we achieved. 

There is no right answer to 
these questions about identity. The 
important thing is that you explore 
them and gain clarity on your role. 

© SUSIE FITZHUGH
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At a recent workshop with rural and 
urban principals, one principal deter-
mined that she was a nurturer. Nur-
turing her students was a priority for 
her, and she devoted a tremendous 
amount of energy to playing this role 
for every student in her elementary 
school. The principal hoped that every 
one of her 500 students saw her as 
a nurturer. She felt strongly that her 
leadership identity played a significant 
part in creating a positive, warm 
school climate and culture.

Leadership Mission
With all that is on your plate, what’s 
the one thing you feel you must 
absolutely accomplish? What drives 
you above all else and keeps you up 
at night? What is your leadership 
mission? 

My mission began as an under-
graduate student when the plight 
of black male grade school students 
became an area of concern for me. I 
knew I wanted to influence this spe-
cific population, but I wasn’t sure 
how to go about doing so. A couple 
of years later, I decided I would make 
that impact as a classroom teacher. I 
eventually became a 5th grade teacher 
in a predominately black school and 
focused on helping my boys make the 
transition from being young males to 
young men. I taught them the stan-
dards and criteria for earning the  
distinction of being called men. 

Several years later, I became an 
assistant principal and subsequently a 
principal. Once again, I focused on the 
young men in my school. It became 
my mission to defy the stereotypes of 
black males from urban communities. 

I intentionally set out to show our 
young men that they were scholars in 
every sense of the word. They were 
what I was about and what drove me. 

Do you have a leadership mission, 
and does it drive what you say and 
do? It’s imperative that you make 
your mission clear and specific and 
that you “walk in it” daily. In a recent 
conversation, an urban principal in 
the Midwest told me that his mission 
was to prove that his inner-city, under-
served students of color could achieve 
at the highest levels. He passionately 
explained to me that he would not 
allow poverty to be an excuse for 
himself, his students, his staff, or 
his students’ parents. He was on a 
mission to show the world that despite 
poverty, his students were going to 
soar high.

Leadership Purpose
If your leadership mission is your 
“what” (as in, “What is your work 
about?”), then your leadership 
purpose is your “why” (as in, “Why 
do you do it?”). My mission was to 
improve outcomes for black males. 
Why did I want to do that? My 
purpose was to empower these young 
people. I saw what was happening to 
so many of them across the United 
States, including massive under-
achievement and high suspension, 
dropout, and incarceration rates. I was 
determined to be part of the solution. 
I wanted to present a different reality 
at my school—and I did because my 
leadership mission had a purpose 
behind it. 

What is your purpose? Why spe-
cifically do you do this work? Why 

did you make the decision to lead 
a school? Like your mission, your 
“why” drives what you say and do 
daily. I don’t have to tell you about 
the enormous challenges of this work, 
which can become very frustrating. 
Your purpose keeps you focused on 
the mission at hand. 

An urban principal from the 
Northeast recently confessed to me 
that she had led her school for years 
devoid of a “why.” She hadn’t con-
sidered a “why” until she heard me 
speak about it in a workshop and 
decided to develop her leadership 
purpose. She explained that more than 
75 percent of her students read below 
grade level by the time they reached 
3rd grade. Her mission was to ensure 
that all of these students ended up 
reading at grade level. Her work was 
driven by a purpose: She knew that lit-
eracy skills have lifelong implications 
for her students. The principal told me 
emphatically that her work was much 
more than a job—it was her reason 
for walking into the building every 
morning. Consequently, data now 
show that her school is on its way to 
making her mission a reality. 

Leadership Vision
Finally, what is your vision for your 
leadership and school? As a leader, 
how will your skills evolve? How 
will you improve and become more 
effective as a leader one year from 
today? What will this improvement 
look like? Your leadership vision is 
a crucial component of your overall 
effectiveness. As an example, my 
leadership vision was to improve in 
all aspects of school leadership, but 

It’s imperative that you make your mission clear 
and specific and that you “walk in it” daily.

Kafele.indd   13 3/30/17   12:00 PM



14   E D U C A T I O N A L  L E A D E R S H I P  /  M A Y  2 0 1 7

particularly as an instructional leader. 
I knew that as I grew instructionally, 
both my staff and students would 
benefit.

It’s equally essential to have a vision 
for your school. Where will your 
school be in five years as a result of 
your direction? Although your school’s 
vision statement is important, that’s 
not what I’m referring to here. I’m 
talking about your personal vision 
for your school. To what heights will 
it rise because you are at the helm? 

In what way will it distinguish itself 
from other schools? 

The vision of the principal matters 
because before you can think real-
istically about what your school can 
accomplish, you must already have a 
vision for what it will accomplish. For 
instance, one principal I’m currently 
working with has a vision for all of her 
seniors to be accepted into four-year 
colleges. When she assumed the  
leadership of the school three years 
ago, only 42 percent of seniors were 

college bound, leading skeptics to 
call her vision unrealistic. Today, 77 
percent of her students are headed to 
college—in large part because of her 
vision for the school. 

Leading with Confidence 
“Is my school a better school because I 
lead it?” It’s my strong belief that to 
lead your school forward, you must 
consider this question daily. To answer 
this question affirmatively, you must 
be absolutely clear about who you are 
as the school leader, what your 
mission is, what purpose drives your 
work, and how you envision the future 
of your leadership and school. These 
characteristics determine who you are, 
what you’re about, why you’re about 
it, and where you are going. They 
serve as a mirror for why you do this 
work in the first place. You must lead 
your school with the confidence to 
say, “Yes, my school is, in fact, a better 
school because I lead it.” And when 
you do, students win. EL

Baruti K. Kafele (principalkafele@gmail.
com; www.principalkafele.com) is an 
award-winning former urban principal in 
New Jersey and a current education con-
sultant. He is also the author of several 
books, including The Teacher 50: Critical 
Questions for Inspiring Classroom Excel-
lence (ASCD, 2016) and The Principal 
50: Critical Leadership Questions for 
Inspiring Schoolwide Excellence (ASCD, 
2015). Follow him on Twitter  
@PrincipalKafele.

Before you can think realistically about what 
your school can accomplish, you must already 
have a vision for what it will accomplish.
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Learning 
   to Listen

Listening helps us slow down, understand 
deeper currents, and clarify core values.
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Shane Safir

S

taci Ross-Morrison and 
Josue Diaz are co-principals 
of Oakland Technical High 
School, a large, compre-
hensive school in Oakland, 

California. Tech, as it’s called, has long 
enjoyed a reputation as the district’s 
flagship school—a place that’s sought 
by families of all backgrounds and that 
reflects the diversity of the Bay Area. More 
than half of the students qualify for free or 
reduced-price lunch. 

I became familiar with Ross-Morrison 
and Diaz’s work at Tech when I facilitated 
a district leadership retreat in January 
2016 and later became their coach. I 
learned that when Diaz arrived at Tech 
as a teacher eight years ago, he found 
a hidden story simmering beneath the 
school’s shiny surface. He was assigned to 
teach conceptual physics to 9th graders. 
During his first-period class on his first 
day (his students’ first day of high school), 
he said to them, “Yo, give me the low-
down on this school.” What the kids 
said astounded him: “You’re teaching the 
dummy class.”

Diaz asked the students to explain 
what they meant. “They broke it down 
for me—how kids are separated into dif-
ferent tracks when they enter and how 
they understood exactly where they 
fit in the hierarchy,” he said. On day 
one, Diaz learned that there were two 
Oakland Techs.

A School’s Vision
That was 2009. In 2016, after a stint as an 
assistant principal, Diaz transitioned to 
the role of co-principal alongside veteran 
leader Ross-Morrison. The two joined 
forces in a campaign to transform the 
status quo and redefine success for stu-

dents and staff. Driven by a moral imper-
ative to create equitable opportunities for 
every student, they put forward a bold 
vision: to significantly reduce the school’s 
racial equity gap in college readiness 
as well as its English language learner 
dropout rate by June 2019.

Ross-Morrison and Diaz are moving 
Tech toward this vision slowly and 
steadily. Early signs of progress include 
a maturing instructional leadership 
team and a recent bubbling up of debate 
among staff and parents about how to 
redistribute opportunity—in this case, 
coveted academic programs and advanced 
curriculum—more equitably across 
the school. How are these two leaders 
navigating this complex change process? 
Simply put: They’re listening. 

Listening is at the heart of school trans-
formation. It’s the one skill that allows 
leaders to connect across racial, cultural, 
gender, and socioeconomic differences; 
to gather rich data on the front lines of 
change; to build staff capacity through 
reflective questions; and to drive reform 
through the power of relationships. This 
simple shift in approach—from telling 
to asking, from expert to learning leader, 
from hero to host of meaningful dia-
logue—can help leaders close the gap 
between their vision and their day-to-day 
actions.

Five Whys for Listening 
The test-and-punish era made it difficult 
for leaders to listen to their school com-
munities. As parent, student, and teacher 
voices receded amid a flurry of interven-
tions and initiatives, a few leadership 
paradigms became popular (see Figure 1). 
Although the peacekeeper, manager, and 
driver approaches each have merits, I want 
to offer listening leadership as a powerful 
alternative that draws on the respective 

Author Shane Safir (left) meets  
with Oakland Technical High 
School’s co-principals  
Staci Ross-Morrison (right)  
and Josue Diaz (foreground).
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strengths of the other three. Think of 
the matrix as a Twister board. As a 
leader, you want to have a limb (or at 
least a finger!) in each quadrant, but 
be firmly anchored in the listening 
leader quadrant.

The listening leader understands that 
school transformation is a long game: 
There are no quick fixes, turnarounds, 
or shortcuts. He or she leverages lis-
tening to grow a collaborative culture 
and build the capacity of teachers and 
staff. Rather than declare a vision, the 
listening leader constructs one through 

a dynamic process in which dissenting 
perspectives are welcome. He or she 
also views student, staff, and parent 
voices as vital sources of data.

Here, I offer five reasons why you 
should adopt the listening leadership 
model to bring about change in your 
school, team, or system.

1. Listening helps us tune in to  
dominant narratives and shift them.
Listening leaders are perceptive; 
they tune in to how people think 
and talk about the work of school 

improvement. They model a shift from 
Discourse I (language that serves to 
maintain the status quo and reproduce 
inequity) to Discourse II (language 
that explicitly names uncomfortable, 
unequal, and prejudicial condi-
tions and relationships in schools) 
(Eubanks, Parish, & Smith, 1997). See 
Figure 2 for the attributes of these two 
discourses. Listening leaders model 
this shift by facilitating brave conver-
sations, asking hard questions, digging 
into the root causes of inequity, and 
ensuring that students, families, and 
colleagues from historically margin-
alized communities feel empowered to 
share their ideas and experiences.

At Tech, Ross-Morrison and Diaz 
listened carefully to the interwoven 
narratives in their school and found 
a story that elevated the status of 
programs perceived as more rigorous 
and desirable—programs serving a 
disproportionately white, middle class 
demographic. They also uncovered 
an overflow of students of color who 
were interested in, but couldn’t access, 
these programs. The co-principals set 
their sights on dismantling the old 
narrative, “that only ‘certain kids’ can 
handle advanced coursework,” as Diaz 
said. They began to explore win-win 
options that would increase access for 
all students. 

They worked closely with 9th grade 
teachers to develop an outreach plan 
for recruiting underrepresented stu-
dents into rigorous programs. They 
redesigned the application process to 
reduce barriers to access and began to 
spread word about their core values 
widely and unambiguously: namely, 
every program should reflect the 
diversity of the student body. In one 
year, the co-principals reached their 
goal of having more than 90 percent of 
9th graders engage in the application 
process for advanced programs.
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FIGURE 1. Leadership Archetypes

PEACEKEEPER
• Places a high value on 
relationships; has a caring 
disposition

• Is often inclined to do the work 
rather than to push others to build 
their capacity

• May bend to the loudest voices  
and/or avoid hard conversations

LISTENING LEADER
• Leads from a moral imperative

• Listens as a way to gather data 

• May get bogged down in process; 
must remember to gather input  
and then take action

• Sees relationships as key to 
results and adult learning as a 
vehicle to student learning

MANAGER
• Keeps things running smoothly

• Complies with all directives 
and external mandates

• May neglect relationships 
while focusing on 
procedure; may veer toward 
micromanaging

DRIVER
• Has a strong sense of 
urgency—seeks quick gains

• Promotes a results-driven 
vision

• Leads with a decisive, directive 
style; doesn’t always pause to 
check for buy-in
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Source: The Listening Leader by Shane Safir. Copyright © 2017 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.  
Used with permission. All rights reserved.
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2. Listening helps us keep our finger on 

the pulse of complex change.

The process of transforming a school 
is complex, nonlinear, and unpre-
dictable. Our best-laid plans can be 
derailed by new district initiatives, 
teacher turnover, or conflict among 
staff. During a time of change, lis-
tening leaders gather input from a 
broad range of stakeholders before 
articulating a clear and focused change 
imperative, and they continue to 
engage people along the way. They 
employ specific listening strategies 
to help their colleagues let go of 
unhelpful mindsets and embrace 
new ones.

Ross-Morrison and Diaz use formal 
and informal listening routines to 
stay abreast of conditions on the 
ground. They regularly spend time in 
classrooms and check in informally 
with teachers. Last fall, they initiated 
a formal listening campaign with 
staff leaders with a focus on mending 
relationships, discussing current 
realities, and exploring possible next 
steps. In confidential 30-minute ses-
sions, the co-principals asked ques-
tions to gather insight from staff 
members. They posed questions such 
as, What’s working well here? What’s 
not working well? What changes do 
you think would make the biggest 
difference? What do you need to 
hear or experience to heal from 
what’s been difficult? What’s a hope 
you have for our community moving 
forward? 

This process reminded staff 
members that they play a crucial role 
in shaping change at Tech. In Diaz’s 
words, strategies like these “act like 
bumper guards when you are boating 
to keep you on course. Without those, 
there’s no way to know if we’re doing 
the right thing and moving in the right 
direction.”

3. Listening helps leaders stay true to 

their values in the face of pressure.

A study from University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley, found that schools 
with high levels of integrity manage 
external pressures by holding fast to 
their values (Mintrop, 2012). The 
researchers concluded that integrity 
comes directly from a school’s leader 
and the culture he or she builds. A 
high-integrity faculty culture is char-
acterized by open communication, 
tolerance of dissent, and a learning ori-
entation—values that listening leaders 
model in their interactions.

I asked Ross-Morrison how she 
maintains integrity in the face of 
pressure. “I have certain values that I 
hold true about education for all kids,” 
she said. “As long as I constantly 

Discourse I Discourse II

Language typically used to talk about, 
question, and design the work of 
school improvement. Discourse I 
maintains the status quo while 
appearing to respond to demands  
for change.

Language that names uncomfortable, 
unequal, ineffective, and prejudicial 
conditions and relationships in 
schools. Discourse II explores the 
root causes of inequity and models an 
inquiry approach to improvement.

Attributes:

• Singular truths

• Answers and technical fixes

• Symptoms

• Improving what exists

• Externalization or “looking out the 
window”

• Limited time and ability

• Reproduction of inequity

Attributes:

• Multiple stories

• Inquiry, adaptive challenges, and 
root causes

• Changing something significant

• Internal reflection or “looking in the 
mirror”

• Getting started anyway

• Transformation

Source: Adapted with permission from “The Nature of Discourse in Education” by the Bay Area Coalition  

for Equitable Schools, now the National Equity Project, 2004.

FIGURE 2. A Language Shift that Leads to Equity

Much of the 
data we need 
is right before 
us if we choose 
to listen.
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reflect and ask myself the hard ques-
tions, I maintain clarity.” Reflection 
takes many forms for Ross-Morrison, 
including meditation and journaling. 
The two leaders also set aside time at 
their weekly meetings for an “empty 
the cup” ritual. Each leader enjoys 
several uninterrupted minutes to share 
whatever is on his or her mind while 
the other leader practices listening 
with care, focused attention, and a lack 
of judgment. 

In Ross-Morrison’s mind, listening 
serves a dual purpose with respect 
to the change process. On one hand, 
it helps her uncover common values 
among teachers, administrators, and 
families because “most people want 
the best for the kids.” On the other 
hand, it gives her a bird’s eye view of 
why some teachers and some parents 
hold different values, and what it will 
take to reconcile those differences. 
For instance, a recent series of com-
munity meetings revealed just how 
fragmented the parent community is at 
Tech. Noticing the overrepresentation 
of white, middle-class parents and 
the underrepresentation of black and 
Latino families, Ross-Morrison and 
Diaz decided to hold future meetings 
at locations across the city.

4. Listening helps leaders model 

humanity and compassion in the face 

of trauma.

Listening also sharpens emotional 
intelligence—the ability to detect 

others’ emotions, understand your 
own, and use this information to guide 
interactions (Goleman, 2012). In 
one study of 464 principals and vice 
principals, researchers found that the 
most effective leaders showed skill in 
the areas of empathy and relationship 
building (Stone, Parker, & Wood, 
2005). 

Developing emotional intelligence is 
crucial in schools affected by trauma, 
including those that have experienced 
an accident, incidents of violence, or 
even relentless poverty. Ross-Morrison 
said her students have experienced 
such events: “We can’t ignore it. 
Young people have to learn how to 
deal with trauma to move forward in 
their lives.”

For educators to intervene effec-
tively in student trauma, they must be 
emotionally healthy themselves. This 
is especially challenging when many 
teachers are dealing with secondary 
trauma and need a space to talk about 
their experiences and learn how to 
teach young people to cope.

At Tech, Ross-Morrison strives to 
listen with emotional intelligence in 
her daily interactions. This requires 
what I call deep listening, or listening 
without an agenda in a way that fosters 
relational trust. The three pillars of 
deep listening are paying attention 
to nonverbal cues as indicators of 
emotion, expressing empathy in 
mature and caring ways, and modeling 
affirmation (verbal and nonverbal 

moves signaling that you value the 
other person). 

She and Diaz also think systemically 
about how to mitigate the effects of 
trauma. This year, the staff is learning 
about trauma-informed practices 
that can be adapted in the classroom. 
During staff meetings, Ross-Morrison 
invites teachers to share and process 
their emotions in listening structures 
such as dyads.1 When traumatic inci-
dents occur on campus, she arranges 
for restorative practices like harm 
circles that allow students or adults 
to address the incident and repair 
the harm.

5. Listening helps us reimagine data 

and bring student voice into the 

equation.

Finally, listening helps us address 
the overreliance on data that is far 
removed from the day-to-day life 
of the school. Listening leaders rec-
ognize that much of the data we need 
is right before us if we choose to 
listen—speaking to us in lunchrooms, 
appearing through e-mails received in 
the evening, showing up in our offices 
every day. We can find data in our 
close observations of students working 
on tasks and of teachers engaged in 
collaboration. These types of data can 
tell the story of transformation, as well 
as indicate where support is needed.

For Ross-Morrison and Diaz, 
student, parent, and teacher voice 
are crucial components of the change 

The listening leader understands that school 
transformation is a long game: There are no 
quick fixes, turnarounds, or shortcuts.
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process. Before proposing a way to 
redesign the school’s master schedule, 
they spent a year and a half listening 
to stakeholders through surveys, focus 
groups, and a formal redesign team. 
This past fall, they also used the lis-
tening campaign to gauge whether 
teachers had the interest and capacity 
to design a new academic program 
around student interests. From that 
data, the co-principals recommended 
the development of an International 
Studies/Race, Policy, and Law pathway 
that they believe will be high-interest, 
high-rigor, and timely.

In addition to fostering a more col-
laborative culture, listening helps 
leaders gather data to use when there’s 
pushback to change. “Listening is 
armor and back-up support all at the 
same time,” Diaz suggests. “Any time 
there’s change involved, parents ask, 
‘Is this your idea?’ I am able to say 
with authenticity, ‘No, it’s not my idea. 
This is what all these stakeholders 
have been asking for.’ ”

Listening Ahead
Listening leadership is beginning to 
transform the culture at Tech. Diaz 
recently created a communications 
plan to explicitly address commu-
nication gaps between and among 
administrators, staff, and parents. 
When he and Ross-Morrison decided 
to make listening a top priority, the 
staff’s relief was palpable. People began 
generating ideas and offering support 
on all fronts, joining the schoolwide 
commitment to increasing equity, 
access, and deep learning for staff and 
students.

As education leaders, we can’t 
predict the future. With the recent 
transition to a new presidency and an 
expected new policy framework for 
public education, the path forward 
seems foggier than ever. What we can 

do is listen and develop a shared, local, 
equity-driven agenda. We can stay 
firmly rooted in our own values and in 
the voices, hopes, and experiences of 
our constituents. By leading with 
humility and authentic questions, we 
will build a powerful foundation for 
change from the ground up— 
conversation by conversation. EL

1For information about the dyad 
listening protocol, visit http:// 
schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/dyad.pdf.
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Sarah E. Fiarman

I

n my early years as a principal, I thought 
treating teachers as professionals was enough. 
Teachers regularly gave me input through the 
instructional leadership team, feedback pro-
tocols, surveys, and one-on-one conversations. 

So when a retired principal came to observe the 
first staff meeting of the year and provide lead-
ership coaching, I was sure he’d be impressed.  
The meeting started with a trust-building 
exercise; then I explained the new instructional 
improvement model, which would be driven by 
teacher-generated goals; next, the teachers gave 
feedback on the current professional development 
plan; and finally they worked in grade-level teams 
to plan for back-to-school night. 

But instead of the praise I expected, the coach 
said something that surprised me. 

Sarah, you’re at the center of too much. Instead of 
focusing on what you need to cover, you should 
be thinking about the leadership skills you want to 
develop in teachers. Teachers should be leading these 
meetings, not you. What message are you sending 
your staff—especially new teachers—about who leads 
improvement at this school when you’re at the front 
of the room more than anyone else? What kind of 
culture do you want this staff to have? You’re losing 
time. You need to start building more teacher  
leadership.

He was right. Even though teachers had pro-
vided input in creating the school’s professional 
development plan, it was still my plan, not ours. 
Even though teachers had worked in small groups 
that afternoon, and the staff meeting was inter-
active and participatory, I was the one in front of 
the room. It was my meeting, not ours. Although 
this feedback was hard to hear, it resulted in a 
powerful redefinition of leadership at my school.

Building a  Schoolwide
Leadership  Mindset

How can we create school cultures  
in which everyone shares responsibility?
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A Culture of Collective Responsibility
When my coach used the phrase teacher leadership, 
he wasn’t calling for more formal leadership roles for 
teachers. He was talking about building a schoolwide 
leadership mindset. 

When a teacher has that big-picture mindset, 
she doesn’t just think, “How will this new initiative 
work for me?” or even “What will my team think of 
this idea?” Instead, she asks, “How will this benefit 
the whole school?” From this perspective, devel-
oping teacher leadership requires more than merely 

 soliciting teacher input; it requires changing the 
culture. School leaders need to create a culture in 
which each professional feels an urgent responsibility 
to influence the achievement of all students. 

The first step in this process is for principals to 
adopt a different view of their own role. Principals 
may find it disorienting to give up thinking of them-
selves as “the person with all the answers.” After all, 
most school leaders have been successful precisely 
because they’re active problem solvers, people who 
take initiative and aren’t afraid to do the heavy lifting. 

Building a  Schoolwide
Leadership  Mindset

KREATIVKOLORS/SHUTTERSTOCK
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To shift my mindset as a principal, 
I had to change my definition of 
success. Initially, my goal in working 
with staff members was to create the 
conditions for all teachers to learn. 
Over time, I learned that it was equally 
important to create the conditions for 
all teachers to lead. I learned to delight 
more in hearing teachers come up with 
great ideas than in offering my own. 
As school leaders, we have to place 
more value on cultivating others’ skills 
and insights than on demonstrating 
our own expertise.

A culture of collective responsi-
bility doesn’t take root simply because 
leaders resist taking charge, however. 
If we want to harness the expertise of 
our staff members and deepen their 
engagement in school improvement, 
we have to deliberately build their 
capacity to lead. To do this, we need to 
provide explicit supports for teachers 
in leading their peers. We also need 
to share responsibility for important 
work and communicate expectations 
clearly. 

Building Teachers’ Leadership Skills
In most schools, teachers measure 
their success by what happens in their 
classroom. Moving from this per-
spective to taking responsibility for 
student learning across the school can 
be a significant shift. Sharing account-
ability with peers is often complicated 
and messy. In fact, some teachers may 
not want to adopt a whole-school 
mindset because it bumps up against 

the traditional norms of schools. 
Dan Lortie (1975) documented these 
norms more than 40 years ago, and 
they’ve continued to reverberate in the 
culture of most schools (Donaldson  
et al., 2008): 

Q Autonomy. I alone make decisions 
about what happens in my classroom; 
I don’t involve myself with anyone 
else’s practice. 

Q Egalitarianism. All teachers have 
the same responsibilities; no individual 
teacher is considered more expert than 
her peers. 

Q Seniority. Privileges and authority 
are awarded by length of service rather 
than merit. 

Leaders need to recognize the pow-
erful hold these norms have on their 
staff. For a teacher, leading peers 
requires acting in ways that may 
feel uncomfortable. I remember the 
experience of Kelly,1 a teacher who 
had been chosen by her colleagues to 
lead the 3rd grade team at my school. 
She was also part of the schoolwide 
Instructional Leadership Team (ILT), 
which had created (with broader 
teacher input) a tool for schoolwide 
curriculum mapping. At a school with 
a history of independent curriculum 
planning, this tool was a big step 
toward coherence. 

But when Kelly introduced the final 
curriculum mapping tool to her peers 
on the 3rd grade team, they vigorously 
questioned the point of the resource 
and its ultimate usefulness to the 
school. At this pivotal moment, Kelly 

shrugged her shoulders, looked down, 
and failed to advocate for the new tool 
she and her ILT colleagues had labored 
to design. 

At a subsequent meeting, other 
ILT members joined Kelly’s team and 
made the compelling case that stu-
dents would be better served by a cur-
riculum aligned across all grades, and 
ultimately the team was convinced. 
However, Kelly’s struggle provided 
an important lesson. Teacher lead-
ership sometimes requires that you 
step outside the previously established 
norms of collegiality. And when col-
leagues resent you (“Who are you 
to tell me about a new curriculum 
mapping tool?”), you can’t simply give 
in and try to be accommodating. 

So how can school leaders support 
teachers like Kelly as they learn 
to lead? First, we can help them 
anticipate the challenges of going 
against tradition and leading peers. 
After Kelly’s struggle with her grade-
level team, we designated time at ILT 
meetings to anticipate peer pushback. 
Teachers brainstormed ways to help 
their colleagues see the whole-school 
perspective that led to particular deci-
sions and initiatives: “Remember to 
tell your team the purpose—why we 
need to do this work.” “Does anyone 
have a summary of all our meetings 
that I can share with my team?” “Tell 
them how this system will help our 
English language learners.”

Second, we can provide teachers 
with specific protocols and  strategies 

As school leaders, we have to place more 
value on cultivating others’ skills and insights 
than on demonstrating our own expertise.
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for talking about practice with their 
peers,2 and we can model these 
facilitation tools. At my school, for 
example, we used the Five Whys 
protocol (in which the group collec-
tively gets to the root of a designated 
problem by successively asking “why” 
questions) at an ILT meeting. Then, 
ILT teachers used the protocol at 
the next full staff meeting to engage 
their colleagues in discussing how we 
needed to improve as a school. This 
facilitation tool and others that we 
modeled gained converts throughout 
the school, and our meetings grew 
more productive. 

Third, we can create guiding 
documents. This strategy may seem 
mundane at first—simply writing 
down the agreements you make. 
But these documents then become 
touchstones for collaboration. When 
referenced regularly, they signal that 
good teaching is considered a col-
lective endeavor. For example, when 
we came up with schoolwide values, a 
team of teachers documented expecta-
tions for the whole staff. Whenever 
questions arose, teachers could refer 
to the document. And if teachers had a 
concern, the team leaders didn’t have 
to feel pushy or intrusive. The doc-
ument empowered them to advocate 
for improvement. 

Sharing Responsibility for  
Meaningful Work
Choosing the theme for school spirit 
week may be an easy decision to 
turn over to a team, but such rela-
tively superficial tasks aren’t going to 
provide the long-term satisfaction and 
engagement of true leadership work. 
To engage teachers in a whole-school 
leadership perspective, principals need 
to share responsibility for work that 
directly affects teaching practice and 
student learning. Which aspect of our 
writing instruction is most important 

for us to improve? (The literacy team 
will lead that effort.) What schedules 
will allow us to maximize time for 
interventions? (A team of teachers will 
work with the assistant principal and 
the special education director to revise 
daily schedules.) How do we align our 
work on the math practice standards 
across the grades? (The math team will 
pilot strategies and then present a plan 
to colleagues.) 

When teachers see that their lead-
ership has improved something they 
care about, it brings a satisfaction that 
fuels them to continue. Here are two 
steps principals can take to engage 
teachers’ leadership in meaningful 
work, thus building a sense of efficacy 
that reinforces a leadership culture. 

Get out of the way. When the work 
gets more complex and challenging, 
it can be tempting for a leader to 
intervene—to make the work easier, 
to protect teachers from the weight 
of extra responsibility by holding 
onto control just a little bit longer, 
or to take over when things aren’t 
proceeding the way we expected. 
Responses like these backfire. They 
deprive the school of teachers’ 
expertise, and they deprive the 
teachers of the rewards that come from 
successfully leading improvement. 

There are times when it’s right for the 
leader to make a decision alone: special 
educators need to participate in progress 
check-in meetings; teachers must use 
formative assessments across grades. 
Other times, we’re just  micromanaging. 

Teachers need to lead the way on 
certain essential issues for student 
learning. Which area of instructional 
focus will have the highest leverage 
for improving student learning? How 
should we involve families in under-
standing and promoting the school 
values? How do we align expository 
writing expectations across classrooms 
and grades? 

“Walk outside of your classroom 
walls to learn what to do inside 
your classroom walls.” I hear 
these words as clearly today as if 
they were whispered yesterday. 
It’s been 20 years since my 
mentor jostled me outside of my 
comfort zone and into the world 
of orchestrating professional 
development for teachers. 
With little jaunts like placing 
teaching tips on the lunch table or 
modeling an engagement strategy 
during a department meeting, I 
nurtured a culture of professional 
learning. Soon, a small group 
congregated in my classroom 
before school to discuss effective 
writing strategies. This developed 
into an informal Critical Friends 
group; any one of us could be 
found walking the halls with 
our instructional bible, Acts of 
Teaching by Joyce Armstrong 
Carroll and Edward E. Wilson, 
ready to share a writing technique 
with another teacher. We 
blossomed into a PLC, sharing 
instructional strategies across all 
content areas on a weekly basis. 
Informal coaching became the 
norm! Then came another tap: 
“It’s time to take a leap outside 
the school walls to expand your 
professional growth.” At times, 
my trek has been uneasy, but I 
forge ahead within a system of 
schools supporting teachers in 
their growth journey, ensuring 
student achievement—all because 
of a mentor’s nudge.

—Judy Muth,
VP curriculum and instruction, 

Charter School Associates,
Coral Springs, Florida

A Mighty Nudge
R E A D E R S ’  S T O R I E S
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When our district mandated that all 
schools implement Response to Inter-
vention, it would have been easiest for 
me as principal to simply decide on 
and announce our new approach to 
progress monitoring and intervention. 
And what a mistake that would have 
been! Instead, a large group of teachers 
(dubbed the Design Team) met twice 
during the spring and twice after the 
school year to flesh out a plan for their 
colleagues. The planning process was 
complicated, stressful, and fairly high 
stakes because the directive came from 
the central office. 

In the end, the teacher-developed 
plan was more thoughtful than what 
I would have proposed. And equally 
important, teachers were invested in 
it. After considerable planning, the 
Design Team led a staff meeting to 
explain the new system and teachers’ 
roles in it. Although the staff asked 
plenty of questions at this meeting, 
there was no pushback against the new 
plan. The questions focused on how 
to implement the initiative well, not 
whether we should pursue it.

Turn over work before people are 
ready to lead it. It’s counterintuitive 
but logical. Engaging people in whole-
school leadership means asking them 
to take on tasks they haven’t done 
before. This requires that principals 
turn over meaningful leadership to 
people who will likely make mistakes. 
People learn to lead by leading, so 
we need to give them real practice 
to master the job. What initially 
feels like a risk ends up being a wise 
investment in the school’s long-term 
improvement. 

Of course, effective leaders 
scaffold leadership practice rather 
than throwing people into the deep 
end right away. This might include 
coplanning, role-playing, and helping 
to anticipate upcoming challenges. But 
even with the best preparation, when 

anyone leads a team meeting or staff 
workshop for the first time, the session 
won’t run flawlessly. That experience, 
however, will provide invaluable 
learning for the first-time facilitator 
and ensure more success with the next 
leadership challenge. 

How do principals create time for 
people to engage in meaningful lead-
ership? It often requires creativity to 
design a school schedule that provides 
teams of teachers with collaborative 
planning time during the school day. 
This is when grade-level teams met 

at my school. In addition, some lead-
ership teams met before or after school 
and received a small stipend for that 
work. And finally, some committees 
were voluntary. The reward was in 
the work.

Setting Clear Expectations 
There are few things more discour-
aging for a teacher than investing 
valuable time—and potentially 
expending cultural capital to con-
vince peers of the merits of a par-
ticular idea—only to have the work 
ignored or changed by the boss. So to 
effectively engage others in leading, 
principals need to clearly establish 
what everyone’s roles will be and how 
decisions will be made. Will teachers 
provide input, with the principal then 
making the final decision? Will a 
teacher team design the professional 
development calendar and have final 
say on what’s included—or will the 

principal approve the plan before it’s 
shared more broadly? When the ILT 
plans the staff meeting, what will the 
principal’s role be? 

Sharing leadership requires antici-
pating and explicitly addressing ques-
tions like these before the work begins. 
When I asked teachers to lead the RTI 
initiative, I gave them my three cri-
teria for a successful plan and let them 
know that I would need to approve the 
final plan before it was shared with the 
full staff. When our school identified 
core school values, I said that a repre-
sentative teacher team would be the 
final decision maker. In both cases, I 
had great ideas and wanted to be more 
involved in the process—and in both 
cases, I forced myself to listen more 
and support the teachers’ leadership. 
In the end, the decisions did not all 
match my personal leanings; and in 
the end, both were the right way to go. 

Recent research confirms that when 
teachers are involved in important 
decisions, they’re more invested in 
whole-school improvement. Con-
versely, when leaders involve teachers 
in important work only superficially 
(or not at all), they risk alienating 
those who want to help, limiting 
improvement, and causing teachers 
to consider leaving their schools 
(Johnson et al., 2014).

Adopting Two-Track Thinking
Every staff interaction holds an oppor-
tunity to either reinforce the existing 
egg-crate model of teacher isolation 
or actively develop an improvement- 
oriented culture of whole-school 
responsibility. One way of approaching 
such interactions is through what I call 
two-track thinking. 

It works like this: While listening 
to a teacher’s concern about a recent 
team meeting, I would be thinking 
about the details of that particular 
meeting and simultaneously thinking 

EL Online
For a discussion of building trust 

among teachers, see the  
online article “The Trust Factor”  

by Jane Modoono at  
www.ascd.org/el0517modoono.
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about how I could empower this 
teacher to think about her role in 
improving team meetings overall. One 
line of thinking focused on whatever 
we were discussing; the other focused 
on engaging my colleague in leading 
the work. 

When teams or individuals get 
stuck and look to the leader for help, 
it’s an opportunity to expand their 
leadership mindsets. When you ask 
the right question rather than solving 
the problem, teachers become better 
equipped to solve future dilemmas. 
“You feel team members aren’t 

dividing work evenly. What might be 
the root cause of the problem? How 
could you find out?” “What support 
will teachers need to roll out the new 
math assessments?” “Did we hear 
any disagreement today? How can 
we ensure that we are considering 
 multiple perspectives?”

Because most teachers aren’t used 
to thinking from a whole-school 
perspective, they’ll need reminders. 
Over and over again. Remind faculty 
members that the homework policy 
came from the school culture com-
mittee, that teachers should go to the 
literacy team with questions about 
the new formative assessment, or that 
ideas for professional development 
should go to the ILT. By calling 

attention to these shifts, you reinforce 
a leadership mindset and cultural 
change. 

Worth the Effort
Although student learning is clearly 
the most important measure of how 
well we’re doing our jobs, substantive 
improvements in teaching and learning 
take time to show results. Sometimes 
you don’t see growth right away. We 
need multiple ways of knowing that 
we’re moving in the right direction. 

Teacher leadership serves as 
another useful measure of a school’s 

success. We should look for evidence 
of a culture in which teachers do the 
 following:

Q Identify and engage with teaching 
and learning issues across grades and 
subjects. 

Q Go to their colleagues first with 
problems—and solutions—rather than 
to the principal. 

Q Collaborate more than is formally 
expected.

Q Expect to participate in significant 
design decisions. 

Q Take responsibility for identifying 
and addressing problems outside their 
classroom.

Of course, effective school leaders 
must exercise judgment about when 
and how to engage teachers in leading 

the work. Building a culture of 
schoolwide accountability is a devel-
opmental process that will look dif-
ferent in different contexts. However, 
as principals provide support and give 
meaningful decisions back to teachers, 
we should expect to see more inno-
vation and a greater sense of profes-
sional success among teachers as they 
lead the way in improving student 
learning. EL

1Kelly’s name and identifying character-
istics have been changed.

2For additional facilitation tools, see 
The Power of Protocols: An Educator’s Guide 
to Better Practice by Joseph P. McDonald, 
Nancy Mohr, Alan Dichter, and Elizabeth 
C. McDonald (Teachers College Press, 
2013) and Meeting Wise: Making the Most 
of Collaborative Time for Educators by 
Kathryn Parker Boudett and Elizabeth A. 
City (Harvard Education Press, 2014).  
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Every staff interaction holds 
an opportunity to  actively 
develop an improvement-
oriented culture.
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Here’s how principals, coaches, and other leaders can 
sustain the vitality they bring to the job.

Cathy A. Toll

Perspectives for 
Leadership 
Success5
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N

ew school leaders 
typically start out 
full of enthusiasm. 
They’re going to make 
a difference by bringing 

about changes that benefit students. 
They’ll support teacher growth while 
creating an environment of collegiality 
and success. They’ll lead by sharing 
helpful information, data, and prac-
tices. They are energized! 

And then, sometime in their first 
year, these new leaders often find 
themselves disappointed, exhausted, 
and full of self-doubt. Their efforts 
have been met with apathy or resis-
tance. Their initiatives have encoun-
tered unexpected obstacles. They 
thought they were well-liked profes-
sionals, but sometimes they feel like 
they are amateurs, imposters, or  
monsters. 

When new principals, coaches, cur-
riculum developers, special education 
consultants, or others in schoolwide 
leadership positions find themselves in 
these situations, they often redouble 
their efforts. They send more e-mails, 
provide more explanations at staff 
meetings, work longer days, and 
attempt to prove their qualifications 
by showing extreme competence in all 
they do. But these efforts often merely 
dig the new school leader deeper into 
exhaustion and despair, like a driver 
who tries to get the car out of mud  
or snow by pressing harder on the 
accelerator and as a result mires the 
car more deeply. What’s needed is  
not harder work, but a shift in  
perspectives. 

Here are five perspectives that 
helped me when I was an elementary 
school principal, a reading program 
coordinator, and a literacy coach. 
I have shared these perspectives in 
workshops, conference presenta-
tions, and publications and I find they 
have been helpful to other educators 
around the world. Reflecting on these 
five shifts can make all the difference 
in the success of school leaders, old 
and new.

 Perspective 1:
Teachers are well-intentioned, 
hard-working people who care 
about students.
This first perspective often seems 
obvious to everyone who works 
in schools. They think, “Of course 
teachers are good people.” However, 
on further reflection, school leaders 
sometimes find that their everyday 
thoughts and actions don’t always 
reflect this belief. 

New school leaders sometimes 
spend their energies sorting out which 
teachers are the hard-working ones, 
the doers, the ones who care about 
students—and which teachers aren’t. 
They make a mental list of the teachers 
who appear innovative, the teachers 
who seem old-fashioned, the younger 

teachers (whom they assume will be 
more energetic), the veteran teachers 
(whom they assume are stuck in their 
ways), the teachers who need help, 
the teachers who don’t seem to care, 
and so on. This mental sorting often 
reflects opinions based on superficial 
interactions and a lot of judging.

Although school leaders may 
assume that these inner thoughts are 
not evident to others, that’s often not 
the case. School leaders may hint at 
their thoughts by subtly implying 
dissatisfaction—for instance, saying 
“We have a lot of work to do to bring 
the curriculum to life in every math 
classroom at school”—or by subcon-
scious body language, such as a shift of 
the shoulders or a crossing of the legs 
when a particular teacher is voicing an 
opinion. 

As humans, we’re hardwired to 
sense danger, which in the modern 
world may mean a supervisor’s lack 

of trust in one’s work or a colleague’s 
intention to reshape our practices even 
though she doesn’t fully understand 
the context of our work. Typically, 
teachers and others in such situa-
tions don’t articulate their concerns 
explicitly; in fact, they may not even 
be consciously aware of them. Rather, 
they experience a general sense of mis-
trust or dissatisfaction with the school 
leader, which often spirals into low 
morale and dysfunction in the entire 
school. 

The concept of “giving an A” 
(Zander & Zander, 2002) can be 
helpful to new school leaders. With 
this perspective, one approaches 
all people with the assumption 
that they deserve a grade of A. For 
school leaders, this means that all 
teachers and other staff are considered 

A-quality teachers, teaching assistants, 
specialists, custodians, and so forth. If 
certain employees are not performing 
at their best, these leaders assume 
it’s because something has gotten in 
the way of the employees’ success, 
not because they are poor-quality 
employees. The leader’s job, then, is to 
help people figure out what’s getting in 
the way and remove those obstacles so 
that everyone’s innate “A-ness” shines 
through.

Perspective 2:
It’s not about information.
New school leaders are often eager 
learners who take graduate courses, 
attend professional conferences, and 
read extensively in their field. That’s 
excellent. But as a result of their own 
learning, new school leaders are some-
times eager to share their knowledge 
with others, under the assumption that 
if others understand what the leader 

Perspectives for 
Leadership 
Success

The leader’s job is to help people  
figure out what’s getting in the way 
and remove those obstacles.
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understands, everyone will be onboard 
with the leader’s ideas. To their disap-
pointment, these leaders often find 
their well-intentioned information-
sharing rejected or ignored.

At play here is the phenomenon—
recognized by researchers in fields 
such as cognitive science, linguistics, 
and political science—that people’s 
beliefs will often supersede infor-
mation that contradicts those beliefs 
(Dossey, 2016). So when school 
leaders share information that teachers 
are not ready to believe, the infor-
mation is often ignored or contra-
dicted. Worse, the purveyor of such 
information may be labeled as a  
know-it-all or pushy.

When school leaders understand 
the limits of information, they start 
with beliefs and values. They do so by 
focusing on a passion that virtually 
every teacher shares: the well-being 
and success of students. By focusing 
on the teachers’ care for their stu-
dents, leaders start with what drives 

most teachers to pay attention and to 
open up to others’ ideas. Then, savvy 
leaders enact a problem-solving cycle 
that enables teachers to explore any 
challenges preventing their students’ 
successes and identify what they—the 
teachers—want to learn to implement 
the strategies they believe will help 
(Toll, 2017). Teachers are less likely to 
reject new information that contradicts 
their beliefs when they have control 
over what they learn and how they 
learn it (Calvert, 2016).

Perspective 3:
Everyone has their own  
vision of success.
Some preparation programs encourage 
leaders to develop a vision for their 
school or their program and then find 
ways to get others to “buy into” that 
vision. In other words, the leader’s 
task is to market his or her ideas to 
others.

Such an approach is problematic 
for several reasons. First, it puts the 

decision-making power entirely in the 
domain of the school leader. Second, 
it assumes that the school leader 
knows what is best for every teacher 
and every situation in the school. And 
third, it fails to recognize that most 
people don’t like to be “sold” any-
thing; people want to feel that they are 
making choices in their own lives. It is 
no wonder, then, that school leaders 
who announce their vision or their 
great new idea often meet resistance.

Sam Chaltain (2009) asserted that 
a leader’s job is to find the school’s 
vision, not to create one. In other 
words, savvy leaders pay close 
attention to what’s happening in the 
school and then guide the staff in 
developing a vision that reflects the 
priorities and passions of those who 
work and learn there. 

In addition, school leaders may 
want to catch themselves when they 
ask questions that begin, “How can I 
get teachers to…” As soon as the word 
get shows up in relation to others, 

When leaders tune in to 
others, they understand 

the challenges more 
completely.
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wise leaders will realize that they are 
trying to persuade or control people 
in an effort to reach their own goals. 
At best, such an effort would require 
a sales job; at its worst, it would 
require a battle. Instead of pursuing 
their interest in “getting” someone to 
do something, leaders might rework 
their interest to consider how they can 
collaborate with others around the 
topic or problem at hand, so together 
teachers and leaders can develop a 
plan that’s owned by all.

Perspective 4:
Resistance makes perfect sense 
to the person who’s resisting.
When new school leaders encounter 
resistance to a great idea, they often 
find themselves mentally criticizing 
the people who oppose it. These 
leaders conclude that those who are 
resisting are unwilling to change, lack 
a strong work ethic, or have misplaced 
priorities. 

It might be more productive for 
school leaders to think about times 
when they’ve resisted others’ ideas—
for instance, times when they told 
their child he could not have a begged-
for toy (or tattoo!); or when they 
told their physician that a particular 
treatment was not for them; or when 
they told their spouse that it was not 
the right year to take a big vacation. 
When people think about why they’ve 
resisted others’ ideas, they usually 
realize that their reasons were good 
ones. For instance, parents say no to 
children to keep them safe, patients 
select treatments that will best fit their 
individual needs and approach to 
health, and spouses want to be good 
stewards of the family budget. 

Similarly, when teachers resist 
the ideas or initiatives of new school 
leaders, their reasons make perfect 
sense to them. For instance, these 
teachers might have worked hard to 
develop their current practices and 
view these practices as best for stu-
dents. They might believe that a pro-
posed change would be too demanding 

on their time, or they might think that 
a new idea reverses the trajectory of 
school programs of the past few years. 
When school leaders understand resis-
tance from this perspective, they avoid 
judging teachers negatively. Instead, 
they tune in to better understand what 
teachers are thinking. This process has 
the potential to create a productive 
dialogue, enabling teachers and leaders 
to approach problem solving and 
planning together to address school 
needs.

Perspective 5:
Every situation is best 
approached by listening first.
New school leaders sometimes 
respond to challenging situations by 
immediately focusing on what they 
need to say or do. After all, they were 
hired to take the lead. Sometimes, too, 
they’re insecure about how they’re 
viewed by others and want to be sure 
they’re seen as knowledgeable and 
decisive. Thus, they step up to the 
challenge and declare what should 
happen next.

This quick response may lead to 
a solution, but it’s just as likely to 
backfire. Difficult situations require 
discernment, which takes time. Often, 
new school leaders don’t fully under-
stand the multiple dimensions of 
what’s happening and the history of 
how the school has addressed similar 
situations before. In addition, some 
staff members may have valuable 
information, practices, or beliefs 

related to the situation, but a quick-
acting school leader is likely to miss 
these resources. 

It’s wiser to listen and learn first. 
When leaders tune in to others, they 
understand challenges more com-
pletely, and as a result they’ll be more 
likely to come up with productive 
solutions—or even better, to solicit 
further involvement by others. Solu-
tions are nearly always better when 
leaders have help in choosing a path, 
and those who were involved in devel-
oping a plan are more likely to be 
enthusiastic about implementing it. 

In fact, this fifth perspective summa-
rizes the key idea behind the previous 
four: Tune in, and be inclusive. 
Remain open to others; value their 
knowledge, skills, and beliefs. The 
irony is that leaders who do less of the 
work themselves are often viewed as 
more effective. Such leaders are likely 
to face less resistance and indifference 
because they’ve learned how to involve 
many people in shaping the work of 
the school. EL

References
Calvert, L. (2016). Moving from compliance 

to agency: What teachers need to make 
professional learning work. Oxford, 
OH: Learning Forward and NCTAF. 
Retrieved from https://learningforward.
org/publications/teacher-agency

Chaltain, S. (2009). American schools: 
The art of creating a democratic learning 
community. Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield.

Dossey, L. (2016). Compasses, craziness, 
and the thieves of reasons: How 
thinking goes wrong. Explore, 12(5), 
295–301.

Toll, C. A. (2017). A problem-solving 
model for literacy coaching practice. The 
Reading Teacher, 70(4), 413–421.

Zander, B., & Zander, R. S. (2002). The art 
of possibility: Transforming professional 
and personal life. New York: Penguin.

Cathy A. Toll (cathy@partneringtolearn.
com; www.partneringtolearn.com) is a 
consultant and university professor and 
a former principal, curriculum leader, and 
educational coach. Follow her on Twitter 
@cathytoll.

A quick response may 
lead to a solution, but it’s 
just as likely to backfire. 

Difficult situations 
require discernment, 

which takes time.
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T

he first time I met Richard (a 
pseudonym), a principal in an urban 
high school in California, I asked why 
he was interested in working with a 
leadership coach. His response was 

one I’ve heard from every principal I’ve coached: 
“This job is so lonely. I don’t have anyone I can 
really talk to.” 

The desire to continue learning also fueled 
Richard’s interest. Toward the end of his third 
year as a principal, student performance was 
rising and Richard had received strong evalua-
tions, but he wanted to keep improving. “I know 
I can be a better principal,” he said, “but I’m 
not sure how. Our district’s monthly PD isn’t 
helpful.” 

As we talked, Richard revealed a third impetus 
for finding a coach. Richard is an African 

American man from Baltimore, his teaching staff 
is predominantly white, and 85 percent of the stu-
dents at his school are black. Richard explained 
how he experienced these dynamics: 

At the end of my first year, I received feedback from 
teachers that seemed to say, “You are too loud and 
intense.” A few comments alluded to my anger or 
said that I could be cold and uncaring. In my second 
year, I worked on toning myself down, smiling a lot 
more, and talking slowly. Staff feedback at the end 
of that year was better, and my boss was pleased. But 
now this doesn’t feel right. Sometimes I see myself 
leading a staff meeting, and I don’t recognize that 
man. I go to school and feel like I have to put on a 
costume to hide my blackness. I love my school, but 
I don’t know if I can keep doing this. 

The factors that compelled Richard to seek 
out a coach reflect the reasons all school leaders 
need and deserve coaches. Principals need a 

Leadership 
Coaching that

TRANSFORMS
Coaching that explores underlying beliefs can help a 
principal flourish in a challenging school situation.

Elena Aguilar
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neutral outsider with whom they can 
talk confidentially; they need job-
embedded, differentiated professional 
development; and they need a safe 
space to explore the identity ques-
tions that are often at the forefront 
of internal and external conflicts 
inherent in their roles. 

Districts and education organiza-
tions seeking to improve principals’ 
performance and reduce turnover—
particularly those that want to hire 
and keep more leaders of color—
could go a long way toward those 
goals by offering leadership coaching. 
Let’s explore what kind of coaching 
best serves principals, drawing on 
Richard’s story. 

Four Considerations for 
Leadership Coaching 
To launch an effective leadership 
coaching program, administrators 
must consider four key features. 
First, before even looking into hiring 
coaches, district leaders should create 

a comprehensive description of their 
coaching program that includes a 
vision for this type of training, spe-
cific goals, and criteria for effective 
coaching. Different coaching models 
embrace different overall goals and 
methods. Both coaches and coachees 
struggle when these elements of 
the coaching program haven’t been 
 articulated. 

Second, if coaching is launched as a 
vehicle for professional development, 
it must not be connected to super-
vision in any way. The coach must 
not evaluate the principal and, ideally, 
should have little to no contact with 
the principal’s supervisor. The need 
for trust between coach and coachee 

Every principal I’ve 
coached has told me, 

“This job is lonely.  
I don’t have anyone I 

can really talk to.”
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cannot be overestimated. If the lines 
between coaching and evaluation 
are blurry, trust will be fragile or 
 nonexistent. 

Third, realize that a coach isn’t a 
mentor. A new principal can benefit 
from having a mentor—a colleague 
who shares stories and experiences, 
provides suggestions to navigate the 
system, and offers technical help—but 
may also need a coach. Coaching is 
more formal than mentorship. Most 
important, a good coach is an expert 
in facilitating another adult’s learning 
process.

Fourth, coaches themselves need 
training. Coaching is a form of pro-
fessional development that requires, 
above all, deep, specialized knowledge 
of how to facilitate adult learning. A 
good coach has an extensive set of 
skills. This specialization merits the 
kind of in-depth learning and training 
teachers receive (or should receive) 
before teaching. A leadership coach 
doesn’t necessarily need to have 
been a principal, but experience in a 
leadership role is crucial, as is strong 
knowledge of instruction, organi-
zational development and systems 
change, group dynamics, emotional 
intelligence, cultural competency, and 
leadership in general. 

Unfortunately, there are few 
programs that prepare leaders or 
coaches in these areas. Although 
a district should hire coaches who 
have knowledge about some of these 
domains, it’s of utmost importance 
that coaches participate in their own 
meaningful, rigorous PD so they can 
continue to build their knowledge. 

What Helps Coaches  
Do Their Best?
Make It Voluntary 
Let’s return to Richard’s experience 
to explore some ways a leadership 
coach can work effectively with a 
principal—and conditions that help 
make this happen. In the initial phase 

of coaching, my job was to get to 
know Richard. Over several weeks, I 
observed him leading a staff meeting, 
facilitating PD, debriefing a teacher 
observation, walking around school 
at lunchtime, and interacting with 
parents. I read his previous evalua-
tions as well as the end-of-year staff 
feedback. And I engaged Richard in 
many conversations, during which 
I asked a handful of questions and 
 listened a great deal. 

One thing that helped was that 
Richard wanted a coach and was eager 
to grow. He invited me to challenge 
him and push his thinking. Ideally, 
coaching is offered to the willing. 
Coaching leaders who don’t want to 

be coached is another story. But when 
coaching is offered as a means for 
growth and separated from evaluation, 
it’s not hard to find principals who 
want to sign up. 

Let Leaders Set Their Own Goals
As my understanding of Richard grew, 
we moved toward determining a focus 
for our work. Coaching needs to be 
anchored in a set of goals or an area 
for inquiry. Goals could be aligned to 
professional standards or an evalu-
ation tool if that feels authentic to the 
leader. Whatever goals are chosen, it’s 
essential that the person being coached 
feels intrinsically motivated to pursue 
those goals. Richard chose to focus our 
coaching on these inquiry questions: 

Q How can I feel like myself as 
an African American man leading a 
 predominantly white staff? 

Q How can I develop my staff’s 
 cultural competency? 

Q How can I compassionately lead 
for equity? 

To explore these questions, Richard 
and I developed an action plan that 
included surveying and interviewing 
teachers and staff members. Some of 
the data we collected landed with a 
thud, such as a young, white, female 
teacher’s comment that “I feel nervous 
when I’m in a room alone with you 
because sometimes you just seem so 
angry and I’m not sure what you’ll do.” 
During this interview, at which I was 
present, Richard stayed remarkably 
calm. He thanked the teacher for her 
honesty. I noticed his hand trembling 
as he took notes, however, and later, 
this was where we started our  
conversation. 

Protect Conversation
Coaching happens in conversation. 
This is when the coach artfully 
employs a set of strategies to prompt 
learning and when the principal settles 
into reflection. It’s absolutely essential 
that the school leader have protected, 
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uninterrupted time with his or her 
coach. 

Ensuring that these conditions are 
in place takes proactive strategizing. 
When Richard had a coaching session, 
the staff was informed that the dean 
was the first responder on duty. 
Richard hung a sign on his door that 
said, “Interrupt me only if the school 
is burning down.” We were never 
interrupted. 

Transformational Coaching 
The coaching model I have developed 
and use is called transformational 
coaching. This approach holds that 
effective leadership coaching addresses 
and explores the behaviors the school 
leader needs to do well (such as 
leading a staff meeting, analyzing data, 
and observing a lesson), the beliefs 
(about learning, leadership, 
equity, and so on) from which 
that leader operates, and his 
or her ways of being, which 
includes the leader’s identity, 
ways of communicating, and 
emotions. 

I call this “coaching the 
three Bs”—behaviors, beliefs, 
and being. Many coaching 
models focus exclusively 
on behaviors. But without 
exploring the beliefs from 
which those behaviors emerge 
or how those beliefs are 
expressed through a leader’s 
way of being, the impact of 
coaching is limited. Leaders 
who are working in diverse 
contexts need a coaching 
model that openly explores 
beliefs, identities, emotions, 
and ways of communicating 
because they are confronted 
daily by the perspectives of 
many different stakeholders 
and by a wide range of ways 
of being. And a district 
that intends to create equi-
table schools needs to use 

a  transformational model because 
disrupting inequities will require 
exploring varying beliefs and ways of 
being. 

Exploring Difficult Emotions
At different points in a coaching con-
versation, it may be most important 
to explore either behaviors, beliefs, or 
ways of being. When Richard and I 
sat down to debrief the interviews that 
included the one in which the teacher 
confessed she felt nervous around him, 
I opened the conversation by asking 
where he wanted to start. Richard 
gazed out the window and responded 
in a flat tone, “I guess we should 
analyze the data for trends.” 

I paused, then said, “I’m not hearing 
a lot of enthusiasm in your voice. Are 
you sure about that?” 

He sighed. “I’m trying to let [the 
teacher’s] comment go.” 

I paused again. Holding silence is a 
valuable coaching skill. Richard con-
tinued, “I mean, really? She’s not sure 
what I’ll do?” He shook his head. 

I realized that I needed to help 
Richard explore his emotions, part of 
his way of being. “Tell me more about 
what you’re thinking or feeling,” I said. 

“I am angry,” Richard answered. 
“Even in this moment I’m so angry, 
and I’m wondering if I make you 
scared.” 

“You don’t.” When coaching, I’m 
intentional about being a calm and 
grounded presence, conveying that 
calm through my body language, tone 
of voice, pitch, and pace of talking. 
“What else is going through your 
mind?” 

Richard then spoke for 10 
minutes, describing what it felt 
like to lead his predominantly 
white staff, how he didn’t feel 
seen for who he really was, but 
only as an African American 
man distorted by our soci-
ety’s dominant perceptions of 
African American men. “It’s 
a dehumanizing experience,” 
he said, his voice constricting. 
“And then I’m expected to 
take care of their emotions, to 
make them feel OK.” 

I paraphrased what I’d 
heard: “You have a right, as a 
human being, to be yourself 
at school, to be here as a black 
man and not have to conform 
to a distortion.” 

The coaching, at this point, 
needed to be cathartic, to 
allow Richard the opportunity 
to name his emotional expe-
rience. Emotional intelligence 
is key to effective coaching. 
Coaches must be comfortable 
in the presence of strong emo-
tions, including anger. With 
patience, the waves of intense 

As I begin a new leadership role as an assistant 

principal, I feel such gratitude for the mentorship 

of my supervisor during my yearlong adminis-

trative internship. As an introvert, I was often chal-

lenged by the emotions that I bumped into during 

the change process. There is no doubt that he saw 

this need within me and coached me to realize my 

blind side. 

The most important task he engaged me in was 

reflective meaning-making dialogue, giving me 

the time and space to process the challenges I 

confronted. Through adept, safe, and thoughtful 

questioning, he challenged me to get out of my 

analyst head and into my heart. The emotions 

this surfaced enabled me to connect with myself 

and empathize with the broader change process 

at play I was witnessing with colleagues. I also 

received feedback that the work I was engaged in 

was valued and significant.

My mentor awakened me to my vulnerability 

and helped me to turn it into an ability.

--Laura Bond, assistant principal,  
East Windsor Regional School District, 

Hightstown High School, Hightstown, New Jersey

Turning Vulnerability into Ability
R E A D E R S ’  S T O R I E S
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emotion will pass, as they did with 
Richard. Below anger is often sadness, 
and a coach must also be comfortable 
with tears, which sometimes surface. 

When Richard was ready, we 
shifted to talk about what he could 
do to build his staff’s cultural compe-
tence. Richard was clear that if some 
teachers perceived his behaviors as 
potentially threatening, they were also 
bound to perceive the behaviors of 
some African American male students 
as threatening. The consequences of 
those perceptions could be seen in the 
disproportionately high numbers of 
African American male students sent 
to the office for “defiance.” We had 
moved into the territory of beliefs (the 
teachers’ beliefs and Richard’s) and 
behaviors.

By the end of this coaching session, 
Richard had expanded his plan for 
building cultural competency. This 
plan included engaging staff in reading 
key texts, inviting parents to partic-
ipate on a panel discussion about their 
experiences in school, and organizing 
affinity groups in which staff could 
speak with one another about how 
their cultural background influenced 
how they engaged with students of 
other backgrounds. More important, 
he felt renewed and reenergized. As 
we wrapped up, I asked him what he’d 
learned in our conversation that day. 
He responded, 

Truthfully, when [the teacher] said I 
scared her, I wanted to just quit. Now, 
I’m grateful she said that because it 
pushed me to address the perception of 
black males at our school. I’m grateful 
that I could debrief with you. I can see 
my areas for growth as a principal even 
more clearly, and I have a plan to build 
my teachers’ skills. What hurt has made 
me stronger, although I don’t know if 
that would’ve happened had I not had 
a coach.

Support that Makes  
the Difference 
Most of the principals whom I’ve 
coached over the last 10 years have 

been people of color. Together, we’ve 
worked on refining the behaviors that 
their role requires of them, but more 
often, we’ve worked in the territory 
of beliefs and ways of being. We’ve 
explored what it means to be a leader 
of color in schools full of black and 
brown children and of how gender and 
class background intersect with racial 
identity markers, making some aspects 
of leadership tricky. 

Whether the leader led a diverse 
staff or a homogenous staff that was 
from a different racial/ethnic back-
ground than the leader, what’s been 
universal is leaders’ need for a safe, 
confidential space where they could 
talk about the complexities of their 
role—complexities that often had the 
leader’s core identity at the center. 
Many white principals I’ve coached 
(who often led schools full of students 
of color) had a similar need to explore 
their identities. 

These leaders all worked in organi-
zations that voiced a commitment to 
hiring and retaining culturally com-
petent leaders and leaders of color. 
The factor that made the difference 
between whether these principals 
stayed at their schools for many years 
or left after a year or two was whether 
or not they had support, meaning 
someone nonjudgmental with whom 
they could talk regularly, often a 
coach. 

Leadership coaching in schools 
is in a nascent phase. Although 
instructional coaching is widespread, 
coaching for school and central office 
leaders has been slow to take root. But 
the kind of transformational coaching 
program I’ve described can have 
 tremendous benefits for both leaders 

and students—and is especially helpful 
for districts committed to interrupting 
educational inequities and reducing 
leader turnover. It’s essential for dis-
tricts that aspire to implement such 
coaching to clearly articulate their 
vision and goals for the program, train 
coaches extensively, and gather data 
on the program’s effects. 

The Rest of Richard’s Story
Three years have passed since I met 
Richard. He still leads the same school, 
and I’m still coaching him. When I 
asked Richard recently what he valued 
most about our coaching sessions, 
he said, 

I can just be me for a couple hours 
when we meet. I can be angry or sad or 
scared or elated, and you’re always OK 
with it. I am learning more about who 
I am from coaching. These hours [of 
coaching] are teaching me more about 
leadership than anything. They’re a 
break I look forward to all week.

As it has for other principals, I like 
to think that coaching allowed Richard 
to keep loving his job, his teachers, his 
students, and his school—and to keep 
going. EL
 

Elena Aguilar (info@elenaaguilar.com; 
www.elenaaguilar.com) is the author 
of The Art of Coaching Teams: Building 
Resilient Communities That Transform 
Schools (Jossey-Bass, 2016) and The 
Art of Coaching: Effective Strategies for 
School Transformation (Jossey-Bass, 
2013). She trains coaches in transforma-
tional methods; consults with schools, 
districts, and organizations; and coaches 
site leaders in San Francisco, California. 
Follow her on Twitter @artofcoaching1.

Principals need a safe space to explore identity 
questions that are often at the forefront 
of conflicts inherent in their roles. 
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Elizabeth A. City and Danique A. Dolly

I

n April 2015, in the eerie silence before riots erupted 
in reaction to Freddie Gray, Jr.’s death, Danique, 
principal of Baltimore’s City Neighbors High School 
(and coauthor of this article), felt as if his greatest 
fears as a school leader were coming to life before his 

eyes. In reaction to an incident seen as unjust, anger and 
hatred were brewing and spreading throughout Baltimore. 
Danique wanted his school to be an oasis of peace within 
the city. But he now faced the reality that events beyond his 
control were unfolding in ways that would seriously affect 
the school and his students. A collective fury that would 
literally ignite the city was rising.

There were no fire drills or lockdown procedures to 
help Danique deal with the inflamed emotions in the air 
that spring day. Although he was able to ensure that all his 
students got home safely, he knew he’d have much more 
work to do once they returned. To know what to do during 
the days of the riots and beyond, Danique had to figure 
out what to pay attention to. Students and staff members 
would need healing and direction. They would need to 

become a community that would listen to and learn from 
one another—while continuing their planned academic 
work. Danique knew that to do those things successfully, 
he would have to face the fire—the fire of inequity in 
Baltimore and people’s anger about it. He would have to 
keep the emotional flame surrounding this inequity under 
control without putting it out. That meant he’d have to lead 
the school in talking about injustice—and race. 

The Fire of Candid Discussion
Like many educators, we like to talk about race—some-
times. And frankly, sometimes we don’t. We don’t have 
much patience for talking about race without a purpose. 
But we don’t have a lot of patience for avoiding talking 
about race if that avoidance gets in the way of learning. 

School leaders need to create learning environments 
where all learners can bring their full selves to school. In 
our experience, that means making it possible for people 
to talk about the range of identities they hold, including 
racial identity. When a school community faces situations 
of injustice—around race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, or 
other differences—the goal should be to not just discuss 

Good leaders build their 
capacity to lead for equity, 
including openly addressing 
issues of injustice and race. 

TENDING THE 
FIRE
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the matter, but also learn through it. 
Opportunities for discussing equity and race should be 

respected and used like fire. They strengthen a school when 
used correctly, even when temperatures rise; but if mis-
handled or manipulated, they can burn our whole house 
down. We share here ways leaders can foster discussions 
about equity that are more like a candle in the dark than 
a wildfire.

Light the Flame with Students 
One of the best ways to build your school’s capacity 
around issues of equity is to start by tending the fire in 
students. When students are encouraged to talk and take 
action around subjects they care about, authentic learning 
happens. Many students feel inequities deeply and love to 
take them on. But first, you must be willing to allow such 
hot topics to enter the school’s space constructively. All the 
ways you already gather students—homeroom/advisory, 
classrooms, community meetings, electives, and after-
school clubs—offer opportunities to bring students together 
to discuss, share, and take action. Your staff may also have 
issues they care about deeply; matching student and staff 

interests generates great energy. Here are some things you 
might promote as a leader: 

Q Write to the staff and school community (especially 
after an incident has taken place) about social justice issues. 
Encourage them to think about what you can do as a school 
community to respond to events.

Q Create a social justice day for the school to take on 
topics as a community in a conference-style manner.

Q Offer incentives for homerooms and school groups to 
create and share public service announcements with the 
community on issues of their concern.

Q Work with the staff to develop various ways to posi-
tively allow students to express themselves.

When Danique provided forums for his students to 
discuss equity issues they felt strongly about, they rose 
to the challenge eagerly and creatively. Many students 
expressed their disgust at being called “thugs” during the 
Freddie Gray riots. Some wrote about this disrespect; others 
created songs to address it. When students learned about 
redlining in Baltimore (banks refusing to provide loans in 
certain neighborhoods), they created an exhibition of a 
model neighborhood with some areas “redlined” to help 
make others aware of the issue. Students who were dis-
tressed about the rising number of homicides in Baltimore 

put on a play to bring attention to the issue. Older students 
created a Best Buddy group to help younger special edu-
cation students who were picked on. And when LGBT stu-
dents began talking about how they felt unsafe, they formed 
a club to support and empower one another.

Danique made addressing issues, feelings, and con-
cerns around race and injustice a priority. He believed his 
role was to question everyone about what could be done 
and to channel the many ideas into actions. Along with 
finding and creating the space for projects to develop, a 
lot of the leadership work was in making the community 
aware that the school promoted and encouraged positive 
action. He also valued bringing in different voices, perspec-
tives, and resources from within and outside of the school 

School leaders need to create learning 
environments where people can talk 
about the range of identities they 
bring, including racial identity.
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A City Neighbors high school student listens intently during a 
discussion on bravery versus courage.

City.indd   39 3/30/17   12:33 PM



40   E D U C A T I O N A L  L E A D E R S H I P  /  M A Y  2 0 1 7

 community. Although he didn’t have 
all the answers on what to do, Danique 
learned that through engaging empa-
thetically with various community 
members, students, and staff and being 
a part of discussions and idea sharing 
around injustice, he was strengthening 
his leadership. 

Enter the Fire Yourself
As the not-quite-fearless leader of 
a school community, you must be 
willing to enter the fire by speaking up 
about issues of inequity and racism and 
sharing your own emotions. And you 
must find the balance within yourself 
between talking about injustices you’re 
passionate about and making space for 
the variety of concerns and feelings 
your community has. 

As a black man who had been 
stopped by the police himself, Danique 
knew deep down the feeling of help-
lessness racism can bring. He also 
knew that focusing only on his anger 
as a black man wouldn’t help his 
staff and student community, which 
was a mixture of black, white, and 
Latino/a people with a wide range of 
 experiences. 

Danique felt more vulnerable as a 
leader when he pushed for discus-
sions as a community around race 
than when he pushed for discussion 
around issues like gender equity or 
other differences. But his fear of going 
overboard or making an error because 
of his own experiences as a black man 
didn’t stop him from tending to the 
hot topic. Not discussing the Freddie 
Gray tragedy would have been as bad 
as or worse than not discussing issues 
of school safety. He launched the 
 discussion with these words:

I feel like I am at least two or three 
people right now. I am a black man who 
is pained by seeing images of black men 
being killed, I’m an angry man who is 
fed up but knows that pure rage won’t 
get me anywhere because I’m a school 

principal and kids watch what I do and 
how I act or react. We have kids out 
there who may be feeling as angry and 
confused as myself or worse, and we 
have to be ready for them and figure out 
how we all will learn and grow from this 
situation.

Similarly, after the shooting of 
Keith Scott in September 2016 and 
subsequent riots in Charlotte, North 
Carolina, Liz (coauthor of this article) 
knew that as the white director of an 
education leadership program, saying 
nothing to her doctoral students 
wasn’t an option. (More accurately, 
silence is always an option, but not 
always a good one, particularly for a 
white leader.) She wasn’t sure exactly 
what to say. But her fear of going 
“underboard” or making an error as a 

white woman didn’t stop her because 
she’d learned that silence can hurt 
more than words. Acknowledging 
that something is happening and 
opening the space for others to speak 
and listen, however imperfectly, is an 
important first step. 

Build Diverse Relationships— 
and Practice
Another step toward building your 
capacity to lead for equity is forming 
relationships across lines of difference. 
The work of addressing equity issues 
is easier if you have rapport with col-
leagues across lines of difference (race, 
gender, language, religion, politics, 
and so on). You can be braver because 
you know certain people will tell you 
what they really think or where you’re 
going astray, and you’ll be able to hear 
them because you trust them. 

It also helps to take an honest look 
at your strengths and limitations. 
Sometimes you can see these reflected 
in your school: If your school isn’t 
good at something and you’re the 
leader, that’s probably a reflection of 
your weaker side (and vice versa). This 
is as true for equity issues as it is for 
more straightforward academic issues. 
It’s important to realize, for instance, 
that being a person of color doesn’t 
automatically mean you’ll be skilled in 
leading for equity or building others’ 
capacity to do so—although you’ve 
probably had more practice in talking 
about race than your white colleagues 
have. Similarly, being white doesn’t 
automatically disqualify you—or 
exempt you. The many identities you 
bring to leadership will affect how you 
lead for equity. Sometimes who you 
are will make this easier; sometimes 
harder. Often it will be both.

Leadership is a practice, so once 
you’ve identified areas you need to 
work on—practice! At some point, Liz 
noticed she didn’t hear many white 

We don’t have much 
patience for avoiding 
talking about race if 

that avoidance gets in 
the way of learning. 
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people say the word race, and that 
when she said it, she had a physical 
reaction—her heart skipping beats, her 
speech going faster. So she practiced 
bringing up race in real conversations 
until she had no physical reactions. 
Danique realized he needed to under-
stand how best to use his personal 
experiences while still giving others 
a voice, particularly because he led a 
predominantly white staff. 

As a leader tackling sensitive 
issues, you also need to recognize 
your own needs. Ask for help from 
your network, telling people exactly 
what kind of help you need. Do you 
need assistance finding resources 
such as discussion protocols? Or just 
a shoulder to cry on to hold yourself 
steady? Discuss and face your own 
feelings, even your biases. 

You don’t have to be perfect. 
But you do have to be learning and 
leading.

Build Colleagues’ Capacity
For some of us, it’s easier to work 
directly with students or hold up the 
mirror to ourselves than to spend 
time and energy building the capacity 
of our colleagues. But other adults 
in the building will likely engage in 
more dialogue with students on equity 
issues than you will as school leader, 
so it’s worth your investment to build 
their capacity. And when a community 
names truths, disagrees, and tries to 
really see and listen to one another, 
great learning happens.

We’ve found that when talking 
about equity—and race in particular—
giving anyone the impression you 
think they’re racist isn’t the best place 
to start. Liz learned this when she 
talked with a colleague about an inter-
action this teacher had had with stu-
dents that some students experienced 
as rude and others as racist. “No one 
likes to be called a racist,” the teacher 

told Liz. Although Liz hadn’t called 
her a racist, when she talked about the 
racially charged exchange, this teacher 
felt accused. 

So where do you start? Remember 
that the skills you have for leading 
adult learning in general apply to 
fostering adult learning about equity. 
So start out the way you would if 
you were trying to build your staff’s 
capacity about anything—by getting 
some sense of each individual’s 
comfort level and skills in that area, 
realizing that the level of confidence 

and skills will vary across your com-
munity. You might have your col-
leagues identify their level of comfort 
and skill in discussing—and having 
students discuss—equity or race 
issues, having them reflect on ques-
tions like, How comfortable am I 
discussing topics related to (in)equity 
with students? What steps can I take 
to improve my comfort level? What 
skills can I bring to facilitating dia-
logue around this hot topic? What 
skills must I acquire to get better—and 
what steps can I take to acquire them?1 

Once you see where staff members 
fall, you’ll see what each one needs 
most to build capacity. You might 
enlist those colleagues who demon-
strate high confidence and skill levels 
as leaders in launching equity discus-
sions. Those with skill in facilitating 
dialogue but low comfort with equity 
or race issues may need encour-
agement to give it a try. Colleagues 
with both low confidence and low 
skill might need some training, and 
they will certainly need lots of practice 
 discussing equity issues in safe spaces 

and receiving feedback. The bottom 
line: It’s worth noticing where each 
staff person is on this journey and 
helping him or her go farther. 

Contending with Fire
As leaders in education seeking equity 
for all, our fight will never end. Each 
incident we face related to social 
justice, race, and inequity will be 
rooted in deeper fires that we didn’t 
start, but which we must contend 
with as part of our world. Our role is 
to equip students to face that world. 

Danique’s students, for instance, faced 
a situation in which buses often drove 
past black students without stopping. 
Several students wrote a letter to the 
bus company, requesting a meeting. 

By helping students and colleagues 
control the fire of emotion sur-
rounding inequity and use its energy 
constructively, we can prepare stu-
dents for situations that will challenge 
them more than any math problem. 
We must build our own and others’ 
capacity to learn through, to learn in 
spite of, to learn because of, and to 
learn with. EL

1Resources for building comfort and 
skill include Courageous Conversations 
about Race by Glenn E. Singleton, What 
Does It Mean to Be White? by Robin 
DiAngelo, and the Social Justice Training 
Institute (www.sjti.org). 

Elizabeth A. City (elizabeth_city@gse.
harvard.edu) is senior lecturer on edu-
cation at Harvard Graduate School of 
Education. Danique A. Dolly (danique_
dolly@mail.harvard.edu), a former prin-
cipal, is a doctoral student in education 
leadership at HGSE. 

Silence is always an option, but not always a 
good one, particularly for a white leader.
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I

n his classic book What’s Worth 
Fighting for in the Principalship?, 
Michael Fullan (2008) identified 
a dozen action items for prin-
cipals and school systems that 

remain as relevant today as they were 
almost a decade ago. In particular, 
his clarion calls was to “de-privatize 
teaching” and to “elevate and invest 
in instructional leadership of the 
principal” (p. 58). But although there 
is now no scarcity of administrators, 
coaches, and other staff who have 
acquired titles suggesting instruc-
tional leadership, it is still difficult 
to find examples of instructors being 
led through a coherent set of policies 
and practices that routinely improve 
student achievement. 

We find this disconnect particularly 
glaring in the area of grading. Whether 
the issue is classroom scores on daily 
work or final report card grades 
with consequences for  scholarship 

 opportunities and university admis-
sions, grading remains the wild west 
of school improvement, in which 
policy coherence is more apparent in 
claims than in practice and anyone 
armed with a red pen can make deci-
sions with devastating instructional 
 consequences. 

Although we don’t encourage 
micromanagement of school grading 
policies, we insist that Fullan is right 
that there are a number of things 
school leaders should fight for—or 
against. And we are not bothered 
by the terminology’s suggestion of 
entering into conflict. No professional 
educator would hesitate to fight for the 
safety of a student, or to protect a child 
from physical harm. Some commonly 
used grading policies, we believe, rise 
to this level of urgency in that they 
threaten the emotional well-being 
and academic outcomes of children. 
Even the discourse sometimes used to 

What’s Worth 
Fighting Against

in Grading?
Four common grading practices can hurt  
students and erode instructional culture. 

Douglas Reeves, Lee Ann Jung, and Ken O’Connor

SPECIAL TOPIC
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justify noxious grading policies—“getting them ready for 
the real world”—is eerily akin to the rhetoric of corporal 
punishment. 

We recognize that educators have a wide range of per-
spectives on grading and can often find researchers to 
support alternative points of view. But we focus here on 
four areas in which the evidence is clear and the con-
sequences of inaction are grave (Brookhart et al., 2016; 
Guskey, 2015; O’Connor, 2011; Reeves, 2016): the use of 
the average, or arithmetic mean, to calculate a final grade; 
the grading of practice, or homework; the use of the zero on 
the 100-point scale; and the use of grading as punishment 
for misbehavior. Individually and collectively, these prac-
tices result in inaccurate measures and encourage stu-
dents to see school as being about compliance and points 
 accumulation rather than learning. 

We realize there are plenty of other questionable grading 
practices. But we have seen overly ambitious grading-
reform initiatives stopped dead in their tracks because of 
the overwhelming and threatening nature of the changes. 
In focusing on four commonly used grading policies as 

 first-line priorities for schools, our aim is to avoid  
sacrificing progress on the altar of perfection. 

Use of the Average 
There is no assessment in the real world that matters—not 
licensing tests for driving or performing brain surgery, not 
professional exams for becoming an engineer, pilot, hair-
dresser, or nuclear reactor safety official—that relies on an 
average of performances. To calculate a grading average 
across time is to engage in the fantasy that proficient indi-
viduals never make mistakes or, more likely, that their mis-
takes are counterproductive. Watch any toddler learning to 
walk, and it is clear that mistakes are the engine of success. 
To say the toddler should get a poor grade in walking 
because of her many spectacular failures along the way 
would be ridiculous. She eventually got there. She mastered 
the skill. 

One rationale for the use of the average in calculating a 
final score appears to be that good students get things right 
the first time. But this is not true, except in cases where 
students aren’t challenged. When the curriculum is rig-
orous, all students make mistakes, but the most successful 
students always learn from those mistakes. To average indi-
cators of the students’ performance across time is to neglect 
this facet of the learning process. It’s tantamount to saying 
that we don’t care whether our teaching had any impact 
on learning, or that how students performed early on will 
always matter. Do we really believe this? 

A grading system that persistently punishes mistakes 
instead of rewarding eventual progress and mastery guar-
antees the stagnation of learning. By contrast, a grading 
system that emphasizes a student’s current performance 
or most recent evidence of achievement gives students a 
reason to keep trying. Not only do students deserve a grade 
that reflects their achievements, but teachers deserve credit 
for their accomplishment in delivering effective instruction 
and interventions. O
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A grading system that persistently 
punishes mistakes instead of 
rewarding eventual progress 
and mastery guarantees the 
stagnation of learning.
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Grading Homework 
No one questions the value of practice. 
Musicians, athletes, geographers, 
mathematicians, and poets all practice 
their craft and, with coaching and 
support, improve their performance. 
The characteristics of what Anders 
Ericsson and Robert Pool (2016) call 
gold standard practice are consistent. 
Students must receive coaching and 
immediate descriptive feedback, 
proceed in incremental steps, and 
engage in practice that is specifi-
cally designed to help them get to the 
next level of skill, understanding, or 
knowledge. 

The compulsion to grade homework 
is often based on the conviction that 
applying a score to practice, even 
when done in non-ideal conditions, 
will lead to better performance. In 
fact, this approach to homework leads 
to two types of negative outcomes—
blindly compliant students who sul-
lenly work at skills that rarely matter, 
and their even more sullen peers 
who work at nothing, unable even to 
approach the task because they can’t 
do it independently. The first group 
finds school excruciatingly boring; 
the second group finds it humiliating. 
Students in neither group engage in 
authentic learning. 

As Ericsson and Pool argue, exem-
plary practice is far from easy. But the 
absence of a grade does not imply the 
absence of rigor. Real rigor involves 
persistence, determination, resilience, 
and commitment to improvement—
with the help of expert feedback that is 
far more demanding than markings of 
A+ or 100 percent. 

The Zero on a 100-Point Scale 
Teachers’ right to give zeros for 
missing work has many staunch 
defenders who see it as a no-nonsense 
assertion of academic values. The most 
direct way to address this position is to 
ask colleagues who use the 100-point 
scale what the minimum number of 
points is that a student should earn 

for work that earns an A, a B, a C, 
and so forth. Teachers in the United 
States typically respond with numbers 
roughly corresponding to 90, 80, 70, 
and 60. Why then does the mark for 
missing work—essentially an F—drop 
all the way down to zero? “It’s simple,” 
proponents of the practice contend. 
“No work, no credit.” But especially 
when combined with the averaging 
practices already discussed, a zero for 
missing work results in a grade that 

does not accurately represent a stu-
dent’s achievement and from which 
he or she most likely will be unable 
recover. 

Recognizing the harm this policy 
can cause, some schools have 
responded with the minimum 50 
grading policy. The idea is that the 
interval between different grade levels 
should be equal, and therefore the 
interval between D and F (60 and 
50) should be the same as the other 
intervals between higher grades. But 
this inevitably leads to the retort that 
students are “getting 50 points for 
doing nothing,” and school adminis-
trators and policymakers often beat a 
hasty retreat. 

The more appropriate and more 
direct way to solve the problem is to 
return to the time-honored grade-
point system in which A is 4, B is 
3, C is 2, D is 1, and F is a zero. For 
this system to be mathematically 
consistent with the 100-point, zero-
for-missing-work measure, a teacher 
would have to contend that while an 
A is 4 points, a B is 3 points, a C is 2 
points, and a D is 1 point, a student’s 
failure to turn in work should result 
in a score of negative six. We have col-
lectively seen some outlandish grading 

policies in our work, but, to the best 
of our knowledge, even the fiercest 
opponents of grading reform have not 
 suggested this one. 

So the solution is simple—
implement the 4-point scale. We don’t 
often see education reform initiatives 
that make teachers’ jobs easier, but 
grading on a 4-point scale instead of 
a percentage-based scale is one such 
example. Win-win! 

Grading Behavior and Late Work 
Many classrooms continue to have pol-
icies that wield grades as punishment 
for behavioral issues, such as absences, 
tardiness, inappropriate conduct, and, 
most often, submitting late work. 
The fundamental problem with this 
approach is that it ignores the primary 
purpose of academic grades, which is 
to communicate information about 
student achievement with reference 
to learning goals. When grades are 
used to punish poor behavior, the true 
meaning of the grade becomes unclear 
because it is now an uncertain mix of 
achievement and behavior. A student 
who receives a C may have learned 
the content well but failed to submit 
homework or submitted assignments 
late. Conversely, the student may have 
demonstrated compliant behavior 
but failed to master the content. 
When indicators of behavior and 
achievement are combined in this way, 
we can no longer tell the difference. 

Not only does including indicators 
of behavior in an achievement grade 
cause difficulties with interpreting the 
grade; it’s also harmful to students’ 
motivation and engagement. When 
grades are lowered because of late 
work or missing homework, especially 
if the penalties are severe, students 
can lose hope that they can catch up, 
which reduces their motivation to try. 

We believe positive behaviors, 
including promptness, are important 
to teach, but consequences for 
behavior should directly address the 
behavior and not involve penalties that 

Grading remains the 
wild west of school 

improvement.
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affect students’ academic grades. Stu-
dents who submit work late don’t need 
a markdown for their indiscretion; 
they need our support. If the work is 
important, it is better that it be done 
late than not done at all. 

The appropriate response to late 
work is to provide places and times 
where students are required to com-
plete the work. Some students may 
want to be punctual but have difficulty 
with executive functioning. Others 
may have lost interest in the content—
or in school in general. Before we can 
address the behavior of turning work 
in late, we must understand why a 
student is experiencing this challenge. 
Time management and project man-
agement are skills to be learned, not 
inherent character traits. Our job is to 
use research-based practices to support 
these students, both academically and 
behaviorally. 

In addition to supports that directly 
address behavior, schools and districts 
should include a limited number of 
behavioral marks in a separate section 
of the report card. This makes the 
clear statement that the behaviors 
are of such importance that they are 
brought to the forefront of the report. 
And doing so ensures that everyone 
involved has clear and accurate infor-
mation about each student’s academic 
achievement and behavior. 

Starting Points for  
Grading Reform
The standards-based grading 
movement—which calls for the evalu-
ation of student progress with respect 
to clearly delineated performance 
standards with a limited number of 
levels—has exposed consistent gaps 
between recommended grading prac-
tices and what is currently happening 
in schools. The sweeping changes 
that are needed have many educators 
and administrators wondering where 
to begin. But in their attempts to 
implement standards-based grading 
fully and quickly, some districts have 
faced harsh backlash from parents 

and school boards. Understandably, 
this leaves other school leaders appre-
hensive about making changes to 
grading policies. 

The need to implement healthy 
grading practices is an urgent one; 
this action will benefit all learners, but 
especially those who are struggling. 
Even so, charging forward in a top-
down fashion to change all grading 
practices at once can leave educators 
and families feeling unprepared and 
frustrated. It is preferable to establish 
practical starting points. By taking 
clear steps to eliminate averaging, 
achievement grades for homework, 
zeros on a 100-point scale, and grade 
penalties for late work, schools will 
be well on their way to more effective 
grading practices. 

As school leaders take on each of 
these first four steps in grading reform, 
we recommend that they include edu-
cators and families in the discussion 
but remain firm about what is good for 
students. Educators and families will, 
rightfully, demand to know why these 
initiatives are necessary. Teachers will 
want to know what is so wrong with 
current grading practices. Families 
will want to know why schools are 
changing from the type of grades they 
are familiar with. Leaders must be pre-
pared to answer these and the dozens 
of other questions that will arise. They 
will need to continue pushing their 
understanding forward by examining 
data and studying the full complexity 

of issues of grading and assessment 
and how they affect student outcomes. 

By staying engaged in the issues and 
informed by the literature, school 
leaders will be prepared to take on the 
next set of grading reform practices as 
their schools become ready. Imple-
menting schoolwide or districtwide 
grading reform can be demanding 
work. But the serious problems  
with practices we describe are not  
controversial among the scholars of 
classroom assessment. Without 
question, this is the right work  
to do. EL
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How school leaders can get the most  
from giving and receiving feedback.

Douglas Stone and Jenn David-Lang

F

ew competencies are as important to school leaders as giving and receiving 
feedback—giving it skillfully to teachers, and receiving it skillfully from, 
well, everyone. Most educators agree that various forms of feedback are 
necessary and helpful. Even so, today’s unending cascade of new direc-
tives governing who gets feedback, how frequently, and for what purpose 

can feel counterproductive. 
These divergent views of feedback shouldn’t surprise us. John Hattie1 found that 

feedback is one of the top 10 influences on student achievement. And we can all 
recall times in our own lives when feedback has helped us change for the better, 

Stop 
Sabotaging 
Feedback

TASHATUVANGO/iSTOCK
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make it to the next level, or see our-
selves more clearly. But we’ve all also 
experienced the opposite—times when 
feedback damaged our identity, trig-
gered our anger, or felt threatening to 
our security and future. 

That’s the dichotomy school 
leaders face when giving or receiving 
feedback. It can feel like the very best 
use of our time—or a complete waste 
of it. 

Feedback is fraught and complex 
because human relationships are 
fraught and complex. But school 
leaders can adopt a number of prac-
tices to make feedback less threatening 
and more productive. Here, we explore 
two such ideas. 

When Giving Feedback, Separate 
Coaching from Evaluation 
Feedback that school leaders give 
to teachers serves several purposes. 
Two of the most important are evalu-
ation and coaching. (A third purpose, 
appreciation, is also crucial, but that’s 
a subject for another day.) Feedback 
for the purpose of evaluation helps us 
make choices about hiring, tenure, and 
resources; it provides teachers with a 
sense of where they stand and whether 
their job is secure. Feedback for the 
purpose of coaching helps teachers 
improve their teaching practice. 

Understand How Evaluation 
 Undermines Coaching
Both of these forms of feedback are 
important, but evaluation hijacks our 
attention in a way that coaching does 
not. When the two kinds of feedback 
are given during roughly the same 
time period by the same person, 

evaluation can drown out even well-
delivered, otherwise useful coaching. 

Consider a study by Ruth Butler2 
that compared how scoring (evalu-
ation) and comments (coaching) 
affected student achievement. Of three 
types of feedback given on students’ 
papers, which do you think had the 
greatest impact on student progress: 
(1) a score, (2) comments, or (3) a 
score and comments? 

When students in the study received 
one of these three types of feedback 
and then revised their work, those 
who had only received a score made 
no progress, whereas those who had 
received only comments improved 
about 30 percent. That outcome is 

not so surprising. But what may be 
surprising is that students who had 
received both a score and comments 
also made no progress. The effect of 
giving students a score had wiped out 
the benefits of giving them comments. 
Because they were so concerned about 
the score, students simply did not 
process the comments. Of course, the 
same thing happens with adults; when 
we’re evaluated and offered coaching 
at the same time, the effects of the 
coaching are lost. 

In schools, we often conflate 
coaching and evaluation. Imagine, 
as principal, that you’re having an 
end-of-year evaluation conversation 
with a teacher. You come prepared 
to discuss the lesson you observed. 
You start by noting that the teacher 
has successfully built rapport with his 
students, and then you move to some 
constructive coaching. You point out 
that his questioning could have been 

more rigorous if it had been higher-
order and less teacher-centered, and 
you suggest some specific language 
the teacher could use next time. Then 
you give the teacher a formal evalu-
ation of his performance, based partly 
on his use of questioning techniques 
(effective, ineffective, or some other 
rating from the prevailing rubric). 

What will the teacher take away 
from this conversation? The teacher 
knows that at some point during the 
interaction, he’ll be given a rating or 
score that might positively or nega-
tively affect his future—or at least 
his self-esteem. As you skillfully 
share your coaching, the teacher isn’t 
thinking, as we might hope, “How 
can I use this feedback to improve my 
questioning?” Instead, he’s thinking, 
“What will my evaluation score be? 
Will it be fair? Does the principal 
even see what I’ve been contributing? 
What’s going to happen if I don’t get 
the evaluation I think I deserve? What 
will I say to my spouse?” 

It’s not that this teacher is neurotic; 
he’s simply human. And chances are 
that when you observe him the next 
time, you’ll find that his questioning 
skills haven’t improved. 

Find Ways to Disentangle the Two
The surest way to reduce the tension 
between evaluation and coaching is to 
separate the two. Ideally, evaluation 
and coaching should be provided at 
separate times, and coaching should 
be provided by someone other than 
the person tasked with evaluation. 
One K–5 school in the Bronx accom-
plishes this by having the principal 
evaluate the grade 3–5 teachers and 
coach the K–2 teachers while the 
assistant principal does the reverse. 
This strategy doesn’t provide an imper-
meable barrier between the two types 
of feedback, but it’s a smart solution. 
It allows the coaching conversation to 

When we’re evaluated and offered coaching at the 
same time, the effects of the coaching are lost.
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be what it’s intended to be: a space to 
brainstorm, learn, try on ideas, share 
vulnerabilities, and celebrate triumphs. 

Even if your school is not able 
to have different people carry out 
coaching and evaluation, you should 
at least separate coaching and evalu-
ation in time. Although evaluation 
conversations may take place once 
or twice a year, coaching should be 
ongoing and regular throughout 
the year. Coaching sessions should 
include no rubric scoring or other 
evaluations. If the school leader has 
significant coaching to offer a teacher 
at the end of the year, it should be 
given in a different meeting from the 
evaluation. 

When Receiving Feedback, Take 
Charge of Your Own Learning 
School leaders make an implicit 
assumption about feedback: that it’s a 
skill that belongs to the feedback giver. 
And it’s true that giving feedback is a 
skill, which we can do well or poorly. 
What leaders often miss, though, 
is that receiving feedback is also a 
skill that we can do well or poorly. 
In addition to being good at giving 
feedback, effective leaders are also 
good at receiving it—whether it’s from 
parents, students, teachers, or peers. 

Receiving feedback is an important 
skill because even well-delivered, 
well-intentioned feedback will fall 
flat if the receiver doesn’t hear it the 
way it’s meant. The person getting 
the feedback has the power to decide 
whether it’s on target, fair, or helpful, 
and to decide whether to use the 
feedback or dismiss it. This realization 
can be frustrating for the feedback 
giver. But for the feedback receiver, 
it can be liberating: “I can determine 
whether this feedback is helpful. I can 
take charge of my own learning.” 

Being good at receiving feedback 
doesn’t necessarily mean agreeing 

with the feedback—rather, it means 
engaging in the conversation with an 
open mind and heart and then making 
a thoughtful choice about whether the 
feedback is useful. Here are two things 
school leaders should keep in mind 
when they’re on the receiving end of 
feedback.

Don’t Fixate on What’s Wrong  
with the Feedback
One of the most common mistakes we 
make as feedback receivers is to listen 
for what’s wrong with the feedback. 
In one sense, this impulse is perfectly 
reasonable; if feedback is off target, 
there’s no sense in taking it. We have 

enough to worry about without trying 
to follow bad advice. The problem is, 
we can always find something in the 
feedback to quarrel with. To truly 
benefit from feedback, we also have to 
ask, “What’s right or useful about this 
feedback?” 

For example, suppose that you’re a 
high school principal, and the super-
intendent sends you an e-mail saying 
that he’s concerned that the percentage 
of your students passing the Algebra 
2 state test has declined. Your internal 
reaction may be, “This superintendent 

has no idea of the extraordinary efforts 
we’ve been making on this front now 
that the Algebra 2 test has become 
Common Core-aligned. He was an 
English teacher with little background 
in math, and he should respect the 
efforts the math teachers have made.” 

Your reaction is understandable; 
you’re feeling underappreciated and 
doubting that the superintendent’s 
criticisms are fully informed. Those 
are important concerns, but you 
shouldn’t dismiss the feedback on the 
basis of these reactions. You should 
not only ask what’s wrong with the 
feedback, but also what might be right 
with it. For example, the superin-

tendent may actually have uncovered 
a trend in student math performance 
that your school needs to address. 

As the feedback receiver, you should 
try to clarify and understand the 
feedback. If you need some guidance 
from someone with a stronger math 
background to better understand the 
problem, you can pull that person into 
the discussion as well. You can apprise 
the superintendent of what is already 
being done to address the drop in test 
scores, and at the same time work to 
understand his concerns. 

Being good at receiving 
feedback means engaging 
in the conversation with 
an open mind and heart.
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Dig Deeper 
Understanding what another person 
means is not as simple as it seems. 
Imagine that you’re an assistant prin-
cipal, and the principal offers you this 
feedback: “I observed the 7th grade 
team meeting yesterday, and I’m not 
sure you’re supervising your grade 
teams very well.” You think, “That 
makes no sense. I’m doing a great 
job of supervising the grade teams! 
Maybe she’s concerned that I wasn’t at 
the meeting, but I purposely let team 
leaders run their meetings without me 
to empower them, and that’s a good 
thing.” 

The problem with rejecting the 
feedback at this point is that you don’t 
yet understand it. What does the prin-
cipal mean when she says you are not 
“supervising” your grade teams well? 
Is she really concerned about your 
absence at the meeting? If so, what’s 
her rationale? Perhaps she’s satisfied 
with the responsibility you’re giving 
grade-level team leaders, but she 
observed something at the meeting 
that makes her think you’re not 
holding these leaders accountable. You 
can’t figure out whether the feedback 
is on target and helpful until you 
understand it. 

In addition to being vague, feedback 
in education often comes in the form 
of jargon. Suggestions like “make 
data-driven decisions,” “ensure that 
teachers engage in inquiry cycles,” and 
“use research-based instructional prac-
tices” are well intentioned, but they 

have little content on their own. When 
your supervisor gives you feedback 
that comes in the form of a vague label 
or that’s couched in education jargon, 
suppress your knee-jerk impulse to 
dismiss it. Instead, take charge of 
your own learning. Ask the principal, 
“When you say my supervision isn’t 
effective, what specifically are you 
concerned about? Help me under-
stand what good supervision looks 
like to you and why, and I’ll share my 

thinking as well.” This will give you 
a clearer idea of the principal’s expec-
tations and enable the two of you to 
have a more meaningful discussion 
about successful supervision.

Be a Feedback Role Model 
For school leaders, becoming good at 
giving and receiving feedback comes 
with an added benefit: There is no 
training you can offer, no teaching 
you can provide, that will improve the 
quality of feedback at your school as 
much as your own example. 

When you give feedback, be explicit 
about separating evaluation and 
coaching so that the receiver can hear 
the coaching and act on it. When you 
receive feedback, really engage in the 
conversation; work to understand 
what the giver means and look for 
what’s useful about the feedback. Be 
clear that you not only welcome 
feedback, you demand it. Be noisy 
about the importance of improving 
your school’s feedback culture—for 
students, for teachers, for parents, and 
for yourself. EL

1Hattie, J. (2012). Visible learning for 
teachers: Maximizing impact on learning. 
New York: Routledge.

2Cited in Wiliam, D. (2011). Embedded 
formative assessment. Bloomington, IN: 
Solution Tree.

Douglas Stone (stone@diffcon.com) is 
a managing partner at Triad Consulting 
Group and a lecturer at Harvard Law 
School. He is the coauthor, with Sheila 
Heen, of Thanks for the Feedback: The 
Science and Art of Receiving Feedback 
Well (Penguin, 2014). Jenn David-
Lang (J.DavidLang@gmail.com) is an 
educational consultant and founder 
of The Main Idea (www.themainidea.
net), a service that improves the pro-
fessional knowledge of school leaders 
by providing them with monthly book 
 summaries and workshop ideas. 

We can always find something in the 
feedback to quarrel with. To truly benefit 
from feedback, we also have to ask, “What’s 
right or useful about this feedback?”

My mentor has taught me the 
art of the pivot—that in just 
changing my perspective on the 
lousiest day, scenario, meeting, 
or challenge, I can step away 
from the experience having 
learned something valuable. Do 
you know how helpful that has 
been? It has had the effect of 
donning a flack jacket, which 
has saved me untold heartache 
and misery. Instead of days of 
pity and self-doubt, I extract the 
lesson for future reference and 
move on. 

—Debra Beaupre,
assistant principal,  
Hillsboro-Deering 

Elementary School,
Hillsboro, New Hampshire 

The Pivot
R E A D E R S ’  S T O R I E S
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D

uring her five years as an assistant 
principal at a Tampa, Florida, 
elementary school, Delia Gadson-
Yarbrough grew accustomed to an 
annual performance evaluation ritual 

that amounted roughly to the following: “You do a 
great job. Sign this.” 

Hardly useful. 
Today, as principal of another Tampa school, 

Anderson Elementary, Gadson-Yarbrough’s 
experience couldn’t be more different. Over the 
summer, she sits down with her supervisor and 
goes over the ratings she has been given, receiving 
a detailed assessment of her work in key facets of 
her job, including improving instruction, man-
aging people, and building school culture. Nor is 
her review a one-shot deal. It’s the culmination of 
ongoing feedback she has received over the course 
of the year from her supervisor. Equally important, 
the evaluation system is focused not on rating 
school leaders to determine who should be put on 
notice or let go, but instead on giving principals, 
especially those in their initial years on the job, 

guidance to help them grow and become better in 
their jobs. 

Gadson-Yarbrough, who has been a principal for 
a little over three years, welcomes the approach. 
“I’ve used that information and feedback to grow 
as a leader and set goals for myself for the next 
school year,” she says. “This is looking at you from 
all sides. It’s just way more meaningful.”

The shift in Gadson-Yarbrough’s evaluation 
experience came about not because she moved 
from assistant principal to principal, but because 
of a major change in how her employer, the Hills-
borough County Public Schools, handles the eval-
uation of all its school leaders. The district’s aim 
is to use the evaluation process more intentionally 
to shape more effective leadership for each of the 
district’s 270 or so schools and the approximately 
212,000 diverse students they serve. 

“Evaluation had just felt like something we did 
at the end of the year,” says Tricia McManus, the 
school system’s assistant superintendent of edu-
cational leadership and professional development. 
“We’ve tried to change that approach so it’s a 
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To develop effective  
school leaders, six  
districts turn their focus  
to providing more meaningful  
feedback and follow-up.

Pamela Mendels
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growth tool that really describes the principal’s 
work here in Hillsborough County. It helps with 
the definition of the role and the connection to 
goal-setting and professional learning.”

Improving the Principal Pipeline
McManus is not alone in thinking that improving 
evaluation systems can help bolster school lead-
ership. She has like-minded peers in six large 
school districts taking part in the Principal Pipeline 
Initiative, an effort funded by The Wallace Foun-
dation (for which I work) to develop a stable corps 
of effective school leaders—and to disseminate 
lessons from this work. The six districts have been 
working since 2011 to improve the way principals 
are trained, hired, supported, and, yes, evaluated. 
In addition to Hillsborough, the districts are 
Denver, Colorado; Charlotte-Mecklenburg, North 
Carolina; Gwinnett County, Georgia; New York 
City; and Prince George’s County, Maryland. 

In making evaluation a tool for principal growth, 
the districts have begun to see some positive 
responses. An independent research study com-
missioned by The Wallace Foundation included a 
survey of novice principals (those on the job for 
three years or fewer) across the districts. The study 
found “consistently positive 
reviews” for the revamped 
evaluations (Anderson & 
Turnbull, 2016, p. 34). For 
example, 85 percent of the 
respondents said they con-
sidered the evaluations worth-
while. This stands in striking 
contrast to earlier research, 
unconnected to the Pipeline 
project, finding that principals 
were generally skeptical of 
the usefulness of their perfor-
mance evaluations (Portin, 
Feldman, & Knapp, 2006). 

In addition, 88 percent 
of the novice principals in 
the Pipeline districts saw 
their evaluations as fair—63 
percent to a “great” or “con-
siderable” extent. Finally, at 
least 75 percent of the novice 
principals agreed that the 

evaluations accurately reflected both their perfor-
mance and the breadth and complexity of their 
jobs, another notable contrast from past research 
findings on principal evaluations. (A forthcoming 
study from the RAND Corporation will examine 
the impact of the Principal Pipeline Initiative on 
student achievement and other outcomes.) 

Creating an Aligned System
One of the districts’ first undertakings after joining 
the Pipeline effort was to scrutinize—and modify 
as necessary—the standards they had in place for 
school principals. Those standards then became the 
guide for how principals would be trained, hired, 
and evaluated. Drawing up a new approach to 

Principal  
Evaluations

Eighty-five percent of the respondents 
said they considered the evaluations 
worthwhile. This stands in striking 
contrast to earlier research.

Anderson Elementary School Principal Delia Gadson-Yarbrough  
(right) meets with her supervisor, Area Superintendent Lisa Yost,  
and Harrison Peters, chief of schools for Hillsborough County.
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assessing a principal’s performance became, in part, 
an exercise in matching the evaluations to the new 
principal standards. To ensure that the two were in 
sync, Hillsborough established an alignment com-
mittee made of up of the same people (principals, 
district staff members, and others) who had helped 
draw up the standards (Turnbull et al., 2016). 

Another major consideration shaped the devel-
opment of the new evaluations as well: meeting 
state evaluation requirements. For all six districts, 
this meant the evaluations would have to incor-
porate two central indicators—how the principals 
carried out their jobs (professional practice) and how 
their school’s students were performing (student 
growth), in most cases with specific weights given to 
each. Student growth accounted for 40–70 percent 
of a principal’s rating, depending on the state. 
Within these categories, however, the districts had 

a fair amount of leeway. For student growth, for 
example, a number of them took into account not 
only student results on state tests but also factors 
like attendance and the extent to which students 
met school-level learning objectives. Hillsborough, 
which began phasing in the new evaluation system 
in the 2011–2012 school year, eventually factored 
in data on improvements among the lowest- 
performing students (Anderson & Turnbull, 2016). 

Today, the result of this work for Hillsborough 
County is an evaluation that, in addition to student 
growth, examines principals in the five areas 
emphasized by the district’s standards: achievement 
focus and results orientation; instructional 
expertise; managing and developing people; culture 
and relationship building; and problem solving and 
strategic change management. 

The district’s principal supervisors, known as area 
superintendents, are tasked with basing their assess-
ments of principals on concrete evidence, and the 
district has developed a rubric that lists a number 
of elements that the evaluators should examine in 

Tricia McManus (standing), assistant superintendent of educational 
leadership and professional development in Hillsborough County,  
leads a discussion with area superintendents on how to ensure that 
principal ratings across the district are consistent and fair. 
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each of the five standards-based areas. The rubric 
notes, for example, that a principal exhibits instruc-
tional expertise through three elements: conducting 
high-quality classroom observations; using data 
effectively (and ensuring that teachers do, too) to 
bolster student’s learning; and ensuring that the cur-
riculum, instructional strategies, and assessments 
align with one another. 

The rubric also offers examples of evidence that 
the evaluator should gather. To help determine a 
principal’s skill in carrying out classroom observa-
tions, for example, the evaluator is expected to 
examine a range of data that includes surveys of 
teachers. Finally, the rubric offers the evaluators 
guidance on how to decide which of four possible 
ratings—requires action, progressing, accomplished, 
and exemplary—a principal merits in each area. In 
classroom observation, for instance, the difference 
between an accomplished and an exemplary prin-
cipal would be, among other things, the difference 
between a principal whose “schedule shows regular 
and ongoing observations and walkthroughs” and 
one who “scores at the highest levels on all data 
 elements related to feedback.” 

The ratings are calculated into a final score for 
the principal’s written evaluation, which helps 
determine performance pay for principals. A 
breakdown of the competency scores, meanwhile,  
is used to map out individualized professional 
development plans for the school leaders. 

Hillsborough isn’t unique among the Pipeline 
school systems in using evaluations to provide tar-
geted support. According to the survey study, across 
the six districts, a large majority of the respondents 
who were told they needed to improve in at least 
one practice area reported receiving help in that 
area. For example, 86 percent of those who had 
faltered in instructional leadership said they sub-
sequently received assistance to bring them up to 
speed in this competency (Anderson & Turnbull, 
2016).

A New Approach to Principal Supervision
The change in the evaluations has gone hand-in-
hand with a change in the principal supervisor’s 
role. Many supervisors in Pipeline districts are now 
providing more direct support to principals. “They 
are in schools more than ever before, integrating the 
rubric in their everyday work with the  principals,” 

McManus says of Hillsborough’s eight area super-
intendents. They “are much more intentional about 
their work, collecting a lot more evidence and doing 
a lot of coaching with the principals.” Principals 
have taken notice. For example, 77 percent of 
the survey respondents said their supervisors had 
helped them “create or improve structures and strat-
egies that support my teachers in using student data 
to drive instruction” (Anderson & Turnbull, 2016, 
p. 43). 

For her part, Gadson-Yarbrough talks to and 
gets guidance from her area superintendent at least 
twice a month. Sometimes the supervisor drops in 
on faculty or school committee meetings. She and 
Gadson-Yarbrough also catch up at the monthly 
small-group professional development sessions that 

area superintendents hold with their principals. 
In addition, there are formal school visits, such as 
one last December when the supervisor brought 
along other specialists from the district to spend 
half a day at Anderson Elementary to observe class-
rooms, examine data, and engage in discussion with 
Gadson-Yarbrough and her assistant principal. The 
visit helped Gadson-Yarbrough frame priorities for 
her work in the coming months. 

The researchers studying the project quoted a 
principal in Gwinnett County on how the changes 
in evaluation, coupled with the change in the super-
visor’s role, were playing out for him. He said he 
did not think of the process as “this big evaluation,” 
but rather as “an ongoing conversation all the time 
about what are your goals, how are you working 
toward those goals, and are you making progress or 
not. So it’s not sit down and have one meeting and 
be evaluated with feedback for next year because 
it’s an all-the-time conversation” (Anderson & 
Turnbull, 2016, p. 36). 

Fine-Tuning the Process
Developing a new approach to evaluating school 
leaders takes time, as the six Pipeline districts have 

Many supervisors in Pipeline 
districts are now providing more 
direct support to principals.

Mendels.indd   55 3/30/17   12:41 PM



56   E D U C A T I O N A L  L E A D E R S H I P  /  M A Y  2 0 1 7

discovered. Typically, they went 
through “an initial year of pilot or 
partial implementation of a system, 
followed by (1) continuing fine-tuning 
of the principal standards in consul-
tation with the state and (2) years of 
working with the principal supervisors 
who evaluated principals, aiming both 
to familiarize them with the system 
and also to use their feedback to 
improve the rubrics and procedures” 
(Anderson & Turnbull, 2016, p. 11).

Once familiar with the new evalu-
ation materials, for example, super-
visors often found gaps or ambiguities 
in language that the districts then 
sought to correct. In addition, the eval-
uations offered a reality check on the 

districts’ leadership standards, which 
in turn led to some rewriting—such as 
the Denver district’s decision to revise 
its standards to put more emphasis 
on the principal’s role in support for 
English language learners, a district 
priority (Turnbull et al., 2016).

An ongoing concern for the districts 
is what they call calibration—ensuring 
that the evaluators are all assessing their 
school leaders in the same way, with 
consistency and fairness in the evalu-
ation ratings. A number of districts have 
sought to address this issue by giving 
principal supervisors calibration 
training. For example, the New York 
City district set up simulations in which 
groups of supervisors together looked 
at the same pieces of evidence for par-
ticular leadership practices and then 
gave their rationale for the ratings they 
would assign based on that  evidence 
(Anderson & Turnbull, 2016). 

An equally crucial concern for the 
districts is whether—and how—their 

principal ratings should account for 
situational factors that could affect a 
leader’s outcomes, such as experience 
level and the challenges of the school 
in which the principal was placed. 
Supervisors in several districts called 
for differentiation in the rubrics, 
arguing that it wasn’t fair to assess, say, 
a first-year principal or a principal in a 
high-needs school in the same way as 
a veteran principal in high-functioning 
school (Anderson & Turnbull, 2016).

Hillsborough is among the districts 
working to find a solution to this 
issue that won’t jeopardize evaluation 
consistency. McManus says the dis-
trict wants to ensure in particular that 
principals who take assignments in 

high-needs schools don’t feel like they 
have been penalized for stepping into 
a tough, crucially important job—one 
where it can take three to five years to 
show significant improvements. 

Regardless of the fine-tuning still to 
be done, Gadson-Yarbrough believes 
Hillsborough has come a long way in 
creating a helpful performance review. 
She recalls coming out of her evalu-
ation last summer feeling confident 
in her areas of greatest strength—
managing and developing people; 
culture and relationship building—
and supported in another area, 
problem solving and strategic change 
 management. 

One goal she has set for herself to 
boost her performance in that capacity 
is to bring to Anderson Elementary 
the consistent use of an instruc-
tional fundamental: having teachers 
establish—and understand—the links 
between a learning objective, how it’s 
taught, and how it’s assessed. She has 

encountered some resistance to this 
from her staff—particularly to her sug-
gestion that teachers post the learning 
objective at the beginning of a lesson 
and remind students of it periodically 
at appropriate moments. 

The district hasn’t left Gadson- 
Yarbrough on her own to find a 
solution. At the monthly gatherings 
with other school leaders in her area, 
she has had opportunities to work out 
ideas with another principal tackling 
a similar issue. Gadson-Yarbrough’s 
supervisor has also jumped in, walking 
her through a series of questions about 
how to build faculty confidence in 
practices they may not be used to. 

The upshot? Gadson-Yarbrough has 
decided to establish a stronger peer-to-
peer learning system for her teachers—
garnering good results so far. “I had a 
teacher facilitate the work instead of 
me,” she says. “I stood back a little and 
let the conversation flow with out 
mediating it so much. It felt much 
better. Everyone had a role.” EL
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the powerful role peer feedback can play in 
learning and teaching. Peer feedback gives 
students control over their learning, increases 
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targeted support where it’s needed.
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In Clarke County School District in 
Georgia, principals and central office 
leaders work together to raise the 
level of instructional leadership.

Sally J. Zepeda  
and Philip D. Lanoue

T eachers bring varying levels of skill, prepa-
ration, and experience to their jobs. And 
principals, as the instructional leaders of their 
schools, are tasked with developing teachers’ 
abilities through formal and informal classroom 

observations and feedback. But how can school districts 
ensure that principals themselves have the skills they need 
to fulfill this crucial role? 

In 2012, the Clarke County School District in Athens, 
Georgia, developed a system in which central office admin-
istrators help principals build their instructional leadership 
skills through a strategy called conversation walks. As super-
intendent of Clarke County at that time (Philip) and the 
University of Georgia’s professor-in-residence for the school 
district (Sally), we want to describe how conversation walks 
created learning opportunities for both school leaders and 
district leaders.

District Challenges and Gains
The Clarke County School District serves about 13,680 
students in 21 schools. About 49 percent of the students 
are black, 24 percent are Hispanic, 21 percent are white, 
and 2 percent are Asian. More than 82 percent of students 
receive free or reduced-price lunch, 12 percent are English 

language learners, and 14 percent are classified as having 
special needs. In the county, more than 30 percent of 
children live in poverty, 49 percent live in single-parent 
homes, and 19 percent of adults who are 25 years or older 
did not complete high school—all significant risk factors 
for academic failure. 

With a systemwide focus on the use of effective instruc-
tional practices across all classrooms, the district has made 
substantial gains on state assessments in mathematics and 

Conversation  Walks:
Improving Instructional  Leadership
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language arts. Today, the district’s graduation rate is 80.1 
percent, above the state average for the second consecutive 
year—a first since the passage of the No Child Left Behind 
Act in 2001. 

Why Conduct Conversation Walks?
In 2009, the Clarke County School District created a 
common districtwide instructional focus by implementing 
the “Non-Negotiable Practices for High Student  

Performance.” In 2013, this document was revised and 
renamed the “Commitments for High Student Perfor-
mance.” It included observable practices that were required 
to be implemented in every classroom. These practices were 
jointly developed by teachers, principals, and central office 
leaders, and their implementation was supported through 
formal classroom observations, professional development, 
and frequent formal and informal classroom walkthroughs. 

Although change was underway, district leaders 

Conversation  Walks:
Improving Instructional  Leadership
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Conversation walks bring Clarke County central office administrators,  
including then-superintendent Philip D. Lanoue (far left), into the classrooms  
to help improve instructional leadership.
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 recognized that these traditional 
implementation steps were not 
enough. There was still a large gap 
between the expected instructional 
practices and those that were actually 
occurring in classrooms. To fully 
realize the potential of the instruc-
tional reforms, the district needed to 
ensure that principals were highly 
skilled in observing and confer-
encing with teachers to improve their 
practice. So the district designed 
 conversation walks to meet this need.

How Conversation Walks Work
A conversation walk in the Clarke 
County School District is a unique 
one-on-one learning opportunity for 
both the principal and the central 
office leader, consisting of classroom 
observations followed by immediate 
debriefing conversations about the 
instructional practices they have 
observed. The walk may be conducted 
by the superintendent, an associate 
superintendent, or one of the exec-
utive directors for elementary and sec-
ondary instruction. Each conversation 
walk takes about half a day, and it 
typically includes observations of four 
to six classrooms. The school system 
plans three conversation walks per 
year with each principal. 

First, the central office leader and 
the principal meet to develop a focus 
for the conversation walk connected to 
one of the observable practices estab-
lished by the district (for example, 
differentiation); then they observe 
instruction in a number of classrooms, 
looking for that practice. The length 
of each classroom observation varies 
depending on the time needed to see 
and hear the selected practice. 

The central office leader and the 
principal debrief after each classroom 
observation, talking about what they 
have observed. At the conclusion of 
the conversation walk, they analyze 
their observations to identify common 
threads across all the classrooms and 
to pinpoint concrete takeaways from 

the experience. They ask questions 
like, How did the lessons support the 
district curriculum and pacing guide? 
Was each part of the district’s required 
instructional framework evident, 
appropriate, and effective? What are 
some instructional variations or sug-
gestions that could strengthen the 
lessons? Were the strategies executed 
differently in each class? 

These debriefing conversations 
serve two primary purposes. First, the 
conversations act as guideposts for 
principals in understanding the range 
of instruction in their schools. Second, 
the conversations help central office 

leaders assess specific growth goals for 
principals, monitor progress, frame 
constructive feedback, and identify 
future instructional areas in which 
administrators need coaching.

Although the format is informal and 
all aspects of the instructional process 
are open for discussion, the conversa-
tions focus on clearly defined teaching 
practices found in the Clarke County 
Schools’ “Commitments for High 
Student Performance” and the accom-
panying observable practices. The con-
versations use a common vocabulary 
embedded with understandings of 
practice as defined by the district. The 
goals of the conversations are to

Q Offer a safe place in which to 
 challenge understandings and examine 
competing interpretations of what was 
observed.

Q Challenge the status quo so that 
principals can rethink their practices 

related to improving instruction. 
Q Help principals grapple with the 

meaning of instructional practices that 
might be new to them. 

Q Increase individual and collective 
knowledge and understanding about 
student learning for both central office 
and school leaders. 

Q Support principals who might 
need to have difficult conversations 
with teachers.

Q Inform principals’ professional 
learning and facilitate ongoing 
 conversations about practice and 
growth across the school district. 

The conversation walk focuses 
exclusively on principals’ professional 
learning to support and develop their 
skills in observing and engaging 
teachers in conversations to improve 
practice. Although the school district 
mandates that every teacher who 
is observed gets feedback using the 
observable practices, and the conver-
sation walk debrief covers strategies on 
how to engage in conversations with 
teachers, principals decide how they 
will engage teachers in discussing what 
the administrators observed. 

A Sample Conversation Walk
During one conversation walk, 
the principal wanted to look at the 
instructional practices related to 
planning—specifically, the district 
requirement “to create lessons using 
the district Instructional Framework 
that are engaging, rigorous, and 
aligned to the required curriculum.” 
(For a detailed description of these 
practices, see Figure 1 at www.ascd.
org/el0517zepeda.) In this conver-
sation walk, the principal and district 
superintendent decided to visit six 8th 
grade science classes and to focus their 
observations on the effectiveness of the 
lesson plans (which the teaching team 
had developed collaboratively). 

Before the conversation walk, the 
superintendent and principal reviewed 
the teachers’ daily lesson plans, noting 
whether these plans included the  

Creating the knowledge 
and confidence to 
lead instructional 

improvement takes time, 
practice, and feedback. 
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components of the Clarke County 
School District Instructional 
Framework (beginning of lesson, 
mini-lesson, work session, and closing 
of lesson). In addition, the superin-
tendent and principal noted whether 
the instructional standards being 
taught were aligned to districtwide 
pacing guides and reflected the right 
level of  challenge for 8th grade. 

In the debriefing session immedi-
ately following each observation, the 
principal and superintendent discussed 
what they saw. For example, one 
middle school teacher opened the class 
by reviewing math problems from the 
homework for 30 minutes. The super-
intendent asked the principal whether 
that was an effective “beginning of  
lesson” according to the district’s com-
mitment for planning practices. When 
the principal quickly responded, “She’s 
one of our better teachers,” the super-
intendent redirected the principal’s 
attention to the expected observable 
practices (that the beginning of a 
lesson should establish the expected 
learning outcomes, communicate an 
essential question, and so on). 

After completing four observations, 
the principal and superintendent 
noted a pattern of inconsistency in 
implementing the expected beginning 

of lesson practices. As a result of their 
conversation, the principal determined 
that he needed to provide more profes-
sional development to support these 
practices; he also planned to be more 
actively involved in reviewing lesson 
plans and participating in collaborative 
planning meetings. From a systemwide 
point of view, the superintendent 
noted similar patterns in other schools; 
this insight guided his subsequent dis-
cussions about principal professional 
development with the instructional 
services staff. 

The superintendent and principal 
agreed that their observation in the 
first teacher’s classroom indicated 
the need for a focused conversation 
between the principal and that par-
ticular teacher. Essentially, the prin-
cipal and superintendent agreed that 
although reviewing homework serves 
a purpose, spending 30 minutes on 
this activity did not activate learning. 
In addition to the length of this lesson 
segment, they noted that the lesson 
lacked a clear learning objective, an 
organizing element beyond reviewing 
the answers to questions, a con-
nection to the previous day’s lesson, 
and a transition to the mini-lesson. 
The superintendent and the principal 
discussed several opening strategies 

the teacher could have used to activate 
student learning. The superintendent 
modeled an opener and then role-
played with the principal how he 
could coach the teacher on the use of 
more effective openers. 

If You Believe It, Lead It

Even when school and district leaders 
make instruction a priority, the 
dynamics of lesson design, devel-
opment, and implementation are 
complex. In addition, no two leaders’ 
challenges are the same—principals 
think differently from one another, 
and they encounter issues that are 
specific to their school. Creating the 
knowledge and confidence to lead 
instructional improvement takes time, 
practice, and feedback—all within a 
relationship of trust and respect. It is 
imperative that central office leaders 
create multiple opportunities to coach, 
supervise, and evaluate principals as 
they lead the instructional program. 

There is no quick-and-easy strategy 
to make a principal grow into his or 
her role as instructional leader. But 
focused conversations can get the prin-
cipal and central office leaders talking 
and thinking about how to best 
provide instructional leadership for 
teachers. In the Clarke County School 
District, conversation walks have 
created a natural method for leaders to 
gain confidence in their new roles and 
carry forward this crucial work. EL
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A New 
Approach to PD—

and Growing Leaders
By making PD happen in small teams that together 
tackle teachers’ “defining work,” this school grows 

instructional leaders.

Kenneth Baum and David Krulwich
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L

et’s acknowledge that the most common strat-
egies to improve teaching and generate new 
instructional leaders in schools aren’t working.

It’s common for schools to offer various 
professional development activities—teacher 

workshops, observation and feedback cycles, training 
sessions, department or grade-level meetings, and data 
meetings. Many of these meetings and activities are 
billed as “collaborative.” To add gravitas, they’re given 
names like inquiry teams, critical friends groups, and 
instructional rounds. School leaders then devote pre-
cious resources in hopes of giving these activities more 
power to spur teacher growth. They train facilitators, 
implement protocols, lengthen meeting duration and 
frequency, and even assign participants pre- 
and post-work. 

Yet these efforts often fail to yield the 
growth necessary to produce great 
teachers and instructional leaders. 
That’s because, despite their collab-
orative-sounding names, they aren’t 
truly collaborative.

What “Working Collaboratively” 
Really Means
In our field, the term collaborative has 
almost come to be used whenever two or 
more people meet. However, true collaboration—
the kind that makes adults significantly better at their 
jobs—happens only when professionals collaborate 
daily on the defining work of their profession, striving 
collectively to make that work the best it can be. And 
it happens only under the direct leadership of someone 
who’s already superb at this defining work.

For instance, lawyers work together daily on the 
same cases. They work hard to prep a case and argue 
it as a team; their work is led by a senior partner who 
is already skilled in this particular area of the law. A 
real estate lawyer doesn’t have his learning organized 
and led by a personal injury lawyer. Teams of doctors 
consult daily on the same patients. They decide on 
a plan for treatment and execute it, led by a doctor 
who’s expert in this area of medicine. Again, a thoracic 
surgeon doesn’t have her learning organized by a brain 
surgeon.

The defining work of the legal team is the case that 
needs to be won. The defining work of the medical 

team is the health of the patient. Analogous defining 
work exists for engineers, architects, and so on. In 
all these fields, the defining work is also the work 
on which the professionals collaborate. Although 
many fields (like medicine and social work) require 
workers to undertake additional continuing education 
to maintain their credentials, their basic professional 
learning comes through doing quality work together. 
Professionals in other fields are rarely required to 
attend training sessions at the end of their workday or 
do lots of extra “professional development” activities 
with coworkers. 

In our opinion, the defining piece of work in the 
education field is the superb lesson plan and its well-

executed delivery. Everything else is sec-
ondary. It’s striking and disturbing, then, 

that the defining piece of our craft is 
missing from traditional professional 
development. Instead, teachers work 
on a wholly distinct and relatively 
marginal set of tasks, such as ana-
lyzing data, creating instructional 
rubrics, and aligning their courses. 

Teachers attend workshops on how 
to write better lessons—but they don’t 

actually write them during the workshops. 
They may meet with an administrator who 

rates a previous lesson—but that same administrator 
doesn’t help them practice tomorrow’s lesson. The 
defining work on lessons—the work that would also 
develop many teachers’ instructional leadership skills—
is done later, in isolation.

In our experience, teachers want professional devel-
opment that helps them write, practice, and deliver 
more engaging lessons and implement effective 
classroom routines. If you ask new or developing 
teachers what their biggest concern is, the answer 
you’ll most commonly hear is that they’re worried their 
upcoming lessons aren’t good enough. They want to 
talk through their next few lessons and get ideas to 
improve them. What they don’t want—or need—are 
professional development meetings that create new 
work. They want help with the defining work.

Why It’s Not Happening
Consider the professional development opportunities 
mentioned earlier. Often educators working together 
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at those meetings don’t share the same 
piece of the defining work—which 
means they can’t possibly work on 
it together. For instance, if a 7th 
grade math teacher is paired with 
an 8th grade English teacher at an 
after-school workshop on effective 
questioning techniques, whose lesson 
do they work on? This can’t be real 
collaboration. Or if, in a history 
department meeting, the 9th grade 
world history teacher works with the 
11th grade U.S. history teacher, their 
work product cannot be a lesson. If a 
science teacher’s supervisor observes 
part of a lesson and provides a recom-
mendation, this is critique, not 
collaboration. The supervisor 
might advise more open-ended 
questioning, but the teacher 
may already know that her 
questioning was weak. The 
problem is that she might not 
know how to come up with 
better questions for her next 
few lessons. Talking about 
questioning won’t fix this. 
Actually writing better ques-
tions under the guidance of 
an expert would. 

In all these cases, the 
defining work can’t be done 
by the assembled “collabo-
rators.” But some work needs 
to happen at these meetings. 
Enter: spreadsheets of data, 
student and teacher rubrics, 
and standards to “unpack.” 
Enter: protocol-bound 
meetings that generate even 
more work for teachers. Enter: 
generalized discussions about 
depth-of-knowledge or ques-
tioning techniques. In such 
sessions, leaders define, rate, 
or otherwise talk about quality 
instruction rather than cre-
ating quality instruction. These 
efforts crowd out the precious 

little time we have for the difficult 
and most important effort, the work 
 educators most need to collaborate on. 

Our Alternative 
We believe the work of professional 
development should be the same work 
teachers typically do during their prep 
periods and at home every night—the 
work most teachers do entirely alone. 
So at the Urban Assembly School for 
Applied Math and Science (AMS), 
a public school in the Bronx, New 
York, serving grades 6–12, we make 
sure that’s the case. Our Artisan 
Teaching Model ensures true teacher 

 collaboration and develops instruc-
tional leadership. We’ve essentially 
eliminated traditional professional 
development and repurposed that 
time for teachers to collaborate daily 
in artisan teams. These teams are not 
PLCs or study groups. Each consists of 
three to five colleagues who teach the 
same subject at the same grade level 
to similar groups of students. Effective 
collaboration necessitates that only 
these teachers attend—because only 
this group shares the same defining 
work. 

For instance, our three 7th grade 
math teachers (the “7th grade math 

team”), led by a Team Leader, 
work together to write 
common learning objectives, 
weekly lessons, and assess-
ments and to coordinate 
grading policies. Together 
this team practices delivering 
lessons, observes in one 
another’s classrooms, shares 
feedback, and revises their 
lessons. The result is shared 
input and accountability for 
the success of all students. 

The defining work of these 
teachers is to teach 7th grade 
math—so the work of their 
team is teaching 7th grade 
math. Within the team is 
where these teachers’ real 
professional development 
happens, and where some 
of them will build skills for 
instructional leadership. 

For this kind of collabo-
ration to successfully drive 
improvement, one of the 
collaborators needs to be 
excellent at the defining 
work. This is crucial to 
any artisan-apprentice 
relationship and it’s how 
expertise is developed in 
other fields. A new lawyer 

In my first years of teaching, it wasn’t uncommon 
for me to find myself in rooms I didn’t think 
I had any business being in. I served on a 
strategic planning committee for the district, 
regularly represented my grade level at exclusive 
professional development opportunities, and even 
served as teacher representative on a principal 
interview panel. My résumé was filled with 
unique, diverse experiences, all thanks to the 
unwavering faith of my first principal, Dr. Linda 
Hitchcock. Dr. Hitchcock personally oversaw my 
new teacher induction, spending hours explaining 
the intricacies of Understanding by Design. She 
helped me design an intervention plan for my 
most challenging student, hours after school had 
ended. She taught me what it truly means to 
be a mentor, including the time, attention, and 
conviction that it takes. In the years since, I try 
to find opportunities to “Dr. Hitchcock” my own 
young colleagues in whom I see potential. I still 
find myself in rooms I have no business being 
in, but now I know I can succeed because my 
mentor showed me who I am not yet, but will be.

—Meghan Raftery,
school/community partnerships coordinator, 

Virginia Beach City Public Schools,
Virginia Beach, Virginia

Invited into Experiences
R E A D E R S ’  S T O R I E S
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works on the defining work—writing 
court briefs, for example—and meets 
with a senior attorney to get critical 
feedback over and over until the work 
is good enough. We wouldn’t expect 
lawyers to get better at their work 
without this opportunity to apprentice 
with someone who’s highly skilled, 
just as we wouldn’t pair a rookie police 
officer with another rookie to learn  
the job. 

In our model, each small team is 
led by a Team Leader—a standout 
teacher at this grade level and subject, 
someone who consistently creates 
and delivers well-designed lessons 
that inspire and challenge students 
of all levels and backgrounds. This 
Team Leader is the artisan and has 
a reduced teaching load to free time 
for providing guidance. Not every 
teacher becomes a Team Leader. 
Although each educator who will serve 
as a Team Leader is, in final analysis, 
chosen by school administrators, the 
main way leaders emerge is organi-
cally. The skills a Team Leader needs 
to have are communicated to everyone 
from their first year at AMS. 

The team structure itself provides 
countless hours of authentic collabo-
ration between teachers new to the 
school, their colleagues, and Team 
Leaders. During these first few years 
of collaboration, the intensive daily 
work identifies some teachers who 
deeply understand the goals of the 
collaborative process--and who relish 
the opportunity to push their col-
leagues (and themselves) to improve 
instruction every day. These are the 
teachers who take ownership of the 
successes or failures of each day’s 
work and seek out opportunities for 
reflection. As school administrators 
identify such teachers, they encourage 
those teachers gradually to take on 
larger roles—leading meetings, visiting 
classrooms to provide feedback, and 

engaging in other leadership tasks, and 
the administrators provide feedback 
on this new work. During this process, 
teachers are simultaneously devel-
oping their own teaching and lead-
ership skills, and after three (or more) 
years of development, they can apply 
to become a Team Leader. 

By the time teachers apply to 
become Team Leaders, the adminis-
tration has had ample opportunity to 
assess their strengths in four key areas: 
relevant content knowledge, ped-
agogy, youth development, and adult 
development. If the administration is 
confident that the teacher has demon-
strated expertise in all four areas, they 
will formally name the teacher as a 
Team Leader.1

Thriving Teachers and Students
The Artisan Teaching Model’s strict 
definition of collaboration allows 
school leaders to improve teachers’ 
instructional skills much more effec-
tively than conventional professional 
development. Adults learn more and 
develop a deeper understanding of 
a complex profession when they’re 

supported in apprenticeship-based 
systems. It’s more effective for a 
teacher to learn new strategies from 
an expert teammate while writing real 
lesson plans than to attend workshops 
on how to write lesson plans, and it’s 
more effective for her to be observed 
by teammates as she teaches a shared 
lesson than to receive feedback from 
an administrator visiting all classes 
once a month. 

At AMS, teammates push one 
another to design lessons that are truly 
engaging. A 7th grade math teacher, 
Ms. Sanders, described a team meeting 
like this: 

“Why would a 7th grader care about 
this?” said my Team Leader, Ms. 
Rodriguez. Mr. Johnson, who also 
teaches two sections of 7th grade math, 
and I were discussing a lesson I wrote 
for an upcoming unit. . . . Ms. Rodriguez 
encouraged me to talk through the 
lesson, explaining “where and why a 
7th grader would really get excited.” 
I explained that kids would solve for 
different side lengths, require mul-
tistep solutions, and include decimals 
and fractions. Ms. Rodriguez liked 
these points, but said that she doubted 
whether 12-year-olds would do any of 
the problems I gave them unless they 
were told they had to. 

After this discussion, Ms. Sanders 
came up with scenarios that tapped the 
relevant math skills and would ignite 
middle schoolers’ interest—building 
a slip-and-slide from a second floor 
window to a backyard and building a 
skateboard ramp—and worked these 
into the lesson. 

It’s also more effective for a team to 
analyze student work from a common 
assignment than to attend schoolwide 
data-analysis meetings. Ms. Sanders 
recalled another meeting at which 
her team looked at students’ answers 
from a common exam. It became clear 
that Mr. Johnson’s students had done 
better than hers, although all teachers 

School leadership is 
liberating and exciting 
when leaders have an 
opportunity to work 

on what we care about 
most—teaching!
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used the same lesson plans. In talking 
with him, she discovered he had made 
different choices in lesson delivery 
and stressed different things. “Each 
set of student answers became another 
opportunity for me to learn,” she 
noted. 

As the first and second principals 
of AMS, we’ve refined this teaching 
model at our school over 13 years. 
We’ve found that this work of daily 
collaborative lesson planning merges 
all the aspects of professional devel-
opment into one comprehensive 
system. We steer our school com-
munity away from traditional activities 
like training sessions and teacher 
rating systems because they simply 
aren’t needed, and they distract us. 
Teachers—and administrators—work 
too hard. There simply isn’t time for so 
many meetings. 

We believe our system of sup-
porting teachers’ growth is one reason 
AMS students consistently show 
high student achievement. Almost 90 
percent of our students receive free or 
reduced-price lunch and 10 percent 
are English language learners. Yet we 
have a 90 percent on-time graduation 
rate, and more than 80 percent of our 
graduates enroll in college compared 
with approximately 50 percent of U.S. 
high school grads. We’ve seen other 
benefits from using the Artisan model, 
including a consistent vision of great 
instruction across the school and a 
schoolwide curriculum that’s written, 
shared, and passed along from teacher 
to teacher. 

Transforming the Leader’s Role
The Artisan Teaching Model trans-
forms the role of school leaders. In 
most schools, leaders support far too 
many teachers at one time—providing 
workshops for 20 or even 50 teachers 
once a week or observing every teacher 
once a month. These structures tend 

to systematize superficial support. 
School leaders know this feeling all 
too well: We have so much work to do, 
spread between so many teachers. We 
lead workshops and offer observation 
feedback knowing that our advice 
won’t substantially change a teacher’s 
practice unless we provide the support 
that teacher deserves—by meeting 
with him or her much more often to 
discuss, model, and collaborate.

Artisan teams solve that problem. 
A larger pool of instructional leaders 
focuses on the defining work with a 
few teachers daily. Teachers benefit 

from real support, and they learn 
from their first day on the job what 
instructional leadership looks like. 
They begin to learn how to mentor as 
they are being mentored. This system 
provides more effective support for 
teachers while providing a career path 
for teachers interested in leadership. 
We’ve found that our collaborative 
teams allow the best teachers to 
flourish quickly and emerge as new 
voices of leadership, resulting in a 
growing cadre of Team Leaders. 

Back to Excitement!
School leadership is liberating and 
exciting when leaders have an oppor-
tunity to work on what we care 
about most—teaching! Each of us 
remembers vividly the greatest lessons 
we ever taught. We never forget the 
day our students raced around the 
room to measure all the circles to 
figure out the pattern that explains 

pi. Or when students passionately 
reenacted a debate between W. E. B. 
Du Bois and Marcus Garvey. 

Professional development sessions 
should be places where school leaders 
share the work of planning those rich, 
engaging activities, contributing their 
expertise to precisely the work teachers 
do every day. We should be teaching 
new teachers how to deliver the same 
lessons that worked so well in our 
own classrooms, and brainstorming 
with those teachers as they share their 
own ideas to create the same type of 
learning. 

The excitement teachers feel dis-
cussing successful lessons is lost in 
typical professional development 
workshops, data sessions, and evalu-
ation meetings. But it’s in full view 
when a small team shapes lessons 
together every day.�EL

1For a more complete description of our 
structure of teacher leadership, see The 
Artisan Teaching Model for Instructional 
Leadership (ASCD, 2016).

Author’s note: All teachers’ names are 
pseudonyms.
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was the founder and first principal of the 
Urban Assembly School for Applied Math 
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The excitement teachers feel  
discussing successful lessons is  
lost in typical PD workshops, data 
sessions, and evaluation meetings.
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How do we break down 
walls between teachers and 
administrators so they can 
partner in teaching and leading?

Christina Steinbacher-Reed  
and Sam A. Rotella Jr.

W

hen educators move into admin-
istrative roles, they can quickly 
lose sight of what it’s like to be 
in the classroom. They rarely 
have the chance to deepen their 

understanding of current practices. Over time, 
they become further removed from the work of 
instruction. Meanwhile, exceptional classroom 
teachers are becoming experts in the latest teaching 
practices, but they often lack the skills or oppor-
tunities to lead capacity-building efforts in their 
schools. These opposing trajectories create a wall 
that has traditionally divided teaching and leading—
with administrators and teachers unable to fully 
view one another’s practices. 

Windows
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We can begin to dismantle this wall by creating 
a new element of school leadership—one that we 
call teachership. Teachership weaves exceptional 
leading with exceptional teaching. It emerges 
when administrators engage in classroom-based 
professional learning and exemplary teachers lead 
from within the classroom. By working together 
to tackle the unique challenges of teaching and 
leading, administrators and teachers can develop 
a deep level of understanding for other roles. The 
end result is administrators and teachers who 
work with rather than against one another to 
improve school culture, teaching practices, and 
student learning.

Windows into Instructional Practice

PHOTOS BY WADE SPENCER / COURTESY OF CHRISTINA STEINBACHER-REED

Superintendent Sam A. Rotella Jr. visits classrooms while participating in instructional rounds.

In the Sandbox
Teachership doesn’t happen accidentally; rather it 
develops as a result of intentional, job-embedded pro-
fessional learning experiences that we call professional 
sandboxes. In the technology world, a sandbox refers 
to a space designed to safely test and learn about the 
functionality of new software before it goes live. In 
school settings, professional sandboxes can take the 
form of curriculum writing initiatives, professional 
learning community activities, and lesson studies. 
The sandboxes are designed to develop teachership 
in a safe and supportive environment. They are non-
evaluative experiences in which educators can feel 
comfortable exposing their own vulnerabilities and 
learning needs.
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Although each is unique, all professional sand-
boxes are intentional, contextual, sustainable, and 
evidence-based. Educators follow a set of questions 
and prompts before, during, and after the profes-
sional learning experience. 

Professional sandboxes are designed along a con-
tinuum to account for differences in the intensity 
of time, resources, and level of risk involved (Bean 
& Ippolito, 2016). Level 1 sandboxes are typically 
low-intensity and focus on improving culture. These 
sandboxes include strategy walks, shadowing, and 
curriculum writing. Although these examples may 

seem like common practices that already exist in 
many schools, Level 1 professional sandboxes are 
different because they follow an intentional design 
focused on improving school culture. Rather than 
serving as stand-alone activities, Level 1 sandboxes 
are implemented as a foundational and cohesive 
approach to developing teachership. 

Level 2 sandboxes seek to improve practice and 
are considered more intensive because they require 
more time and a higher level of commitment. These 
sandboxes can take the form of lab classrooms, pro-
fessional learning communities, and guided inquiry. 

Level 3 sandboxes are the most intense and often 
require critical, yet non-evaluative feedback from 
colleagues. Examples include instructional rounds, 
lesson studies, and peer observations. Let’s take a 
look at how professional sandboxes have been used 
to develop teachership in schools. 

Level 1: Strategy Walks 
A strategy walk is a non-evaluative process in which 
participants visit multiple classrooms to see a spe-
cific strategy being used in different settings. The 
purpose of strategy walks is to provide participants 
with an opportunity to browse, borrow, and  
build from colleagues, thus enhancing their own 
understanding of a specific strategy. The needs of 
the  participants should be considered when  

determining where a strategy walk takes place—
some occur in an educator’s own school, and others 
happen within the district or in nearby districts.

To be most effective, strategy walks should 
be part of a cycle of professional learning. After 
learning about a new strategy (such as integrating 
technology or boosting student engagement) in a 
workshop, professional learning community, or 
book study, participants go on strategy walks to see 
the strategy in action. At the end of the walk, the 
visiting team collects ideas about how the strategy 
can be used in a variety of settings. 

Lauren Sargent, a literacy coach in Southern 
Tioga School District in Blossburg, Pennsylvania, 
incorporates strategy walks into many of the pro-
fessional learning workshops she conducts for 
teachers. Lauren recently cofacilitated a workshop 
in which teachers and administrators spent the 
morning learning about strategies to engage stu-
dents in self-directed, authentic writing experiences. 
In the afternoon, the educators took strategy walks 
to see what these strategies looked like in practice. 
They observed how teachers created opportunities 
for students to self-select writing topics and used 
anchor charts and word walls to promote self-
direction.

This level 1 sandbox supported the devel-
opment of teachership because administrators had 
the opportunity to get into classrooms to see an 
evidence-based instructional strategy in action. 
Meanwhile, teachers stepped into leadership roles 
by being part of the walking team. Some teachers 
hosted the walking team in their classrooms, and 
others led the walks and facilitated discussions 
before, during, and after the activity. Together, 
administrators and teachers contributed to a culture 
of collaboration. Both ended the day with new ideas 
to apply to their individual roles. 

Visit www.ascd.org/el0517steinbacher for a 
sample guide to support educators as they plan for 
strategy walks.

Level 2: Lab Classrooms
A lab site is a fully functioning classroom taught 
by an exemplary teacher, which also doubles as a 
professional learning environment. Lab classrooms 
are considered level 2 professional sandboxes 
because they provide multiple opportunities for 
teachers and administrators to work side-by-side 
to improve teaching practices in the context of 

We learn to do instructional work 
by being in the work—not by talking 
about it, telling other people to do 
it, or having experts do it for us.
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functional classrooms. 
Creating this setting and 
establishing visitation 
protocols requires more time 
and resources than level 1 
sandboxes do. However, it 
also has more potential for 
changing practice because 
it provides job-embedded, 
personalized, professional 
learning. For example, an 
administrator who wants 
to learn more about close 
reading can watch the lab 
teacher teach a lesson, can 
co-teach a lesson, or can 
take the wheel and teach a 
lesson (with the lab teacher 
offering feedback). 

The Harrisburg School 
District in Pennsylvania 
used lab classrooms as 
one part of its professional 
development system. 
Kelly Sherbo and Susan 
Laughman, two lab 
site teachers, provided visiting teachers and 
administrators with opportunities to observe, 
teach, and engage in evidence-based literacy 
practices. After learning about writing conferences, 
for instance, visitors conducted conferences with 
students in the lab classrooms and opted to receive 
peer-to-peer feedback on their progress. 

Lab classrooms are ideal for developing teach-
ership because educators learn best when they 
actively engage in professional learning com-
munities in the context of classroom practice. 
Collective professional learning in trusting envi-
ronments is the basis for inquiry, risk-taking, and 
reflection on one’s own practice (Wei et al., 2009). 

Level 3: Instructional Rounds 
An instructional round is a non-evaluative process 
during which teams of educators visit multiple 
classrooms over time to examine a problem of 
practice in a systematic, purposeful, and focused 
way (City et al., 2009). This process is based on the 
work of education researcher Richard Elmore, who 
asserts that we learn to do instructional work by 
being in the work—not by talking about it, telling 

other people to do it, or having experts do it for us. 
We have used instructional rounds as a level 3 

professional sandbox. When Sam (coauthor of this 
article), superintendent of Southern Tioga School 
District, noticed that his district’s administrative 
team (made up of principals, curriculum 
coordinators, and special education coordinators) 
needed to go beyond a checklist approach to 
classroom visits, he tapped the region’s education 
service agency for support. Christina, who serves as 
the agency’s director of professional learning (and is 
coauthor of this article), recommended instructional 
rounds. 

Over the next three years, we worked together 
to develop the district’s internal capacity to use 
instructional rounds. We began by identifying a 
problem of practice, which the team framed as a 
question: To what extent are our students engaged 
in their learning? To answer this question, Christina 
worked with the administrative team to follow 
the instructional round process for collecting, 
vetting, and analyzing evidence related to student 
engagement.

To create an environment in which principals 
would feel safe revealing their own vulnerabilities 
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about teaching and learning, we devoted the first 
two years of instructional rounds to working with 
just the administrative team. During this time, the 
team created a common body of knowledge and 
language about students’ cognitive, relational, and 
behavioral engagement. 

Before joining the administrators in instruc-
tional rounds, teachers spent six months working 
closely with the district’s director of curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment and engaged in a book 
study about instructional rounds. This experience 
allowed teachers to deepen their knowledge of 
instructional rounds, to better understand char-
acteristics of school improvement, and to build 
training relationships.

Now in the third year of the project, admin-
istrators and teachers are fully partnering in the 
instructional round process together. The district 
team now includes 16 administrators and teacher 
leaders who spend one day each month doing 
instructional rounds. During a recent round, the 
team met for about 30 minutes with the principal 
of a host school to learn about the school’s suc-
cesses and needs related to student engagement. 
The team then divided into four traveling groups 
to visit classrooms for 15–20 minutes. The 
groups collected evidence of student engagement 
(including asking students questions like, “What 
are you learning? Why are you learning that?”) 
and later debriefed on what they noticed on their 
visits.

In this example of a level 3 professional 
sandbox, teachership emerges as administrators 
develop a greater understanding of teaching and 
learning, while teachers have the opportunity to 
make a large-scale impact at the school and dis-
trict level. Instructional rounds give teachers and 
administrators the opportunity to work side-by-
side in developing common knowledge about good 

instructional practice and about the leadership and 
learning needed to support particular practices. 

A Culture of Windows
The concept of teachership and the practice of 
professional sandboxes are now more relevant 
than ever. The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 
recognizes evidence-based professional learning 
practices in which all educators have opportunities 
to collaborate, engage in job-embedded learning, 
and immediately apply their new skills to improve 
teaching and learning. Under ESSA, changes to 
Title II funding (as currently allotted) mean that 
professional development expands beyond core-
subject classroom teachers to include teachers 
in all subjects, as well as administrators, school 
leaders, and other school staff. Professional  
sandboxes provide districts with sustainable,  
low-cost professional learning that meets those 
requirements. 

Further, at a time when many schools face signif-
icant challenges, we must acknowledge that we 
can’t begin to solve these problems until we can 
truly empathize with others in the building. Teach-
ership develops an authentic understanding for what 
it feels like to do someone else’s work—to walk in 
a colleague’s shoes. Teachership and professional 
sandboxes can knock down walls that separate tradi-
tional roles and in their place create windows for 
educators to see into one another’s work, allowing 
educators in all roles to both learn and lead. EL
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Teachership develops an authentic 
understanding for what it feels 
like to do someone else’s work—
to walk in a colleague’s shoes.
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Sometimes, it’s important for leaders to choose 
decisive action over consensus building.

Carol A. Smith

I 
remember the first time I heard myself tell a colleague, 
“I’ll go to the mat on this one.” I hadn’t planned to say 
it, and I was surprised to hear myself use a wrestling 
metaphor in a professional setting. As it turns out, that 
metaphor has taken on an important role in my lead-

ership experience. It has helped me recognize moments 
when programs, colleagues, and students might be better 
served by decisive action than by continued discourse and 
consensus-building. It has also served as a signal that I need 
to engage in reflective thinking about my own values and 
motivations.

Reflecting on Moments of Decisiveness

I recall three go-to-the-mat moments during my first term 
as chairperson of our university’s literacy department, 
which prepares undergraduates, graduates, and  professional 

educators to be reflective teachers. On each of these occa-
sions, I felt compelled to take decisive action despite 
 unresolved disagreement among my colleagues. 

The first came when some faculty members insisted 
that our middle grades language arts teacher candidates be 
placed only in language arts classrooms for their junior field 
experience. I, along with other faculty members, believed 
that those candidates would also benefit from completing 
their literacy field work in content-area classrooms (such as 
science or social studies). That was the moment I first heard 
myself say, “I’ll go to the mat on this one.” 

Surprised by my own impulsive statement, I took some 
time to unpack my thoughts and emotions. I realized that 
I was recalling my early-career work with middle grades 
teachers of science, social studies, and other content areas 
who said things like, “It’s not my job to teach reading,” 
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or, “I don’t have time to teach my 
content and reading.” These state-
ments violated my core value that we 
teach students, not content. Revisiting 
those memories enabled me to under-
stand why I had reacted so strongly 
and shifted my role so quickly from 
conversation facilitator to decision 
maker. I was then able to articulate my 
position more professionally: “Because 
students can’t learn content if they 
fail to comprehend assigned readings, 
universities must begin to prepare 
both language arts and content-area 
teachers differently. We will place our 
candidates outside language arts class-
rooms so they learn to support reading 
and writing in the content areas.”

My second go-to-the-mat moment 
as chairperson came later, when the 
debate at a departmental meeting cen-
tered on enrollment caps for various 
departmental courses. Because the 
luxury of small classes cannot be 
enjoyed in every course, department 
chairs must make difficult choices. 
When I raised the issue, some faculty 
members insisted that I maintain low 
enrollments in seminar courses taken 
by our upper-level teaching candi-
dates. After the meeting, however, one 
faculty member stopped by my office 
to advocate for similarly low enroll-
ments in courses for first-year students 
whose high school experiences had left 
them underprepared for college. 

When I heard myself impulsively 
responding, “You’re right; I’ll go to the 
mat on this one,” I recognized that, 
once again, a core value was at stake. 
Remembering my early-career work 
with high school students who were 
not experiencing academic success, I 
understood my motivation and was 
able to reframe my position more 
professionally: “No students need or 
deserve our support more than those 
who have been underserved and ill-
prepared for university study. If we 
can’t have low enrollment in both 
seminar and support classes, I will 
 prioritize the support classes.”

Most recently, I was pleased to 
recognize a go-to-the-mat moment 
without even having to verbalize the 
metaphor. One of my earliest goals as 
department chairperson had been to 
enrich our curriculum for teacher can-
didates who are minoring in reading 
by building a new course that would 
better prepare these candidates to meet 
the needs of students in highly diverse 
populations. I had set aside that goal 
when faculty members argued that 
candidates might decide against com-
pleting the reading minor program if 
we increased the number of required 
credits. Now, approaching the end of 

my first term as chairperson, I wanted 
to try again because I realized that the 
need to prepare culturally responsive 
teachers remained one of my core 
values. 

I scheduled a series of conversa-
tions, hoping to guide the group to 
consensus on adding the course. 
On the morning of the first session, 
however, I recognized that go-to-the-
mat passion within me, and I realized 
I had neither the patience nor the 
inclination to work for consensus. I 
made it clear that the decision had 
been made: “The revised model I’m 
proposing has been a professional goal 
of mine for several years now. Stu-
dents have been asking to learn more 
about culturally relevant pedagogy, 
and recent sociopolitical developments 
make this course more important 
than ever. I hope you’ll support this 
 initiative despite the risks.” 

Recognizing Colleagues’    
Go-to-the-Mat Moments
Understanding the moments when I’m 
ready to go to the mat has enabled me 
to recognize, applaud, and support 
such moments in my colleagues. Our 
college dean demonstrated one such 
moment when he needed to decide 
whether to allocate additional funds 
for immediate support of at-risk first-
year students or to remain within 
budget by delaying the support by one 
semester. We had a conversation in 
which I advocated for immediate aca-
demic support and he maintained the 
need for delay. We agreed to continue 
the conversation the following day. 
In an early-morning e-mail, I deferred 
to his position, but he responded to 
say he had changed his mind: “I’ve 
wrestled with the problem [inter-
esting word choice on his part!], and 
I decided the students should not be 
harmed by any policy decisions. I 
promised myself I would always put 
students’ best interest first when I 
became a dean.”

Similarly, a department member 
whom I mentor experienced what 
impressed me as a go-to-the-mat 
moment. As our assessment coordi-
nator, she led the department through 
many months of extended conver-
sation about the idea of replacing our 
graduate-level comprehensive exami-
nation with a performance portfolio. 
All department members expressed 
dissatisfaction with the existing exam 
and openness to doing something 
more meaningful and powerful. Yet 
some faculty members continued to 
raise concerns about the proposed 
changes. 

In a private meeting, the coordinator 
said she wanted to halt conversation 
and call for a vote that would provide a 
clear mandate for the committee’s next 
steps. She asked me, as department 
chairperson, to support that decision, 
saying, “My primary intention is to 
protect the integrity, commitment, 
and energy of the committee members 
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What compels leaders 
to take decisive 
action without 

gaining consensus 
from the group?
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working on this endeavor—and 
in doing so, advance an effort we 
strongly believe will benefit our 
program, our candidates, and 
 ourselves.” 

Exploring Motivation  
and Values
What compels leaders to take 
decisive action without gaining 
consensus from the group? Why 
are we sometimes willing to 
forego the benefits that consensus-
building might afford? Hoerr 
(2010) suggests two possible 
reasons: (1) Even effective leaders 
grow weary of conflict, and (2) 
sometimes a consensus-based 
decision feels more like a com-
promise to be tolerated than an 
exciting outcome to be supported. 
Without denying the benefits of 
consensus, he warns, “If we’re 
waiting for everyone to get on the 
ship of school change, we’ll never leave the dock.” A need 
to get things moving may be part of what drove me to the 
mat regarding revisions to our reading minor program. It 
clearly drove my colleague to the mat when calling for a 
vote on the revisions to our comprehensive examination. 

Often, though, educational leaders report that their deci-
sions are driven not by a need for action and progress, 
but by concern for students’ best interests. Stefkovich and 
Begley (2007) offer a model that identifies three elements 
leaders use to consider students’ best interests: rights, 
responsibility, and respect. These three elements were in 
play in each of the go-to-the-mat moments I’ve described. 
For instance, my colleagues and I recognized the rights 
of underprepared students when we afforded them the 
benefits of small class size and adequate funding without 
delay. We met our responsibility as teacher educators when 
we prepared middle-grades teacher candidates to support 
reading comprehension for their future students in the 
content areas. We respected and celebrated the diversity 
of learners when we instituted a course to prepare teacher 
candidates to be culturally  sensitive and responsive. 

Sustaining Action and Dialogue
When leaders understand the underlying values and moti-
vations that spur decisive action, go-to-the-mat moments 
can catalyze important work. That is not to imply, however, 
that such moments should be allowed to preclude rich 
dialogue. Leaders also need to develop the self-knowledge, 

leadership capacity, and sen-
sitivity to engage stakeholders 
in sustained dialogue about the 
future of that important work 
(Begley, 2006). It’s entirely pos-
sible that such dialogue will 
bring colleagues to consensus 
about the initiative that was first 
spurred by a leader’s decisive 
action. 

In fact, that’s what happened 
in several of the scenarios dis-
cussed here. Department faculty 
members now share anecdotes 
and their own core beliefs about 
the benefits of conducting 
teacher candidates’ literacy 
field work in content-area 
classrooms. Members of our 
assessment committee—with 
a clear mandate in hand—now 
engage in dialogue about how to 
develop the assessment portfolio 
that will replace the compre-

hensive examination. Many department members are par-
ticipating in spirited conversations about how to develop 
the new reading minor course—even volunteering to attend 
a retreat during semester break!

Whether education leaders “go to the mat” or rely on 
some other personally meaningful metaphor, they will find 
such thinking helpful. When leaders reflect on the under-
lying values and motivations that drive them to decisive 
action, they’re better equipped to go forth knowledgeably 
and to articulate their rationale clearly. And having gone 
confidently to the mat, leaders might find their colleagues 
willing to join them in the important work that ensues. EL
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One of the best lessons I learned from one 
mentor was to not let people get to you. 
I watched her listen to parent complaints 
quietly, allowing them to “get it all out.” 
Then she would calmly point out the facts 
of the situation and explain the decision 
that was being made, based on them. No 
matter how emotional the people would 
become, she always remained calm and 
cool. I was young and relatively inexpe-
rienced in my leadership role, so I too 
often allowed my emotions to come to 
the surface in similar situations. I am very 
thankful to have learned a better way with 
her guidance and support.

—Christopher Allen,
high school principal, 

The American School of Kinshasa,
Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of Congo
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Anne M. Beaton

B

eing an instructional 
coach is humbling. 
On my best days, my 
time is spent in per-
petual reflection with 

teachers: sponging up emotions, 
unsticking thinking, affirming 
ideas, or supporting lessons in real 
time within the classroom. On other 
days, I’m the teacher voice at the table 
where decision makers introduce initia-
tives that have a serious impact on staff and 
students. I am not an administrator, which often 
spurs people to ask me, “When are you going to be a prin-
cipal?”—as if shifting to administration is the natural next 
step. The implication is that leadership in schools has to be 
hierarchical and there is something more or better about 
leading from the top. 

But as Simon Sinek (2014) argues, “Leadership is a 
choice. It is not a rank.” After 17 years in the classroom, 
I decided to step beyond my classroom and into a role of 
guiding other teachers—and I realized that teachers them-
selves can choose leadership by sharing their own wealth to 
refine instruction, theirs and others’. 

Of Craft Knowledge  
and Learning

No one told me how to do this 
coaching job, so I’ve continu-
ously revised my approach to 
find what works to support all 
teachers. I have learned far more 
about instruction as an instruc-
tional coach than I ever could 

from a coach. After I began creating 
experiences for teachers within 

one another’s classrooms, I realized 
that not only is studying one another’s 

instructional practices as a community 
essential in becoming more effective for our 

 students, but it also lifts teachers up as leaders. 
When I first began serving as an instructional coach 

at Robbinsdale Armstrong High School in Plymouth, 
Minnesota, I set out to improve instruction one teacher 
at a time. There has always been an expectation for me 
to coach individual teachers to reflect on their practice 
and implement strategies that engage students, decrease 
behavior issues, and increase learning. And it works. In a 
year-end survey of Armstrong teachers, many reported that 
they valued how I challenged them to think more deeply 
about instruction. First-year teacher or veteran, everyone 

Shared 
Learning

Designing a 
Community of

When teachers regularly 
observe one another, 
they gain ideas for 

sharpening instruction— 
and a conduit  
for leadership. 
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I worked with realized that he or she 
had  
something more to learn. 

Knowing this caused me to wonder 
whether I could leverage the system 
to affect a greater number of teachers, 
particularly as I realized how much I 
was learning just by stepping in and 
out of many classrooms. 

As a coach, I was introduced to a 
mosaic of communities, rituals, and 
levels of inquiry and engagement. I 
was witnessing what Barth (2001) calls 
craft knowledge, the “massive col-
lection of experiences and learnings 
that those who live and work under 
the roof of the schoolhouse inevitably 
accrue during their careers” (p. 56). 
Some teachers lectured from slides; 
others had students debate in Philo-

sophical Chairs. Many lined up the 
desks in rows; others clustered them 
in small groups or arranged them in a 
circle. In one room, Chromebooks and 
phones were viewed as a distraction, 
whereas in another, technology was 
an integral part of the lesson. Learning 
looked different in each space. The 
experience was eye-opening, and I 
wanted teachers to have it too.

Letting Teachers In  
on the Experience
In Jerry Seinfeld’s TV show Come-
dians in Cars Getting Coffee, he drives 
other famous comedians around in 
classic cars and interviews them. In 
one episode, Jim Carrey tells Seinfeld, 
referring to joke writing, “I used to 
watch you at the Improv when I was 

starting out and I was like, this guy is a 
mechanic. He’s an amazing mechanic.” 
Watching this episode, I began to see 
parallels between joke construction 
and lesson plan writing, and I under-
stood what was missing from the 
current coaching model: a culture of 
studying our practice by watching one 
another teach. 

Part of the benefit of visiting other 
learning environments is watching 
teachers make real-time decisions 
in response to students. I noticed 
when a teacher subtly brushed a hand 
across her forehead, cuing a student 
to remove his hat. I saw how students 
began to problem solve as a group 
when the teacher stepped back and 
to the side. While teachers taught or 
facilitated, I used the time to reflect on 

Shared 
Learning
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how I could have applied what I was 
seeing to my own classroom—if I still 
had a classroom. 

Other teachers needed to see what 
I was seeing, and we needed to learn 
together. I began to see the classroom 
as a space for professional devel-
opment. This learning was richer than 
the kind that transpires while we sit 
among other adults at professional 
learning sessions in hotel conference 
rooms. It included students and was 
steeped in classroom culture. 

At the time, Armstrong teachers 
collaborated in professional learning 
communities, but as they shared 
lesson plans and analyzed data, they 
were describing and listening to—not 
experiencing—the work of colleagues. 
The discussions stayed technical; they 
lacked inquiry and wonder about 
improving the craft. Teachers weren’t 
seeing one another teach, and rather 
than blaming the schedule or the 
building culture that didn’t support 
it, I had to find a way to get them into 
one another’s classrooms, sharing their 
practices. So, with a nod to Seinfeld, I 
set up Teachers in Classrooms Getting 
Connected, a system to free teachers 
up to visit classrooms during the 
school day. Seinfeld had comedians in 
a car getting coffee—what would we 
be getting? Connected.

I was clear that teachers should 
be entering one another’s spaces not 
to critique a colleague, but to study 
the learning environment that the 
teacher had created through estab-
lished rituals, routines, and relation-
ships. We would focus on student 
engagement and approach the moment 
as learners, not evaluators, accepting 
the premise that we have lots to learn 
from one another. I imagined that the 
best design would enable teachers 
to simply share their practice, essen-
tially leading colleagues to improve 
instruction from within their rooms 
without any extra preparation or the 
need to take on any new role. 

Approaching the work collectively 
might help avoid the teacher culture 
taboo that Barth (2001) describes: 
the code that says, “Thou shalt not 
distinguish thyself from the rest—nor 
even appear to distinguish thyself 
from the rest” (p. 58). With so many 
people participating, it would be pos-
sible to establish a new norm in which 
people open up their classrooms and 
let others in. Rather than feel the 
stress of teaching their peers a par-
ticular strategy or calling attention, in 
front of a group, to what has worked, 
teachers could be their best selves 
with their students—just like any 
other day—and the burden would 
be on visiting teachers to explore the 
space and notice practices that they 
deemed unique or excellent. If a vis-
iting teacher later told others about the 
expertise or effective strategies of  
a teacher she observed, the act of  
singling that peer out would seem 
to fall within the parameters of the 
teacher code. 

Marketing the experience would 
be important because I didn’t want 
teachers to feel threatened. One key 
was not to use the word observation, 
which is loaded with evaluative 
energy. Instead, I used the word visit—
like we were stopping in to join the 
learning community for a moment. 
Another key was to establish norms 
to frame how we would each be in the 
spaces. I determined that I would not 
join people on their visits, nor would 
we follow a pre/post model that put 

me in a position to teach people about 
what they had experienced. 

My leadership role became that 
of an architect designing an oppor-
tunity for teachers to learn from one 
another. Block (2008) writes about 
leaders as social architects: “Com-
munity building requires a concept of 
the leader as one who creates experi-
ences for others—experiences that 
in themselves are examples of our 
desired future” (p. 86). Teachers’ 
“desired future” is one in which their 
instruction meets the needs of all  
students. 

Setting the Stage
For the inaugural round, I invited 
teachers into the experience with 
four questions: (1) What can we 
learn from getting into other people’s 
classrooms? (2) What ideas can we 
gather for ourselves? (3) What does 
the experience make us think about 
our own teaching? and (4) What ques-
tions are we left with? I anticipated that 
15 people would be interested, so I was 
stunned when more than 50 teachers 
signed up to participate. I expanded my 
original plan and set a two-day schedule 
that provided substitutes to relieve 
teachers of their supervision duties so 
they could each visit a classroom. 

I sent the entire staff a Google 
Form to elicit participants and gather 
information about each teacher’s 
availability and preferences: Did they 
want to see a particular teacher or 
course? Someone within their PLC 
or department—or outside their 
department? (Many people clicked, 
“Surprise Me!,” which gave me more 
flexibility.) 

For the initial round, I made sure 
that every teacher who signed up 
to visit another classroom also had 
a visitor come to his or her own 
classroom, to stress that we all had 
something to learn from one another 
and that there wasn’t one small group 
of expert teachers. Now, I’ve relaxed 

All teachers, not 
just those deemed 

exemplary, deserve 
and benefit from 
a community of 
shared practice.
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that rule a bit in an effort to draw in 
younger teachers who are hesitant to 
have veteran teachers visit their rooms. 
(They get one round as a visitor only, 
and after that they must be observed 
also.) I did my best to accommodate 
requests like “I want to observe a 
teacher who is more organized than 
me.” If a teacher requested to see 
someone who had not signed up to 
participate, I sent an e-mail asking 
permission for the teacher to visit that 
colleague’s room. 

I made every effort to schedule only 
one visitor per classroom per period, 
but occasionally allowed two visitors 

to accommodate teacher requests. 
Some teachers had visitors during mul-
tiple periods throughout the two days, 
others only one. The final schedule fit 
together like pieces in the game Tetris. 
I wanted every teacher to have the 
best experience possible so they would 
 participate again.1 

On the day of the visits, I estab-
lished norms that each participant 
agreed to follow: arrive on time; stay 
for the entire period; resist the urge 
to talk with students; remember that 
conversations with students and the 
teacher are at the teacher’s discretion; 
and say thank you. An informal 
handout for observers reinforced that 
we were not evaluating, but merely 
taking the opportunity to observe 
a peer’s practice and reflect on our 
own. The handout contained two 
overarching questions for teachers to 
consider during their visit: What does 
learning look like in other classrooms? 
and How are other teachers working 
to engage students? It also included 
places for teachers to take notes on 

three specifics: What do I notice? 
What does it make me wonder? and 
How have I benefitted from this expe-
rience? (See a sample handout at 
www.ascd.org/el0517beaton.) 

At the end of the inaugural round, I 
facilitated a 20-minute “brief debrief” 
after school. More than 40 teachers 
attended, bringing their handouts 
with reflective notes, and discussed 
in small groups what they’d noticed. 
They made connections with one 
another about what they saw and how 
it influenced their thinking about their 
own classrooms. One teacher reflected, 
“I want to try to bring real-world 

articles into my classroom related to 
the material we are learning like the 
teacher I observed does.” Another  
recognized, “I need to focus on a  
goal of quality and less on a goal of 
completing a checklist.” 

As hosts, teachers shared that they 
wanted to make sure their visitor had 
something good to see; observation 
seemed to inspire teachers to be more 
thoughtful about their lesson design 
for the day, not from fear of evaluation, 
but out of pride in their practice. One 
host teacher commented that visitors 
weren’t always aware of the context of 
the lesson, which “forced me to think 
about how to explain and facilitate the 
lesson so they could grasp it as well—
which only helped the students under-
stand the concept better, too.” 

Initially, I’d thought it might pose a 
problem if teachers saw any instruction 
that wasn’t the best. But as our 
learning community grew and teachers 
reflected, we realized that teachers 
felt supported even when visitors 
witnessed challenging  environments 

and saw the host teacher struggling. 
Teachers always found ways to gain 
from what they  experienced. 

It wasn’t perfect, but it was a 
start. Ninety-six percent of the par-
ticipants reported that they were 
looking forward to another round of 
classroom visits. Most commented 
that the experience was valuable. As 
we complete more rounds of Teachers 
in Classrooms, teachers are recog-
nizing that, “I can be an instructional 
leader without taking on an official 
 leadership role.”

Letting the Horses Run
“You need to let the horses run.” 
That’s how our head principal 
describes how he leads our talented 
veteran staff. He sees teachers as pro-
fessionals and believes teachers initiate 
the best, most lasting work in our 
building, reflecting Danielson’s (2006) 
contention:

Leadership in schools need not be 
hierarchical; communication need not 
be a one-way proposition. And while 
schools, like other organizations, need 
to have someone in charge, there are 
ways of being in charge that not only 
honor the expertise of teachers but 
unleash the power of genuine leadership 
in them. (pp. 10–11)

Because of our principal’s approach, 
I am free to coach throughout the 
building and design professional 
learning experiences for staff. Teachers 
are encouraged to lead efforts to 
improve learning from within their 
classrooms: English teachers redesign 
courses to dismantle tracking, 
science teachers digitize learning for 
students, and music teachers take 
students around the United States 
to perform. But often, teachers in 
various departments aren’t aware of 
the feats colleagues in other depart-
ments are accomplishing. Through 
frequent mutual observation, we see 
and share all the great work being 
done around our building, beyond 

Teachers felt supported even when visitors 
witnessed challenging environments 
and saw the host teacher struggling.
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technical descriptions that live within 
PLCs and individual departments. This 
amplifies the influence of each success. 
We realize that all teachers, not just 
those deemed exemplary, deserve and 
benefit from a community of shared 
practice.

Learning and Leadership 
Revealed 
We recently completed our fourth 
round of Teachers in Classrooms 
Getting Connected, and nearly 75 
percent of Armstrong’s staff members 
have now participated. Teachers con-
tinue to provide feedback that reveals 
the high level of reflection this pro-
fessional development has inspired. 
Through surveys and “brief debriefs,” 
teachers note how they’ve changed 
their practice after watching a peer. 

We’ve tweaked how we operate 
the program, often in response to 

teachers’ suggestions. (“Let’s figure 
out how to spend more one-on-one 
time with the teacher you observed to 
ask questions.”) Recently, I’ve revised 
the guiding questions to focus on a 
new theme each round. (We just fin-
ished “Community” and will move to 
“Innovation” next.) Some teachers are 
interested in learning about particular 
strategies, such as teaching writing 
to a certain age group; others use the 
experience to become more a part of 
the school community and talk to col-
leagues outside their department. 

Teachers in Classrooms Getting 
Connected reminds all of us that  
just as students thrive in a safe, 
engaging learning environment, so  
do teachers. EL

1Since that first round, I’ve tweaked 
the Google Form to speed up the 
 scheduling—like asking which lunch 

teachers have or adding a box for them 
to write special requests. I’m consid-
ering using a Google Document to see if 
teachers can sign themselves up, to make 
the process more automatic and make it 
even more a part of our teacher culture.
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“ It's so awesome and great 

to be around so many like-

minded people who want to 

do well for their students.” 
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Math Teacher, Takoma Park, MD
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struggle is so challenging, 
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ways of solving the 
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approaching it. When 

they finally have that ‘aha’ 

moment, it's just amazing!” 

—  CHARICE NUSSE 

Math Teacher, Fresno, CA
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atural-born leaders are the stuff of legend—
from Alexander the Great conquering the 
known world by his early 20s, to young 

Arthur pulling Excalibur from the stone, to teenage 
Joan of Arc helping the French vanquish the 
English. The idea of fate smiling upon a chosen few 
seems to persist into modern times. Type “natural- 
born leader” into Google and you’ll conjure up 
recent articles in Forbes and The Huffington Post as 
well as several book titles. 

But is leadership truly a matter of nature . . . or 
nurture? How we answer this question points to 
different paths for “lifting leaders.” One path might 
rely on recruiting extraordinary natural leaders and 
another on nurturing ordinary people to be leaders.

Nature versus Nurture
One way to examine this question is to look at 
identical twins. If people are born leaders, it stands 
to reason that if one twin becomes a leader as an 
adult, the other should, too, right? And in fact, 
when researchers examined the leadership status 
of 488 identical and 632 fraternal twins at age 30, 
they found that identical twins were more apt than 
fraternal twins to reflect one another’s leadership 
status. Parsing the data, they calculated that lead-
ership is 24 percent heritable—or in other words, 
about one-quarter nature versus three-quarters 
nurture (De Neve et al., 2013).

This finding leaves open the question of 
whether leadership is a fixed trait or an acquired 
skill—that is, do leaders reach a certain point and 
stop improving or, like a fine wine, keep getting 
better with time? Years ago, after comparing lead-
ership experience and group performance for 385 
leaders in five different organizations for the U.S. 
Navy, Fred Fiedler arrived at what seemed to be 
a definitive answer to the latter question: No. In 
a paper bluntly titled Leadership Experience and 
Leader  Performance—Another Hypothesis Shot to 
Hell, Fiedler (1970) reported that teams with more 
experienced leaders actually demonstrated slightly 

lower  performance. Basically, some leaders were 
better than others, and experience was a poor 
 substitute for aptitude. 

But is that really true? Is leadership ability really 
so fixed? 

Changes in Leadership,  
Changes in Performance
Some recent studies in education suggest oth-
erwise—or at least that leaders’ behaviors can and 
do change over time. A study of 197 elementary 
schools found that individual leaders’  performance 
(or at least teachers’ responses to questions 
like, “To what extent does school leadership 
. . . focus the energies of the school on student 
achievement?”) changed significantly over four 
years (Heck & Hallinger, 2010, p. 873). Moreover, 
those changes were dynamically linked to changes 
in school improvement capacity, which, in turn, 
correlated with higher student growth rates. 

A three-year analysis (May, Huff, & Goldring, 
2012) of the daily activities of 39 elementary 
school principals provides a similarly dynamic 
picture of leaders, albeit a bit of a photo negative. 
It found that over three years, principals changed 
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significantly in how they spent their 
time. Perplexingly, however, schools 
where principals focused more time on 
managerial tasks (like school finance 
and personnel issues) had higher 
achievement, and schools where prin-
cipals shifted their time to instruc-
tional or transformational leadership 
(like goal setting and teacher devel-
opment) had lower achievement. This 
finding runs counter to two decades of 
calls for principals to be instructional 
leaders, not simply building managers. 

Bear in mind, however, that these 
data were correlational, not causal. 
Performance dips may have prompted 
principals in struggling schools to 
focus more on instructional issues 
whereas higher performance may have 
taken the pressure off other principals 
to be instructional leaders. Indeed, in 
the first study, researchers observed all 
principals proactively driving school 
performance, whereas in the second 
study, the principals were reactively 
responding to school performance.

A More Nuanced View
Nearly 30 years after pronouncing 
the link between leadership expe-
rience and performance “shot to 
hell,” Fiedler (1997) synthesized two 
decades of research for the U.S. Army 
and arrived at a more nuanced con-
clusion—namely, that the benefits of 
leadership experience were situational. 
He found that in high-stress circum-
stances, with little time for analysis or 
contemplation, experienced leaders 
are better than less-experienced (and 
even more intelligent) ones. Smarts 
alone, it seems, isn’t all that helpful in 
a foxhole. On the other hand, in low-
stress situations, leaders often rely too 
much on experience or how they’ve 
always done things—which can lead 
to performance plateaus. As Fiedler 
observed:

When the task requires deliberation 
and careful reconsideration of the 
consequences, the highly experienced 
leader is likely to be impatient and 
call for immediate action in the belief 
that “we don’t need another study; 
we already know what to do.” (p. 6)

In these circumstances, intelligence 
and patience are virtues, helping 
leaders dissect problems and plan 
better actions. Fiedler concluded that 
“stressful situations call for experi-
enced leaders, and experienced leaders 
require a modicum of stress in order 
to function well.” On the other hand, 
“intellectually demanding problems 
require that intellectually able 
leaders work in a relatively stress-free 
 environment” (p. 6). 

Born, Made, or Coached?
Fiedler’s findings suggest that when 
faced with high-pressure situations 
(for example, turning around a 
school), inexperienced leaders may 
benefit from someone with more 
experience helping them make better 
(and quicker) decisions. Experienced 
leaders, on other hand, may benefit 
from a critical friend asking ques-
tions and providing the “modicum of 
stress” they need to stay sharp. And 
when faced with thorny challenges, 
all leaders may benefit from someone 
who can help them reflect calmly, 
think through problems, and find the 
best path forward. In short, leaders 
can benefit from a dose of Aristotle’s 
Golden Mean—moderation between 
too much or too little experience and 
too much or too little stress. 

Two studies in education may 
offer a final piece to this puzzle. Goff 
and colleagues (2014) found that 
principals were more receptive to, 
and able to act on, feedback from 
teachers when paired with coaches. 
And another study of 12 principals of 
under-performing schools (Warren & 
Kelsen, 2013) found that when paired 
with experienced administrators, they 
improved their leadership abilities 
and saw significant performance gains 
in their schools. Coaches in the two 
studies helped leaders become more 
reflective and more proactive, respec-
tively—seemingly applying Aristotle’s 
Golden Mean by inviting reflection 
and offering experience as needed.

The fact that we know so much 
about Aristotle is thanks, in part, to a 
seemingly natural-born leader, 

 Alexander the Great, whose conquests 
helped disseminate Hellenic ideas to 
the rest of the civilized world. Yes, 
Alexander may have been blessed by 
nature (and royal lineage), but he also 
benefitted from nurture—namely, 
tutoring by some of the best minds of 
his day, including Aristotle, who con-
tinued to correspond with him during 
his conquests. Leadership, in any era 
or context, seems to be a matter of 
nature, nurture, and coaching. EL
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eachers often view student failure as 
something to be avoided. Whether they’re 
attempting to match texts to readers’ skill 

levels (not too hard, not too easy), or frontloading 
copious amounts of information in advance of a 
task, teachers use various strategies to try to spare 
their students too much struggle. 

But what if we’re wrong? What if struggle is 
an inherent part of learning, and removing it 
 interferes with mastery? 

Mathematics researcher Manu Kapur (2016) has 
developed the theory of productive struggle—the 
idea that attempting to perform a task and initially 
failing can improve learning. Productive struggle, 
as Kapur envisions it, occurs in two phases. First, 
students are given a problem or task that they 
probably can’t solve, and they’re encouraged to 
speculate about possible solutions and experiment. 
Next, after their initial failed attempts, they receive 
instruction that will assist them in successfully 
completing the task, and they are encouraged to try 
again. In Kapur’s studies, students scored better in 
conceptual knowledge if they were taught in a pro-
ductive struggle condition than if they were taught 
conventionally. Giving students opportunities to 
fail forward resulted in deeper learning. 

Of course, there’s also unproductive struggle, 
in which students don’t receive instruction and 
reflection time to help them overcome their initial 
failures. Kapur found that in those cases, students 
may simply learn avoidance. But productive struggle 
can prime students for subsequent instruction by 
making them more aware of their own knowledge 
gaps and more interested in filling in those gaps. 

The benefits of failing forward are also implicit 
in Carol Dweck’s work, which encourages learners 
to view struggle as a necessary part of learning and 

growth. When she encounters a student whose first 
attempt at a task is rapid and perfect, Dweck says, 
“Whoops! I guess that was too easy. I apologize 
for wasting your time. Let’s do something you can 
really learn from!” (2006, p. 173). 

In the video that accompanies this column, 
you’ll see kindergarten teacher Gina Booth apply 
the productive struggle strategy as she works with 
a small group of math students. Ms. Booth poses a 
problem she knows her students will struggle with, 
letting them try and fail and then teaching them 
how to use a mathematics tool they know (the ten 
frame) to try to solve a similar problem. The stu-
dents then return to the original problem and solve 
it with greater understanding. 

The Danger of Too Much Success
Without question, everyone enjoys success. It feeds 
our sense of accomplishment and our  self-esteem. 
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But uninterrupted success can quickly 
turn into boredom if it’s not punc-
tuated with challenge. Although we 
know at our core that it’s human 
nature to seek challenge, some of our 
instructional practices inadvertently 
overvalue success instead of allowing 
challenge and failure to occur. 

One example of ensuring success is 
the decades-long practice of confining 
young readers’ experiences to a narrow 
range of texts that are on their “level.” 
First proposed by Emmett Betts in 
1946, “leveled reading” theory holds 
that young students should be taught 
using texts at their instructional level 
(Pondiscio, 2014). 

Mounting evidence, however, sug-
gests that children actually learn more 
when working with texts at what Betts 
called the frustrational level—if, after 
their initial attempts, they are provided 
with prompts, cues, and corrections 
(O’Connor, Swanson, & Geraghty, 
2010; Shanahan, 2014). In other 
words, the students are allowed to fail 
first, and then are given instruction 
and scaffolds. 

There’s a difference between per-
formance and learning (Kapur, 2016). 
Initial performance success is not the 
same as long-term learning. Anyone 
who has worked with students using 
flashcards to memorize terms knows 
that early performance success doesn’t 
mean they’ll still know those same 
terms two days later. We don’t want 
students to mainly tackle tasks in 
which they are already fluent; we 
went them to move in the direction of 
fluency through a range of tasks that 
include struggle, strategic thinking, 
and stamina building. 

Failing Forward with Support
Of course, students need to experience 
a full range of learning tasks, including 
those that offer them initial success. 

But experience and research show that 
a reluctance to allow students to 
struggle can inhibit learning. By using 
productive failure judiciously, we can 
maximize learning—if we create the 
conditions that allow students, and 
ourselves, to fail forward. EL
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very school community has talented teachers 
who have either volunteered or been selected 
by administrators for leadership roles. 

Because implementing technology poses especially 
complex challenges, tech-savvy teachers are often 
plucked from the classroom and asked to support 
their colleagues as technology coaches. 

I both understand and lament this move. 
Rationally, I know that we need these teachers 
to lead the charge and help their peers take risks 
and experiment. At the same time, I hate to see 
an incredible teacher taken out of the classroom 
entirely. I can’t help but think about all the stu-
dents who will never directly benefit from that 
teacher’s passion and expertise. 

I’d love to see schools take a more nuanced 
approach and find ways to allow teachers to 
teach part time and coach part time. As a teacher 
and a coach myself, I know that my work in 
the classroom makes me a better coach and my 
coaching makes me a more thoughtful teacher. 
When I’m coaching teachers who are shifting from 
a traditional teaching model to a blended learning 
model, I can draw on my own experiences and 
failures. It makes me more relatable and makes the 
coaching process less scary. And when I’m in my 
own classroom, I’m often inspired to apply ideas 
that have blossomed from my coaching sessions 
with other creative teachers. An additional benefit 
is that coaches who are also teachers can invite 
other teachers into their rooms to demonstrate 
 specific techniques with actual students. 

Redefining Professional Development
As schools attempt to better integrate technology 
into the classroom, it’s imperative that they also 
rethink their approach to training teachers and 
leveraging teacher talent. Too many schools still 
rely on a handful of professional development days 
each year to provide their teachers with training—
a classic model that’s not particularly effective. 

To make meaningful changes in instruction, 
teachers need repeated, supported practice with 
new teaching techniques and technology tools. 

How do we move from trainings to transfor-
mation? The key is to make professional learning 
as much a part of the school’s infrastructure as 
the WiFi network is. If a school district brings in 
an expert to train the staff on a topic or teaching 
strategy, that training should be considered the 
spark—the beginning of an ongoing conversation 
about how to create positive change in a school. 

Begin with Coaching
Coaching is an effective way to continue the 
learning as teachers attempt to apply new infor-
mation and new teaching techniques gleaned 
from an expert training session. It provides an 
ongoing support system, which is crucial to 
prevent teachers from abandoning new strat-
egies when they hit a bump in the road during 
 implementation. 

Such one-on-one work is invaluable. Coaches 
and teachers can plan lessons together and 
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 co-teach as the teacher builds his or 
her confidence in using technology or 
employing blended learning models. 
Coaches can also provide real-time 
feedback during lessons. Teachers 
who are comfortable with the coach 
“pausing” a lesson can learn how to 
adjust elements of the lesson in real 
time to improve learning outcomes 
for students. 

For example, during one coaching 
session, I was in a 5th grade classroom 
with a teacher who was using the 
Station Rotation model to teach 
math. In one group, students were 
working collaboratively to solve a 
real-world math challenge taken from 
 YummyMath.com. There were several 
ways to solve the problem, so students 
were asked to share their process and 
solution on a Padlet wall. After the 
last rotation, I paused the lesson to 
highlight the value of giving students 
time to review one another’s solutions 
on Padlet. We asked each group to 
post a brief critique of another group’s 
solution, explaining what was inter-
esting about the approach or identi-
fying a problem in the process and 
how it could be corrected. 

After the class, the teacher and I 
discussed the importance of using 
technology to encourage the students 
to give one another constructive and 
respectful feedback. Allowing students 
to evaluate one another’s work added 
value to the use of the Padlet wall and 
increased the teacher’s motivation to 
use it in future lessons. It’s my job 
as the coach to highlight opportu-
nities where technology has power to 
enhance or improve the learning. 

Supplement Coaching with Personal 
Learning Communities 
Once a coaching culture is estab-
lished, schools can boost the benefits 
by grouping teachers into profes-
sional learning communities (PLCs) 
that use common planning periods to 
provide one another with long-term 

support, nonevaluative feedback, and 
inspiration. Typically, a coach might 
meet with a PLC to share a strategy or 
technology tool, and then the PLC can 
work together to figure out what the 
strategy or tool might look like in their 
classrooms. Often, teachers in a PLC 
are grouped by grade level or subject 
area, so they can work together to 
design specific lessons that incorporate 
that strategy or tool and provide one 
another with nonevaluative feedback 
on both the design and execution of 
those lessons. 

Schools embarking on 1:1 initia-
tives or shifting to a blended learning 
model must think beyond the cost of 
the hardware and consider the cost 
of building a professional learning 
network. Creating a coaching culture 
and professional learning infra-
structure can provide essential support 
as teachers design, implement, and 
reflect on their lessons. This support—
or lack thereof—can make or break a 
technology push or blended learning 
initiative. 

A Good Investment
Ideally, I’d love to see schools use 
a coaching model paired with pro-
fessional learning communities to 
support teachers in implementing 
technology throughout the school 
year. This approach to professional 
learning capitalizes on teacher talents 
and creates a safety net of support 
as teachers experiment with new 
technology and new teaching strat-
egies. Instead of plucking talented 
technology-savvy teachers out of the 

classroom, those teachers would be 
given time in their daily schedules to 
work as peer coaches supporting their 
colleagues. 

Although the professional learning 
infrastructure I’m suggesting could be 
expensive, just consider how much 
money is wasted in technology initia-
tives that fail because teachers don’t 
have the necessary support. Leaders 
must consider the whole picture when 
it comes to technology and blended 
learning. They shouldn’t focus myopi-
cally on devices, learning management 
systems, wireless networks, or the 
myriad of other considerations asso-
ciated with getting 21st century tools 
into our schools. They must also focus 
on building a professional learning 
infrastructure to support innovation. EL
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he flight had been delayed again. In fact, the 
previous outgoing flight was still delayed 
so there was a throng of frustrated, angry 

passengers clutching boarding passes at the gate. I 
was one of them. Air travel is no longer glamorous 
(if it ever was). The reality is that airlines are in 
business to make a buck and passengers are com-
modities. There’s a sort of unwritten pact between 
them and us: They provide minimal services and 
pretzels, and we get where we want to be, safely, at 
a reasonable price. 

But Mother Nature intrudes. I was ready to go 
home, but flights were delayed. Although the skies 
above Scranton, Pennsylvania, were clear, thun-
derstorms were happening all up and down the 
East Coast. So we waited. And waited. The gate 
was small, the seats were hard, and connecting 
flights were merely hopes. “But I need to get to 
Portland,” one person proclaimed after being told 
that she wouldn’t make the connecting flight. “I am 
supposed to be in Dallas,” said another through a 
scowl. The crowd was restless.

Still another announcement interrupted, stating 
that the departure time for my flight was moved 
back another 45 minutes. A gate agent said that she 
didn’t know when or if our flights would arrive and 
be able to take off, so they would try to reroute us. 
She asked people to form a line. Quickly the line 
was long enough to snake from the agent’s table 
through rows of seats in the waiting area. People 
were talking on their cell phones—too loudly—
and some parents were trying to keep their kids 
occupied. It was not a pretty sight.

Leadership in Action
Then I noticed the leadership. It didn’t come from 
pilots or an airline executive. It came from the 
three gate agents, who acted as if they did this sort 
of thing routinely (which is probably accurate), 
courteously dealing with the frustrated flyers and 
calming the room. They were in charge, 

and we welcomed it.
The gate agents talked with passenger after 

passenger in a friendly, courteous, and helpful 
manner, despite the resentment they must have 
sensed. Slowly, the line moved. After an intermi-
nable period of time, I was finally at the front of 
the line, and the agent greeted me with a friendly 
smile: “Hi, how can I help you?” I wanted to say, 
“Can’t you tell? I’m stranded like the other 100 
people in here!” But her smile and welcoming 
attitude totally disarmed me. She asked with sin-
cerity and was ready to listen. Mind you, she had 
just finished dealing with 15 or 20 other unhappy 
flyers, listening to each of their unique (in their 
minds) situations and working to find alternate 
routes or accommodations. She was feverishly 
running on a complaint treadmill, and she wasn’t 
fazed by it at all.

After my turn, I sat and watched each of the gate 
agents (I had time on my hands, after all) and saw 
that their performance was consistently above and 
beyond what I would have expected and probably 
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would’ve been able to muster in their 
position. They not only did the tasks 
that were necessary, but they did them 
in a way that caused all of us to settle 
down a bit. Nothing had changed, 
yet after talking with an agent, each 
person looked a bit less harried and 
angry. We were there for another 90 
minutes, but the mood in the room 
was amazingly different, even though 
there were no planes and our situa-
tions mostly hadn’t changed. The dif-
ference was that most of us had met 
with one of the gate agents.

How Did They Do That?
Like those agents, principals some-
times end up operating with limited 
information in a situation where much 
of the problem is out of our control—
and those we serve aren’t happy. So it’s 
worth considering how the gate agents 
did their job in a way that positively 
changed the group atmosphere. They 
engaged in four leadership behaviors.

1. They listened attentively 
throughout. I’m sure that my story 
wasn’t much different from those of 
the score of folks who preceded me, 
but the gate agent listened and didn’t 
try to hurry me. When she called me 
“Tom,” I felt myself exhaling a bit, and 
it helped when she said, “I know how 
frustrating this is for you.” I knew that 
she was doing her job, but those two 
not-strictly-required comments made 
me feel that she was concerned about 
my situation. They changed how I felt.

2. They made it clear that they 
were on our side, willing to do 
whatever they could to help resolve 
our problem. At one point, the agent I 
met with was peering at her computer 
monitor to find possible alternative 
routes, and it seemed to be taking 
forever. Becoming impatient, I asked 
how things looked. “Here,” she said, 

“you can see,” and she swiveled the 
monitor so that we were both looking 
at it. She began to explain the symbols 
and layout on the screen. Although I 
couldn’t decipher much, that action 
removed a hierarchical barrier between 
us and shouted that she and I were on 
the same team.

3. The agents maintained their 
poise, even when confronted by 
someone who was neither fair nor 
kind to them, responding with the 
calmness that we needed to see and 
feel. Their actions showed us that they 
were doing everything possible and 
that losing composure wouldn’t help 
the situation.

4. They defined their job in a trans-
formational way. Although they might 
not see any of us again, they invested 
time in building rapport. Relationships 
are at the heart of every interaction, 
and the ways the agents talked and 
listened caused us to be more positive 
and forgiving. 

Inevitably there will be times when 
you’re facing an unhappy individual or 
group, and you won’t have sufficient 
information or authority to change the 
situation. But like the gate agents, you 
can have a positive effect by listening, 
personalizing the interactions, and 
not exacerbating frustrations. That’s 
 leadership. EL
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think a lot about leadership in schools. I see 
teachers who lead in ways that sculpt their 
own lives and the lives of their students for 

the better—and teachers who do not. I observe 
principals who lead faculty to invest the very best 
that’s in them to ensure that young people max-
imize their capacities—and principals who do not. 
I think a lot about what it means to embody the 
best of leadership in a school context, and about 
how we might grow more leaders who are catalysts 
for those around them to become their best selves. 

There is no broad agreement on what distin-
guishes highly effective leaders from those who are 
less effective. In fact, two authors concluded 30 
years ago that thousands of studies on leadership 
might be summed up by saying that “never have 
so many labored so long to say so little” (Bennis 
& Nanus, 1985, p. 4). Nonetheless, I have come 
to believe that teachers and principals who lead in 
transformative ways share at least three key attri-
butes. My sense, informed by a good bit of study 
and a whole lot of experience, is that teachers 
who consistently change young people’s lives for 
the better and principals who consistently change 
education practices for the better are vision-driven, 
process-oriented, and dedicated to serving those 
they lead. 

Leading from a Vision
Principals and teachers whom I think of as exem-
plary leaders are on a mission—one almost cer-
tainly focused on bettering the prospects of young 
people. These leaders are driven by the needs they 
see around them and a sense of both opportunity 
and obligation to make a difference. Their lead-
ership starts and sticks with “why” that vision 
matters (Sinek, 2009).

One of the voices on the nature of leadership 
that has been most clarifying to me is that of 
Thomas Sergiovanni (1992, 1999). Leaders, he 
says, operate from some platform of authority; 

the kind of authority on which a leader draws both 
reflects and shapes how he or she leads. 

Some leaders claim bureaucratic authority (“I’m 
higher on the food chain, and those with less claim 
to power should do as I direct”). Some work from 
psychological authority (an “expect-and-reward” 
perspective). Some draw on technical authority (a 
“do-what-the-research-says” stance). Some lead 
from professional authority (a “training-and- 
experience-will-guide-the-way” approach). 
And finally, some leaders work from a moral 
authority—forming communities around shared 
values and norms based on mutual commitment 
and a sense of interdependence. Sergiovanni con-
cludes that the primary authority for leadership 
in schools currently derives largely from the first 
three categories—but that we would be better 
served if the latter two categories were central.
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Drawing on their professional and 
moral authority, the teachers who lead 
most powerfully say to their students, 
both explicitly and through consistent 
action, “Let’s be a place where we help 
one another find our individual and 
group strengths. Let’s learn because it’s 
an exciting and enriching thing to do.”

Likewise, principals who lead 
most powerfully say to the teachers 
and parents with whom they work, 
“Let’s work as a team to be sure every 
student is valued, supported, and 
strengthened. Let’s make learning the 
best gig in town.”

Minding the Process
Powerful visions require constant 
tending. They don’t come fully 
formed, but rather demand careful 
planning, awareness of the torrent of 
details that swirl around them (and 
too often consume them), and per-
sistent reflection on where things are 
progressing and where they are not. A 
transformational teacher understands 
that words can dignify or decimate, 
that carefully planned routines 

support positive student behavior, that 
meaning-rich content is motivational, 
and that conversations with individual 
students can make a greater difference 
than any textbook ever will. Every 
teacher is human and errs repeatedly, 
but by focusing on process, teachers 
who transform their students’ lives 
hold tight to the intent to live out their 
vision every day in the classroom. 

Likewise, transformational prin-
cipals know that they are the represen-
tatives-in-chief of the vision they put 
forth. They plan, communicate, reflect, 
and recalibrate in ways that clarify, 
commend, and model the vision. 

Servant Leadership
Teachers and principals who are, for 
me, the clearest representatives of 
leadership exemplify the statement, 
“Leadership is not about being in 
charge. It’s about taking care of the 
people in your charge” (Sinek, 2015). 
Good teachers care about and for their 
students, and  good principals do the 
same for their faculty and students. 
Their work is about making school a 

more meaningful and rewarding place. 
It’s about respecting the individuals 
they lead and ensuring that the work 
they share is both doable and satis-
fying. In both contexts, these leaders 
want to build a community of shared 
values, in which individuals learn 
to trust and support one another in 
moving toward, achieving, and sur-
passing shared goals. Sergiovanni 
(1992) calls this follower-focused 
approach servant leadership (p. 116). 

I have a compelling sense that our 
investment in professional devel-
opment and mentoring of teachers and 
principals would take us to a very dif-
ferent and higher place if it were cen-
tered on holding to a vision, minding 
the process, and being servants of 
those we lead. EL
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Tell Me About . . .
A Mentor Who Nurtured Your Abilities as a Leader

Never Stop Giving Back 
Ruth Gelina, a retired public school teacher 
who is now in her mid-80s, taught me that as 
teachers and leaders who love children and 
learning, we are never too old to make a dif-
ference. We never quit being teachers. In her 
80s, Ruth has tutored children in reading 
and began a mentoring program that partners 
women over 60 with younger women. Ruth has 
taught me that no matter our age, as long as 
we are willing, there’s always a life to influence 
both inside and outside the classroom. Her 
example inspired me to earn my doctorate at 
age 54 and to continue making a difference.

—Mary Martin, 
associate professor, 

Moody Bible Institute, Chicago, Illinois

Daily Encouragement Counts 
My first principal when I became a teacher was 
an amazing leader. He came to my classroom 
every day and frequently left encouraging 
notes and e-mails mentioning little things he 
noticed I was doing well as a new teacher. 
These positive affirmations laid the path for the 
teacher I became and the leader I am today. His 
encouragement created the vision for where I 
was headed. Because he was a daily presence, 
when we had to have hard conversations about 
how I could improve, I knew he was on my 
side. He modeled the power of a humble leader 
to encourage and empower others. Thank you, 
Kent!

—Judy Bethge, 
instructor, Lake County Tech Campus, 

Grayslake, Illinois

Whatever It Takes
A mentor who nurtured my abilities as a leader 
(and who still does even though we’re a few 
states apart) is Eric Davis, now chief operating 
officer with Wilson Public Schools, North 
Carolina. Mr. Davis was my school perfor-

mance director when I first became a principal 
with Montgomery County Public Schools, 
Maryland. He worked tirelessly to support all 
principals and demonstrated a can-do attitude 
by never asking you to do something he 
wouldn’t do himself. One morning when we 
were to have a big event at the school, I arrived 
to find him buffing the main hallway. He said 
that it needed a “shine” and the custodian 
was busy setting up for the event. He knew 
that being a great principal meant knowing 
your community and doing whatever it takes 
for each student, each family, and each staff 
member. 

—Jennifer Connors, 
principal, Sussex-Wantage School District, 

Sussex, New Jersey

Inspirational—and Inspired 
My original mentor in education leadership 
was my 8th grade English teacher (later my 
colleague and department head). He believed 
that in education, as in life, everyone we meet 
becomes a small part of who we are. His focus 
was always on the best interest of the child 
and on the idea that developing a trusting rela-
tionship allows educators to have the greatest 
impact. He would listen deeply and make a 
decision only after he really knew an individual 
and understood all other factors that may be 
involved. He was inspirational, but was also 
constantly inspired—by both the students 
and his colleagues. He always claimed to have 
learned more at the end of a school year than 
he had taught. 

—Paul Coppola, 
assistant principal, Trumbull Public Schools, 

Trumbull, Connecticut

“That’s Great, But . . .”
Little did I know that one school leader’s 
words and actions would remain with me 
after almost three decades of experience in the 
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field of education. Mr. Jim Slick was 
my superintendent when I was in my 
early to mid-career teaching years. He 
would often stop into my classroom to 
ask how my students were doing. On 
one occasion, he asked about the dis-
trict math assessment. I indicated that 
about 22 of 28 students had passed the 
assessment. He said that was great, but 
challenged me to discuss the six stu-
dents who did not pass. This challenge 
shifted me to thinking about all stu-
dents and encouraged me not to make 
excuses for their lack of learning. 
Their learning was my responsibility. 
This attribute was shared by many 
leaders throughout my career—
Dale DeKarske, Mike Dewey, Dave 
Peterson, and others —who lifted me 
to become the educator I am today. 

—Kathy Stewart, 
superintendent,  

Saginaw Intermediate School District, 
Saginaw, Michigan

The Work-Life Balance
I have been a participant in the Indiana 
Principal Leadership Institute (IPLI), 
a two-year intensive professional 
development program for practicing 
principals. The IPLI program includes 
mentoring—both individually and 
in regional cohort groups. The most 
helpful thing my IPLI mentor, Tim 
Taylor, has done for me is to remind 
me about the need for a well-balanced 
life. 

Being a mother of two children, a 
principal, and a student studying for 
my Ed.S, I find life extremely over-
whelming right now. I am constantly 
questioning whether I am being a good 
mother to my children, a good wife to 
my husband, and a good leader to my 
staff and students. Tim often allows 
our cohort group to talk about life 
and our struggles. As a principal, you 
rarely have the opportunity to discuss 
the struggles and stresses of the job. 
Tim reassures us that it’s OK to dis-
connect from school for an evening or 
on the weekends to spend quality time 
with our families. Hearing a super-
intendent reaffirm that life doesn’t 

always revolve around work is a huge 
relief and a reassurance that maybe I 
am doing something right. 

 —Jill Vlcan, 
principal, Poston Road Elementary, 

Martinsville, Indiana

Angel in a Trying Time 
Mentors are like guardian angels who 
applaud our efforts when there is 
cause for celebration and come to our 
rescue in times of conflict and chal-
lenge. As I became acclimated to my 
first building principal position years 
ago, my mentor nurtured my lead-
ership abilities in numerous ways—
enabling me to move beyond simply 
surviving to thriving. 

During a pivotal learning expe-
rience where my ethics as a leader 
were tested, my mentor met me off 
campus at a diner long after students 
and teachers had left for the day. She 
extended levity and laughter for a 
few minutes before probing me with 
reflective questions about the situ-
ation. Parents were demanding vocally 
and forcefully for the removal of a 
particular group of students from the 
school. Her inquiries compelled me 
to get to the heart of the situation so 
I could develop a plan to work with 
all stakeholders, communicate my 
vision and ethical stance, and, most 
important, advocate for all students. 
My mentor helped me apply previous 
learning to a new situation, a skill I 
value to this day.

As I have become a mentor to new 
leaders, I similarly encourage them 
to address the complexity of circum-
stances and focus on the heart of the 
work—students. 

—Tamara Lipke, 
assistant professor, State University of 

New York College at Oswego, 
Oswego, New York

Compassion, Empathy,  
and Trust
When I worked as an early childhood 
and elementary principal in a private 
school in Puerto Rico, the school 

director was the best mentor I could 
have asked for. His name was John P. 
Bartemes. He passed away 10 years 
ago, but his teachings are still with me 
every day. He nurtured me as a leader, 
but as a compassionate human being 
first. He showed me the importance 
of building relationships and trust in 
an organization. I learned that being 
human is what makes us special, so 
as a leader I had to be empathetic and 
try to understand where everyone 
was coming from. He nurtured my 
leadership skills by believing in me 
and supporting my ideas and work. 
Thus, that is the kind of leader I try 
to be: one who listens, tries to under-
stand, and empowers others to become 
leaders too. 

—Rosalina Burgos, 
senior director of early childhood  
education programs, CentroNía, 

Washington, DC

A Woman Who Raised  
Her Voice 
She grew up in a time when being 
a woman meant having to con-
stantly prove that you deserved to be 
present—not just as a teacher in a 
male-dominated content area, but as 
a leader. She prevailed. Jocelyn Jones 
was my mentor and role model, long 
before I realized it. She nurtured my 
curiosity, encouraged me to try new 
strategies (even some that she was 
pretty sure wouldn’t be as effective as 
I’d planned), and told me I had a voice 
worth listening to. It’s because of her 
strength, her encouragement, and her 
incredible passion for education that I 
too am completing my administrative 
degree. Her mentorship made me 
believe in my own value as a school 
leader, and I’m eternally grateful. 

—Ericka Keefauver, 
instructional coach,  

Hermiston School District, 
Hermiston, Oregon 

Find more reader stories about 
inspirational mentors at www.ascd.
org/el0517tellmeabout.
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Community in Action
Interested in Serving on the 
Nominations Committee?
The ASCD Nominations Committee 
helps recruit, select, interview, and 
recommend candidates for the ASCD 
Board of Directors. If you would like 
to be a part of this process, please 
go to www.ascd.org/nominations 
to access the application form and 
detailed information on the commit-
tee’s charge, qualifications for service, 
and the time commitment required. 
Applications must be submitted by 
May 31, 2016. Contact Jonathan 
Mendez at governance@ascd.org with 
any questions.

Whole Child Symposium on 
Equity in Education
Join us on the evening of May 10 at 
ASCD’s fifth Whole Child Symposium 
for a conversation about equity in 
education spanning issues of race, eco-
nomics, culture, gender, and more. A 
diverse group of panelists will address 
factors that should be considered 
when working toward equity:

Q José Vilson, founder of EduColor 
and National Board-certified teacher 

Q Paul Gorski, associate professor 
of integrative studies at George Mason 
University 

Q Linda Cliatt-Wayman, principal of 
Strawberry Mansion High School 

Q Eliza Byard, executive director of 
the Gay, Lesbian, & Straight  

Education Network (GLSEN) 
Q Monserrat Garibay, vice president 

of Certified Employees with Education 
Austin and National Board-certified 
teacher

Attend the event in person in Wash-
ington, D.C., or stream it live to your 
school and staff. Both in-person and 
online participants can ask questions, 
debate issues, and suggest solutions on 
Twitter. For more information, visit 
www.ascd.org/ wcsymposium.

Resources for Leaders
You’re the Principal! Now What? Strat-
egies and Solutions for New School 
Leaders (ASCD, 2016) by Jennifer 
Schwanke. Stock no. 117003. $27.96 
(member); $34.95 (non-member).

Candid advice and practical strat-
egies to help the new principal meet 
the challenges of the job and thrive as 
a leader.

The Coach Approach 
to School Leadership: 
Leading Teachers 
to Higher Levels of 
Effectiveness (ASCD, 
2017) by Jessica 
Johnson, Shira Lei-
bowitz, and Kathy Perret. Stock no. 
117025. $23.16 (member); $28.95 
(non-member).

Coaching and leadership experts 
explore how using instructional 
coaching techniques enables principals 
to balance learning leadership with 
evaluative and supervisory duties.

Balanced Leadership 
for Powerful Learning: 
Tools for Achieving 
Success in Your School 
(ASCD, 2015) by 
Bryan Goodwin and 
Greg Cameron with 
Heather Hein. Stock no. 112025. 
$19.16 (member); $23.95 (non-
member).

Field-tested research, tools, and 
advice that can help every school 
leader become a great school leader.

1703 N. Beauregard St., 
Alexandria, VA 22311-1714
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or 1-800-933-2723
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Get details about these  
upcoming conferences at  

www.ascd.org/conferences.

2017 Conference on  
Teaching Excellence
June 30 – July 2, 2017

Denver, CO
This conference is designed 

with educators’ specific needs in 
mind—get proven solutions, game-
changing ideas, and the tools you 

need to transform student learning.

2017 Conference on  
Educational Leadership

October 27–29, 2017
Orlando, FL

Whether your leadership impera-
tives are in a classroom, a school, 

or systemwide, this event will offer 
practical solutions and new ideas.

Upcoming ASCD 

Conferences

ASCD members have a 
dedicated career page where 

you can learn more about 
getting hired and making 

transitions in education careers. 
You’ll also find links to  

post a job or search for your 
next opportunity.  

Go to www.ascd.org/pathfinder.
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Source: The collective wisdom of authors published  
in the May 2017 issue of Educational Leadership,  
“Lifting School Leaders” (Volume 74, Issue 8).
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7 Hints 
for Lifting 
      Leaders

Engaging teachers in leadership 
means asking them to take on 

tasks they haven’t done before. 
The principal needs to get out of 
the way—but also give teachers  

the support they need  
to learn by doing. 

—Sarah E. Fiarman, p. 22

We often talk about 
leadership in ways 

that imply that there is 
something better about 

leading from the top.
—Anne M. Beaton, p. 78

The key to thriving as a 
school leader is to tune in. 

Remain open to others; 
value their knowledge, 

skills, and beliefs.
—Cathy A. Toll, p. 28

Part of being honest with 
yourself and your staff 

means knowing when to 
ask for help—something 

not always associated 
with conventional views of 

strong leadership. 
—Jane Modoono, online

Principals who lead most 
powerfully say to teachers 
and parents, “Let’s make 

learning the best gig  
in town.”

 —Carol Ann Tomlinson, p. 91

School leaders need to 
make it clear to their 

staff that they not only 
welcome feedback,  

but demand it.
—Douglas Stone and  

Jenn David-Lang, p. 47

School leaders should create learning 
environments where all learners can 

bring their full selves to school,  
making it possible for people to talk 
about all the identities they bring—

including racial identity.
—Elizabeth A. City and  

Danique A. Dolly, p. 38

TakeAways3_REVISED.indd   96 4/4/17   1:51 PM



Quantity List Price Member Price 
Single Copy $12.95 $9.95

Pack of 25 $289.95 $219.95

Total Participation 
Techniques to 
Engage Students
Pérsida Himmele  
and William Himmele

BUY NOW AT SHOP.ASCD.ORG OR CALL 1-800-933-2723

*HW�WKH�HVVHQWLDO�IDFWV��ƓJXUHV��DQG�
SRLQWHUV�WKDW�FODVVURRP�WHDFKHUV�QHHG�
WR�NQRZ��:ULWWHQ�E\�UHFRJQL]HG�H[SHUWV��
ASCD Quick Reference Guides FRYHU�
IXQGDPHQWDO�HGXFDWLRQ�WRSLFV�LQ� 
HDV\�WR�XVH�OLVWV��FKDUWV��DQG�JUDSKLFV��
3HUIHFW�IRU�WLPH�SUHVVHG�VWXG\�JURXSV�
RU�LQGLYLGXDOV�WR�XVH�ULJKW�QRZ��

Learn more and see the collection at 
www.ascd.org/quickreferenceguides

ASCD Quick Reference Guides FRYHU�

*HW�WKH�HVVHQWLDO�IDFWV��ƓJXUHV��DQG�
SRLQWHUV�WKDW�FODVVURRP�WHDFKHUV�QHHG�
WR�NQRZ��:ULWWHQ�E\�UHFRJQL]HG�H[SHUWV��
ASCD Quick Reference Guides FRYHU�

Questioning 
Strategies to 
Activate Student 
Thinking
Jackie Acree Walsh

Understanding 
Differentiated 
Instruction
Carol Ann 
Tomlinson

Giving Students 
Effective Feedback
Susan M. Brookhart

Close Reading 
Fundamentals
Diane Lapp, 
Barbara Moss, 
Maria Grant, and 
Kelly Johnson

ASCD QUICK 
REFERENCE GUIDES  
ASCD QUICK 
REFERENCE GUIDES 

Guiding Meaningful 
Math Conversations
Laney Sammons

NEW
FROM ASCD

2017 May QRG El Ad_v4.indd   1 3/23/17   11:34 AM_ASCD_MAY17_FullPage_ADs.indd   3 3/29/17   10:49 AM



A Workshop Curriculum, Grades K–8

Teaching Points  

•

  Minilessons  

•

 Conferences  

•

 Small-Group Work  

•

 Assessment

@HeinemannPubHeinemann.com    |   P  800.225.5800   |   F  877.231.6980

Visit UnitsofStudy.com to download the Series Overviews! 
Coming 

Fall 2017: 

Middle School 
Reading Units!

HM_UOS_EL_C4ad.indd   1 3/6/17   4:27 PM_ASCD_MAY17_FullPage_ADs.indd   4 3/24/17   7:13 PM


