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We have all been inspired, moved or touched by a
story at some point in our lives. Stories have the power to com-
municate not just facts, but also context and emotions. In any complex
system that is more than a sum of its parts, stories illuminate the under-
lying patterns, interactions and relationships that give the system its
unique identity. Hence, as the Ball Foundation Education Initiatives (EI)
team looked for powerful ways to communicate accomplishments, things
learned, and reflections from its work—building systems capacity in school
districts to improve literacy for all students—the medium of storytelling be-
came a natural choice.

This unique project, Poised for Change: Stories of Personal and Organiza-
tional Transformation, is an attempt to capture patterns of change at the
midway point of a five-year partnership between the Ball Foundation and
Rowland Unified School District (RUSD). The stories are told by a diverse
group of people: teachers, principals, district administrators and parents,
among others. The stories are told from a variety of perspectives and re-
late to diverse experiences that the storytellers had of the Ball Foundation
partnership. Taken together, however, a coherent message emerges from
the various stories.

It is a message of growth, renewal, and courage to change in the face of
increasing adversity. RUSD, like most school districts in the country, is
going through a period of severe financial cuts. In addition, an era of in-
creased accountability is calling upon school districts to dramatically im-
prove student performance. The stories from RUSD demonstrate the
system’s increasing capacity to adapt and grow, a capacity that is allowing
RUSD to face ongoing challenges while maintaining a sense of mission
and purpose. The storytellers speak about new ways of thinking; these
new ways of thinking are a precursor to changes in practice—what people
and the system do in service to their students.

The work of building capacity is by no means complete. Since the time that
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these stories were collected, the Ball Foundation partnership has deep-
ened its focus on instructional, leadership and organizational practices
that lead to positive results for students. Sustainability measures are also
being put into action to ensure that the impact of the work continues after
the formal partnership ends. Another round of stories with a specific sus-
tainability focus is planned for 2010-2011.

In the meantime, please enjoy this treasure trove of nuggets. Although this
booklet includes only thirteen stories, over fifty people contributed their
stories. The complete compilation of stories can be found at the Poised
for Change web site, wwwwww..ppooiisseeddffoorrcchhaannggee..oorrgg. We at the Ball Foundation
would love to hear your thoughts and comments as you read through the
following stories of personal and organizational transformation.

Finally, I want to thank our thought partners in this journey, Vicki Za-
krzewski and Hallie Preskill, who first brought the idea to us, tirelessly in-
terviewed people (driving around a 24-foot RV, no less) and most
importantly, helped to organize the stories in an accessible and easy-to-
read format. We hope you have as much fun reading the stories as we had
collecting them. Happy reading!

Srik Gopalakrishnan
Director of Evaluation

The Ball Foundation Education Initiatives
srik@ballfoundation.org
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My most memorable experience is an awareness of a personal transformation that hap-
pened to me just this past Wednesday at a meeting that Ball Foundation staff facili-
tated. I was in a big group working on the district strategic plan, and there were a lot of
what I consider to be very important people in the room: the superintendent, our
school leaders, our principals. Because the district is going through a huge restructur-
ing, we were talking about ourselves as a system and the great changes that will have
to be made due to budget cuts. We talked about what these changes might look and
feel like and the consequences that would befall our students. 

We were given a question to discuss with our small groups and then we had to share
out. Now, when I’m surrounded by a lot of people, I can be shy by nature. I usually sit
back and listen to what other people have to say before I make comments or share my
ideas and thoughts. But I did something I have never done before. When the question,
“Who has something to say?” was asked, no one raised their hand. No one raised their
hand. And then I did. 

I got up, and I talked about how if there’s danger within a system, in order to survive,
systems have to be able to change, adapt, and modify themselves so that they can
renew themselves. I equated it to my experience as a third grade teacher when I was
teaching ecosystems. I felt that it was important to express that we’re in the emerging
phase, and we have to change and adapt so that we can renew ourselves. It was the
first time I had ever done that, and I did it for two possible reasons: I had made a per-
sonal connection with the ideas and the process, and I had been doing reading that my
Ball mentors recommended. So I wasn’t just thinking out of the box anymore—I was
acting out of the box. Consequently, a couple of principals came up to me and thanked
me for having said that.

I find myself in a place of great passion and that I am realizing my voice. In my experi-
ence with Ball from my first Immersion Day to this last meeting a few days ago, I find
myself realizing that, for the first time ever, every person in this district is going to be
given an opportunity to voice what they feel in their heart. And a heart voice is as val-
ued as a logical voice. That’s why I’m so excited and not afraid of the changes we’re
going to be facing. I think it’s even more exciting because the voices we are going to

Sylvia Cadena
Learning Director, Villacorta Elementary School

Sylvia was a primary literacy coach at the time of this story.
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hear will be a combination of heart and mind, and what a be8er connection that will be
for the children. 

I’ve always felt this passion as a teacher, but the more I go through this process with
Ball, the more I’m not afraid to have it and to share it. This passion is more courageous.
I’m able to walk away and be okay with anything I say because my passion is very fo-
cused and also open-minded. I will allow my passion to be guided along a different
path if I believe that path is be8er than the one I may be following. I’m open to allow-
ing my passion to emerge, to adapt, and to change along with the entire district. 

Change is difficult, but the experiences that we have had have caused a lot of people to
step up and be interested. More of us are volunteering to learn and grow. I believe it’s
the example of Ball because they are unwavering and consistent in their practices.
They model it, live it, and breathe it, and every time we participate in something that
Ball has to offer, we know to expect integrity. When you live it, it’s not fake. It’s sincere
and it’s consistent. I think that consistency shows people that it’s a valuable experience
for us. Ball has taught me the importance of all of us needing to be at the top of our
game. We need to build our capacity so that we can be be8er for the students. We can’t
build a child’s capacity unless we build ours. 
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Kathie Connaughton
ELD Teacher and Department Chair, Rowland High School

The work with the Ball Foundation has made quite an impression on me. I think that
the change process that Ball is facilitating in the district is going in deep and changing
things in a way that is going to stay with the district for a long time. I know it’s
changed my life in that it has brought me into a different kind of thinking. 

Let me give you an example. At one of the Chicago meetings, one of my most powerful
moments of learning was when Stephanie Pace Marshall said, “You need to take a look
at the understory.” The understory is the truth behind something. It’s the flushing out
of assumptions and really taking a look at what are you dealing with here. 

Stephanie had all of us at this meeting (which included people from two other school
districts) make a huge mind map. She said to us, “I want you to put down all of the
things that you think the district deals with that are important.” Everything that we
put on this map were things that we recognized as problems, like no parent involve-
ment, subgroups of students, just about every aspect that you could think of in an or-
ganizational structure. Then Stephanie said, “Well, what’s the understory to all of these
things?” And there was this huge leap of understanding that came from making us
look at the organizational structure and our practices in a different way than we ever
had before.

For example, we have a huge subgroup of students here at Rowland High School that
is made up of Hispanic students, English-language learners, and Special Ed students.
Many times teachers will say, “Hispanic students don’t do very well because their par-
ents don’t care. They never come to conference meetings, or if they do, it’s very spar-
ingly.” Well, what’s the understory behind that? What are the real reasons they don’t
come? Or why does it appear that parents don’t see education as a focal point? The
truth of the ma8er is they do think education is important, but there are different rea-
sons why they won’t come. Sometimes it’s because they’re embarrassed because they
themselves don’t have a good education. They feel that if they go to a meeting, they
may not understand what’s going on because of the language difference. Even though
we have translators, the parents don’t understand the process or the words being used.
So that can keep them away. Sometimes, if they come from a rural area in another
country, they may not see education as a priority. Just coming over here to this country
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is a big first step for them. They might have what would seem to us a very menial kind
of job here, but for them it’s a big deal because they’re pu8ing bread on the table. It’s
survival. It’s like one leg up for them and they’re satisfied. Many of these families will
not change until the next generation. It’s not that these kids aren’t smart or that their
parents aren’t smart or don’t care. It’s just that they come from a different environment
and culture that speak toward a different kind of achievement for their children. 

Going back to the meeting—a7er we made the mind map, we discussed some of the
things on it, including the commonalities that existed between the three districts that
were participating in the meeting. The upshot of that discussion was that even though
we all came from different parts of the country, the very same problems surfaced in all
the districts. That was a big eye opener to us. It made us realize how large of a problem
and how human of a problem some of those things were. Many of us tend to think of
ourselves in such a provincial way. We’re in our li8le boxes and we only think of things
in one way. What this discussion did was open our scope of thinking and make us real-
ize that these larger problems exist beyond our own demographic.

I have felt privileged to be a part of this process, and to be able to share my thinking,
my talents, and my expertise. For me, this work with Ball has been tremendous be-
cause of the respect that is given, and I’m not saying that just for myself. I think that
other people feel that way, too. Even the teachers in the networks make comments like,
“You know, I’m not worried because I’m being asked what I think, and I’m dialoguing
my ideas, my biases, and my concerns with other people.” It’s a new era of under-
standing that emerges when you respect people in the system. They then come forth
with their best, and the system works be8er and is more coherent. It energizes the or-
ganization to have the kind of respect that says, “I value your work. I value your opin-
ion.” We then move forward together.
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Sue Cook
English and History Teacher, Alvarado Intermediate School

An expanded version of this story is available online.

I’ve been involved since the beginning. The Ball Foundation has directed our thinking
somewhat, but ultimately has made us do the thinking. It’s been quite a learning expe-
rience in that respect. I’ve learned a lot, and I’ve grown a lot. The Ball Foundation has
given me opportunities that I might not otherwise have had. The experience has been
invaluable, and I almost wish I had had this when I was younger. 

I have also taken to heart the leaderful behavior that Ball has instilled in us. I feel more
empowered and have a different level of confidence in myself both as a leader and a
teacher in my classroom, in the school, and in the district.

I’ve incorporated some of the things that we’ve learned from the Ball Foundation—like
the World Café—into my classroom and with the school staff.

Doing the World Café with a bunch of eighth graders is mind boggling. It’s kind of a
free for all, and you have to set down rules because you can’t just say, “Move to a
group without anybody who has been in your group before.” So, I had to adjust it a lit-
tle bit. But I thought that it was a good way to get the kids up and moving and talking
to each other. 

The first time I did it was right a7er we came back from summer vacation. I wanted the
students to write about what they did on their vacation, so I had three groups, each
with a different question:  “What did you do with your family?”, “What did you learn
in the summer?”, and I can’t remember the third one. Anyway, I split the class in half
and had them rotate through the three questions, writing answers in circle maps. Then,
a7er we were done with the chaos, I had them go back to their seats and make their
own tree map of some of the things they did during the summer. Finally, they wrote
the standard, “What I did during my summer vacation,” but they had their three para-
graph topics. Usually they say, “I can’t remember what I did,” or “What I did wasn’t
any fun.” But a7er they did the World Café and talked to their friends, they could re-
member, “Oh yeah. I did this and this. I went to the beach.” They fed off each other
which gave them more things to write about. 

We also did the World Café with the school staff. Last year we were having issues with
discipline, but nobody liked the school’s discipline plan. Everybody was complaining
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about it. So, as a team leader, I suggested to the principal and vice principal that we
use the World Café process to discuss the discipline issues with the staff. The three
team leaders came up with the topics for the circles. The principal and vice principal
were involved, but they were not running the meeting. They could give their input, but
they were just the same as everybody else. For most of the teachers, it was their first
time doing a World Café. Everybody felt like they had their say. There wasn’t anybody
who was le7 out or said, “So and so always dominates the conversation.” A7er, we cre-
ated a discipline commi8ee made up of about ten teachers, administrators, guidance
assistants and counselors who made up a new discipline plan that everybody could
live with.

It was a great experience as professionals. Everybody walked away saying, “I feel bet-
ter about the issue now because I had a chance to say what I wanted to say.”
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Lydia Dzama
Third Grade Teacher, La Seda Elementary School

An expanded version of this story is available online.

When I received the invitation from the Ball Foundation partnership to participate in a
conversation about literacy, I wasn’t quite sure what it was about. I was somewhat con-
fused because I wasn’t sure what my role was. I’ve had a lot of training with second
language learners, and I’m considered an expert and lead teacher in the district on
working with second language learners—and now here was a discussion on literacy.

For me, the experience of coming in and si8ing down, the way they had set up the
room with these tables, the expectation that everybody will have a voice, everyone will
be speaking—it was completely different. I was very much used to si8ing and being
talked to, never having an opportunity to express my opinion. 

As I was si8ing there, I was looking around wondering, “I don’t know most of the peo-
ple in here. Is this an elementary school function?” I’m seeing office managers, PTA
people, junior high teachers, high school teachers. This is not the way we do things in
the district. We’re normally very separated: my compartment, your compartment. This
was unique. 

I had the opportunity to have a long conversation with secondary teachers, and hear
them express their frustrations about students. Mind you, I’m not saying they were
negative; it wasn’t “the teachers before didn’t do their jobs.” These teachers just felt
like, “We’re trying so hard to help these students and we don’t feel we have the strate-
gies in place.”

So in the conversation, I told them about my GLAD training. GLAD is Guided Lan-
guage Acquisition Design. It’s a program that is specially designed to help second lan-
guage learners acquire vocabulary, while at the same time learning their academic
content in a way that is fun and easy for them to remember: poems, chants, songs, pic-
tures. It’s a lot of work, but it’s a lot of fun. The secondary teachers were saying, “How
come we can’t have that?” And I told them that I thought the person who had trained
me in GLAD also trained high school teachers.

Then the secondary teachers shared a program at Giano Intermediate where second
language learners get pulled out and really focused on in order to help them. I was
thinking, “That’s also a really nice thing that you’re doing that I wasn’t aware of.” 
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This articulation between me as an elementary teacher and them as secondary teachers
made me realize that we have the same problems, same concerns, and same passion
about our students. It wasn’t negative. We all wanted to know, “What else can I do?” I
love being in a group that is proactive and not negative, where we’re pu8ing our heads
together to share ideas and strategies and there’s more openness. There was bonding
going on. People were saying, “You can come visit or e-mail me or just call if you want
more information.” This kind of meeting was something that had never happened in
this district on such a huge scale. 

I walked away from the meeting still not sure exactly what was going to happen, won-
dering if this was going to continue. You know how some things develop, and then
they’re dropped. At least I came away with an appreciation for conversation with oth-
ers and the realization that we’re so separated in this district. But we did continue the
conversations. And now it is such a natural thing to be mixed up. You’ve got your high
school teacher, your office manager, and there is no awkwardness. Everybody is confi-
dent that what they have to say is important, that it’s valued, and that everybody is lis-
tening to what we have to say. The biggest outcome of all this work is the
collaboration. 

With the restructuring that the district is doing, we’re going to have a loss of resources
and we’ve got to be willing to share our expertise. I don’t think this happened prior to
the Ball Partnership because we had never taken the time to sit and talk. I have a lot of
confidence that we can withstand this restructuring trajectory. I would like to think
that every school site will tap into their teacher experts. There is now this sense of re-
spect of each other as colleagues, along with the respect to listen to each other. What
Ball has done has really taken people from behind closed doors. That closed-door
classroom that is across the nation could become a more open door, more transpar-
ent—to start having conversations about changing our belief system to truly believe
that all children can succeed.
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Chris Ericson
Assistant Superintendent of Schools

The district’s partnership with the Ball Foundation has really had an impact not only
on the district, but also on me personally. On a district level, working with Stephanie
Pace Marshall has helped us to appreciate this district as a living, dynamic system. She
has made us aware of the process of transformation and the power of story. Story helps
us translate our vision from something abstract to what it will look like when realized.
It also helps us to honor our past and appreciate what we do not want to lose. 

Our focus is on transforming teaching and learning but we have broadened that con-
cept in that we are transforming the system as a whole. We’re creating how we are
“going to be” in that system, how we’re going to evolve, and how we’re going to work.
We have a frame of reference for how we’ve operated in the past and how we are now
living into a new reality.

How we talk to each other has been impacted. We talk about the work that we’re
doing, but just as importantly, how we work and interact with each other, including
the relationships that we’re forming. We’ve all come to value process to a greater de-
gree. That was an “aha” for me; I knew as a district that we’ve always valued process
and relationships, but we are now more conscious of being genuinely more inclusive.

Our Ball partnership work has made us be8er thinkers. In the past, when we’ve talked
about work, it has o7en been from ground level. But one thing Stephanie talked to us
about was taking different perspectives, from the 50,000 foot level down to the ground.
To really make a difference for students, we have to be able to strike a balance. While
we need to address what’s in front of us every day, we also need to be able to take a
more comprehensive, in-depth approach to transforming teaching and learning. This
concept has really impacted how we approach major initiatives including the strategic
plan and the redesign work. We try to take that higher, broader perspective, and yet,
appreciate the rigor and complexity of our work. It takes us away somewhat from
being mired in the mundane. There are those days where you feel like all you’re doing
is pu8ing out fires, but the partnership is elevating.

On a personal level, this work has helped me to be more patient and more reflective.
I’ve always valued relationships, process and true collaboration. But now I try to use
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my time differently. I am outcome-driven, and while I know the value of giving time
toward goals, I didn’t always spend my time aligned to my values. I gave what I
thought I should or could give, and then I’d move on. Now I am more reflective about
how my time is aligning to what I value as important rather than urgent.

I’m also trying to be more cognizant of distributing leadership. Sometimes it’s hard for
me to delegate. And yet, I’ve started to see that with an investment of time with people
—maybe by pu8ing more time into the beginning of a project or spending more time
on mutual reflection—that we’re all in a be8er place to continue the work and do what
we need to do. It’s really made me appreciate how we can sometimes impact the work
that we think is so important by le8ing go and sharing responsibility.

In my meetings, I’ve also tried very hard to eliminate strictly informational kinds of
items. I try to create open space to work more on instruction and learning issues to
have greater impact on student achievement.

Our partners from the Ball Foundation have been, in every sense of the word, true
partners. They are critical friends who raise our sense of self-efficacy and professional-
ism. They share with us specific information and expertise, but their questions are
what are most impactful to helping us move our work forward. They challenge us.
There will be a tremendous void once the formal partnership comes to an end but I feel
confident that the culture of the district has been impacted for the be8er related to both
what our work is and how we work together.
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Debbie Gatti
Registered Nurse, Coordinator of district nutrition project

I’ve always thought of literacy as reading words and being able to explain them back.
But now, a7er spending a couple of days with the Ball Foundation, I understand it to
be much more than that. That understanding has made me look at how I communicate
with the children who are dealing with chronic illness.

For example, when students with chronic asthma come in every day to use their in-
halers or get a breathing treatment, I sit right next to the students and ask them ques-
tions about what they are doing. I also started drawing pictures for them because at
one of the Ball trainings I learned that a lot of kids don’t have very good reading ability
but are still visual learners. So, we draw pictures of the lungs and talk about how the
medication that they’re using actually works in their lungs. Then, when they’re done
with the treatment, we do landmarks on their bodies to show where their lungs really
are. Most kids think the lungs are two li8le sacks right here on top of their chests.

So, the kids are learning more about their illness and why they take the medication
and how it benefits them. I try to give the older kids more vocabulary so when they are
trying to communicate their needs to another caretaker, they are understood. It’s an
empowerment. The kids actually know, “This is my illness. This is what I deal with.
This is what I need.” They can become advocates for themselves.

Before my experience with Ball, the students would come into the health office and use
their inhalers but I didn’t take the time to explain why they were doing it or how to ex-
plain to someone else why they were doing it. As someone who has dealt with chronic
illness all my life and who grew up with doctors, I was able to learn the vocabulary
and explain myself quite well. These kids don’t necessarily have that benefit.

It’s amazing how I’ve taken a different focus on my work with these students. If I were
to sum up what this experience with Ball has so far done for me personally, I would
say it is true enlightenment of what literacy is. It’s not just reading and writing, but all
aspects of communicating with the outside world.
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One memorable experience completely changed the way I interact with people both on
an individual basis and in group se8ings. It was at a meeting facilitated by Ball Foun-
dation staff, and someone disagreed with what the majority of the group was saying.
As that person spoke on and on and on, everybody in the group gradually changed
their thinking and agreed with that person. Then, something else was brought up and
a different person disagreed with what the majority of the group was saying. As that
person spoke on and on, everybody disagreed with that person more and more.

Ordinarily I would not have thought anything of it, but Bob Hill, from the Ball Foun-
dation, brought it to the group’s a8ention. He said, “I’m going to take advantage of a
teachable moment. Pay close a8ention to what just happened. In the first case, some-
body disagreed. As a result of listening to this person, everybody changed their mind.
In the second instance, somebody disagreed. Then everybody decided that they felt
even stronger about the position they held.” He explained that the reason to pay a8en-
tion to this incident is because in both instances greater clarity was brought to the
group by the willingness of the individuals to share. That’s why it’s so important for
people who have a different opinion to voice it. It’s critical to the overall work of the
group.

This experience changed my perspective and work as a teacher, mentor, and leader. In
the past, sometimes when somebody didn’t agree with something I perceived to be
positive, instead of allowing that voice to be heard, I would focus on trying to make
sure that they understood how positive and important the particular ma8er or issue
was. Now, when somebody needs to say something, I make sure that person has a safe
respectful forum to say it. As a result of that experience, I have developed a deep ap-
preciation for individual voices no ma8er their position. Every individual voice brings
greater clarity to the group. By hearing all the voices, we enter a new reality that would
not have been possible without all voices in the group being heard.

This experience also revalidated the speaking of my own mind. It’s so important for
each of us to share what we think and feel, regardless of whether we agree or disagree,
or if we think we’re going to be standing alone. Our integrity and candor is critical to
the collective understanding of any group we belong to.

George Herrera
Cotsen Mentor, Northam Elementary School

An expanded version of this story is available online.
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Brian Huff
ELD Teacher, Title I Program Specialist,

Alvarado Intermediate School

My first interaction with the Ball Foundation happened at the beginning of this school
year (2008-2009). It seems like there’s always something new in education—new pro-
grams and new curriculum. So when we first heard about the Ball Foundation, I was
skeptical and wondered if this was just one more thing. However, when Carla and Bar-
bara [from the foundation] met with us one morning to share their work, they used
words like “networks” and “dialogue” and “making space” for teacher collaboration to
happen.  I realized it wasn’t just another program and breathed a sigh of relief. I
thought, “This is really what we should be about. Giving teachers the space and time
to collaborate is what will make a difference in student learning.” It was exciting.

As the year went on, we began to meet with Ball. I always le7 invigorated and chal-
lenged, but in the back of my mind, I had the thought, “Where is the product? Where
and when is this going to happen?”

Then, a couple of months ago, I a8ended a meeting with a cross-section of district
members—teachers, classified staff, leadership. It was clear through the conversations
and decisions being made that we were all on the same page—valuing collaboration,
believing that expertise is within all of us as teachers and leaders and support staff.
You could tell from every area of the district that the value of collaboration had become
real.

Now I’m starting to see deeper collaboration and dialogue evolve and take root at the
site level.  Ball has done an excellent job of modeling ways to make this kind of interac-
tion happen, and our Community of Practice has already been an important place for
in-house wisdom to be shared. It is dynamic and models the kind of workplace I want
to be part of, where everyone’s valued and there’s a free flow of creativity.

It’s taken us a while to get to this point—we don’t learn just by hearing about some-
thing. Instead, Ball has taken us through a process of experiencing this space to collab-
orate. Once we experience it, the idea catches on. I understand the longevity of the
process now. It takes time because everyone must experience it in order to become a re-
ality.
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Sandy Johnson
Principal, Rowland Elementary School

When we started the work with the Ball Foundation, I sensed that it would be a differ-
ent way of working. I would o7en hear from individuals involved in the partnership
that there were always questions asked and no answers given. For me, it was a good
thing because I think public education isn’t known for its regenerative nature. We’re
working hard on the job, but there is not time to think in new ways.

The experience with Ball has been one of affirmation, frustration, discomfort and hope.
We had to shi7 our focus from the negatives and barriers of our work to why we do
what we do. We had to decide if what we do truly accomplishes our goals. It was a
chance to look at things differently, an opportunity to hear many voices (both positive
and negative), to see old pa8erns and realize this was a chance to interact with each
other in new ways. We’ve clarified our mission and goals. My hope is the system will
make time to grow the interpersonal skills of the group so we can fulfill our goals de-
spite the challenging times.

The major eye-opener for me was realizing that you have to look at the organization as
a system, and that we must work to understand and honor everyone for who they are
and where they are. Through the partnership events, I was able to see, hear and feel
the frustration, the complaining, the fear of change, but also the hope and joy regard-
ing teaching that people still had within. I was glad to see that feelings of hope came
up in almost every situation. It was a li8le shaky at times, but people really did want to
talk to each other, have their say, and be acknowledged as members of the group.

I’ve tried to differentiate how I work with my own staff. I have had to work hard to un-
derstand and honor people’s perspectives. I’ve tried to coach more and direct less—not
an easy task. But a major goal of a coach is interacting, so the process is not the coach
giving or even knowing all the answers, but building relationships so people feel safe
to think for themselves.

Overall, this process has given me hope that we can create a self-sustaining district sys-
tem that can sustain the process and give people the skills needed to enable the organi-
zation to naturally grow and regenerate.



18

Erika Krohn
Principal, Yorbita Elementary School

An expanded version of this story is available online.

When I think about the work I’ve done with the Ball Foundation, I feel like I’m a differ-
ent person in many ways. For the past year and a half, I’ve been bringing a different
kind of leadership to my school. Our staff meetings look very different. We don’t have
any “administrivia” anymore. All that goes out in e-mail now. Our staff meetings are
instead about learning. Just this past fall, we spent two sessions developing and articu-
lating our values and beliefs here at the school. We now repeat those beliefs at the be-
ginning of every staff meeting. And we’re not just going through the motions. When
we have a difficult situation with a parent or a student, we always bring those beliefs
to the forefront.

We’ve been using those beliefs to have courageous conversations from colleague to col-
league. There’s a change going on. People are really changing their practice, and while
they’re not necessarily ge8ing kudos or recognition, they are ge8ing results. So people
are talking about it. There’s a buzz in the air, which can be scary for people. Change is
scary. People are wondering, “Does that mean what I’m doing is not valued?” So it’s
been very helpful to articulate our beliefs and values, and have those courageous con-
versations with each other.

Another key learning for me came from the workshop called “Leading Meetings that
Ma8er” that Ball sponsored in Fall 2008. It was such a powerful training. It illustrated
where I was trying to go as a leader and gave me some more tools to use. 

We have this beautiful staff learning room at my school with tables and chairs and
where we can keep our charts and things. But now we’ve cleared out the tables and
we’re using Open Space Technology to pull the chairs out into the spaces in the room.
In fact, we did that just this past Tuesday. We did a debrief from a learning walk that
the teachers had just taken part in. A learning walk is when teachers get to see other
teachers in their classrooms. Usually there are specific things that they’re looking for in
each classroom. We debriefed as a whole group in a big circle. Then we did “Open
Space” so that the teachers could go deeper into their own areas of interest.

That whole concept of choice has been a big learning for me. I used to think that we
had to do everything school-wide in order to be really effective. And now, we still do
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some things school-wide, but I’ve also invited teachers to go into areas of study that
they want to look at more deeply. As a result, there seems to be so much more buy-in. I
think Ball has really helped me in handling complexity because it is more challenging
when you have several different areas of research going on at your school. But it can
work beautifully. You can identify the common themes between the different practices. 

Because of all this change, there’s more excitement with a large segment of the teachers
around practice. And I’m connected to that excitement because I’m elbow-to-elbow
with them learning, which has been fantastic. There have been bumps in the road. As
you know, change is hard for people. Being asked to open their classrooms and share
their practices can be really scary. There have been people who have just loved it, and
some who’ve been a li8le more hesitant about it. But like I said before, the way we han-
dled the learning walk and the debriefing has built trust with the staff. We used strate-
gies from “Meetings that Ma8er,” such as coming up with agreements before we could
debrief. This type of learning is built so much on trust, and we’re not there 100% yet,
but we’re ge8ing there. We’re bonding more every day. 

People don’t realize it, but I’ve seen a difference in people as a result of all the activities
we’ve been doing throughout this year. A young and very talented teacher came up to
me a7er a Literacy Network and said, “I’m learning new ways to think. And I just
changed how I approach things in my lessons and my class.” Because of what’s been
happening, she told me, “I’ve changed.” So I told her, “You do understand how if
we’re all changing together, how much power we could release for our students?” And
she said, “Oh, I’m starting to get it.”
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Yvonne Martini
Kindergarten Teacher, Farjardo Elementary School

I came to the Ball Foundation partnership work just like anybody else, which is sort of
unusual for me because I’m usually ge8ing the background information and the an-
swers to the “why” beforehand. I was really impressed by Carla Colmenarez of the
Ball Foundation, the hostess for these general meetings, and her description of the pur-
pose for them. The word “collaboration” came up over and over again.

This initial presentation got me excited, and I was hoping that people would really
open up. As it turned out, our small group conversations that we had were great. One
of the people I was with was a middle school teacher. Kindergarten and middle school
teachers don’t have a lot of opportunity to interact. I remember her saying that there is
no excuse for children to fail, and if they do, it’s the fault of the parents. She was very
angry because as teachers, we try so hard to work with students, and they fail. My
school site had just finished reading Ruby Payne’s A Framework for Understanding
Poverty, and one of the things that we learned from it was that a characteristic of low-
income families is that they don’t do long-term planning; they don’t set goals; they
don’t have that forward thinking.

So, the group was able to have a li8le bit of a debate. The middle school teacher said,
“You know, I came from nothing and we still were able to make it.” Then we debated,
“Yeah, but your parents already knew the day you were born that you were going to
college.” It’s a whole different mindset. Then we got to talking about the kids that we
work with, and how the culture is very different, and how we deal with that. For me, I
felt like it was such a healthy debate that we wouldn’t have normally had. It was really
good to be able to speak as a professional with other professionals. That, unfortunately,
doesn’t happen a whole lot. 

A7er the meeting, I really believed that Ball was going to be sending our messages
back to the administrators, taking all that expertise that teachers have and really valu-
ing what teachers know. I wholeheartedly believed it. I spoke up in the meeting feeling
very much like an individual, and not part of the group mentality. I felt like I was one
who spoke up and said, “This is what we’ve been asking for. Speak up, say what you
mean. Say what you want the district to hear.” I felt like there was some resistance, a
li8le bit of mistrust, but I think that we had to see this as an opportunity.
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As a result of this process, I feel like I be8er recognize my responsibility to step up and
not rely on those in leadership positions. It really does come down to the fact that we
are involved and we are leaders. I’ve always recognized that everybody has strengths,
and that we shouldn’t focus on weaknesses. Instead, we should focus on each other’s
strengths, because I think sometimes we tend to tear ourselves and each other down.
But I think it’s become more clear in my mind that you can’t rely on those in positions
that can make larger decisions to do all the thinking for you. You really have to be the
one to get the ball rolling if you want to change. 

Teachers tend to be very isolated. These meetings that Ball is having help teachers real-
ize that we don’t need to be isolated, and that there are opportunities. I’m not sure why
this has to happen at such a formal level because I think things can happen informally
if we really want them to. We can come together and we can share, but the feeling of
isolation is a detriment to teachers. This process helps break that down.
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A key experience for me was working in conjunction with the Ball Foundation partner-
ship on the strategic plan for the district. That experience didn’t cause just a minor shi7
in my thinking, but more a seismic shi7 in my thoughts about what it means to really
collaborate and center our focus on our students, and what we can do to make a differ-
ence for them.

It became evident early on that to support the focus on literacy, we needed to look at
what we believe and how we work with each other and the students. The strategic plan
was an a8empt to align these things. It made me realize that the system does have to
change in order to support the things we need to do.

We learned to work at a deeper level of collaboration with the Ball staff acting as our
thought partners—asking the right questions and helping us to clarify our thinking.
That was key. For myself, I saw the Ball partners as models. I observed how they
worked with both large and small groups, and watched the way they asked questions.
They helped people to think through things.

I felt like I came out of the process with a renewed excitement about the potential of
the work that we do on a day-to-day basis, and a keen understanding of Ball’s original
statement—that the excellence we need is here. We just need to connect and tap into it
for the benefit of everyone.

One of the key things that’s happened for me as a result of my work with Ball is I
spend much more time ge8ing ready for staff meetings. I now see that the design and
planning of those meetings is very critical. I no longer walk in and say, “Let’s talk about
the balls for the playground.” That’s something that can be handled on a piece of paper
very quickly. What I’ve been working really hard to focus on with the staff is, “What
do we believe about our work here at Farjardo? How do we build true collaboration?”

It’s just like the district at large. We are a microcosm of the district, and I have some
people who are highly involved and have been a part of many of these activities. And
then there are others who reluctantly a8ended and are still in that “gaining awareness”
stage. Maybe they’re ready to jump into the collaborative process with their colleagues,
or maybe they’re not yet ready to say, “This is what we believe. As we look at our mis-

Elaine McCauley
Principal, Farjardo Elementary School
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sion, this is who we are and who we want to be and where we want to go.” We’re all in
the process somewhere. Sometimes that’s hard. I have a sense of urgency about where
we need to go. So I have to stop and slow myself down sometimes, and realize that
everybody is not there or, at least, not ready to go there yet.

What Ball is doing is ge8ing us there. They are giving us a lot of experiences in work-
ing with each other. They are also making resources available to us like the facilitation
training, which helps me with that sense of urgency. Instead of trying to move things
along, I need to stand there and let the thinking and the process happen, which ulti-
mately helps me be be8er at what it is I do in a leadership role. I feel like I’ve really
tried to practice more courageous leadership. When my staff says, “We’re not sure
about this,” then I may be trying too hard to go in a certain direction. So I respond by
asking them to tell me what I can do to help us all move along be8er.

I’ve also learned that I do not need to and should not provide all the answers. I need to
step back and let the people who ultimately have the problem to own the problem, to
find the solutions themselves or with their colleagues. I think that’s hard because some-
times people expect you to have the answer and to give it to them. But then they don’t
have ownership of anything, and we need to share both the ownership and the leader-
ship. Even when we do the hard work around the restructuring of the district, which is
scary, it’s still exhilarating and transformative because of the way we are approaching
it and the ownership that everyone shares. We’re dealing with some major challenges,
but we look at it in a positive way and say, “This is a chance for us to begin looking at
the way we do business.”

Still, this has been a challenging year for us. I heard Bob Hill say that it’s difficult be-
cause we’re trying to create a new system while still working in the old system, and
that’s always a struggle because the old system keeps tugging. But what a perfect time
to try to make that leap into a new emerging system. Good stuff is going to come out of
this, and that’s the seed of all these factors that are forcing us to do things we wouldn’t
have ordinarily done. Ultimately, I would love to see us leading the way in changing
education.
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Ying Tsao
Principal, Alvarado Intermediate School

In May 2008, four principals—Robbie Robinson, Erika Krohn, JoAnn Lawrence, and
I—were invited to work with the Ball Foundation team to design a retreat for fi7y-
three Rowland management team members in June. Prior to this invitation, I had been
involved with Rowland Unified’s partnership with the Ball Foundation at a very mini-
mal level and had only superficial knowledge about the Ball Foundation and its prac-
tices. By the time we finished the retreat, I was completely inspired by the Ball “whole
system” approach, which involved adaptive, asset-based, inquiry-driven, and stake-
holder-engaged principles.

I still remember when we started the design process for the retreat. We were all
stressed out from the time pressure and were struggling to figure out what intended
outcomes we wanted to achieve at the retreat. As the design team, we knew we were
responsible for the content of learning as well as the process. We also knew that we
could not live into a new future given our current siloed structures. So how would we
engage each other to deepen the relationships amongst everyone on the management
team, and who did we want to be together?

This design process was the first time that I experienced the Ball Foundation’s Socratic
way. I learned that they never tell us what to do, but keep asking critical questions that
guide us to reflect on our own practices. They support us by facilitating the discussion
process, but ultimately, we have to do the work. There were so many times during this
design process that the four of us got frustrated and wondered, “What is this supposed
to mean? Can’t you just tell us?” As we struggled together, we realized that this was
the first time we had a chance to dialogue, plan and create the space, and set the condi-
tions for collaborative work across K-12. In addition, we had the chance to share the
challenges each of us faced at our site level, and to learn from each other ways to re-
solve these problems. The process strengthened our relationships as well as created a
network for us to connect and learn from each other.

One of the Ball design principles is “adaptive approaches.” I remember at the end of
the first day of the June retreat, we immediately held a debrief session. I was very im-
pressed by the in-depth reflections we had. People involved in the design had paid at-
tention to participants’ reactions and to what showed up in terms of process and
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content. Hallie Preskill, who was observing the retreat, shared with us her observations
and asked critical questions to help us modify our agenda for the second day of the re-
treat. I was impressed by the Ball Foundation’s “walk the talk” practice, and learned a
great deal about how to pay a8ention to what shows up in order to make adjustments
as the meeting unfolds.

As a learning organization, this kind of reflection and learning has to come from our-
selves. JoAnn Lawrence once said, “I personally thought I had changed, but when I en-
countered somebody challenging my idea, I realized that maybe I hadn’t changed.” It’s
so true that we o7en think we’ve learned new practices and have changed our habits,
but the true test comes when we are challenged and we see if we react according to
what we have learned. As someone once said, “knowing is not enough; we must
apply.”1

The Ball Foundation partnership has helped me become a be8er leader. I’ve learned
that as a site administrator, I don’t need to know everything or have all the answers.
The most important job for me is to create the conditions that will allow teachers to en-
gage in conversations, connecting them around work and practice that ma8ers. Some-
one once said that “To thrive under the conditions of change, you have to be learning
all the time.”2 I know that I wouldn’t have the confidence that I have now if I hadn’t
stepped out my comfort zone and become involved in the work with Ball.

1 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
2 Mary Catherine Bateson
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Methodology
by Vicki Zakrzewski

The design of the Ball Partnership “Stories of Personal and Organizational
Transformation” project began with the crafting of a single question that
would best elicit a story of transformation from anyone in RUSD who had
worked with the Ball Partnership. The Ball Education Initiatives (EI) Team
along with its thought partners Hallie Preskill and Vicki Zakrzewski brain-
stormed possible questions, which were then put before a focus group
made up of approximately ten RUSD employees and parents from various
schools and the district office. After much discussion, the final question
chosen for the project was, ““TTeellll  mmee  aabboouutt  oonnee  mmeemmoorraabbllee  eexxppeerriieennccee
yyoouu’’vvee  hhaadd  wwhhiillee  wwoorrkkiinngg  wwiitthh  tthhee  BBaallll  PPaarrttnneerrsshhiipp  tthhaatt  hhaass  aaffffeecctteedd  yyoouurr
tthhiinnkkiinngg,,  bbeelliieeffss,,  aattttiittuuddeess,,  ppeerrcceeppttiioonnss,,  tteeaacchhiinngg,,  aanndd//oorr  rreellaattiioonnsshhiippss..””

The stories were originally scheduled to be gathered in March of 2009,
but because of the challenges faced by the district due to massive finan-
cial cuts, the collection of stories was rescheduled for May. In April, per-
sonal invitations to participate in the project were sent to fifty teachers,
administrators, and parents who had worked extensively with the Ball Part-
nership over the last three years. A general invitation was also sent via e-
mail to every employee in the district. Principals were asked to encourage
their staff to participate as well.

Each school and the district office received a sign-up sheet with the spe-
cific date and times that the “Ball Mobile” (the 24-foot RV that served as
the story-collection site) would be at their school. A total of sixty-one peo-
ple from eighteen schools and the district office signed up to be inter-
viewed: these included teachers, principals and vice-principals, an
administrative assistant, a district nurse, Cotsen Mentors, an account
clerk, district office administrators, a parent academic advisor, Literacy
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Coaches, Special Education teachers and administrators, and a parent of
a third grader.

The majority of the stories were collected over a four-week period between
May and June 2009. To collect the stories, Hallie or Vicki drove the Ball Mo-
bile to the schools or district office where people had signed up to be in-
terviewed. One-on-one interviews were conducted in the comfort and
privacy of the Ball Mobile, away from the hustle and bustle of classrooms
and offices. Each interview began with the question stated in the first para-
graph, which was then followed up with clarifying questions that helped
elicit more details and/or deeper insights. 

The interviews, which lasted between ten and forty-five minutes, were
audio recorded, transcribed, and edited into story form. The edited story
was then e-mailed to the storyteller who made final corrections and gave
his/her final approval to publish the story. A total of 52 stories were ap-
proved for publishing, thirteen of which are printed here.

The complete stories can be found at the Poised for Change website,
wwwwww..ppooiisseeddffoorrcchhaannggee..oorrgg..
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Ball has taught me the importance of all of us needing to be at the top of our game. We
need to build our capacity so that we can be be8er for the students. We can’t build a
child’s capacity unless we build ours.

Sylvia Cadena, Learning director, Villacorta Elementary School

What Ball has done has really taken people from behind closed doors. That closed-door
classroom that is across the nation could become a more open door, more transparent--to
start having conversations about changing our belief system to truly believe that all chil-
dren can succeed.

Lydia Dzama, Teacher, La Seda Elementary School

The experience with Ball has been one of affirmation, frustration, discomfort and hope.
We had to shi7 our focus from the negatives and barriers of our work to why we do
what we do. We had to decide if what we do truly accomplishes our goals. It was a
chance to look at things differently, an opportunity to hear many voices (both positive
and negative), to see old pa8erns and realize this was a chance to interact with each
other in new ways.

Sandy Johnson, Principal, Rowland Elementary School


