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Case Study:  Dewey Elementary School

Week 1:  08/01/2007

Taking the Reins
Introduction

You are in your early 30s.  You have been an elementary school teacher for ten years, all in the same building.  You just completed your masters degree in educational leadership from a regional university. 

In the summer after finishing your master's degree, you were lucky enough to land the principal's position at John Dewey Elementary School.  Though you are excited about the position, you are also nervous.  After all, the day-to-day work of leading a school is brand new to you.  As a student, you had very little contact with your principals.  You did well in class, and you stayed out of trouble.  As a teacher, your principal occasionally looked in on your work (mostly for contractually-required observations), but you never had the opportunity to observe her work.  Sure, you watched her lead assemblies, parent meetings, and staff meetings, and she helped you handle a few tough students over the years.  Even so, what happened behind her closed office door is a mystery to you.

Dewey is not in the Lakeland Community School District, where you taught for ten years.  In fact, there weren't any positions open in Lakeland -- disappointing, given the overall quality of the district and the many relationships that you had developed over the years.  Rather, it is in the Fairfield Public School District, about 20 miles away from your home and from your old school.  Fairfield is located in an established area of Southeastern Michigan.  It was a strong union town, and continues to have that character:  gritty and determined, sleeves rolled up and hoods popped.  The community is viable, and it is even experiencing some growth in its less-developed areas (a mix of manufactured homes, mid-price housing developments, and small strip malls).  However, like many school districts, Fairfield has seen better days, having suffered considerably from declines in manufacturing and from turnover in its neighborhoods.  Fairfield is not what it once was, and what it will become is not exactly clear.

In your interview, you learned that Dewey is a decent school and had met all criteria for adequate yearly progress.  All of the staff members and parents to whom you talked during the interview process spoke very highly of the school.  Even so, there were only a few applicants for the principal position, including one internal candidate (you aren't sure who).  Of those who applied and interviewed, you were selected, but you aren't exactly sure why.

Though by many accounts a decent school, the superintendent made clear during your interview that Dewey needs to improve.  Dewey is one of two schools in Fairfield that serves a sizable minority population, the other being Horace Mann Elementary School, just up the road.  In fact, the two are so similar in so many ways that they are described as sister schools:  opened a year apart (in 1957/1958), same building layout, same types of neighborhoods, and same types of students, separated only by an invisible boundary running down the middle of Turner Road.  Even so, Dewey is the weaker performing of the two in terms of student achievement.  In fact, Dewey is the weakest performing school in Fairfield.  The school board is putting pressure on the superintendent to improve achievement at Dewey (especially two newly-elected minority members).  The combination of board pressure, publicly-reported achievement results, and the whole business of "adequate yearly progress" is becoming uncomfortable for the superintendent -- hence, her making clear her expectations for improvement.

On Wednesday, August 1, you begin your new job.  You stop at the Fairfield district office, and you are given the keys to Dewey Elementary and a standard "Back to School" packet for all principals.  When you arrive at school, the secretary, Mrs. Thompson, is there to greet you.  Mrs. Thompson is a fixture in the school, having served as secretary since her own students attended Dewey 20 years ago.  She gives you a quick tour of the school and the grounds, all of which are in surprisingly good repair.  The custodial staff has some small projects to wrap up before the start of school, but the school appears to be in great shape.

When you return to the school office, Mrs. Thompson gives you her own "back to school" packet with items that had been accumulating over the summer:  requests from parents for specific teachers, details about students' special needs (including food allergies, asthma, and autism), and teachers' requests for their "specials" schedule (art, music, gym, and library).  She also explains that, with families starting to move into the new residential development off Turner Road, Dewey will have 37 new students this fall.  In fact, there are enough new 4th graders to create another 4th grade class.

Mrs. Thompson shows you to your office, you thank her, and you close the door.  Though freshly painted and carpeted, there isn't much to the office:  a desk and chair for you, two chairs for visitors, a new laptop computer, two bookcases (one shelf full of old reports and binders, the rest empty), and a four drawer file cabinet (two drawers filled with old papers and files, and two drawers empty).

Feeling a bit overwhelmed, you sit down and start going through your district-provided "Back to School" packet:  information about busses, food services, district-wide in-service activities, and more.  A third of the way through, tagged with a red Post-It note, you find a folder labeled "MEAP Results".  You open the folder.  In it, you find the most recent MEAP scores for Dewey Elementary School, as well as past Michigan State Report Cards.  You also find some state achievement data for Mann Elementary School.  You start reading.

[Please review achievement data.]

Historical Perspective

Already feeling overwhelmed, you were caught off guard by what you saw in your MEAP folder.  Again, in your interview process, you had learned that Dewey was a decent school and had made AYP.  Also, most of the staff and parents seemed happy.  But you hadn't researched the performance of the school much beyond that.  Needing to know more, you leave your office and track down Mrs. Thompson.  After making some friendly, new-acquaintance small talk, you start asking questions.  Mrs. Thompson is a fountain of information, and what you learn is very interesting.  

According to Mrs. Thompson, the prior principal, Mr. Patterson, had come under fire for Dewey's MEAP results.  Though Dewey had made AYP, the numbers, themselves, were discouraging.  Dewey's poor performance was given lots of ink in the local newspaper, as were comparisons to Mann:  Dewey's sister school, and the other school in Fairfield serving a sizable minority population.  In fact, two irate parents from Dewey ran successfully for the school board, the sole plank in their campaign platform being improving achievement at Dewey Elementary School.  

All of this had caused quite a stir.  Mr. Patterson was a fixture, an institution in Fairfield.  He had become principal of Dewey 20 years ago, after having served for five years as the school's music teacher.  In fact, one of the first things that he did as principal was to hire Mrs. Thompson as his secretary.  

As Mrs. Thompson explained, staff, students, and parents loved Mr. Patterson.  He was the picture of a leader:  tall, strong, fatherly, inspirational, and innovative.  Mr. Patterson's motto was straightforward:  "Let the teachers teach!"  According to Mr. Patterson, the teachers were the experts in the school.  They knew the students, the content, and the curriculum.  His job was to run interference for the teachers, handling central office, parent, and community issues so that each teacher was free to do what she did best:  teach her students.  The teachers appreciated Mr. Patterson's "hand's off" approach.  Each was able to manage her class as she saw fit, unencumbered by administrative expectations and free of interference from colleagues.  

By all accounts, Mr. Patterson ran a very tight ship.  The building and grounds were in great shape, as were school finances, discipline, and attendance.  It was not only a tight ship.  It was a ship that appeared to be headed in the right direction.  Mr. Patterson was right on top of new developments in education.  In fact, Dewey was among the first schools in Fairfield to have closed circuit TVs, a computer lab, and a laptop cart -- all purchased with grant money raised by Mr. Patterson.

Even so, Dewey was lagging in terms of student achievement.  After receiving Dewey's 2005/2006 MEAP results, Mr. Patterson reconstituted Dewey's School Improvement Team (SIT) to work on the problem.  While the SIT had long existed on paper, and while it had worked hard on drafting a mission statement for Dewey, it hadn't played a very big role in the operations of the school.  The SIT got to work.  Though she didn't know the details, Mrs. Thompson reported that the SIT had worked hard on lots of projects:  Literacy Night, Cultural Awareness Week, and some sort of curriculum review.  They had even invited Fairfield's state representative to speak at the 5th Grade Graduation. 

Despite the efforts of the SIT, the fall 2006 MEAP results were disappointing.  Pressure grew on Mr. Patterson, from the superintendent and from the school board.  He was offered an early retirement incentive, and he jumped at it.  Staff, students, and most parents were furious, and they lobbied hard on his behalf with the superintendent and board.  Again, they loved Mr. Patterson.  But Mr. Patterson assured them that he had been considering retiring for several years, and that the time was right for him to leave Dewey.

Not sure what to make of all this, you thank Mrs. Thompson for the information.  But before leaving, you ask her two more questions.  You explain that, at your old school, your principal had a couple of big, thick "data binders" given to her by the district office (even though you aren't exactly sure what she did with them).  You ask if Fairfield provides its principals with that sort of thing and, if so, whether you could see any old binders for Dewey.  You also ask if she has any other information that might help you to understand the School Report Cards:  for example, results from the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, California Achievement Tests, teacher evaluations, anything.

Mrs. Thompson says that she really doesn't have anything -- or, at least, anything useful.  She says that one option would be to go through the central records to pull students' grades.  Even then, she doesn't think that the grades would be much help.  She says that, about four years ago, the school had converted from the conventional A-F grading system to an S+/S/S- system.  However, the teachers have been quarreling over the new system ever since.  Everybody seemed to grade differently.  There really isn't any standard.  One teacher's S+ is another teacher's S, and one teacher's S is another teacher's S-.  

Another option would be to dig out teacher evaluations for the past couple of years.  But, again, Mrs. Thompson doubted their usefulness.  She explains that Mr. Patterson hadn't put much time into them -- just enough to satisfy the district office.

You again thank Mrs. Thompson, return to your office, and close the door.

Case Study:  Dewey Elementary School

Week 2:  08/06/2007

Preliminary Strategies
Considering Alternatives

It's Monday, August 06, 2007, the beginning of your second week as principal of Dewey Elementary School in the Fairfield Public School District.  

Your first week was quite an experience.  You learned that you have taken the reins of a struggling school that hasn't seen a new principal for 20 years.  The sorts of things that had been most worrying you -- for example, projecting yourself (a newcomer and a rookie) as a firm, confident, strong leader -- immediately took a backseat to new expectations for (and worries about) improving student achievement.  

You quickly realized that it wouldn't be -- indeed, couldn't be -- business as usual this year at Dewey Elementary School.  You anticipate tensions within the school as you begin the work of improving achievement.  You also anticipate tensions beyond the school, as you work to satisfy the expectations of the superintendent and the school board -- never mind state and federal expectations for improved achievement.  You feel like all eyes are on you, because they are.  You struggle to remember exactly what it was that had you leaving the cozy confines of your old elementary classroom back in Lakeland.

You know that you have a serious challenge on your hands, and you also know that you love a serious challenge.  When you left Lakeland, your ex-principal cautioned you to avoid the trap of allowing your job to consume your entire life, and you promised your spouse and your family that you would heed that advice.  Somehow, for the entire weekend, you kept your briefcase closed and your computer off, and you approach your second week as principal of Dewey Elementary School rested and ready to go.

The goal that you set for yourself this second week is to begin strategizing about what to do to improve achievement at Dewey.  Your initial thinking is that a differentiated strategy is in order.  

On the one hand, you see some pressing, short-term needs.  First and foremost, you see a need for MEAP preparation.  In one of the many memos in your inches-thick "Back to School" folder, you saw that MEAP Week in the Fairfield Public School District will be the fifth week of the school year, October 8-12.  You would have liked more time.  However, the memo explained that the schools in Fairfield should already be well-prepared for the MEAP, and that the district scheduled the MEAP as early as possible in order to get into the regular rhythm of the school year. 

On the other hand, you recognize that improving achievement at Dewey Elementary School will be a long-term project spanning several years.  Your hunch is that it will involve deep changes in the organization of the school and in the work of teachers and students.  Your hunch is also that it will require you, yourself, to learn more about students, teachers, and school organization than you currently know.  

As for your short-term plans, your ideas are straightforward.  You have an entire library of MEAP preparation materials that you brought with you from your old job in Lakeland.  These were designed by the district in collaboration with the intermediate school district and, in your experience, are very sharp.  The program is immediately usable, in that it includes sample lessons on the design and format of the MEAP test, sample assessments, and pre-packaged remediation lessons targeting specific student problems.  It's an extensive program, to be implemented over a three week period preceding MEAP Week.  In your mind, it's also an effective program:  witness MEAP results in Lakeland, which have climbed every year since schools began using the MEAP prep program.

Your short-term plans go further, to include generating data on student achievement in order to target MEAP preparation for struggling students.  Because you are working against a short deadline, your plan is straightforward.  Every week, you plan to ask all teachers in grades 3-5 to identify five students who, in their professional judgment, are most in need of additional assistance in math and/or English/language arts.  You have sketched a simple, one page referral form asking for the following:  the students' name;  regular classroom teacher;  content area requiring assistance;  and specific focus areas for assistance.  The referral form also asks that teachers submit copies of each student's work for that week in math and English/language arts, along with copies of lesson plans in both content areas (so that you know what students were working on).  Your intent is to use your Title I staff to provide the additional assistance, just as in your school in Lakeland.

Though still coming into view, your ideas for the long term are less clear.  Drawing on your experiences in Lakeland, you would like to see a consistent curriculum and textbook series in use in each content area, across all grade levels.  You would like to see agreement among teachers at each grade level on such issues as pacing and content presentation.  You would like to see effective coordination between classroom teachers and Title I/special education teachers.  And you would like to do something about the "S+/S/S-" grading scale in order to generate solid information on student achievement:  perhaps get agreement from teachers on a standard grading rubric;  perhaps replace it with a more meaningful grading system;  and definitely complement it with some sort of ongoing, standardized assessment.

But a casual conversation with Mrs. Thompson catches you off guard.  As you walk through the office on Thursday morning, Mrs. Thompson mentions to you that she bumped into Ms. Martz, a 4th grade teacher, at Target the night before.  Mrs. Thompson says that Ms. Martz is very excited to begin school this year.  Over the summer, Ms. Martz and another 4th grade teacher, Mrs. Marinelli, attended a two-week training institute at the local teacher's college.  Ms. Martz said that she attended sessions on improving students' self-esteem through assertive discipline -- problems that Ms. Martz had seen in her students over the past several years.  Mrs. Marinelli attended sessions on cooperative learning, a technique that she had always wanted to use with her students but had never quite mastered.  Ms. Martz reported that both she and Mrs. Marinelli had come away from the institute re-energized and recommitted to their teaching, with complete sets of materials that they intended to begin using with their classes starting the third week of school, after the students had settled down. 

As is quickly becoming your habit, you thank Mrs. Thompson, go to your office, and shut the door.  You remember what you learned from Mrs. Thompson last week about how teachers worked in Dewey Elementary under Mr. Patterson.  You remember Mr. Patterson's "hand's off" leadership style, and teachers' appreciating being free of administrative expectations and interference from colleagues.  As a teacher, you remember loving your freedom and creativity in the classroom, just two short months ago.  The teachers know the students.  "Let the teachers teach!"

But, now, you aren't behind the closed door of your classroom.  Rather, you are behind the closed door of the principal's office -- your office.  You aren't sitting behind a cluttered teacher's desk.  Rather, you are sitting behind a cluttered principal's desk -- right where the buck stops.  And you begin think more deeply and more carefully about both your short-term and long-term strategies for improving achievement at Dewey Elementary School.

[Please pause here.]

Reconsidering

After thinking it over for an evening, you decide that it would be wise to slow down and reconsider your short and long term strategies for improving achievement at Dewey Elementary School.  On Friday of your second week, you do just that.  Specifically, you put two new, pressing tasks at the top of your ever-growing "to do" list:  making sure that your strategizing efforts address problems underlying weak student achievement at Dewey;  and involving teachers in the strategizing process.  After all, maybe Ms. Martz and Mrs. Marinelli were on to something.

You immediately set to work on the first task by beginning to compile a modest "data binder" of the sort that your principal used to have back in Fairfield.  Your aim is to examine the data carefully for patterns of non-achievement and for evidence of the problems underlying them.

You begin by asking Mrs. Thompson if she can either find or produce some basic demographic data on the school (% minority students, % free and reduced price lunch, staffing, etc.), which she says will be no problem.  You also ask her if she can gather information on the 37 new students who will be attending Dewey this year, the ones from the new housing complex on Turner Rd.  This, explains Mrs. Thompson, won't be so easy.  Right now, all she has are the grade levels as reported by parents when they enrolled the students.  She says that she will do her best to contact the students' prior schools, but that she can't promise anything.  Peering over her glasses at you, she explains that, with all of the usual start-of-the-school-year work, the last thing that any secretary would want to do is to pull and forward student records for transient students.

Having got the message, your attention then turns to gathering additional, state-provided MEAP data and analysis.  Given your experiences in Lakeland, your first inclination is to visit the district web site -- which, as it turns out, does not have links to MEAP data.  You immediately contact the district Research and Assessment Department and, again, strike out.  It turns out that the "Research and Assessment Department" is really one person, Mr. Perry, and he's on vacation until next week.  So, you go to the Michigan Department of Education Web site and pull down the state reports, yourself.

With your data project in motion, you begin considering the possibility of enlisting the School Improvement Team (SIT) as a partner in short-term and long-term strategizing.  You recognize potential advantages:  increasing teachers' buy-in and commitment to improvement plans;  capitalizing on teachers' knowledge of the school;  and simply distributing what is quickly becoming a very heavy workload.  At the same time, you recall some red flags in Mrs. Thompson's comments from the prior week.  You recall that, under Mr. Patterson, the SIT had not played a significant role in school operations.  In fact, when Mrs. Thompson reported the recent activities of the SIT, you couldn't immediately see how those activities connected to improving student achievement at Dewey.  In that improving achievement is your fundamental charge, you wonder whether the SIT will be a resource or an impediment.

You begin looking through the file cabinet in your room, and, as you suspect, you find a set of folders labeled "School Improvement Team Notes".  The very first folder is dated 1990/1991.  You pull it out and examine the contents.  The only items in it are a newspaper article on the passage of Michigan's Public Act 25 and an article from the National Association of Elementary School Principals on site-based management.  You return the first folder and pull out the last, dated 2006/2007.  Three pages in, you find a roster of School Improvement Team members:

-
Mrs. Bradshaw:  Title I Coordinator.

-
Mr. Woods:  5th grade teacher;  school mathematics specialist.

-
Miss Peet:  1st grade teacher;  English/language arts specialist.

-
Ms. Kay:  4th grade teacher;  school union liaison.

-
Mrs. Gibson:  Media Center Specialist;  technology coordinator.

-
Mrs. Stack:  3rd grade teacher;  RESIGNED, 06/15/2007.

-
Mrs. Cole:  PTO President.

You immediately note the variety of expertise on the team.  Even so, you want to know more.  Again, Mrs. Thompson seems your best resource, so you stop to visit with her before leaving for the weekend.  Though Mrs. Thompson explains that she doesn't like to talk about staff members, a bit of prodding and reassurance has her explaining that the team was initially formed to help with the statewide accreditation process.  The team has always been composed either of volunteers or of people that Mr. Patterson asked to join.  Mrs. Thompson explains that many of the teachers see Mrs. Bradshaw and Miss Peet as among the two best teachers in the school.  In fact, Mrs. Bradshaw teaches evening classes at the local teachers college.  Mrs. Thompson says that Ms. Kay is a real pistol, and that she has been that way since she came to Dewey in 1997, the year after a nasty teachers' strike.  She explains that Mr. Woods is somewhat isolated, and that both he and Mrs. Gibson tend to associate more with teachers at other schools than with the teachers at Dewey (Mr. Woods with middle school math teachers, and Mrs. Gibson with other Media Center Specialists).  As for Mrs. Cole, Mrs. Thompson explains that she has probably raised more money for Dewey Elementary School than any PTO president before her.

On your ride home, you aren't quite sure what to make of what you've learned from Mrs. Thompson.  However, you made a promise to your spouse and family.  On the way into the house, you put your briefcase and laptop in your downstairs office and close the door.

Even so, you wake up early Saturday morning, before the kids, and you can't help but go downstairs to do a little work.  The first thing you do every morning is check your email, and today is no different.  Buried in the middle of the usual blizzard is a message from your superintendent, which you open immediately.  The superintendent reminds you that the district has created and staffed a new central office position:  Executive Director of Curriculum and Instruction.  Another outsider to the district, Dr. Cheryl Turner, has been hired into the position.  The superintendent tells you that he has asked Dr. Turner to serve on Dewey's School Improvement Team this year, to provide whatever guidance and assistance you might need.  

Just as you finish reading the message, your daughter comes bounding down the stairs, lands in your lap, and asks what time you will be leaving for soccer practice that morning.  On your way up the stairs, your daughter in your arms, your mind starts racing.  With a single email message, what looked to be a promising but uncertain next step -- involving your School Improvement Team in short-term and long-term strategizing -- became even less certain.

Case Study:  Dewey Elementary School

Week 3:  08/13/2007

Noise vs. Signal
You are entering your third week as principal of Dewey Elementary School, and time is flying.  Teachers report in two short weeks, on Monday, 08/27/2007.  Classes start the following Tuesday, 09/04/2007.

Being a principal is proving to be an all-consuming job, with a heavy workload, real expectations for improving achievement, and tough problems to solve en route.  But you had a sense of those things before ever taking the position.  

What you didn't anticipate before taking the position was how the day-to-day work of being a principal cut into the substantive work of improving achievement.  Tops on the list was the time and attention required to manage the daily flow of mail and email through your office -- sometimes hours in the day.  As a teacher, you thought that your mailbox was jammed with useless information, but this is ridiculous.  But you aren't Mr. Patterson.  You haven't been on the job twenty years.  You don't have highly developed filters that enable you to quickly sort, prioritize, and manage this information.  You are new to the district and new to the position, and everything that passes through your office seems potentially important. 

Consider the mail that you received last week.  It included membership literature from three professional associations:  the Michigan Elementary and Middle School Principals Association, the Michigan Association of School Administrators, and the National Association of Elementary School Principals.  It included a stack of items forwarded to you by the district and flagged for your attention:  grant opportunities, a schedule of standing meetings (district, school board, ISD, and state), and a copy of the  teachers' contract.  It included sales literature from commercial publishers and promotional literature from professional development services (ranging from a professor at the local teacher's college to the intermediate school district to national providers).  It included information about the state standards, the National Board of Professional Teaching Standards, the "New Standards Project", the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, and the National Reading Panel.  It even included information about information clearing houses, including the What Works Clearing House and the Center for Comprehensive School Reform and Improvement.  Virtually all referenced web addresses for additional information -- in effect, multiplying the volume of information moving through your office with a point and a click.

And then there's the email.  Besides the sheer volume of it, you learned last weekend that your morning email can disrupt your life in an instant.  Looking through your Monday morning email, you begin to think that last weekend was the rule, rather than the exception.  

The first email that you open, titled "Staffing", was sent to all building administrators.  Reading it, you learn that a newly-hired teacher was assigned to your school to help manage the influx of students from the new housing development on Turner Road.  You also learn that a teacher from another school has been transferred into your school, and that one of your teachers has been transferred out.  There is no rationale for the transfers, and this leaves you guessing.  Did these teachers request to be transferred?  Were there disciplinary problems in play?  Union problems?  Social conflicts with colleagues?  

You move to the second email, titled "Scheduling", again sent to all building administrators.  The email contains the schedule for district-required professional development prior to the start of school.  Next Monday and Tuesday, 08/20/2007 and 08/21/2007, are scheduled as district-required professional development for building administrators.  The following Monday and Tuesday, 08/27/2007 and 08/28/2007, are scheduled as district-required professional development for teachers.  This throws a wrench in your plans for meeting and working with your teachers, essentially cutting in half the time available to spend with them prior to the start of school.  Worse yet, the first day of the district-required professional development focuses on cultural awareness, and the second day on curbing early signs of gang activity in Fairfield -- interesting and important topics, but ones that you struggle to connect to your need to improve achievement at Dewey Elementary.

Several emails further, you open an email titled "Training for Supervising Teachers", sent to a long list of people by a professor at the local teacher's college.  The message explains that all supervising teachers who will be hosting student teachers are required to attend a half-day training session on Wednesday afternoon, 08/29/2007, at the college -- which, the memo explains, includes the supervisors of seven student teachers assigned to Dewey.  Immediately, the time that you have to meet and work with your teachers prior to the start of school is reduced to a day and a half.  The very next email, titled "Teacher Work Day", makes matters worse.  The message reminds all building principals that the Thursday before Labor Day weekend is a contractually-designated teacher work day, and that building principals are not allowed to hold meetings that day.  The result:  You have a half day (the morning of Wednesday, 08/29/2007) to meet and work with your teachers prior to the start of the school year.

And so it goes, sometimes hours in the day.  Driving home that Friday, you turn on the radio to relax.  You are frustrated -- very frustrated.  The work of managing the internal operations of the school seems daunting.  The work of managing interactions beyond the school seems worse.  From beyond the school, you are receiving one signal, clear and strong:  Improve student achievement, as measured by this state assessment and evaluated against these state standards.  Yet, every day, you live under a waterfall of information that either has nothing to do with improving achievement or that, as you see it, has nothing directly and immediately to do with improving achievement -- which, after all, is what you perceive as your fundamental task.  Worse yet, the time it takes for you to manage the sheer volume of information takes time away from exactly that:  the work of improving achievement at Dewey.

Your instincts tell you to put up your hand and say, firmly, "Whoa!  Stop!"  But you don't know if you can, and you don't know what people would make of you if you did.  

Going under a railroad bridge, you notice the static playing through your car radio.  You find yourself thinking:  How much of my interaction beyond the school is pure noise, and how much is meaningful signal?  What should I tune out, and what should I tune in?  Of that to be tuned in, which signals do I assign to buttons on the radio?  Which do I scan, and how often?  And how do I seek information that might be helpful to me, but that I simply haven't yet heard?  What do I pass on to teachers, and what don't I pass on?

Case Study:  Dewey Elementary School

Week 4:  08/20/2007

Leading as Teaching
It is Monday, 08/20/2007, the week before teachers report and two weeks before classes begin.  Though up to the challenge of assuming the role of principal at Dewey Elementary School, you are concerned that the amount and complexity of the work are exceeding your capacity to think and to act.  Clearly, there are balances to be struck, but you aren't sure how to strike them:  projecting confidence while acknowledging your rookie status;  balancing short term versus long term improvement initiatives;  coordinating teachers' work while respecting their autonomy;  generating information while minding the historic privacy of teachers' work;  centralizing leadership authority in your office or distributing it among teachers;  managing internal operations or managing environmental relations;  playing down, to teachers, or up, to the superintendent… or to the two new school board members?  The list goes on.

And then there is the simple sense of loss.  At times, you miss your old classroom, your back-to-school routines, and the anticipation of the new school year.  At times, you still wish you were a teacher.  Somehow, ten years holding the chalk was both too much and not enough.
This week, at the top of your priority list is taking advantage of your district-required professional development to build knowledge, information, and relationships to support your work.  You succeed in making connections within the district, including striking up an acquaintance with the principal of Horace Mann Elementary School, your sister school in Fairfield.  However, the experience was otherwise of little immediate use to you.  The first day was an overview of general goings-on in the district for the 2007/2008 school year:  discussion of a November mileage vote for capital improvements, new budgeting procedures, and the like.  The second day was a workshop conducted by the intermediate school district on proposal writing and grant management -- interesting and helpful, but something that you struggle to connect immediately and directly to your need to improve achievement at Dewey Elementary. 

For you, the biggest pay-off was that you finally had the opportunity to meet Dr. Cheryl Turner, Fairfield's newly-hired Executive Director of Curriculum and Instruction.  In fact, Dr. Turner sought you out during lunch on Monday, explaining that the superintendent ask that she serve as a sort of informal mentor to you.  

The two of you hit it off immediately.  In conversation, you ask Dr. Turner about her work before joining Fairfield, and she tells you that she has served as a high school math teacher, department chair of mathematics, and, most recently, vice principal in charge of curriculum and instruction, all in Clark Public Schools (the district immediately adjacent to Fairfield).  Dr. Turner asks about your first few weeks on the job.  You confess that you feel a bit overwhelmed and that you really miss your classroom.  Laughing, Dr. Turner says that she is free on Wednesday afternoon, if you'd like to stop by and talk.  Though she confesses to never having been an elementary school principal, Dr. Turner suggests that she might be able to draw from her experiences to help you out.  

You take Dr. Turner up on her offer, and you swing by her office early Wednesday afternoon.  Her office is much like your own:  freshly painted but entirely undecorated, waiting to take on the personality of its new inhabitant.  After some additional get-to-know-you small talk, Dr. Turner directs the conversation to the task at hand by asking your top three concerns going into your first year as principal.  You are able to respond immediately:  developing your identity as a school leader, having an impact in the short term on next year's MEAP scores, and establishing a long-term agenda for improvement.  

Dr. Turner then asks if you've given any thought to how you'd like to begin, and you confess that you are at a bit of a loss.  You explain that you want to project yourself as a strong, "outcomes-oriented leader" right out of the gate, but that you are unsure how.  Looking for inspiration, you tell her that you visited the business section of the local bookstore and picked up a copy of Good to Great, by Jim Collins.  You found the book fascinating and read it in a weekend.  You explain that the book explores exactly the problem that you face at Dewey Elementary:  understanding how and why some "B" caliber organizations are able to make the leap to "A" caliber organizations, and why others are unable to make the leap.  You explain that, at your first staff meeting, you are considering one of the central strategies covered in the book:  confronting teachers with the "brutal facts" underlying low achievement at Dewey, and challenging teachers to confront them.

After you finish, Dr. Turner looks you square in the eye and says, slowly, "You need to be clear about one thing.  Dewey Elementary School is not a Fortune 500 company.  It is an elementary school.  And you are not Bill Gates.  You are a principal."  She continues to explain that nobody expects you to produce immediate achievement gains at Dewey.  How could you change -- in six busy weeks -- the practices and habits that these teachers have built over their entire careers?  She explains that it simply isn't fair to expect that a brand new principal in an established school would be able to have measurable impact on teachers and students in such a short period of time.  Further, she cautions that your "new sheriff in town" bit runs great risk of establishing an adversarial climate that could take years to reverse.  At the same time, she cautions against swinging too far in the other direction.  Just as you aren't Bill Gates, neither are you Mr. Patterson.  She explains that the teachers at Dewey might love you some day, but that they likely aren't going to love you after one staff meeting.

Dr. Turner's advice is direct:  Be yourself, and leverage your personal strengths.  From all that she has heard from you, and from all that she learned in talking to those who interviewed you, Dr. Turner reminds you that you are, first and foremost, a teacher, and a darned good one, at that.

She asks you:  "If you learned that you had an at risk student in your class, would you begin the school year by confronting him or her with the 'brutal facts'?"  No.  "If you learned that you had an at risk student in your class, would you begin the year without carefully reviewing all the information that you could get your hands on about that students, even if it was messy and incomplete?"  Yes.  "Would you learn about that student's prior classroom experiences, the ways the teacher organized and managed the class, and how the teacher worked with supplemental teachers to help the student?"  Yes.  "Would you learn more about the student's home life and neighborhood?"  Yes.  "Would you draw hard conclusions, or would you first spend time with the student?"  Spend time.  "Would you assume that you know everything that you need to know to help that student, or would you seek out teachers, articles, and books to learn more?"  Learn more.

That, explains Dr. Turner, is the intuition that you need to bring to your work as principal.  The school is a classroom, a place where students and teachers learn, together.  In your classroom, many students are at risk of failing, and many of your teachers are at risk of failing to learn how to help them.  The organization, culture, and management of their classroom -- your school -- both help and hinder their learning.  The environments in which they live -- students' neighborhood environments and the school's complex environments -- are a mix of strengths and weaknesses.  Their old teacher -- Mr. Patterson -- was much loved and well intended, though only partially effective.  Their new teacher -- you -- is just as well intended and full of potential, but just beginning.

That, explains Dr. Turner, is what she suggests that you do:  turn a teacher's eye on your "classroom", your "students", their "environments", and their "teachers" -- all to begin understanding what your "students" know and can do, what they don't know and struggle to do, and, provisionally, why.  Think of yourself as a teacher.  Project yourself as a teacher.  Be a teacher.  Then, she explains, you will be yourself.  You will be working from a position of personal strength.  And you will be prepared to begin talking with your teachers -- not just as your "students", but as professional educators and collaborators in improving the school.

Dr. Turner asks you what you make of her advice, and you confess that it is a way of working -- of leading a school -- that you hadn't considered, but that you find both comforting and appealing.  If you could develop the knowledge and expertise to teach in a classroom, you begin to think that you can develop the knowledge and expertise to teach as a leader.

With that, Dr. Turner gives you what she calls "a little homework assignment".  She tells you that you already know more than she does about Dewey Elementary School.  She says that you are the expert, not her.  Dr. Turner encourages you to gather and to jot down everything that you've learned so far.  Read it, and begin noting details, themes, and patterns.  After mucking through the information several times, she encourages you to write a short memo taking stock of what you've learned thus far about your "school", your "students", their "environments", and their "teachers" (old and new).  Nothing big.  Just a succinct memo that summarizes what you see as Dewey's primary strengths and weaknesses.  

Dr. Turner then adds three small wrinkles.  First, she asks you to note dutifully some of the details that you observed but that, for whatever reason, you didn't categorize as "primary".  A simple set of bullet points will do.  Second, she asks you to make a pair of provisional arguments.  Looking across your list of strengths and weaknesses, she wants you to advance your hunch(es) about why some students and teachers at Dewey are succeeding, with specific references to evidence.  Again looking across your list of strengths and weaknesses, she wants you to advance your hunch(es) about why other students and teachers at Dewey are struggling, again with specific reference to evidence.  Third, she asks you to be critical of your own work.  Where are your arguments strong?  Where are they weak?  What more do you need to know?  How are you going to generate that knowledge and information?

Dr. Turner suggests that you exploit your schedule to your advantage.  She says that if you can turn the memo around by Tuesday of next week (the last day of district-required professional development for teachers), she'll make time on Thursday (the contractually-required teacher work day) to get together and talk.  That way, the two of you can also debrief your first meeting with your teachers on Wednesday morning.

You agree, but you remind Dr. Turner that the two of you still hadn't discussed your Wednesday morning meeting with teachers.  Dr. Turner asks you what you did in your class, on the first day of school with students.  Well, you say, you always welcomed the students in a big way, so that they would be happy and excited to be back at school.  You explain that you always set the tone by introducing and practicing some routines that you would use throughout the year (attendance, distributing and collecting work, those sorts of things).  You scheduled some fun activities to burn off nervous energy (theirs and yours).  And you always made sure to do something academically substantive, to send the signal that your class would be both fun and serious.  Dr. Turner says, simply, "Well, there you go!"

Leaving Dr. Turner's office, you feel inspired and excited.  In some ways, you see your position as principal as a career change.  At the same time, you are beginning to understand it as a next step in your career as a teacher.  You drive straight back to Dewey Elementary and say a quick "hello" to Mrs. Thompson.  But rather than going to your office and shutting the door, you decide that it would be fun to work in your favorite hang-out at your old school:  the teachers' lounge.  As you walk in, the lounge feels very familiar:  a serving area with a vintage-1957 Formica counter top, stainless steel sink, and filthy coffee pot;  a couple of old recliners that you wouldn't put in your basement (courtesy of some appreciative family);  and a big work table in the middle.  

You set down your briefcase and open it up.  You spread your papers across the table and pop open your laptop.  You feel perfectly at home.  You get to work.
Case Study:  Dewey Elementary School

Week 5:  08/27/2007

Distributed Leadership
It is Monday, 08/27/2007, the week that teachers report and one week before classes begin.  You ended last week with great hopeful and renewed.  Dr. Turner's advice to leverage your strengths as a teacher in setting directions for improving Dewey Elementary School was most welcome.  

At the same time, after starting work on Friday and pushing hard through Sunday afternoon, you quickly realized that heeding this advice would be a lot of work -- in fact, way more work than you could reasonably accomplish on your own.  After all, you are a brand new principal, and this is a very busy time of year.  Plus, you realized that any analysis or decisions of your would still require developing shared understandings and buy-in from teachers -- teachers that you had yet to meet, and teachers that clearly carried more information and knowledge about Dewey in their minds than you could find in the empty drawers and shelves in your office.  

With that, you had an idea of your own.  Rather than assuming complete responsibility for analyzing Dewey and setting directions for improvement, you would use your School Improvement Team as a resource for engaging in a sort of "distributed organizational analysis" of Dewey.  Together, you would identify strengths and weaknesses of Dewey.  And, together, you would begin to propose solutions.  Given your own early work thus far, your goal is to produce a coordinated system of solutions that would address multiple problems in Dewey that appear to be undermining student achievement.  Your goal isn't to swing for the fences.  Clearly, improving Dewey will be a long-term effort.  Rather, your goal is to a focused, first-year improvement plan that will lay an infrastructure for long-term improvement.

You call Dr. Turner and run the idea by her.  She couldn't be more enthused, and she encourages you to move forward with your idea very early in the year.  

With that, you begin preparing for your Wednesday staff meeting with teachers -- not with the goal of announcing a grand improvement plan, but with the goal of announcing an ambitious plan to enlist staff members, themselves, in a ground-up effort to improve both instruction and achievement in Dewey Elementary School.
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