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P R E F A C E

What Would You Do on the First Day 
in Your New Office?

The idea for this book originated from a question I asked a former 
student of mine who had just signed a contract to become the prin-

cipal of a high school. We were discussing the complexities of changing a 
school culture when I asked him the following question: “What would you 
do on the first day in your new office to change your school’s culture?” 
Without any hesitation, he answered: “I would ask data processing to send 
me the state test scores for the last 3 years.” The conversation continued 
as follows:

“Steve, after you looked at the student scores, what would you do then?”

“Well, Al, you know, I would share the data with stakeholders and de-
velop a plan of action to raise the test scores.”

“What would that plan of action look like?”

“Well, there are a lot of programs on the market I could use. A lot of 
schools are using Marzano’s What Works in Schools.”
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“How would that change the culture of a school building?”

“It would send the clear message that data would guide decision-mak-
ing in this school.”

Nothing in this conversation provided a compelling answer to the es-
sential question of schooling: “Why are we here?” Do teachers enter the 
profession to study data and implement canned instructional programs? Do 
children enter schools with the goals of doing well on multiple-choice tests 
and mastering learning objectives in prescribed time periods? Do schools 
exist to raise test scores and purchase data management systems? With this 
conversation in mind, I made it a point in my formal and informal contacts 
with school administrators to always ask the question: “What would you do 
on the first day in your new office to change your school’s culture?” The 
most common responses involved reviewing district documents, touring 
facilities, meeting staff, listening to stakeholders, and managing systems. 
In each conversation, school leaders populated their responses with the 
current jargon of school reform: learning communities, data mining, stan-
dards-based curriculum, differentiated learning, common core standards, 
formative assessment, race to the top, continuous improvement, etc.

While these responses encompass reasonable behaviors on the first day 
in the main office, not one of these actions possesses the capacity to con-
nect educational values expressed in school mission statements—why we 
are here—to daily organizational and instructional routines. Each activity 
gives the appearance of leading, but produces no connections between be-
liefs, values, and practices. Although none of these responses would make or 
break a school culture, they do represent a pattern of thinking and behaving 
that holds out little possibility of fundamentally changing a school’s culture.

A school culture is determined by the bond formed between the an-
swers to the essential question of schooling—Why are we here?—and how 
that question shows up in daily organizational and instructional routines. 
Listening to stakeholders, reviewing strategic plans, touring a facility, or 
looking at 3 years of test data, all affirm what a culture is. The primary ob-
jective of instructional leadership is not to affirm what a culture is, but to 
make it what it ought to be. Changing a school culture is a process of enacting 
substantive changes to the goals, beliefs, values, and practices already es-
tablished in organizational and instructional routines. Each chapter in this 
book presents a series of managerial situations that all administrators will 
confront when they first move into the main office. Each situation presents 
an opportunity to replace comfortable organizational and instructional 
routines with fundamentally different ways of connecting the cultural dots.
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Chapter 1 presents a framework for transforming the clamor of a noisy 
school culture into the determined voice of a strong instructional culture. 
In noisy school cultures, teachers spend the first days of school unpack-
ing new program boxes, paging through new teacher evaluation binders, 
attending in-service sessions on the program of the day, or practicing the 
operating procedures for the new data management system. School lead-
ers remove the noise in a school culture when they connect the cultural 
dots: Why are we here? What do we value? How do we enact our beliefs and 
values? A noisy culture finds its strong and determined cultural voice when 
school leaders take an active role in making certain that announced values 
become realities in daily organizational and instructional routines.

Chapter 2 describes a new school leader’s search for a school home 
that shares his goal of developing a strong instructional culture. What he 
discovers in central office conference rooms are administrators more in-
terested in his ability to manage a building than lead an instructional pro-
gram. After turning down job offers based on his ability to tell, allocate, 
and inspect, he sits across from a superintendent who begins the interview 
with the question: “What do you think of tracking?” After an hour-long 
discussion of topics related to curriculum and instruction, the new school 
leader realizes that strong instructional cultures are top-down creations. 
New school leaders committed to the role of instructional leadership lis-
ten carefully for the right fit between the instructional leadership role they 
desire to play and the role that district level administrators expect them to 
play. School cultures remain noisy when central and main offices are on 
different cultural pages.

Chapter 3 describes a new school leader’s response to the vocabularies 
and behaviors of an entrenched school culture: “The Central High Way.” A 
new tone is set at Central High when the new school leader redefines Cen-
tral High’s understandings of the values that will drive a new vision for Cen-
tral High: teaching, learning, performance, professionalism, collaboration, 
and execution. The school situations presented in this chapter provide the 
vocabularies, the managerial strategies, and documents that move a school 
culture from talk of implementation to talk of self-examination.

Chapter 4 describes a new school leader’s response to a pattern of pro-
fessional and instructional bad habits that have become the goals, beliefs 
and practices of the Central High way. The hometown culture of Central 
High sees no problem with drinking coffee in classrooms, locking tardy stu-
dents out of classrooms, reading a newspaper during class, making frequent 
public address announcements, or leaving students unsupervised in lunch-
rooms. Looking back on his pointed responses to the bad habits of Central 
High, the new school leader concludes that there is no cultural middle 



xii  Preface 

ground between comfortable organizational and instructional routines and 
the goals and practices of a strong instructional culture.

Chapter 5 describes a process for assessing the overall quality of a 
school’s instructional program. If teaching matters most in a strong in-
structional culture, then new school leaders observe first-hand the teaching 
scripts that students follow each school day. The dominant teaching script 
at Central High consisted of teachers spending most of their time stand-
ing in front of the classroom transmitting facts and procedures, students 
spending most of their time taking notes or completing worksheets, and 
most of the time on Fridays was devoted to test-taking, game-playing, or 
video-watching. The daily grind of Central High’s bureaucratic teaching 
model was interrupted by pockets of excellence that exhibited the type of 
transformative teaching designed to develop the thinking and communica-
tion skills listed in state and national standards. All thoughts of expanding 
the pockets of excellence at Central High, however, were crowded out by a 
small number of teachers who were unaware that their classes were poorly 
informed, poorly organized, and poorly managed. Central High’s uninspir-
ing instructional program was a product of a school culture that paid a 
lot of attention to the managerial documents that filled inboxes on top of 
main office desks and little attention to the instructional documents that 
were stored in boxes underneath those desks. What a new school leader 
finds in the box underneath his desk are the documents and forms that of-
fer the opportunity to transform the Central High teaching script: teacher 
evaluation plans, unread teacher observation reports, teacher evaluation 
schedules, a five-year curriculum review cycle, and last year’s subscription 
to American Research Journal (unread). For the remaining 100 days, a new 
school leader proceeds to implement the contents of the box underneath 
his desk.

Chapter 6 describes a process for leveraging a perceived policy “blind-
side” into an administrative tool for advancing the beliefs, values, and prac-
tices of a new instructional regime. Most schools view unexpected policy 
mandates through an organizational lens: comply, but don’t disrupt. Schools 
with strong instructional cultures view unexpected mandates through an 
instructional lens: disrupt and redesign. A new school leader employs a 
managerial script composed of three leadership moves—framing, educat-
ing, and implementing—to navigate a course between the district goal of 
minimizing disruptive practices and his or her goal of redefining Central 
High’s teaching script.

Chapter 7 describes the central role the “I” in team plays in enact-
ing the beliefs, values, and practices of a strong instructional culture. 
New school leaders enter main offices with the belief that collaborative 
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processes and team structures are key managerial tools for achieving orga-
nization goals. This long-taught managerial principle holds true in organi-
zations with agreed-upon beliefs, values, and practices. School leaders who 
disrupt the beliefs, values, and practices of the schools they enter call into 
question the collaborative processes and team structures that have dictat-
ed the direction of a school’s instructional culture. A new school leader 
restores the I in team by chairing meetings designed to educate, coach, 
and monitor teams that possess the proper knowledge and skills to enact a 
new vision of schooling.

Chapter 8 describes the process a new leader follows to implement a 
truancy program that conflicts with state mandates and the institutional 
goals and values of the Central High way. Although the program proves to 
be a success, a new school leader questions the professional, institution-
al, and community hoops he and a resource teacher were asked to jump 
through to bring eighteen alienated teenagers back to school. Thinking 
outside the box in schools dominated by inside-the-box goals, values, and 
practices calls upon new school leaders to find the right balance between 
leading change and managing routines: management without leadership 
is a strategy for stagnation; innovation without management is a strategy 
for confusion.

Chapter 9 presents the five aims of schooling that serve as the founda-
tion for connecting the cultural dots of schooling: Why are we here? What 
do we believe? How should we enact our beliefs and values? Throughout 
the situations described in the first 100 days of school, a new school lead-
er translates his aims of schooling into the goals and practices of Central 
High. Most administrators see little value in philosophy talk in main offices 
consumed with managing the crisis of the day or implementing this year’s 
strategic plan. However, without a coherent response to the what, why, and 
how of schooling, school administrators lack the intellectual tools to prop-
erly critique the instructional programs they lead or to gather together all 
the essentials of schooling (methods, routines, programs, and policies) into 
a coherent instructional worldview.

Chapter 10 describes the three cultural levers that either pull a school’s 
culture toward the achievement of managerial goals or pushes a school’s 
culture towards the goals and practices of a strong instructional culture. 
Each cultural lever prompts school leaders to decide upon the goals and 
practices of doing things right or the goals and practices of doing the right 
things. Whatever direction in which new school leaders decide to push or 
pull cultural levers in their schools, they must be mindful of the cultural 
orientation of the schools they lead. The failure to pay attention to how 
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school communities define schooling will jam the cultural levers a new 
school leader attempts to push or pull.

The final chapter in this book lists twelve managerial lessons that serve 
as vehicles for enacting the beliefs, values, and practices of a strong instruc-
tional culture. Each lesson is based on a cultural model that emphasizes 
the role organizational structures play in advancing or impeding particular 
beliefs about teaching and learning. Decades of failed school reform initia-
tives record the consequences of forcing good theories into incompatible 
organizational structures. School cultures change only when the theories 
and practices they endorse are fully integrated into the goals, vocabularies, 
and practices of the organizational structures they occupy. Each chapter in 
this book ends with a resource guide that presents examples of managerial 
artifacts that offer new school leaders documents and conceptual frame-
works to translate organizational theory into real school world practices.

This book presents a series of cultural situations that could occur early 
in a school year—the first 100 days. Each cultural situation offers a new 
school leader the opportunity to redefine the goals, values, and practices of 
an entrenched school culture—the Central High way. Administrators who 
pick up this book may view 100 days as an arbitrary number picked out of 
administrative thin air. I argue that disrupting and replacing organizational 
and instructional routines is a race against time. Every school day that goes 
by without some sign of creative destruction is one more day that comfort-
able organizational and instructional routines live on in main offices and 
classrooms. If the intent of a new school leader is to transform weak instruc-
tional cultures into strong instructional cultures, then the instructional and 
organizational manifestations of that strong instructional culture must be 
in place by December. This does not mean that when the school closes 
down for holiday break, faculty and staff will have a full understanding of 
the relationship between a new vision of schooling and what they practice 
in classrooms and offices. What should be clear to all faculty and staff, how-
ever, are the beliefs and values they carried into classrooms in September 
are now very different than the beliefs and values they are expected to enact 
in January.

Before the 100 Days Begin

Administrators who are drawn to managerial books with recipe-like ti-
tles—100 days—should be forewarned that the principles and strategies 
described in this book will only succeed in main offices that are educa-
tionally prepared to offer and implement a new educational perspective. 
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Advancing the goals and processes of a new school culture assumes that 
school administrators possess a clear educational direction in their minds. 
The process for developing a personal instructional worldview requires pri-
vate readings of educational minds that challenge dominant instructional 
worldviews (Jones, 2013) and public dialogues with school communities 
that articulate a clear and coherent response to the fundamental questions 
of schooling: How do children learn? What knowledge is of greatest worth? 
How should knowledge be organized? How should we assess what students 
understand? How should we teach?

Changing a school culture is hard work. Each day in the main office will 
be a contest between organizational and instructional routines that value 
seat time over performance, credits over mastery, conformity over critical 
thinking, speed over thoughtfulness, coverage over understanding, and 
telling over dialogue. No matter how thoughtful an instructional worldview 
may be, changing comfortable organizational and instructional routines 
will invite formidable opposition from parents, teachers, and students who 
are heavily invested in a way of schooling that they believe is working for 
them. This book was written for administrators who are willing to step into 
the middle of the daily disagreements that will inevitability occur between 
comfortable ways of doing school and uncomfortable ways of educating stu-
dents. Administrators who win the culture war enter main offices with the 
educational preparation to articulate a clear vision of how children learn 
and the managerial skills to implement that vision in the organizational 
and instructional routines of the schools they lead.

A Note on the First Person Narrative

The intent of this book is two-fold: first, to bring back into the school re-
form conversation the vital role beliefs and values play in successfully imple-
menting organizational and instructional changes; and second, to describe 
how a school leader would perform the complex task of translating a set 
of beliefs and values into daily organizational and instructional routines. 
I decided that the best approach for converting the abstractions of beliefs 
and values into the daily routines of main offices was to tell a story, in the 
first person, of how a new entrant into a main office carries out the daily 
tasks of redefining the goals, values, and practices of an entrenched school 
culture. The situations, the conversations, the decisions, and the characters 
in this story of cultural change are representative of what goes on in main 
offices during the first 100 days of a school year. The thinking and decisions 
of our new school leader, however, are not representative of the normal 
managerial response that emerges from most main offices. Our new school 
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leader, instead, pushes and pulls a series of cultural levers that both disrupt 
and redefine established norms of leading, managing, and teaching. Each 
cultural lever that is pushed or pulled, each decision that is enacted, and 
each conversation that transpires, brings to life a theory of cultural change. 
While the characters and situations in this cultural narrative will differ from 
school to school, the cultural levers described in each chapter in this book 
are present in all school settings. If I tell this story well, by the end of this 
book, school leaders will know what levers they need to push or pull to 
make fundamental changes to the beliefs, values, and practices of an en-
trenched school culture.
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1
Strong Instructional Cultures

The Noise of School Reform

No school is a cultural blank slate. When school leaders enter their school 
buildings for the first time, their main offices are surrounded by classrooms, 
hallways, and common areas occupied with thick beliefs about teaching, 
learning, performance, professionalism, and school management. Most of 
these thick beliefs have been constructed over years to make sense out of 
the noise of countless legislative mandates, school reform ideologies, learn-
ing theories, community goals and concerns, and the managerial bents of 
the past and present administrative regimes. School cultures bring some 
semblance of order to the noise of reforms and techniques of the day by 
fitting yearly goals, methods, and managerial bents into standardized orga-
nizational and instructional routines: teaching becomes telling; learning 
becomes listening; performance becomes test scores; professionalism be-
comes compliance; and school leadership becomes telling, allocating, and 
inspecting. While getting through the school day is an understandable re-
sponse to yearly changes in the goals and methods of schooling, the culture 
produced in these schools are thin on the attitudes, habits, abilities, and 
skills necessary to develop a strong instructional culture.
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In noisy school cultures, teachers spend the first days of school un-
packing new program boxes, opening up new teacher evaluation binders, 
or receiving a workshop schedule for the new data management system. 
Each new box, each new binder, and each new technology contain appro-
priate forms for documenting the implementation of the new reform ini-
tiative of the year. At the bottom of each form is a place for the signature of 
the administrator who will verify the correct implementation of programs 
in boxes, plans in binders, and data points in computer systems. What 
transforms the noise of opening day speeches into a distinct and strong 
instructional voice?

Strong Cultures Connect the Dots

Strong instructional cultures are composed of four cultural functions that 
replace the noise of announcing program initiatives, allocating materi-
als, and collecting documents with the voice of purposing and enacting 
(see Figure 1.1). Each function plays a distinct role in connecting the val-
ued ends of schooling to classroom instruction. Strong cultural voices are 
housed in schools where school leaders have connected the cultural dots: 
the agreed upon purposes of schooling are embedded in the beliefs, values, 
and practices of staff and faculty.

What should a school’s cultural voice look like? There is no one right 
answer to what purposes, beliefs, values, and organizational arrangements 
a school leader should pursue. Resources 1.1 through 1.4 illustrate several 
versions of the why, what, and how of schooling. The version of schooling 
that school leaders decide to endorse depends upon their educational and 

• To join
• To socialize
• To prepare
• To educate
• To emancipate

• How do we learn?
• What knowledge is
 of most worth?
• How should knowledge
 be organized?
• How should we assess what
 students understand?
• How should we teach?

• Teaching
• Learning
• Performance
• Professionalism
• Collaboration
• Execution

• Leadership
• Administrative
 commitment
• Organizational
 commitment
• Instructional systems
• School discourse

(What we say) (How we teach) (How we behave) (How we implement)

Why we are here What we believe What we value

CONNECTING THE CULTURAL DOTS

How we enact

Figure 1.1 Strong cultural voice.
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managerial preparation and the particular school circumstances that exist 
in the main offices they enter. What transforms the noise of school visions 
and situational variables into a strong cultural voice is the tight coupling of 
clearly articulated purposes and beliefs of schooling with a leader’s person-
al participation in the enactment of those purposes and beliefs in main of-
fices and in classrooms. Noisy cultures find their cultural voice when school 
leaders assume an active role in making certain that announced purposes 
and beliefs are enacted in daily organizational and instructional routines.

 ◾ If teaching is valued, then school leaders are actively involved in 
classroom supervision.

 ◾ If learning is valued, then school leaders do not permit intercom 
announcements to interrupt the school’s instructional program.

 ◾ If collaboration is valued, then school leaders chair meetings that 
are goal-oriented and thoughtful.

 ◾ If implementation is valued, then school leaders design organiza-
tional routines that are competently performed.

 ◾ If performance is valued, then school leaders hold teachers ac-
countable for weak teaching.

Each chapter in this book presents a situation that all school leaders 
will confront in the first 100 days of a school year. Each situation offers an 
opportunity for a new school leader to develop a strong cultural voice: the 
connection of the why, what, and how of schooling. There is no correct 
managerial answer to the problems each situation poses. Although an or-
ganizational outcome is presented for each situation, readers of this book 
should concentrate on the purposes, beliefs, values, and practices that they 
choose to develop and how the school leader participates in the implemen-
tation of each cultural function. Changing a school culture is a process, not 
a destination. Beginning a school year with a focus on raising test scores, 
reducing absenteeism, increasing graduation rates, or being number one at 
some school variable, directs thinking toward the noise of implementation 
and away from the voice of purposes, beliefs, and values. Developing an 
interesting and engaging curriculum that is taught thoughtfully by knowl-
edgeable and caring teachers is the voice of a strong instructional culture. 
The sound and volume of a school’s cultural voice is unimportant. The 
clarity of that voice is what matters most. A clear cultural voice grows out of 
the persistent enactment of the purposes, beliefs, values, and practices of a 
strong instructional culture (see Resource 1.4). School leaders who master 
the knowledge and skills necessary to maintain a school’s strong cultural 
voice produce a quality of thinking and a sense of agency that positively 
impact all measures of schooling.
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Resources

Resource 1.1 Why Are We Here?

To Join How do I effectively participate in a democratic community?

To Socialize How should I behave?

To Prepare What do I want to become and how can I do it well?

To Educate What is true, good, and beautiful?

To Emancipate Who am I?

Goals of Schooling

Resource 1.2 What We Believe

• To prepare for an occupation
• To become proficient with 
 a skill
• To follow directions

What are our goals? • To pursue truth and rationality
• To become an analytical
 thinker and problem solver
• To question authority

• Transmit
• Take notes
• Feedback
• Memorize
• Practice
• Re-teach

• Inquiry
• Discovery
• Model
• Facilitate
• Discuss
• Stories
• Projects

How do children learn?

• Facts
• Procedures
• Definitions
• Objective truths

• Big questions
• Big ideas
• Theories
• Cultural tools

What knowledge is
of most worth?

• Units (in textbooks)
• Chapters (in textbooks)
• Course objectives
• Align with standards
• Coverage

• Concepts
• Themes
• Interdisciplinary
• Depth

How should knowledge
be organized?

Fundmental Questions
of Schooling To Prepare To Educate



Strong Instructional Cultures    5

Resource 1.2 What We Believe (continued)

• Multiple choice
• Matching
• How many rights and wrong
• Grades
• Ranking

How should we
assess what students
understand?

• Performances
• Projects
• Exhibitions
• Rubrics

• Objectives
• Present information
• Model
• Check for understanding
• Guided practice
• Independent practice

• Facilitate
• Model
• Demonstrate
• Simulate
• Manipulatives
• Question
• Design
• Discuss

How should we teach?

• Associative
• Replicative
• Means, methods, routines

• Applicative
• Interpretative
• Ends, perspectives, models,
 preferences

What skills do we
emphasize?

• Looking for common sense
 solutions
• What worked in the past
• Follow directions
• Avoidance of conflict
• Value systems over human
 judgment

• Imaginative
• Questioning assumptions
• Awareness of complexity
• Seeing other perspectives
• Awareness of limitations
 of knowledge
• Putting in proper context
• Open-mindedness

What should
our students’
dispositions be?

Fundmental Questions
of Schooling To Prepare To Educate
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Resource 1.3 What We Value

School Function Beliefs Principle Practice

Teaching is what matters most 
in schooling

Quality learning 
experiences are 
solely dependent 
on the employment, 
development, and 
supervision of quality 
teachers.

District/school has 
fully enacted the five 
instructional systems for 
employing, mentoring, 
and supervising teachers 
(see Resource 1.4)

Learning is the full engagement 
of a child’s social need to 
be known, the emotional 
need to be interested, 
and the intellectual need 
to understand.

All students look to 
schools to honor their 
diverse talents, abilities, 
and interests.

Organizational and 
instructional routines 
should be flexible, 
experimental, and do 
no harm.

Performance is providing quality 
educational experiences 
based on students’ 
expectations and needs.

The goal of all 
performance indicators 
and criteria is to close 
the gap between ideal 
models of teaching and 
learning and classroom 
realities.

School staff receives 
continuous feedback on 
agreed-upon criteria for 
effective teaching.

Professionalism is reflection on practice. Reflective practitioners 
employ purposeful 
methods of inquiry to 
resolve instructional 
problems and to 
continually improve 
classroom decision-
making.

Administration provides 
the time, space, 
materials, and expertise 
for peer coaching and the 
design of professional 
development plans 
that reflect gaps in 
performance.

Collaboration is intelligent 
participation.

Participants in meetings 
or conversations are 
respectful, flexible, 
informed, and thoughtful.

All meetings are 
problem-focused and 
outcomes-oriented.

Execution is doing small things 
well.

School staff is efficient, 
competent, professional, 
and responsive.

All requests/questions 
by staff are answered 
in a timely, respectful, 
knowledgeable, and 
effective manner.
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Resource 1.4 How We Enact

Fully Enacted

Function: Leadership

• PURPOSE
Provide a coherent response to the five fundamental questions of schooling: LEARN, WORTH, 
ORGANIZE, ASSESS, and TEACH.

• FRAME
Author a narrative that explains the relationship between an instructional problem, a theory-
driven strategy for resolving the problem, and the organizational capacity to implement the 
strategy.

• CHALLENGE
Confront strongly held assumptions, beliefs, and practices about teaching and learning.

• INTERPRET
Apply theory-driven instructional initiatives to practical realities of the classroom: adopt, adapt, 
or ignore.

• LEVERAGE
Enhance prior knowledge and skills.

• ALLOCATE
Position the appropriate resources (personnel, space, time, materials, expertise) in the right place 
at the right time.

• IMPLEMENT
Link goals (purpose + frame) with objectives (challenge + interpret + leverage + allocate) to 
achieve desired outcomes.

Function: Instructional Systems: Curriculum Development

• Protocols conform to goals and content of school’s instructional worldview.
• Protocols advance the goals and methods of transformative teaching within each system.
• Protocols:

 ► Based on our agreed-upon instructional worldview:
 – What will be the source of curriculum content?
 – What knowledge is of most worth?
 – How should knowledge be organized?
 – How will we assess what students understand?
 – What pedagogies will we employ to teach our curriculum?

Function: Instructional Systems: Employment

• Protocols conform to goals and content of school’s instructional worldview.
• Protocols advance the goals and methods of transformative teaching within each system.
• Protocols:

 ► Employment process begins in a timely manner.
 ► Job descriptions exist for all positions.
 ► Process exists for screening candidates.
 ► Interview protocols exist for all positions.
 ► Process exists for verifying recommendations.
 ► Process exists for observing candidates’ performances.
 ► Process exists for determining final employment decision.
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Resource 1.4 How We Enact (continued)

Function: Instructional Systems: Mentoring

• Protocols conform to goals and content of school’s instructional worldview.
• Protocols advance the goals and methods of transformative teaching within each system.
• Protocols:

 ► Beginning teacher assignment reflects optimum working conditions.
 ► Mentor understands and has demonstrated the effective implementation of school’s instructional 
worldview.
 ► Mentor is qualified to assist beginning teacher with subject matter content.
 ► Mentor is qualified to assist beginning teacher with appropriate pedagogies.
 ► Mentor is qualified to conduct instructional conversations.

Function: Instructional Systems: Teacher Evaluation

• Protocols conform to goals and content of school’s instructional worldview.
• Protocols advance the goals and methods of transformative teaching within each system.
• Protocols:

 ► Supervisors • Are trained (Cognitive Coaching)
• Are subject matter specialists
• Have time to participate in continuous learning cycles

 ► Different Standards 
of Performance

• Expectations, Timelines, Procedures
• Novice → Expert

 ► Multiple Sources 
of Information

• Observations, Self-Assessments, Surveys (students)
• Outcomes (student products → standardized measures)

 ► Framework for Observing 
Quality Teaching

• Focus on classroom teaching (not employment duties)
• Aligns with instructional worldview
• Authored by school staff (in each subject area)
• COHERENT: purpose → discourse → activities → subject matter 

representation → products

 ► Feedback • Common vocabularies
• Continuous and timely
• Reflection on practice

Function: Instructional Systems: Professional Development

• Protocols conform to goals and content of school’s instructional worldview.
• Protocols advance the goals and methods of transformative teaching within each system.
• Protocols:

 ► Focused on student performance (not raising test scores)
 ► Teacher involvement (problem + experience + thinking)
 ► School-based (this is our problem)
 ► Collaborative problem-solving (purposeful)
 ► Continuous and supportive (duration)
 ► Requires theoretical and/ or content understanding
 ► Part of a comprehensive change process
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Resource 1.4 How We Enact (continued)

Function: Administrative Commitment

• Focus on instruction.
• Participate in training regime.
• Deeply understand instructional worldview.
• Adeptly conduct instructional conversations.
• Regularly employ purposeful approaches to problem-solving.
• Redefine state/district mandates.

Function: Organizational Commitment

• Align instructional initiatives with instructional worldview.
• Align resource allocation with instructional worldview.
• Regularly adjust resource allocation.
• Participate in implementing instructional initiatives.
• Protect instructional time.
• Limit the number and type of instructional initiatives.
• Adapt school routines to goals and content of instructional initiatives.

Function: School Discourse

• Honor diverse abilities, talents, and aspirations of student population.
• Believe that parents are making best efforts to support the goals of schooling.
• Demonstrate deep understandings of curriculum and instruction.
• Demonstrate deep understandings of contemporary educational research.
• Remain open to differing models of curriculum and instruction.
• Ensure that meetings are deliberate and focused on teaching and learning.
• Use reflection on practice to evidence a purposeful approach to problem solving.

Function: Execution

• Professional: School staff is dedicated to continuous improvement of knowledge and skills.
• Responsive: Questions, information, and services are forwarded to the proper offices and personnel.
• Competent: School staff is knowledgeable and skillful.
• Efficient: Answers, information, and services are provided in a timely manner.
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2
The Perfect Fit

Have You Left the Classroom?

All aspiring administrators reach a point in their careers when they feel they 
are ready to make the move into the main office. I possessed the right edu-
cational credentials and felt there was little left to learn in my apprenticeship 
next to the main office. As a relatively inexperienced administrator, I was sur-
prised by the number of schools that took an interest in my thin resume. I as-
sumed that my background in curriculum and instruction was the credential 
that drew attention to my application. As I advanced further in the applica-
tion process, I realized that the teams interviewing me cared little about that.

All of my interviews followed a similar script. Upon entering, I was 
handed a thick, professionally-prepared folder containing spreadsheets, 
charts, local newspaper stories, and the district’s strategic plan. I was ush-
ered into a district conference room where I was introduced to district 
administrative teams and where I heard briefly from the superintendent 
about the district’s commitment to excellence. I was asked scripted ques-
tions by a team of administrators, teachers, staff, and students. The content 
and pattern of questions sought the strategies I would employ to resolve 
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various problematic situations involving student discipline, underperform-
ing personnel, and a variety of system failures. The focus of the morning 
interview session was clearly not the substance of my responses. Administra-
tors around the conference table were most interested in whether or not 
I had made the transition from thinking like a teacher to thinking like an 
administrator. Based on the questions and scenarios I was asked to resolve, 
thinking like an administrator meant being willing and able to tell teachers 
and students what to do, how to do it, and what would happen to them if 
they did not do it (telling, allocating, and inspecting).

My experience as an assistant principal prepared me well for the morn-
ing session. Although I was never comfortable with the vocabulary and strat-
egies of telling, allocating, and inspecting, I understood perfectly well what 
the administrators seated around the conference table wanted to hear. Af-
ter the obligatory comments about diversity, collaboration, and walking the 
talk, administrators leaned forward in their chairs when I described mana-
gerial experiences that demonstrated my ability to implement programs, 
policies, and procedures. When I left the morning session for lunch, I un-
derstood the brutal reality of school administration: was I ready for the role 
of telling, allocating, and inspecting? The afternoon session would confirm 
my impression that leadership as defined in those conference rooms was 
more about implementing answers than asking the right questions.

We Need Answers

When I entered the conference room for the afternoon session, all that 
remained of the interviewing team was a small group of central office and 
building administrators. The superintendent then entered the room for 
what became the real purpose of the interview: what did I know and how 
would I address district problems that were really upsetting the school com-
munity. The problems that were presented to me fell into five categories: 
unruly student bodies, underperforming extra-curricular activities pro-
grams, underperforming academic programs, noncompliant personnel, 
or an unmanageable societal problem. Table 2.1 summarizes the problems 
the administrative teams asked me to solve. Recalling the lessons I learned 
next to the main office, I provided one or more of the following solutions 
to the problems that were posed by the administrative team: a new rule; a 
new consequence; a new program; a new system; a change in personnel; or 
a new strategy for telling, allocating, and inspecting. Along with each pro-
posed solution, I included the appropriate organizational or educational 
terminology to lend legitimacy to my response. In the case of excessive ab-
sences, I proposed a new rule and consequence for nonattendance. I added 
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to this solution the adoption of a data management program that would 
provide demographic information on students who were frequently absent 
from school. In the case of low morale, I proposed the adoption of the 
“FISH” program that would serve as a perfect introduction to my admin-
istrative interest in learning communities. I concluded my responses with 
a brief description of how I would reconfigure one or more systems in the 
school to accommodate the new rule, the new program, or the new change 
in personnel.

In each of these interview sessions, I made several attempts to move the 
conversation from talk of resources, rules, programs, and systems to talk 
of strategies to change the goals and practices of a bureaucratic model of 
schooling that was actually the root cause of these problems. Any talk of the 
shortcomings of outdated teaching methods and curriculum was abruptly 
stopped with the comment: “Our district’s instructional program is world-
class.” The administrators I sat with in district conference rooms were un-
interested in discussing the big educational goals espoused on the cover 
of their district’s public relations packet. They were only interested in the 

TABLE 2.1 Solve This Problem
Area of Concern The Problem

Unruly student bodies • Gangs
• Fighting
• Food fights
• Weapons
• Student dress
• Fan behavior
• Tardiness
• Absenteeism

Underperforming extra-
curricular programs

• Absence of school spirit
• Underperforming athletic programs
• Low student participation
• Low community support

Underperforming 
academic programs

• Low test scores
• Educating diverse student populations
• Underperforming teachers
• Lack of course offerings

Underperforming 
personnel

• Low morale
• Incompetent or burned out teachers/staff
• Low engagement with staff development offerings
• Resistance to changing traditional teaching strategies

Unmanageable social 
problems

• Drugs
• Bullying
• Difficulty accommodating diverse cultures
• Students distracted by electronic devices
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implementation of small managerial answers to the spreadsheets, policies, 
and procedures that filled that packet. It became clear to me throughout 
these interviews that my movement to the main office would largely depend 
on my ability to solve the crisis of the day and manage the contents of the 
public relations packet.

“Dr. Jones, What Do You Think About Tracking?”

Early on in the application process, I was pleased to receive several phone 
calls from superintendents inviting me to become a principal of a school 
in their districts. Although they offered financially attractive contracts, the 
types of questions they asked me in those conference rooms did not fit with 
the reasons I wanted to lead a school. I left each of these interviews believ-
ing that I had the skills to solve the managerial problems posed to me. How-
ever, I was troubled that the conversations were focused solely on the imple-
mentation of short-term solutions for what I perceived to be deep-seated 
problems with the goals and practices of institutional schooling. Although 
my interview responses offered tried and true managerial strategies, I knew 
from my experiences next to main offices that these solutions were at best 
temporary stopgap measures, and at worst, measures that would deepen 
and prolong school-wide problems. I did not want to become a principal 
to solve the consequences of a model of schooling that worked for very few 
students. I was looking for a school home where central office administra-
tors showed some hint of understanding that maybe the causes of absentee-
ism, low test scores, or anemic activities programs, might reside in organiza-
tional and instructional configurations of the schools they led.

I saw that hint of understanding in an interview process that was very 
different than the processes I had encountered so far. In this interview, 
there were no conference rooms, teams of administrators, or teams of any 
kind—just the superintendent and I sitting in his office for what he called a 
“morning chat.” After the typical questions about my background and fam-
ily, the superintendent asked me the first in a series of unusual questions: 
“Dr. Jones, what do you think about tracking?” I held strong views on the 
practice that were in opposition to the practices of most high schools in 
the area. The superintendent noticed my hesitation and the conversation 
continued as follows:

“Dr. Jones, I read your resume closely. I would think that with your 
background you would have a position on this issue.”

“I do, Dr. Smith. I believe that tracking is harmful for lower ability stu-
dents. Lower tracks, especially in a large high school like this, are filled 
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with too many worksheets and too little academic content. I would look at 
course configurations that would reduce the number of tracks in the cur-
riculum without losing the academic rigor in targeted subjects. Students 
who struggled in these higher tracks would receive the instructional sup-
port they need to succeed in upper level academic course work.”

“What do you mean by instructional support? Does that mean some 
form of pull out program?”

“No, not all. I am not a big fan of remedial programs. A better strategy 
is to design a curriculum that seeks a balance between subject matter skills 
and the concepts that make a subject meaningful. Unfortunately, the basic 
skills tracks in most schools transform the richness of an academic disci-
pline into a daily grind of worksheets, drills, and quizzes.”

“What do you think about weighted grades?”

At this point in our chat, I felt I had nothing to lose.

“I am opposed to weighted grades. Putting aside the arbitrary assign-
ment of different point values to courses, awarding more credits for higher-
level courses is based on the faulty assumption that students in upper level 
classes are working harder than students in lower level classes. In the classes 
I have observed, students in algebra are working every bit as hard as stu-
dents in AP calculus. I am not interested in designing credentialing systems 
for higher education. My focus is to design courses that truly engage all 
students in the kinds of thinking and communication listed in this district’s 
mission statement.”

“What do you think of the common core standards?”

“Dr. Smith, I am always uncomfortable with any terminology that re-
duces the interpretative goals of educating to the production goals of train-
ing. Standards work well with cars, not children. However, I do believe that 
teachers with the proper academic backgrounds know what high levels of 
performance look like in their subject areas. The low levels of thinking and 
communication in our classrooms are not caused by the lack of high subject 
matter standards—high standards have always existed in our classrooms. 
Our classrooms do not yet have a way to make those high standards mean-
ingful for diverse student bodies.”

The chat continued for about an hour with a full interrogation of my 
views on educational goals, teacher evaluation, curriculum organization, 
assessment, and models of teaching. Not one question was similar to those 
asked in the district conference rooms that were seeking short-term mana-
gerial solutions. The nature of the questions he asked me diverted my atten-
tion from how well I was performing to how well I was thinking. The other 
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indication that the superintendent and I were on the same instructional 
page was the additional educational questions he asked me as he escorted 
me to my car in the parking lot. It would take me several years in the main 
office of that school to understand that my effectiveness as an instructional 
leader was largely dependent on a perfect fit between my beliefs, values, 
and practices of schooling and the beliefs, values, and practices of school-
ing of my new superintendent.

Strong Cultures Define Values

Conflicts and misunderstandings over the goals and processes of schooling 
are the source of weak school cultures. Instead of a single-minded pursuit of 
a coherent strategy for improving student achievement, weak school cultures 
waste large amounts of time, energy, and resources on trying to make collec-
tive sense out of confused understandings of what goals schools should be 
pursuing and managerial sense out of the confused implementation of or-
ganizational and instructional initiatives. Superintendents begin the school 
year extolling the educational goals listed in school mission statements—criti-
cal thinking, child-centered; which are largely ignored in school buildings 
pursuing real world institutional goals—accreditation, high test scores.

All school cultures are developed around a continual contest between 
the goals and methods found in school mission statements and the goals 
and methods mandated in national and state policy documents. Mission 
statement goals play into the strengths of instructional leadership : educate, 
facilitate, and coach. Institutional and policy goals play into the strengths 
of instructional management : tell, allocate, and inspect. Any hope of chang-
ing a school culture will quickly evaporate in school districts where central 
offices want their new principal to manage. Developing and implementing 
a strong instructional culture requires a shared instructional identity be-
tween district visions and building practices.

New school leaders committed to the role of instructional leadership 
should listen carefully for the right fit between the instructional leadership 
role they desire and the role that district level administrators expect them 
to play. When new school leaders enter new superintendents’ offices to sign 
their contracts, they must know that the educational vision at the top of the 
organization is fully committed to the instructional practices at the bottom 
of the organization. Months before their first day, new school leaders must 
be confident that their bosses in the central offices are on the same cultural 
page they will be on in the main office.
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3
The Central High Way

T H E  S I T U AT I O N :

“Who is in charge of curriculum and instruction?”

The main office I walked into on the first day was hurriedly preparing 
for student registration. Before I could unlock the door to my new of-

fice, Mary, my new secretary, asked me if I could take time to meet with a 
teacher about his teaching assignment for the coming school year.

“Go ahead Mary, set up an appointment.”

“Dr. Jones, Mr. Silver said that it is urgent that he see you today. He is 
seated in the reception area.”

“Mary, just give me a few minutes.”

I walked into an office with an overflowing inbox, call slips covering the 
top of my desk, and multiple lights blinking from two phones next to my 
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desk. Before I could even clean off my desk for my meeting with Mr. Silver, 
the Director of Guidance walked into my office.

“Dr. Jones, welcome to Central High. Just an FYI, we are having major 
problems with the student schedules that were printed out this morning.”

“Bill, can it wait until this afternoon?”

“Well, we are already past the deadline to rerun the schedules. The 
business department has already started running payroll. The payroll run 
typically takes two days. Registration begins on Thursday.”

“I will come over in half an hour.

I went out into the reception area to greet Mr. Silver.

“Dr. Jones, I know I should be talking to my department chair, but Mark 
(the department chairperson) will not budge on this matter. For the last 
10 years, I taught honors level American history. Next year, Mark assigned 
me two honors classes, two regular classes, and one Introduction to Social 
Studies class. When I questioned my assignment, Mark said he wanted to 
spread course assignments more evenly amongst new and senior teachers. 
That is not how things are done at Central High. Seniority has always been 
the main criteria for course assignments.”

“Mr. Silver, let me talk with Mark before I make any decisions on this 
matter.”

“Dr. Jones, I know this is your first day on the job, but I want a decision 
today. I have been getting the run around on this issue for 2 weeks. I want 
to have this whole matter resolved before I leave school today. If I don’t 
receive an answer today, then I’m going to the union.”

I walked into the guidance director’s office in the middle of a heated 
exchange over a request to change a student’s schedule:

“Jeff, you can’t drop a course now. The deadline for dropping courses 
was in March. There are no exceptions. Even if I dropped this course, there 
is no guarantee I can fit a new course into your schedule without rearrang-
ing the schedule you signed off on in March. At this point in the registra-
tion process, your schedule is locked in.

After lunch, I chaired the first meeting of my new administrative team. 
I went around the conference table asking each member of the team for 
a summary of his or her administrative responsibilities. For the next hour, 
I listened to team members describe the particulars of keeping hallways 
clean, making sure buses arrived on time, and enforcing the school disci-
pline code. At the end of the hour, I asked members of the administrative 
team who was responsible for supervising the instructional program.
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“Well, Dr. Jones, the department chairpersons pretty much handle 
that. Most of us do not have the subject matter backgrounds to be of much 
help to teachers. Even if we had the background, our administrative duties 
leave us with little time to deal with curriculum and instruction.”

“Who evaluates teachers?”

“Dr. Jones, that is a contractual matter. Each of us is assigned a certain 
number of teachers to evaluate each year. We use the Danielson model. The 
contract requires that we evaluate only half of the staff each year. We usually 
begin evaluating teachers after the holiday break. All evaluations must be 
completed before the March board meeting. I think we would all admit that 
it is a real challenge to complete all those write-ups in 2 months.”

Before leaving school on my first day in the main office, I walked over 
to the data processing office to get a better idea how the scheduling process 
worked at Central High.

“Bob, I’m Alan Jones, the new principal. I understand from the guid-
ance department that we are experiencing some problems with student 
schedules.”

“Dr. Jones I have been doing this job for a long time. I wrote the sched-
uling program from scratch. Two principals and three superintendents 
before you have commended me on the performance of the scheduling 
program.”

“Bob, when you complete the first run of the program, how many stu-
dents have complete schedules?”

“I would say approximately 75% have complete schedules. The remain-
ing 25% are hand scheduled.”

“Bob, hand scheduling a school of this size must be very labor intensive.”

“It is, Dr. Jones. In fact, on the first day of school only about 80% of our 
students have complete schedules.

“What happens to the other 20%?”

“They sit in the guidance office for the first few days of school until one 
of the counselors can straighten their schedule out.”

Listening Tour

I spent the first 3 weeks at Central High sitting in department offices, ad-
ministrative offices, the teachers’ lounge, the faculty cafeteria, and attend-
ing a number of school events. In each of these venues, I listened to how the 
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school community talked about Central High. The themes that emerged 
from those conversations are summarized below.

Teacher Talk

Teachers were most concerned with the organizational and community 
obstacles to achieving classroom goals. They began conversations with the 
assumption that they were all superior educators. They ended their con-
versations with the lament that their teaching skills could not be fully en-
acted until administrators and parents were ready to provide the proper 
human, organizational, and material resources to support their efforts in 
classrooms. The most frequent “if only” requests of the teachers at Central 
High centered on reduced class sizes, more planning time, and the swift 
removal of disruptive students. Even if these wishes were granted, teachers 
at Central High believed that the working-class community they served was 
unable to provide the necessary academic habits to match the achievement 
levels of neighboring upper-class communities.

There was little social or school spirit talk from the teachers at Central 
High. For the most part, they were able to wall off their classrooms from 
the extracurricular diversions of high school. What little professional talk 
I heard focused on managerial matters—scheduling and allocation of ma-
terials—and negative critiques of yearly staff development programs. The 
only semblance of a coherent educational philosophy was the school-wide 
belief that equated quality teaching with idiosyncratic teaching practices. 
Every Central High teacher I talked with recounted a story of a colleague 
with a special technique or personal trait that motivated even the most re-
calcitrant student.

An unexpected theme that emerged in teacher work areas was an al-
most missionary commitment to creating an inclusionary environment for 
our growing Hispanic population. The teachers I talked with appeared to 
see no contradiction between their expression of inclusionary ideals and 
their exclusionary instructional practices, which penalized Hispanic stu-
dents for their weak language skills, poor academic preparation, and er-
ratic attendance.

Administrative Talk

Administrators were most concerned with finding enough time to per-
form their assigned managerial duties. Administrators felt that they had 
little control over their calendars. Their daily “to do” lists were continually 
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being disrupted by an unhappy parent, an unhappy teacher, an unruly stu-
dent, an underperforming system, or an unexpected crisis.

Although each administrator on my team expressed frustration with 
finding the right balance between managing interruptions and managing 
job responsibilities, every administrator possessed the organizational and 
interpersonal skills to do both well. There was no mention of instructional 
leadership in any of these administrative conversations. The administrative 
team I inherited viewed themselves as problem solvers and implementers. 
What went on in classrooms was rarely on their daily “to do” lists. The fires 
they put out were seldom extinguished for long.

Department Talk

Similar to members of my administrative team, department chairper-
sons lamented the lack of time to complete managerial duties. All depart-
ment chairs were upset with the lack of administrative support for what 
teachers cared most about: small class sizes, more planning time, and strict-
er enforcement of the discipline code. Added to these structural frustra-
tions were tiny budgets that left no money for quality staff development 
opportunities. Concerns about class size brought out real emotion in these 
conversations. Every department chairperson was upset with what they per-
ceived as a steady rise in class enrollments: “Dr. Jones, it is almost impos-
sible to give the kind of individual attention our students require when you 
have thirty or more students in your class.”

Except for the repeated concern with large class sizes and the worth-
lessness of staff development programs, there was no mention of the quality 
of teaching in their departments or how subject matter was treated in their 
departments. The responses I received from the few questions I asked about 
curriculum and instruction indicated that all the department chairpersons 
believed their instructional programs were in good shape. They viewed 
their administrative roles as managerial: preparing budgets, purchasing 
materials, allocating materials, inventorying materials, and maintaining the 
facility. In the course of our conversations, I determined that three of the 
twelve department chairpersons lacked the knowledge and skills to assume 
the instructional leadership role in their department.

Support Staff Talk

Support staff was most concerned about finding the right balance be-
tween performing their assigned job responsibilities and responding to the 
continual interruptions of teachers, parents, and students. All support staff 
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believed that being responsive to the school community was their number 
one priority. At the same time, however, they worried that these interrup-
tions were compromising their ability to perform their assigned operational 
duties in a timely and accurate manner. The other concern, which was only 
voiced after some prompting, was the challenge of responding profession-
ally to teachers, parents, and students who were rude and abusive.

Parent Talk

Parents were most concerned about whether their child would find his 
or her place in such a large high school. In the words of one parent: “I 
don’t want my son to become a number.” They felt that the best strategy for 
“not becoming a number” was to join an extracurricular activity that would 
develop a unique talent, ability, or interest. Few parents felt that our aca-
demic program could serve as a vehicle for developing a personal identity. 
Parents were most proud of residing in a school community that supported 
the number and kinds of facilities in and around our school: a small prac-
tice gym, a large performance gym, a dance studio, a fitness center, a media 
center, a multitude of computer labs, a field house, a swimming pool, a 
greenhouse, a large football stadium, and state of the art science labs. No 
parent commented on the quality of teaching or singled out any particular 
department or program for academic excellence.

A New Vocabulary for Central High

Listening to your school community is the prescribed managerial strategy 
for newly hired school leaders. The managerial script for these listening 
sessions recommends that the demeanor of the administrator remain non-
judgmental and positive. The administrator’s responses should demon-
strate a nodding agreement with the beliefs and opinions offered by school 
community members and should encourage the community to elaborate 
on their feelings about the school. I entered these conversations with a very 
different script. When I worked next to the main office, I learned that an 
organization pays a high cultural price when it considers all viewpoints to 
be legitimate inputs to the what, why, and how of schooling.

A school culture forms around a pattern of behaviors that reflects what 
leaders say and what leaders do. School leaders articulate the purposes of 
their schools through written and verbal communications. These commu-
nications convey a leader’s values to the school community and indicate 
how to realize those values in the daily operations of the building.
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Although I was not in my office long enough to enact formal policies 
and procedures that would support a particular definition of a strong in-
structional culture, I used those first weeks of school to articulate goals and 
values that would serve as the foundation for a new vision for Central High. 
What follows are sample exchanges with school community members that 
transpired during the weeks before the start of school. Each exchange con-
tains an instructional and organizational vocabulary that defined why I was 
there, what I believed, what I valued, and how I intended to enact my goals, 
beliefs, and values. After several years in the main office, I was reminded 
each day, both in words and actions, of how significant my initial responses 
were in redefining the purpose of Central High.

Mr. Silver

“Mr. Silver, I am opposed to using seniority as the sole criteria for course 
assignments. Not knowing all the details of the assignment, I support the 
efforts of your department chairperson to spread workloads evenly between 
new and senior teachers. So, in response to your request, I expect you to 
teach the courses Mark has assigned. I am more than open to discussions 
with the union on what we know about the relationship between teacher 
experience and student achievement.”

The Guidance Director

“Bill, I know you are under a lot of pressure to get schedules out on 
time. My goal for next year is to develop a registration process that will 
provide our students with the best possibility for a quality educational ex-
perience. That means we have a process in place that has the flexibility to 
address the changing circumstances of the students we serve.”

The Data Processing Manager

“Bob, I realize that I am new to your program and the registration pro-
cess here, but having only 80% of our student body with complete sched-
ules falls far short of what I would expect at this point in the school year. 
The scheduling programs I have worked with have the ability to provide 
95% percent of the student body with a completed schedule before the 
school doors open. Bob, we will make changes to the current scheduling 
process to ensure that the only students sitting in the guidance office on 
the first day of school next year will be recent transfers to the district.”
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Teacher Talk

“How well students achieve at Central High is wholly dependent upon 
on the quality of daily classroom instruction. It is my responsibility to de-
liver the organizational and pedagogical tools to provide our student body 
with an instructional program that is both interesting and intellectually en-
gaging. While I understand the challenges posed by the diversity of our stu-
dent population, I strongly believe that we can design curriculum and teach 
in a way that provides all of our students with meaningful ways of making 
sense out of the world around them.”

Administrative Talk

“It is clear to me that the exemplary condition of this building and the 
high quality of services we offer members of the school community are a testi-
mony to the managerial skills of the team members seated around this table. 
I believe that a well-managed building is the foundation of a quality instruc-
tional program. Ultimately, however, we are judged not on how clean the hall-
ways are, but how well our students perform academically. I know all of you 
seated in this room believe you do not have the time or expertise to supervise 
the academic program. But I firmly believe that the sole reason for occupy-
ing an administrative office is to lead and supervise our school’s instructional 
program. I am presently working on a reorganizational plan that will optimize 
both your managerial and subject matter expertise. I can assure you that I will 
not place any of you in a position where you do not have the knowledge, skills, 
or time to comfortably perform the role of instructional leader.”

Support Staff Talk

“The responsiveness of our support staff has impressed me most about 
this school. The public perception of how well this school runs largely rests 
with staff seated outside of main offices. I understand your frustration with 
the inability to finish a job laying on your desks. But those jobs are not 
what make this school special. What makes this school special is how school 
community members are treated in front of your desk. I will not tolerate a 
community member being rude or abusive to a staff member, but the only 
administrator charged with dealing with disrespectful behavior is me.”

Parent Talk

“I agree with you that the size of a large high school can be intimidating 
for students. I intend to create classroom and extracurricular experiences 
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that honor the diverse abilities, talents, and interests of the students that 
come through our school doors each day. I have made a special point to my 
entire staff that knowing their students well, and responding to parent con-
cerns, are our biggest instructional priorities. We know that students learn 
best in environments where they are known, respected, and cared for.”

Why Are We Here?

A school culture is defined as much by what is left unsaid as by what is said. 
The Central High community expressed practical concerns related to the 
condition of the building, the amount and quality of resources available to 
faculty and staff, and having more time to fulfill their job responsibilities. 
The only comments that could be interpreted as a stated educational value 
were parents’ fears over their son or daughter becoming lost in a large high 
school and teachers’ fears over perceived threats to their professional au-
tonomy. No comments addressed the educational goals written into Central 
High’s mission statement:

 ◾ “Life-long learner”
 ◾ “Critical thinker”
 ◾ “Understanding and compassion for others”
 ◾ “Courage to act upon beliefs”
 ◾ “Caring and creative environment”
 ◾ “ The social, emotional, physical, intellectual development of 

the child”
 ◾ “Communicate effectively”
 ◾ “Deep learning”
 ◾ “Working collaboratively”

While school mission statements are specifically designed for inspira-
tion, not elaboration, they do provide the answer to the essential question 
all cultures ask of themselves: “Why are we here?” Central High’s mission 
statement provided answers to this essential question. These answers, how-
ever, remained disconnected from the organizational and instructional 
routines of Central High. My meeting notes documented vocabularies and 
practices completely detached from the goals and values expressed in Cen-
tral High’s mission statement. Page after page in my notes reflected talk 
of resources, facilities, administrative support, technology, time, class sizes, 
and discipline codes. My notes made no mention of organizational configu-
rations or instructional routines that would nurture “deep learning” or the 
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“courage to act upon beliefs” or “critical thinking” or a “caring and creative 
environment.”

The all-important connection between “why we are here” and “what we 
do” only occurs when school leaders participate with faculty in a process of 
embedding goals and values in the daily workings of main offices and class-
rooms. If pursued in a purposeful manner, vague expressions of education-
al goals and values become codified in discourse patterns, in organizational 
configurations, and in classroom practices. Throughout my listening tour, 
I began the informal process of using vocabularies, describing practices, 
and supporting principles that would redefine the Central High way. My 
intention in each conversation was to both disrupt accepted goals, values, 
and practices and offer an alternative educational vision for Central High.

Why We Are Here

“I agree that a well-run building is important, but not the purpose of 
your job. Our job is to develop a quality instructional program.”

“I agree that we should pay attention to how students are doing on 
standardized tests. But I strongly believe that if we offer students a mean-
ingful curriculum and quality instruction, the test scores will take care of 
themselves.”

What We Believe

“I agree that knowing facts is important, but facts without a concrete so-
cial context become meaningless lists to be memorized, tested, and quickly 
forgotten.”

“I agree that homework is important, but the failure to hand in home-
work often reflects a weak preparation for the assignment rather than a 
student’s unwillingness to complete the assignment.”

What We Value

“I agree that one of our primary jobs is teaching students to be respon-
sible. The question becomes how one defines responsibility. Is it inventing 
punishments for not following orders or is it teaching processes for decid-
ing upon meaningful courses of action?”

“I agree that reading research would appear to be a low priority when 
considering all that we have to accomplish during the school day. The 
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learning we accomplish during the day, however, is largely determined by 
our latest understandings of how children learn.”

What We Do

“I agree that open-ended discussions are difficult to manage, but such 
discussions generate the kind of discourse that is the source of critical 
thinking.”

“I agree that cutting classes is a problem. In addition to looking for 
better strategies for catching and sanctioning class-cutting, we need to take 
a hard look at how well our curriculum is serving the diversity of interests, 
abilities, and talents of our student body.”

The formal translation of educational goals and values into organiza-
tional and instructional realities took place in my opening day comments 
to the faculty. Opening day talks are traditionally a mixed assortment of 
mission statement jargon (“world-class thinkers”), the mandate of the day 
(“race to the top”), the program of the day (learning communities), and 
the goal of the year (raise test scores). Having sat through these talks as a 
teacher, opening day visions usually come across as an incoherent mix of un-
defined goals, failed programs, foreign mandates, and unrealistic achieve-
ment goals. I decided to dispense with any mention of goals or programs 
or mandates or techniques. I replaced “new initiatives talk” with values talk: 
“Why we are here.” My appeal to the philosophical side of schooling was 
designed to change Central High’s conversation from one focused on tasks 
and functions to one focused on goals and values. My message was a simple 
one to understand, but difficult to implement: before doing things right, 
we must understand whether we are doing the right things.

The presentation itself lasted 10 minutes (see Resource 3.1). The nar-
rative I authored translated the noise of mandates, programs, policies, and 
mission statements into six pedagogical and organizational values: teach-
ing, learning, performance, professionalism, collaboration, and implemen-
tation (see Resource 3.2). For each value, I described how the school or-
ganization would enact the value and my responsibility for translating that 
value into an organizational and classroom reality. I knew that my words, 
especially talk of educational values, would require some form of organiza-
tional application to begin the process of connecting valued ends of school-
ing to instrumental means of schooling. I decided that there was no better 
way to operationalize a new vision for Central High than reworking the 
opening day’s agenda. Last year’s agenda was dominated by meetings and 
presentations focused on achieving compliance with state mandates. The 
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means of achieving these institutional goals was the introduction of a new 
software package that would document compliance with state mandated 
testing goals. The agenda did not allocate time for teachers to prepare 
their classrooms for the first day of school or to communicate with each 
other about subject matter goals and content. The not so subtle message 
conveyed in last year’s opening day agenda was the unimportance of what 
teachers do and the importance of what administrators do.

The opening school agenda I designed reversed the priorities of last 
year’s agenda. Instead of a focus on managerial goals, this year’s agenda 
focused on what teachers do (see Resource 3.3). Each activity in the open-
ing day agenda was designed to enact the goals and values of a new vision 
for Central High (see Table 3.1). Teachers were given the time and venues 
to talk about curriculum and prepare their classrooms for the first day. De-
partment chairs were given the managerial tools to enact their new roles 
as instructional leaders. Administrators were put on notice that teaching 
matters most at Central High.

Walking to my car at the end of opening day, the social studies depart-
ment chair commented to me: “Well, that was certainly a different start to 
the school year.” I asked him what was different about it.

TABLE 3.1 A New Vision for Central High
Value Position in Opening Day Resource Activities

Teaching Opening Day Address Resource 3.1 “Teaching matters most”

Opening Day Agenda Resource 3.3 2 hours classroom 
preparation

Learning Opening Day Address Resource 3.1 “Relationships matter”
What knowledge is of most 

worth?

Curriculum Inventory Resource 3.4 How should knowledge be 
organized?

Performance Opening Day Address Resource 3.1 “What we control”

Professionalism Opening Day Address Resource 3.1 “Competence matters”

Curriculum Calendar Resource 3.5 Determine gaps between 
program goals and course 
offerings

Collaboration Opening Day Agenda Resource 3.3 Department meetings
Subject matter meetings

Implementation Opening Day Address Resource 3.1 “Doing small things well”

Curriculum Calendar Resource 3.5 Curriculum review cycle
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“Well, Al, for better or worse, the staff knows what you care about and 
where you are headed.”

“What could be worse about that?”

“My department feels good about what you care about, but are some-
what concerned about where you are headed.”

“Where do they think I am headed?”

“Into the classroom.”

“Dr. Jones Being Dr. Jones”

Parents and school boards are willing to give wide latitude to changing a 
school’s instructional culture of teaching and learning as long as the basic 
services offered are delivered in a professional, responsive, competent, and 
efficient manner. Changes to instructional routines are quickly overshad-
owed by poorly functioning organizational routines: “Why is my daugh-
ter sitting in the guidance office for 2 hours on the first day of school?” I 
learned from my experience next to the main office that when opening day 
arrives, parents want to be assured that their sons and daughters board the 
right bus, have the right schedule, have enough money for lunch, have help 
finding the right rooms, and have lockers that work. I focused my attention 
on the six building systems that were essential for addressing those open-
ing day concerns of parents and students: transportation (buses), lunches 
(food services), lockers (facilities), finding rooms (administration), and 
schedules (guidance and data processing). I looked for four qualities in 
each system that would determine how parents and students would talk 
about their first day at school:

1. Did system operators deliver services in a timely and professional 
manner?

2. Did system operators possess the requisite knowledge and skills to 
optimize the outcomes of the system?

3. Did system operators work cooperatively with other building systems?
4. Did the system evidence continuous improvement?

A negative response to one or more of these performance questions 
meant, for me, that this system might become the topic of first day house-
hold dinner conversations. Four of the six systems I surveyed possessed all 
of the qualities that would make parents and students feel good about their 
first day of school. Two systems were operating well below what I consid-
ered quality performance. I was particularly concerned with a scheduling 
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software program that lacked the capacity and sophistication to handle the 
variety and volume of student course requests. The data processing man-
ager and head of the guidance department appeared to be satisfied with us-
ing personalized off-line programs to hand schedule long lines of students 
waiting at their doors on the first day of school. The peculiarities of the 
off-line scheduling programs produced large numbers of class imbalances, 
large numbers of wrong course assignments, and large numbers of students 
wandering the hallways. I was not highly concerned about the inadequacies 
of a software program. That was fixable. However, it would not be easy to 
fix a culture that appeared to be comfortable with delivering schedules that 
were late, inaccurate, and incomplete.

My approach to the poor performance of these systems was partly ra-
tional and partly emotional. The rational component was composed of an 
ad hoc process that reoriented how staff thought about and enacted their 
job responsibilities. In long hours spent sitting in the data processing office 
and the guidance suite, I modeled habits of thought and methods of imple-
mentation that required staff members to examine the what, why, and how 
of the systems they managed (see Figure 3.1). The theme of every office 
conversation was organizing inputs, tasks, and job sequences in ways that 
would best meet the performance expectations of the school community 
we served. Sometimes that meant adding or modifying an input, sometimes 

Doing Small
Things Well

(G)
Redesign

(A)
Aims of
System

(B)
Goals of
System

(C)
Input

(D)
Tasks

(E)
Sequence
of Tasks

(F)
Feedback

Professional
Responsive
Competent

Efficient

Figure 3.1 Doing small things well.
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that meant rearranging tasks, sometimes it meant adopting a new proce-
dure, and sometimes it meant retraining staff. For each modification, I doc-
umented the realignment between the system’s aims, goals, and functions 
of the targeted service (see Resource 3.6).

While the system redesign of Central High’s data processing office 
provided the necessary procedures for complete and accurate student 
schedules, the right procedures alone were not sufficient to change the low 
performance expectations of staff members. Unlike the rational planning 
model I employed to make the student scheduling process more efficient 
and responsive, I entered the main office with no formal understandings 
of how to raise the concern level of faculty and staff. An unplanned pattern 
of behavior emerged out of those first weeks in the main office, named by 
one staff member as “Dr. Jones, being Dr. Jones.” Being Dr. Jones, in the 
eyes of the staff I worked with in those opening weeks of school, meant be-
ing present, being demanding, being supportive, and being persistent. My 
personal formula for changing both the hearts and minds of faculty and 
staff included the following:

 ◾ the disposition to challenge comfortable organizational routines,
 ◾ the capability to provide the necessary resources to improve the 

performance of systems, and
 ◾ the persistence to stay in offices until the system did small 

things well.

Although I could not know how faculty and staff were thinking about 
the redefinition of the Central High way, I did hear faculty and staff using 
new vocabularies to describe the operations of the building and classroom 
instruction. I could also point to tangible products of Dr. Jones, being Dr. 
Jones : no lines in the guidance offices, no students wandering hallways, and 
no inaccurate information on staff computer screens. When I first walked 
into Central High, I encountered a data processing and guidance depart-
ment that valued compliance over service, routines over performance, and 
tradition over innovation. Two months later, staff members in both depart-
ments were making a genuine effort to be more professional, responsive, 
competent, and efficient. As I moved through the next 90 days, I would 
return again and again to a managerial routine that included the essen-
tial habits of doing (see Table 3.2). Resource 3.7 specifies the changes to 
the data processing system that were implemented in the first months of 
school. Each change to a system function answered an essential question 
of doing.
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Strong Cultures Change Conversations

How administrators, teachers, and staff talk about their jobs signifies how 
they perform their jobs. In most schools, administrators, teachers, and staff 
have three distinct conversations. The first conversation is procedural talk 
aimed at enforcing rules to bring some semblance of certainty to environ-
ments populated by the uncertainties of children and adolescents. When 
rules fail to bring the level of conformity expected by teachers and staff, 
conversations turn accusatory. Blame conversations begin with the phrase, 
“if only,” and end with requests for more support, more resources, more 
rules, or more time. The third conversation, which rarely transpires in main 
offices and teacher workplaces, occurs when administrators and teachers 
reexamine deeply held beliefs, values, and assumptions about teaching, 
learning, and institutional schooling. These reflective conversations begin 
with questions, not answers.

Central High’s conversations followed the same pattern found in most 
schools: the conversations began with procedural concerns related to the 
management of resources, time, and rules. Each procedural conversation 
ended with an “if only” request. In those first weeks of school, I participated 
in a number of conversations that offered the opportunity to counter the 
managerial vocabulary of rules, programs, and resources with a reflective vo-
cabulary of goals, methods, and responsibilities. Reflective conversations 
were closely followed up with managerial moves that translated values into 
modes of professional practice. Mr. Silver will teach an introduction to so-
cial studies class (professional). The guidance director will change student 
schedules (implementation). Students will not be waiting for their schedule 
on the first day of school (implementation). Teachers will receive an hon-
est critique of classroom instruction (performance). Administrators will 
become instructional leaders (teaching and learning). Teachers will spend 

TABLE 3.2 Essential Habits of Doing
Habit Essential Question

Clarity of purpose What level of service do parents and students expect?

Right people on the bus What knowledge and skills do system operators need to 
deliver expected level of service?

Appropriate resources What materials, expertise, and organizational arrangements 
are required to deliver expected level of service?

Success criteria How will we know we are delivering expected level of service?

Administrative involvement What must I learn about this system to support the 
implementation of expected level of service?
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opening day focusing on classroom instruction (teaching). School staff will 
make sure the first day of school will be uneventful (implementation).

None of these managerial moves alone results in a school-wide cultur-
al conversion. Changing a school culture is a gradual process that begins 
with a changed conversation and ends, years later, with the substance of 
those conversations fully enacted in main offices and in classrooms. The 
elaboration of the norms of the new culture is created on a firm founda-
tion of vocabularies and practices that clearly define what a faculty stands 
for, what a faculty values, and how a faculty performs. A new school leader 
must lay that foundation early—in the first 100 days. The following chapters 
describe a series of administrative moves carried out in the first 100 days 
that cemented cornerstone beliefs, values, and practices into the cultural 
foundation of the new Central High way.

Resources

Resource 3.1 Opening Day Talk

• The community we serve
• State and national mandates
• The reform movement of the day
• Media

What we do not control

• Our instructional worldview
• Who we employ
• How we train teachers
• How we mentor teachers
• How we evaluate performance
• How we develop curriculum

What we do control

My obligation to you and the students
of this school is to provide teachers with
the instructional systems to develop
and implement what we determine to
be our definition of quality teaching.

Value: Teaching Matters Most

What I Believe My Goal
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Resource 3.1 Opening Day Talk (continued)

• Unfortunately, the tired comment that “in high school
 we teach subjects, not students,” still remains the
 Achilles’ heel of secondary teaching.

• Students are not solely intellectual machines waiting
 for information to be poured into their minds. They are
 also social beings wanting respect and emotional beings
 wanting autonomy. Without our students having the
 feeling of being known and being in control, our
 intellectual goals will not gain any traction in our
 classrooms.

How do children learn? My obligation to you and the students
of this school is to develop a school
environment that teaches students first
and subject matter second.

Value: Relationships Matter

What I Believe My Goal

• As all of you know, the profession of teaching has been
 under siege from a number of private and public groups
 that have questioned the overall competence of the
 profession.
• Unfortunately, legislative bodies have translated these
 unsubstantiated claims into mandates that attempt to
 control the vocabulary, methods, and knowledge base
 of our profession.
• Our ability to provide students with quality instructional
 programs requires that we control the what, why, and
 how of our profession.

What is a professional? My obligation to you and the students
of this school is to protect your
classroom from unschooled ideas
about teaching and learning and to
maintain performance standards that
define our profession.

Value: Competence Matters

What I Believe My Goal

• Since arriving at Central High, I have been most
 impressed with how quickly and professionally our
 support staff responds to requests from various school
 community members.
• The public’s perception of a good school is how quickly
 a phone call is returned, how clean a building is, how
 well a student is known, and how clearly information
 is communicated.

How do we serve the community? My obligation to you and the students
of this school is to provide teachers with
the instructional systems to develop
and implement what we determine to
be our definition of quality teaching.

Value: Doing Small Things Well Matters

What I Believe My Goal
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Resource 3.2 What We Value

Values Talking Frame Expectations Accountability

Teaching Matters most Continuous improvement Teacher evaluation

Learning Social–Emotional–
Intellectual

Optimize diverse abilities, 
talents, interests

What students produce

Performance Pursuit of excellence Narrow gap between 
best practice and 
classroom realities

A purposeful approach to 
staff development

Professionalism Reflection on practice Acknowledge and 
address performance 
gaps

Professional growth 
plans

Collaboration Intelligent participation Respectful, flexible, 
informed, and thoughtful

Valued contributions

Implementation Doing small things well Efficient, competent, 
professional, and 
responsive

School community 
feedback

Resource 3.3 Opening Day Agenda

8:00–8:30 CafeteriaCoffee and rolls

8:30–9:00 Thomason
Auditorium

Message from the
Superintendent

“Meeting Performance
Goals”

Agenda in my file cabinet

9:00–9:30 Message from the
Principal

“Common Core
Standards”

9:30–11:30 Dr. Susan Johnson

“Data-Driven Teaching”

8:00–8:30 CafeteriaCoffee and rolls

8:30–9:00 Thomason
Auditorium

Determined
by

department

Message from the
Principal

“What is a Good
School?”

My opening day agenda

9:00–9:30 Review and Revision
of Building Procedures

9:30–10:30 Department
meetings

• Mr. Chavez:
 Dean’s office
• Ms. Jefferson:
 Guidance
• Ms. Samuels:
 Special Education
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Resource 3.3 Opening Day Agenda (continued)

11:30–12:30 CafeteriaLunch

12:30–2:00 Thomason
Auditorium

Team
Meeting
Rooms

Dr. Susan Johnson

“What Did We
Learn Today?”

Agenda in my file cabinet

2:00–2:30 Dr. Ernest Wilson

“How to Collect and
Report Data in the

Classroom”

3:00 Dismissal

2:30–3:00 Content Area
Team Meetings

“Curriculum Mapping”

10:30–11:30 Individual Classroom
Preparation

11:30–1:00

Determined
by

department

Lunch on your own

My opening day agenda

1:00–2:00 Subject Matter
Team Meetings

“Curriculum
Inventory” and

Review of Curriculum
Calendar

2:00–3:00 Individual Classroom
Preparation

3:00 Dismissal

Resource 3.4 Curriculum Inventory

Department: Date:

Course Sequence 
(Number)

Goal(s) 
(Vocational, Civic, 

Academic, Personal 
Development)

Big Ideas, Big 
Questions, Themes, 

and Concepts Performance Tasks
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Resource 3.5 Curriculum Calendar

April–
November

Is there a gap between present course offerings and:

• The Lifestyles of our student body?
• Social, Economic, and/or Political changes in our 
 community?
• Contemporary scholarship in area of study?
• State and National policies related to program areas?
• The Instructional Worldview of Central High?
• Valued Ends of Schooling?
• Fundamental Questions of Schooling?

Month

• To examine gaps
 between program
 goals and course
 offerings

December–
January

Central High Curriculum Committee Review

School programs will provide Central High Curriculum Committee
with the following information:
 1. Catalogue description
 2. What programs gaps are being addressed
 3. How will these course changes address identified 
  program GAPS?

• To develop
 curriculum
 proposals that
 reflect GAPS in
 courses of
 study.
• To provide
 feedback on the
 content and
 format of course
 proposals.

Goals Tasks/Questions

February Board of Education Curriculum Template

• Description of proposal
• Rational for proposal
• Course Description
• Number of credits awarded
• Prerequisites
• Capital and operating costs to support proposed changes
• Impact of proposal on other programs

• Department
 chairpersons
 meet with
 school
 administration
 to write
 curriculum
 proposals for
 Board of
 Education.

March • Board of
 Education
 Review
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Resource 3.6 System Redesign

Component System Redesign

A AIMS Services that would make our school community member feel good about this 
school: Pupil Personnel Services, Building and Grounds, Transportation, Food Services

B GOALS Standard of performance that school community members expect from this 
service: timely, accurate, appropriate, complete, feasible

C INPUTS Required services to meet school community expectations: processes, tools, 
personnel, materials location, budget

D TASKS Functions required to perform to school community expectations: procedures, 
routines, methods

E SEQUENCE Order of functions to perform to school community expectations: stages, phases, 
steps

F FEEDBACK School community responses to system performance: surveys, complaints, 
observations, performance indicators (e.g., due dates, benchmarks, budgets)

G REDESIGN Adjustment of aims, goals, inputs, tasks and sequence to resolve gaps between 
actual performance of the system and school community expectations for 
performance of the system
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Resource 3.7 System Redesign Data Processing

System: Data Processing Date:

Function  
and Timeline Performance Goals Plan of Action

Personnel
Days 1–45

Acquire knowledge and skills to 
manage new scheduling program

• Write performance improvement plan
• Enroll in training program
• Monitor completion of performance goals

Materials
Days 1–45

• Revise all forms for registration and 
scheduling

• Revise all forms for development of 
master schedule

Review, edit, and revise forms for 
registration, scheduling, and development 
of master schedule

Tools
Days 1–20

Align scheduling program with 
registration–master schedule calendar

Purchase new scheduling program

Processes
Days 1–60

• Align data processing calendar with 
new scheduling program

• Align data processing calendar with 
registration program

• Revise master schedule calendar
• Revise registration calendar
• Revise scheduling calendar
• Revise curriculum development calendar
• Pilot master scheduling program

Location
Days 1–45

Design collaborative learning 
environments

Move data processing facility to office 
space adjacent to pupil personnel services

Budget • $45,000 • Program purchase
• Annual maintenance
• Conversion, Installation, and configuration
• Training
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4
Bad Habits

T H E  S I T U AT I O N :

Walking tour, day one

My attention to the essential opening day systems paid off. After the 
tardy bell rang on the first day of school, there were no lines in the 

guidance office, no students in the hallways, and no parents standing in 
the main office. With the closing of classroom doors, I now had the op-
portunity to directly observe Central High’s instructional culture in action. 
I spent the next few weeks of the school year walking hallways, peering into 
classrooms, supervising common areas, and sitting in teacher work areas.

“I Need Some Coffee”

On the morning of my first walking tour, I noticed a teacher leaving 
her first period classroom with a coffee cup in her hand. She looked up at 
me, pointed to the coffee cup, and silently mouthed, “I need some coffee.”
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Reading a Newspaper

At the beginning of third period, I observed a teacher sitting at his desk 
reading a newspaper while watching a baseball game on the classroom TV 
monitor. When I stopped at the door for a closer look, the teacher jumped 
up from his chair and proceeded to walk around the classroom.

Locked Door Policy

In the middle of fourth period, I found a student on the verge of tears 
standing outside his classroom. The student sheepishly told me that he was 
locked out of his classroom. I knocked on the door of the classroom. The 
teacher who answered the door looked impatiently at me while he stated 
his locked door tardy policy.

“Go, Cats”

At the end of fifth period, I heard the intercom system click on. For 
the next five minutes, classrooms listened to the activity director’s spirited 
announcement of the theme and planned activities for this year’s home-
coming week. The announcement ended with a recording of lion roaring.

Cafeteria Duty

At the beginning of sixth period, I entered a large cafeteria with 
600 students streaming into food lines. For the first 5 minutes of the pe-
riod, I was the lone adult in the cafeteria. After 10 minutes of a 25 minute 
lunch period two teachers joined me. One of the teachers left before the 
end of the period. When the lunch period ended, I walked with students 
through hallways that were void of adult supervision.

Bus Duty

At the end of the school day, I walked outside the building to assist 
with bus supervision. Standing in the bus-loading zone, I was the lone adult 
supervising over one thousand students streaming onto buses. While I was 
running up and down the bus lane helping students locate their buses, I 
observed my entire administrative team seated in the dean’s office for what 
appeared to be an end of the day chat session. When one of the deans no-
ticed me on the front lawn, the entire team rushed out of the front door as 
the buses departed.
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A Tale of Two Cultures

All schools have a unique feel to them. After a week of walking hallways, 
looking into classrooms, and supervising common areas, I would charac-
terize the student body as relaxed, friendly, and respectful. Similar to the 
student body, I found a teaching staff that was relaxed, friendly, and re-
spectful. While there was a nice hometown feel to the Central High way, 
the laid-back attitude of administrators, teachers, and students revealed a 
lack of passion and singularly of purpose that is the foundation of a strong 
instructional culture. While the relaxed attitude of staff and students was 
an issue, I was more concerned about a set of beliefs and practices that 
were in direct opposition to the values I announced at the beginning of 
the school year. Tables 4.1 and 4.2 summarize a tale of two school cultures: 
the bureaucratic culture of the Central High way and the learning culture 
of a redefined Central High way. Schools with bureaucratic orientations 
value rules, procedures, compliance, and documentation. Schools with 
strong learning orientations value principles, frameworks, reflection, and 
performance. Walking through hallways, peering into classrooms, talking 
with teachers and administrators, and participating in the normal routines 
of a day at Central High, I beheld a school with a strong bureaucratic cul-
ture. Although I had announced a different set of values on opening day, 

TABLE 4.1 The Central High Way
Value Beliefs Principle Practice

Teaching We are all superior 
teachers

You don’t bother me 
and I won’t bother 

you

Drive-by evaluations

Learning Listening, taking 
notes, being quiet, 
and doing well on 

tests

Remove or fail non-
compliant students

Strong discipline code 
and strong special 

education program

Performance Is solely dependent 
on the amount 
of support from 

administration and 
community

We need more of . . . Small class sizes

Professionalism Should honor the 
distinctive behaviors 

of faculty

Teaching is an art, 
not a science

Drinking coffee in 
classrooms & locking 

students out of 
classrooms

Collaboration Should be more 
bottom-up than 

top-down

All theories, ideas, 
practices, and 

participants are equal

“Gotcha” faculty 
meetings
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the process of redefining the school culture began in real time with my 
responses to a series of bad cultural habits that I encountered during my 
walking tour.

Walking the Talk

Coffee Break: Response to Teacher in Hallway

“Ms. Lofton, putting aside the potential liabilities incurred when leav-
ing a class unattended, we were asked by faculty to enforce the rule prohib-
iting students from bringing food and beverages into the classroom. Justify-
ing that rule to students becomes difficult when teachers model a different 
set of expectations.”

Coffee Break: Response to Union Representative

“Dr. Jones, it has come to my attention that you now have a rule against 
drinking coffee in the classrooms?”

TABLE 4.2 Redefining the Central High Way
Value Beliefs Principle Practice

Teaching Quality teaching 
comes from a 

purposeful process of 
reflection on practice

Knowledgeable 
feedback is essential 
for improving your 

craft

Continual observation 
and coaching

Learning Is developing 
knowledge and 
skills to expand 

perceptions of the 
world

Organizational 
and instructional 

routines are flexible, 
experimental, and do 

no harm

Engaging curriculum 
and pedagogy

Performance Is solely dependent 
on closing the gap 
between intentions 
and achievements

Observed and 
documented 

relationship between 
ideal models of 

teaching/learning 
and classroom 

realities

Professional 
development plans

Professionalism Ability to articulate 
and share the 
rationale for 

classroom pedagogies

Provide time, space, 
materials, and 

expertise for peer 
coaching and teaming

Learning 
communities

Collaboration Achieving a balance 
between agency and 

authority

What gaps exist 
between beliefs and 

evidence

What → Why → How
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“No, Jim, I haven’t sent out any rule on coffee drinking in classrooms. 
I merely reminded Ms. Lofton of the level of professionalism I expect from 
teachers when they enter their classrooms.”

“So, I assume, Dr. Jones, that you believe having a cup of coffee in the 
classroom is unprofessional.”

“Yes, Jim, I would define leaving a classroom unattended and drinking 
coffee in front of students as unprofessional.”

“Dr. Jones, are you going to write-up Ms. Lofton?”

“No, Jim, I expect a conversation amongst professionals is sufficient.”

Student Locked Out of Classroom

“Dr. Jones, you appeared upset with my tardy policy.”

“Mr. McGrath, I directed Mr. Lopez to work with you on some strategies 
for addressing tardiness.”

“Dr. Jones, so you have a problem with my policy.”

“Mr. McGrath, public humiliation, whether working with adults or stu-
dents, is never an effective discipline strategy.”

“I have used this strategy for years and found it very effective. In fact, 
some of my colleagues have copied the strategy.”

“Mr. McGrath, let me be clear: under no circumstances is locking a 
student out of a classroom an effective strategy for tardiness.”

“Are you going to send out a memo on the practice?”

“No, I will continue with the assumption that all of us in the building 
are on the same page when it comes to how we treat students.”

Teacher Reading Newspaper

“Dr. Jones, I know this note you sent me is about what you observed in 
my classroom today. First, I want you to know that the students were work-
ing on a review sheet at their desks. In my role as head baseball coach I was 
just checking on local scores in the newspaper.”

“Mr. Johnson, when students are completing worksheets at their desk 
the appropriate instructional strategy is guided practice. That strategy re-
quires that you walk around the room monitoring student understandings 
of the lesson objective. The information you gather in this guided practice 
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mode would assist you in making a decision on whether to re-teach the ob-
jective or move on to the next learning objective.”

“So, Dr. Jones, if I understand what you are saying, there would be no 
time a teacher would be seated at their desk.”

“Mr. Johnson, I am uncomfortable with absolutes, but it would be dif-
ficult for me to think of how a teacher seated at their desk could actively en-
gage students. I would add that under no circumstances should a teacher be 
reading a newspaper or watching a baseball game while a class is in session.”

“Dr. Jones, I can assure you that I rarely sit down in my classes. I also 
apologize about the TV and the newspaper.”

“Before you leave, Mr. Johnson, I just have a comment about your extra-
curricular duties. While I support a strong extracurricular program, please 
understand that the district has employed you to teach first, and coach 
second. Your professional responsibility to the district is to continually im-
prove your teaching skills. If for any reason your coaching responsibilities 
interfere with your teaching responsibilities, I would strongly recommend 
that you rethink how you are meeting your extracurricular responsibilities.”

Intercom Announcements

“Tom, I understand that one of your jobs is raise school spirit. I also 
appreciate the high levels of participation in our extra-curricular program. 
However, I believe that instructional time is sacrosanct. With the exception 
of emergency announcements, there will be no intercom announcements 
during the school day. We have allocated 10 minutes at the beginning of 
second period for public address announcements. Beyond that, there will 
be no other classroom interruptions during the school day.”

“Dr. Jones, we always make some announcements at the end of sev-
enth period for changes in times and places for after school activities and 
practices.”

“Tom, seventh period class is as important as first period class. I will 
work with the athletic and activities staff to refine their scheduling systems 
so there is no need to make those last minute changes that concern you.”

Administrators in Main Office

“Al, we all feel bad about what happened at the buses today. We also 
heard that you were doing cafeteria duty. Supervising these areas had never 
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been a big deal with Dave (the former principal). But we know it is a big 
deal with you.”

“Matt, it is a big deal to me. Maintaining a safe school environment is 
the number one priority for me. Without teachers and students feeling safe, 
nothing happens academically. I know all of you have a lot of demands on 
your time during the school day, but no tasks should decrease our visibility 
in commons areas.”

“I would like you to work up a schedule for supervising hallways, the 
cafeteria, bus duty, and for home and away athletic events. Include me in 
whatever schedules you make. At our next faculty meeting I plan to address 
the hallway supervision issue.”

“Al, that is a touchy issue with our faculty.”

“I know, Matt. But I believe that maintaining a safe learning environ-
ment is everyone’s business.”

“I agree, Al. We have been too relaxed in that area. That will change. 
By the way, you should know that your coffee policy is all over the building.”

“I suppose my new policy on reading newspapers in classrooms is out 
there also.”

“Oh, yes, it is. That was really stupid. But what really has everyone shak-
en up is your comment about teaching first, coaching second. A lot of our 
coaches don’t see it that way.”

“Matt, our primary job is what happens in classrooms, not what hap-
pens on football fields.”

Faculty Meeting: Supervision of Hallways

“As you know, I have made several changes to meeting schedules with 
the goal of increasing the amount of time you have for planning, working 
with students, and calling parents. I am currently reviewing all school-wide 
forms to decrease the amount of time you spend on managerial duties. 
But there is an area of responsibility that concerns me. Rarely in my walks 
around the building have I observed an adult presence in hallways or com-
mon areas. I know that this has not been a priority in the past, but school 
safety is my number one priority. Adult supervision plays a central role in 
maintaining a safe and orderly environment. I have already directed Matt to 
draw up a supervision schedule for administrators that will place the entire 
administrative team in hallways, cafeterias, and campus areas throughout 
the school day. But administrators alone cannot make this building safe—
we need your help. I am requesting that faculty make every effort to stand 
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in hallways before and after class. I also have asked department chairper-
sons to draw up some form of supervision schedule for bathrooms in their 
departmental areas. However, I believe that the students in your classroom 
should always come first. When you get caught up working with a student 
before or after class, your priority should be working with that student. If 
we all work together on this, there will be more than enough adults in the 
halls to cover other teachers working with students in their classroom. I will 
put out a more detailed memo on supervision responsibilities tomorrow.”

Up Close and Personal

After a week of walking through hallways and looking into classrooms, I 
was troubled by a pattern of bad instructional and organizational habits 
that went unnoticed and unaddressed by building administrators. In the 
impromptu conversations that developed from my encounters with the 
Central High way, it became clear to me that my administrative team saw 
nothing wrong with what I defined as sloppy instruction and sloppy man-
agement. The red flags that were so visible to me in hallways and office 
conversations were invisible in Central High’s main office. As the week 
progressed, I learned the futility of efforts to change building cultures 
from main offices and auditorium stages. While my opening day agenda 
was mildly appreciated, I only sensed real changes in the Central High way 
when administrators and teachers observed what I attended to: teaching, 
learning, professionalism, performance, and implementation. The weeks I 
devoted to talking to administrators and teachers in hallways, in classrooms, 
and in offices provided me with the perfect venues for translating the values 
of a strong instructional culture into the performance of those values in 
main offices and in classrooms. For the remaining 100 days I developed the 
habit of positioning myself in the school organization where I was able to 
personally redefine the bad habits of the Central High way.

Founding Father

From the looks in hallways and comments from my administrative 
team, it appeared that directly confronting bad professional and instruc-
tional habits got everyone’s attention: “you really shook the faculty up with 
your feelings about drinking coffee in classrooms.” I learned from my ear-
ly confrontations with cultural bad habits that authoring a new vision for 
Central High would be a continual process of identifying bad professional 
habits, articulating the values of a strong instructional culture, and embed-
ding those beliefs and values into the daily organizational and instructional 
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routines—connecting the culture dots. Identifying and articulating values 
are symbolic acts—they get people’s attention. Embedding strong instruc-
tional values into daily organizational and instructional routines requires 
managerial moves that reconfigure the goals and methods of the systems 
that administrators supervise. The poor performance of the data process-
ing manager offered me the first opportunity to officially embed the goals 
and values of a strong instructional culture into the organizational routines 
of Central High.

The proposal for redesigning the data processing system was unani-
mously approved by the board of education. Although the board was con-
servative when it came to capital outlays, I was fortunate to write a pro-
posal that resonated with a number of board members: “Dr. Jones, I’m glad 
that someone in this administration has finally recognized that we have a 
problem with student scheduling.” I was also fortunate to find a consultant 
whose theoretical and practical knowledge of student scheduling programs 
made her just the right person to provide an objective evaluation of our 
current scheduling program. The consultant spent two weeks studying our 
school’s program, questioning me on the goals I wanted to achieve with 
student scheduling, and questioning our data processing manager on the 
day-to-day operations of the program. The final draft of her report found 
both the software and hardware of the scheduling program unable to per-
form the scheduling functions I outlined for her in our first meeting. I 
asked her for a timeline for installing a new scheduling program for the 
coming school year.

“Dr. Jones, if your proposal is approved within the next two months, 
you will have no problem installing a new program for the coming school 
year. It will be tight, but it is doable. My only concern at this point is how 
amendable your data processing manager will be to the installation of the 
new program. From my experience with software conversions, the success 
or failure of a software conversion is entirely dependent on the cooperation 
of the data processing director.

“Sarah, he has assured me that he is on board with this change.”

“That is good news.”

The good news was short-lived. Within weeks of the board approving 
the new scheduling program, the consultant was in and out of my office 
requesting that I intervene in disputes between her team and Bob over the 
conversion process.

“Sarah, I need you to be honest with me. What is going on upstairs?”
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“Dr. Jones, it is not my role to become involved in personnel matters. As 
I said to you when this process began, a smooth conversion process requires 
that all personnel involved in the process be flexible, knowledgeable, and 
trainable. After two weeks into this project, we have not received the level of 
cooperation my team requires to implement the scheduling program you 
purchased from our company.”

I spent the next two days in and out of Bob’s office questioning him about 
details of the conversion process. I thought that my daily presence in his office 
would send a strong message that I expected his full cooperation throughout 
the entire implementation of the new scheduling program. In each of our 
conversations, it became clear to me that Bob had no intention of cooperating 
with the consultant nor did he see any value in the new scheduling program. I 
was unprepared for a situation where an administrator on my team would be 
opposed to providing students with schedules that were accurate, delivered in 
a timely manner, and most importantly, could be adjusted on daily basis. After 
several more days of fruitless negotiations with Bob, I carried my frustration 
into the superintendent’s office. While acknowledging that Bob was a difficult 
person to work with, he was reticent in making any personnel changes in the 
data processing office. I presented him with a series of personnel moves that 
would remove Bob from his office without adding personnel.

“Al, there are a lot of moving parts to your plan, but I think it could 
work. Before you go ahead with the plan, would you take a couple of days to 
think through all your options for implementing the new program. Maybe 
we could hire an assistant to bring Bob up to speed or we might consider 
keeping the consultant on until the program in fully operational. It’s your 
call Al. I’m just cautioning you on the impact Bob’s transfer will have on 
the faculty. Teachers like Bob. They view him as the founding father of data 
processing. There is no doubt in my mind that his removal will have some 
effect on morale. But again, the board likes what you are doing and will 
support whatever decision you make.”

On my drive home that night, I reconsidered the options for the imple-
mentation of the new scheduling program (see Resource 4.1). All of the op-
tions for keeping Bob in his current position placed comfortable routines, 
longevity, and collegiality above performance, professionalism, and execu-
tion. Maybe there was some middle ground between these two sets of values. 
My early morning meeting with Bob the next day would certainly be more 
comfortable with some compromise strategy for improving the operations 
of the data processing office. There was no doubt that the superintendent 
and board would be more comfortable with a plan that maintained Bob in 
his position as data processing manager. What is the middle ground between 
comfortable organizational routines and performance; between longevity and 
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performance; between collegiality and execution? Thinking over my first con-
versations with students in the guidance office, with Bob in data processing 
office, and with the consultant in my office, I decided there was no cultural 
middle ground: I either adapted to the Central High way or faculty and staff 
adopted a new vision for Central High. Removing Bob from data processing 
was the first official administrative move to redefine the Central High way.

“Dr. Jones, Bob is Ready to See You”

My experience next to the main office taught me that the best strategy 
for this dismissal meeting was to deliver, as briefly as possible, the decision 
that Bob was no longer the data processing manager—which I did. What 
followed was Bob’s expected rationale for why my decision was wrong: the 
program he wrote was superior to the “bells and whistles” of the new pro-
gram; I was too “young and inexperienced” to fully understand the conse-
quences of my decision; the future of the district would be jeopardized by 
a general disrespect for “long service to the district;” and the Central High 
way was working, “why fix something that isn’t broken?” I knew better than 
to try to reason with Bob over his dismissal. I knew it was best to sit quietly, 
listen, and thank Bob for his long service to the district—which I did.

After the door to my office was slammed shut, I replayed in my mind 
all the conversations that had transpired in the first weeks at Central High. 
I kept searching for administrative strategies that would offer a middle 
ground between the educational ideals expressed in Central High’s mission 
statement and the bad organizational and instructional habits I was observ-
ing in offices and classrooms. My final conversation with Bob symbolized a 
school culture that had, for too long, become comfortable with a middle 
ground culture that valued mediocrity, self-interest, and carelessness.

The question still remained: was the emotional and professional tur-
moil created by Bob’s transfer worth the organizational and instructional 
goals I was pursuing? The answer to that question arrived at the end of a 
week of acrimonious conversations with the cafeteria manager over her re-
fusal to change the practice of publicly identifying students with free lunch 
privileges. After offering several strategies she could use to both maintain 
the dignity of students and, at the same time, efficiently move cafeteria 
lines, I asked her to see me the next day with her preferred strategy. Later 
that day, she approached me on cafeteria duty: “Dr. Jones, I see your point 
about publicly embarrassing students in lunch lines. Your new way of docu-
menting free lunch service is a good one. We will start tomorrow.”

School cultures become defined by a consistent and coherent pattern 
of administrative decisions that align with a valued end of schooling. While 
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Bob took great pride in his programming skills, he saw little value in de-
signing a program that delivered accurate schedules to students on the first 
day of school. The cafeteria manager took great pride in quickly moving 
students through lunch lines, but saw little value in hiding the identities of 
students enrolled in our free and reduced lunch program. One office val-
ued stability over service and the other office valued efficiency over respect. 
In the middle of the turmoil of attempting to close the values gaps in both 
offices, Dick, one of my assistants, commented to me: “Al, this whole thing 
with Bob is getting messy. Why don’t you just leave it alone?” If values are 
left alone, the culture will not change. The transfer of Bob and the con-
frontation with the cafeteria manager were difficult personnel encounters. 
Both actions, however, along with the bad habits I addressed in walks down 
Central High hallways, were strong signals to the faculty and staff on what 
values supported a strong instructional culture and what values would no 
longer be a part of Central High’s offices and classrooms.

Strong Cultures Enact Values

Words alone do not define a school culture. How those words are enacted 
in main offices, classrooms, and hallways defines the beliefs and values an-
nounced from auditorium stages. In the first weeks of school, a new school 
leader must be present in times and places to articulate and enact the val-
ues of a new vision for Central High:

 ◾ Opening day agendas redefined the primary functions of Central 
High—teaching and learning.

 ◾ Drinking coffee was redefined as unprofessional.
 ◾ Reading newspapers during instruction was redefined as not 

teaching.
 ◾ Intercom announcements were redefined as an inappropriate 

use of instructional time.
 ◾ Supervision of common areas was redefined as optimizing learning.
 ◾ Generating accurate student schedules in a timely manner was 

redefined as an organizational norm.

New school leaders understand that listening tours, walking tours, and open-
ing day talks are largely symbolic responses to the bad habits of an entrenched 
school culture. The chapters that follow describe a series of organizational and 
instructional situations that provide a new school leader with the opportunity to 
translate symbolic responses to bad cultural habits into tangible demonstrations 
of the beliefs, values, and practices of a strong instructional culture.
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Resource

Resource 4.1 The Faculty Thinks Highly of Bob

Option 1 Upside Downside

• Keep Bob
• Keep old 

scheduling 
program

• No change to faculty/staff morale
• No board requests for additional 

monies
• No development of new procedures 

and training regimes

• Reaffirmation of the Central High way
• Adjustments to system will continue 

to deliver schedules that are inac-
curate and late

• No ability to develop alternative 
schedules to accommodate innovative 
approaches to teaching and learning

Option 2 Upside Downside

• Keep Bob
• Purchase new 

scheduling 
program

• No change to faculty/staff morale
• Possible improvements to responsive-

ness of student scheduling program

• Reaffirmation of the Central High way
• Bob degrades the scheduling options 

of new program
• Failure to learn the new program re-

sults in unforeseen scheduling glitches
• No ability to develop alternative 

schedules to accommodate innovative 
approaches to teaching and learning

Option 3 Upside Downside

• Keep Bob
• Hire assistant
• Purchase new 

scheduling 
program

• No change to faculty/staff morale
• Possible optimization of all compo-

nents of the new scheduling program
• Bob becomes a passive observer or 

engaged partner

• Reaffirmation of the Central High way
• Bob undermines the efforts of his new 

assistant
• Continual refereeing of disputes over 

goals, methods, and outcomes of new 
program

• Conflicts in office result in unforeseen 
scheduling glitches

• Conflicts in office offer no time for 
experimenting with alternative sched-
uling programs

Option 4 Upside Downside

• Remove Bob
• Hire new data 

processing 
manager

• Purchase new 
scheduling 
program

• New program achieves goals of 
doing the small things well: student 
schedules are accurate and delivered 
in a timely manner

• The development of alternative 
schedules to accommodate innovative 
approaches to teaching and learning

• Development of training regimes 
that educate staff on the values and 
procedures embedded in the new 
scheduling program

• Affirmation of a new vision for 
Central High

• Faculty/staff morale drops: perceived 
threat to Central High way

• Board requests for additional monies 
for new scheduling program and 
training
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5
We Are All Superior Teachers

T H E  S I T U AT I O N :

“We appreciate your interest in our instructional program”

To: All Faculty

From: A. Jones

Subject: Classroom Observations

In the next two weeks, I will visit all classrooms at Central High. I have 
attached my visitation schedule. Please feel free to drop me a note if the 
time and date of my visitation will not work for you. Depending on my 
schedule, I will try to reschedule for another date.

“Jim, before I send this memo out, I want you to read it over and tell me 
if there are any contractual problems with my visitations.”

“Dr. Jones, let me say that this would be a first for our faculty. Rarely do 
we see administrators in classrooms this early in the school year. Typically, 
classroom observations begin in February. Do you intend to document what 
you observe?”
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“No. My only intent is to get a feel for the instructional program. Would 
you like me to add a sentence about the informal nature of the visitations?”

“No, that will not be necessary. Speaking for the association, we appre-
ciate your interest in our instructional program. I am confident that in the 
next two weeks you will find that all teachers at Central High are superior.”

Central High Teaching Script

Jim was wrong. Not all teachers at Central High were superior teachers. The 
Central High teaching script consisted of teachers spending most of their 
time standing in front of the classroom telling students facts and procedures 
and students spending most of their time sitting at their desks taking notes 
or completing worksheets. On Fridays, most of the time was taken up with 
a test, a game, or watching a video (Figure 5.1). Central High teachers were 
comfortable with instructional routines that valued conformity over novelty, 
memorization over conceptual understandings, recitation over critical think-
ing, and entertainment over academic engagement. Rarely did I observe a 
classroom lesson that demonstrated a pedagogy designed to develop the 
types of knowledge and skills listed in Central High’s mission statement: active 
and creative minds, sophisticated understanding of content and disciplinary 
skills,the courage to act on beliefs, intellectual independence and risk-taking, 

Central High’s
Instructional

Culture

Concerns
Interruptions

Discipline
Missing skills

No time
Class size
Parents

Absenteeism

Language
No talking

Correct–Incorrect
Passing–Failing
Pay attention

Practice
Any questions

Values
Procedural Competence

Being on time
Following directions

Work completion
Classroom routines

Silence

Materials
Desks

Textbooks
Overhead Projector

Review Sheets
Notebooks/Looseleafs

Grade books

Standard
Practices
Bell ringer

Review homework
Assign
Recite

Review Sheets
Tests/Quizzes

Figure 5.1 Bureaucratic teaching.
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and active participation in a democratic society and global community. In the 
course of discussing the lessons I observed, teachers at Central High, for the 
most part, were under the impression that their lessons were achieving one or 
more goals expressed in Central High’s mission statement: “Dr. Jones, did you 
notice the amount of critical thinking that was going on in my lesson?”

While I felt good about the general academic preparation of the Cen-
tral High’s teaching force, the teaching script followed by most faculty was 
not designed to prompt the high levels of thinking that teachers said were 
occurring in their classes. I did observe a few teachers who were enacting 
lessons designed to develop the 21st century thinking skills listed in state and 
national standards. Sitting in these pockets of excellence, I observed varia-
tions on students listening to all sides of well-thought argument over a real 
world social, economic, or political problem; identifying relevant facts in the 
discussion; supporting claims with reputable evidence; and willingly discard-
ing a claim that in the words of one student, “just wasn’t making much sense.” 
Although the teachers in these pockets of excellence exhibited a wide range 
of personalities and intellectual styles, they all shared one thing. Each had 
an instructional worldview that was comfortable with an instructional script 
that closely aligned with a pedagogy (Figure 5.2) that fostered the level of 
thinking, discussion, and student work products that administrators talk a lot 
about at conferences, but are rarely seen in classrooms.

A New Vision
for Central High
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Time–Space

Expertise
Integrity of content

Flexibility
Innovation vs. Routines

Language
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intepretation?
What are your findings?
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What can you improve

upon?

Values
Conceptual understandings

Opportunity to learn
Time management
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Focus on meaning

and practice

Materials
Work stations

Interactive media
Field experiences

Laboratories
Databases
Journals

Standard
Practices

Present problem
Collect data

Structured inquiry
Model

Experiment
Perform

Figure 5.2 Transformative teaching.
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Pockets of Incompetence

My thoughts about the expansion of these pockets of excellence through-
out the building were crowded out by the other reality I observed in my 
classroom visits: pockets of incompetence. Before beginning my 2-week 
visitation schedule, I developed a rudimentary catalog of teaching behav-
iors that represented different levels of classroom performance. I based 
this catalog on the assumption that mastering the highly refined talent of 
transformative teaching depends on the ability to perform certain routine 
teaching tasks of bureaucratic teaching. At the end of 2 weeks of observa-
tions, I tabulated the number of teachers at each performance level (see 
Resource 5.1). Given the methodological shortcomings of the catalog, I felt 
I had a rough approximation of the effectiveness of Central High’s teach-
ing force. Most of the teachers at Central High were able to demonstrate 
satisfactory performance of the fundamentals of bureaucratic teaching. Al-
though the lessons in these classes were uninspiring, the knowledge trans-
mitted was accurate, the knowledge was logically organized, the activities 
aligned with the lesson objective, and the classroom climate evidenced a 
general respect for the teacher and fellow students. There were ten teach-
ers who were unable to perform one or more of these basic teaching func-
tions. From the brief conversations I had with some of these weak teachers, 
it appeared that they were unaware that their classes were poorly informed, 
poorly organized, and poorly managed. These teachers responded immedi-
ately to the slight mention of a problem in the class with a commentary on 
the decline in educational standards or the challenges of educating diverse 
student populations. The laments were quickly dismissed with a comment 
about how proud they were to be a part of such a high quality faculty.

When I completed my 2-week visitation schedule, I reviewed the per-
formance evaluations of each weak teacher I observed. Four of the teachers 
were last evaluated five years ago. Six of the teachers were evaluated in the 
last 2 years. Each teacher evaluated in the last evaluation cycle received ex-
cellent or superior rating. Listed below are some representative comments 
written by the supervisors conducting the evaluations:

 ◾ “Super-teaching.”
 ◾ “We are fortunate to have a teacher of your quality on our staff.”
 ◾ “Hope you consider entering our mentoring program.”
 ◾ “Loved the energy in your room.”
 ◾ “As always, it is a joy to visit your classroom.”
 ◾ “Would you consider leading an in-service workshop next year?”
 ◾ “A magical lesson.”
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The form that supervisors used at Central High (see Resource 5.2) was 
not designed for evaluating the performance of effective teaching behav-
iors. Setting aside the criteria that have nothing to do with effective teach-
ing (4, 11, 13, 20, 22, 23, and 25), the list of remaining indicators provided 
supervisors with no vocabulary or teaching criteria that would connect the 
research on effective teaching with what supervisors were observing in class-
rooms. Central High’s teacher evaluation form was designed for the effi-
cient implementation of observation procedures written into the teacher’s 
contract. Checking off 25 easily observable teaching behaviors provided 
Central High administrators with the ability to complete 40 or more evalu-
ations within a contractually prescribed time period. The efficiency of the 
process was speeded up further with no requirement for a written analysis 
of the strengths and weaknesses of the lesson or questioning the disconnect 
between the educational goals expressed in Central High’s mission state-
ment and what teachers were enacting in their classrooms.

The instructional culture I inherited was not new to me. Central High 
classrooms represented a familiar set of instructional beliefs, values, and 
practices that support the goals, beliefs, and practices of bureaucratic 
schooling (see Figure 5.1). School administrators like this orientation be-
cause it is easy to manage. Teachers like this orientation because it upholds 
a set of comfortable teaching routines. Students like the orientation be-
cause it allows them “to do” the routines of schooling without reaching 
for the goals of schooling. Transformative teaching (see Figure 5.2), on 
other hand, orchestrates a pattern of teaching methods and activities that 
create classrooms designed to achieve the educational goals written into 
the Central High mission statement: critical thinking, creativity, concep-
tual understandings, collaboration, productive citizenship, and effective 
communication. School administrators dislike this orientation because it 
requires nuanced understandings of curriculum and instruction. Teachers 
dislike this orientation because it pushes them beyond comfortable teach-
ing routines. Students dislike this orientation because learning becomes 
their responsibility.

While the pedagogical differences between bureaucratic teaching and 
transformative teaching are significant, the language, values, and concerns 
that characterize the talk, the behavior, and attention of two contrasting 
instructional regimes are more important from a cultural standpoint. The 
pedagogy of bureaucratic schooling fosters a vocabulary of compliance, 
adherence to procedures, and concerns over discipline. The pedagogy 
of transformative teaching fosters a vocabulary of empowerment, adher-
ence to principles, and concerns over expertise. Each instructional regime 
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makes very different demands on how teachers and students are expected 
to perform, both in and out of the classroom.

Changing Central High’s bureaucratic teaching script into the type of 
transformative teaching I observed in Central High’s pockets of excellence 
would entail two processes. An interpretative process that redefined the 
beliefs, values, and concerns that now supported the Central High teaching 
script and, at the same time, a learning process that provided teachers with 
the time, space, materials, and expertise to intelligently experiment with 
ambitious instructional strategies. At this point in the school year, I lacked 
the managerial tools and organizational configurations to join with faculty 
in making collective sense out of transformative approaches to teaching 
and learning (Table 5.1). What I did accomplish with my brief journey into 
Central High’s instructional culture was gaining the recognition by the fac-
ulty that I was serious about a core value I expressed on the opening day 
of school: teaching matters most. In the next weeks and months of school, 
I would look for opportunities to translate the generalities of what matters 
most at Central High into a tangible representation of that value in action. 
I did not have to look far. All the opportunities for changing Central High’s 
instructional culture lay in a box underneath my desk.

Strong Cultures Define What Matters Most

In the first weeks of school, new school leaders are busy dealing with the con-
tents of inboxes on top of their desk. There is little or no time to deal with 
the contents of a cardboard box they keep kicking underneath their desk. 

TABLE 5.1 Collective Sensemaking
Interpretive Process Learning Process

• Disrupting normative understandings of 
an instructional problem;

• Introducing new vocabularies, theories, 
and practices governing an instructional 
problem;

• Explaining and modeling new 
vocabularies, theories, and practices in 
teacher workspaces;

• Becoming a participant in instructional 
conversations around problems evolving 
out of the implementation of a new 
pedagogy.

• Providing time, expertise, and materials 
to experiment, interpret, and practice a 
new pedagogy;

• Providing safe spaces for teachers to fail 
with a new pedagogy;

• Providing venues where teachers clarify 
and challenge habits of teaching;

• Making available the technical and 
logistical support for teachers struggling 
with a new pedagogy.

Source: Reprinted by permission of Publisher. From Jones, A. C., Becoming a Strong 
Instructional Leader: Saying No to Business as Usual, New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Copyright © 2012 by Teachers College Press, Columbia University. All rights reserved.
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Inboxes on main office desks contain materials for managing a school. Box-
es underneath main office desks contain materials for purposing a school 
(Table 5.2). Administrators working from inboxes on top of their desk look 
for documentation of institutional goals (attendance), surface representa-
tions of the reform initiative of the day (completing curriculum alignment 
form), and efficient management of classroom materials (textbook inven-
tories). Administrators working from boxes underneath main office desks 
look for documentation of educational goals (curriculum proposals), ac-
curate representations of ambitious teaching (teacher evaluations), and full 
enactment of instructional systems (staff development, curriculum develop-
ment, employment, mentoring, and teacher evaluation).

Early on in the school year, new school leaders need to focus their at-
tention on values that will define why we teach and how we behave. In the 
case of Central High, a new school leader concentrated on establishing 
the definitions of professional behavior and performance: doing the inbox 
functions well. At some point in establishing standards of performance and 
professionalism, new school leaders turn their attention to the box under-
neath their desks. What our new school leader discovers in the cardboard 
box underneath his desk are two folders that documented the status of 
Central High’s instructional program: one folder contained Central High’s 
teacher evaluation plan, the other contained unread teacher evaluations. 

TABLE 5.2 From What Box Are You Working?
Inbox Box Underneath the Desk

• Purchase orders
• Budget allocations for coming school year
• Grant proposal
• Agenda for meeting with United Way 

representatives
• Bids for locker replacements
• Agenda for athletic conference meeting
• Time sheets
• Agenda for Strategic Planning Session
• Protocol for state testing program
• Agenda for district cabinet meeting
• Agenda for Booster Club meeting (swim 

team)
• Fire drill memo
• Employee Assistance Program memo

• Teacher evaluation plan
• Curriculum proposal for bilingual 

program
• Last year’s subscription to American 

Research Journal (unread)
• Last year’s teacher evaluations (unread)
• Last year’s grade distributions by teacher 

(data processing)
• Last year’s media use by teacher (media 

center)
• Last year’s discipline referrals by teacher
• Last year’s special education staffing 

report
• Teacher evaluation schedule
• Five-year curriculum review cycle memo
• One book from Central Office: Good to 

Great by Jim Collins (unread)
• One DVD from Central Office: Take Ten: 

10 Minute Leadership Lessons for Teams 
(still in original packing)
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The teacher evaluation plan consisted of a one-page list of teaching be-
haviors that an administrator could check off after a brief classroom visit. 
There were no requirements for pre-conferences or post-conferences, no 
requirements to analyze the lesson, and no requirements to recommend 
substantive changes to a teacher’s instructional repertoire. What recom-
mendations were added to the one-page document were gratuitous com-
ments that fostered the belief that all teachers at Central High were supe-
rior. Central High’s teacher evaluation system represented the unspoken 
bargain between administrators and teachers: “You don’t bother me, and I 
won’t bother you.”

The documents piled high in the box underneath the desk represented 
the beliefs, habits, and practices of an instructional culture that paid little 
attention to an outdated and uninspiring teaching regime. A new school 
leader’s early entry into classrooms signaled to faculty the new reality of 
Central High’s teaching culture: the managerial bargain between teachers 
and administrators was over. No longer would the documents placed into 
main office inboxes dictate the purpose of Central High. The essential ac-
tivity of Central High would now be located in the documents lying under-
neath main office desks.

The first weeks of school provide little opportunity for new school 
leaders to develop the political or professional authority to unilaterally 
challenge and redefine the beliefs, values, and practices of an entrenched 
school culture. The instructional leadership options new school leaders are 
left with are symbolic instructional moves and managerial adjustments to 
weakly performing instructional systems: the dismissal of the “founding 
father” of Central High. The few administrative tools available to a new 
school leader in those first months of school, however, can dramatically 
widen when an unexpected event blindsides a main office.
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Resources

Resource 5.1 Departmental Performance Levels

Department Teachers
Transformative 

Teaching
Bureaucratic 

Teaching Incompetence

Foreign Language 6 3 3

Music 3 2 1

Business 5 5

Special Education 4 4

Bilingual Education 4 3 1

Mathematics 14 8 4 2

English 16 9 7

Social Science 16 5 8 3

Science 12 4 6 2

Counseling 10 3 6 1

Physical Education, 
Health, Drivers’ 
Education

16 6 10

Drafting 2 2

Shops 3 3

Home Economics 3 2 1

Art 2 1 1
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Resource 5.2 Central High School Observation Report

Indicators of Effective Teaching
1 = Satisfactory, 2 = Unsatisfactory, 3 = Not Observed 1 2 3

 (1) Demonstrates knowledge of subject matter

 (2) Demonstrates enthusiasm for subject matter

 (3) Uses district curriculum materials

 (4) Follows district lesson plan format

 (5) Motivates students

 (6) Uses technology

 (7) Achieves a high level of student engagement

 (8) Applies discipline fairly and equitably

 (9) Connects with students

 (10) Redirects off-task behavior

 (11) Reflects learning theme of the month on bulletin boards

 (12) Instruction is “bell-to-bell”

 (13) Posts state standard for the day in classroom

 (14) Creates a respectful classroom environment

 (15) Begins class with a “bell-ringer”

 (16) Ends class with “closure” activity

 (17) Assigns grades fairly and impartially

 (18) Uses positive reinforcement

 (19) Remains poised

 (20) Displays six pillars of character counts in class

 (21) Prepares students to be life-long learners

 (22) Reflects values in district mission statement

 (23) Follows district attendance and tardy policies

 (24) Is a team player

 (25) Attends extracurricular activities

Source: Reprinted by permission of Publisher. From McCann, Jones, & Aronoff, Teaching 
Matters Most: A School Leader’s Guide to Improving Classroom Instruction, California, Copyright 
© 2012 by Corwin, A SAGE Company. All rights reserved.
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6
“Blindsided”

T H E  S I T U AT I O N :

“Al, the state decided to get serious about teacher accountability.”

“A l, would you take a look at these materials from the state board? It ap-
pears the state decided to get serious about teacher accountability. We 

are mandated to come up with a teacher evaluation plan by the beginning 
of the next school year. This should be a district project. However, consider-
ing your background in teacher evaluation, I would like you to head up the 
project. I know you have a lot on your plate right now, so there is no rush 
to get this done. We have until the end of the school year to submit a plan 
to the state.”

“See Me”

The call slip lying on my desk from the superintendent was brief: “SEE ME.” 
A call slip without a stated topic typically involved one of three Central Of-
fice concerns: (a) a managerial system in the building was malfunctioning, 
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(b) the district or school was not dealing well with a crisis of the day, or 
(c)  the district was blindsided by some unexpected event at the local or 
state level. In confirming the meeting time, the superintendent informed 
me of his concern with a newly passed state mandate requiring all districts to 
develop a teacher evaluation plan before the beginning of the next school 
year. School administrators spend most of the summer improving manage-
rial routines that are designed to make the coming school year uneventful. 
Within months of every new school year, an administrator somewhere in a 
district will pick up the phone, open up a mailing, or listen to a comment 
that presents an issue that has the potential to disrupt the best-laid plans for 
the coming school year. In this case, it was a newly mandated teacher evalu-
ation plan. When administrators are blindsided by an unexpected event, 
they piece together bits and pieces of tried and true managerial scripts, 
which they believe will quickly restore order to disrupted organizational or 
instructional routines. The goal of these tried and true managerial scripts 
is to restore order without disturbing the goals and practices of the Central 
High way. The principal message of the “see me” note from Central Of-
fice was a clear one: comply, but don’t disrupt. The managerial tool that 
new school leaders are expected to employ is long on process and short on 
substance: meetings scheduled during the summer, participation of loyal 
faculty members, participation of a loyal consultant, and minor revisions to 
the language of Central High’s teacher evaluation plan.

While these scripts effectively restore order to the school, they miss 
the opportunity to leverage an administrative blindside into a fundamental 
shift in the beliefs, values, and practices embedded in organizational and 
instructional routines. The new state accountability mandate offered me 
the opportunity to leverage a state blindside into a redefinition of Central 
High’s teaching script.

Two Cultural Frameworks

The packet of materials the superintendent handed to me contained state 
mandated policies and procedures that our district was expected to adopt. 
What I found in the packet were two frameworks for implementing the 
new state accountability mandate. The first framework could view the new 
mandate through an organizational lens: insert goal and performance lan-
guage and assign the school board attorney the task of developing a teacher 
dismissal policy. The revised plan would leave untouched the substance of 
the Central High teaching script. The organizational framework was the 
one favored by Central Office.
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The second framework in the packet could view the new mandate 
through an instructional lens: add professional performance goals, add 
researched-based effective teaching behaviors, add procedures for reflec-
tion on practice, and add forms for documenting the accomplishment of 
professional performance goals. Implementing the second framework, 
however, would fundamentally change the Central High teaching script. 
Using this framework would clearly violate the intent of the superinten-
dent’s “see me” message. Navigating a course between the district office 
goal of minimizing disruptive practices and my goal of redefining Central 
High’s teaching script would involve the coordination of three managerial 
strategies for transforming a bothersome governmental mandate into a 
powerful managerial and cultural tool. What follows is a description of the 
enactment of each strategy.

Framing

I was fortunate to work with a new state mandate that was thick on 
holding weak teachers accountable and thin on developing a strong in-
structional culture. Reframing the state’s narrow focus on teacher incom-
petence into a process for professional development consisted of two 
administrative moves. First, committee members would be asked to recon-
sider the following components of the Central High’s teacher evaluation 
plan: the goals of teacher evaluation, the criteria for effective teaching, 
and the procedures for eliminating the arbitrariness of drive-by evalua-
tions (see Table 6.1). Second, I authored an instructional narrative that 
would be approved by all of Central High’s teachers (see Resource 6.1). 
The first half of the narrative identified the shortcomings of the new state 
mandate and Central High’s plan. The new state plan was too narrowly 
focused on weeding out incompetence and not on professional growth; 
Central High’s plan was designed for efficiency and finding fault instead 
of improving instruction. The second half of the narrative reframed a top-
down mandate into bottom-up opportunity for administrators and teach-
ers to participate in developing a plan that moved performance evaluation 
from telling and inspecting to educating and coaching. I ended my talk 
with a specific plan for the design and implementation of a new teacher 
evaluation instrument for Central High. A faculty meeting that could have 
turned sour on the announcement of just one more top-down reform be-
came a process for realizing the goals and practices of a strong instruc-
tional culture.
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Educating

The uneasiness associated with all school reforms comes from the fear 
of any process that could potentially disrupt familiar organizational and 
instructional routines. To restore certainty to what was perceived as a vague 
mandate to hold teachers accountable for classroom practice would entail 
an educational process that equipped administrators and teachers with the 
pertinent research and conceptual frameworks for redefining the Central 
High teaching script. The process I put forth continually adhered to the 
two values of intelligent participation: (a) faculty and administrators were 
expected to come to meetings knowing the current research and practices 

TABLE 6.1 Framing a State Mandate
State Mandate Requirements Redefining Central High’s Teaching Script

• Determine levels of 
performance

• Process for dismissal 
for incompetence

Purpose • Assist teachers with professional growth
• Develop relationships of trust and rapport with 

teachers
• Develop in teachers the following dispositions: 

(1) Flexibility, (2) Efficacy, (3) Professionalism
• Determine levels of performance
• Process for dismissal for incompetence

• “ Shall contain 
researched-based 
criteria for effective 
teaching”

Effective 
Teaching 
Behaviors

(See Resource 
6.3)

• Knowledge of Subject Matter
• Provision of Instruction
• Classroom Management

• Process for dismissal 
of incompetent 
teachers: remediation 
plan, consulting 
teaching, quarterly 
evaluations, dismissal 
notice

Procedures • Primary–secondary evaluators
• Pre-conference
• 2–3 observations—55 minutes
• Observation report
• Post-conference
• Summative evaluation conference
• Process for dismissal of incompetent 

teachers: remediation plan, consulting 
teaching, quarterly evaluations, dismissal 
notice

• Remediation Plan: 
goal, standard 
of performance, 
recommendations, 
meet expectations/
does not meet 
expectations

Instruments • Observation Report
• Professional development plan
• Remediation Plan: goal; standard of 

performance; recommendations; meet 
expectations/does not meet expectations

• Excellent
• Satisfactory
• Unsatisfactory

Rating • Excellent
• Satisfactory
• Unsatisfactory
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on teacher evaluation (see Resource 6.2), and (b) faculty and administra-
tors were expected to listen respectfully and respond thoughtfully to all 
contributions.

To avoid becoming bogged down in the particulars of writing a new 
plan, I authored a set of frameworks and evaluation forms for each section 
of the teacher evaluation plan:

 ◾ Domains of Effective Teaching (see Resource 6.3)
 ◾ Observation Report (see Resource 6.4)
 ◾ Summative Evaluation Report (see Resource 6.5)
 ◾ Professional Development Plan (see Resource 6.6)

Each meeting focused on the task of critiquing and editing a framework 
or form that would be written into the final plan. Teacher critiques focused 
on clarifying vocabulary, simplifying procedures, modifying performance 
standards, translating theory into practice, and allowing teachers more au-
tonomy in determining professional growth. The final plan presented at 
the board meeting in December was a compilation of the agreed-upon cri-
tiques of the frameworks and forms presented at each meeting.

Implementing

While everyone on the committee felt good about the process, a lin-
gering concern of all committee members was how the plan would look in 
classrooms and main offices. The doubt in the minds of committee mem-
bers was concentrated on the problems associated with applying theory-
based performance models to messy classroom worlds:

 ◾ How would administrators interpret the enactment of the do-
mains of transformative teaching? (see Figure 5.2, Resource 6.3)

 ◾ How would administrators arrive at a rating of teacher perfor-
mance?

 ◾ How would administrators and teachers participate in evaluation 
conferences using new pedagogical vocabularies and practices?

 ◾ How would teachers respond to critiques and ratings that were 
not superior?

Along with these unanswered implementation questions, teachers com-
plained about “gotcha” supervisory practices that turned teacher evaluations 
into a game of teachers and administrators trying to outsmart each other 
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instead of a process designed to educate each other. Listed below are the 
most troubling “gotcha” practices named by teachers in committee meetings:

1. Scheduling an observation before or after a school holiday
2. Scheduling an observation on an irregular school day (e.g., pep 

assembly, homecoming)
3. Entering an observation after the class began or leaving an observa-

tion before class ended
4. Unannounced observations
5. 5–10 minute walkthroughs

The unease of teachers on the committee was a legitimate response to a 
process that was asking teachers to experiment with new pedagogies and to 
trust that new observation procedures would remove the “gotcha” supervi-
sory mentality. The resolution to the legitimate concerns of teachers on the 
committee grew out of a number “what if” ideas discussed throughout the 
design process. The first idea was implementing the formalities of the plan 
without teachers experiencing the mandated consequences of the plan. I for-
malized this idea into a pilot program that offered teachers the option of re-
moving all documentation of the new evaluation process from their person-
nel files. Included in the pilot program (see Resource 6.7) was a schedule for 
training administrative staff in the latest supervisory practices for evaluating 
teacher performance. The goal of the training sessions was assuring teachers 
that administrators would no longer engage in “gotcha” supervision.

Even with these program modifications, teachers were still uneasy with 
how administrators would interpret the procedures and teaching criteria 
written into the new plan. Listening to their critiques of the plan, the central 
issue appeared to be one of trust: Would administrators implement the plan 
in a professional manner? The lack of trust in the evaluation process was due 
to a pattern of supervisory behaviors that teachers felt were unprofessional 
and disrespectful. I was not present in the main office long enough to debate 
these feelings. What I did offer the committee was a memo of understand-
ing that listed the procedures that administrators would be expected to fol-
low when observing teacher performance (see Resource 6.8). The memo, 
titled “Visitation Etiquette,” changed the entire mood of the teachers seated 
across from me. The looks on their faces sent the silent message that “finally 
someone around here gets it.” I discovered in the coming years that trust-
ing relationships were a key value in developing a strong instructional cul-
ture. I also learned that trust was a tenuous value that continually had to be 
reaffirmed with every introduction of a new organizational or instructional 
arrangement. Changing a school culture will always depend on all parties 
believing that someone around here gets it. “Getting it,” is the understanding 
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on the part of administrators that the practice of unlearning comfortable 
teaching routines and relearning uncertain teaching routines is a leap into 
the unknown. If teachers decide to take the leap, they want to be assured that 
wherever they land on the learning curve, it will be a soft landing.

Strong Cultures Leverage What Matters Most

The assignment to develop a new teacher evaluation plan for Central High 
provided a new school leader with the institutional authority for redefin-
ing Central High’s teaching script. The leadership problem new leaders 
confront is resolving the dilemma between calming the natural insecurities 
associated with giving up familiar instructional routines and, at the same 
time, fueling those same insecurities with the continual push for adoption 
of unfamiliar instructional routines. It was clear on what side of the di-
lemma Central Offices favor: they look to a managerial script that complies 
with the new mandate while minimizing disruptions to the district’s teacher 
evaluation process. A new school leader decides to stand on the other side 
of the dilemma: he viewed his assignment as a unique opportunity to le-
verage the state accountability mandate into the institutional authority for 
redesigning the Central High teaching script.

Before leveraging an opportunity to change a school culture, school lead-
ers must determine the practicality of a reform they are proposing. Table 6.2 
summarizes the practicalities of a school reform initiative that increase the 
likelihood that unfamiliar theories, ideas, and practices will be welcomed into 
a foreign school culture. Each practicality of school reform is designed to de-
velop understandable relationships between instructional theory and class-
room practice. Instructional initiatives that fall too far out of a teacher’s zone 

TABLE 6.2 The Zone of Practicality
Is the Reform . . . ? The Practicalities of School Reform

Important Pursues a valued end of schooling that teachers believe is vital for 
student success

Concrete Composed of theories and practices that employ familiar concepts, 
vocabulary, and practices

Coherent Aligns with the instructional world view of the district and with other 
instructional initiatives in the building

Teachable Faculty possesses the prior background knowledge to learn a new 
pedagogy

Feasible District possesses the organizational resources—time, materials, 
space, and expertise—to train teachers and accommodate diverse 
instructional design features



72  The First 100 Days in the Main Office

of practicality will be ignored, opposed, or modified to accommodate the indi-
vidual understandings or misunderstandings of classroom practitioners.

Staying within the teacher’s zone of practicality entails paying close at-
tention to the gap between the practices of a new pedagogy and the prac-
tices in the classrooms they intend to change. In each teacher evaluation 
meeting, a new school leader must continually ask the following questions:

1. Are the goals of the new plan in agreement with what teachers 
would value from the evaluation of their performance?

2. Are the concepts, vocabulary, and practices written into the plan 
familiar to Central High’s faculty?

3. Do Central High’s teachers possess the academic and pedagogical 
knowledge to implement the criteria for transformative teaching? 
(see Figure 5.2)

4. Do the criteria for transformative teaching address the current 
imbalance between rote memorization and conceptual understand-
ings of subject matter?

5. Will the pedagogy represented in the plan work with the student 
populations we serve?

6. Is the school district capable of providing teachers and administra-
tors with the space, time, materials, personnel, and expertise to 
support the learning and implementation of the goals and methods 
of the new teacher evaluation plan?

In the case of the teacher accountability mandate, the answer to each 
question was a qualified “yes.” The new plan pursued a valued goal of the 
Central High teaching staff (professional development). It established 
teaching criteria that were not widely practiced, but were well within the ac-
ademic and pedagogical understandings of faculty. The new plan described 
a pedagogy that would achieve the educational goals written into Central 
High’s mission statement—conceptual understandings. Lastly, the new 
plan was a priority for the superintendent, who promised the time, materi-
als, and expertise that would be needed to fully enact the state’s mandate.

Central High’s new teacher evaluation plan provided the cultural lever 
a new school leader was looking for to redefine Central High’s teaching 
script. The “qualified” use of this cultural lever was solely dependent on 
the will and the know-how of administrative team members to fully enact 
the answers to the practicalities of school reform. In the early months of 
the school year, school leaders will remain somewhat uncertain about the 
capabilities of his administrative team. Until new school leaders are certain 
they have the right people in the main office, the cultural levers an admin-
istrative team will be asked to push will seize up.
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Resources

Resource 6.1 A Narrative for Mandating Excellence

Valued End 
of Schooling

• Teaching matters most
• To recognize and support quality teaching

Current 
Situation

• Central High’s teacher evaluation program meets very few of the guidelines 
listed in the mandate.

• Based on comments made to me when I visited your classrooms, you would 
agree with the state that Central High’s teacher evaluation plan does not define 
quality teaching, does not evaluate quality teaching, and does not provide a 
process for teachers to improve their craft.

• Central High possesses teachers who demonstrate, on a daily basis, what the 
research says is effective teaching, and who are willing to continually improve 
those teaching behaviors.

• While the state mandate offers general guidelines for the submission of an 
acceptable plan, they leave the specifics of the plan to school districts. We 
have a real-time opportunity to author a teacher evaluation plan that shines 
a light on the quality teaching going on in this building and provides multiple 
pathways for the personal development of quality teaching behaviors.

• The timelines established by the state permit us to wait until the summer to 
write a plan. We would then implement the plan next fall. In discussions with 
the association and my administrative team, there was general agreement 
that we need a period of time to pilot the new plan before progressing to full 
implementation.

What the 
Research Says

The research on teacher evaluation plans identifies six characteristics that 
continually improve teaching performance:
• Agreed-upon criteria for effective teaching
• Different expectations, time lines, procedures for teachers with varying levels of 

experience
• Multiple sources of information determine levels of teaching performance
• Sensitivity to the social context of the classroom
• A process that focuses on coaching rather than telling
• Knowledgeable and trained supervisors conduct the observations

Action The superintendent agreed to the following process for developing Central High’s 
Teacher Evaluation Plan:
• The board will provide the time, materials, and expertise to write a plan.
• We will complete the plan by January 1.
• We will replace the normal Central High evaluation cycle that begins in February 

and ends in March with the newly designed teacher evaluation plan.
• Based on feedback during the pilot period, an evaluation committee will revise 

the plan over the summer.
• No documents from the pilot program will be placed in teacher personnel files. 

In effect, the board and association have agreed to suspend the upcoming 
evaluation cycle.

• The faculty will vote on the final version of plan in the fall and will fully 
implement it in the next year’s evaluation cycle.
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Resource 6.2 District 93: Teacher Evaluation Committee Calendar

Timeline Activities Outcomes

Session #1
October 15

• Review project timeline
• Review state guidelines
• Discussion: Goals of teacher evaluation

• Draft: District 93 Goals of teacher 
evaluation

Session #2
October 22

• Review and edit goals
• Discussion: What is quality teaching? 

What are criteria of effective teaching?

• Updated: District 93 Goals of teacher 
evaluation

• Draft: District 93 Criteria of effective 
teaching

Session #3
November 1

• Review and edit criteria of effective 
teaching

• Discussion: How do you evaluate 
quality teaching?

• Discussion: Differentiated performance 
evaluations

• Updated: District 93 Criteria of 
effective teaching

• Draft: District 93 Teacher evaluation 
procedures

Session #4
November 15

• Review and edit teacher evaluation 
procedures

• Discussion: Models of Supervision
• Discussion: Coaching for Improved 

Performance

• Updated: District 93 Teacher 
evaluation procedures

• Draft: District 93: Teacher evaluation 
forms

Session #5
December 15

• Review and edit final draft of 
District 93 Teacher Evaluation Plan

• Updated: District 93 Teacher 
evaluation forms

• Final Draft: District 93 Teacher 
Evaluation Plan

Session #6
January 15

• Review and edit final draft of 
District 93 Teacher Evaluation Plan

• Final Copy: District 93 Teacher 
Evaluation Plan

• Submission to Board of Education
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Resource 6.3 District 93: Domains of Effective Teaching

Domain 
of Teaching Criteria for Effective Teaching

Knowledge 
of Subject 
Matter

• Representation of Subject Matter: Lessons represent content, methods, and 
the disciplinary thinking put forth by state standards and disciplinary experts.

• Organization of Subject Matter: Subject matter is arranged into distinct 
elements: facts, skills, concepts, exemplars, themes, big picture/big questions.

Provision 
of Instruction

• Purpose: Teacher explicitly identifies the relationship between student outcomes 
(work products) and activity structures.

• Continuity: Lesson evidences a clear relationship between previous learning 
activities and projected learning experiences.

• Coherence: Lessons establish connections among purposes, subject matter, 
activities, and student outcomes.

• Discourse Patterns: Activity structures generate discourse patterns that go 
beyond teacher talk. Learners engage each other in purposeful conversations that 
support inquiry and involve them in methods of thinking that transfer to problem 
solving and real-world performances.

• Activity Structures: Teacher has constructed learning activities that align with 
the stated purposes of instruction and that have intellectual integrity.

• Attention to Student Thinking: Students thinking processes are respected 
and are considered a source for alternative explanations of subject matter content 
and methods.

• Questioning: Evidence a balance between convergent and divergent questions.
• Assessment: Teacher employs multiple assessment techniques to evaluate 

student performance.
• Feedback: Teacher continually adjusts the lesson design based on assessed 

student understanding.

Classroom 
Management

• Interpersonal Relationships: Classroom relationships are courteous and 
respectful.

• Time: Students spend the majority of classroom time engaged in appropriate 
learning activities.

• Transitions: Shifts in classroom activity structures and subject matter content 
are smooth and coherent.

• Routine Procedures: Classroom administrative procedures (e.g., taking 
attendance, distribution of materials) are handled efficiently.
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Resource 6.4 District 93: Observation Report

School District 93: Observation Report

Teacher

Description of Lesson

Strengths of Lesson

Areas of Growth

Supervisor

Dates of Observation

Teacher signature

Supervisor signature

Date of Post-Conference

Minutes of Observation
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Resource 6.5 District 93: Summative Evaluation Report

Excellent

Satisfactory

Unsatisfactory

Central High Summative Evaluation Report

Teacher

Teaching Strengths

Areas of Growth

Supervisor

Dates of Observation

Teacher signature

Supervisor signature

Date of Summative
Conference

Dates of Conferences

The teacher has demonstrated mastery of all the domains of effective
teaching and in certain domain areas has demonstrated novel strategies
for teaching and learning.

The teacher has demonstrated mastery of the fundamental domains of
effective teaching and has shown improvement in identified areas of growth.

The teacher has not mastered one or more of the fundamentals of effective
teaching (knowledge of subject matter, clarity of instruction, and class
management) and has not demonstrated growth in one or more of the
fundamental domains of effective teaching.
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Resource 6.6 District 93: Professional Development Plan

School District 93: Professional Development Plan

Teacher

Areas of Growth (Domains of Teaching)

Instructional Methods/Techniques/Strategies

Plan of Action

Assessment of Areas of Growth

Supervisor

Dates of Planning
Conference

Teacher signature

Supervisor signature

Date
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Resource 6.7 Pilot Study

Timeline Task(s) Activities

December Distribution of District 93’s 
new Teacher Evaluation Plan

• Print plan
• Present plan (Principal)
• Present pilot program (Principal)

January–
February

Administrative training • Three half-day sessions (Saturdays)
• Domains of effective teaching (in action)
• Observe effective teaching
• Document effective teaching
• Rate effective teaching
• Conference

February Notification of involvement 
in pilot program

• Letters to teachers identified for pilot study
• Orientation to plan (in-service day)

February–
April

Conduct two evaluation cycles Evaluation Cycle
• 1 pre-conference
• 2–3 observations (same lesson on consecutive days)
• 1 mini post-conference
• 1 post-conference
• 1 observation report (see Resource 6.4)

April–May Summative Conference • 1 summative conference
• 1 summative report (see Resource 6.5)
• 1 professional development plan (see Resource 6.6)

May–June Revision of District 93 
Plan and option to remove 
documentation

• Reconvene teacher evaluation committee
• Analyze teacher evaluation survey of teachers 

involved in pilot
• Edit District 93 Teacher Evaluation Plan

June Board Approval of Plan • Committee presents plan to board
• Board approval

July–August Administrative Training • Observe effective teaching
• Document effective teaching
• Rate effective teaching
• Conference: direct, informational, cognitive 

coaching
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Resource 6.8 Visitation Etiquette

Visitation Etiquette

Always remember that you are a guest in a teacher’s room.

1) Always announce your visit by sending a note to the teacher informing them of the time and date 
of visitation. The note might also include information that you would like the teacher to provide 
about the lesson.

Avoid unannounced visitations

2) Always arrive early to the classroom for the scheduled visitation. When you arrive at the room for 
the visitation, ask the teacher for permission to enter the room. If you arrive just as the lesson is 
beginning, quietly slip into a seat at the back of the room.

If for some reason the teacher requests that you not enter his or her classroom for the scheduled 
visitation, respect that wish.

3) Always remain in the classroom for a full lesson (however that is defined in the class you are 
observing) or as long as the teacher has requested for a particular lesson segment.

4) Never interrupt a class while it is in session with a question to the teacher or a question to 
students in the room. Try to avoid facial expressions or body language that would indicate your 
feelings about the lesson (whether positive or negative). Never get up from your seat while the 
lesson is in session and walk around the room (unless the teacher has placed students in a lab or 
group situation—then it is permissible to walk around the room and observe what students are 
doing at a lab table or in their group sessions).

5) Always respect the wishes of the teacher on the date and time of observation.

6) Never schedule a visitation before or after holidays, days on which schedules have been changed, 
days on which students are involved in school wide activities (e.g., pep assemblies), or on days in 
which the normal running of the school will be disrupted in some way.

7) Multiple visits (6–10) are the only means for gaining an understanding of a teacher’s pattern of 
instruction. Teachers should be viewed in multiple settings. Avoid visiting the same class period or 
same subject.

8) No visitation should occur without a PRE-CONFERENCE and a POST-CONFERENCE. Hold 
conferences in the teacher’s classroom or an area that is not considered an administrative office/
area. Always schedule conferences in a private area that is quiet and where no interruptions will 
occur. While the conference is in session, do not answer a phone or permit clerical staff to interrupt 
the conference.

9) The preferred sequence of a teacher observation is: pre-conference, multiple classroom 
observations (2–5), mini-post-conference, delivery of formal observation report to teacher (prior to 
post-conference), post-conference, and lastly, signing of evaluation report.

At the final post-conference, the teacher, in consultation with the supervisor, may revise 
the observation report. Teachers always have the right of rebuttal to the contents of an 
observation report.
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7
The “I” in Team

T H E  S I T U AT I O N :

“I placed the agendas for last year’s faculty meetings on your desk.”

Dr. Jones, at Central High, there is no “I” in team.

comment made to me at the end of my interview  
for principal of central high

Dr. Jones, I placed the agendas from last year’s faculty and cabinet meetings in your 
inbox. Dr. Meyer usually sent them out a week before each meeting.

comment made to me by my new secretary
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To: All Faculty

From: A. Jones

Subject: Faculty Meetings

Based on my experience with two months of faculty meetings, I believe the 
time allocated for these meetings would be put to better use working on in-
structional-related activities. For the remainder of the school year, I will com-
municate the information normally presented at these meetings via email. If 
a situation arises that requires a general face-to-face meeting with the faculty, 
I will schedule a faculty meeting at the regularly scheduled meeting time.

The “I” in Team Matters

Strong instructional school cultures mature in buildings where all adminis-
trators are reading from the same cultural page. Weak school cultures exist 
in buildings where administrators are reading from cultural pages that are 
missing, are unintelligible, or are in the wrong book. While the personali-
ties and work habits of administrators in strong instructional cultures are 
diverse, what they value in education, how they talk about those values, and 
how they implement those values represent a common set of beliefs and 
practices. After several months of working closely with my administrative 
team, I knew I was fortunate to inherit a group of individuals who possessed 
a common set of occupational beliefs and behaviors that would advance the 
goals and values of a strong instructional culture (see Table 7.1). I clearly 
had the right people in the main office.

Although my administrative team shared a common set of beliefs and 
values, the ability to fully enact those values and beliefs at Central High was 
compromised by a mismatch between the managerial skill sets they pos-
sessed and the jobs they were asked to perform. Each team member should 

TABLE 7.1 The Right People in the Main Office
Beliefs and Dispositions Behaviors

• Child-centered/advocate
• Teaching matters most
• Fair-minded
• Open-minded
• Reflective
• Collegial
• Caring
• Enthusiastic

• Strong work ethic
• Punctual
• Articulate
• Literate
• Organized
• Well-prepared
• Knowledgeable in chosen field
• Good judgment
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have been supervising organizational areas that aligned their individual 
managerial proficiency with the goals and functions of their administrative 
assignments (see Table 7.2). Mike, for example, was a superb counselor and 
child advocate. When Mike chaired a particularly acrimonious special edu-
cation staffing, I was certain that parents, teachers, and support staff would 
leave the meeting believing that the best interests of the student had been 
served. Mike’s attention to detail, however, was problematic. The staffing re-
quests he submitted to me were often inaccurate and late. Jill, on the other 
hand, was a superior technocrat and implementer and I could be certain 
about her accuracy and timely submission of staffing reports, budgets, and 
schedules. The cost to the organization for misplaced administrators was 
low-performing systems.

In operational terms, some systems in the building were delivering 
services that were far from being professional, responsive, competent, and 
efficient.

Although the managerial mismatches I encountered did not halt any 
school services, our main office team was sending the damaging cultural 
message that delivering subpar services was the best the organization could 
do. Without a reorganization of main office job responsibilities, coping 
with supervisory missteps would continually marginalize the goals, values, 
and practices of a strong instructional culture. At this point in the school 
year, I knew the personalities and managerial skills of my administrative 
team well enough to make the necessary managerial reassignments (see 
Resource 7.1). The reorganization process was more difficult because of 
the feeling on the part of my administrative team that the new job assign-
ments were an indication of poor performance. The response of each team 
member to his or her new duties was a request for more time to improve 

TABLE 7.2 Managerial Proficiencies
Type Proficiency

Academic Ability to apply theories, philosophies, concepts, and methods in subject 
matter domains to real-world classroom instructional problems.

Analyzer Ability to apply theories, ideas, concepts, and multiple data sources to 
organizational and instructional problems.

Auditor Ability to develop budgets and maintain an accurate record of budgetary 
expenditures.

Counselor Ability to resolve conflicts between individual social, emotional, and 
intellectual behaviors and institutional goals, procedures, and outcomes.

Implementer Ability to efficiently and accurately allocate personnel, materials, space, 
time, and expertise.

Technocrat Ability to resolve systems problems.
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their performance. In some cases, I was able to modify a job responsibility 
to match a managerial proficiency. In most cases, however, the skill set of 
the team member was too far removed from the functions of the system 
they were supervising.

The decision to remain firm on the job reassignments proved to be a 
sound one. In the weeks following the administrative reorganization, there 
was a discernible change in the quality of services delivered to teachers, 
parents, and students. The most dramatic changes occurred in data pro-
cessing, general administration, and supervision: grade reports went out on 
time, bell schedules were rung on the right days, substitute teachers were 
in the right rooms, lunchrooms were orderly, and clerical services were per-
formed in a timely manner. Not only was there a tangible change in the 
delivery of certain services in the building, but more importantly, the main 
office reassignments signaled to the school community that whatever jobs 
faculty or staff performed, those jobs would be performed competently.

At the time, I did not notice the effect that redefined performance stan-
dards was having on the Central High way. The continued press for doing 
things well was gradually eroding Central High’s hometown feel. The re-
laxed and friendly tone of the building was disrupted and ultimately trans-
formed by a very different set of values, beliefs, and practices. In place of a 
compliance vocabulary and “just good enough” behavior, was a vocabulary 
of performance and accountability. The early decisions to fundamentally 
alter accepted organizational arrangements would establish a pattern of 
managerial decision-making that placed the value of quality performance 
above the Central High value of “just good enough” services and “just good 
enough” instruction.

In the following years, I struggled with the distinction between being 
a leader and being a manager. One set of skills established and enforced 
performance standards. The other set of skills assessed and granted excep-
tions to established performance standards. Each organizational and in-
structional situation I confronted in the first 100 days asked me to reconcile 
the gaps between what the organization ought to be doing and what the 
organization was comfortable with doing. The Central High way valued and 
practiced the belief that there was no I in team. If your title was an adminis-
trator, then you were capable of managing any organizational function and 
leading any team. A new vision for Central High valued job performance 
over team affiliation. Enacting this value meant that administrators would 
manage organizational functions and lead teams that matched their indi-
vidual managerial skill sets. The reorganization of Central High’s main of-
fice was a clear one—the I in team mattered.
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The “I” in Meetings Matters

At this point in the school year, faculty, staff, and my administrative team 
were exposed to patterns of talk and decisions from the main office that 
symbolized the values of a strong instructional culture: teaching matters, 
learning matters, performance matters, competence matters, and imple-
mentation matters. Missing from these main-office pronouncements and 
managerial decisions was an organizational structure that would embed the 
values of a strong instructional culture into Central High’s daily organiza-
tional and instructional thinking and conversations. Moving my vision for 
Central High out of the main office into the vocabularies and behaviors 
of the school community would entail an established process that joined 
organizational and instructional values with organizational and instruction-
al practices. The accepted managerial structure for linking the ends and 
means of an organizational vision is some type of cooperative forum for 
discussing the what’s, why’s, and how’s of a new reform initiative.

Although most of my administrative colleagues would give nodding agree-
ment with the concept of collaboration, in practice, they were more comfort-
able with managerial scripts that tell rather than listen, allocate rather than 
explain, and inspect rather than purpose. The justification for top-down man-
agerial scripts were bad experiences with faculty, team, and program meet-
ings that always seemed to turn collaboration into a confused mix of anec-
dotes, claims, counter-claims, recriminations, and unworkable solutions. The 
early faculty gatherings I participated in at Central High followed the meeting 
scripts most feared by my colleagues. Each meeting began with the goal of 
openly discussing a school-wide problem or initiative, but was quickly hijacked 
by an outspoken faculty member attempting to catch an administrator in con-
tradictory policy pronouncements. Even smaller department meetings were 
overshadowed by discourse patterns that reduced purposeful approaches to 
problem solving to monologues or accusatory debates. Administrators coun-
tered these failed attempts at collaboration, with meeting agendas whose only 
evidence of a deliberative process was the perfunctory “any questions” com-
ment tossed out as administrators were leaving the meeting.

While I understood the hesitancy on the part of my colleagues to em-
brace any form of collaboration, I also understood that collaboration in 
general, and meetings in particular, were the chief managerial tool for con-
necting theories and ideas with particular school or classroom circumstances. 
A misunderstanding of the definition of collaboration and confusion over 
the goals, functions, and context of scheduled meetings prevented collabo-
ration in meetings at Central High. Most of Central High’s meetings were 
designed to announce and explain policies and procedures. The role of the 
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administrator in informational meetings is to present. The role of the par-
ticipant is to listen, ask for clarification, and implement. Instrumental meet-
ings, on the other hand, are designed to engage participants in a deliberative 
problem-solving process. The goals and functions of instrumental meetings 
are to educate, to interpret, and to coach. The role of the administrator in in-
strumental meetings is to facilitate. The role of the participants is to discuss, 
deliberate, and author new strategies. Instrumental meetings achieve their 
goals when administrators carve out safe spaces for colleagues to question, 
examine, and interpret new instructional or organizational routines. The 
meetings I attended at Central High consisted of a confused mix of telling, al-
locating, inspecting, educating, interpreting, and coaching (see Figure 7.1).

Added to the poor alignment of the goals, functions, and outcomes of 
meetings was confusion over the definition of collaboration. Democratic 
forms of participation are not open mike forums where all members, all 
knowledge, all ideas, and all proposals are treated equally. True collabo-
ration is a marketplace of ideas where thoughtful practitioners engage in 
a deliberative process that, if skillfully carried out, is able to distinguish 
between weak and strong thinking, weak and strong ideas, and weak and 
strong strategies. A marketplace of ideas functions poorly in environments 
where all meeting participants are equal. A true marketplace of ideas re-
quires structures where the right knowledge and the right participants are 
brought together to address the right problem or develop the right strategy.

After a few months of “gotcha” faculty meetings and several bogged 
down problem-solving meetings, I felt it was time to redefine Central High’s 

Meeting Context

Goals →
Functions →

Outcomes

Informational

(To explain and prescribe)

General
Faculty Meeting

Team
Program-Based

Problem-Based

New Initiative-
Based

Supervisory-
Based

Instrumental

(To educate and implement)

Figure 7.1 The context of a meeting.
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model of collaboration. At the beginning of the second month of school, I 
sent out a memo indicating that faculty meetings would be scheduled on 
a need-to-know basis for the remainder of the school year. The messages I 
was conveying in the memo were: (a) teacher time was sacrosanct, and (b) 
accomplishing the goals and functions of informational meetings did not re-
quire formal meeting structures. I followed this memo with several admin-
istrative meetings in which we developed a classification of meeting types 
that clearly delineated the goals, functions, and outcomes of the meetings 
that members of my administrative team would find themselves leading (see 
Resource 7.2). In the coming months, we devoted considerable time in our 
team meetings to reviewing meeting logs (see Resource 7.3) to determine if 
meeting structures remained true to the goals, functions, and outcomes of 
a school-wide problem or strategy. Included in this review would be a frank 
discussion of the social, emotional, and intellectual dynamics of the meeting.

The most consequential cultural shift in Central High’s meeting script 
was a meeting format that evolved out of my experience with the development 
of District 93’s teacher evaluation plan. The state mandated timelines and re-
definitions of performance required a level of thoughtfulness and meeting 
decorum that had been absent in Central High’s meetings. The redefinition 
of collaboration at Central High began with a clear definition of participa-
tion and a clear definition of deliberation. Faculty members that were invited 
to participate entered the conference room with a particular experience and 
disposition to thoughtfully examine the contributions of other participants 
in the conference room (see Figure 7.2; Resource 7.5). I entered the confer-
ence room with the goal of creating a safe space to openly examine ideas and 
proposals of all the participants seated around the table. As these meetings 
proceeded, I found that the best strategy for the critical examination of ideas 
was holding participants accountable for contributions that did not wander 

Interpreter

Mediator

Referee

Manager

Guardian

To Facilitate V

I

S

I

O

N Informed

Flexible

Respectful

Thoughtful

Creative

To Participate

Figure 7.2 Collaboration redefined.



88  The First 100 Days in the Main Office

far from a thoughtful conversation (see Figure 7.2; Resource 7.4). In those 
early months of instrumental meetings, participants struggled most with lis-
tening and determining relevant facts. I struggled most with articulating the 
connections between vision statements, strategies, and plans of action.

The struggle with connecting ideal ends with instrumental means was 
largely due to having vocabularies, strategies, and plans of action designed 
to tell, allocate, and inspect. In my facilitator toolbox, I did not yet have a 
conversational framework that would articulate the relationships between 
ideal ends of schooling and practical means of achieving those ideal ends. 
The missing conversational framework gradually evolved out of what ad-
ministrative team members called “office door meetings.” I ended each 
school day with impromptu visits to administrative offices to check on the 
progress of the projects that my team members were supervising. The visits 
began with the typical “checklist” discourse: topics discussed, viewpoints 
aired, recommendations made, actions taken, adjustments made, and fu-
ture directions. In the course of these question and answer sessions, op-
portunities arose to formulate a story line that connected the goals, func-
tions, and outcomes of the projects under discussion. Within months of the 
beginning of the school year, all members of the administrative team were 
participating in a conversational framework that connected the implemen-
tation dots (Figure 7.3). Although these early instructional narratives often 

Vision for Central High
(Why are we doing this?)

Why are we here?
What do we value?

What gaps exist between valued
ends and instrumental means?

Strategy
(How will we do this?)

What theories, ideas, practices apply?
What organizational and/or instructional

routines must change?
What training regimes will we employ?

Capacity
(Can we do this?)

Do we have the necessary
personnel, time, space,

materials and expertise?

Situation
(What’s wrong?)

What is the problem?
How did we get here?
Where are we going?

Figure 7.3 Connecting the implementation dots.
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remained focused on the how’s of implementation, no meeting ended with-
out some mention of the why’s of implementation. With every mention of 
why, the conversations moved towards solutions that were larger than any 
one person’s point of view.

While each organizational and office door meeting reflected a differ-
ent social, emotional, and intellectual dynamic, every Central High meet-
ing now had in common the redefinition of performance and professional-
ism: the I’s participating in meetings were accountable for knowing what 
they were talking about; the I’s leading the meetings were accountable for 
producing an actionable outcome.

Strong Cultures Restore the “I” in Team

In the first few months of a school year, new school leaders will find a num-
ber of opportunities to articulate their visions of quality schooling. While 
statements from auditorium stages and singular administrative decisions 
symbolize changes to the beliefs, values, and practices of a school culture, 
the full enactment of a new set of cultural norms requires a stable organi-
zational platform to tie together words on stages with deeds in classrooms. 
In most schools, various meetings are scheduled to facilitate personal un-
derstandings of an agreed-upon vision of schooling. In most schools, how-
ever, the collaborative process often amounts to little more than “telling” 
managerial agendas or “gotcha” faculty meetings. The failure of this chief 
managerial tool to establish links between educational values and particu-
lar school and classroom circumstances originates in school structures and 
practices that are more comfortable with managerial scripts that tell rather 
than listen, allocate rather than explain, and inspect rather than purpose. 
Without an organizational platform for connecting the cultural dots—val-
ues, beliefs, and practices—schools remain susceptible to short-term and 
self-serving formulations of ways to make it through the school day.

In the first 100 days of a school year, a priority for new school leaders 
is the development of forums designed to educate, deliberate, and coach. 
Deliberative forums are guided by two principles: (a) the I in team mat-
ters, and (b) the I in meetings matters. The first principle requires that 
school leaders align the goals, functions, and outcomes of the meetings 
they schedule with the managerial proficiencies of the administrators lead-
ing the meeting. The second principle requires that all participants in a 
meeting possess the content knowledge and interpersonal skills to fully en-
gage in a deliberative process. When both principles become embedded 
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in organizational routines, collaboration becomes the principal organiza-
tional arrangement for connecting the cultural dots.

While the enactment of meeting structures that replace accusatory de-
bates with deliberative forums would appear to be a bottom-up initiative, in 
operation, establishing purposeful structures for collective sensemaking is 
a top-down affair. New school leaders place the I back into team when they 
assume responsibility and control over the goals, functions, and outcomes 
of the meetings they chair and those chaired by members of their team. Ev-
ery problem, initiative, and concern should be prioritized and guided by an 
I in the main office. The I’s in the main office should be held accountable 
for possessing the knowledge and skills to fulfill the goals, functions, and 
outcomes of scheduled meetings. From the standpoint of organizational 
strategy, placing the I back into team reclaims the managerial ability to fo-
cus school resources on problems, initiatives, and concerns that are worth 
pursuing. From the standpoint of changing a school culture, placing the 
I back into team reclaims the leadership responsibility for connecting the 
valued ends of schooling with daily organizational and instructional rou-
tines. From the standpoint of teaming and collaboration, placing the I back 
into team requires that all professional I’s in the room assume personal 
responsibility for considering problems and initiatives in a thoughtful and 
disciplined manner. From the standpoint of working within the constraints 
of institutional schooling, placing the I back into team provides new school 
leaders with the freedom and authority to think outside the box.
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Resources

Resource 7.1  Realignment of Management Proficiencies 
and Job Responsibilities

Team 
Member Proficiencies Original Responsibilities Revised Responsibilities

Mark Counselor
Implementer

• Discipline
• Police Liaison Officer
• Supervision Schedule

Add:
• Transportation

Mike Counselor • Student Activities
• Special Education
• Facilities and Grounds
• Master Schedule
• Registration
• Transportation
• Activity Fund

Remove:
• Facilities and Grounds
• Master Schedule
• Registration
• Transportation
• Activity Fund

Jill Analyzer
Counselor
Implementer
Technocrat

• Pupil Personnel Services Add:
• Registration
• Master Schedule
• Standardized Testing

Sarah Analyzer
Implementer
Technocrat

• Data Processing Add:
• Master Schedule
• Grade Reports

Tom Analyzer
Implementer
Technocrat

• Budget
• Athletics (materials, 

scheduling)
• Chair of Athletic Council 

(Enforcement of Athletic Code)
• Employment and Supervision 

of Coaches

Add:
• Athletic Eligibility

Sam Analyzer
Auditor
Implementer
Technocrat

• Budget Add:
• Activity Fund
• Facilities and Grounds

Department 
Chairpersons

Academic
Analyzer
Implementer
Technocrat

• Budget
• Staffing
• Curriculum Development

Add:
• Teacher Evaluation
• Staff Development
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Resource 7.2 Meeting Types

Meeting Type Goals Functions Outcomes

Systems-Based

(1–2 participants)
Weekly/As needed

• Monitor performance
• Maximize performance

• Questioning
• Describing
• Explaining
• Proposing
• Implementing

• Allocation of resources
• Purchase of technology
• Modification of processes
• Training regime

Team Program-
Based

(2–15 participants)
Monthly

• Calendar reminders
• Present policies, 

procedures
• Team reports
• Instructional problems and 

concerns

• Presenting
• Questioning
• Proposing
• Implementing

• Review of problem areas
• Establishment of study 

group

Problem-Based

(2–6 participants)
Daily/Weekly

• Resolve school-wide 
problem

• Resolve program-based 
problem

• Presenting
• Describing
• Explaining
• Proposing
• Implementing

• Allocation of resources
• System redesign
• Training regime

New Initiative-
Based

(Targeted groups)
Weekly/As needed

• Rationale for new 
initiative: situation–
strategy–capacity

• Alignment with school 
instructional worldview

• Implementation strategy

• Presenting
• Describing
• Explaining
• Proposing
• Responding

• Allocation of resources
• System redesign
• Organizational redesign
• Adoption of new materials
• Employment of consultants
• Changed supervisory stance
• Training regime

Supervisory-
Based

(1–1 participants)
Daily/Weekly

• Instructional feedback
• Continuous professional 

development

• Describing
• Explaining
• Paraphrasing
• Proposing
• Implementing

• Focused observations
• Coaching
• Professional Development 

Plan
• Training regime

General Faculty 
Meeting

(Entire faculty)
Quarterly

• Recognize excellence
• Inform
• Present policies, procedures, 

mandates
• Calendar reminders
• Progress reports from 

problem-based teams
• Frame/introduce new 

programs

• Presenting
• Describing
• Explaining
• Responding

• Informed faculty
• Understanding
• Organization
• Implementation
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Resource 7.3 Meeting Log

Meeting
(Attach Agenda)

• Descriptions
• Explanations
• Theories, Ideas, Practices
• Strategies
• Plans of Action

• Important
• Concrete
• Coherent
• Teachable
• Feasible

• Clarity of Goals
• Administrative Commitment
• Local Commitment
• Amount of Time and Effort for Implementation
• Number/Composition of Participants

• Lack of Data/Research
• Lack of Expertise
• Time
• Required Resources
• Oppositional Belief Systems
• Contractual Constraints

Date:

Outcomes of Meeting

Obstacles to Achieving Goals

Problem/Strategy Worth Pursuing

Problem/Strategy Not Worth Pursuing (Rationale)

Meeting Type:

Participants:

Problem or Initiative:
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Resource 7.4 Role of Facilitator

Role Function

Referee Create safe space for a knowledgeable and disciplined exchange of ideas

Mediator Reconcile different theoretical and practical perspectives

Interpreter Translate generalized knowledge into situational contexts

Manager Implement agreed upon strategies

Guardian Maintain a focus on valued ends of schooling

Resource 7.5 Role of Participant

Required 
Disposition Function

Respectful Willingness to listen non-judgmentally to the ideas of others

Flexible Willingness to understand other theories, ideas, beliefs, and practices

Informed Willingness to do the required “homework” to know and understand the issues 
and research governing a new initiative or problem

Thoughtful Willingness to engage in disciplined methods of inquiry

Creative Willingness to offer new theories, ideas, strategies, and practices
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8
Thinking Outside the Box

T H E  S I T U AT I O N :

“I know how to get these kids back to school, but you won’t do it.”

In early November, I picked up our monthly attendance report from data 
processing. As I looked over the figures, Sarah, the data manager, shared 

the following observation with me:

“Dr. Jones, our monthly attendance numbers are really being impacted 
by thirty-two freshman students who have over 30 days of non-attendance.”

“Are they excused or unexcused absences?”

“They are little of both.”

I walked back to my office and called our truant officer to discuss our 
thirty-two missing freshman students.

“Sandy, are you aware of a group of freshman students who are not at-
tending school on a regular basis?”

“Yes, I am.”

“What are you doing about it?”
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“I have followed the standard procedures of notifying and counseling 
truants.”

“It appears from the reports on my desk that these standard proce-
dures are not working.”

“Dr. Jones, I can speak from experience that none of these measures 
will work.”

“Well, Sandy, what works then?”

“Dr. Jones, I know how to get these students back to school, but you 
won’t do it.”

“What won’t I do Sandy?”

“Dr. Jones, with all due respect, I know you care about these kids, but 
past administrators were unwilling to make the necessary changes to the 
school organization that would accommodate the needs of these students.”

“Sandy, what changes to this school would bring these students back?”

“First, these students do not do mornings.”

“Sandy, come on, what do you mean they don’t do mornings?”

“They don’t do mornings. Getting on a bus at 6:30 and sitting in a caf-
eteria until 8:00 just won’t cut it with these students. They would be willing 
to come to school at 10:00, but not 8:00.”

“What else?”

“They don’t do gym.”

“That’s a state mandate.”

“I told you they you wouldn’t be able to accommodate these students.”

“What else?”

“They want to study subjects they are interested in, not the required 
courses.”

“Sandy, some of these required courses are state mandated. Go on.”

“They do not navigate the seven period school schedule very well. Ide-
ally, they would be much more comfortable in some form of self-contained 
classroom with one or two teachers they get to know well.”

“Anything else?”

“Dr. Jones, if you are really serious about this problem, I would be will-
ing to come on board as a resource teacher for this program. Give me a 
classroom in the building annex. I will take responsibility for creating a 
curriculum and schedule that will accommodate the individual needs of 
these students.”
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“What about the gym and require courses mandate?”

“Dr. Jones, again with all due respect, that is your problem. I am just 
telling you what we need to do administratively and instructionally to bring 
these kids back to school.”

STARS

The discovery that there were thirty-two freshman students who had all but 
given up on schooling in early November presented me with a problem 
that few schools, few programs, and few policies have resolved. In fact, the 
institutional policies designed to prevent truancy not only failed to bring 
truant students back to school, but also pushed these students farther away 
from the classes they should be attending. It is at this point in the problem-
solving process that administrators are given a real opportunity to change 
the beliefs, ideas, and practices of a school culture. I could leave the Cen-
tral High way untouched by merely adjusting one or more of the prevail-
ing institutional strategies already in place (Table 8.1). The least disruptive, 
and most ineffective, option was to allow the Central High way to take its 
course (Option #1). The counselors and deans would make the appropriate 

TABLE 8.1 Truancy Options
Option Activities

1 Follow Central High’s 
Attendance Policies 

and Procedures

Enforce current policies and procedures regarding excused 
and unexcused absences:

 – 3 absences → Parent letter
 – 5 absences → Parent conference
 – 10 absences → Drop from class with failing grade

2 Implement Truancy 
Interventions

• Home visitations
• Counseling
• Adjust academic program
• Closely monitor attendance

3 Adopt a Truancy 
Prevention Program

• Purchase data tracking attendance module
• Purchase curriculum materials: “Differentiated Learning”
• Design in-service program: “Differentiated Learning”
• Employ consultant: “Differentiated Learning”
• Employ teachers’ aide(s)

4 Design Alternative 
Instructional Program

• Restructure the school schedule (10:00-4:00)
• Restructure course requirements: alternative P.E. program 

and student choice of courses
• Adopt Individualized instructional program
• Self-contained classroom
• One resource teacher
• Contract: Program expectations for students and parents
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contacts and fill out the appropriate forms. The outcome of following the 
current attendance procedures would be the realization on the part of my 
stay-at-home freshman that no matter how hard they tried, they were al-
ready mathematically unable to pass any of their classes. Adopting various 
components of truancy prevention programs would offer program options 
that appeared to be innovative, and at the same, employed familiar mana-
gerial moves to implement (Options #2 & #3). In reality, however, each 
truancy prevention strategy would merely reduce a complex motivational 
problem to simplified familiar institutional goals and methods: the docu-
mentation of the number and type of interventions and justification for the 
purchase of new program materials and technologies. The outcome of this 
innovative sleight of hand would involve no changes to the organizational 
and instructional routines that were keeping a group of freshman students 
seated in their bedrooms instead of classrooms. The only option that held 
out the possibility of returning a group of alienated freshman students back 
to Central High classrooms was to develop a personalized learning envi-
ronment that respected and optimized their diverse talents, abilities, and 
interests (Option #4): thinking outside the institutional box.

The proposal I sent to Central Office offered a plausible response to 
each reason Central Office would offer for voting down the program: no 
theory, no money, no personnel, and no room (see Resource 8.1).

 ◾ The curriculum content, instructional strategies, and behavioral 
expectations for Central High’s new alternative educational pro-
gram closely matched the research findings on the characteristics 
of successful truancy programs (theory).

 ◾ The county was offering monies for schools willing to experiment 
with new strategies to reduce truancy (money).

 ◾ Sandy was a teacher who possessed that rare mix of empathy and 
toughness that appealed to a group of students who were looking 
for someone at Central High to appreciate who they were person-
ally and what they could achieve academically (personnel).

 ◾ The recent purchase of a vacated elementary school next to 
Central High provided the seclusion Sandy would need to repair 
the broken emotions and intellects of our stay-at-home freshman 
students (room).

Although the goals, the pedagogy, the curriculum, and behavioral 
expectations of the alternative truancy proposal were substantive depar-
tures from the Central High way, the organizational and instructional rou-
tines of the program appeared to mirror the schooling going on in the 
main building. Most importantly, the implementation of Central High’s 
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outside-the-box truancy program was a concrete representation of Central 
High’s mission to offer educational experiences that were tailored to the 
diverse talents, abilities, and interests of the school community we served.

Even with all these agreed-upon conditions in place, the weeks before 
the board vote on the truancy proposal involved extensive negotiations with 
board members and teachers to calm their fears that this experimental tru-
ancy prevention program would disrupt the organizational and instruction-
al routines of Central High. Table 8.2 summarizes the agreements that were 
reached with central office and the teachers’ association to guarantee that 
Central High’s outside-the-box truancy program would not disrupt Central 
High’s inside-the-box program. At the January board meeting, the STARS 
(Students Through Accepting Responsibility) program was officially born. 
The first cohort of 18 students entered the program in January. My initial 
visits to the program confirmed for me that institutional strategies for con-
trolling truancy would not work with a group of students who were deeply 

TABLE 8.2 Negotiating Outside-the-Box Thinking
Type of 
Obstacle Functions Preventing Disruptive Practices

Institutional • Accreditation/Mandates
• District/School Policies
• Credentialing
• Accountability

• Agreed: Mandated subjects completed 
to receive diploma

• Agreed: Disciplinary rules and 
enforcement assigned to self-contained 
teacher

• Adapted: Summer STARS physical 
education

• Agreed: Parents sign contracts outlining 
program design and requirements for 
remaining in the program

Professional • Contractual Agreements
• Certification
• Learning Standards
• Knowledge Organization 

(subjects)
• Curriculum Materials 

(e.g., textbooks)

• Adapted: Student choice of subjects
• Adapted: Individualized instructional 

programs
• Agreed: Passing grade in course 

determined by passing departmental 
final exams or agreed-upon alternative

• Agreed: Departmental monitoring 
of course materials and student 
performance criteria

• Agreed: Self-contained teacher not part 
of bargaining unit

Organizational • Staffing
• Schedule
• Budget

• Adapted: STARS school day = 10:00–4:00
• Agreed: Allocation of self-contained 

classroom
• Agreed: District supervision of grants 

associated with STARS program
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alienated from the goals and methods of traditional schooling. Because the 
program involved a small number of students located in a remote part of 
the building, our team had the flexibility and capacity to make the neces-
sary adjustments to resolve the normal discrepancies that arose between the 
machinery of school administration and a classroom designed around the 
idiosyncrasies of the students seated in front of Sandy.

During the following weeks and months, it became clear how critical it 
was that we had thoroughly interrogated the theories, practices, and feasibil-
ity of the program before implementation. For every problem that emerged 
from uncertain theories and practices, our team had an effective response 
that was able to bridge the theory–practice divide (see Resource 8.2). In 
the progress report I was required to deliver at the March board meeting, 
I reported that all students enrolled in STARS were attending school on a 
regular basis and passing all of the classes that they had selected to study. 
Over the next seventeen years, I would hand seven hundred and seven di-
plomas to students who, without the STARS program, would have become 
a number on a dropout report. In that same period of time, Central High’s 
average graduation rate increased by 9.62%.

The outcomes of the program were gratifying for all those involved. 
In the words of my superintendent: “Al, this was a slam dunk.” But STARS 
was not a slam-dunk. The organizational, professional, institutional, and 
community hoops that Sandy and I were asked to jump through almost 
benched the entire program. Our persistence and a set of favorable circum-
stances allowed us to get on the court and eventually do a slam-dunk. What 
troubled me the most about the STARS proposal, and continued to trouble 
me throughout my career in the main office, was the school community’s 
routine opposition to any idea or proposal that offered novel approaches to 
teaching and learning. What is it about innovation that so bothers teachers, 
parents, and my colleagues in the main office?

Asking the Wrong Question

The daily struggle I underwent to make substantive changes to organiza-
tional and instructional routines at Central High was a product of a set of 
organizational realities that aggressively resisted any change initiatives that 
would have threatened the Central High way. Generally, the school commu-
nity I served was content with the organizational and instructional routines 
of institutional schooling: seven period days, fifty-five minute periods, five 
subjects, tests on Fridays, and homecoming. Any discontent that appeared 
in my office was related to superficial concerns about the implementation 
of the manifestations of institutional schooling: grades, credits, diplomas, 
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and placement in high-status programs. The process for resolving these 
concerns had always been reduced to the same three questions: What went 
wrong? Who is at fault? How do we fix it? After identifying the crisis of the 
day and establishing blame, the managerial fix was always the same: add or 
subtract a resource, change personnel, modify a schedule, or amend a rule.

I discovered early on in the development of the STARS program that we 
were asking all the wrong questions in the main office. When we sat down at 
conference tables, we assumed that the source of the oppositional behaviors 
of the students we served were products of poor parenting, poor communi-
ties, or poorly developed personality traits. At no time in these main office 
conversations did we blame the organizational and instructional routines of 
Central High for the learning and behavioral problems that we spent our 
day attempting to manage away. In the case of the STARS program, Sandy 
was asking a very different question in the main office. She began with the 
assumption that the source of the oppositional behaviors we were dealing 
with was not outside of school or inside of the student. She looked instead 
to a model of schooling that failed to respect the individual abilities, talents, 
goals and satisfactions of the students we served. In schools, thinking outside 
the box begins with the realization that the only question we should be asking 
in main offices is the one Sandy continually asked her students in the STARS 
program: “What can I do to make you successful in this class?”

Strong Cultures Find the Right Balance Between Leading 
and Managing

The managerial culture that grows out of the daily administration of the goals 
and methods of institutional schooling serves as a strong firewall against the 
beliefs, values and practices of a strong instructional culture. This managerial 
firewall provides administrators, teachers, parents, and students with organi-
zational and instructional routines that allow each member of the school com-
munity to play a predictable institutional role: legislators mandate; adminis-
trators comply; teachers transmit; students listen; and parents support. The 
organizational cost of this firewall was the abandonment of habits of thought 
and action that serve as drivers of outside-the-box thinking: the readiness to 
disrupt institutional schooling, the openness to new models of schooling, the 
fortitude to experiment with novel instructional platforms, and the know-how 
to implement the managerial details of outside-the-box programs.

None of these drivers of outside-the-box thinking will materialize with-
out the disposition to redefine the values, attitudes, and practices of inside-
the-box schooling. Even with the disposition to experiment with novel ideas 
and practices, the institutional beliefs, goals, and practices of institutional 
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schooling will present formidable barriers to outside-the-box thinking. No 
matter how thoughtful or effective a school reform initiative might be, 
teachers, parents, and students will man the school reform barriers when 
they believe that a new strategy for teaching and learning would significant-
ly disrupt how they teach, how they learn, and how they experience school.

The STARS program represented a pocket of innovation that closed the 
gap between the educational ideals expressed in most district mission state-
ments and the organizational and instructional routines of institutional school-
ing. When new school leaders make the decision to innovate, they will struggle 
with new habits of thinking and action that are far removed from the manage-
rial thinking they brought into main offices. School administrators advance up 
the bureaucratic school ladder based on their ability to efficiently tell, allocate, 
and inspect. The development and implementation of truly innovative pro-
grams require an entirely different set of knowledge and skills. School leaders 
need the ability to draw connections between valued ends of schooling and the 
goals, beliefs, and practices of new models of schooling. They need the ability 
to explain the theories and practices that guide the program and the ability 
to orchestrate the numerous adjustments to a program with no precedents 
to draw upon. When new school leaders work on some facet of novel instruc-
tional programs, they need both their managerial and leadership skills to make 
the program work. One set of skills allows leaders to do the right things well 
and the other set of skills allows them to do the right things. New school lead-
ers must keep in mind the consequences of favoring one set of skills over the 
other: management without leadership is a strategy for stagnation; innovation 
without management is a strategy for confusion. If new school leaders are per-
sistent in experimenting with outside-the-box thinking, they will become adept 
and finding the right balance between leading and managing (see Figure 8.1).

Disrupt
(Discontent–Question–Remove)

Experiment
(Theory–Test–Enact)

Create
(Disrupt–Redesign–

Integrate)

Imagine
(Ideals–Novelty–

Inspire)

Order
(Rules–Procedures–Standards)

To Lead To Manage

Implement
(Tell–Allocate–Inspect)

Standardize
(Equilibrium–Codify–

Commidify)

Replicate
(Models–Precedents–

Common Sense)

Figure 8.1 Finding the right balance.
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Resources

Resource 8.1 STARS Proposal (Part I)

Valued End of Schooling

To value the diverse talents, abilities, and interests of students.

Current Situation

Thirty-two freshman students have been absent from school in excess of 30 days
• These students are currently failing all courses.
• The amount of work missed will result in failing grades for the semester.
• Central High procedures for excused/unexcused absences have been followed.
• Truancy officer has completed all required visitations and interventions.
• All freshman truant students have the academic ability to pass their courses
• All parents of truant students have expressed a willingness to cooperate with all school efforts to 

return their son or daughter to school.
• The ages of these freshman students prohibit them from dropping out of school or being dropped by 

Central High.

What the Research Says

• Truancy is an early warning sign of a student headed for potential delinquent activity, social isolation, 
or educational failure via suspension, expulsion, or dropping out.

• Several studies have established that a lack of commitment to school is a risk factor for substance 
abuse, delinquency, teen pregnancy, and school drop out.

• The following school factors contribute to truancy:
1.  Push-out policies: suspension or automatic F for students with poor attendance
2.  Teacher characteristics, such as lack of respect for students and neglect of diverse student needs

• The following personal factors contribute to truancy:
1.  Poor academic performance resulting in lack of self-esteem
2.  Alcohol and drug use and abuse
3.  Lack of vision of education as a means to achieve goals

• Components of Effective Truancy Reduction Programs:
1.  Parent involvement
2.  A continuum of support
3.  Concrete and measurable goals for program performance and student performance
4.  Interventions for chronic truants tailored to the individual students
5.  Fairly and immediately applied sanctions that are clearly tied to the truant behavior
6.  An emotionally and physically safe school setting so that students are not afraid to attend
7.  Fostering positive relationships between teachers and students and among students
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Resource 8.1 STARS Proposal (Part II)

Program 
Components Resource Amount Source

Personnel 1 Resource Teacher:
 Mrs. S. Kantor

$45,000  Board: $22,500
 Grant: $22,500

Materials • University of Nebraska Correspondence Courses
• Distance Learning Courses: University of Illinois

$3,000  Board: $1,500
 Grant: $1,500

• 2 Computer Stations $1,500  Board: $750
 Grant: $750

• Classroom Materials $500  Board: $500

Space Lincoln Elementary School $0

Total Cost to Board $25,250

Program 
Schedule

10:00–4:00

Program 
Requirements

Contract (signed by parent/student)
• 3 Excused Absences = Dropped
• 2 Tardies = Dropped
• 1 Subject Failure = Dropped
• 1 Dean’s Referral = Dropped

Academic 
Requirements

• Minimum Course Load = 3 Courses
• Minimum Core Courses = 2 Courses
• Physical Education = Summer Program
• Credit will be awarded for vocational/job placements
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Resource 8.2 The Problem of Innovation

Barriers to Innovation Bridges to Innovation

Do we understand the 
problem?

• The data on the problem is reliable.
• The data reflects an essential disruption to a valued end of schooling.
• The data provides insights into the causes of the problem.
• The data provides insights into possible solutions to the problem.
• The solutions to the problem appear to be achievable within the school 

context.

Are we able to bridge 
the theory–practice 

divide?

• There are abundant studies of the problem.
• Studies of the problem arrive at a consensus on the causes and possible 

solutions to the problem.
• The theories that govern the problem are translatable into the daily 

organizational and instructional routines of schooling.

Is the strategy 
feasible?

• Solutions to the problem will not substantively challenge or disrupt 
organizational and instructional routines.

• The organization (school) possesses the appropriate personnel, time, 
space, materials, expertise, and leadership to implement a solution to the 
problem.

• Criteria for success are achievable.

Is there room for 
experimentation?

• Timelines for completing project include room for adjustments.
• The organization (school) possesses the appropriate resources to adjust 

personnel, time, space, materials, expertise, and leadership.
• Administration understands the risks involved with the agreed upon 

strategy.
• Administration is willing to make real-time adjustments to the program.
• Administration is committed to a long-term solution to the problem.



MVP main
Typewritten Text
This page intentionally left blank.



The First 100 Days in the Main Office, pages 107–111
Copyright © 2018 by Information Age Publishing
All rights of reproduction in any form reserved. 107

9
Valued Ends of Schooling

Why Are We Here?

Each chapter in this book presented a series of managerial situations that 
frequently arise in the first 100 days of a school year. The problematic situ-
ations offered a new school leader the opportunity to connect the dots of 
a strong instructional cultural: why we are here → what we believe → what 
we value → how we enact our goals and values. The managerial strategies 
employed by the new school leader described the particulars of enacting 
policies, procedures, and practices that offer the potential for changing a 
school culture. Throughout this book I have purposefully left unanswered 
the first question of a strong instructional culture: Why are we here? The 
debate over what the valued ends of schooling are—why we are here—is a 
century-old argument between five educational philosophies:

 ◾ The civic school believes that children should be prepared to as-
sume their roles as active citizens in democracy.

 ◾ The vocational school believes that children should be trained to 
assume their roles in a free-market economy.
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 ◾ The humanistic school believes that children should be educated to 
become human beings capable of love and imagination.

 ◾ The human development school believes that children should be 
free to author their own personal identities.

 ◾ The institutional school believes that children should be creden-
tialed for completing mandates course sequences.

Underlying these five philosophies of schooling are two views of knowl-
edge that define how their valued ends are represented in schools:

 ◾ The civic, vocational, and institutional schools view knowledge as a 
source of power to control the environment, society, and one’s self.

 ◾ The humanistic and human development schools view knowledge as 
interpretation that equips young people with the academic tools 
to develop a better understanding of the self and the historical 
struggles over identity, politics, and power.

School mission statements are packed with goals articulating one or 
more of these philosophies of education. Mission statements serve the im-
portant purpose of answering the first question of schooling: What do we 
want our students to become? Do parents send their sons and daughters 
to school to become active citizens, productive workers, or good people, 
or to earn a credential, or some combination of these goals? Most school 
leaders are too busy managing the crisis of the day or implementing this 
year’s new strategic plan to allocate time to making collective sense out of 
vague expressions of educational values and goals listed on the cover of 
district public relations folders. The disregard of philosophical goals cre-
ates a confused culture where the valued ends of schooling often fail to 
agree with the institutional means of schooling. The ends-means confusion 
appears each day in “child-centered” schools that have eliminated recess; 
in “critical-thinking” classrooms dominated by teacher talk and worksheets; 
and in “world-class” labs housing outdated and unrepaired computers. The 
source of weak school cultures is the daily disconnect between what school 
communities say they value and what those same communities really do in 
main offices and classrooms.

New school leaders intent on authoring a strong instructional culture 
place the why back into the how of schooling. They understand from the 
first day in the main office, the numerous organizational and instructional 
decisions they will be asked to make will be grounded in a collective un-
derstanding of the educational values written into school mission state-
ments. Developing and enacting a collective understanding of the why of 
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schooling does not mean there is a single why or a single what or a single 
how. The common denominator of strong instructional cultures is a pro-
cess for making collective sense out of the diverse why’s, what’s, and how’s 
that enter the school doors each year. No matter what instructional world-
view new school leaders may favor, they possess the academic background 
and managerial expertise to determine if the goals, methods, and prac-
tices of a new instructional initiative make collective sense. The process of 
collective sensemaking interrogates the why, what, and how of every goal, 
every theory, every pedagogy, and every organizational design that appears 
at the schoolhouse door. If goals agree with methods, then the process 
of implementation begins. If goals and methods do not make collective 
sense, the schoolhouse door closes on the new reform of the day. No pol-
icy, program, theory, pedagogy, or organizational arrangement will enter 
the collective sensemaking arena until the school community satisfactorily 
answers the essential question asked by strong instructional cultures: Is this 
goal worth pursuing?

Strong Cultures Do the Right Things

Once a school community makes collective sense out of the why, what, and 
how of a new instructional initiative, strong instructional leaders call upon 
their managerial skills to implement the particular what’s and how’s of the 
program. The why of the new initiative never changes in the implementa-
tion process. Strong instructional cultures grow stronger when they remain 
faithful to an agreed-upon why of schooling (see Table 9.1). School cultures 
become weak when the why of a new instructional initiative is disconnected 
from the values and the practices defined by an agreed-upon educational 
goal: that is, the elimination of recess in child-centered schools. Without a 
constancy of purpose, new school leaders lose the ability to make choices 
among the annual array of theories, ideas, policies, and practices vying for 

TABLE 9.1 Constancy of Purpose
Qualities Policies, Programs, Systems, and Practices

Congruent All policies, programs, systems, and practices conform to a school’s agreed-
upon response to the question: “Why are we here?”

Continuous All policies, programs, systems, and practices advance the goals, methods, 
and practices of the school’s agreed-upon response to the question: 
“Why are we here?”

Coherent All policies, programs, systems, and practices work together to further the 
goals, methods, and practices to the school’s agreed-upon response to the 
question: “Why are we here?”
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recognition in main offices and classrooms. The cost of poorly defined or 
poorly pursued purposes is starving good programs, resourcing mediocre 
programs, or ignoring promising programs. Each lost opportunity eventu-
ally erodes the desire on the part of teachers to venture much beyond their 
instructional comfort zone.

Each administrative situation presented in this book offered a new school 
leader the opportunity to redefine the why, what, and how of schooling. The 
theme of the first 100 days is a description of a way of thinking and acting 
that at all times is committed to connecting the valued ends of schooling to 
the particulars of organizational and classroom practices (see Figure 9.1). 
Resource 9.1 provides a template for answering the essential question of a 
strong instructional culture: Why are we here? Until school leaders author 
their personal instructional worldviews, the schools they lead will succumb 
to the day-to-day talk and organizational routines of the Central High way.

The Vocational
(to become a worker)

The Civic
(to become a citizen)

The Institutional
(to graduate)

The Development
of the Authentic Self
(to become an agent)

The Cultivation of Humanity
(to become human)

Valued Ends
of Schooling

Organizational
Commitment

School DiscourseLeadership

Instructional
Systems

Administrative
Commitment

Constancy
of Purpose

Figure 9.1 Connecting the cultural dots.
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Resource

Resource 9.1  Authoring a Personal Instructional Worldview

Educational Beliefs Questions–Concepts What I Believe

What are the goals 
of schooling?

• Is there an ultimate goal or multiple 
goals?

• What goals (vocational, civic, self-
development, humanistic, institutional) 
should our school pursue?

How do children 
learn?

• Imitation
• Association
• Application
• Interpretation

What do all 
children need to 

know?

• Great books
• Basic skills
• Disciplinary concepts
• Contemporary problems

How should we 
organize subject 

matter?

• A textbook
• Disciplinary representations
• Test preparation manuals
• Themes
• Problems
• Concepts
• Big ideas
• What draws a student to a subject

How should 
we assess 

understanding of 
subject matter?

• A test
• Grades
• School projects
• Performances
• Authentic products

How should we 
teach?

• Lecture
• Model
• Direct instruction
• Socratic questioning
• Facilitate/coach

How should 
we work with 

children?

• Believe routines and rules are 
important for real-world success.

• Honor individual differences/talents/
interests

• Believe moral training is critical
• Believe rebellion is normal/abnormal
• Believe behavior is a matter of 

rewards/punishments
• Believe behavior is a matter of 

cognitive understanding
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10
Cultural Levers

Doing the Right Things

The first day as a new school leader is a humbling experience. Your new 
desk is covered with call slips, your inbox is spilling over, all the lights on 
your phones are blinking, and your secretary is patiently waiting outside 
your office door. The covered desk, the overflowing inbox, the phones, and 
your secretary are calling for a decision now. The reason you are standing 
in the office is a résumé and interview process that convinced your new 
bosses that you knew what decision to make now. Sitting down in your new 
office chair, there are two paths for administering a school: you can manage 
the school or you can lead the school. The fundamental difference between 
managing a school and leading a school is the distinction Bennis (1985) 
makes between administrators who do things right and administrators who 
do the right things (see Table 10.1).

The standard response to this situation is to follow the familiar mana-
gerial script of telling, allocating, and inspecting. The managerial script 
responds efficiently to call slips, inboxes, phones, and waiting secretaries. 
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Telling, allocating, and inspecting are designed for checking off tasks. They 
are not designed to fundamentally change the educational experiences of 
children and adolescents seated in classrooms surrounding the main office. 
The alternative administrative script that a new school leader could adopt is 
one that purposes, educates, and coaches. Following this leadership script, 
the call slips on your desk, the documents in your inbox, the voicemails on 
your phones, and your secretary’s “to do” lists offer numerous opportuni-
ties to fundamentally change the goals, beliefs, values, and practices of your 
school’s instructional culture. What problems and concerns a new school 
leader chooses to attend to, how that new school leader talks about and 
resolves problems and concerns, what performance expectations the new 
school leader establishes, and what educational goals the new school leader 
pursues are cultural levers that a school leader can pull.

A new school leader has an opportunity to pull a cultural lever in the 
direction that reinforces a culture of control or to push a lever in the direc-
tion of a culture of inquiry and experimentation. This chapter summarizes 
the goals of each cultural lever that resides in main offices (see Table 10.2). 
Before school leaders decide which direction they will pull or push a cul-
tural lever, they should honestly assess whether they are professionally and 
emotionally ready to confront the formidable institutional obstacles that 
have historically seized up one or more of these cultural levers. Being pro-
fessionally ready means having the ability to know which lever to move, in 
which direction to move it, and how far to move it. In educational terms, the 
school leader must possess a well-formulated response to the essential ques-
tion of a strong instructional culture: Why are we here? Emotional readi-
ness means having the disposition to respond patiently and calmly to what 
a school community might perceive as a wrong pull or push of a cultural 

TABLE 10.1 Managing vs. Leading
Doing Things Right Doing the Right Things

Emphasis on participation Emphasis on performance

Handles situations Provides symbols and enhances meaning

Emphasis on planning Emphasis on purposing

Gives directions Builds capacity

Builds monitoring systems Builds accountability systems

Extrinsic motivation 
(Rewards and Punishments)

Intrinsic motivation
(Meaning, Trust, Commitment, Identity, 

Efficacy)

Congeniality Collegiality

Calculated or rational Creates cognitive dissonance
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lever. In educational terms, the school leaders convince their school com-
munities that they possess the right combination of pedagogical knowledge 
and managerial skills to author a new instructional reality.

Cultural Lever #1: Purposes

 Pull Towards Credentialing
←→
 Push Towards Educating

School organizations are designed to efficiently implement the purpose 
of institutional schooling: to credential. A school culture focused on the 
credentialing function will pay particular attention to placement, grad-
ing, and documentation. School organizations focused on the educational 
function of schooling will pay particular attention to the five fundamen-
tal questions of schooling: How do children learn? What knowledge is of 
most worth? How should knowledge be organized? How should we assess 
student understanding? How should we teach? School leaders intent on de-
veloping a strong instructional culture redefine their administrative role 
from one of managing the documentation of student progress to one of 
leading the enactment of the knowledge and skills to achieve the goals 
written into school mission statements.

 Pull Towards Managing Classrooms
←→
 Push Towards Leading Classrooms

Developing a strong teaching culture is central to developing a strong in-
structional culture. Standing in the way of strong teaching cultures is the 
strong belief on the part of teachers that the classrooms are their private 
domains. School administrators affirm this belief with the lament that tres-
passing on private classrooms takes too much time away from their mana-
gerial obligations. One cultural value says, “Don’t enter my classroom” and 
the other cultural value says, “I do not belong in the classroom.” Except 
for perfunctory drive-by teacher observations that produce “you don’t 
bother me and I won’t bother you” performance reviews, the chief vehicle 
for instructional change—the classroom—remains unsupervised and un-
changed. School leaders intent on developing a strong instructional cul-
ture redefine the boundaries of main offices to include the inner workings 
of private classrooms.
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 Pull Towards Instructional Management
←→
 Push Towards Instructional Leadership

Most school administrators would admit to a wide gap between the goals of 
their job—instructional leadership—and the functions of their job—instruc-
tional management. School administrators attribute this gap to time-consum-
ing managerial functions that keep the building running well, but leave little 
time for reviewing curriculum, observing classes, coaching teachers, and read-
ing the research. While there is some truth in the busyness of getting through 
a school day, the whole truth would acknowledge that the academic and expe-
riential background of school administrators is managerially thick and instruc-
tionally thin. School leaders intent on developing a strong instructional culture 
must redefine their role from instructional manager to instructional leader. 
The personal and professional process for developing the knowledge and skills 
to lead instruction would, at a minimum, require a coherent response to the 
fundamental questions of schooling (see Resource 10.1) and the authoring 
of a teaching model that represents the goals and practices of a personalized 
instructional worldview (see Resource 10.2).

 Pull Towards Mandated Instructional Agendas
←→
 Push Towards Your Instructional Agenda

New school leaders will enter main offices that are already occupied by defined 
instructional agendas. Stacked on main office bookshelves are district curricu-
lum guides, teacher evaluation plans, technology plans, strategic plans, disci-
pline plans, state codes, and district policy manuals that represent governmen-
tal and district interpretations of best practices in curriculum, instruction, and 
school administration. Central offices define the role of instructional leader-
ship as the efficient implementation of handed-down instructional agendas—
the contents of the documents stacked on main office bookshelves. What new 
school leaders often find on these stacked bookshelves is an incoherent mix of 
organizational and instructional theories, ideas, and practices that responded 
to a local or national crisis of the day or the educational fad of the day. With-
out a well-articulated instructional worldview, there is no standard for judging 
the value of a new instructional initiative or a process for making collective 
sense out of the jumble of theories, techniques, and programs that travel in 
and out of school buildings each year.

New school leaders intent on developing a strong instructional culture 
must enter main offices with a well-defined instructional worldview that 
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connects the social, emotional, and intellectual values expressed in school 
mission statements: “Our mission is to respect and enhance the diverse abil-
ities, talents, and interests of students we serve.” School leaders intent on 
developing a strong instructional culture redefine the role of instructional 
leadership from the implementation of handed-down instructional agen-
das to the development of organizational and instructional activity struc-
tures that transform the educational ideals expressed in district mission 
statements into the realities of daily classroom practice (see Resource 10.3).

 Pull Towards Thinking Small
←→
 Push Towards Thinking Big

Most of the call slips and unanswered phone calls that await a new school 
leader on their first day in the main office are requesting a response to poor 
delivery of services: buses arrived late, students have wrong schedules, the 
school lunches are inedible, and a school locker is continually jammed. 
While doing the small things well will divert time and energy away from the 
role of instructional leadership, effectively addressing these gaps in service 
is fundamental to developing a strong instructional culture. Parents and 
board members know little about curriculum and instruction; they know 
a lot about the delivery of school services. From a parent perspective, if 
school staff is unable to deliver basic services well, then the delivery of the 
complex service of teaching immediately becomes suspect. This logic ex-
tends to pursuing ambitious instructional strategies: why trust a new strat-
egy for teaching reading, when your son or daughter was assigned to the 
wrong English course. Convincing school communities to think big about 
teaching and learning, begins with the expert delivery of small services. 
School leaders intent on developing a strong instructional culture should 
be certain that the managerial functions of their job are performed profes-
sionally, competently, responsively, and efficiently (see Resource 10.4).

Cultural Lever #2: People

 Pull Towards Teacher Empowerment
←→
 Push Towards Teacher Professionalism

Teachers look upon the introduction of new instructional theories and 
practices as a violation of the autonomy they require to exercise their 
professional judgment. There is no question that teachers become more 
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positive about an instructional initiative when they are granted more free-
dom to interpret and practice a new pedagogy. What is equally true is the 
freedom to interpret and practice a new pedagogy is usually reduced to se-
lecting pieces of the instructional model that fit into comfortable teaching 
routines. Those parts of ambitious teaching that do not fit are discarded or 
misconstrued. The dilemma for school administrators is finding the right 
balance between the freedom to interpret a new instructional initiative and 
the responsibility to fully understand and accurately represent new theories 
and methods in daily classroom instruction. Most main offices sidestep the 
empowerment–responsibility dilemma by reducing the implementation of 
a new instructional initiative to a series of simple checklists of behaviors that 
can be easily inspected and documented. The instructional outcomes of 
this managerial avoidance are superficial representations of new approach-
es to teaching and learning.

Teachers will be more willing to give up their freedom to interpret new 
theories and practices if two organizational conditions are in place:

1. The school organization has a well-developed strategy for assisting 
teachers with unlearning comfortable teaching routines and relearn-
ing new theory-driven instructional strategies (see Resource 10.5).

2. School administrators have demonstrated over time that they trust 
teachers to do the right thing.

Trusting school environments show respect for teacher experience, 
provide the appropriate resources to learn and practice a new pedagogy, 
and find the right balance between the teaching skills and pedagogical 
complexity. Both organizational conditions provide teachers with the un-
derstanding and trust they require to faithfully execute new instructional 
theories and practices in their classrooms. School leaders intent on devel-
oping a strong instructional culture redefine the relationship between pro-
fessional judgment and professional responsibility.

 Pull Towards Directing
←→
 Push Towards Deliberating

School organizations designed to accomplish institutional goals follow 
meeting agendas that tell participants what to do, when to do it, how to 
do it, and who will do it. While managerial meeting agendas are workable 
formats for telling, allocating, and inspecting, they are poor formats for re-
solving gaps between educational values stated in school mission statements 
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and organizational and instructional realities. Meetings designed to imple-
ment educational values require participants to engage in a process of 
intelligent deliberation: to be informed, to be respectful, and to assume 
responsibility for agreed-upon solutions (see Resource 10.6). School lead-
ers intent on developing a strong instructional culture redefine the goals, 
functions, and tasks of meetings.

 Pull Towards the Wrong People on the School Bus
←→
 Push Towards the Right People on the School Bus

No matter how much effort administrators put into implementing a new in-
structional initiative or designing a well-run system, ultimately the effective-
ness of well-run systems and instructional programs will depend upon the 
quality of the people employed to run the system or teach the class—hav-
ing the right people on the school bus. Teachers and staff members arrive 
in schools with widely different intellectual, social, and motivational capa-
bilities. Some will grasp their function quickly, while others will continually 
ask you what they should do next. Some will adopt a collegial approach to 
working with fellow staff members, while others will require your constant 
intervention to squelch a rumor, referee squabbles, or isolate a personality. 
Some will be self-starters who complete their task efficiently and effectively, 
while others will continually require prodding to move to the next task or 
properly complete the task they are working on. Maximizing the perfor-
mance of the diverse abilities and dispositions of staff and teachers is both 
a human and a management process. The human process is a highly per-
sonal affair involving ongoing conversations over common definitions of 
job performance. The human process assumes that school leaders have the 
right people with the right skills and dispositions on the school bus.

Employing the right people on the bus and developing the right skills 
for the job function is a managerial process that includes fully developed 
systems for employing, training, and evaluating the performance of school 
personnel (see Resource 10.7). Even with fully developed employment, 
training, and performance systems, administrators will confront the human 
problem of individuals who fall short of a school’s performance expecta-
tions. When the right knowledge, skills, and dispositions are absent in of-
fices or classrooms, school leaders commit themselves to initiating and fol-
lowing through with the managerial process for removing personnel who 
are unable to meet the performance expectations for the job they hold. 
School leaders intent on developing a strong instructional culture pay strict 
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attention to getting the right people on the bus, placing the right people 
in the right seat on the bus, and removing the wrong people from the bus.

 Pull Towards Being Accountable
←→
 Push Towards Being Responsible

Of all the managerial concerns encountered in schools, the most fre-
quently stated challenge is the inability to persuade various members of 
the school community to complete a task or improve their performance. 
The managerial approach to lackluster performance is the employment 
of two motivational strategies that are the mainstay of main offices, deans’ 
offices, and classrooms. Strategy A is the “go-to” strategy for almost every 
situation of noncompliance with school goals. It is a simple strategy to un-
derstand and implement: (a) this is the rule, (b) this is what will happen 
to you if you break the rule. While Strategy A is simple to implement, the 
outcomes of these carrot-stick strategies are short-lived, produce inferior 
work products, and give rise to oppositional strategies that ignore, modify, 
or rebel against the rule.

School administrators turn to Strategy B when the oppositional strate-
gies generated by Strategy A are openly defeating the goals and content of 
a new rule or instructional initiative. The preferred methods of Strategy B 
are rule modifications, added resources, or some show of appreciation 
(e.g., coffee and donuts, thank you notes, clothing apparel with the school 
logo). The back and forth movement between Strategy A and Strategy B 
creates a good cop/bad cop school culture. One day teachers are receiving 
free T-shirts celebrating their excellence and the next day they are seated 
in a darkened auditorium being publicly berated for low test scores. Not 
knowing which cop is going to show up at your classroom door shuts down 
the kind of conversations and deliberations that are necessary for continu-
ally improving performance.

A third motivational strategy rarely fits well into schools designed 
around the desire to categorize, label, and sanction. It originates from the 
inner desire of students and teachers to work in an environment that pro-
vides them with the freedom to decide what gets done, a signal that they 
are being listened to, and a feeling that they are making a difference in the 
world. Teachers and students will only make the effort to venture beyond 
their intellectual comfort zones when respect, trust, and meaning are re-
stored to classrooms. School leaders intent on developing a strong instruc-
tional culture commit to a motivational strategy that replaces carrots and 
sticks with meaning and accomplishment.
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 Pull Towards Being in Authority
←→
 Push Towards Bottom-Up Thinking

New entrants to the main office must determine on what basis they will estab-
lish their legitimacy in the eyes of the faculty. Will they lead by being an author-
ity or will they lead by being in authority? Being in authority means telling, al-
locating, and inspecting—all of which are designed to administer techniques, 
materials, and checklists. Being an authority means educating, facilitating, and 
coaching—all of which are designed to change beliefs and translate theory 
into practice (see Resource 10.8). School personnel are willing to follow school 
leaders who possess the knowledge and skills to translate educational visions 
into classroom realities. School personnel will ignore, modify, or oppose main 
office directives that tell them what to do, how to do it, and what will happen to 
them if they do not do it. School leaders intent on developing a strong instruc-
tional culture know what they are talking about, model what they are talking 
about, and participate in what they are talking about.

Cultural Lever #3: Processes

 Pull Towards Top-Down
←→
 Push Towards Bottom-Up Thinking

Schools are bureaucracies. Administrators at the top of the organization are 
charged with developing visions, programs, and policies. Teachers at the bot-
tom are charged with implementing those visions, programs, and policies. Top-
down bureaucracies ignore the learning function of an organization. Without 
the top, the organization lacks the structure to initiate, guide, and supervise 
new understandings of teaching and learning. Without the bottom, the or-
ganization lacks the venues to generate, practice, and apply new understand-
ings of teaching and learning. School leaders intent on developing a strong 
instructional culture find the right balance between vision and experience, 
theory and practice, planning and doing, and routines and experimentation.

 Pull Towards Reacting to the Crisis of the Day
←→
 Push Towards Solving the Crisis of the Day

Every school year brings with it unexpected disruptions to organizational 
and instructional routines. The accepted managerial script for responding 
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to the “crisis of the day” is to implement some modified version of telling, 
allocating, or inspecting. At best, different modes of telling, allocating, or 
inspecting will appear to fix the crisis. Rarely, however, do these managerial 
fixes solve the crisis of the day. Telling, allocating, and inspecting bypass a 
purposeful approach to truly solving the crisis of the day (see Figure 10.1). 
Without a thoughtful approach to the what, why, and how of a complex 
school problem, telling, allocating, and inspecting remain disconnected 
managerial tools that drift around the building with no agreed-upon meth-
od for explaining or resolving the crisis of the day. School leaders intent on 
developing a strong instructional culture redefine how administrators and 
teachers think about and resolve the crisis of the day.

 Pull Towards Simple Systems
←→
 Push Towards Complex Systems

Schools are composed of many systems that organize the delivery of ser-
vices to parents, teachers, and students. One set of systems is designed to 

Stage I
What is the
situation?

Schoolwide
Problem

Stage V
How do we
know if it
works?

Stage IV
How do we do it?

Stage III
What do we do?

Stage II
What do we

know about the
situation?

Figure 10.1 A thoughtful approach to problem solving.
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efficiently allocate resources and deliver a service to members of the school 
community: buses arrive on time, grades are correct, hallways are clean. 
Simple systems (see Figure 10.2) are designed around feedback cycles that 
identify gaps between the goals of the system and one or more functions of 
the system: inputs, tasks, and sequencing. Fixing a problem in a simple sys-
tem amounts to adjusting missing or poorly designed inputs and tasks. The 
resource guide at the end of this chapter provides four checklists that guide 
the process for the design and monitoring of effective simple systems (see 
Resource 10.9 through 10.12). While simple systems often go unnoticed in 
main offices, they are noticed in homes of students and teacher work areas. 
In the minds of parents and teachers, a good school is defined by the daily 
performance of simple school systems.

The same certainty that comes with managing simple systems vanishes 
when supervising the school’s instructional program. Figure 10.3 identifies 
a small fraction of the instructional variables that school administrators are 
asked to supervise. In addition to being overwhelmed by the sheer number 
of economic, social, political, and pedagogical variables swirling around 
classrooms, school leaders have no certain theories, frameworks, concepts, 
or vocabularies to explain how the interactions of these variables influence 
student learning.

Making collective sense out the complex instructional systems is a de-
liberate process of identifying instructional variables under the control of 
main offices, arranging the organization to optimize the implementation of 
each variable, and developing habits of thought that assess and adjust the 
interactions of the variables in play. Figure 10.4 offers one example of a con-
ceptual framework for arranging instructional variables that administrators 

Aims Goals Inputs Tasks Sequence Feedback

What services
will make our

client feel
good about
this school?

What
standard of
performance
do our clients
expect from
the service?

What
resources will
be required to

meet client
expectations?

What
functions will
be required to

meet client
expectations?

What order
of functions
will meet

performance
criteria?

Why is the
system

meeting/not
meeting client
expectations?

• Student
• Building
• Health
• Food

• Timely
• Accurate
• Appropriate
• Complete
• Feasible

• Processes
• Tools
• Personnel
• Materials
• Location
• Budget

• Procedures
• Routines
• Methods

• Stages
• Phases
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Figure 10.2 Looking inside a simple system.
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Figure 10.4 Making sense out of complex instructional systems.
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and teachers directly control. Each variable in this instructional framework 
represents the goals and practices of a school’s instructional worldview.

A school committed to a constructivist-leaning pedagogy, for example, 
would develop organizational systems that align with that “signature” peda-
gogy (see Resource 10.2).

 ◾ The school’s teacher evaluation plan would focus on teaching 
behaviors that accurately represent the goals and practices of 
constructivism.

 ◾ The staff development programs would concentrate on develop-
ing the knowledge and skills for effectively teaching the goals and 
practices of constructivism.

 ◾ The employment process would select candidates with the educa-
tional and experiential backgrounds for effectively teaching the 
goals and practices of constructivism.

 ◾ The school’s mentoring programs would initiate new teach-
ers into the theories, vocabularies, and methods, for effectively 
teaching based on constructivism.

Whatever framework is developed for making collective sense out of 
the complexities of teaching and learning, every framework will be disrupt-
ed by variables that will never be under the complete control of main offic-
es: uncertain inputs (students), uncertain methodologies (what is effective 
teaching), and uncertain goals of schooling (what does it mean to be edu-
cated). Bringing order to disrupted instructional systems entails learning 
habits of thought that will bring a semblance of order to the accepted un-
certainties of teaching and learning. Table 10.3 lists habits of thought that 
offer a purposeful approach for making collective sense out of a disrupted 
instructional system. None of these habits of thought, alone or in combi-
nation, will permanently solve the disruptions to complex instructional 

TABLE 10.3 Habits of Thought
Refusal to simplify

Openness to alternative instructional models

Respect for expertise

Sensitivity to classroom situations

Willingness to experiment

Tolerance for failure

Patience with program development

Rejection of quick fixes
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systems. The number of uncontrolled instructional variables in and outside 
of schools embeds impermanence into all instructional systems. What these 
habits of thought do provide, however, is a system of thinking that both 
recognizes the complexities of a disruption and, at the same time, provides 
a method for evaluating solutions to the crisis of the day. School leaders in-
tent on developing a strong instructional culture model and enact methods 
of inquiry that make sense out of uncertainties of teaching and learning.

Cultural Orientations

All schools reflect a certain cultural orientation. For the most part, schools 
in America represent a mix of five institutional orientations: organization-
al, academic, athletic, vocational, and societal. What emerges out of the 
mixture of orientations is one dominant orientation that reflects a deeply 
prized value of a particular school community. Administrators pay special 
attention to artifacts that represent improvements according to the school’s 
dominant cultural orientation (Table 10.4).

None of these cultural orientations provides the means to system-
atically teach standardized bodies of knowledge and skills to millions of 

TABLE 10.4 Valued Improvements of Cultural Orientations
Cultural Orientation Valued Improvements

Organizational • Zero-based budgeting
• Data management systems
• TQM
• Strategic planning

Academic • Added AP courses
• Weighted grades
• Required core
• Reduced electives
• Honor roll

Athletic • Employ coaches first, teachers second
• Add levels
• Build facilities
• Honor victory

Vocational • Proper placement
• Career planning
• Occupational clusters
• Work programs

Societal • Data analysis
• Test preparation
• Pacing guides
• Coverage
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young people with individualized ways of understanding the world. Add-
ing an AP course, building a field house, or implementing a new strate-
gic plan changes building structures, course requirements, and organiza-
tional goals—it does not change how learning takes place in classrooms. 
In schools where instruction becomes the cultural orientation, there is a 
continual search for curriculum designs and instructional methods that 
translate standard ways of understanding the world into personalized ways 
of knowing that same world. The answer to creating personalized learning 
environments falls along a continuum of learning theories and pedagogi-
cal practices. Strong instructional cultures devote all of their organization-
al and instructional activity structures to finding the right mix of theories 
and practices that appeal to diverse abilities, talents, and interests. School 
leaders intent on developing a strong instructional culture continually 
push their school’s orientation towards what matters most: teaching and 
learning (See Table 10.5).

The cultural levers described in this chapter are specifically designed 
to shift a school culture from an institutional orientation towards an in-
structional orientation. A new school leader pushed or pulled one or more 
of these cultural levers to develop a new vision for Central High. When 
pushing or pulling a cultural lever, new school leaders should not ignore 
the institutional orientations of schooling in America. The failure to pay 
attention to how a school community defines schooling will jam the cultur-
al levers described in this chapter. Parents are much more willing to accept 
conceptual approaches to teaching mathematics, or thematic approaches 
to teaching history, or inquiry approaches to teaching English, if the arti-
facts of institutional schooling are in place, are well-maintained, and are 
respected. Successfully developing a strong instructional culture requires 
knowing in which directions to pull or push the right instructional levers 
and, at the same time, knowing in which directions to pull or push the 
right managerial levers.

TABLE 10.5 Valued Improvements of an Instructional Orientation
Fundamental Question of Schooling Valued Improvement

How do children learn? Mastery → Cognitively Assisted

What knowledge is of greatest worth? Facts/Procedures → Concepts/Ideas

How should knowledge be organized? Task Analysis → Problem Based

How should we assess what students understand? Summative → Formative

How should we teach? Direct Instruction → Discovery
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Resources

Resource 10.1 Enacting an Instructional Worldview

Fundamental Questions 
of Schooling Classroom Practices

How do children learn? • Social interaction
• Discovery
• Inquiry

What knowledge is of 
greatest worth?

• Big ideas
• Big questions
• Authentic problems/situations
• Concepts

How should knowledge 
be organized?

• Themes
• Interdisciplinary Studies
• Disciplinary and real-world problems
• Understanding vs. Coverage
• Concepts

How should we assess 
student learning?

• Project/exhibitions/demonstrations/forums
• Rubrics representing standards of performance

How should we treat 
students?

• Respect and honor diverse abilities, talents, and interests
• Respect and honor differences: social class, disability, sexual 

orientation, nationality, race, ethnicity, gender, language, and 
educational attainment

• Explain, not impose, policies and rules
• Accommodate/mediate asymmetrical power relationships
• Do no harm

How should we TEACH? • Focus students on a problem or event in their lives
• Question student understandings of the problem or event
• Provide students with “visualizations” of authentic problems
• Design problems/activities that require joint problem solving 

(collaboration)
• Present big ideas, metaphors, analogies, theories, concepts 

(explanatory frameworks) to resolve “schooled” and “unschooled” 
understandings of the problem or event

• Have students solve problems by applying one or more explanatory 
frameworks
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Resource 10.2 Signature Pedagogy

Domain Description

Purpose • The goal of each lesson is the solution to a messy or complex academic 
or societal problem.

Representation 
of subject matter

• The lesson reflects accurate representation of the discipline.
• Concepts are connected to subject matter facts and procedures.

High cognitive demand • Memorization of subject matter definitions, facts, procedures will always 
connect to the academic concept or idea.

Students are 
responsible for 
thinking

• Design lessons and activities to hold students responsible for resolving 
academic problems rather than relying on the teacher or textbook.

• Prompt students to support solutions and claims with accepted 
authorities in the discipline.

Classroom discourse • Discourse advances beyond dominant teacher talk.
• Students frequently engage each other in purposeful discussions.

Lesson sequence • Lesson sequence is logical and accurately reflects disciplinary thinking.

Activity structures • The arrangement of students, allocation of time, type of materials, 
degree of support, and form of technology reflects the purpose and 
outcomes of the lesson.

Attention to student 
thinking

• Teachers pay close attention to what students say and do during a 
lesson so they can uncover and understand how they are thinking about 
theories, concepts, and practices in the discipline.

• Teachers identify particular theories, ideas, and strategies represented in 
student thinking.

Lesson outcomes • Students produce artifacts that reflect real-world applications and deep 
understandings of disciplinary theories, concepts, and practices.

Lesson coherence • Lesson flow is aligned as such:

Purpose → Discipline → Cognitive demand → Classroom discourse → 
Activity structures → Lesson outcomes.
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Resource 10.3 Daily Realities of a School Culture

Learn → Worth → Organize → Assess → Teach

Instructional Worldview

Activity Structures Implementation

Signature Pedagogy

• Worldviews
• Interpretations
• Methods of Inquiry
• Predictive Models

• Purpose
• Representation of Subject Matter
• High Cognitive Demand

• Lesson Outcomes
• Lesson Coherence
• Classroom Discourse

Subject Matter
Communities

How we resolve problems

• Student Thinking
• Lesson Sequence
• Activity Structures

• Employ
• Mentor
• Evaluate
• Educate

Instructional Systems How we organize the school
for learning

• Time
• Participation
• Expertise

Administrative
Commitment

How we supervise student
learning

• Respectful
• Knowledgeable
• Deliberate
• Reflective

School Discourse How we talk about learning
and students

• Time
• Space
• Materials
• Expertise
• Configuration

Organizational
Commitment

How we support student learning
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Resource 10.4 Small Things Done Well

Goal Essential Components

Professional • Clean and organized facility and work areas
• Professional dress and conduct
• Knowledgeable staff
• Short, well-organized, and effective public events
• Brief, accurate, and informative communications

Responsive • Immediate (phone calls, emails, are returned on same day)
• Informed
• Delivers appropriate materials
• Resolves problems promptly

Competent • Delegates to appropriate personnel
• Demonstrates knowledge of school routines and procedures
• Demonstrates knowledge of curriculum and instruction
• Reflects understanding of instructional worldview

Efficient • Timely
• Accurate
• Appropriate
• Complete

Resource 10.5 Master Training Regime

Component What Teachers Are Asked to Do

Problem Identify gaps between a valued end of schooling and actual student performance.

Theories and 
Practices

Identify alternative explanations for the instructional problem.

Model Observe expert performance of theory-based methods.

Practice Under the supervision of a mentor/consultant, apply theory-based methods in the classroom.

Coach Participate in ongoing conversations with a mentor/consultant on gaps between the inten-
tions of theory-based methods and actual implementation of those methods in classrooms.

Practice Under the supervision of a mentor/consultant, continue to employ feedback from 
coaching sessions to close gaps between intentions of theory-based method and 
actual implementation of those methods in classrooms.

Author Construct pedagogical approaches and a plan of action that agree with a school’s instruc-
tional worldview, the social context of the school, and pre-existing experiences of teachers.

Standardize Normalize a set of teaching methods that make sense to teachers, are working for 
teachers, and accurately reflect the application of a theory based method of instruction.

Reprinted by permission of Publisher. From Alan C. Jones, Becoming a Strong Instructional Leader: Saying 
No to Business as Usual, New York, NY: Teachers College Press. Copyright © 2012 by Teachers College 
Press, Columbia University. All rights reserved.
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Resource 10.6 Thoughtful Meetings

Meeting Expectations Purpose

Supports a strategy 
already agreed upon

• Revises goals of a strategy
• Revises enactment of components of strategy
• Solves a systems problem
• Reassigns responsibilities
• Reallocates resources

Attendees • Those directly involved in implementation
• Those who have done their homework

Attendees do their 
homework

• Familiar with theories, ideas, and practices associated with 
organizational or instructional change

• Familiar with components of instructional culture that are being enacted
• Read all materials (books, research articles, position papers)
• Clear about what they will contribute to the meeting (e.g., summary of 

a report, appropriate options)

Meeting protocols • Meetings are not informational
• Attendees understand that they are not participating in a brainstorming 

session
• Attendees understand they are participating in a dialogue over a 

school-wide instructional or organizational problem.
• Attendees understand the role of respectful listener.
• Attendees understand that they will be responsible for enacting 

meeting outcomes.

Action Plan • Changes to enactment of components of instructional culture
• Changes to systems involved
• Changes responsible personnel
• Changes acquisition and allocation of materials, space, time, expertise
• Changes criteria for success
• Changes timelines
• Establishes future meetings dates
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Resource 10.7 Driving the School Bus

Who Is 
on the Bus How You Drive the Bus

Getting 
the Right 
People on 
the Bus

Employment • District/school prescribes criteria for selection of candidates.
• District/school has a process for screening candidates.
• The employment process begins in a timely manner.
• District/school uses a team approach to interview candidates.
• District/school conducts multiple interviews before final decision.
• District/school conducts on-site observations of prospective 

candidates.
• District/school uses scripted questions for interviews.

Mentoring • Mentors are highly accomplished veteran staff members.
• Mentors and protégés communicate early and frequently.
• Mentors and protégés are appropriately matched.
• Mentors and protégés communicate effectively.
• District/school provides appropriate training and support.
• Mentors and protégés engage in frequent observations and meetings.
• Mentoring process is documented and provides purposeful 

approaches to reflection on practice.
• There is a process for ongoing evaluation of mentor performance.

Staff 
Development

• Learning is active.
• Learning is content-based.
• Learning respects teacher identities.
• Learning is interpretative.
• Learning is socially constructed.
• There is a purposeful approach to training:

unlearning → relearning → interpreting → practice

Getting 
People in 
the Right 
Seats on 
the Bus

Job 
Description

• Job responsibilities
• Job duties
• Job skills and qualifications
• Expected levels of performance

Systems: 
Tasks and 
Functions

• Align system functions/tasks and job descriptions. 
• Align system functions/tasks and employee proficiencies.
• Adjust systems to accommodate employee proficiencies and/or 

training regimes for gaps in performance.

Getting 
the Wrong 
People Off 
the Bus

Teacher/Staff 
Performance 
Reviews

• Provide written criteria indicators for effective performance.
• Align levels of performance with criteria/indicators.
• Educate/train teachers and staff on effective performance of 

criteria indicators.
• Educate/train supervisors on effective performance of criteria 

indicators.
• In the process for evaluating the performance of criteria indicators, 

include performance observation/documentation, conferencing on 
performance, and individualized professional development plans.

• Provide a process for remediating below-standard performance.
• Provide a process for dismissal of low-performing employees.
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Resource 10.8 Being an Authority

Leadership Tools Proficiencies

Purpose Ability to provide a coherent response to the five fundamental questions of 
schooling: Learn, Worth, Organize, Assess, Teach

Frame Ability to author a narrative that explains the relationship between an 
instructional problem, a theory-driven strategy for resolving the problem, and 
the organizational capacity to implement the strategy

Challenge Ability to confront strongly held assumptions, beliefs, and practices about 
teaching and learning

Interpret Ability to apply theory-driven instructional initiatives to practical realities of the 
classroom: adopt, adapt, or ignore

Leverage Ability to enhance prior knowledge and skills

Allocate Ability to position the appropriate resources (personnel, space, time, materials, 
expertise) in the right place at the right time

Implement Ability to link goals (purpose + frame) with objectives (challenge + interpret + 
leverage + allocate) to achieve desired outcomes

Participate Ability to work in teacher workspaces/classrooms to adopt theory-driven 
instructional initiatives

Resource 10.9 Goals–Diversions–Functions

System
Goals

Services the Client Expects
Diversions

Non-Client Services
Functions

Services the Client Receives

Student 
Schedules

• Students receive 
schedules before the 
start of the school year.

• Schedules accurately 
reflect student requests 
or course changes.

• Payroll schedule delays 
student schedules.

• Payroll program 
overrides current 
changes to student 
schedules.

• Students receive 
schedules on the first 
day of school.

• Schedules do not reflect 
student requests or 
changes.

• Students wait in 
guidance offices for 
corrected schedules.

Classroom 
Cleaning

• Clean white boards
• Swept/mopped floors
• Emptied wastepaper 

baskets
• Desks free of graffiti

• Set up football stadium 
for Friday game

• Set up auditorium for 
choral concert

• All rooms receive same 
time allocation

• Components of room are 
not cleaned or room is 
missed for cleaning

System in 
Your School
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Resource 10.10 System Analysis: Mailing of Grades

System: Mailing of Grades

Goals • Accurate
• Informative (understandable)
• Timely

Elements Components Functions

Inputs Personnel • Data Processing Manager
• Registrar
• Payroll Manager
• Principal
• Principal’s Secretary

Tools • Scantron Grading Machine
• Data Processing: Mainframe

Materials • Scantron Grading Forms

Location • Data Processing Office
• Principal’s Office

Processes 
(other offices impacted)

• Business
• Principal

Tools Online Grading Program

Tasks Step 1 Establish district/school calendar

Step 2 Establish number of grade reports (for year)

Step 3 Establish following dates: Grades due to data 
processing → grades sent out to parents

Step 4 Coordinate grading calendar with other data processing 
programs (payroll)

Step 5 Revise grading calendar based on calendars from other 
departments

Diversions Business Department • Coordinate running of payroll
• No modifications to scheduling program

Teacher punctuality • Review grade calendar with union representative
• Personal contact with late teacher inputs
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Resource 10.11 Systems Calendar Template

Month System Tasks (Due Date) Personnel Notes

June Registration • Establish bus routes 
(5/15/____ )

• Establish stations 
(4/15/____ )

• Registration forms 
(6/1/____ )

• Run schedules 
(8/1/____ )

• Parent letter 
(6/5/____ )

• Employment: 
Registration Workers 
(7/15/____ )

• Assistant Principal
• A.P. Secretary
• Data Processing 

Manager
• Human Resource 

Director

• Review Spanish 
translation of 
registration 
materials

• Review systems 
audit

• Review 
performance 
evaluations of 
registration 
workers

• Redesign express 
registration

July

August

September

October

November

December

January

February

March

April

May
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Resource 10.12 Systems Audit

Tasks
What 

worked
What did not 

work Modification
Personnel 

responsible Timeline

Station 1:

Immunization 
Check

• New form
• Express 

registration

• Continued 
long lines 
(holds up 
other stations)

• Discussions 
with parents 
and students 
who have 
incomplete 
forms

• Add two 
school nurses/
nurse aides

• Create referral 
station for 
immunization 
assistance

• Offer incoming 
8th graders 
immunizations 
at high school 
in April–May

• School nurse
• Assistant 

Principal

September–
December

Target:
December 1
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11
Enacting a Strong Instructional Culture

3,000 Days Later: Lessons Learned

School cultures do not change in 100 days. What new school leaders can do 
in those early months of school is develop patterns of talk and behaviors 
that, over time, faithfully represent the answer to the fundamental ques-
tion of schooling: “Why are we here?” Once a new school leader establishes 
organizational and instructional pathways for the enactment of the valued 
ends of schooling, the task of cultural change shifts to the messy business 
of maintaining the integrity of those pathways, which are continually erod-
ed by three cultural truths that rarely receive mention in the literature on 
school reform.

Cultural Truth #1

The ever-changing circumstances of a school environment will divert 
attention away from the cultivation of the beliefs, values, and practices of a 
new cultural vision. A new superintendent, a new mandate, a new board of 
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education, a referendum failure, or a death in the school community, can 
quickly negate norms of thinking and practice that took years to establish.

Cultural Truth #2

The unlearning of comfortable beliefs, values, and practices and the re-
learning of foreign beliefs, values, and practices require enormous amounts 
of social, emotional, and intellectual energy. Sustaining the level of energy re-
quired to implement a new vision of schooling often demands more time, more 
resources, and more preparation than main offices are capable of providing.

Cultural Truth #3

The articulation and enactment of high expectations for performance 
will always provoke discord between what the organization standardizes, 
measures, and evaluates and what members of the organization believe 
should be standardized, measured, and evaluated.

Faced with the uncomfortable truths of cultural change, a new school 
leader has three choices: to retreat to the main office and manage the 
school; to adopt programs and manage reforms; or to lead the process of 
cultural change. The first two choices aim at getting teachers and students 
through the school day without tampering with established beliefs, values, 
and practices. The third choice places new school leaders in the messy cul-
tural world of fundamentally redefining established norms of thinking, be-
having, and performing.

This book has portrayed the thinking and actions of a new school lead-
er intent on leading the process of cultural change. Each chapter described 
an organizational strategy employed by a new school leader to redefine the 
beliefs, values, and practices of an entrenched school culture. Underlying 
all of these organizational strategies is a set of leadership lessons I learned 
in my tenure as principal of a high school for seventeen years. What follows 
are summaries of those twelve lessons that served me well in redefining the 
beliefs, values, and practices of the Central High that I led.

Lesson #1: Get Fired for Doing Something

During those first 100 days at Central High, I frequently called a men-
tor of mine to discuss my cultural crisis of the day. At the end of one of these 
discussions, he offered, what became for me, the first lesson of leadership: 
“Son, it is better to get fired for doing something than for doing nothing.” 
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In organizational terms, my mentor was telling me to “stop managing, and 
start leading.” Managers are most comfortable supervising stable processes 
that require little, if any, adjustments or disruptions: doing nothing. Leaders 
live in the messy world of unstable processes that require continual rear-
rangement of activities and the periodic creative destruction of processes 
that appeared to be working: doing something. The goals and processes of 
institutional schooling are designed for managers. The goals and processes 
of strong instructional cultures are designed for leaders.

Lesson #2: Start With a Theory

On my first day in the main office, I was handed a number of docu-
ments that, in my superintendent’s words, would “familiarize me with the 
vision, mission, goals, and strategic plans of the district.” While each of 
these documents consistently used the vocabulary of contemporary school 
reform—data mining, critical thinking, common core—none of the docu-
ments separately, or together, provided me with a coherent response to 
the five fundamental questions of schooling: (a) How do children learn? 
(b) What knowledge is of greatest worth? (c) How should knowledge be 
organized? (d) How should we assess what students understand? (e) How 
should we TEACH? Whether pursuing incremental improvement or in-
structional breakthroughs, the particulars of a school situation will require 
constant adjustments to theories, ideas, programs, and practices. What re-
mains constant in the reform process is a theory of schooling that reorga-
nizes new techniques, ideas, programs, and practices into a coherent and 
continuous framework for teaching and learning. A theory of instruction 
provides administrators and faculty with a clear causal relationship between 
vision, goals, and practices.

Lesson #3: Start With Structure

In my first educational psychology course, my professor ended a lecture 
on learning theory with the question: “Who invented the high school?” The 
point of the question was the obvious disconnect between theories on how 
children learn and the structures of institutional schooling. A short walk 
through any level of schooling finds students conforming to organizational 
and instructional routines that pay little attention to a child’s fundamental 
social, emotional, and intellectual needs to communicate, to construct, to 
inquire, to move, and to create. All attempts at implementing theory-driven 
instructional reforms are doomed to fail without a fundamental change to 
the organizational and instructional arrangements of institutional schooling.
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Lesson #4: Be the Smartest Person in the Room

After the Central High Board of Education passed the STARS program, 
the superintendent whispered to me, “Al, we were lucky on this one.” For 
the most part, my luck held up under four more superintendents, numer-
ous changes to the board of education, and significant changes to the finan-
cial condition of the district. The long streak of passing ambitious instruc-
tional initiatives confirmed my belief that luck happens when you are the 
smartest person in the room. Being smart is not about how intelligent you 
are; it is all about doing your homework. Smart leaders do not read from 
scripts, or turn the meeting over to a consultant, or narrate a PowerPoint 
presentation. School leaders who do their homework enter public forums 
with well-crafted personalized instructional narratives that demonstrate to 
the school community their deep commitment to the educational values 
written into mission statements, a thorough understanding of the pedago-
gies that will develop those values, and the managerial skills to transform 
those pedagogies into classroom realities. There are many legitimate rea-
sons for a board of education to reject a reform initiative. One of those 
reasons should never be the absence of the smartest person in the room.

Lesson #5: Failure Is an Option

All school reform initiatives originate from theories of teaching, learn-
ing, and organizational behavior. Theories are generalized predictions 
of physical or human behavior gathered from laboratory-induced situa-
tions that have been stripped of environmental variables that would con-
fuse cause and effect relationships. When a district or school adopts a new 
learning or organizational theory, those same environmental variables that 
were stripped in controlled investigations reappear in classroom settings. 
The ordered relationships that were carefully positioned in the research 
become disordered in messy classroom situations. Bringing predictabil-
ity back to disrupted theory-driven instructional initiatives requires some 
form of experimentation with different combinations of new and existing 
theories, routines, techniques, and practices. Being comfortable with ex-
perimentation means a school leader understands the place of failure in 
making collective sense out of theory-driven instructional initiatives. Fail-
ure is an essential tool for interpreting and eventually institutionalizing 
instructional practices that work. If no one in a school organization is re-
porting failure, then you can be assured that no one in the organization is 
learning or innovating.



Enacting a Strong Instructional Culture    143

Lesson #6: Conflict Is Inevitable

No matter how well-framed or how well-resourced a new school reform 
initiative may be, teachers look upon new instructional theories and practic-
es as a direct threat to their classroom identity and competence. No reform 
strategy possesses the ability to overcome the various levels of disagreement 
that will emerge when disrupting deeply held beliefs about teaching and 
learning. School leaders owe their school community the intelligent and 
purposeful enactment of theories and practices that fulfill a worthwhile vi-
sion of schooling. If that effort is carried out with integrity and respect, then 
school leaders have done everything possible to invite teachers to become 
members of a strong instructional culture. School administrators should 
never allow their vision of teaching and learning to be compromised by fac-
ulty members who, for whatever reason, have decided to place themselves 
outside the process of continuous professional development.

Lesson #7: Those Closest to the Problem Know Most About  
the Problem

In an early effort to design a more efficient process for cleaning class-
rooms, my formula for dividing the number of rooms by the number of 
custodians left out the all-important variable of the types of classrooms be-
ing cleaned. In the words of one of the night custodians: “Dr. Jones, I would 
appreciate it if my assignment didn’t include any science rooms.” Through-
out those first 100 days, problems that I thought were solved in main offices 
became bigger problems when they were implemented outside my office. 
Main office meetings bring together supervisors who know the generalities 
of the processes they supervise: written procedures, number of personnel, 
job descriptions, location, materials, and cost. Main office designs do not 
take into account the countless unpredictable variables that staff encounter 
when implementing a new policy or procedure. Over time, school person-
nel will fit these unpredictable variables into predictable patterns of perfor-
mance. When the number or type of unpredictable variables overwhelms 
a system, the natural inclination of a supervisor is to sit in main offices and 
write a new rule or procedure, add or subtract personnel, or purchase a 
new technology—problem solved.

However, new policies, new personnel, and new technologies miss the 
countless adjustments system operators have already developed to make a 
building process work. Without an understanding of what particular adjust-
ments system operators have made to the system, main office adjustments 
to underperforming systems will only burden system operators to make 
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sense out of another unpredictable variable. Finding the right mix between 
the practicalities of making a system work and the planned goals of a system 
can only emerge out of conversations in which operator understandings of 
a system are listened to, valued, and become part of the solution.

Lesson #8: Instruction Is Everybody’s Job

An inconvenient truth of school administration is how fast and how far 
an administrator rises in a school’s hierarchy depends directly on how fast 
and how far the administrator is able to distance him or herself from the 
classroom. What is valued in boardrooms and central offices is the ability of 
school administrators to balance a budget, bring in a building renovation 
under budget, develop a new funding resource, write a new technology 
plan, or implement a new security system. The messy world of classroom su-
pervision produces few tangible managerial accomplishments that higher-
ups would recognize as reflecting valued administrative goals. The reality 
of school administration is a career ladder that finds administrators at the 
top dealing with budgets, boilers, and boosters and administrators at the 
bottom dealing with curriculum, instruction, and students.

The reversal of institutional career ladders is central to building a 
strong instructional culture. Developing quality teaching is everybody’s job. 
Budgets, boilers, and boosters are what administrators do before and after 
school. Making sense out of the messy world of classrooms is what all ad-
ministrators should do during the school day. A culture evolves from values 
that are represented in what school leaders read, what they talk about, and 
where they spend their time. Spending all day writing a newsletter, studying 
spreadsheets, or attending conferences sends the clear message that teach-
ing matters least in an organization where teaching should matter most.

Lesson #9: Constancy of Purpose

Each day, school administrators must make managerial and supervisory 
decisions that will influence the goals and methods of a school’s instruc-
tional program: whom to hire, how to develop teacher expertise, which 
instructional materials to purchase, how to organize curricula, how to struc-
ture courses, and how to assess student progress. A strong instructional cul-
ture turns to a well-developed instructional worldview to answer each of 
these questions. Weak instructional cultures turn to the theory of the day, 
the program of the day, or the consultant of the day to answer these same 
instructional questions. The continuous improvement of instructional deci-
sion-making assumes that there is a coherent and stable system of theories, 
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ideas, and practices to reflect upon. Purposeful strategies for improving 
instructional decision-making are nonexistent in schools were faculties are 
presented annually with incoherent mixes of philosophies, goals, theories, 
mandates, techniques, and programs.

Lesson #10: Who Is on the School Bus?

Of all the managerial lessons I learned after 3,000 days in the main of-
fice, the one that proved most effective in changing a school culture was re-
duced to three personnel decisions: whom I hired, whom I dismissed, and 
whom I transferred. Each decision possessed the power to quickly change 
how a class is taught, how a system functions, and how a culture behaves. 
While most administrators would agree with the potency of this managerial 
principle, they rarely apply the principle in the schools they lead. The re-
luctance to pay close attention to the personnel function is based on three 
faulty managerial beliefs. First, it is impossible to dismiss a tenured teacher. 
Second, the emotional turmoil generated by a termination or transfer is 
detrimental to faculty morale. Third, missing knowledge, skills, and dispo-
sitions can be taught. The first assumption reveals a school administration 
without fully developed instructional systems: employment, teacher evalu-
ation, and staff development. The second assumption abdicates a primary 
function of instructional leadership. The third assumption underestimates 
the complex process of unlearning comfortable teaching routines and re-
learning the theories, vocabularies, and practices of a new pedagogy. Few 
administrators would openly admit to these faulty managerial beliefs. Most, 
however, would also openly admit that their greatest managerial failures 
could be traced back to their failure to pay attention to who was allowed on 
the school bus, who was asked to leave the school bus, and who remained 
in the same seat on the school bus (Collins, 2001, p. 41).

Lesson #11: Start Small

The number and strength of the social, economic, political, and peda-
gogical variables that school administrators are unable to control make the 
successful implementation of an ambitious reform initiative highly prob-
lematic. Failure to pay attention to this reality of change often results in 
the annual cycle of reform failure that begins with ambitious goals and pro-
grams announced from auditorium stages in August. The cycle ends with a 
memo in November indicating that the lack of resources or an underper-
forming system or the crisis of the day has stalled program implementation. 
Small pilot programs offer school leaders a strategy for breaking out of the 
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cycle of reform failure. The self-contained design of a pilot program pro-
vides administrators with the ability to reduce the number of uncontrolled 
variables that move in and out of a new program and the freedom to ex-
periment with different combinations of the variables they now have under 
their control—failure becomes an option. Only when the feedback from 
these small experiments in teaching and learning indicates a new pedagogy 
or a new program is achieving the desired outcomes should an administra-
tor enlarge the scope of a new instructional initiative. Even these public 
pronouncements of successful launches should be phrased in the caution-
ary language of program possibilities and limitations.

Lesson #12: The Whole Educational Truth

Every school day brought a member of the school community into my 
office requesting that I provide more of some resource to improve student 
learning: more time, more space, more personnel, more technology, or more 
materials. No matter how unrealistic the request, each individual who en-
tered my office was expressing a truth about teaching and learning. Yes, I 
agree in principle with reducing class sizes. Yes, I agree in principle to the 
purchase of more computers. Yes, I agree in principle to adopting a new 
elective program. Yes, I agree in principle to hiring more clerical support. 
Each truth expressed in my office, however, was always a small part of a larger 
truth. At the end of each request, I asked the truth teller for the whole truth:

1. How would this request connect to the educational goals of Central 
High?

2. What parts of the school’s signature pedagogy would this request 
enact?

3. What would change in the teacher’s instructional repertoire as a 
result of this added resource?

4. What would students be doing differently in classrooms as a result 
of this added resource?

Rarely did my pursuit of the whole truth venture beyond a vague con-
nection between the added resource and an educational goal (e.g., “small 
class sizes would allow us to do more with critical thinking”). Questions two, 
three, and four remained unanswered: What specific pedagogical practices 
and classroom experiences would change as a result of the added resource?

An essential function of instructional leadership is formulating the 
small truths expressed in main offices, classrooms, and boardrooms into 
whole educational truths: the answers to questions two, three, and four. 
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Only when the cultural dots are fully connected should a school leader 
consider whether the school possesses the organizational and instructional 
capacity to enact the whole educational truth. The development and enact-
ment of the STARS program (Chapter 8) is one example of a series of small 
truths—small class size, remote location, individualized learning goals, 
different school schedule—that were translated into a whole educational 
truth for 18 truant freshman students.

Developing Strong Instructional Cultures

When school administrators sit together and discuss the challenges of their 
jobs, the conversation will always turn to the day-to-day resolutions of the large 
and small conflicts between institutional and human values (see Table 11.1). 
Whether sitting in the dean’s office, observing a mathematics lesson, or su-
pervising the cafeteria, administrators find themselves judging which value 
system will prevail in particular school situations.

Three decades of school reform initiatives have faltered over the in-
ability to reconcile the ends and means of institutions with the ends and 
means of how children learn. No matter how small or large a managerial 
decision may be, school administrators continually confront the dilemma 
of institutional demands to credential, grade, and rank, and a child’s and 
adolescent’s need to be known, to be respected, and to be interested. The 
first 100 days presents a pattern of decision-making that a school leader 

TABLE 11.1 The Dilemma of School Administration
Institutional Values vs. Human Values

Preparation Emancipation

Subjects Interests

Attention Engagement

Discipline Responsibility

Attendance Presence

Compliance Assent

Diversity Inclusivity

Control Autonomy

Standardization Uniqueness

Simplicity Complexity

Conformity Openness

Coverage Understanding

Quantity Quality
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enacted to increase personalized learning environments and decrease in-
stitutional goals and routines. Each decision reflected the purposes, peda-
gogies, and organizational structures of a strong instructional culture (see 
Resource 11.1).

The message of this book is the simple truth that school cultures matter 
most. No matter how well researched a theory-driven instructional initia-
tive may be, it will falter and ultimately disappear in a weak instructional 
culture. Although this simple truth is continually referenced in books and 
journals on school reform, it continues to be ignored by school leaders bus-
ily implementing the mandate of the day or consumed with managerial di-
versions: budgets, boilers, and boosters. The aimless search for the instruc-
tional or managerial technique of the day undermines the foundations of a 
strong instructional culture. The source of strong instructional cultures is a 
clearly articulated instructional worldview that becomes embedded in daily 
organizational and instructional routines.

The authoring of educational purposes—instructional worldview—is a 
highly personal journey involving a disciplined response to three questions: 
(a) Who am I educationally?; (b) How do I translate abstract theories into 
understandable school and classroom realities?; and (c) How do I organize 
a school to support and advance a strong instructional worldview? Although 
the answers to these questions were not the subject of this book, the lessons 
presented in this book will lie dormant without a personal commitment 
to replacing managerial routines of telling, allocating, and inspecting with 
leadership repertories that educate, facilitate, and coach. Without embark-
ing on the journey for becoming a strong instructional leader (Jones, 2013), 
the personalized strengths of children and adolescents in our schools will 
continue to be constrained in classrooms designed to control, to tell, and 
to credential.
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Resource

Resource 11.1 Weak vs. Strong Instructional Cultures (Part I)

Component Weak Culture Strong Culture

Instructional 
Worldview

• Top-down directives
• Incoherent
• Aligned with district policies/new 

programs

• Authored by staff
• Coherent
• Aligned with new initiatives/systems

Subject Matter 
Discourse

• Mandates, programs, techniques
• Textbooks, curriculum guides
• Methods of implementation (tell, 

allocate, inspect)

• Instructional worldview
• Interpretative communities
• Methods of inquiry (educate, facilitate, 

coach)

Administrative 
Commitment

• Evaluates teachers
• Sets up training
• Has generic pedagogical knowledge
• States district policy/program initiatives
• Gives formal presentations
• Uses ad hoc solutions to school wide 

problems
• Devotes time to managerial functions
• Implements state/district mandates
• Ensures that policies, systems, and 

practices conform to institutional 
goals: categorize, label, and code.

• Coaches teachers
• Participates in training
• Has subject matter knowledge
• Articulates instructional worldview
• Engages in instructional conversations
• Uses purposeful approaches to 

problem solving
• Devotes time to instruction
• Interprets state/district mandates
• Ensures that policies, systems, and prac-

tices conform to goals of educational 
opportunity, equality, and achievement

Organizational 
Commitment

• Initiative complies with district goals/ 
state mandates

• Resources are too little/too late; too 
much/too soon

• Teachers must find the time
• Administrators manage instructional 

initiative
• Instructional time is superseded by 

managerial goals
• Theory, technique, or program of the 

day
• New instructional initiatives adopted 

to organizational routines

• Initiative advances instructional 
worldview

• Resources are appropriate for 
initiative

• Teachers are given time
• Administrators supervise instructional 

initiative
• Instructional time is protected
• Number and type of reforms are 

limited and focused
• Organizational routines are adopted 

to new instructional initiative

Instructional 
Systems

• One or more instructional systems is 
not in place or dysfunctional

• Instructional systems conform to 
managerial goals

• Feedback is designed to inspect 
managerial goals:

telling → allocating → inspecting

• Five instructional systems are fully 
enacted: employment, mentoring, 
teacher evaluation, staff development, 
and curriculum development

• Five instructional systems conform to 
instructional worldview

• Feedback is designed to reinterpret 
theories, ideas, and practices
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Resource 11.1 Weak vs. Strong Instructional Cultures (Part II)

Component Weak Culture Strong Culture

School 
Discourse

• School staff focuses on academic 
and social deficiencies of student 
population

• School staff believes that parents are 
not providing adequate support of 
school goals

• Curriculum offers narrow pathways for 
school success

• Teacher conversations focus on 
compliance with district policies/
programs

• School staff complains about lack of 
resources

• School meetings are agenda driven 
and focus on compliance with 
managerial directives

• School staff honors diverse abilities, 
talents, and intelligences of student 
population

• School staff believes that all parents 
are making their best effort to support 
school goals

• Curriculum offers multiple pathways 
for school success

• Teacher conversations reflect deep 
understandings of pedagogy

• School staff discusses how best to 
allocate resources

• School meetings are deliberate and 
focus on instruction
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