


 

Introduction  

Northview Public Schools sits as a little educational gem in West Michigan. Located 
approximately ten miles from the city of Grand Rapids, Michigan, it is home to thirty-two 
hundred students and two-hundred and twenty staff members. In 2000, it became partnered with 
the Ball Foundation, an educational foundation interested in working with public school districts 
to improve student literacy achievement. The Ball Foundation’s work involved helping the staff 
improve its capacity to become a learning organization. The work of the Foundation was 
emergent and in the early years it was defining its own identity.  

Maureen Grey, served as Director of Instruction for Northview as the partnership agreement was 
being developed. Along with Michael Stearns, Superintendent of Northview, she became one of 
the key point persons in the work. She worked with original Ball Foundation representatives to 
study the change process, understand principles of learning organization, and delve into principles 
of adult learning. Much of the early work was theoretical and not really steeped in authentic 
work. Grey and Stearns clamored and petitioned for Ball to answer the question, “If this work 
doesn’t matter to practitioners and isn’t useful at the classroom level, why should we be part of 
it?”  

The Ball Foundation responded. Yes, the work had to be steeped in practice, which interestingly 
was part of their founder’s dream. Carl Ball, founder, had reflected on the potential for 
educational systems to make a difference. By making a difference in terms of helping improve 
instructional practice, he knew early on, that results should ultimately impact student 
achievement.  

This book represents a collection of stories written by Maureen Grey in her role as one of the lead 
learners and key liaison person for the Northview/Ball Partnership. “Grey is the person with the 
greatest individual knowledge of the working of the district around curriculum and instruction 
and should be credited with shepherding the partnership through its years of development. Many 
of the significant contributions can be attributed to her strong dedication, her intuitive sense of 
what matters most in terms of literacy achievement, and her keen ability to see the big picture, 
while creatively holding the pieces of the puzzle together. I don’t think the partnership would 
have endured without her leadership. She kept Carl Ball’s vision and passion front and center. 
The partnership’s success is due in large part to her dedication, hard work and guidance,” states 
Dr. Jacqueline Brayman, Ball Foundation liaison and link to the work in Northview.  

The following stories invite you on a journey of “leaderful behaviors.” Read a story, reflect upon 
what was happening in Northview and apply the learning to the work in your school or district. 
We invite you to learn one system’s secrets of success in terms of making a difference in student 
achievement. 



 

About the Ball Foundation 

(www.ballfoundation.org)  

 
The Vision:  

 
The Ball Foundation envisions a high performance education system in which all children learn at 
high levels regardless of race, national origin, socio-economic status, native language or culture. 

 
The Mission: 

 
The mission of the Ball Foundation, a partner in transforming schools, is to increase literacy 
achievement for all students using systemic changes to improve professional practice. 
 

Core Beliefs: 
 

1. We believe all children are capable of attaining high levels of academic achievement.  
 

2. We believe that a focus on English language literacy will result in all students being able 
to read, speak, write, think and reason at levels that allow them to fully participate in 
society as lifelong learners, productive workers and contributing citizens.  

 
3. We believe all competencies of educators directly impact the opportunity for and 

probability of all students attaining high levels of academic achievement.  
 

4. We believe that educators, parents, and policy makers are capable of leading 
transformational change.  

 
5.  We believe that external organizations can provoke and support leaders of educational 

transformation.  
 

6. We believe that achievement sustainable transformation requires a systemic rather than a 
programmatic or piecemeal approach.  

 
7. We believe that the learning required for systemic transformation occurs in a social 

context. 



 

How to Read the Stories 

When you read the stories about various aspects of leadership pretend you are hearing the voice 
of the storyteller. The beauty of stories is that you are allowed to enter a secret space-into a 
person’s thoughts, memories, experiences and expectations. Interestingly, leaders throughout the 
ages have always understood the power of stories to capture the imagination of the listener so that 
they could make connections to their own lives.  

The brief stories are intended to give you an insight into a scenario that occurred in one school 
district. Collectively the stories provide a tapestry of leadership lessons that significantly 
impacted the instructional practices of the teachers you will read about. In addition, student 
achievement rose as staff competencies and leadership abilities grew. Students benefited as 
administrators and teachers shared leadership around a consistent razor-sharp literacy focus 

Following each story are specific questions linked to the theme. In addition an optional template 
of questions is provided to provoke thought or conversation.. React to the story in your own way-
make meaning for yourself. At the end of the collection of stories is a listing of what the author 
believes is the “Golden Nugget” or core learning principle of each story.  

These stones are also suitable as a professional development inquiry, discussion, and reflection 
opportunity for individuals or small groups.  



 

We’ll Leave the Light on for You 

What do leaders do to light the path for others? What thinking, mindset, ponderings, or scenarios 
must they toy around with in order to help pave the way for others? In many American public 
school systems today the answer is critical. Michael Fullan, noted educational researcher, talks 
about leadership and sustainability and urges systems to connect vertically, horizontally and 
internally. He calls this process, “connecting the system to itself.”  

Connie Petter, a learning consultant for Northview Public Schools, shines a light on lessons 
learned about literacy, use of data to drive instructional decision making, and leadership. She 
regards the district administrative leadership as reflective and highly trained as a learning 
organization. This has spilled over to the teaching staff. Numerous literacy leadership 
opportunities are available to teachers. The K-12 district language arts committee fostered book 
clubs, strategy demonstrations, voluntary summer workshops, and initiation of a literacy coaching 
model for the district. With the support of the Ball Foundation, they studied the benefits of 
developing a K- 12 literacy framework, using the work of Nancy Frey and Doug Fisher at City 
Heights School System in San Diego, CA, as a model. Common practices and vocabulary united 
the staff at every level, according to Connie. Literacy coaches model consistent practices for 
teachers and provide a time for feedback, questions, and reflection of how that practice can be 
transported to other classrooms and content areas.  

Leaders must lay a foundation, knowing that the paving bricks are the participation of the staff 
around data-driven instructional decision making. In the foreword to the book “Whatever It 
Takes, How Professional Learning Communities Respond When Kids Don’t Learn,” Mike 
Schmoker relates that “the key is to give the highest priority to structures that allow educators to 
work as members of true research teams and thus to become as Fullan notes, “scientists who 
continuously develop their intellectual and investigative capacities” (Sparks, 2003, p.55).  

In Northview, a Data Diggers’ Group was formed to serve as a leadership group to determine 
effective best practices that impact student achievement. This group works like scientists to help 
teachers discover what works, what is ineffective, and in Connie’s words this changes practice. 
The results go to the grade level professional learning community groups to be acted upon. 
“Before we just patted ourselves on the back when we did well, or felt badly when we didn’t. You 
can’t just have generic wishes for success. When collaborative groups put a practice and the data 
under the microscope, they identify the steps they can take to improve practice. We continually 
have to analyze what the data is telling us and make changes as a result. We now realize that we 
have to calendar those opportunities to really analyze what we are doing and its impact on student 
achievement. Again, we can’t just wish for success,” says Connie.  

Shared leadership will be the sustaining factor for Northview’s future. Teachers and 
administrators now participate in design teams when planning a process, activity, or event. Many 
voices are heard and weigh in on how to operationalize an instructional application, a use of data, 
a literacy strategy, a process to engage in rich and meaningful conversations, to name a few. In 
the words of Megan Czarnopys, a relatively new teacher in Northview, “When you invite people 
in they are happy to be leaders. They just have to be invited. It makes people feel valued. Lots 
more people are on board and getting pulled in because they legitimately know their perspective 
is heard and they can affect the way things are done.”  



 

Lighting the way for the future demands many voices in the room and many people at the table. It 
has evolved to be Northview’s way of illuminating and guiding their work so they can make 
informed and collaborative instructional decisions. They are leaving a “light of learning” on for 
each other.  

Questions:  
What processes, practices are in place in your school to guide collaborative, instructional decision 
making? How does your school foster a collaborative culture where everyone’s voice is welcome 
in the process? How is looking at data more “learner-centered” and how does your staff 
determine their focus?  



 

Get Out of the Way and Leaders Will Follow 

Northview’s journey into the change process began with the vision of their Superintendent Mike 
Stearns. Stearns had set out answering a data question about the reading levels of high school 
students linked to their absenteeism as elementary students. In his words, “All purposeful change 
begins with a need.” The questions were simple, but the answers complicated and difficult to find. 
One question led to the next. One door opened or closed. Soon larger issues of data collection and 
analysis, sharing and communicating information, and K- 12 collaboration on issues around 
student achievement were tackled. He sought out information from internal experts and his 
teachers exposed the need for easily accessible, real time data.  

Stearns’ Michigan district was one of the first in the entire state to obtain a data warehouse to 
organize student achievement information. As the system became operationalized, he welcomed 
critical input on how it was working. Surveys went out to gauge staff attitudes and obtain their 
questions. Teachers were candid in their assessment that the warehouse layout was difficult to 
understand at their desktop level. They needed a historical “dashboard” to filter the data to make 
it useful. He was ready to listen as one high school teacher posed the question, “Do you really 
want to know what I think of it?” He did and convened study groups, held conversations with key 
teacher leaders, created a data specialists group to shepherd the process and provide for continual 
teacher-user input.  

Paul Houston, AASA Executive Director, describes in the publication, “Leadership for Change”, 
a leader who is able to move from command and control to empowerment. It is a leader who is 
humble enough to know that someone else may have a better idea. This superintendent created a 
climate of leaderful energy that was open to questions and suggestions. Questions were generated 
about how are we doing, how do we know, how can we find out.  

Whatever the starting place, the essential nugget is the leadership territory that is explored and in 
what ways. Mike Stearns would probably tell you he is a good leader. In the eyes of his 
administrative team he is regarded as exceptional in his capacity to see the big picture and lead in 
unique ways. One of his administrative team members, Dr. Robert Anthony, comments, “He is a 
leader who doesn’t always need a map, but can create a map. He has the ability to lead without 
always being in charge. Essentially he got out of the way.” Another administrative colleague 
states, “It hasn’t always been the case that leaders lay down the welcome mat to include others’ 
ideas. It shows their vulnerability but also their courage. Steams had the courage to realize he 
couldn’t do everything himself.”  

“Initiatives wouldn’t have succeeded if we didn’t empower everyone,” says Stearns. It takes 
longer, but it’s worth the time to hear from everyone. You can’t have a system that only listens to 
a few, or only listens to some people, some buildings’ input. Everyone at all levels, K-12, had to 
be a part of this.  

Questions: 
How can empowering others energize your system and its leaders? How do administrators share 
leadership in your school or district?  



 

Bequeathing Leadership 

When leaders bequeath leadership it is uncanny how the gift keeps giving, growing, and it 
actually breathes life into the organization. When you bequeath something you are usually 
sharing or passing on earthly goods. In terms of leadership, it means that one person is giving 
another person a gift- permission and encouragement to lead them. It also means that a small 
number of leaders don’t hold all the leadership opportunities but distribute them to others.  

Northview teachers were given time to collaborate and develop their leadership skills.. 
Reflection, inquiry and dialogue were tools of their professional learning communities and they 
were intentionally cultivated and valued. Teachers reported more gratification and more 
motivation. They felt they have more support not just from administrators but from colleagues. 
One new ninth grade English teacher looked at another teacher in his department. Matt Howe, the 
relatively new teacher, referred to Sheri Steelman, a veteran, as the “Queen of English” at 
Northview High School. He said, “I would love to see her teach. She does so many great and cool 
things to get kids to learn. I just want to learn from her so my classroom of kids can learn more.” 
In a way he was giving permission for Steelman to lead and share her expertise.  

Howe is getting his wish and taking advantage of learning from trusted colleagues. He can invite 
Steelman in to do demonstration lessons in his classroom, go observe her teaching a lesson of 
interest to him, join in course-level team meetings and work to plan curriculum and design 
common assessments with his role model-the Queen of English. He reaps the benefits of being 
part of the leadership plan to share leadership throughout the system. Because the protocol 
includes inquiry and reflection time, he is able to generate ideas, ask questions, and be an active 
participant in the learning process. Gone are the days of the closed classroom, the teacher who 
held the “secrets to success”, and non-collaborative teachers unwilling to share. The building 
principal, Mark Thomas, supported teachers interested in observing and sharing with each other 
by offering “traded time” from contractual professional development time. Teachers reported this 
learning from colleagues to be the most effective and authentic professional development they 
have ever engaged in.  

A high school teacher states, “We now are more student-centered. We want to share ideas, have 
common practices, and take advantage of modeling and coaching. We are learning from each 
other. We have time to discuss with each other and share strategies. We want this to keep going. 
It’s the only way and such a great benefit for all the new teachers coming into the system.”  

Teachers are sharing leadership and handing it down person to person. This collaborative spirit 
has positively helped the students in their class. One additional example of this sharing occurred 
when teachers agreed to a common school-wide writing prompt that would be given to all 9-12 
graders. Teachers met to design the prompt, the details of delivering it, instructional strategies 
and how it would be scored. They modeled the content of the prompt after the writing 
requirements of the ACT test, a test soon to become the statewide Michigan High School testing 
program. Using a teacher-designed scoring system using technology, they easily analyzed and 
designed interventions to assist individual students on specific aspects of the writing that they 
were having difficulty with. Since the prompt also included dimensions similar to the state’s 
social studies test, the experience was cross-content and maximized the time investment.  



 

These teachers are passing along the baton of shared leadership and students are the beneficiaries. 
The system is open and growing all the time. As one teacher remarked, “I’m amazed at how 
much more effective we are when we all work together-we accomplish great things. We are all 
sharing in the leadership responsibilities.”  

Questions: 
Sharing leadership doesn’t happen overnight. What do you see as elements present in your school 
that can foster shared learning and shared leadership? Has anyone ever passed on leadership to 
you? Describe the feeling and the outcome of that.  



 

It’s All in the Design 

Education is ripe with people full of passion wanting to improve practice for the benefit of 
student learning. Learning is driven by the learner’s passion, needs and desire to learn. We know 
that people really do own what they create, or have a part in designing. This adds to the value and 
relevance of the learning!  

In Northview the old model was a version of a couple traditional school leaders planning the 
learning for the teachers. Their intentions were good. Sometimes the professional development 
work hit people’s needs, but more often than not, it missed the mark. Thanks to the partnership 
with the Ball Foundation, design teams became the standard method of operation. Administrative 
team meetings were the first to try this concept out. In the words of Mark Thomas, Northview 
High School principal, “We use the design team process and our Ad Staff meetings, because of 
our partnership and learning with Ball, have become increasingly more effective and productive. I 
truly feel that because we were challenged to engage in shared, open dialogue, followed by 
reflection, that it created greater understanding, empathy and focus on achievement. We all had 
more to say about how and what we wanted to focus on.”  

Design Teams meet and do exactly that. Anyone from any level in the system can volunteer to be 
on a design team. Participation varies depending upon an individual’s interest, need, and desire to 
take part. With a representative group of people, they get together and rough out a plan to design 
the learning. It is in draft stage, but represents the initial thinking of the group around the issue or 
topic. Because the design team brings together many voices, there is greater shared understanding 
and input. Northview has been successful at welcoming all participants including the greatest 
critics, because they believe all opinions and perspectives offer insights. The design team goes 
back to other stakeholders, checking in to make sure they are on target. Mike Stearns, 
Superintendent, says, “Design Teams have become our way of doing business. They have become 
our way to plan our work and make sure we are including everyone in the process. We have seen 
the great benefits of this. Often what we think we want to accomplish is modified and tweaked for 
a greater result because we used the design team process.”  

Examples of the kinds of meetings that started with design teams are administrative retreats held 
semi-annually, data analysis sessions bringing in data experts to help teachers better understand 
their achievement data, School Improvement Team planning sessions to design a new process, 
and literacy team consulting sessions to be held in each of the buildings, and curriculum review 
planning reviews. Before the staff members actually meet, the design team networks with the 
staff, and bring their ideas back for consideration. Design teams convene for each professional 
development offering as well as building and district meetings. Jenny Barnes, an elementary 
teacher comments, “I feel like, as a district, we are working more efficiently and effectively to 
make better use of our time, guiding staff toward better learning.”  

A template is utilized by design teams which identify the outcomes of the meeting, the draft plan, 
an agenda with specific times listed, persons responsible, detailed logistics and resources needed. 
Some might say it takes longer, but the results are solid. Teachers comment that they are amazed 
at how much gets accomplished in the time provided and that their time is well used. Meetings 
are better planned, more inclusive and meet the actual needs of the staff members more 
effectively. It is time well spent, honors of the needs of the participants and now is regarded as a 



 

standard protocol in the district. If you wish to see a sample template go to 
www.ballfoundation.org. and look under the Education Initiatives section.  

Questions: 
Who designs your learning? What structures are in place to make sure all voices are heard and 
that professional development opportunities meet the needs of those who attend?  



 

Mirror, Mirror on the Wall, Who’s the Most Leaderful of All? 

West Oakview School in the Northview School District has a small staff with relatively new 
teachers, new to the teaching profession. So it was quite remarkable when they came to the 
district School Improvement meeting and demonstrated the effect of shared leadership. They 
publicly declared that they have the mindset that “all the kids in the building are OUR KIDS.” 
They are reaping the rewards of the district’s move toward more participation of staff in their own 
learning design and that of their colleagues.  

Megan Czarnopys and Gary Knights are two of the new young teachers who are settling into the 
role of leaders. In other districts, their input might be disregarded. But, not here. They say the 
staff has a shared focus and that collaboration is key in this district. There is a trust built and 
conditions are present for a safe environment of risk taking. Since the district adopted the 
professional learning community’s concept, each teacher serves as a member of a team that 
values collegiality and sharing. Interestingly, these new teachers are growing into the profession 
as the recipients of an open system welcoming their participation and involvement. They 
experience engagement in dialogue, inquiry and reflection on their own practice.  

Most people think of leadership as a top-down system or in a situation with a person in charge. 
Rather than this type of a model, at West Oakview, leadership is understood in a more-inclusive 
way. It is defined as assuming responsibility for your own learning and that of your peers. It’s not 
as much about being in charge as influencing others to be the best they can be. Teachers at West 
Oakview are indeed looking in the mirror and what they see are themselves as capable 
LEADERS.  

Questions: 
What opportunities exist for new teachers in your school or district to be involved in leadership? 
How can opportunities for these teachers be expanded in your school? Is the leadership system in 
your school or district more top-down or a shared leadership system?  



 

Look Around and See 

Like a scarecrow sticking out of a cornfield, some things are meant to be noticed. You just have 
to look around and be attentive and intentional to see leaders in your midst. You know who they 
are, but more importantly THEY know who they are. Their capacity is unlimited but often is 
untapped. Many times excellent leadership occurs at the grassroots level.  

In schools, everyone can be regarded as a leader. Teachers are leaders within their own 
classrooms and because they must lead in literacy efforts, they must be cultivated to share, 
collaborate, network, and connect to each other. Northview Public Schools, in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan has a budding literacy coaching network which is a powerful example of connectivity 
at the grassroots level. Beginning with a small cadre of whippersnapper leaders, literacy coaching 
was born. Kathy Vogel, co chair of the district’s language arts committee offered book clubs, 
strategy demonstrations, end of summer, “Cool Ideas for Back to School” and submitted 
proposals to their district educational foundation to secure grant funding for professional 
development study groups.  

While the district adopted a literacy framework which would be rolled out to all teachers, Vogel 
worked the sidelines. She petitioned to have time and money for the development of the 
framework and with a small group that would become literacy coaches found out the needs of the 
teachers related to it. She helped matched strategies to the needs generated by a study of the 
district’s data. She guided a thoughtful process to make sure teachers understood the framework. 
She obtained training for the language arts team to hone their skills and comfort level with the 
framework. With patience, she led the team to explain, model and build shared understanding 
about the benefits of having a literacy framework. In the words of Doug Fisher, noted national 
literacy expert, a framework provides consistency to help schools move to common literacy 
practices. When practices are consistent within a school, students benefit because they know and 
understand strategies in place from class to class. Instead of relearning strategies each time they 
move to a different teacher’s class, the strategies are in place, enabling the student to more 
effectively focus on the content.  

What’s special about Kathy Vogel? The answer is nothing and yet everything. She is like many 
educators a talent in her own right. She is a student of literacy and is continually learning and 
growing in her own knowledge. But she is also thinking beyond the walls of her classroom. She 
exhibits leadership capabilities and regards the literacy development of the district and its 
teachers as part of her responsibility. She holds herself accountable to make sure all teachers have 
the opportunity to learn and grow in literacy learning. She fosters connections but like many 
teachers she needs to be given the go- ahead to lead. These grassroots efforts pop up in schools, 
but they need noticing and nurturing to truly grow and connect to the entire system. As Doug 
Reeves suggests, powerful learning occurs through these informal hubs and nodes and 
intertwined networks of people sharing practices with each other.  

The district played a supporting role in fostering, not stonewalling the efforts of a leader like 
Kathy Vogel. It supported her in requests for continual learning opportunities. It tried to “say yes” 
whenever possible to encourage the sharing of good ideas that would benefit teachers and 
ultimately students.  



 

Questions: 
In your school, what grassroots efforts need nurturing? Who are those leaders that should be 
noticed and nurtured? What conditions need to be in place for those leaders to flourish?  



 

One Small Step for a Teacher... 

Do you believe that everyone has something to offer? Most people would agree with that 
statement. In the case of Patti Emelander, a middle school teacher for Northview Public Schools, 
it really rings true. Patti admits that she is a pragmatic, energetic, and enthusiastic teacher. She 
says she usually steps up to the plate and is regarded by her fellow staff members as a person who 
readily volunteers when called upon.  

Patti had the opportunity, thanks to the Ball Foundation, to take part in professional development 
with literacy experts. Drs. Doug Fisher and Tony Smith demonstrated how using centers in the 
classroom can effectively give students choices for small group and collaborative work. It used to 
be that teachers would give students opportunities to work together, but it might be a time for 
them to catch up, prepare for the next part of the day, or work on something pressing. We now 
realize that the more important purpose, according to Patti, is that having centers in the classroom 
really frees up the classroom teacher to spend time with individual students. In the busy 
classrooms of today, many teachers are looking for these opportunities to instruct and work with 
students on an individual basis. Using well-developed centers provides an effective intervention 
time for teachers to confer with individuals or small groups of students who need our help or 
direction. This time is now highly valued and there is a continuing effort to make it more 
productive for students.  

Grade level colleagues generated ideas and partnered to develop centers. Teachers voluntarily 
met on their planning time to learn about centers, ask questions, and bounce off ideas and 
concerns. Many were hesitant and a bit unsure, but after seeing examples of centers, and having 
the time to dialogue about them, she says, “They got it!” Patti says there is a real atmosphere of 
being willing to risk. She and her fellow teachers will make mistakes, but their peers have been so 
supportive and encouraging. “You can’t sit back and do the same old, same old.. ..If you’re not 
getting better, you’ll get worse. If I’m not trying every day to do something better, I’ll get worse. 
We have to try new things and put ourselves in position to learn best practices; ultimately we 
teach more effectively and kids learn more effectively. That’s really what its’ all about.”  

Emelander continues, “Critical to the success is the opportunity to have reflections and 
conversations about instructional practices and work to implement agreed upon, consistent best 
practices. Our school teams set goals based upon data, share materials, develop units, try them 
out, get together and dialogue about how students are learning and the results we get, and make 
adaptations. We share our ups and downs so that we learn from each other to get better. It’s all 
about getting better results around student achievement.” Teachers believe this is the ultimate 
professional learning and can be accomplished when everyone “takes a little leadership step” to 
improve instructional practice.  

Questions: 
How do your teachers support each other around student achievement? What conversations are 
taking place about instructional practice? What place does data on student achievement have in 
your conversations? How could your school make instructional conversations richer and more 
productive?  



 

A Standing Invitation 

There are numerous educational publications today heralding the key role that teachers play in 
transforming schools. But, the reality is that there are many adults, not in the teaching ranks, who 
play essential roles in improving instruction that are found in the school. Do these adults have a 
role? Do they know their potential impact? Are they publicly valued and welcomed? How does a 
school or district cultivate the invitational climate that includes all the adults in the building to 
become involved? This vignette features a support staff role at Highlands Middle School, in the 
Northview Public Schools District.  

Kathy Skudre, serves an important role in her school. As the building library/media aide, she had 
her ear to the grindstone. She had previously served, by invitation, on her school’s School 
Improvement Team, but due to support-staff contract negotiations and a budget crunch was 
encouraged to bow out of membership. She had history with the district and the school and felt a 
heartfelt moral responsibility to assist teachers in meeting their goals. Thanks to a new, more-
inclusive climate established in the building, she jumped on board with attending literacy 
meetings, determining the resource requests (such as listening stations, tapes, headsets and audio-
visual equipment) that could help teachers and students. Since the district had moved to a Gradual 
Release Instructional Framework, teachers were designing learning stations to promote 
collaborative learning opportunities in their classrooms. With the help of Doug Fisher and Nancy 
Frey’s work on productive collaborative work, their goal was to implement a number of varied 
literacy-based centers. Many of those centers were technology-based and teachers needed 
additional support, which is where Kathy Skudre’s help was essential.  

Skudre is not unlike many support staff members in a school. A “standing invitation” was 
conveyed to anyone wishing to be involved and interested in supporting the mission and goals of 
the school. An individual’s particular talents may be suited toward seeking out technology, 
literacy resources or helpful aids to support teachers and students. It is important to analyze if 
there is a “welcome mat” out or a “keep out” sign that conveys the “valued” staff of the school. 
No one’s contribution should be overlooked or underestimated if the system is valuing all 
stakeholders who can support the achievement efforts of the school.  

Questions: 
Who in your school plays a role in supporting and impacting the academic goals of the school? 
What must you do to nurture a climate that invites participation? How might you do this with 
your own student to foster more inclusion in the learning environment? 



 

Cultivating Leaders in a Great Climate 

When Judy Care, an elementary teacher in Northview Public Schools, woke up in a hotel room in 
Broward County, Florida, she had no clue that she was about to cross a boundary and shatter, in a 
sense, a “glass ceiling.” Judy’s technology expertise earned her an invitation to Florida to 
investigate their county school district’s data warehouse, one of the few in the United States at 
that time. The trip was made possible through support and funding of the Ball Foundation, a 
foundation partnered with Northview.  

Along with the learning about the data warehouse, Judy was being transformed and quietly drawn 
into the world of school leadership. She credits the spirit of the Ball Foundation with substantive 
conversations that developed her potential and in her words, “started me on my journey.” She 
realized everyone can and must have a part if a district is to value everyone and the talents they 
bring to the district. She became a member of a dynamic leadership team, comprised of teachers 
and administrators, charged with assessing the possibility of obtaining a data warehouse back in 
Michigan. Personally she was emerging as a strong teacher leader who had tasted support and 
was ready to break into the new territory of collaboration.  

Judy stretched her own internal boundaries by being a person who loves change and relishes the 
benefits that can come from it. She held varied roles in the district and served as a parapro, 
teacher, principal and eventually curriculum director. She impacted literacy boundaries by 
helping to craft a district-wide literacy framework. She cultivated teacher and administrative 
partnering to overhaul the school improvement process to obtain everyone’s input in a data-
driven process around student achievement.  

Judy Care’s early lessons of encouragement and being willing to be stretched in exciting new 
directions are now being applied with a new cadre of teacher leaders. She is truly affecting the 
way her Northview colleagues at all levels in the system think about leadership. “Time is 
precious. Staff meetings must become professional development time. We operate in a much 
richer way thanks to our collaborative spirit and shared leadership and we have teachers 
participating in new and exciting ways. We get buy-in and we are getting the benefit of all the 
good ideas. I believe all teacher voices are being encouraged, valued and heard. The most 
important news is that working collaboratively is no longer unique in Northview. It has become 
our way and the system cultivates this culture.”  

Connie Petter, a colleague states, “We have been intentional about finding out what talents people 
possess and encouraging them to flourish. In Judy’s case, the district provided an environment in 
which to grow. We noticed her, tapped her talents and she caught on fire and has done great 
things. Beyond individual contributions, the real story is the evolution of perspective leaders in a 
climate that welcomes and nurtures them.”  

In the book, Leading Minds, the Anatomy of Leadership by Howard Gardner, the author says he 
wouldn’t have written his book on leadership if he did not want to affect the way his colleagues 
think about the phenomenon of leadership. This story does much the same thing-providing an 
authentic example of a person nurtured in an environment of crossing barriers, and affecting the 
way her colleagues “think about” and “expect to be part of’ the cultivation of leadership.  



 

Questions: 
What about the climate in a district enables a teacher-leader to blossom? What’s possible when a 
school system breaks down barriers to shared leadership opportunities?  



 

The Rubber Band of Leadership 

Why is it that teachers think that I, the principal, have all the answers? Why do they think I’m 
smarter than they are? I’m not the fixer, the teller, the one with all the answers.” These words of 
Andy Scogg, a middle school principal for Northview Public Schools, convey a situation ripe for 
learning and capacity building. In an environment where effective school leaders are trying to 
open the ranks of shared leadership, Andy is uncomfortable with what is referred to as the 
Cascade Model of Change. In that model the leader at the top holds the knowledge and pretty 
much dictates to everyone else. The leadership is tightly held and not stretched to others.  

Like a rubber band that surrounds and nurtures future leaders, Andy is one principal who 
encourages a “stretch culture”. He asks challenging questions and challenges people’s beliefs 
about such things as “Can all students learn?” He is heard saying that he believes the answer to a 
problem usually lies within the teacher or the team. By validating the investment in teacher 
conversation at staff meetings it’s possible to tackle challenging issues and ensure that all voices 
are heard. Before asking the tough questions and having the tough conversations, he lays a 
groundwork of trust. He welcomes discussion and debate and conveys that decisions will be 
reached together. With the assistance of a Ball Foundation Community of Practice protocol called 
the World Café, Andy creatively tries to hear from everyone. The World Café is an intentional 
way to have structured conversation that generates new ideas and new connections while 
allowing all voices to be heard. (see www.ballfoundation.org for more information on this 
powerful strategy).  

There is now a mindset, say teachers in this building, that anything is possible when everyone is 
part of the process. They say it’s no longer a “yes” or “no”, but “how” can we accomplish what 
we need to related to student achievement. There is a collective sense that teachers are partners in 
learning with their administrator and are together challenging themselves and reaching new 
heights to help students. Stretching to the issue of capacity building, teachers are encouraged as 
leaders and decision makers and their self-efficacy is growing. Self efficacy is our view of what 
we can do. Research supports the higher the teacher’s self-efficacy (and on a staff level, 
collective self-efficacy), the greater the student achievement.  

Questions: 
What about shared leadership techniques that can affect teacher self-efficacy do we want people 
to take away? What about this principal’s words and actions could impact student achievement in 
your school?  



 

Looking for Leaders in All the Right Places 

There is a leadership phenomenon sweeping the country today. “Shared leadership” is being 
embraced by both teachers and administrators. Beyond developing a collaborative environment, it 
is obvious that for sustainability, no one individual can monopolize leadership.  

Northview teachers are responding positively to being in leadership roles. The district’s system-
wide emphasis on literacy provided the impetus for shared conversations. With the help and 
encouragement of the Ball Foundation, Doug Fisher, and Nancy Frey, a district literacy 
framework was developed. The literacy framework was teacher- developed with representation 
from all buildings and levels. Kathy Vogel, co-chair of the Northview Language Arts Committee, 
commented that, “Shared leadership allows people to spread the wealth of talents that exist in the 
system. There is awesome talent in Northview and all teachers can be, are, and should be in 
leadership opportunities. It used to be that we would wait for someone to tap us; it feels great to 
know that sharing our talents and expertise about literacy is welcomed. It is a great relief.” 
Another member of the committee shared that the result is that you get more buy-in, more trust, 
and more collaboration.  

Sheri Steelman, a high school course leader for English 9, relates that shared leadership feels like 
a new and welcome idea at the high school level. She adds, “We are working on teams sharing 
everything, coming to agreements and consensus, pitching in and the quality of what we are 
doing collectively for students is so much better. Many teachers feel we are having our best year 
ever.”  

Teachers welcomed the candor and honesty of the superintendent who offered at a district-wide 
in-service that administrators don’t know everything about literacy. ReadAlouds, Think-Alouds, 
Shared Reading, Guided Reading, Partner Reading may get confusing to those not directly in the 
classroom. He called upon teachers to be partners in learning with administrators and himself. He 
purchased Doug Fisher’s books on literacy for all administrators, created literacy book study 
sessions with administrators, and supported professional development of principals and building 
teams attending literacy development together.  

Another example of shared leadership that originated with teachers is the Data Specialists Group, 
formerly Northview Data Diggers. This crackerjack team of teachers started as a band of 
technology-savvy volunteers interested in helping make data more usable for instructional 
decision making. They came together to help teachers gather, analyze, and draw instructional 
conclusions about data. “One of the great strengths of the process,” says Todd Visser, the teacher 
leader of the group and a teacher at Highlands Middle School, “is the realization that a small 
group of committed people can lead the district towards big changes instead of trying to get 
everybody to do everything.” Change is occurnng one person at a time.  

As evidence of their success, the data specialists point to the increased occurrence of what they 
call “breakthrough conversations” in school teams, where everyone realizes that things have to be 
done differently. These are emerging as critical to the core of the school improvement process.  



 

Questions: 
What about shared leadership and cultivating it could impact student achievement in your school? 
‘What factors contribute to a climate in your school that welcomes shared leadership? What 
factors might be barriers to shared leadership and how can they be overcome?  



 

A Missing Piece of Professional Learning Communities 

Northview Public Schools learned about the concept of Professional Learning Communities 
(PLC) and embraced it completely. The three key questions of DuFour’s powerful model are: 
What do we want students to know? How do we know they are learning it? And what will we do 
when students don’t learn or already know it? Northview was on fire with excitement over the 
direction this approach could bring. All administrators and key teacher leaders received training. 
They were so excited and committed to the concept that they wrote a proposal and received the 
opportunity to host the Professional Learning Community’s national conference with Rick 
DuFour in their district. It was a source of great professional growth and pride for the district.  

PLC’s seemed to be the answer and a vehicle to pull together everything happening in a district. It 
offered so much hope. There was only one little tiny problem. With all the fervor for the PLC 
concept it fell short in providing teachers with a key component. What the PLC process failed to 
do was provide a real model for the heart of the PLC work-which was bringing teachers together 
to have meaningful conversations around student achievement. Carollee Hayes, of the Adaptive 
School Work, says “With all the training in the professional learning communities’ concept, there 
were protocols to get people into groups, but not training in how to converse meaningfully. 
Conversation is the core process of collective learning.”  

Mark Thomas, Northview High School principal admits, “We have systematic ignorance on 
conversation and we need a shared common approach.” Mark says his teachers are asking for a 
framework for structuring collaborative conversations. To the Ball Foundation, essential elements 
of professional conversations are inquiry, dialogue and reflection. In the early stages of the PLC 
work in Northview, people were put into groups but the district fell short of helping them to know 
how to have conversations and on a simple level what to have conversations about.  

Glenna Gerard and Linda Ellinor in the book, Dialogue at Work: Skills for Leveraging Collective 
Understanding, state, “Conversation is the magic in organizations. . . . The practice of dialogue 
lies at the heart and soul of organizational learning, the term “dialogue” comes from the Greek 
phrase dia logos, which means “through meaning.” That is, dialogue is based on the idea of 
people coming together to create collective understanding.” Gerard and Ellinor do a great job of 
explaining the difference between discussion and dialogue and characterize dialogue in an 
interesting way. When people participate in dialogue they say you might notice people:  

• Expressing a desire to hear what all present have to say;  

• Listening deeply especially when they disagree with one another  
• Seeking to identify each other’s assumptions about issues by asking clarifying questions 

such as “Could you tell me more about how you arrived at that conclusion?”  

• Speaking at a slower pace, often punctuated by pauses, as they reflect on what they’re 
hearing; and  

• Trying to understand how all the different perspectives fit into the big picture.  

In contrast Gerard and Ellinor explain what “discussion” is-that is people tending to come with 
their thoughts and agenda items, often without giving attention to others’ needs, issues, or a larger 
goal. In most discussions, individual opinions often take center stage and many times listeners 



 

readily evaluate the comment- it might work, it won ‘1 work, we ‘ye tried that before, hang 
around and that idea will go away, to name a few.  

In discussion often decisions are made hastily because of time constraints, short deadlines and for 
the sake of efficiency. In discussions, one person can easily monopolize the time leading to some 
group members never having the opportunity to share their ideas or thoughts. Dangers in holding 
discussions only are that people can leave frustrated, with a feeling of being left out, not involved, 
and with a sense that their voice is not valued and not heard. The other related danger of holding 
discussions only is that there is no protocol for handling conflicts or disagreements when they 
arise, so decisions may be made by the loudest, strongest, or powerful member of the group. 
Clearly in discussions, it is easy to simply comply and get it over with. Andy Scogg, Northview 
middle school principal states, “I want teachers to go beyond surface conversations. Teachers are 
in a mode they want a product and often don’t want a conversation with any conflict. But just 
because there is a different perspective or different opinion, doesn’t mean it has to be about 
conflict. We need to help teachers learn to focus on the work. None of us have been trained to 
have those conversations.”  

With all the promise of professional learning communities, this companion piece needed to be a 
part. With the help of the Ball Foundation’s Communities of Practice work around collaboration 
and tools such as inquiry, dialogue and reflection, Northview’s PLC groups employed tools of 
how to have meaningful conversations to the benefit of the staff As Gerard and Ellinor state, 
“Dialogue allows diverse perspectives and interests within a system to interrelate with one 
another. “ Administrators and teachers welcomed the tools of how to have meaningful 
conversations and dialogue rather than just discussions.  

One additional promising practice that helped teachers at the grade levels was (CASL) 
Collaborative Analysis of Student Work. In this model, teachers learned how to have 
conversations around student work samples. In previous grade level meetings, there was no 
process-people just talked about such issues as who was ordering copies from the copy center, or 
how to fund field trips. Once teachers were trained in CASL, the conversations were data-based 
and started with an asset approach. Teachers brought work samples that were reflective of most of 
the other students in their class.  

Tricia Hampel, elementary principal reports, “Teachers loved CASL. It gave them a specific 
reason to meet and have opportunities to share ideas and strategies. Teachers looked at a student 
work sample and shared what they saw and offered ideas of similar strategies that they have tried. 
New teachers would remark that they had never thought of that idea and were grateful for the 
suggestions. Teachers end up learning and sharing new strategies and we consider all kids our 
kids. We collectively approach solutions when a student’s performance puzzles us. We feel a 
great sense of collegiality. There is a feedback loop built into the program so we can follow up on 
suggested strategies to see what worked. We even have parapros sitting in on the meetings and 
they are welcome to share observations and suggestions. It has really made the PLC time more 
valuable and meaningful. Now teachers have a method that helps them have deep, focused 
conversations.”  

Tricia Hampel feels that the CASL program helps teachers and administrators figure out what can 
effectively work to help a student. She says as a result, honest and open conversations occur. 



 

Many related issues around curriculum alignment, instruction, and assessment come up in the 
sessions. Teachers report that it has made a difference in impacting student achievement. She is 
delighted when she hears teachers say, “Hey, I tried that idea and really worked, not just with the 
one student, but with all the students in my class. It really worked!” She firmly believes 
conversation is at the heart of the professional learning communities work. “I see it working 
every day. It’s made a huge difference for our staff and students.”  

Questions:  
What structures, policies, and practices in your school or district help foster meaningful 
conversations about student learning and instructional practices? Do your teachers simply have 
“discussions” or rich meaningful conversations? How could you enhance your teacher/grade 
level/or department meeting time to make them more valuable?  



 

From Rich Man, Poor Man, to Share the Wealth 

Some high school teachers notoriously are regarded as independent and noncollaborative. 
Northview High School principal, Mark Thomas, humorously relates that some people think of 
high school teachers as a group of independent operators who share a common parking lot. Why 
might a small group of high school teachers choose to remain non-collegial? Could it be a fear of 
having other staff members steal their hard- earned work, lessons, or units? Some might feel they 
have invested loads of heavy-duty lesson planning and don’t feel compelled to share ideas with 
others.  

A more significant and frightening fallout can occur when some teachers are non- collaborative. 
Some may not want other teachers to get the same good results. This misguided notion reveals an 
isolationist sentiment and is contrary to collaboration. “Sharing the wealth” (of effective 
instructional practice) is a term assigned to an atmosphere wherein teachers work collaboratively 
to look at data of student progress, team to design instructional best practices and common 
assessments, and work collectively to design interventions for students who already have learned 
the concepts or struggle to learn.  

There are many downsides to not sharing. First of all, successful strategies are learned and held 
by only a few. For whatever reason these teachers may focus only on the students in the classes 
they teach. Students don’t benefit when some adults withhold the wealth of knowledge of 
effective instructional strategies. Particularly new teachers to the profession are at risk when this 
non-collaborative culture exists.  

Northview High School in Grand Rapids, Michigan has a story that sets it apart from other high 
schools in the country. Identifying and addressing these issues directly makes Northview’s story 
unique. Their story started with data sharing. Results from state assessments, common 
assessments (when available), and instructional strategies were shared with whole departments. 
Conversations were held about the information. In some departments it was common practice to 
review data and talk about results and interventions. But in other departments, teachers never 
reviewed the results in depth to see subgroups’ performance. Some admitted they had never had 
candid discussions about instructional practices within their classrooms. In a few cases teachers 
had taught next to each other for over thirty years, but said they never saw each other teach or 
knew much about what their colleague did.  

The Ball Foundation was partnered with the district and had a significant impact on creating an 
atmosphere for positive change. With the help of Ball’s liaison, Dr. Jacqueline Brayman, 
questions were raised. How do students learn? What do you teach and why? What do you do for 
students who struggle? What’s your approach to literacy instruction? What are the most effective 
instructional practices that make a difference in impacting achievement of students? The Ball 
Foundation brought in a number of experts to work with the high school staff. Dr. Doug Fisher, 
noted expert in adolescent literacy from San Diego State University, did demonstration lessons. 
Teachers observed as Fisher taught a gradual release lesson in several courses. All components of 
the instructional design were modeled. Following the lesson, a debrief time allowed high school 
teachers to talk about what they saw, ask questions, and pose “wonderings” about the teaching 
and learning. Doug suggested there could be consistent protocols that could be used with all 



 

Northview High School students to enhance and expedite the learning. Even a simple practice, 
like turn to your partner and share an idea, was unfamiliar to the students.  

In the structured conversations that followed, teachers had the opportunity to engage in 
substantive conversations about learning and literacy practices. Dr. Julia Reynolds, a local college 
professor, joined Doug as a local-expert to reinforce and further the staffs professional learning. 
Julia said teachers had the time to talk, hear each other’s voice, share perspectives and concerns. 
She commented, “There was a sense that teachers will really do something with the learning. 
They realize if they work consistently as a staff and engage in common practices that it will 
benefit students who move from class to class and grade to grade.”  

Out of the work, a Northview High School Literacy Leadership Group was designed with 
representatives from every department. This group was given authority to communicate, 
recommend, and, after gathering their department input, make decisions. Job-embedded 
professional development time was designed with support of the building principal. Teachers 
decided upon what Doug Fisher calls “school-wide agreements” around strategies they all will 
use consistently to benefit students. The strategies selected directly related to the performance 
data they had previously analyzed. Northview students will receive content vocabulary instruction 
in every course, engage in SSR (sustained silent reading), a words-of-the-week program 
(vocabulary development program for all students Grades 9-12), and take part in school-wide 
writing prompts. All staff will engage in scoring the prompts, analyze results, and conduct 
interventions to remediate any low areas found. Since the prompts are cross-content (social 
studies and language arts), interventions will take place in appropriate content areas.  

When asked about what came together to make this so successful and what lessons might be 
learned by other schools, Dr. Reynolds attributes the success to the following factors: ‘ 

1. Everyone came together to do what’s best for students. Teachers shared a common goal 
to help students be successful.  

2. There is great power in teacher decision making  

3. There is great power in shared school leadership. Only when the leadership is shared can 
these wonderful opportunities occur. The building principal had to support by providing 
subs, resources, flex time and job-embedded professional development time. He allowed 
people to trade after school staff meeting time if teachers contribute their planning time to 
a common need like scoring the writing prompts.  

4. Everyone had a voice-the leadership team did a great job of communicating, coordinating 
and representing everyone’s opinion.  

5. There is great value in utilizing an outside person-Julia says whether it’s a national expert 
or a local one, it’s important that the outside person can ask the tough questions and ask 
even the obvious questions in a new way. Dr. Reynolds cites what Erickson calls helping 
to make the “invisible” stand out. She says an outside perspective can sometimes make 
the familiar strange and interesting again so people can step back and see things in a new 
way.  



 

All in all, Northview High School truly represents a high school committed to doing what’s 
best for students and preparing them for life’s next step-whatever that may be. They are a 
school that is transforming itself around a common literacy goal and they are sharing the 
wealth of knowledge, perspectives and effective instructional practices that will impact 
achievement. They are not isolated, but collaborative and sharing leadership to impact all 
students.  

Questions:  
Is there a rich man-poor man mentality or “share the wealth” mentality in your high school? 
What structures, policies, practices are in place to foster collaboration? What leadership 
structures exist that positively impact achievement in your school?  



 

Like a G.P.S. System for a School District 

Have you ever been lost on a cloudy day and not been able to figure out north from south, east 
from west? Feelings run the gamut of anything from helplessness and fear to embarrassment and 
isolation. A map, compass, G.P.S. (global positioning system), or local expert who knows the 
territory, come in handy when you are unsure of your direction.  

Schools face the same need to know their direction, have a clear vision and mission, and 
understand where they are headed relative to student achievement. The school improvement 
process holds the key to serving as the roadmap, or GPS system, to make sure the school is 
moving in the right direction. Northview Public Schools, in partnership with the Ball Foundation 
designed a tight school improvement process that made the plan come alive to teachers at the 
classroom level. In the words of Judy Care, Director of Instruction for Northview Public Schools, 
“it used to be that the school improvement plan was done by the principal and sat in a beautiful 
multi-colored notebook on a shelf in the office collecting dust. No one thought it had any 
meaning except on paper as a document that had to be completed. Not any more! As part of our 
new school improvement process our teachers can pinpoint areas of need related to data and they 
have a role in designing the professional development training they need. Each teacher at every 
grade level knows the goal because they helped determine it based upon the data they analyzed.”  

Theresa Czarnopys, a key teacher leader, served as an administrative liaison to staff at the 
building level. Theresa says in the old days a school improvement goal was selected almost out of 
a hat. “It could be the school’s goal might be beautifying the parking lot and surrounding 
grounds, or having kids line up better in the halls, or getting parents to do more at home with their 
kids. Often it had nothing to do with the data on student achievement.” Now, with the help of Deb 
Wahlstrom, of Successline, Inc., and the Ball Foundation, the district redesigned the school 
improvement process using data. Deb Wahlstrom helped the district understand what she calls 
demographic data (who is achieving), outcome data (the results on various assessments), and 
process data (the practices within the school that relate to the results).  

Theresa worked with each building’s team to help them determine a goal based upon data, and 
further challenged the teams to make sure the goal was connected to what was actually happening 
in the classroom. Theresa says that teachers have historically only gotten bite size pieces of the 
puzzle of school improvement. They are clamoring to see the “big picture” of how the plan comes 
alive at the district, school, and classroom level. She relates, “Teachers are now saying they see 
the connection between the data and what they are doing in the classroom. In addition they see 
how what they do connects to the entire grade level’s focus and the building’s focus. The building 
school improvement team meets at least monthly and has constant communication with the staff 
as they all decide upon their goal and review progress. All teachers know the goal clearly and 
know what they are doing in their classroom instructionally to support it.” Under her guidance, 
representatives from each building come together two to three times a year, share and develop a 
district plan.  

The district now has a tight school improvement process that connects from classroom to 
classroom and school to school. Cindi O’Connor, a principal at North Oakview Elementary, cites 
two huge benefits of the new school improvement process. “We had a goal in our building around 
writing, which was a low area on state assessments for our students. A representative team of 



 

teachers met for a day and took an “in depth” look at our data and narrowed our focus to specific 
areas that needed work at each grade level. Teachers drove the discussion. The work was brought 
back to the staff continually to identify strategies to support the indicators in grade level teams 
during a half-day release time. The strategies are the cornerstone of our work this year in literacy 
as a building.”  

Cindi also credits her school improvement team with redesigning the building’s master schedule 
to facilitate uninterrupted academic core time for literacy. The data showed that previously 
students’ instructional time was delivered in choppy blocks and they wanted to better support the 
literacy learning environment. They reordered encore time (time in art, physical education, 
technology and music) so it would better support the academic core schedule. They revamped all 
available resources to provide additional intensive intervention time. As Rich DuFour has pointed 
out, “The school needs to look at what it does and judge if the schedule is for the convenience of 
the adults in the building or supportive of the best learning for the students.”  

In Cindi’s words, “Through the school improvement process, we are making a big difference in 
pulling it all together to support student learning. I believe that, as a result of these changes, North 
Oakview is moving from being a ‘good school’ to being a ‘great school.’ We know we are on the 
right pathway and have a clear direction.” Kelly Rysberg, a fourth grade teacher in Cindi’s 
building states, “The focus has shifted this year and the continuity has been great. The follow 
through of the multiple strategies has been helpful. The time we’ve invested is precious and it has 
paid off. We have seen academic results as a result of our school improvement changes.”  

According to Andy Scogg, another principal in the district at Crossroads Middle School, “Despite 
changing demographics and increasing poverty levels within the district, achievement scores are 
on the rise. Teachers say they have on roadmap that tells them where they’re going. They 
continually review data to make mid-course corrections and adaptations, but have a clear focus 
around literacy that helps them stay the course of school improvement. I think we are doing our 
best job ever for kids and we know where we are headed.”  

Questions:  
How can a school make their school improvement plan come alive for teachers at the classroom 
level? Analyze your school improvement plan in terms of usefulness, clarity, data use, and link to 
instructional practice at the classroom level. What suggestions do you have to make your school 
improvement process better?  



 

“Trying On” Leadership with the Literacy Coaches 

Theresa Blank is a first grade teacher in Northview Public Schools who has volunteered to serve 
as a literacy coach with peers. Theresa says, “We have tried on the new clothes of leadership and 
it feels so awesome and rewarding.” Establishing a literacy coach network in the district is a new 
concept. Ten classroom teachers accepted the invitation to be a part of the voluntary network to 
support the district’s literacy focus and share their expertise with others. All teachers have full-
time classroom assignments; many are able to work with colleagues through flex-time options 
agreed upon by the building principal.  

Marilyn Duncan, author of the book, Literacy Coaching, Developing Effective Teachers Through 
Instructional Dialogue, states, “The purpose of the coaching experience is to develop the 
competence and confidence of teachers to meet the needs of the range of diverse learners in their 
classrooms. The coach is mindful of the root word of evaluation- value- and is looking for the 
teacher’s current knowledge and skills to build upon as that teacher grows and learns.” In no way 
is the role evaluative, but valuing. The most effective form of teacher support occurs on the job 
(Joyce and Showers 2002). Being of support to teachers in the classroom is the goal of the 
Northview literacy coach program.  

Interestingly the offshoot of the program has also been the tapping and blossoming of a new 
group of teacher leaders. And, what is playing out very strongly in Northview is that the literacy 
coaches are not only liking, but loving this newfound leadership wardrobe. Nancy Frey, professor 
at San Diego State University and author of numerous books on literacy says that coaches 
establish relationships, are comforting and supportive, give reassurance to people, and give 
people tools in a way that honors helping them. It’s a partnership. Nancy says, “It’s like lightning 
in a bottle. You can capture lots of skills coaches need to have, but if they don’t have the social 
skills, those dispositions are hard to develop.” In Northview all coaches are trusted, supportive 
teachers with excellent people skills,” says Judy Care, Director of Instruction. “Superintendent 
Mike Stearns has supported them to receive training from available resources and from each 
other. He has encouraged them to go on planning retreats to hone their coaching skills. Through 
these opportunities we have wonderful and rich conversations about their roles in the buildings.”  

In an initial planning meeting to establish the Northview network; five coaches contributed to the 
discussion of the leadership possibilities. They all cited a more open minded district attitude 
toward leadership. One said that all teachers can be, are, and should be expected to be leaders in 
various contexts. Another commented on shared leadership and that it allows teachers to be 
innovative and to spread the wealth of talents they have with others. An elementary coach said 
that the position of coaching enables teachers to develop a schema to pull things together- the 
literacy work, the data, and the school improvement goals. She said you get more buy-in and 
understanding from the staff, more trust, and more collaboration.  

Myron Rogers, author of The Simpler Way, says sometimes you follow a system where it wants 
to go. You may push it, you may lead it, but you must follow it where it needs to go. It’s risky, 
but you have to create conditions so it can push or pull itself where it needs to go.” Further Myron 
says, “Leadership is about integrity, not being false, and being integrated.”  



 

In Northview the literacy coaching network of leaders has become an integral and integrated 
group pushing, pulling, and helping teachers impact student achievement in their classrooms. 
Linda Crawford, a third grade teacher, tells the story of trying out a lesson and collaboration 
game she saw modeled by a literacy coach. After interactive note taking and the game (which she 
learned from the modeling) she gave the comprehension assessment. She says, “Every student 
passed the assessment —the first time ever this has happened and it was on difficult concepts. 
Kids were making connections and collaboration was the key for them and for me. I saw it 
modeled and I had a chance to learn it and talk about it. It’s all coming together for me.”  

As Tammy Cannon, first grade teacher in Northview assesses, “I have seen so much more 
collaboration between teachers and across grade levels than ever before. This has resulted in 
conversations that lead to sharing, which leads to increased student achievement. Yea!!! We feel 
so supported in our journey to make a difference with students. It feels good helping to be leaders 
to each other.”  

Questions:  
What are the leadership opportunities alive in your school or district? Can you name some 
teachers who exhibit leadership skills in non-traditional ways? Describe them. Who in your 
school or district has greater potential for leadership and why? What will it take to develop those 
leaders? What kind of a climate supports leadership development?  



 

Moving from Invitational to “Expectational” 

For many years Northview Public Schools presented the district’s professional development 
options more like a smorgasbord of offerings that teachers could select from. There were many 
and varied initiatives but clearly no one sharp focus. Everything seemed to be presented to 
teachers in an invitational format, inviting them to volunteer to participate and hoping but not 
guaranteeing that they would buy-in or become involved in whatever the plan was. Sometimes, 
well-intentioned “choice board of topics” designed to meet the various learning styles of the 
teacher, even resulted in a haphazard delivery system of professional development offerings. This 
created some confusion and sent mixed messages to the staff. It also created a tier of very well 
trained teachers and another tier of teachers who did not attend or participate in the trainings or 
inservice. Jerry Klekotka, an assistant principal at the middle school, urged, “Get away from 
optional and invitational and make things more “expectational.” Jerry coined what others had 
been feeling.  

Teachers seemed to be longing for direction. They were willing to participate but wanted clearer 
signals as to what the expectations were. Leadership came from the district’s language arts 
committee who recognized the need for a common district-wide literacy framework. In deciding 
upon how best to operationalize it, conversations opened up about past delivery models. The 
committee was steadfast in what teachers needed to know and be able to do related to the literacy 
framework. They looked to the Gradual Release Model of Instruction as the model in which all 
teachers should receive training. They surveyed teachers in each building, got input on how best 
to achieve the goal, looked at data around student achievement, and collaboratively laid out a 
plan. In deciding upon how best to operationalize it, conversations opened up about past delivery 
models. One principal observed, “There’s been power in getting as many voices in the room as 
possible and engaging as many people as possible in conversation. We have to remember that 
adult learners are special learners and they need time to assimilate and understand new learning.  

With the support of the Ball Foundation, the literacy framework came to life. A core learning 
principle of the Ball Foundation is that people need to be connected to their shared purpose and 
develop mutual accountability. In addition, they believe that conversation is the core of collective 
learning. In order to build shared understanding and shared accountability, the language arts 
group worked with teachers and gathered their input about how to train teachers and incorporate 
the literacy framework into practice.  

Gary Knights, a new elementary teacher noticed this sense of collaboration and shared, “We have 
more ability to draw together and the process allows us to draw from shared struggles and 
experiences. I feel extremely supported as a new teacher.”  

Teachers report this has been a great model for effective professional development. They see 
more alignment, and less duplication of resources and efforts. Talents and expertise are 
collaboratively shared. Theresa Blank, one of the district’s literacy coaches and an elementary 
teacher comments that there is “a smoother transition between buildings” which benefits students. 
Robin Paredez, a high school Spanish and Mathematics teachers, says, “I see the awesome results 
of having shared common vocabulary for students as they move grade to grade and building to 
building. We need to remember that students move from teacher to teacher throughout the day 
and over the years. As teachers this is the least we can do to have common practices and common 



 

vocabulary so students don’t have to relearn those from class to class. Then they can focus upon 
the content.”  

Questions:  
Does your school or district convey an invitational or “expectational” approach to trainings and 
professional development? What expectations are clearly communicated and what areas could be 
improved?  



 

What Does Data Have to Do With Pulling A Rabbit Out of a Hat? 

A standard magic trick has a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat. But, do school leaders have to 
magically figure out their school’s academic focus for a school year? They shouldn’t have to if 
they are using evidenced based decision making or data based decision making about their School 
Improvement focus. The idea is to use ongoing feedback to know what’s really happening in the 
system around student achievement. It shouldn’t be a mystery to know what exactly the academic 
focus should be based upon a review of the data. In the spring of 2006, the Northview High 
School core academic teachers and department leaders came together to hold conversations about 
what the needs of the students were and what their instructional focus should be.  

Prior to this meeting, each department worked in isolation, not really talking or collaborating on 
academic goals. School-wide conversations about learning had not been held. Consistent school-
wide practices had not been established let alone even discussed. Everyone believed they were 
doing a good job of their own teaching in their own classroom. The big unknown is how much 
better could they be doing?  

The curriculum office, with support from the Ball Foundation, used a Deb Wahlstrom designed 
data review process to show the alignment between curriculum, instruction, and assessment. 
Connie Petter, a learning consultant and Maureen Grey, Director of Instruction at the time, 
brought the high school science, social studies, mathematics, and language arts department team 
members together and showed current and past demographic, outcome and process data with a 
tool called the Golden Package available from Successline, Inc.(www.successline.com). 
Demographic data refers to which students and which student groups are achieving. Outcome 
data is the actual student achievement data in terms of who is achieving and to what level or 
extent. It is usually in the form of test scores, common assessment results, and standardized test 
scores. In the state of Michigan the MEAP or the ACT testing program is part of the outcome 
data a school could review. Process data refers to policies, practices and happenings in the school 
or district that help the school achieve its learning goals.  

Data proved to be the key sharing of the meetings. Teachers commented that they had no idea 
what the overall achievement over a span of years looked like. Learning about subgroups 
performance and talking about their own practices opened up lots of conversations. One social 
studies teacher shared that he reviewed testing formats with students to the amazement of his 
colleagues. When asked why he did that he responded, “Well, I just thought it might help them if 
I made my tests look like what they would face on the state assessment.” One math teacher shared 
that she reviewed concepts from previous grades, but it wasn’t the practice of most teachers in the 
department. A veteran science teacher commented, “It’s obvious from the data that having 
common teaching of vocabulary would help all students. I think that the ACT test is more about 
reading skills and knowing key academic vocabulary than having knowledge of science content.” 
Another science teacher wondered, “I’ve heard that they use word walls in the elementary to help 
kids learn vocabulary.. .1 wonder if that would be good for kids at the high school level?”  

Analyzing data and making decisions collaboratively of how best to help students achieve is the 
essence of evidenced-based learning. Northview teachers came together to hold conversations 
about instructional practices but first started with the data. “How do you know what to improve if 
you don’t know how you’re doing?” said one of the high school department leaders.  



 

Another tremendous tool utilized by Northview teachers is a program called “Flights” which was 
developed within the district to be a companion piece to the district’s data warehouse. With 
generous funding from the Ball Foundation, Northview had secured a data warehouse in 2001. 
But the intricacy of the warehouse’s interface was just too difficult for teachers and 
administrators to use on a daily basis. In a Ball Foundation meeting the Superintendent, Mike 
Stearns, and a high school teacher, Robin Paradez, dreamed and envisioned a program that would 
easily and efficiently give teachers pertinent student data at their desktop every day.  

According to Kathy Tokarek, Northview Director of Technology, “FLIGHTS was a breakthrough 
in the district efforts to get student data to teachers in an easy to read format. It was exciting to 
tell teachers we had a program that could give them current as well as historical information on 
their students. It was even more exciting to tell them it was so easy to use they didn’t need any 
training! Hearing teachers and administrators remark on how much they use it and appreciate the 
power to keep informed about student progress made it worth all the hard effort. I especially 
remember how the high school used the program to make data-driven instructional changes based 
on data they found in FLIGHTS.” Kathy adds, “We are continuing visioning as to how FLIGHTS 
can further enhance classroom instruction through data-driven decision making. The use of data 
becomes second nature when making instructional changes.”  

For Northview teachers, there is less and less mystery about making instructional decisions based 
upon data. It is not magic, like pulling a rabbit out of a hat. It has become part of the day to day 
data-based operational systems that the school utilizes. As Jackie Brayman and Srik 
Gopalakrishnan stated in a Ball Foundation newsletter article about data use in Northview, 
“Northview teachers and administrators not only use their data to determine what students need, 
but also how they need to modify or add to their own professional repertoire to get the best results 
for students. Using data as the catalyst for change, the district hopes to achieve its vision of 
providing the very best instruction, every day for every student.  

Questions:  
How does your district or school use data for instructional decision making? What systems are in 
place to help teachers and administrators to have a clear picture of student progress? What might 
the benefits be for students and families when there is an effective student data system used in the 
school or district?  



 

Questions for Discussion, Inquiry or Reflection 

1. What is one key element from this story that you can “take away” and relate to your own 
practice?  

 

 

 

2. What key change occurred that was significant?  

 

 

 

3. Think about a similar experience in your own work. What similar practice or strategy have 
you applied or could you apply in your own situation?  

 

 

 

4. Identify a situation in your school or district where this leadership lesson would be 
applicable?  

 

 

 

5. If you could speak to the person (s) mentioned in the story, what further questions would you 
ask them? 



 

We’ll Leave the “Leadership” Light on for You, 
by Maureen Grey  

In partnership with the Ball Foundation and Northview Public Schools 
 

Story Title Golden Nugget- 
We’ll Leave the Light on for You  Golden Nugget: Rather than intuition, effective 

schools use data to make informed collaborative 
instructional decisions while welcoming everyone’s 
participation.  

Mirror Mirror on the Wall...  Golden Nugget: Shared leadership benefits all 
teachers as they take responsibility for their learning 
and that of their colleagues.  

It’s Never Done  Golden Nugget: Effective teachers recognize that 
they are a dynamic part of a learning journey to 
reflect, analyze and improve their practice. Essential 
to this is maintaining an open attitude toward change 
and realize that it is a transformational and continual 
process.  

One Expert for another  Golden Nugget: Teachers must recognize that they 
can be experts to each other. They can model 
lessons, hold discussions and debriefs, demonstrate 
best practice, and provide meaningful professional 
development within their school and district.  

Get Out of the Way & Leaders will follow Golden Nugget: Leaders who empower grow 
empowerment, teacher efficacy, and ultimately 
greater organizational capacity.  

Bequeathing Leadership  Golden Nugget: Learning is driven by the learners’ 
passion, needs, and the desire to learn. Great 
rewards are in store when a climate exists around 
ongoing learning, shared leadership and 
collaboration.  

It’s All in the Design  Golden Nugget: People own the learning they 
create. It is important to connect people to their 
shared purpose and develop mutual shared 
accountability. Design teams are a method to 
include many voices in structuring the learning to 
make it more relevant for the participants.  

Understanding the Landscape of Change  Golden Nugget: Understanding the landscape of 
change is imperative for school leaders.  

Look Around and See  Golden Nugget: Nurture people’s passion and 
development of networks and connections that will 
support the system’s learning and growth.  



 

Story Title Golden Nugget- 
One Small Step  Golden Nugget: One teacher can serve to ignite 

enthusiasm for a new form of professional 
development, a best practice, or a needed 
instructional practice.  

Cultivating leaders in a good climate-  Golden Nugget: School systems must analyze its 
programs, policies and structures to determine if it 
creates “barriers” or “pathways” to shared 
leadership?  

Rubber Band of Leadership  Golden Nugget: Astute leaders know they must 
build capacity and improve teacher self-efficacy.  

Looking for Leaders in All the Right 
Places  

Golden Nugget: Sharing leadership sustains it.  

A missing piece of Professional Learning 
Communities  

Golden Nugget: PLC groups need help to know 
how to have conversations and what to have 
conversations about.  

From Rich Man, Poor Man, to Share the 
Wealth  

Golden Nugget: Sharing successful instructional 
strategies builds staff collaboration and benefits all 
students in the school.  

Like a GPS system for a school district  Golden Nugget: The school improvement process 
serves as a roadmap to instructional practice and 
student achievement.  

Trying out leadership with literacy 
coaches  

Golden Nugget: Literacy Coaches support teachers 
instructionally in a variety of powerful ways as they 
take on new leadership roles.  

Hedgehog Philosophy-razor sharp focus 
on literacy   
Invitational to Expectational  Golden Nugget: Leaders need to clearly 

communicate expectations.  

Data and Rabbits  Golden Nugget: Use of data to make instructional 
decisions takes the mystery out of the school 
improvement process. It can inform a school about 
what is really happening related to student 
achievement.  

 
 




