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on the coVer

Cornelius Hedges Elementary School in Kalispell, 
Montana, builds the leadership capacity of its staff 
through teams and professional learning communities. 
The school is among the highest achieving in the state 
and received a national Title I Distinguished School 
award in 2010. For the full story, see page 16.
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ceo’s message

Dear readers,
If it takes a village to raise a child, it takes 
a community of educators working to-
gether to achieve the promise that all 
students will receive a quality education 
that prepares them for fulfilling lives as 
contributing citizens in our society. 

Shared leadership in schools is one 
means toward reaching that goal. as 
this issue of Education Northwest Maga-
zine points out, shared or distributed 
leadership calls on schools to replace 
the traditional, hierarchical leadership 
model with a collaborative approach 
to change that provides opportunities 
for all students to achieve to the highest 
standards. 

Education northwest has worked 
with schools and districts to promote 
such an approach. One example—de-
scribed in this issue—is our work guid-
ing the Oregon leadership network 
(Oln). 

For more than a decade, we’ve part-
nered with the Oln to strengthen and 
sustain a coherent system of leader de-
velopment. anchored in well-articulat-
ed standards, the system holds leaders 
accountable through rigorous evalua-
tion and nurtures them with professional 
development opportunities.

The Oln comprises 10 member 
districts that educate nearly 30 percent 
of Oregon’s students and serve about 
a third of its teachers and administra-
tors. at the core of Oln’s mission is 
leading through a lens of equity, which 
focuses on unleashing the potential of 
each student, regardless of race, ethnic-
ity, socioeconomic status, or gender. 
Such leadership demands that everyone 
from the superintendent to the princi-
pal to classroom teachers to parents and 
community members joins in estab-
lishing and promoting school policies 
and practices that yield more equitable  
student outcomes.   

we have also worked with districts 
and schools to share leadership through 
collaborative structures such as lesson 
study, professional learning teams, and 
small learning communities. Education 
northwest tools such as the rapid in-
quiry cycle, detailed in the story about 
Chenowith Elementary, are providing a 
structure for teams to tackle issues that 
lend themselves to instructional “quick 
wins” or manageable student achieve-
ment goals that can be met with a short 
burst of concentrated, collective effort 
by teachers.  

as we look forward to a new year, 
we are optimistic that shared action, 
responsibility, and accountability 
for positive change will help us meet  
every child’s educational needs.

warm regards,

Carol Thomas
Chief Executive Officer 
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editor‘s note

in his 2006 book Distributed Leadership, James 
spillane writes about the myth of the “heroic 
leader”—the familiar story of the star prin-
cipal who takes a struggling public school 
and through sheer determination, skill, 
and charisma turns it around in dramatic 

fashion. Spillane does not deny that heroic figures exist in pub-
lic education. The problem, he says, is that these “heroic acts  
become blueprints for ‘successful’ school leadership.” 

In other words, the “lone hero” approach makes for a good 
Hollywood movie, but it doesn’t provide an effective, replicable 
model of leadership for public schools. Spillane makes a com-
pelling case for “letting go of the myth of individualism” and 
instead viewing leadership as a process that involves multiple 
stakeholders who interact in a complex web of lead-and-follow, 
give-and-take. 

This issue of Education Northwest Magazine looks at this 
emerging field, which goes by several names, including shared, 
collective, or distributed leadership. alma Harris, a leading ex-
pert on the topic, prefers the latter term, and in our interview 
with her (see page 31), she defines it as “[the act of] drawing 
upon all the potential leadership capability and capacity within 
the organization in a planned and purposeful way.”

Of course, the myth of individualism that Spillane debunks 
remains a powerful one in the american consciousness, and 
especially in the rural american west. Perhaps as a result, the 
implementation of distributed leadership practices in our re-
gion is still in its early stages and more often exists as a by-
product of other efforts than as the “planned and purposeful” 
pursuit that Harris recommends. 

In many, although not all, of the schools profiled in this is-
sue, distributed leadership practices have arisen as part of a 
state-mandated school improvement process. For example, 
several states now require schools in improvement status to in-
clude a leadership team and/or several “action teams” in their 
improvement plans. In the feature story “From Good to Great” 
(see page 10) we look at how a new statewide system of support 
and an online school improvement planning tool have helped a 
Coeur d’ alene, Idaho, middle school build on its already well-
developed leadership capacity. 

“aiming for a Quick win To Boost literacy,” (see page 26) 
describes an Oregon elementary school that has also increased 
its leadership capacity as part of a school improvement process 
that uses a “rapid inquiry cycle” to help identify and solve its 
most pressing needs.

The response to Intervention (rTI) program, adopted by 
many schools in the past decade, has also resulted in increased 
teamwork and distributed leadership. Such is the case in two 
of the schools featured in this issue, a Yup’ik school in alaska 
that’s only accessible by air and river and a high-performing 
elementary school in Kalispell, Montana. In the latter school, 
professional learning communities also empower staff mem-
bers by encouraging collaboration and innovation. 

“The Elephant in the Schoolhouse” (see page 20) offers a dif-
ferent take on this topic. Portland Public Schools in Oregon has 
made an all-out effort to change the culture of its schools, em-
bracing equity in a way that requires all stakeholders to “own” 
the issue. In this context, distributed leadership results when 
staff members, parents, and administrators accept the challenge 
to view leadership not as a job title but as a personal choice. 

as alma Harris points out, distributed leadership is an “or-
ganizational condition” that can be realized in many different 
ways. The examples you’ll find in this issue are only a small 
sampling of how schools and districts in our region are begin-
ning to take a more intentional look at their leadership practic-
es. In a current political environment that seems to grow more 
divisive and less capable of compromise by the day, embracing 
a leadership process that is inclusive and empowering is a truly 
heroic act. 

—bracken reed, bracken.reed@educationnorthwest.org
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leading a 
school of readers
It takes a team to mold literacy instruction to meet each student’s needs.

Story and photos by Rhonda BaRton

A light dusting of snow doesn’t dampen the enthusiasm of students 
at recess at Mikelnguut Elitnaurviat (M.E.) Primary School.
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BEthEL, alaska—The sign on Josh-
ua Gill’s door says “Site administra-
tor,” a common title in alaska for a 
principal who has additional admin-
istrative duties. But, Gill prefers to 
be known simply as the facilitator 
at Mikelnguut Elitnaurviat, a K–2 
school in a frontier town that serves 
as the hub for Yup’ik villages sprin-
kled across the tundra some 100 
miles from the Bering Sea.

Being the facilitator clearly en-
compasses many roles. While a light 
snow falls on a grey october morn-
ing, Gill’s office swirls with activity. 
It’s picture day, which has disrupted 
the schedule and caused a bit of a 
hubbub. Gill makes sure that every-
one knows where they’re supposed 
to be. Some classes are preparing for 

a field trip and there are last-min-
ute transportation arrangements to 
check on. one child needs to be dealt 
with sternly after punching a class-
mate on the playground, and another 
little boy gets a gentle rebuke when 
he tells Gill he’s been sent to the of-
fice for “not listening.” Gill quietly 
asks him how he’s going to fix the 
situation and sends the child back 
to class after he says he will apolo-
gize to his teacher. In the midst of all 
this, a medical emergency prompts 
the school to call for an ambulance 
to airlift a second-grader to anchor-
age. Gill confirms with school staff 
that the student is on his way to the 
hospital. 

The ability to handle whatever 
situation arises, maintain calm, and 
multitask are all part of Gill’s job. 
The charts that cover Gill’s office 
walls, however, hint at another ma-
jor responsibility: ensuring students 
have a solid foundation in literacy. 
one poster outlines the school’s logic 
model while another lists sources of 
data on student progress in reading. 
Still others address interventions 
and the inquiry question: how do we 
use the data to direct our reading in-
terventions? Gesturing to the charts, 
Gill remarks that they’re the product 
of many meetings in which everyone 
sat down together to figure out “how 
we’re going to help kids get to where 
they need to be.” 
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a circle of instruction
Mikelnguut Elitnaurviat is Yup’ik for 
“little People’s School” and the native 
heritage of 85 percent of the school’s 
students is honored in displays that line 
the halls. Intricate beadwork glimmers 
from one glass case while others house 
carved masks, furry Eskimo yo-yos, 
seal gut clothing, and a parka made of 
ptarmigan feathers. Thematic units that 
incorporate local culture are a point of 
pride both at the school and in the low-
er Kuskokwim School District, which 
covers an area roughly the size of Ver-
mont. There are also weekly classes in 
the Yup’ik language.

Many students at M.E. School—as it’s 
commonly known—arrive with low-lev-
el literacy skills. Consequently, reading 
is the bedrock upon which all activities 
at the school rest. “If you ask teachers 
what our main goal is, they’ll tell you 
it’s getting our kids reading by second 
grade,” says Gill.

Using both response to Interven-
tion (rTI) and Sheltered Instruction 
Observation Protocol (SIOP), instruc-
tion is tailored to the needs of each of 
the school’s 250 students. “It’s a constant 
circle of delivering instruction, doing 
formative assessment, reviewing our as-
sessments, reteaching if necessary, and 
analyzing data to see if students are pro-
gressing at the rate they need to be,” ex-
plains Gill.

 Three literacy coaches provide inter-
ventions and highly qualified aides assist 
teachers in offering small-group read-
ing instruction. The 19 certified teachers 
also weave whole-group literacy instruc-
tion into activities throughout the day, 
whether it’s discussing the morning cal-
endar or completing math exercises. al-
together, two hours daily are devoted to 
the elements that research shows are key 
to children’s literacy development: oral 
language and vocabulary, phonologi-
cal awareness, phonics, fluency, reading 
comprehension, and writing. 

Two years ago, Gill introduced rTI 
to replace what he calls a “buckshot ap-
proach” to reading that didn’t evaluate 
whether instruction was 
working. at the same time, 
Gill tapped a leadership 
team—one teacher from 
each of the school’s three 
grade levels—to help the 
long-time faculty adjust 
to a new way of teaching. 
regina lieb, who repre-
sents kindergarten, says the 
team brought deep experi-
ence to the process. “we’ve 
been with the school for a 
lot of years,” says lieb, who 
is now in her 17th year as 
a teacher, “and we’ve seen 
different programs during 
that time. we had the back-
ground knowledge and 

knew the direction we needed to go in 
as a school.”

Gill has carved out time for the entire 
staff to meet regularly to review assess-
ment data, and he’s also made sure that 
faculty continues to receive professional 
development in using the rTI model 
in a way that best meets their students’ 
needs. “as a team we’ve come a long way 
because everyone has been part of the 
process,” says Gill. “The approach hasn’t 
been dictated, it’s been researched and 
created by all of us and that’s one reason 
why we’ve had success.”

lieb echoes those sentiments, noting 
that “there isn’t a hierarchical leadership 
structure here.” She continues, “we’re 
pretty much equals: we’re all cheerlead-
ers and we’re all advocates. He [Mr. Gill] 
isn’t one who says, ‘this is how we’re go-
ing to do it.’ He helps the teachers come 
up with ideas to make the rTI model 
ours, and because he’s so willing to give 
us that support, it’s been much easier for 
the staff to buy in to the process.” 

a common goal and Vision
Gill turned to lexie Domaradzki, a lit-
eracy specialist, to assist M.E. School 
in implementing its reforms. as one of 
the facilitators of alaska’s State literacy 
Team, Domaradzki has had the oppor-
tunity to observe how distributed lead-
ership contributes to improving literacy 
instruction. “It plays a key role in that 
distributed leadership inherently builds 

capacity of all staff mem-
bers,” she notes. “Distrib-
uted leadership helps cre-
ate a common goal and a 
common vision, and when 
everyone is moving in one 
direction, the chances for 
improved outcomes for kids 
is much higher. across the 
building or the district, ev-
eryone holds the vision and 
the mission and feels ac-
countable for both the suc-
cesses and the struggles.”

Domaradzki says she 
thinks about literacy im-
provement in three ways—
content, process, and re-
sults—and distributed 

Students listen intently in large-group reading instruction.

Principal Josh Gill calls 
himself the “facilitator”  
at M.E. School.



leadership plays a role in each. while 
leaders don’t necessarily need to know 
exactly how to teach reading, they do 
need to be well-versed in the essential 
components of reading, the content to 
be covered, and the research base, in 
order to make decisions about materi-
als and instructional time that support 
literacy. They also must create an envi-
ronment where everyone works together 
to deliver strong reading instruction and 
communicate about that instruction 
to parents. “The more folks across the 
building who understand the process 
and help to lead it, the better,” she be-
lieves. lastly, all staff members should 
know assessments “inside and out” and 
make sure they’re using the right assess-
ment at the right time.

In the case of M.E. School, Doma-
radzki says Gill worked to understand 
rTI and then coordinated efforts across 
the building so everyone committed to 
using screening and progress monitor-
ing in adjusting their instruction. “Josh 
has a sense with his teachers about equal 
leadership,” comments Domaradzki. 
“He is the vision holder and the one who 
says, ‘we’re headed in this direction, but I 
would love for everyone to share in how 
we get there.’” She adds that in introduc-
ing rTI, Gill was willing to take a step 
back and let teachers make decisions 
where appropriate but “when it came to 
a hard line, he took accountability and 
set the course.” 

mutual expectations
Distributed leadership at M.E. School 
translates into staff members working 
together to give their students a thor-
ough grounding in literacy. at other 
schools, the vision may be completely 
different. But, school improvement ex-
pert Sam redding believes that distrib-
uted leadership always looks like teams. 
“That doesn’t mean there isn’t more to 
it,” says redding, who leads the U.S. De-
partment of Education’s Center on In-
novation & Improvement, “but teams 
are a way that we distribute leadership 
beyond those who we already identify as 
leaders through their job descriptions.”

In order for the team structure 
to work, there must be trust, clear 

expectations about roles, and a sense that 
staff members’ opinions matter. “People 
have to know that it’s not just rhetoric 
when the superintendent or principal 
says, ‘we’d like to involve you in deci-
sions,’” says redding. “The three things 
I keep coming back to in building dis-
tributed leadership are job descriptions, 
so there’s clarity about people’s roles and 
their leadership and decision-making 
responsibilities; team structures with de-
fined expectations; and schedules so that 
staff has time to meet and the principal 
has time to be an instructional leader.” 

at the end of the day
as the day draws on, the sound of read-
ing still echoes through M.E. School’s 
open-plan classrooms. In a first-grade 
class, laurita nerby shares the picture 
book Ten Eggs with five eager students, 
stopping to write vocabulary words from 
the story on a white board and asking 
the youngsters to form sentences. Sadie 

McDaniel is testing a pair of students in 
another first-grade classroom—a prac-
tice that happens weekly. Kathy Katon-
gan, one of 15 parents who regularly 
volunteer to help sharpen reading skills, 
works with three children in the com-
puter lab. In regina lieb’s kindergarten 
class, students receive plastic baggies 
filled with words jotted on index cards 
to take home for a literacy activity with 
their families. 

when dismissal time arrives, teach-
ers prepare for parent conferences that 
are shoehorned into an already packed 
day. Josh Gill is heading home to cook 
up fish chowder for his staff, to sustain 
them through the afternoon and eve-
ning meetings. Students’ progress in 
reading is bound to be one of the main 
topics of conversation with parents to-
night. and, teachers can confidently 
report that they’re working together to 
give all students the literacy skills they’ll 
need for their academic journey. n

Regina Lieb (below) leads her kindergarten 
students in a literacy exercise. Highly qualified 

aides also play a key role in small-group 
reading instruction.

leading a school of readers
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From 
Good 

to 
GrEaT 

An improved statewide system of 
support and an online planning tool 

help an Idaho middle school build 
leadership capacity and  

take its school improvement process 
to the next level. 

Story and photos by BraCKEn rEED

COEUr D’alEnE, Idaho—Just after 
dawn on a brisk, mid-October morning 
the lakes Magnet Middle School leader-
ship team gathers for its weekly session. 
Most of the six teachers present have 
been meeting like this for more than 
a decade, arriving at the school in the 
predawn dark to look at data and re-
view progress on school improvement 
initiatives. It’s not glamorous work, 
especially as autumn turns into the 
long slog of a northern Idaho winter, 
and the shared commitment has cre-
ated a strong bond of trust and mutual  
respect among the team members. 
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a grade 6–8 middle school of ap-
proximately 640 students and 35 full-
time staff members, lakes is blessed 
with a close-knit, veteran staff, and the 
leadership team is a microcosm of that 
larger schoolwide culture. The average 
teaching tenure at the school is 19 years. 
Many full-time staff members, including 
the leadership team’s Vickie Juhlin and 
Mia Eggleston, have passed the 20-year 
milestone. Fellow team members Stacey 
Doerr, Cookie Hardy, and Becky Smith 
have all logged more than a decade at the 
school and have also served on the lead-
ership team long before it adopted that 
official name. Even Diann wandrey, the 
relative newcomer to the group, speaks 
of the family atmosphere and strong col-
laborative culture on the team and in the 
school as a whole. 

lana Hamilton, the school’s dynamic 
vice principal and a driving force of the 
team, says one key to its success and sus-
tainability has been its all-inclusive na-
ture. “we’ve been very open about giving 
everybody the opportunity to be a part 
of this team,” she says. “we haven’t hand-
picked this group or limited its number. 
It’s a big commitment, but anybody who 
wants to take a leadership role in the 

school is welcome. I think the fact that 
it’s a relatively small group is due to the 
trust that the rest of staff has in these 
team members.”

For Principal Jeff Bengtson, who jokes 
that he’s been at the school and on the 
leadership team for “about 12 minutes” 
compared to his colleagues, having the 
team was invaluable when he joined the 
school this fall. “In my previous [admin-
istrative] positions there was nothing 
like this in place,” he says. “You walked 
in and you didn’t know what was going 
on in terms of staff leadership.” 

One of Bengtson’s first actions—
even before he had officially assumed 
the principalship—was to meet with 
the leadership team in order to take the 
pulse of the school. “we spent a whole 
day last spring where I just said: ‘Tell me 
about lakes,’”says Bengtson. “and this 
team knows. They can tell you what’s 
going on in every area of the school—
instruction, assessment, discipline, at-
tendance, school improvement. They 
have that knowledge and they have the 
respect of their fellow staff members.”

a Strong Foundation
That respect has been well earned. In its 
decade-plus of existence the leadership 
team has tackled such schoolwide initia-
tives as improving attendance, addressing 
behavioral problems, and fostering a pos-
itive, student-focused culture. regardless 
of the issue, data and research have been 
an essential part of the team’s approach.

“we don’t make random, emotional 
decisions on policy issues,” says Juhlin. 
“It’s all research based. Every member of 
this team has taken on research projects 
in order to make sure that what we’re do-
ing is proven and effective. Then we bring 
that to the entire staff and that’s what gives 
us credibility—they know we’ve done our 
homework. we’re not just saying, ‘This 
sounds good, let’s try it.’” 

The results of that work are apparent 
throughout the school. Despite having 
one of the highest poverty rates in the 
district, the school is clean, orderly, safe, 
and welcoming. Dropout rates have de-
creased significantly since 2001, atten-
dance is up, and discipline referrals are 
down. In each of the areas the team has 

focused on, real, measurable progress 
has been made. 

Based on student achievement scores, 
however, the school remains in improve-
ment status, and as such it has access to 
state- and district-level support. Prior to 
the 2009–2010 school year that support, 
while well intended, was hit and miss. 
The state’s school improvement planning 
tool, in particular, was a source of frus-
tration for many schools and districts, 
including lakes. Many felt that it did 
little to help schools identify their most 
pressing needs or to evaluate the efforts 
they had already undertaken. 

In the past four years, the state has 
taken bold steps to reform its own ap-
proach to school and district improve-
ment, overhauling its entire statewide 
system of support and adopting a new 
web-based school improvement plan-
ning tool. and lakes, with a strong 
foundation already in place, has been in 
a perfect position to make the most of 
those innovations. 

Closing the Knowing-doing Gap
In 2007 Idaho Director of Statewide 
School Improvement lisa Kinnaman was 
new to her job and right in the middle of 
the state’s push for innovation. The state 
had heard the cries for better support and 
had already determined that a new tool 
to help schools better plan and monitor 
their improvement was a priority. 

“we knew that we were not getting 
the types of plans we wanted from our 
current planning tool, which was pri-
marily driven by compliance require-
ments rather than focusing on a contin-
uous process of school improvement,” 
says Kinnaman. “The feedback from the 
field—and what we had observed—was 
that it was most often being filled out by 
a principal or maybe one or two people, 
right before it was due. They’d submit it, 
print it, put it in a binder, and leave it 
on a shelf until next year. Obviously, that 
was not going to result in any meaning-
ful improvement.”

In her search for a new system, Kin-
naman attended a national conference 
in September 2007, where she was intro-
duced to a new tool and approach to dis-
trict and school improvement planning. 

A new statewide system of support and 
an online planning tool have helped 
Vice Principal Lana Hamilton and the 
Lakes leadership team pinpoint their 
improvement needs.
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The conference was put on by a team 
from the Center for Innovation & Im-
provement (CII) that had authored an 
award-winning book, The Handbook on 
Substantial School Improvement and Re-
structuring, a meta-analysis of the best 
practices in the field of effective systems. 
after the release of this publication, state 
leaders from Virgina requested that Sam 
redding, the director of CII, help states 
bridge the gap between the best prac-
tice theory outlined in the book and the 
way states were approaching district and 
school improvement planning. as Kin-
naman remembers it, the message was: 
“This is great stuff, but the last thing we 
need is one more book. what we really 
need is help in closing the knowing-do-
ing gap between the effective practices 
identified in the book and what’s actu-
ally happening in the field. and if you 
can connect that to nClB requirements, 
well, that’s even better.”

as a direct result of that conversation, 
CII developed an online school improve-
ment planning tool called Indistar, which 
address both the “knowing” and the 

“doing” in an accessible, online format. 
The “knowing” part of Indistar is the un-
derlying framework of effective practices, 
each with its own web links to the best 
available research. The “doing” is guided 
by a set of indicators that schools can use 
to evaluate how well they are currently 
implementing those effective practices, 

identify those they most need to address, 
create an action plan for tackling each 
priority, assign specific tasks to be com-
pleted, and monitor their progress.

This was the continuous cycle of im-
provement that Idaho—and many other 
states—were seeking. Virginia was the 
first to implement the new tool, and 
Idaho was close behind, creating a pilot 
project in spring 2008. Currently, some 
version of Indistar is used in 21 different 
states, with each state choosing its own 
name for the tool and adapting it to its 
own framework of effective practices—a 
shrewd decision on the part of CII and 
one that keeps the focus squarely on the 
states, avoiding the impression of “one 
size fits all.” 

In Idaho it’s called the wISE (ways to 
Improve School Effectiveness) Tool, and 
it has been an immediate hit. as of fall 
2011, 72 percent of districts and 63 per-
cent of schools in the state are using the 
wISE Tool to plan school improvement, 
despite the fact that a smaller percentage 
are required to do so. 

 “at the state level we’re so often try-
ing to go out and convince people to 
get on board and try something new,” 
says Kinnaman, “but this was the oppo-
site. From the beginning it’s been a very 
grassroots, rippling effect. Before we’d 
even completed the pilot project people 
were calling and saying, ‘we heard about 

The Nine Characteristics of High-Performing Schools was developed and published by 
the washington office of superintendent of public instruction and has been used by 
it and a number of other states as the basis for a school improvement framework. 
the nine characteristics are:
•	 clear and shared focus
•	 high standards and expectations for all students
•	 effective school leadership
•	 high levels of collaboration and communication
•	 curriculum, instruction, and assessments aligned with state standards
•	 frequent monitoring of learning and teaching
•	 focused professional development
•	 supportive learning environment 

high levels of family and community involvement
shannon, g.s., & bylsma, p. (2007). Nine characteristics of high-performing schools 

(2nd ed.). retrieved from state of washington, office of superintendent of public 
instruction website: http://www.k12.wa.us/research/pubdocs/ninecharacteristics.pdf

from good to great

Idaho’s new improvement process is already leading to increased student achievement at 
many schools in the state.
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this new tool. we’d rather give this a try 
than what we’re currently doing. How 
can we get it?’” 

a hard, honest Look in the Mirror
when the wISE Tool was first presented 
to the lakes leadership team there was 
no hesitation. “we jumped in head first,” 
says lana Hamilton. “we weren’t intimi-
dated by it at all.”

as Bengtson puts it, “The wISE Tool 
process causes you to take a hard, honest 
look at what’s really happening in your 
school.” while some schools would find 
that to be a painful process at first, the 
lakes leadership team had been holding 
its early morning meetings for more than 
a decade in order to do just that. Until 
now, they had had to create their own 
mirror in order to get that hard look—
gathering data and sifting through the 
research as best they could. now, they 
had a powerful tool for gathering that 
data, organizing it around a specific 
framework, and evaluating their work 
in a much more systematic way. and the 
research was right at their fingertips. 

In Idaho, they were able to con-
nect the wISE Tool’s indicators of best 
practices to their already established 
framework, The Nine Characteristics of 
High-Performing Schools, a meta-analy-
sis published by the washington Office 
of Superintendent of Public Instruction 
(see sidebar) that Idaho had already 
been using to guide its school improve-
ment work. The wISE Tool indicators 
can be viewed by the nine categories 
identified in that framework. 

as with the original Indistar, the 
framework provides the broad founda-
tion of best practices, while the indi-
cators bring those practices out of the 
realm of theory and into actual school 
and classroom strategies. For example, 
Characteristic 8 in the wISE tool is 
“Supportive learning Environment” and 
one indicator under that broad heading 
is “Yearly learning goals are set for the 
school by the leadership Team, utilizing 
student learning data.” 

as Kinnaman points out, it’s very dif-
ficult for a school to objectively evalu-
ate whether it has created a supportive 

learning environment. On the other 
hand, determining whether it has used 
student data to set specific learning goals 
is a relatively clear-cut process and one 
that can lead to direct action. The wISE 
Tool includes 86 of these indicators for 
schools and 32 for districts. 

although there is some flexibility in 
how schools and districts use the wISE 
Tool, the way it plays out at lakes is rep-
resentative. First, the school gathers as 
much data as possible. at lakes this in-
cludes not only student achievement data 
from the Idaho Standards achievement 
Test, but also “perceptual” data based on 
student, parent, and staff surveys con-
ducted each year by the Center for Edu-
cational Effectiveness, and instructional 
review data based on annual evaluations 
conducted by a team of outside experts.

This rich collection of data informs 
the self-evaluation the school conducts 
using the wISE Tool indicators. On each 
indicator the school must rate its level of 
implementation, ranging from “full” to 
“partial” to “none.” Then, using the results 
of the evaluation the leadership team 
chooses certain indicators as the focus 
for the current school year. For the 2011–
2012 school year lakes has chosen 21 in-
dicators, which it has grouped into four 
major areas: 1) positive school climate, 
2) improved grading practices, 3) better 
development of the science magnet focus, 
and 4) motivating reluctant learners. 

The entire lakes staff is then asked to 
participate in one of four “action teams” 
organized around those four priorities. at 
least one member of the leadership team 
is included on each action team, and each 
team member is assigned specific tasks 
for which he or she will be responsible. 

“The action teams give the entire staff 
a voice in our school improvement work,” 
says team member Becky Smith. “Even if 
they’re not a member of the leadership 
team they can get information and ex-
press their concerns through the action 
team. It gives everyone a role to play and 
that helps give them a sense of ownership 
in the school improvement work.”

all of this work requires collabora-
tion time, and the district office has 
made that commitment—building it 
into the bell schedule and the school 

The long-term work of the school leadership team has resulted in a safe and positive school 
climate.
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year calendar. at lakes, action teams 
meet on a routine basis, and it’s in those 
meetings that much of the hard work 
and important conversations about 
school improvement take place. 

Building Capacity, Forging 
Relationships 
For Deb long, the regional school im-
provement coordinator who works di-
rectly with the Coeur d’ alene school 
district, the wISE Tool is both a vehicle 
for effective school improvement plan-
ning and a process that has several an-
cillary benefits, especially its capacity for 
building leadership skills, encouraging 
collaboration, and engaging the entire 
staff in reflective practice. 

Echoing Kinnaman’s observation 
about school improvement plans that 
end up gathering dust on a shelf some-
where, long says, “I was a principal for 
20 years and a special ed director. In those 
positions I was always required to do an 
improvement plan, but it didn’t have 
that ownership that comes from having 

everyone involved. It didn’t involve on-
going conversations or lead to real col-
laboration or fundamental change in 
how we did business. what I always tell 
people is that continuous improvement is 
not about crossing things off a checklist 
or about isolated activities and events, it’s 
about processes and systems and rela-
tionships. It’s about building trust.”

The wISE Tool is only one part of the 
improved school improvement process 
in Idaho. Even after implementing the 
wISE Tool, the state continued to refine 
its statewide system of support, working 
closely with CII, the northwest regional 
Comprehensive Center, and teams from 
eight other states to create a system that 
was research-based, coherent, and well 
coordinated. One result of this fine tun-
ing was that a previously existing pro-
gram called the Idaho Building Capacity 
(IBC) project was realigned to focus on 
the wISE Tool as the basis for its support. 

Via the IBC project, schools and 
districts in improvement status can ap-
ply for a capacity builder who is then 
assigned for a three-year period. The 
capacity builder provides intensive, on-
site support that is scaffolded across the 
three years, decreasing in intensity as the 
school or district builds its own capac-
ity to develop a strong leadership team 
and a mastery of the wISE Tool process. 
The IBC project is similar to the “master 
educator” programs in other states, and 
primarily draws on retired administra-
tors and technical service providers to 
fill the coaching positions. In the 2010–
2011 school year the IBC project served 
106 sites across the state. 

lakes Middle School applied for a ca-
pacity builder and was assigned Teresa 
Hurliman, a retired principal who has 
worked closely with the school since 
January 2010. That support is beginning 
to taper off, as designed, and Hurliman 
says the school is in great shape to con-
tinue its school improvement work. 

“The way they work together as a team 
is very impressive,” says Hurliman. “no 
matter what comes up they have a pro-
cess to deal with it. The main components 
of the [IBC] project are to create a clear 

focus on student achievement, to build 
leadership capacity, and to create sustain-
ability, and they embody all of those.”

The changes that the Idaho State De-
partment of Education has implemented 
over the past four years have provided 
coherence to its statewide system of 
support and a coordination of services 
that was previously missing. The wISE 
Tool, in particular, is changing the way 
schools and districts in the state do busi-
ness. In the end, however, all of those 
tools and innovative practices require 
teamwork and collaboration in order to 
be effective. and that requires the kind 
of strong relationships forged in the ear-
ly morning hours of cold autumn morn-
ings, year after year. 

“what I love about the lakes team 
is that they see the tool as a vehicle for 
improving their work,” says long. “They 
understand what it’s about and how to 
do it. But they also understand that the 
real work is about the rich conversa-
tions and dialogue you have around that 
process. Ultimately, the work of school 
improvement is about trust and relation-
ships, and that’s where they excel.” n

from good to great

Teresa Hurliman works with the Lakes 
leadership team as a capacity builder, part 
of the Idaho Building Capacity project, 
which provides school improvement 
coaches to more than 100 sites across the 
state.



16 educationnorthwest.org

Principal Casey Bertram’s 
strong but flexible leadership 
style and “family first” attitude 
have helped create a schoolwide 
culture of teamwork and 
collaboration.
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Creating a 
leadership 

culture
a high-performing Montana elementary school finds success by promoting 

collaboration, professionalism, and shared decision making.  

Story by BraCken reeD | Photos by PaM Voth
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KalISPEll, Montana—In the late afternoon parents often 
gather near the playground at Cornelius Hedges Elementary, 
chatting as they wait to meet their children at the end of the 
school day. Some have a warm car waiting nearby, while others 
make the journey on foot. after the final bell rings, you can see 
the parents and children leaving in twos and threes, walking to-
gether through the tree-lined streets of this neighborhood just 
east of Main Street. 

There is a genuine sense of family and community both out-
side and inside the walls of Hedges, as the K–5 school is com-
monly called. Parents love to send their kids here, the staff loves 
to work here, and the students thrive. Despite having an average 
free and reduced-price lunch rate of 50 percent, the school and 
district both rank among the best in Montana, based on stu-
dent achievement scores on the state’s criterion-referenced test. 
In the 2010–2011 school year 100 percent of the school’s third- 
and fifth-graders met proficiency in reading. In math, just over 
90 percent of students in those grade levels met the mark. The 
U.S. Department of Education named Hedges a 2010 national 
Title I Distinguished School for “sustaining excellence.” 

If the informal family gatherings after school and the bright, 
homey atmosphere inside the historic 1920s brick building 
give the impression of a quaint throwback to another era, 
those traditional values go hand-in-hand with innovation. 

research-based best practices inform every decision the school 
makes, from data-driven instruction to professional learning 
communities to a deeply collaborative approach to leadership. 

a 2010 research report commissioned by the wallace Foun-
dation, Learning From Leadership: Investigating the Links to 
Improved Student Learning, found that a distributed approach 
to leadership is often a key to the success of high-performing 
schools. The report also highlights ways that strong principals 
can promote such a collective approach to leadership, including 
three things that often lead to better instruction and improved 
student outcomes:
•	 Focusing the school on goals and expectations for student 

achievement
•	 attending to teachers’ professional development needs
•	 Creating structures and opportunities for teacher 

collaboration 
at Hedges Elementary, Principal Casey Bertram puts these 

practices into action. Here, strong principal leadership is not 
antithetical to an empowered staff. Instead, it helps foster a col-
laborative, creative, and highly professional environment in 
which both students and adults can reach their full potential 
and everyone feels that his or her voice is heard. 

According to Title I tutor Alex Schaeffer, the professional environment at Hedges Elementary allows for “the ability to be creative and to take 
risks, which can lead to the transformation of an idea into actual practice. It’s a powerful thing to be a part of.”
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no exCUSeS, no LiMitS
when Bertram came to Hedges in 2007 he was not only one 
of the youngest principals in the state, he was also, at age 29, 
the youngest member of a very experienced staff. Unfazed, Ber-
tram approached that potentially awkward situation head on by 
holding an all-staff meeting before the school year started.

at first, he did a lot more listening than talking, remembers 
Marilyn Kirack, a paraeducator who has been at the school for 
more than 20 years. By the end of the meeting, however, he had 
made a big impression. “In all my years in education I’d never 
heard a principal give such clear expectations,” says Kirack. “It 
was very refreshing. It showed us what was in the heart of this 
person and what his absolute priorities were. why should we 
wait six months to figure that out? He put it right on the table.” 

Bertram uses the phrase “the hills I die on” to explain those 
nonnegotiable expectations. There are only a few, but he holds 
to them with a ferocity that belies his soft-spoken demeanor.  
“when it comes to those core principles, he’s unrelenting,” says 
Kirack. “He’s a pit bull.” 

Foremost among them is the absolute conviction that all stu-
dents can learn. when Bertram arrived at Hedges there was 
already a school mission statement in place: “learning for all. 
no excuses. no limits.” 

“I’m not sure, when I came here five years ago, that everyone 
embraced that mission or really believed it,” says Bertram. “we 
were all in the throes of nClB and that looming mark of 100 
percent proficiency. I strongly believed we could get 100 per-
cent of our students—including our special education and our 
high-poverty students—to meet those proficiency levels. and I 
challenged our staff to live up to that mission.” 

 In order to reach that goal, Bertram believed, every aspect 
of the school’s operations had to run through that filter of in-
creasing student achievement and guaranteeing learning for all. 
Over time that meant changes to scheduling, budgeting, hiring, 
and staffing, as well as to instruction, assessment, and profes-
sional development priorities. nothing went unexamined, and 
data were the tool for that examination. 

at Hedges, every major decision is based on a multitude of 
data, including not only student achievement scores and for-
mative assessments but also occasional survey results gathered 
using Google.doc. Then those data are put on the table for all 
to see. “That ensures that those decisions are not made based 
on what’s comfortable for adults,” says Bertram, “but on what is 
going to have a positive effect on student achievement. and it 
also sends the message that we’re being intentional—we’re not 
going down this road unless the data are clearly saying we need 
to do it.” 

an open, collaborative culture
Keeping the focus on data does not take the human element out 
of decision making, of course. Even with all the facts in hand, 
making pivotal and sometimes risky decisions can raise strong 
emotions. which leads to Bertram’s other major expectation: 
a culture of respect and open communication. “we treat each 
other well,” he says. “we value relationships and communication 

and our staff really believes in the power of collaboration.”
according to first-grade teacher natalie Miller a big part of 

creating that culture comes from Bertram’s respect for teach-
ers’ professionalism. “He says, ‘For each lesson, I want to see 
your learning goals and I want those learning goals to be based 
on our standards and our four essential questions.’ as long as 
you’re doing that, and it’s proving to be effective for students, 
he’s OK with however you want to teach it,” says Miller.  

as a result, teachers feel empowered and respected. “He 
gives us a lot of flexibility,” says Miller. “You might go into our 
three first-grade classrooms and see three different presenta-
tions on the same skill. we’re not confined to a script, so in that 
way we can express our creativity and our teaching craft.”

Making tiMe
The other way that Bertram helps foster that culture of collabo-
ration is by supporting teachers’ professional development and 
making time for it within the schedule. That support is part of a 
districtwide commitment—Bertram himself meets with the five 
other elementary school principals in the district on a monthly 
basis, and he takes a similar approach at the school level. Pro-
fessional learning communities (PlCs) are the foundation of 
the school’s professional development, which means most ef-
forts are ongoing, site-based, job-embedded, aligned with dis-
trict and school goals, and focused on student achievement.

as in all schools, finding time for those PlCs and other for-
mal and informal collaborations is the challenge. alex Schaef-
fer, one of the school’s four Title I tutors, says Bertram has 
worked hard to make that happen. “That’s a major change that 
I’ve seen under his leadership. aside from the traditional early-
outs and things like that, he actually devotes instructional time 
during the day for us to sit down at eye level to talk about what 

creating a leadership culture

See CUlTUrE, page 44

Marilyn Kirack, paraeducator at Hedges Elementary for more 
than 20 years, has the kind of veteran experience that helps  
create a sense of family and community at the school.



the 

elephant 
in the Schoolhouse

POrTlanD, Oregon—as the wind whips leaves into a dizzying array of autumn hues 
outside, Principal lisa McCall guides a visitor into the warmth of Irvington School, 
where a colorful assortment of artwork celebrates the history and racial diversity of 
this northeast Portland neighborhood. Grand murals by works Progress administra-
tion artist Edward Burns Quigley depict the lives of early pioneers and local native 
american tribes. More recent paintings portray Hispanic, asian, and african ameri-
cans, reflecting the shifting population and integration of cultures since that time.

Every few years, as the school’s roughly 500 students make their way through this 
K–8 school, they are given the task of creating self-portraits. Though the project be-
comes more sophisticated as skills progress, incorporating such elements as multicul-
tural reading assignments and self-reflective writing, the essential premise remains 
the same. Each student must create a self-portrait which depicts his or her own skin 
tone, mixing paints to find the perfect match. Generic colors like “brown” or “flesh” 

are not on the palette; instead, students 
must mix variations of blue, red, and 
yellow, along with white and black, to 
develop the hue that is their own. In the 
end, students see that differences are 
not as simple as white, brown, or black;  
people come in a spectrum of colors. 

Throughout the school, at all grade 
levels, teachers engage students in simi-
lar projects, adjusting their practice to be 
more racially and culturally aware, with 
the ultimate goal of better serving diverse 
students’ varied needs.

Irvington is not alone on this quest. 
This is part of a larger effort taking place 
in schools all over Portland, as the dis-
trict steps up its game to close the racial 
achievement gap that has plagued the 
system for decades. 

In Portland Public Schools, a deep commitment to equity  
encourages all stakeholders to own the issue  
of closing the racial achievement gap.
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Story by JOYCE rIHa lInIK | Photos by SaraH GIFFrOw

Student artwork celebrates diversity at Irvington School.
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operation equity
when a 2004 Portland Public School 
(PPS) cohort study revealed that the 
percentage of ninth-graders who gradu-
ate from high school on time in their 
senior year was merely 38.9 percent 
for Hispanics, 39.2 percent for ameri-
can Indians and 49 percent for african 
americans—compared to 61.7 percent 
for whites—it was a brutal reality check 
for district administrators. 

as a result, PPS went full throttle, tap-
ping valuable resources like Pacific Edu-
cational Group and collaborating with 
partners in the Coalition of Communi-
ties of Color to develop an equity policy 
that is revolutionary in its specificity 
of goals, challenges, and approaches to 
achieving equity. The three-page policy 
states that, despite complex societal and 
historical factors that may have caused 
inequities, the district commits to signif-
icantly changing practices throughout 
the system to overcome these inequities 
and institutional racism.

“we’re trying to make a cultural shift 
in our entire organization, so that we 
look at every policy and budget through 
an equity lens,” explains Bobbie regan, 
a PPS board member, “Everyone will be 
evaluated based on this policy, from the 
superintendent on down.” 

Superintendent Carole Smith, a vet-
eran educator with more than 30 years 
of experience serving Portland students, 
including 23 years at the helm of an alter-
native school that has become a national 
model for serving both struggling and 
gifted students, recognizes that an effort 
of this magnitude needs the engagement 
of many. “One person simply cannot do 
it alone,” she says. “Each of us has been 
engaged in a change process that is both 
individual and systemic. we are trans-
forming the culture of our organization.”

PPS Director of Equity lolenzo Poe 
was brought on board at the executive 
level to drive change throughout the 
system. “To bring about cultural change, 
it requires that we all work to create 
changes in how we think and how we 
do business,” says Poe. “If we do it right, 
this cultural change will outlive all of the 
people in the organization right now.” 

Kehaulani Minzghor, the district eq-
uity coordinator, underscores the im-
portance of involving all stakeholders: 
“when equity departments are formed, 
there is a danger of other folks ‘opting 
out’ of owning the work themselves. 
‘The work’ is somehow thought to be-
long to the equity department and be-
comes an ‘other’ in the eyes of those not 
in the department.”

The goal of developing equity now 
permeates every decision in the district. 

“we talk about this every day in hu-
man resources,” says Bonnie Gray, inter-
im director of workforce Development, 
recruitment & Diversity. “we used to fo-
cus on ‘what do you know?’ and ‘what 
do you do?’ as we reviewed applicants. 
But by talking with educators who were 
most effective with diverse students, and 
talking to the students themselves, we 
realized there’s another core competen-
cy: cultural consciousness.” 

as a result, Gray and her colleagues 
developed an assessment tool for gaug-
ing candidates’ levels of racial awareness 
and getting them to divulge core beliefs 
regarding all students’ capabilities. ad-
ditionally, interview panels now include 
multiple perspectives—that is, a racially 
diverse group that better represents the 
racial diversity of the community.

the equity Lens
To help the PPS workforce build racial 
awareness and hone cultural competen-
cies, all employees engage in profession-
al development focused on the work of 
Glenn Singleton, author of Courageous 
Conversations About Race.

“Essentially,” says Singleton, “we use 
a protocol that orders meetings around 
developing racial consciousness.” The 
goal is to help participants “engage, sus-
tain, and deepen interracial dialogue 
about race.” 

During the initial workshop, attend-
ees share their stories of how the issue of 
race has played out in their lives. “That’s 
your racial truth,” explains Singleton, 
“and in that truth is meaning that trans-
lates into behavior.”

a tool called “the compass” helps 
people identify the direction they may 
be coming from, whether emotional, in-
tellectual, moral, or relational, and helps 
them try to “center” themselves as they 
examine core beliefs that affect their 
actions.

For example, when confronted with 
data showing a racial achievement gap 
for her students, a teacher may react de-
fensively from the direction of emotion. 
as she thinks more about what the num-
bers mean, she may move into the moral 
quadrant as she realizes she doesn’t want 
to let these students fail. 

at this point, she moves into her in-
tellectual space where she examines her 
core beliefs about children of color and 
their ability to learn, and considers new 
strategies to reach these students. Final-
ly, she moves into the relational quad-
rant and enacts changes in practice to 
break the cycle. 

PPS began using Singleton’s work 
four years ago in their leadership acad-
emy with principals across the district. 
“It was powerful,” says Smith, “and we 
knew we wanted to roll it out through 
the entire system. But we stopped for 
a year to figure out how we would pay 
for it and what it would look like: How 
would we do policy and board level 
work? How would we do executive 
work? How would we differentiate our 
schools and their readiness, given var-
ied levels of awareness in leadership and 

Clara Lafayette engages her middle school 
students in the study of American history 
and government. 
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teachers? How would we create owner-
ship throughout the system?”

This pause in the work turned out to be 
especially effective, reports Smith, “be-
cause everybody wanted to know when 
our work would resume. as a result, the 
restart was carefully planned, very inten-
tional, and extremely powerful.”

Chief academic Officer Carla ran-
dall describes how the district addressed 
schools’ varying levels of readiness by 
differentiating them into three tiers: (1) 
“beacon” schools that were already mak-
ing progress across the racial conscious-
ness spectrum, (2) second-tier schools 
that had attended initial equity training 
but were still in the process of forming 
equity teams, and (3) third-tier schools 
who weren’t as far along in their equity 
work. 

additionally, the PPS team identified 
key “milestones” along the K–12 time 
line that were key indicators of success: 
entering first grade ready to read; reading 
to learn by the end of third grade; finish-
ing middle school ready for high school; 
entering 10th grade on track to graduate; 
and graduating on time. 

 “Though the equity work is still very 
much a work in progress,” reports Smith, 
“it is richly living in the entire organiza-
tion. It’s a part of our language. It’s part 
of how we hire people. It’s part of how 
we look at data. It’s part of how we think 

about serving our kids. It’s woven into 
the fabric of our culture.” 

team irvington
Educators across Portland are now 
working hard to make these shifts and 
changes in practice to promote equity 
in their classrooms and communities. 
no place is this more evident than at Ir-
vington, where the racial makeup of the 
neighborhood and school has fluctuated 
since the school opened. 

a decade or so ago, say school vet-
erans, african american parents were 
rarely seen in the school, despite the 
fact that their children made up half 
the student body. a grass roots effort 
was successful in gaining them a place 
at the table and a voice in the school. at 
that time, many white families chose the 
school specifically for its diversity. 

More recently, however, the tide has 
changed, as urban gentrification has 
brought in a wave of new, white families, 
some of whom would like the school to 
look a bit more like schools in neighbor-
ing, more upscale communities, schools 
that happen to be a bit “whiter” and pos-
ses slightly better test data. as a result, 
families of color are feeling marginal-
ized, again. 

“racism isn’t always overt or malicious,” 

notes McCall. “a lot of times, it is unin-
tentional. Of course, people want their 
children to succeed. So do we. This is the 
best staff I have ever worked with, and 
we, as a team, are ready and willing to go 
on this journey—to do the best for all of 
our kids whether they are white, brown, 
or black. we’re having conversations with 
our community because we want them to 
be with us on this journey. Every stake-
holder has a role to play.” 

at a recent equity team meeting, 
teachers discussed the chapter, “why 
white Parents Don’t Talk about race,” 
from the book, Nurture Shock, by Po 
Bronson and ashley Merryman. It 
spurred a lively discussion about is-
sues that arise when family values 
are tacit and mistaken perceptions go 
unaddressed. 

Kindergarten teacher robyn wagner 
says, “we can’t assume that just because 
we are living in a multicultural environ-
ment, everybody gets it. we can’t assume 
that children just absorb things. we have 
to talk about race. we have to have the 
conversations.” 

Todd Stewart-rinier, a sixth-grade 
teacher and technology instructor, 
agrees. “I think a lot of parents want their 
children to have some kind of multicul-
tural experience and think their kids are 
going to discover it on their own, so they 
don’t explicitly talk about it. But children 
make judgments early on, and if they 
see a kid of color being called out, they 
make the assumption that kids of color 
are troublemakers, which just creates 
and sustains the stereotype.”

It was this “troublemaker” stereotype 
that prompted McCall to become an 
administrator. “as a teacher, I often saw 
second- and third-grade black boys sit-
ting outside colleagues’ classrooms,” she 
says. “later, I’d ask about these students, 
and teachers would say they’d been bad. 
I tried to point out that if they were not 
in the classroom, they were missing in-
structional time. But as a teacher, I had 
no power to change that.” 

These days at Irvington, if data show 
that a teacher is disproportionately call-
ing out minority students, McCall or 

Third-grade student Santiago shares a story he has written with Principal Lisa McCall. 

the elephant in the schoolhouse
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someone else on the equity team can 
show the teacher the numbers and open 
a dialogue about what might be happen-
ing. Together, the teacher and the team 
members can examine in detail whether 
these call-outs are the result of some un-
intentional bias or more about the need 
for better classroom management or al-
ternate strategies for reaching minority 
students. By pointing to data and tak-
ing a solution-oriented approach, the 
team is able to avoid putting teachers on 
the defensive and can typically defuse a  
potentially emotional issue. 

“The simple truth is, our children of 
color are not being as successful as their 
white counterparts,” says McCall. “It’s the 
elephant in the room that nobody wants 
to talk about. we do recognize that there 
are other factors in why the achievement 
gap exists, including poverty, socioeco-
nomic status, and family involvement. 
But there is another factor that people 
often don’t want to address and it is race.”

Even in affluent, high-performing 
schools, she points out, there is often a ra-
cial achievement gap, and it’s not because 
students of color aren’t capable. Instead, 
something in the system isn’t working for 
them. acknowledging that fact, instead of 
blaming the students themselves, is a key 
step in a long process.

“we don’t have all the answers on how 
to educate all our children well,” says 
McCall. “we have knowledge. we have 
skill. we even have a lot of the passion 
that is needed. But it truly is a journey. 
we are learning as we go.” 

McCall says she and her staff have 
reached a point where this work is no 
longer just part of the job; it’s become a 
personal quest. “we can’t stop. It’s ‘eyes-
wide-open’ to issues of equity. Our staff 
is comfortable having these conversa-
tions about what they’re seeing in the 
classroom and what they’re seeing in 
practice, and they’re committed to mak-
ing a difference for all students. They 
own this work. we all do.”

an equity all-star
Clara lafayette is an eighth-grade, afri-
can american teacher at Irvington and 
a true veteran with four decades at the 

front of a classroom. She’s the kind of 
teacher Hollywood makes movies about. 
She sets high standards for her students 
and they rise to the occasion. 

lafayette grew up in the South at a 
time when, in her words, “the playing 
field wasn’t even close to being level.” 
She defied the odds when she became a 
teacher. as a result of her experiences, 
lafayette says, “I knew from the get-go 
how I was going to approach my stu-
dents. I wanted to level the field for them. 
I wanted each and every one of them to 
feel comfortable and safe. I wanted them 
to know I care about them as individuals 
and care about what they have to say.” 

while lafayette has always created 
the kind of environment that inspires 
students to share, she used the Cou-
rageous Conversations protocol last 
year to open up some frank discussions 
about race with her students. “last year’s 
class was a tough group; they would say 
hurtful things and do hurtful things,” she 
says. “But as they began to share their 
experiences with each other through 
our conversations, they began changing 
their behavior. The hurtful words, the 
exclusion, and the unkind ways began to 
disappear.”

lafayette sees this lesson as an essen-
tial part of her instruction. “I want them 
to be good people, not just in my class, 
but wherever they go.” 

She pauses for a moment and then 
adds, “You know, I’ve been on this 
planet a while. I’ve been around the 

block—several times, in several states. 
and the thing is, this equity work is very 
important. If everyone holds true to it, 
we can really make a difference, not just 
with students of color, but with all kids. 
any child who feels that he is being dis-
criminated against is not a happy child, 
nor will he perform at his best. So if that 
barrier has been removed, then all of our 
kids can be successful.” n

Beneath their rainbow of self-portraits, third-graders engage in a writing assignment with 
the help of their teacher, Judy Cappleman. 
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Leading For equity
The Oregon Leadership Network tackles equity issues by building strong leaders
by Joyce riha linik
portland public schools and other districts around the state are 
part of a unique coalition that works to put equity at the forefront 
of educational policy and practice. a decade ago, oregon educa-
tors were poring through population data and had a disturbing re-
alization. the segment of the population that was the fastest grow-
ing in the state—latinos—was the one schools were serving the 
least well. further, the data for students of color as a whole were 
equally unsettling. despite years of effort on the part of dedicated 
educators to reduce the achievement gap, minority students were 
simply not gaining ground. 

realizing that momentous change was required to truly tackle 
this issue, the oregon leadership network (initially called the state 
action for education leadership project) was born. from a demon-
stration project of a half-dozen districts, the oln has grown into a 
statewide partnership of school districts, state agencies, and non-
profit, nongovernmental organizations that represents about 30 
percent of the state’s students and a third of its teachers and  
administrators.

at the heart of the network is the belief that leadership develop-
ment, when focused very deliberately on issues of equity, can act 
as a catalyst for change. in other words, improved leadership can 
be the key to closing the persistent achievement gap, if leaders de-
velop the skills and competencies necessary to reach students who 
traditionally have been left on the sidelines.

since its beginnings, the oln has been working to develop ore-
gon administrators’ cultural competencies and to inspire them to 
truly lead in the equity effort, according to rob larson, the founding 
director of the network and now a senior program director at educa-
tion northwest. “there’s a [william foster] quote that resonates with 
members of the oln,” larson says. “‘leadership lies not in the posi-
tion given, but in the position taken.’ in other words, it’s not the title 
you have; it’s the role you choose to take.” in this sense, oln mem-
bers have found that equity provides a “reason to lead.”

“the same concept applies to the role of a principal,” adds lar-
son. “a principal is not just there to manage the budget or keep an 
eye on the boiler. principals are there to take on the tough issues 
that need to be addressed in order to fulfill the promise that gives 
all students the right, the opportunity, and the access to an educa-
tion. right now, the data consistently show that our students of 
color and our students in poverty do not have that access. this is 

not the kids’ fault. it is the system’s fault. and 
the system is run by the adults.” 

larson continues, “we’ve got to get past our 
biases and our stereotypes. we’ve got to get 
past setting lower expectations for students of 
color. the oln work challenges us to ask our-
selves the question: are we part of the prob-
lem or are we part of the solution? and i believe what’s happening 
in portland, and in all of the oln districts, is that they want to be 
part of the solution.” 

oln school districts include the greater portland-beaverton ar-
eas, north clackamas, and the tigard-tualatin metropolitan area, as 
well as smaller districts around the state. the organization also in-
cludes representatives from several major education stakeholder 
organizations in the state: the oregon school boards association, 
the oregon education association, the confederation of oregon 
administrators, the oregon alliance of black school educators, and 
the oregon association of latino administrators. further, two criti-
cal state agencies, the oregon department of education and the 
teacher standards and practices commission, are members. educa-
tion northwest is the lead partner for the network, convening 
members, organizing research, sharing best practices, developing 
products, and documenting oln work. 

the oln has been an instrumental partner in revising the oregon 
program approval standards for administrator preparation and licen-
sure and the oregon educational leadership standards for district 
practice. both sets of standards emphasize the need for school and 
district leaders to demonstrate cultural competency in the context 
of equitable practice in schools. this coherent priority for equity, 
from licensure to practice, is unique in the nation. 

as the only statewide educational leadership network that has eq-
uity as its core goal, the oln has been a critical resource in advanc-
ing broad support for equity. portland public schools superinten-
dent carole smith recently stated, “the oln has been a valuable 
networking organization, allowing us to cross-pollinate best prac-
tices across districts. we understand and appreciate the power of 
that. as a result, the important work in which we are engaged is  
impacting a lot of kids in the state of oregon.” 

read more about the oln at http://oln.educationnorthwest.org.

the elephant in the schoolhouse
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The basalt cliffs of the Columbia 
River Gorge provide a dramatic 
backdrop for Chenowith 
Elementary in The Dalles.
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aiming for a 
“quick win”

to boost literacy
Guided by a leadership team,  

teachers use a rapid inquiry cycle  
to address a schoolwide problem. 

Story and photos by rHOnDa BarTOn

THE DallES, Oregon—The massive wasps’ nest—humming with activity in the dropped ceil-
ing of the portable classroom—presented the most immediate challenge, though hardly the 
only one, on a recent autumn morning at Chenowith Elementary School. The K–5 school was 
once the focal point of a homogeneous, mostly middle-class neighborhood in a town made 
prosperous by the aluminum industry. Today, the fortunes of both the Columbia Gorge com-
munity and the school have shifted: The aluminum smelter is long gone, joblessness and un-
deremployment are high, and more than three quarters of Chenowith’s 450 students are eligible 
for free and reduced-price lunch. reading and math proficiency rates have dropped and the 
school has seen its “strong” and “satisfactory” ratings on the state report card slip into “needs 
improvement” territory over the past decade.

nevertheless, Principal Matt Ihle (pronounced “aisle”) and his staff remain energized as they 
tackle Chenowith’s problems, whether it’s rearranging classes so exterminators can rout the 
wasps or figuring out how to meet school improvement goals. They’ve armed themselves with 
the tools and processes to help them work collectively toward better outcomes for their stu-
dents. and, as a result, they’ve succeeded in raising the school’s reading and math rIT (rasch 
Unit) scores, one measure of student growth.
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Immersed in “RIC”
Just up the road from Chenowith, Columbia Gorge Commu-
nity College sits atop a bluff with a commanding view of the 
Columbia river and the golden-tinged canyon that separates 
Oregon and washington. Ihle and two members of his lead-
ership team are here for an all-day training on using a rapid 
inquiry cycle (or rIC) to improve student learning. 

Education northwest developed the rIC to help schools and 
districts achieve rapid and sustainable improvement by engag-
ing in iterative cycles of inquiry and action. Cycles are focused, 
relatively short in duration, and intentionally designed to build 
on each other toward longer term improvement goals. last 
spring Education northwest staff introduced the rIC to teams 
from Chenowith and the four other schools in the north was-
co County School District. They’ve returned this fall to help the 
schools fine-tune the process and use it to tackle schoolwide is-
sues that lend themselves to instructional “quick wins”—man-
ageable student achievement goals that can be met with a short 
burst of concentrated effort by teachers schoolwide.

The rIC follows a four-phase change process:
1. Set the focus
2. Plan for change
3. Undertake change
4. recharge and sustain

The process begins with the school iden-
tifying a broad student learning prob-
lem and a specific aspect of that prob-
lem to address. Once a school has 
done that, the staff sets a “SMarT” 
(strategic, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant, time-bound) goal 
and chooses an instructional 
strategy aimed at addressing the 
root cause of the specific learn-
ing challenge. Everyone implements 
the strategy, carefully monitoring 
instruction within collaborative learn-
ing teams and making ongoing adjust-
ments as needed. Finally, the staff studies 
the results, celebrates successes, and captures 
lessons to inform future cycles. 

Danette Parsley, who leads Education northwest’s Cen-
ter for School and District Improvement, notes that when a 
school works together on the rIC and achieves a quick win 
it creates a sense of collective efficacy. “They see that they can 
actually change something in their system that impacts student 
achievement,” she says, “and they’re inspired to try it again and 
again, building their capacity and fueling momentum for ongo-
ing, sustainable change.”

at the training, Ihle and his leadership team revisit the 
school’s current SMarT goal, which states that “80 percent of 
students will be able to write complete sentences on a single 
topic as determined by Common Core standards, using com-
mon, formative grade-level assessments by October 19.” It’s a 
deadline that’s exactly two weeks away from the workshop.

 writing has long been a stumbling block for Chenowith 
students, but the data revealed just how big a problem it had 
become. a preassessment at the beginning of the school year 
showed that students’ ability to write complete sentences ranged 
from 0 to 58 percent, depending on the grade level. across the 
school, the average was 35 percent. Teachers in all grade levels 
noticed their students struggling with conventions such as cap-
italizing the first letter of a sentence and concluding it with a 
punctuation mark. writing sentences with a clearly identifiable 
subject and verb was also a challenge for Chenowith students, 
about a third of whom are English language learners (Ells). 
Improving students’ mastery of sentences seemed like a practi-
cal and realizable goal for the rIC. 

leadership team member Kirky Stutzman, who teaches 
a grade 4/5 loop, came up with an instructional strategy that 
was introduced schoolwide during the dedicated, 30-minute 
literacy intervention block: Students were asked to skip a line 
between every sentence in their writing assignment, making it 

easier to isolate each separate thought. 
Though simple, the strategy seemed 

to be working, judging from 
the writing samples that Ihle, 
Stutzman, and colleague Kas-

see lynch brought to the training.

Sharing lessons across grades
Ihle tapped veteran teachers Stutzman, 
lynch, and Jenny Markman as his leader-
ship team to help craft the rIC and the 
plan for addressing writing. “any time 
you choose a leadership group, a princi-
pal is uniquely in a position to influence 
whether it’s going to be a successful ef-
fort or not,” reflects Ihle, who’s been at 

the helm of Chenowith for a half-dozen 
years. “The key things I’m looking for are 

representation—people who can represent 
the whole group so they feel their needs are 

being taken care of—and doers—people who 
take the work seriously and can do what needs to 

be done.”

There’s plenty of room for play in the generous grounds surrounding 
the school.

Framework for Rapid and 
Sustainable Change
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while new to the rIC process, the three leaders spearheaded 
the school’s transition to professional learning communities 
(PlCs) two years ago. The PlCs are grade-level teams with 
three members each that meet during early release time every 
Friday. They use those two hours to plan common lessons and 
assessments and jointly review their students’ progress. Since 
the introduction of the rIC, the PlC teams have integrated that 
work into their usual tasks.

lynch explains that the two efforts are complementary. “The 
rIC involves focusing on a schoolwide problem—in this case, a 
basic element of the writing process—and addressing that need 
K–5,” she says. “Our PlCs are more focused on their grade-
level standards. They solve problems and plan for interventions 
during the time we’ve set aside.” 

Two days after the rIC workshop—the second of three this 
fall—at Columbia Gorge Community College, Ihle and his 
leadership team meet with all Chenowith instructors and out-
line what they learned at the training. Each teacher has come to 
the session with student writing samples, and lynch asks them 
to review the papers in small groups, using a rubric that calls 
for evidence of understanding or misconceptions. “what are 
the differences across your class?” asks lynch. “where are the 
gaps and what are the implications for instructional solutions?”

The two dozen teachers sift through their papers and also 
note ideas for feedback they can give students. They trade ob-
servations, such as, “This [strategy] is working for noah. He 
only wrote one sentence on his pretest and now he’s up to six.” 
another member of the group describes how she is pairing her 
students for partner writing. Students alternate writing sen-
tences and then present their work to the whole class, which 
votes thumbs up or down if the sentence represents a complete 
thought. 

Ihle, who describes himself as a “question asker” rather than 
a “question answerer,” encourages the teachers to share their re-
flections. “This is important for the leadership team,” he stress-
es. “we need to know what’s going on and what support you 
need.” It soon becomes obvious that teachers feel the 80 percent 
goal for all youngsters is unrealistic, given that special educa-
tion and Ell students are pulled out of the writing intervention 

for other instruction. “They’re not there when we’re really ham-
mering on this,” argues one staff member. another teacher sug-
gests that they examine the pre- and posttest results for the 
school as a whole, as well as disaggregated totals for different 
populations. after rich discussion, the staff decides to main-
tain the 80 percent goal and look at both the overall and disag-
gregated results to shed light on a deeper question: How could 
they modify the current schedule to support writing instruc-
tion at different grade levels? 

Learning from the past
Experience has taught Ihle that it pays to listen to his staff ’s 
opinions. “I took a lot of heat last year the way I put together 
the schedule to allow for intervention time for math,” he says, 
adding that it was late in the summer and he just needed to get 
the job done. “The teachers felt they didn’t have a voice. when 
we started working the schedule, there were problems and we 
had to revise it.”

This year, Ihle brought teachers from every grade level to-
gether to rework the schedule with the goal of adding a second, 
30-minute intervention block for literacy. The group started in 
June and even though school has been in session for almost two 
months, they’re still tweaking the schedule. “I’ve never posted 
it before,” says Ihle, waving to the bands of colored sticky notes 
that cover an entire wall of his office, “but it’s been really pow-
erful. Teachers can come in and talk about their needs, what’s 
working and what’s not. It’s allowing us to have a more trans-
parent process, and as a result there’s a whole lot more owner-
ship this year.”

Ihle concedes that some principals might feel threatened 
by the thought of sharing power and, in fact, he’s had a hard 
time “giving it up” on occasion. But, he goes on to say that it’s 
important for staff to have a greater voice and a larger role in 

Matt Ihle reviews writing samples with Kirky Stutzman (center) 
and Kassee Lynch.

Two Chenowith students pose in the corridor that opens onto the 
school’s well-loved interior garden.

aiming for a “quick win” to boost literacy
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decision making. “I really try to bring in all of the staff to do 
the hard work of improvement,” he states. “I have to be selective 
[because] not everyone has the drive or the interest or capacity 
to be effective in all areas, so I try to match people up to the 
position in which they’re going to have the greatest success.” 

Ihle expects all of his staff to sit on one or more of the com-
mittees that meet on a regular basis. a Positive Behavioral 
Interventions and Support (PBIS) committee focuses on the 
schoolwide goal of improving student behavior. a technology 
committee is responsible for allocating the limited technology 
funds in the school’s budget. Members of the wellness commit-
tee oversee health-related initiatives, which have won national 
recognition from the alliance for a Healthier Generation. The 
group has been responsible for partnering with a private pro-
vider to offer free dental care on site and securing a state grant 
that supplies daily snacks of fresh fruit or vegetables for the 
entire student body. 

Ihle’s belief in the value of shared influence is backed up by 
research that shows high student achievement is linked to col-
lective leadership that gives educators, parents, and others a say 
in school decisions. a 2010 study by the Center for applied 
research and Educational Improvement in St. Paul, Minne-
sota, and the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the 
University of Toronto found that effective principals are able 
to share power without losing clout. “Influence in schools is 
not a fixed sum or a zero-sum game,” said the report, which 
was commissioned by the wallace Foundation and involved  
surveying almost 9,000 teachers and school administrators. 

Education northwest’s Parsley has also seen that sharing in-
fluence is necessary to move schools forward. “In order to have 
change happen in schools or districts, you ultimately have to 
have everybody working together,” she says. “Otherwise, you 
have pockets of excellence or someone doing something well 
at one grade level, rather than the whole system working co-
hesively and collectively toward better outcomes for kids and 
closing the achievement gap.”

leadership team member Kassee lynch, who’s spent 21 
years at Chenowith, says that the school’s culture of collective 
leadership has been building over time. “It’s a thing we’ve all 
been moving toward because we find we’re more effective when 
we work together than if we are lone rangers with our doors 
shut in our classrooms,” she comments. “we’re having more 
success with our kids by making sure we’re talking and doing 
things similarly in our classrooms.” lynch believes that the rIC 
process will continue to contribute to that success, long after 
the teachers complete the current cycle. “It may not be that we 
go from one rIC right into another. But, I do know that when 
we’ve established a need or a problem schoolwide, we will use 
the rIC process to find a solution.” 

Through shared leadership scaffolded by the rIC framework 
and structured teacher teamwork, Chenowith is striving to 
reclaim its past reputation as a strong school and build on its 
current successes. n

Principal Matt Ihle adjusts the master schedule that fills a wall of his office.



leadership as collective practice 

if you were to ask alma harris what we know about distributed 
leadership, the prominent professor and author might repeat the 
following points from her website (almaharris.co.uk/): 

distributed leadership is not delegation
distributed leadership is an organizational condition
distributed leadership is promoted not mandated
distributed leadership is inclusive
distributed leadership does not mean everybody leads
distributed leadership has many organizational configurations
harris, a professor and director of leadership at the institute of 

education in london, has devoted her life’s work to organizational 
change and development. she is internationally known for her re-
search on school improvement, and her 2008 book Distributed 
Leadership in Schools: Developing the Leaders of Tomorrow has been 
translated into several languages. she advocates for turning around 
low-performing schools by building capacity of school staff to col-
lectively lead change, rather than replacing the principal or teachers. 

harris shared her perspective on distributed leadership with 
danette parsley, education northwest’s director of school and  
district improvement. 

Q: There isn’t widespread agreement in the literature over 
what distributed leadership is, or even what to call it. 
A number of terms such as shared, collective, paral-

lel, or collaborative leadership are often used interchangeably 
with distributed leadership. How do you characterize distributed 
leadership? 

alma Harris: You’re right. Unfortunately, distributed lead-
ership has become a catch-all phrase for any sort of shared or 
collaborative leadership and therein lies the problem. a lack of 
precision around the definition inevitably means that the evi-
dential base is variable and diverse. My definition of distributed 
leadership is leadership that is shared amongst those members 
of the organization with the necessary expertise and capability 
to lead. Distributed leadership means drawing upon all the po-
tential leadership capability and capacity within the organiza-
tion in a planned and purposeful way. That does not mean that 
the formal leadership is redundant—as without the support of 
those in formal leadership roles, it is unlikely that you will get 
effective distributed leadership.  

Why has this approach to leadership received so much attention? 
Quite bluntly, I think the leadership field is a little bit tired 

of the notion of leadership as individualized practice. andy 
Hargreaves and I have just finished a study of high perfor-
mance in three sectors—business, sports, and education—and 
what we see across those very different sectors is a common 

denominator of distributed leadership practice that is a combi-
nation of strong formal and informal leadership. For sure there 
are charismatic leaders in some of these organizations, but they 
have deliberately built collaborative structures, powerful teams, 
and professional learning communities within their organiza-
tions in order to secure the highest performance.

we see so many examples of the heroic head teacher or prin-
cipal coming into a school and potentially trying to change that 
entire organization, whereas everything we know about organi-
zational change says it cannot be down to a single individual. It 
has to be a collective and interdependent response.

Distributed leadership has captured the imagination of 
those working on organizational change who are seeking a dif-
ferent interpretation of leadership. Distributed leadership is a 
construct derived from social psychology that has provided a 
new lens and a way of understanding leadership as practice.  

For many years, researchers have talked about the study of dis-
tributed leadership as being in its “infancy.” Are we approach-
ing the point of being able to make a more conclusive statement 
about the nature and impact of distributed leadership or is there 
still a lack of consensus?  

Certainly one thing I’ve argued is that we’ve got multiple stud-
ies of individual leadership practice and lots of case studies and 
reports of turnaround principals but there are less of the nu-
anced, fine-grained empirical studies of what Jim Spillane would 
call “leadership as practice.” when you try to look at leadership 
as practice it becomes a much more difficult research proposi-
tion because you now have to look at the interactions between 
individuals, and the interrelationships of power and authority. 
The terrain for empirical data gathering is much more difficult if 
you’re looking at it through the distributive lens. 

Last year you coauthored a book on leading school turnaround. 
Can you speak to some of the key ideas from the research you and 
your colleagues present on leadership practices needed for school 
turnaround and improvement efforts? 

I think what is absolutely clear is that the features of effec-
tive leadership do not change, even though the context differs: 
These are having a very clear vision, mobilizing people to build 
the capacity to help you with that vision, having very clear ways 
of assessing progress, keeping an absolute focus on learning 
outcomes, giving teachers a sense of better self-efficacy. There 
are things that you would do in any context because that’s what 
good leaders do: They mobilize people—both teachers and 

q&a
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students—to be the best that they can 
be and to recognize that there is un-
tapped leadership capability and re-
sponsibility in any organization. Good 
leaders develop the leadership of oth-
ers and develop talent wherever they 
can locate it within their organization.

I think the book fundamentally 
challenged [the idea] that there are 
heroic leaders who can come in and 
turn around schools in any setting. 
Yes, there are some key things about 
leadership that we know work in any 
setting, but the context is so powerful 
that you can’t just superimpose a leader on the context where he 
or she will not fit or will be unable to respond. There is some-
thing powerful about understanding and working with context. 
I think the second thing we’ve underlined in the book is that 
you can achieve a quick turnaround if you apply punitive mea-
sures. There are tactics—such as changing teachers or putting 
in more resources—that you can use to turn around schools, 
but those tactics are short lived and will not result in sustained 
improvement, particularly once the resources are withdrawn. 

One quote from your book that I found really intriguing was, 
“What successful leaders do to turn around and improve under-
performing schools, as compared to improving schools already 
performing adequately, is different. But it is less different or spe-
cialized than much previous evidence would suggest. … Leaders 
in both turnaround and other contexts rely on exactly the same 
repertoire of core leadership practices, although they enact these 
practices in subtly different ways to fit the growth or stage or  
context of the school.”

I think in the U.S., and particularly in England, there is still 
a profound belief that if only they just had the right leader then 
everything would be fine. what the best leaders do is to create 
the conditions where the organization can flourish. In our per-
formance-beyond-expectations study, andy Hargreaves and 
I challenge the myth of what we call “replacement.” In other 
words, there is the view that if the school is failing, you replace 
the head or the principal; you replace the staff; and you try to 
reconfigure the remaining personnel. we found that in high-
performing organizations, including high-performing schools, 
there was a stability of the staff. In other words they hadn’t gone 
for replacement [but] had invested in continuity. They built the 
success of the school on the long-term experience of the staff, 
and they still achieved turnaround.  

One of the ideas that you address in the 
book is the notion of leaders creating 
those conditions necessary for school 
turnaround and improvement. Can 
you provide an example of how you 
have seen schools distribute leadership 
to improve their performance? 

a concrete example that we see 
very often is where schools have de-
liberately and purposely enhanced the 
leadership roles of teachers by putting 
them into professional learning com-
munities. They actively use this as a 
driver for improving teachers’ profes-

sional practice by reconfiguring professional relationships and 
generating trust and professional respect. Getting teacher lead-
ers and others to work together in a collaborative way, with the 
main aim of raising performance, is one way in which good 
leaders create the conditions of improvement. 

Can you talk more about the notion of competition as a positive 
force? At first blush folks might say isn’t competition sort of the 
antithesis of collaboration?

In many countries, market forces are the main driver of 
change and reform while in countries that score highly in PISa 
[Program for International Student assessment], such as Fin-
land, collaboration would be the mainstay of their high per-
formance. In reality, what you see in high-performing organi-
zations is a combination of competition and collaboration, as 
both are used as drivers to improve performance. [It’s] not one 
or the other. 

Creating the conditions necessary for change is directly related to 
building the organization’s capacity, and ultimately, sustainabil-
ity. If distributed leadership has to do with engaging the collective 
in change, to what extent do you feel that building capacity for 
change hinges, at some level, on distributed leadership practice?  

I think it’s what Michael Fullan calls “building the collec-
tive capacity.” You can’t build the collective capacity for change 
unless you’ve got distributed leadership because where do you 
get that extra capacity from? How do you get people to come 
forward and lead? You need a culture of distributed leadership 
within the school that is carefully orchestrated, carefully sup-
ported, and carefully managed in order for teachers to feel that 
they can move into working collectively. 

If you’re in a professional learning community in a school 
or if you’re in a team in the school, then basically what you’re 
asking teachers to do is to lead on an issue or a problem that is 
important to them and that they feel they can collectively solve. 

Danette Parsley Alma Harris

q&a
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You can’t do that unless—as a formal leader— you have actually 
put in place a culture that supports broad-based leadership, so 
that people can actually and effectively lead. 

In my experience, when schools shift to taking a more distributed 
leadership approach or sharing responsibility for change efforts, 
one of the key challenges they face is conceptualizing, defining, or 
negotiating the role of the administrator vs. classroom teachers. 
What do you see as the role of the principal within a distributed 
leadership model? 

First of all, I think the role of principal is critical because 
without their understanding of what distributed leadership 
is and what it can do, then you’re probably not going to get 
any distributed leadership other than by default. Principals are 
critically important because they do two things. First, they are 
able to model what distributed leadership would look like in 
practice by giving the staff opportunities to lead and signaling 
to the staff this high level of trust and a belief in their leadership 
capability. Second, principals prioritize those leadership activi-
ties that are important and reward them. So, again, it’s a rein-
forcement that the distributed leadership model is important, is 
recognized, and is supported.  

What do you see as the relationship between distributed lead-
ership and the collaborative inquiry and learning that drives  
significant change? 

The difficulty is that distributed leadership can become a 
nice theory unless you’ve got some vehicle for getting teachers 
to lead, to share their ideas, to innovate, and to try things out. I 
think the practical manifestation of distributed leadership—in 
innovation and change terms—is a professional learning com-
munity, either within the school or between schools. To achieve 
improvement you have to put in place some sort of mechanism 
so teachers can work together in a meaningful way. If we en-
gage many more people in the organization in the leadership 
endeavor, we are likely to build capacity within that organiza-
tion because more people are stepping forward with their skills 
and capabilities to do things. Most important, we know that the 
only way you get improvement in student learning outcomes is 
if teachers change their practice. Teachers do not change their 
practice in a vacuum; they change their practice through inter-
action with each other teachers. That’s why distributed leader-
ship in the form of professional learning communities is key to 
school improvement and sustainable change.  

A large percentage of our region is rural, so I’m wondering if you 
have seen different nuances when it comes to distributing leader-
ship in a rural context as opposed to an urban one? 

when we talk about deprivation and poverty, there’s almost 
a default position that we think about urban deprivation. we 
forget that the same or possibly worse levels of deprivation can 
exist in our rural communities. So, you see improvement inter-
ventions aimed at inner cities, while the needs of rural commu-
nities are almost forgotten. working in wales, the other issue 
I see is how do you distribute leadership in small rural schools 
and in those that are geographically disparate from each other? 
These schools need to move to being networked, probably more 
so than other schools, because it’s only through their networks 
that they will be able to replicate some of the features that inner 
city schools take for granted or that larger schools can access. n

You can’t build the collective capacity 
for change unless you’ve got distrib-
uted leadership because where do you 
get that capacity from? How do you 
get people to come forward and lead? 
You’ve got to have a culture of distrib-
uted leadership within the school that 
is carefully orchestrated, supported, 
and managed in order for teachers to 
feel that they can move into working 
collectively.
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a shared approach to leading school change By Danette Parsley and Jennifer Stepanek

research BrieF

changing schools to better meet the educa-
tional needs of young people requires not 
only a change in instructional practice, it 
also demands changes in all of the subsys-
tems that impact teaching and learning: 
structures and procedures, relationships 
and ways of working together, leadership, 
and school culture. In order to achieve 
the flexibility and dexterity necessary to 
adapt to the changing conditions they 
currently face, schools may need to ex-
pand beyond the traditional, hierarchi-
cal leadership model that continues to be 
evident in many schools today to include 
more shared, collaborative approaches to 
leading change. 

School turnaround efforts, such as 
the federal School Improvement Grant 
program, require schools to implement 
dramatic changes and to demonstrate 
results in a short time frame. according 
to Tschannen-Moran (2009), making 
and maintaining such rapid and signifi-
cant changes requires a transformation 
of school culture and leadership, away 
from hierarchical models and toward a 
sense of collective responsibility and ac-
countability that more fully integrates 
“professional structures—such as oppor-
tunities for collective inquiry, scrutiny, 
reflection, and decision making” into the 
school bureaucracy (p. 218). leading this 
type of change is often difficult because 
it can seem more abstract and is focused 
on the people in the system as opposed 
to the structures or processes of leader-
ship. For many schools and educators this 
requires a new way of thinking and a new 
approach to enacting change.

what is shared leadership?

Shared leadership—often used inter-
changeably with terms such as distrib-
uted, collective, parallel, and collabora-
tive leadership—has the potential to help 
schools bring about more flexible and 

effective structures and ways of work-
ing together. according to Pearce and 
Conger (2003), shared leadership is “a 
dynamic, interactive influence process 
among individuals in groups for which 
the objective is to lead one another to 
the achievement of group or organiza-
tional goals or both” (p. 1). 

Hallinger and Heck (2010) have sug-
gested that a collaborative approach to 
leadership entails a “structure and pro-
cesses that empower staff and students, 
encourage broad participation in deci-
sion making, and foster shared account-
ability for student learning” (p. 97). Spill-
ane, Halverson, and Diamond (2001) 
have argued that school leadership is a 
collective, sociocultural function and “is 
best understood as a distributed prac-
tice, stretched over the school’s social and 
situational contexts” (p. 23). Meanwhile, 
Firestone and Martinez (2007) have sug-
gested that shared leadership typically 
involves a group of interrelated tasks or 
activities such as “developing and main-
taining a vision of an effective school or 
district; developing and managing a cul-
ture to support that vision; providing en-
couragement; procuring and distributing 
resources; supporting the growth and de-
velopment of people in the organization; 
and monitoring instruction, innovation, 
and the overall climate” (p. 7). although 
there is a lack of an agreed-upon defini-
tion of shared leadership in the literature, 
several key themes commonly emerge 
and are reflected in the following pro-
posed definition of shared leadership: 
taking collective action, responsibility, 
and accountability for achieving com-
mon goals while cultivating the con-
ditions needed to promote change. In 
other words, shared leadership might be 
considered a process of creating the de-
mand for, commitment to, pursuit of, and  
conditions for collective change.

why consider incorporating a 
shared approach to leading change?

recent studies have revealed a blend of 
democratic principles and pragmatic 
reasons for why traditional, hierarchical 
leadership may not be enough to trans-
form today’s struggling schools. These 
include high rates of principal turnover, 
increased accountability demands, and 
the collective ownership needed for  
sustainable change.

High rates of principal turnover. In 
systems where a principal is the primary 
source of leadership, changes tend to dis-
sipate when he or she leaves. Hargreaves 
and Fink (2004) concluded that an ef-
fective strategy for sustaining change 
was to distribute leadership throughout 
the school so that others could carry on 
the vision and the reform effort after a 
school administrator moves on. Since 
teachers tend to hold their positions in 
schools much longer than the average of 
three to four years for principals, they 
are in a better position to provide lead-
ership for long-term initiatives and to 
nurture a school culture that is condu-
cive to reaching the school community’s  
longer term vision (Danielson, 2007).

Increased accountability demands. 
The ever-increasing pressure for schools 
to demonstrate positive results for stu-
dents has prompted an increased em-
phasis on the role of teachers in leading 
school change efforts. There is grow-
ing recognition that teachers—who, 
along with parents, typically have the 
most direct impact on student achieve-
ment—should be recognized as a cen-
tral resource, encouraged to participate 
in substantive decision making, and 
be provided opportunities to develop 
as leaders (Birky, Shelton, & Headley, 
2006; Cohen, 2002; Crowther, 2009; In-
stitute for Educational leadership, 2001; 
Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2009; louis, 
Dretzke, & wahlstrom, 2010).This shift 
in responsibility requires schools to 
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operate differently than the traditional 
top-down manner.

Collective ownership needed for 
sustainable change. Sustainable change 
requires ownership among all school 
stakeholders (teachers, parents, com-
munity members, students). Many of 
the challenges schools face today are 
complex in nature, and their solutions 
require shifts in stakeholder knowl-
edge, beliefs, and values. These cultural 
shifts—if they are to be sustained—re-
quire the involvement of all those who 
contribute to the school culture (Duig-
nan & Bezzina, 2006).

impact of shared leadership

a relatively recent but growing body 
of research indicates that developing 
shared leadership leads to increased 
positive outcomes for individuals and 
teams in organizations. These recent 
studies demonstrate a positive relation-
ship between shared leadership and such 
factors as team efficacy, improved col-
laboration and coordination, innovative 
problem solving, stakeholder satisfac-
tion, citizenship behavior, and effective 

staff performance (Carson, Tesluk, & 
Marrone, 2007; Pearce & Conger, 2003).

within the field of education, sev-
eral large-scale, empirical studies have 
found that shared leadership positively 
impacts student achievement (Hallinger, 
2003; leithwood & Mascall, 2008; lou-
is, Dretzke, & wahlstrom, 2010; louis, 
leithwood, wahlstrom, & anderson, 
2010; Pounder, Ogawa, & adams 1995; 
Silins & Mulford, 2002). For example, 
in a four-year study conducted in 198 
elementary schools, Hallinger and Heck 
(2010) found that a collaborative ap-
proach to leadership positively impacted 
student learning in reading and math. 
a six-year study commissioned by the 
wallace Foundation was conducted in 
nine states with a total of 43 school dis-
tricts. The study found that a collective 
or shared approach to leadership had 
a moderate but significant impact on 
student achievement (louis, Dretzke, 
& wahlstrom, 2010). In a substudy ex-
amining the impact of principal and 
teacher leadership practices on student 

achievement, researchers found that the 
impact of shared leadership on student 
achievement was indirect and influenced 
by the presence of trusting relationships, 
a professional learning community, and 
a climate of shared responsibility in the 
building (louis, Dretzke, & wahlstrom, 
2010).

conditions that support a shared 
approach to leading change

School culture and change are mutu-
ally reinforcing, and it is clear that a 
supportive organizational culture and 
environment are critical to the success 
of a shared approach to leading change 
(Copland, 2003; Crowther, 2009; Har-
ris, 2005, 2008; louis, Dretzke, & wahl-
strom, 2010; Murphy et al., 2009; Pearce 
& Conger, 2003). Given the important 
role that school environment plays in 
supporting shared leadership, it is es-
sential to understand how schools have 
intentionally used a shared approach to 
leading change and have demonstrated 
improvement through gains in student 
achievement. a recent study identified 
seven behavioral, social, and cultural 
conditions that schools have used to cul-
tivate shared leadership (Parsley, 2011). 
The framework is supported by existing 
literature on conditions in the school 
environment that facilitate a shared  
approach to leading change:
•	 Communication and widespread 

participation. Open, two-way com-
munication promotes greater clar-
ity around important issues, an open 
and safe environment, and wide-
spread participation. Collective par-
ticipation in decision making leads to 
shared ownership and commitment 
to change initiatives.

•	 Clarity of roles and responsibili-
ties. To share leadership effective-
ly, it is important that staff mem-
bers are clear about their work and 
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understand their responsibilities. 
This understanding involves ongoing 
negotiation and conceptualization of 
individual (e.g., principal, individual 
teacher) and group (e.g., leadership 
team) roles. 

•	 Feedback, recognition, and celebra-
tion. a motivated staff is crucial to 
a successful and sustained change 
effort. Providing ongoing feedback, 
recognition, and celebration increas-
es morale, fosters a sense of accom-
plishment and efficacy, and helps 
create the momentum and ongoing 
support that are critical to long-term 
success. 

•	 Mutually supportive and trusting 
relationships. Shared efforts to make 
significant changes require trust 
among all stakeholders, including 
principals and teachers. a foundation 
of trust facilitates collaboration, open 
communication, staff willingness to 
generate and try new ideas, and an 
overall healthy school culture needed 
for school improvement.

•	 Collaborative learning and inquiry. 
Developing a collaborative culture—
for example, one in which teachers 
and principals exchange ideas about 
teaching and learning and problem 
solve together—facilitates staff lead-
ership development, provides an op-
portunity for staff voices to directly 
impact decisions, builds a sense of 
team, promotes teachers working to-
gether who otherwise might not, and 
minimizes negativity and resistance 
to new change initiatives.

•	 Collective mind sets conducive to 
school change. attitudes, beliefs, as-
sumptions, values, and expectations 
all have a significant impact on the 
behavior of both individuals and in-
stitutions. Schools can develop indi-
vidual and collective mind sets that 
are either conducive or detrimental to 

a shared approach to leading school 
change. Mind sets most conducive to 
collectively leading change include an 
attitude of risk-taking and innova-
tion, collective efficacy, high expec-
tations, positivity, and growth- and 
improvement-oriented mind frames. 

•	 Attention to a shared purpose and 
focus for the whole school. a shared 
approach to leading change is facili-
tated when organization members 
develop a sense of collective owner-
ship, responsibility, and account-
ability for the school’s shared vision, 
purpose, and goals. Maintaining at-
tention to and an unwavering focus 
on a needed schoolwide change leads 
to the development and use of a com-
mon language in addition to a sense 
of “being in it together.”

shared Versus traditional 
leadership: an either-or 
proposition?

Creating an environment that promotes 
shared responsibility for leading school-
wide change does not negate the respon-
sibilities of positional leaders. rather, 
taking a “both-and” perspective on 
leadership approaches can be useful—
considering individual (e.g., principal) 
leadership in conjunction with collective 
leadership (as opposed to considering ei-
ther a principal-focused or shared lead-
ership approach) (Gronn, 2009; Spill-
ane, 2006). The right balance between 
individual and collective leadership ap-
proaches is situational. In some schools 
the principal serves as the central driver 
of change and a force for creating the 
conditions needed for others to engage 
in leading change; in others, the school 
leadership team might take more of the 
lead in driving improvement initiatives 
with the principal serving as a “guide on 
the side.” Developing both individual 
and collective leadership capacity is the 
key. Ultimately, there is a wide range of 
ways in which leadership responsibilities 

can be balanced among, for example, the 
principal, school leadership team, and 
the entire staff. n

references

Birky, V.D., Shelton, M., & Headley, S. 
(2006). an administrator’s challenge: 
Encouraging teachers to be leaders. 
NASSP Bulletin, 90(2), 87–101.

Carson, J.B., Tesluk, P.E., & Marrone, 
J.a. (2007). Shared leadership in 
teams: an investigation of antecedent 
conditions and performance. Acad-
emy of Management Journal, 50(5), 
1217–1234.

Cohen, r.M. (2002). Schools our teach-
ers deserve: a proposal for teacher-
centered reform. Phi Delta Kappan, 
83(7), 532–537.

Copland, M.a. (2003). leadership of in-
quiry: Building and sustaining capac-
ity for school improvement. Educa-
tional Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 
25(4), 375–395.

Crowther, F. (with Ferguson, M., & 
Hann, l.). (2009). Developing teacher 
leaders: How teacher leadership en-
hances school success (2nd ed.). Thou-
sand Oaks, Ca: Corwin.

Danielson, C. (2007). The many faces of 
leadership. Educational Leadership, 
65(1), 14–19.

Duignan, P., & Bezzina, M. (2006, Feb-
ruary). Building a capacity for shared 
leadership in schools: Teachers as lead-
ers of educational change. Paper pre-
sented at the Educational leadership 
Conference, University of wollon-
gong, new South wales, australia.

Firestone, w.a., & Martinez, M.C. 
(2007). Districts, teacher leaders, and 
distributed leadership: Changing in-
structional practice. Leadership and 
Policy in Schools, 6(1), 3–35.

Gronn, P. (2009). Hybrid leadership. In 
K. leithwood, B. Mascall, & T. Strauss 
(Eds.), Distributed leadership accord-
ing to the evidence (pp. 17–40). new 
York, nY: routledge.

research brief



Hallinger, P. (2003). leading educational 
change: reflections on the practice of 
instructional and transformational 
leadership. Cambridge Journal of  
Education, 33(3), 329–352.

Hallinger, P., & Heck, r. (2010). Col-
laborative leadership and school im-
provement: Understanding the im-
pact on school capacity and student 
learning. School Leadership & Man-
agement, 30(2), 95–110.

Hargreaves, a., & Fink, D. (2004). The 
seven principles of sustainable lead-
ership. Educational Leadership, 61(7), 
8–13.

Harris, a. (2005). leading or mislead-
ing? Distributed leadership and 
school improvement. Journal of Cur-
riculum Studies, 37(3), 255–265.

Harris, a. (2008). Distributed school 
leadership: Developing tomorrow’s 
leaders. new York, nY: routledge.

Institute for Educational leadership. 
(2001). Leadership for student learn-
ing: Redefining the teacher as leader. 
School Leadership for the 21st Century 
Initiative: A report of the Task Force on 
Teacher Leadership. retrieved from 
http://www.iel.org/programs/21st/ 
reports/teachlearn.pdf

Katzenmeyer, M., & Moller, G. (2009). 
Awakening the sleeping giant: Helping 
teachers develop as leaders (3rd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, Ca: Corwin.

leithwood, K., & Mascall, B. (2008). Col-
lective leadership effects on student 
achievement. Educational Adminis-
tration Quarterly, 44(4), 529–561.

louis, K.S., Dretzke, B., & wahlstrom, 
K. (2010). How does leadership affect 
student achievement? results from a 
national U.S. survey. School Effective-
ness and School Improvement, 21(3), 
315–336.

louis, K.S., leithwood, K., wahlstrom, 
K.l., & anderson, S.E. (2010). Learn-
ing from leadership: Investigating the 
links to improved student learning. 
Final report of research to the Wal-
lace Foundation. Minneapolis, Mn: 
University of Minnesota, Center for 
applied research and Educational 
Improvement.

Murphy, J., Smylie, M., Mayrowetz, D., 
& louis, K.S. (2009). The role of the 
principal in fostering the develop-
ment of distributed leadership. School 
Leadership & Management, 29(2), 
181–214.

Parsley, D. (2011). Creating the organi-
zational conditions that enable and 
support a shared approach to leading 
school change (Doctoral disserta-
tion, Pepperdine University). re-
trieved from http://gradworks.umi.
com/3474967.pdf

Pearce, C.l., & Conger, J.a. (2003). 
Shared leadership: Reframing the hows 
and whys of leadership. Thousand 
Oaks, Ca: SaGE.

Pounder, D.G., Ogawa, r.T., & adams, 
E.a. (1995). leadership as an organi-
zation-wide phenomenon: Its impact 
on school performance. Educational 
Administration Quarterly, 31(4), 
564–588.

Silins, H., & Mulford, B. (2002). lead-
ership and school results. In K. 
leithwood & P. Hallinger (Eds.), Sec-
ond international handbook of educa-
tional leadership and administration: 
Pt. 1 (pp. 561–612). Dordrecht, The 
netherlands: Kluwer academic.

Spillane, J.P. (2006). Distributed leader-
ship. San Francisco, Ca: Jossey-Bass.

Spillane, J.P., Halverson, r., & Diamond, 
J.B. (2001). Investigating school 
leadership practice: a distributed 
perspective. Educational Researcher, 
30(3), 23–28. 

Tschannen-Moran, M. (2009). Fostering 
teacher professionalism in schools. 
Educational Administration Quarter-
ly, 45(2), 217–247.

education northwest magazine  /  Fall-wInTEr 2011     37



38 educationnorthwest.org

december 31 will mark the end of another 
chapter in education northwest’s work 
as the regional educational laboratory 
(rEl) for the northwest. Since the in-
ception of the rEl program in 1966, 
Education northwest has served as the 
laboratory for the region comprising 
alaska, Idaho, Montana, Oregon, and 
washington. 

During the current six-year contract, 
funded by the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation’s Institute of Education Sciences 
(IES), rEl northwest has focused on 
connecting northwest practitioners and 
policymakers to evidence that addresses 
local educational challenges. This has 
taken the form of applied research and 
development projects, rigorous studies, 
and technical assistance activities.

Our rEl work reflects the needs of 
our region, which is characterized by a 
few large urban areas separated by vast 
rural expanses. The northwest is home to 
2.1 million public school students, with 
28 percent belonging to ethnic or racial 
minority groups. almost half (48 per-
cent) of all students are concentrated in 
the five largest metropolitan areas. Small-
er cities and towns contain 30 percent of 
the northwest’s public school enrollment 
and rural areas have the remaining 22 
percent. Sixty percent of the region’s 5,600 
public schools are Title I-eligible.

rEl northwest has kept its finger 
on the pulse of education in the region 
through surveys, stakeholder forums, 
outreach activities by liaisons for each 
of our five states, and contacts with a 
network of professional organizations. 
Our board of directors, which governs 
rEl northwest, also has helped us stay 
informed about educational trends, 
challenges, and opportunities in our five 
states. The following are examples of 
how rEl northwest has worked to meet 
the needs of its stakeholders.

ask a rel reference desk 

when the principal of a small school in 
Montana needed evidence on cost-effec-
tive middle school schedules to present 
at a school board meeting, he called on 
rEl northwest for help. The ask a rEl 
reference librarian Jennifer Klump re-
searched the topic and quickly provided 
the latest studies and data. 

“I am highly impressed with the 
service [rEl northwest] provides to 
schools,” commented the principal. “all 
of this will be helpful in 
guiding productive dis-
cussions with our school 
district’s constituents.”

More than 600 
northwest educators 
and organizations have 
taken advantage of the 
free reference desk ser-
vice to answer questions 
about reading programs 
and interventions, multigrade class-
rooms, district consolidation, school 
uniforms, and numerous other topics. 
Klump conducts literature searches for 
the best available research and provides 
full-text studies and articles when avail-
able, along with referrals to IES’s rigor-
ous research projects and other sources. 
The information is tailored to the client’s 

needs with data relevant to individual 
states and communities.

rEl northwest’s reference desk is 
part of a national network encompassing 
10 laboratories, which gives our regional 
constituents access to a wide range of 
resources. “This national network has 
enabled each reference desk to respond 
efficiently to its region’s unique needs, 
as well as share resources and expertise 
with each other,” says Klump. “In addi-
tion, reference desks have direct access 

to resources provided 
by the national library 
of Education and can 
obtain assistance from 
IES research experts.” 

responses to fre-
quent inquiries from 
northwest superinten-
dents, administrators, 
teachers, school board 
members, and others 

can be found on our website at http://
educationnorthwest.org/askarel#fq.

bridge eVents

Bridging research and practice is a key 
goal of the rEl program, and events that 
bring together national researchers and 
local practitioners are an effective means 
of promoting that two-way interaction. 

making evidence accessible: a look back at rel northwest accomplishments 

compendium Features topical reL studies 
all of rel northwest’s research studies listed at right—as well as those conducted by the 
other nine regional educational laboratories (more than 130 studies in all)—are easy to ac-
cess thanks to a new resource on education northwest’s website at http://educationnorth-
west.org/rel-compendium. 

the compendium of rel studies is organized into 16 topic areas such as american indi-
an/alaska native students, low-performing schools, mathematics and science, and read-
ing/literacy. each section begins with contextual information about the issue, and each 
report is linked to its ies web page that contains an abstract as well as a pdf of the full  
report or its summary.

“since 2005 the rels have worked hard to produce the research that educators need to 
improve their schools. we are pleased that we can finally put this evidence, on so many 
topics of interest, in one place for northwest teachers, administrators, and policymakers to 
use,” said steve fleischman, rel northwest director. 

education northwest news



rEl northwest has convened more than 
two dozen such events throughout the re-
gion on topics as varied as navigating the 
path to college, structuring out-of-school 
time to increase academic achievement, 
preventing dropout, and improving low-
performing rural schools.

In these forums—which are offered at 
no charge—experts present recommen-
dations derived from IES practice guides 
and other meta-analyses. Most events 
also include panel discussions by north-
west practitioners who offer real-world 
experience on implementing the re-
search-based strategies in local contexts. 

at an October bridge event held in 
Portland, more than 60 participants 
from all over the northwest heard from 
Sam redding, director of the national 
Center on Innovation & Improvement 
and a coauthor of the IES practice guide 
Turning Around Chronically Low-Per-
forming Schools. attended primarily by 
administrators from schools with School 
Improvement Grants (SIGs), the ses-
sions focused on applying turnaround 
strategies in rural and remote commu-
nities with sometimes limited resources. 
as one participant remarked, the event 
“provided information that was valu-
able [and] provided an understanding 
of what other states were doing” to help 
their SIG schools.

with sharply curtailed funding for 
professional development, rEl north-
west’s webinar bridge events offer an 
affordable, convenient way for regional 
educators to learn research findings and 
solutions to pressing topics. webinars 
held in november and early December 
addressed topics such as data-driven, in-
structional decision making, adolescent 
literacy studies, and research on bullying 
and harassment. 

archives of past forums and webinars 
can be found at http://educationnorth-
west.org/events/bridge. 

research studies 

rigorous studies by rEl northwest aim 
to answer specific research questions 
that are important to regional stakehold-
ers. During the latest rEl contract, we 
produced 15 stud-
ies—including two 
randomized con-
trolled trials—that 
have undergone a 
thorough external 
review process to 
ensure that they 
meet IES’s strict 
standards for scientifically valid re-
search. Each study can be found in the 
Compendium of rEl Studies (see side-
bar at left), under the following head-
ings, at http://educationnorthwest.org/
rel-compendium. 
American Indian/Alaska Native 
Students
•	 Indian Education Policies in Five 

Northwest Region States 
•	 Achievement Gap Patterns of Grade 8 

American Indian and Alaska Native 
Students in Reading and Mathematics 

Educator Quality and Effectiveness
•	 How Well Prepared and Supported Are 

New Teachers? 
Low-Performing Schools
•	 What Are the Characteristics, Qualifi-

cations, Roles, and Functions of School 
Support Teams? 

•	 Supplemental Educational Services 
and Implementation Challenges in the 
Northwest Region States 

•	 How Northwest Region States Are 
Responding to Schools in Need of 
Improvement 

Mathematics and Science
•	 Analysis of Title IIB Mathematics and 

Science Partnerships in the Northwest 
Region 

Parent Involvement
•	 Parent Involvement Activities in School 

Improvement Plans in the Northwest 
Region 

Reading/Literacy
•	 An Experimental Study of the Project 

CRISS Reading Program on Grade 9 
Reading Achievement in Rural High 
Schools

•	 New and Experienced Teachers in a 
School Reform Initiative: The Example 
of Reading First

•	 “Coach” Can Mean Many Things: 
Five Categories of Literacy Coaches in 
Reading First 

School Environment and Culture
•	 Student Reported Overt and Rela-

tional Aggression and Victimization in 
Grades 3–8 

Students With Disabilities/Struggling 
Learners
•	 Analysis of the Developmental Func-

tioning of Early Intervention and Early 
Childhood Special Education Popula-
tions in Oregon 

•	 Models of Response to Intervention in 
the Northwest Region States 
a study on the impact of 6+1 Trait® 

writing on grade 5 student achievement 
will be added to the Compendium upon 
publication by IES. Seventy-four schools 
in Oregon took part in the experimental 
study, receiving professional develop-
ment in this popular method of teaching 
writing. 

as Montana Superintendent of Pub-
lic Instruction Denise Juneau noted, 
rEl northwest studies have “helped us 
respond to specific policymaker needs, 
including research on school district 
consolidation in rural areas, research-
based best practices related to rural, at-
risk students, and research on teacher/
principal evaluation and value-added 
models.” n

I S S U E S & A N S W E R S

U . S .  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  E d u c a t i o n

Student-
reported overt 
and relational 
aggression and 
victimization 
in grades 3–8

R E L  2 0 1 1 – N o .  1 1 4

At Northwest Regional 
Educational Laboratory
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creating an education system in which 
reliable evidence drives decision making 
depends on providing educators with the 
research they need and want. That was the 
message delivered to members of Con-
gress by Education northwest’s Deputy 
Executive Officer Steve Fleischman at a 
hearing november 16, 2011, on “Edu-
cation research: Identifying Effective 
Programs To Support Students and 
Teachers.” 

Testifying in washington, D.C., be-
fore the Subcommittee on Early Child-
hood, Elementary, and Secondary Edu-
cation, Fleischman described how he 
struggled to find evidence to help him 
become a more effective middle and 
high school history teacher in the 1980s. 
“we’ve come a long way since then,” said 
Fleischman, “But not far enough.”

In order to fill the research-to-use 
gap, Fleischman told committee mem-
bers that evidence needs to be contex-
tualized and easy to absorb, read, and 
apply. Often, research needs to be “trans-
lated” by intermediaries, who are trusted 
individuals or organizations that help 
practitioners and policymakers locate 
and prioritize relevant information.

He suggested that in reauthoriz-
ing the Education Sciences reform act 
of 2002, Congress 
should consider how 
to better engage con-
sumers of evidence by 
focusing research on 
practical problems, 
paying attention to 
how strong programs 
and practices can be 

implemented well, supporting the use 
of intermediaries, and fostering greater 
coordination among Department of  
Education programs. 

He concluded, “I believe that ongoing 
federal investment in the education re-
search enterprise is required if we are to 
achieve the promise that all students will 
receive a quality education that prepares 
them for fulfilling lives as contributing 
citizens in our society.”

Fleischman, one 
of four experts to 
testify at the hearing, 
spoke on behalf of the 
Knowledge alliance 
trade association, 
as well as Education 
northwest. n

education northwest leader testifies at congressional hearing on education research
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the u.s. department of education has 
awarded education northwest another 
three-year grant to operate the region 
X equity assistance center (eac), which 
works to promote educational equity 
and access. The region X 
EaC is one of 10 federally 
funded centers that help 
state and local education 
agencies address race, sex, 
and national origin dispar-
ities and ensure that all stu-
dents have the opportunity 
to develop high academic 
standards. 

Priorities for this con-
tract period—which 
runs through September 
2014—include improving 
school climate and safety and enhanc-
ing student, family, and community 

engagement. according to Joyce Har-
ris, who has directed the region X EaC 
since 1994, “In addition to new priorities 
such as fostering more data-based deci-
sion making, we will continue to assist in 

the elimination of school-
based bullying and harass-
ment, dropout prevention 
and reentry, instructional 
improvement for English 
language learners and aca-
demically low-performing 
students, addressing dis-
parities in discipline, and 
compliance with federal 
civil rights laws.”

The EaC at Educa-
tion northwest provides 
training and technical as-

sistance, on request, to a 16 million-
square-mile region covering the north-
west and the Pacific. To deliver services 

to Hawaii and Pacific entities, Education 
northwest is continuing its longtime 
partnership with Pacific resources for 
Education and learning (PrEl). To 
improve EaC service delivery and out-
reach in “real time” a second partner, 
Mid-Continent research for Educa-
tion and learning (McrEl), is provid-
ing summative evaluation services and  
ongoing formative data.

Education northwest has a long his-
tory in the equity field, beginning with 
a 1975 contract for the Center for Bilin-
gual Education, a precursor to today’s 
region X EaC. as Chief Executive Of-
ficer Carol Thomas points out, “Equity 
is central to Education northwest’s mis-
sion and the EaC is a cornerstone of our 
work in this area. One of our main pri-
orities is to infuse equity values and ac-
tion throughout our products, services, 
and operation.” n

education northwest wins equity grant 

Steve Fleischman (third from left)
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with states nationwide preparing to imple-
ment the new common core state stan-
dards (ccss), these institutes are par-
ticularly timely. “The CCSS in writing 
describe the knowledge and skills that all 
students will need to master for college 
and careers,” says Jan littlebear, Educa-
tion northwest’s content expert for writ-
ing and institute facilitator. “The CCSS 
are based on the same components of 
high-quality writing described in detail 
in the 6+1 Trait® writing model. Using 
the model’s scoring rubrics, teachers can 
provide concrete feedback to students 
about what they need to do to improve 
their work and ultimately achieve the 
high level of writing called for in the 
CCSS.”

The following 6+1 Trait writing in-
stitutes will be held at Education north-
west’s headquarters in downtown Port-
land. Visit http://educationnorthwest.
org/events for more information about 
these events and to register.

 6+1 trait writing introduction to 
the traits institutes

Portland, Oregon
Grades 6–12: January 24–26, 2012 
Grades K–5: January 31–February 2, 2012
Education northwest, developer of the 
popular 6+1 Trait writing Model of In-
struction & assessment, will start 2012 
off with two 6+1 Trait writing introduc-
tory institutes for different grade bands: 
January 24–26 for educators of grades 
6–12 and January 31–February 2 for 
grades K–5. During these introductory 
workshops educators will learn how to 
teach and assess grade level–appropri-
ate writing across seven dimensions of 
performance: ideas, organization, voice, 
word choice, sentence fluency, conven-
tions, and presentation.

6+1 trait writing across content 
areas institute, grades 6–12 

Portland, Oregon 
March 29–30, 2012 
Created specifically for middle and high 
school teachers, this institute focuses on 
using the 6+1 Trait model to incorpo-
rate writing-to-learn activities across the 
content areas. Participants—ideally in 
interdisciplinary teams—will explore re-
search-based strategies, and design les-
sons for improving and assessing writing 
in subjects including math, science, and 
social studies. 

Both days will include a review of 
writing research and will connect to the 
CCSS for English language arts and lit-
eracy in history/social studies, science, 
and technical subjects. n

sessions target improved writing instruction 

education northwest welcomed eight 
new directors at its september 2011 board 
meeting. nominated and elected by 921 
member organizations from throughout 
the northwest, the directors govern Ed-
ucation northwest’s operations and rep-
resent the educational interests of their 
respective states.

Taking their place on the board are 
Malinda Chase, acting Executive Direc-
tor and learning Styles Project Director, 
association of Interior native Educa-
tors (aK); Dr. Steve Chestnut, Super-
intendent, Selah (wa) School District; 
Brenda Hardin, Teacher, lewiston (ID); 

Maren Johnson, Teacher, Chimacum 
(wa) School District; laureen leonard, 
Teacher, Fairbanks (aK); Dr. Michael 
Magone, Superintendent, lolo (MT) 
School District; Mary ann ranells, Su-
perintendent of lakeland (ID) School 
District; and Dr. Sue Schmitt, Dean, 
College of Education, Seattle (wa) 
University. 

“we are delighted to have these out-
standing educators help guide our work 
of transforming teaching and learning 
in the northwest,” said Chief Executive 
Officer Carol Thomas. “we rely on our 
board members to keep us informed 

about the important educational is-
sues facing their states and to help us 
critically examine how to address these 
challenges.”

The new members join 21 other board 
representatives who include the Chief 
State School Officers of alaska, Idaho, 
Montana, Oregon, and washington, as 
well as parent and community represen-
tatives, teachers, and school and district 
administrators. The new board chair is 
Dr. Janette r. Hill, Chair of the Division 
of Education, lewis-Clark State College, 
in lewiston, Idaho. n

new board members Join education northwest
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a teacher mentoring program operated 
by the university of alaska is slated to re-
ceive a prestigious Investing in Innova-
tion (i3) grant that will provide almost 
$15 million over the next five years. 
Education northwest, which contrib-
uted to the proposal, has been tapped to 
evaluate the project through a rigorous,  
experimental study. 

The goals of the alaska Statewide 
Mentor Project (aSMP) are to reduce 
the number of new teachers who leave 
the profession early, enhance the qual-
ity of instruction, and improve student 
achievement. Studies of teacher turn-
over have shown that half of new teach-
ers leave the profession within the first 
five years, citing a lack of support and 
feelings of inefficacy. The aSMP releases 
mentors from their regular classroom 
duties to provide full-time, structured, 
individualized support to first- and sec-
ond-year teachers in rural alaska school 
districts. 

The aSMP was awarded a highly com-
petitive “validation” grant to extend the 
program into alaska’s four largest urban 

school districts. Education 
northwest’s evaluators will 
be measuring the project’s ef-
fectiveness in urban settings 
by conducting a randomized 
controlled trial (rCT) study 
in the anchorage, Fairbanks, 
Kenai, and Matanuska-Susit-
na school districts.

“The project has helped 
ameliorate problems associ-
ated with high teacher turn-
over in many ‘bush’ schools, but some-
thing that works in Kasigluk, alaska, is 
not necessarily a practical solution that 
schools in Chicago can confidently rep-
licate,” says Education northwest Senior 
research associate richard Smiley. “The 
rCT study funded by the i3 grant will al-
low us to validate the effect of the aSMP 
in urban areas.” according to Smiley, 
approximately 200 new teachers will 
be randomly assigned to the treatment 
group or to the control group. Those 
in the treatment group will receive two 
years of mentoring (in a 15:1 ratio) with 
an experienced teacher who has been 

fully released from class-
room duties. 

“The rCT is intended to 
answer two main questions,” 
Smiley explains. “The first is, 
after two years of consistent, 
ongoing support, do early 
career teachers remain in 
the profession? The second 
question is do they stay in 
the state of alaska? The lat-
ter is important to the state, 

which has invested a lot of money in  
developing its teaching force.”

The i3 proposal, which was submit-
ted by the University of alaska’s Office 
of K–12 Outreach, was ranked 11th out 
of a total of 23 funded proposals of all 
types and second of five validation pro-
posals awarded by the U.S. Department 
of Education. 

The 23 finalists of the 2011 i3 grant 
competition must now secure private 
matching funds in order to receive their 
grant. n

education northwest to evaluate i3 winner

amid the constant strain of shrinking 
budgets and rising operating costs, many 
communities are asking whether district 
consolidation could be a strategy for 
saving money and improving efficien-
cies. according to a recent Education 
northwest report, consolidation could 
have the opposite effect for two neigh-
boring districts in eastern Idaho. 

In august, Education northwest’s 
Terri akey presented the feasibility 
study to the boards of Idaho Falls School 
District 91 and Bonneville School Dis-
trict 93. Findings revealed that combin-
ing the districts could cost taxpayers 

substantially more money since the 
number of schools and students served 
would double in a consolidated district. 
Changing the administrative structure 
to adequately run a district of 20,000-
plus students, establishing salary par-
ity, and rebuilding facilities to accom-
modate a growing student population 
and combined staff were projected to be 
major contributors to increased costs. 
The study also found that at current 
levels, the separate districts are serving 
students more efficiently than larger  
districts in the state. 

 “rather than consider full 

consolidation,” says akey, “we recom-
mended that the two districts continue 
to trim costs by combining certain ser-
vices. The districts are already sharing 
technology backup and a professional 
technical coordinator. Other possibili-
ties include revisiting joint purchasing 
agreements for goods and services; 
contracting together for custodial, tech-
nology, or groundskeeping services; 
and consolidating aspects of programs 
such as professional development, re-
cruitment, and specialized options for  
students.” n

evaluation team conducts district consolidation study

education northwest news



new resources help districts prepare for common core state standards

the message from developers of a new 
workshop series, orientation module, and 
brief on the common core state standards 
(ccss) is that now is the time to begin the 
implementation process. “with com-
mon assessments set to roll out in the 
2014–2015 school year, districts can ease 
the coming transition by helping schools 
prepare now,” says Kit Peixotto, who is 
leading Education northwest’s efforts to 
provide regional stakeholders with up-
to-date information and guidance about 
the national initiative.

professional deVelopment aVailable 
for k–8 educators in the ccss for 
mathematics

Peixotto’s team has recently developed a 
series of six workshops designed to help 
K–8 teachers, coaches, administrators, 
and paraprofessionals understand the 
CCSS for mathematics and the class-
room instruction that will support stu-
dent learning of the content contained 
in the standards. Education northwest’s 
math experts are available to conduct 
workshops that are customized to the 
needs of individual schools and districts.

Each workshop in the series com-
prises nine hours of professional de-
velopment that can be delivered in two 
or three sessions. workshop 1 provides 
K–8 educators with an orientation to the 
structure and vocabulary of the math-
ematics content and practice standards 
and explores the Geometry Domain 
in depth. workshops 2–6 focus on the 
remaining mathematical domains in 
grades K–8:
•	 Grades K–8: Measurement and Data; 

Statistics and Probability 
•	 Grades K–5: Counting and Cardi-

nality; number and Operations in 
Base Ten; number and Operations: 
Fractions 

•	 Grades K–5: Operations and alge-
braic Thinking 

•	 Grades 6–8: ratios and Proportional 
relationships; the number System 

•	 Grades 6–8: Expressions and Equa-
tions; Functions 
“Staff participation in these work-

shops will lead to more effective instruc-
tional strategies and implementation of 
mathematics tasks that facilitate student 
learning of the content standards,” Peix-
otto says. “By providing these work-
shops, districts can help build staff 
confidence as they begin modifying in-
struction to meet the new expectations.”

To learn more about this professional 
development for K–8 educators, visit the 
services section of Education northwest’s 
website: http://educationnorthwest.org/
service/1763. To discuss bringing this 
service to your site, contact Claire Gates 
at Claire.Gates@educationnorthwest.org, 
or 800.547.6339, ext. 173.

orientation module focuses on ccss 
for mathematics

The northwest regional Comprehensive 
Center at Education northwest and the 
Oregon Department of Education have 
developed online materials to introduce 
K–12 teachers and administrators to the 
CCSS for mathematics. “a Closer look 
at the Common Core State Standards 
for Mathematics” features activities, or-
ganized in grade-band sessions, to sup-
port teams working together to explore 
various aspects of the standards. There 
are three K–8 sessions, three high school 
sessions, and one K–12 session that  
address the following questions:
•	 what are the mathematical practices?
•	 what CCSS content is now in my 

grade? (Understanding critical areas 
and clusters)

•	 How does content in my grade fit in 
the new mathematics progressions? 
(Understanding domains)

Materials include facilitator notes, 
slideshows, and handouts that can be 
downloaded free of charge from the 
Common Core section of Education 
northwest’s website (http://education-
northwest.org/common-core). 

what administrators need to know 
about the ccss

another new Edu-
cation northwest 
resource is the lat-
est in a series of 
“Spotlights” on 
what various edu-
cation audiences 
need to know 
about the CCSS. 
The September 2011 brief focuses on 
what district administrators should 
know and suggests actions they can take 
now to prepare their schools to: 
•	 Draft an implementation plan
•	 Communicate how the CCSS address 

equity
•	 Plan long-range, articulated profes-

sional development
•	 Foster communication within and 

across content areas
•	 review current instructional 

materials
•	 Develop a transition plan and  

curriculum framework
Other Spotlight briefs in the series 

highlight what teachers need to know 
and what parents need to know about 
the CCSS (available in both Spanish and 
English). Educators are encouraged to 
download these PDFs and have them 
available in district offices and schools. 
The Spotlight series can be found 
at http://educationnorthwest.org/ 
content/1548. n
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Spotlight on the 
Common Core State Standards

September 2011

WHAT DO DISTRICT ADMINISTRATORS NEED TO KNOW?
What are the Common Core 
State Standards?
The Common Core State Standards 
(CCSS) represent a coherent progres-
sion of learning expectations in Eng-
lish language arts and mathematics 
designed to prepare K–12 students for 
college and career success. The stan-
dards define the knowledge and skills 
students should have in their K–12 
education, emphasize learning goals, 
describe end-of-year expectations, 
and focus on results, leaving room 
for teachers to determine how these 
learning goals should be achieved. 

How will the CCSS impact state 
assessments?
The internationally benchmarked 
K–12 CCSS have been adopted so far 
by 44 states, the District of Columbia, 
and the U.S. Virgin Islands. Most of 
the states have also committed to work 
together in one of two consortia to 
develop a shared assessment system. 
The Partnership for the Assessment 
of Readiness for College and Careers 
(PARCC) is building an assessment 
system that will be anchored by col-
lege- and career-ready tests in high 
school, and will include end-of-year 
assessments in grades 3–8. In addi-
tion, the PARCC system—which will 
be computer based—will include op-
tional formative tests, starting in kin-
dergarten. The SMARTER Balanced 
Assessment Consortium (SBAC) in-
tends to develop adaptive, online tests. 
These will include required summative 

exams, combined with performance 
tasks given throughout the year, and 
optional formative assessments. The 
common assessments developed by 
the two consortia will be fully imple-
mented in 2014–2015. 

What are the implications of the CCSS?
To effectively implement the CCSS 
and subsequent assessments, key 
stakeholders must systematically 
consider what it will take to fully 
operationalize the standards in every 
classroom, every year, from kinder-
garten through high school. In the 
process, states and districts will face 
serious decisions about budgets, 
curricula, assessments, graduation 
requirements, accountability systems, 
instructional resources, professional 
development programs, and more. 
Districts will be called on to accom-
plish nothing less than a transforma-
tion of school systems, which can be 
a powerful lever to improve educa-
tional outcomes for all students. 

What do district administrators 
need to do?
The CCSS initiative is aimed at 
changing what U.S. schools teach 
and what their students learn in Eng-
lish language arts and mathematics. 
While standards-based instruction 
and assessments are nothing new, 
the CCSS do offer an unprecedented 
opportunity for collaboration among 
states and districts around common 
language and expectations. Many 

organizations are working to develop 
sample implementation plans and 
time lines, useful professional de-
velopment opportunities, and other 
resources. District administrators will 
need to tap into these many offerings 
while wearing their “critical con-
sumer” hat.

District administrators must be aware 
of any guidelines for implementation 
from their state education agency, but 
can begin the process of transforma-
tion in their schools immediately. To 
get started, district administrators 
might consider the following actions: 

“The adoption and implemen-
tation of the CCSS is a rare, 
state-led, student-centered 
opportunity to improve 
outcomes throughout the 
entire educational pipeline 
and achieve the ultimate goal 
of academic success for all 
students.”

Krueger, C. (2011). The com-
mon core state standards: Impli-
cations for higher education in 
the West. Boulder, CO: Western 
Interstate Commission for 
Higher Education. Retrieved 
from http://www.wiche.edu/
info/publications/PI-Common 
CoreStateStandards.pdf

A series published by Education Northwest to keep regional 
stakeholders informed about the Common Core initiative

continued on page 2
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we’re doing and how it’s working and what we need to adjust. 
There is no substitute for that kind of face-to-face interaction.”

The school structures PlCs in two main ways: grade-level 
teams and a response to Intervention (rTI) team. Grade-level 
teams are expected to meet weekly, but the time and day are 
left up to each team. Bertram would like to build in more for-
mal time for the teams to meet, but for now he has adjusted 
the schedule so that all teachers in a grade level have the same 
40-minute common planning at least once during the week. 
Most of the teams have found that they need even more time 
and have arranged to meet once a week either before school, 
after school, or occasionally even on a weekend. 

For example, natalie Miller and the first-grade team meet 
every Thursday during their common planning time, but they 
also meet at minimum once a week at 7 a.m. to look at learn-
ing goals and assessments. The Thursday PlC is focused on 
CaSa—Collaborating around Student achievement. “we 
look at any current data we have, any assessments we’ve given,” 
says Miller, “and we use that to guide our instruction.”

Bertram also provides time for the rTI team to meet with 
each grade level, which has been even more of a challenge. To 
make it work, Bertram, the school counselor, and the school 
psychologist combine to cover classes in a given grade level for 
an entire day, freeing up the grade-level teachers as well as the 
four Title I tutors, special education teacher Jerome Sanders, 
second-grade teachers Susan ryan and Sandra anderson, and 
Miller, who serves as a teacher leader. 

“You really can’t get nine people in 
a room unless you specifically carve 
out that time during the school day,” 
says Miller. “The fact that [Bertram] 
will do that is great. It’s been very, 
very effective. It’s the most empower-
ing thing I’ve experienced, in terms of 
professional development.”

taLking it oUt
Currently, the rTI team only tackles 
reading instruction, and the meet-
ings can be very intense. as Sanders 
describes it, there is an inherent ten-
sion between the Title I and special 
education departments—who see in-
struction vertically, across all grade 
levels—and the grade-level teams 
who view things more horizontally, 
in terms of what their students can 
accomplish while in a specific grade. 
Finding a compromise between the 
school’s traditional focus on reading 

and its need to improve in math also creates some push and 
pull in the rTI meetings. 

“There’s tons of tension,” says Sanders, “but it’s good tension. 
It’s the kind of tension that comes from having several really 
committed people in a room hashing it out. Everyone in that 
room is fighting for what they think is best for the students, 
which is really empowering.”

For Schaeffer, the fact that those conversations take place at 
all is sign of a new and better time in public education. “I think 
we’ve arrived at a time in which the success of schools—the suc-
cess of students—really depends on people working together,” 
says Schaeffer. “we’re moving away from a time of divisiveness 
and hierarchy and toward a process that involves great think-
ing, risk taking, data use, and most of all, the ability for people 
to sit down at a table and talk it out. I feel fortunate to work 
in a school that values that process. But most important, I feel 
fortunate to work in a place that values relationships.” 

at Hedges, the focus on relationships creates a sense of com-
munity that spreads throughout the school—from the princi-
pal’s office, to the classrooms, to the group of parents gathered 
near the playground at the end of the day, waiting to meet their 
kids. Those parents know that their kids are getting a great edu-
cation in a building that is safe, secure, and staffed by adults 
who are totally committed to their students’ success. It makes 
for a good walk home. n

 

culture
Continued from page 19

(Above) Special education teacher Jerome Sanders encourages 
teachers to think “vertically,” across grade levels, in order to help 
students build the skills they need to be successful in the long run. 
First-grade teacher Natalie Miller (at left) and her grade-level 
colleagues meet weekly before school to examine data and plan 
instruction.
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end note
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at Cornelius Hedges Elementary School in Kalispell, Montana, all decisions are made based on data and what is 
best for student achievement. The entire staff has embraced the mission statement: “learning for all. no excuses. 
no limits.”
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