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Letter from the Editor
Mary Rhodes, EdD

Editor

I flew to San Diego 
this spring, and besides 
the expected and delight-
ful warmth of weather and 
friendships, lunches were 
an astonishing surprise.  
Compared to patrolling 
halls, intervening in heated 
basketball intramurals, and 
grabbing vending machine 
fare, my stroll through 
Little Italy’s Farmers 
Market, interaction with 
congenial vendors, and 
partaking of my hosts’ 
artistically-prepared meal 
nourished my heart, physique, and mind.  I 
decided such a summer lunch was essential, 
and I sent pictures of the colorful china with 
fresh vegetables, salty olives, and exotic 
cheeses home.

This summer’s edition of provides a bill 
of fare that will nourish you.  The first article 
is essential.  Kellis provides critical informa-
tion on the status and non-status of transgen-
der policies in Utah and gives guidelines, 
exemplars, and messages of our moral obliga-
tions.  

Two articles address important instruc-
tional practice at the classroom level.  The 
article by Branch is a reminder that, regard-
less of allergies and aversions, some elements 
of nutrition, in this case content literacy, are 
eternally relevant for everyone.  Gardner 
and Fratto take a classic pairing--special 
education and regular education teachers--to 
explore new models and substantive training 
for co-teaching.  

The article by Shepherd and Brinkman 

examines a new entree in the 
marketplace—the implica-
tions of the new state evalu-
ation model.  The deep case 
study research by Stewart 
on principals also looks at 
impact of the state evalua-
tion and expands our concept 
of locally grown beyond the 
Wasatch from to explore how 
three principals operate in in 
rural Utah.

Boren provides us with a 
beautiful menu of team lead-
ership configurations; when 
combined, the power of each 

item results in harmonious and sustaining 
models for collaboration.  Certainly, des-
serts can contribute to our health and joy, and 
Stensrud’s sweet and salty piece de resistance 
adds an appropriate flair to complement our 
journal contents.  

The garnishes provided by Robert King 
and Dave Tanner are evident in cover and 
photos throughout the journal.  Brent Sum-
mer, Jane Bradbury and Carl Boyington are 
the chefs extraordinaire, organizing and mak-
ing all possible.  Thank you also to the many 
vendors who pay the check.

On returning home and serving lunch to 
my shocked husband, he said, “Jacque and 
Beth have nothing on you.”  I hope, this sum-
mer, you travel, bring home new and healthy 
practices, and fashion them with your cre-
ativity.  As you journey into the contents of 
this luscious and nutritious journal, you will 
find healthy ideas that you can devise with a 
creative presentation for your school.  Bon 
appetite.
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On March 1, 2016, mere 
hours before a bill requiring 
transgender schoolchildren to 
use the public facilities corre-
sponding to their birth gender 
would have become law, 
Governor Dennis Daugaard 
vetoed it (Wagner & Chap-
pell, 2016). Daugaard, a one-
time supporter, spoke person-
ally with individuals affected 
by this bill; after hearing 
their stories, he changed his mind. The week 
before Daugaard’s abrupt about-face, Char-
lotte, North Carolina passed a measure aimed 
at allowing transgender individuals to use the 

bathroom they desired 
(Delia, 2016). Less 
than one month later, 
in direct response to 
Charlotte’s actions, 
the North Carolina 
Legislature passed a 
law to prevent local 
governments from 
implementing anti-

discrimination measures meant to protect gay 
and transgender people (Domonoske, 2016).

Gripping court cases, drama-filled legis-
lative sessions, last minute vetoes (or passes), 
and passionate debates have played out 
over the airwaves, capturing the attention of 
America’s public. The battle over transgender 
rights, particularly as it relates to bathrooms 
and locker rooms, has moved from the state 
level, to the local level, to higher education, 
and now occupies the k-12 realm of public 
education. 

This article explores the rights of the 
transgender student in the public school. It 
analyzes current legal cases and the direction 

of the federal government and 
examines the current policies of 
several Utah school districts. It 
reviews the practical application 
of the literature and the implica-
tions of a case study in Canada. 

Before transgender rights in 
the public school can be fully ex-
plored, one must first understand 
the terms and definitions as used 
in the legal court documents, 
non-profit support materials, and 

even in school policies. These terms include 
gender expression, gender identity, transgen-
der, and gender nonconforming. 
 • Gender Expression – “the manner in 

which a person represents or expresses 
gender to others, often through behav-
ior, clothing, hairstyles, activities, voice 
or mannerisms” (Gay, Lesbian and 
Straight Education Network, 2015).

 • Gender Identity – “A person’s deeply 
held sense or psychological knowledge 
of their own gender. Gender identity is 
an innate, largely inflexible character-
istic of each individual’s personality” 
(Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education 
Network, 2015).

 • Transgender – “An adjective describ-
ing a person whose gender identity or 
expression is different from that tra-
ditionally associated with an assigned 
sex at birth” (Gay, Lesbian and Straight 
Education Network, 2015).

 • Gender nonconforming – “A term 
for people whose gender expression 
differs from stereotypical expectations. 
This includes people who identify 
outside traditional gender categories or 
identify as both genders” (Gay, Les-
bian and Straight Education Network, 

The Rights of Transgender Students 
in Public Schools

Jennifer Kellis

Gripping court cases, drama-
filled legislative sessions, last 
minute vetoes (or passes), and 

passionate debates have played 
out over the airwaves, capturing 

the attention of America’s public.
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2015).  
The transgender conversation becomes 

particularly heated as it sets individual rights 
in seemingly direct conflict with deeply 
ingrained societal mores and deeply held 

religious beliefs. 
When that topic 
covers restrooms 
and locker rooms in 
k-12 public schools, 
the outcry from 
concerned parents 
is real and almost 
immediate. Public 

school administrators must find a way to 
resolve the concerns of the parents, create a 
safe place for the transgender student or stu-
dents, and educate the staff and student body. 
Public schools must be proactive in creating 
welcoming and accepting school cultures that 
make it possible for every student to feel safe 
and protected inside the school.   

Research and Literature Foundation
The Legal Basis
 First Amendment.  The First 

Amendment is commonly known as the 
amendment protecting free speech. Six 
years ago, a gay student planned to bring 
her girlfriend to Itawamba Agricultural High 
School’s prom and planned on wearing a 
tux instead of a more traditional dress. In 
the wake of the announcement and ensuing 

scandal, the high 
school cancelled 
the prom. In the 
subsequent court 
case, a federal 
court ruled that 
wearing a tuxedo 
and bringing a 

same-gender date was the student’s attempt 
to “express her identity…The Court finds this 
expression and communication of her view-
point is the type of speech that falls squarely 
within the purview of the First Amendment” 
(ACLU, 2010). 

While this case did not deal specifically 

with a transgender student, the implications 
are clear. Transgender students dressing as 
their identified gender rather than as their 
assigned gender are within, according to this 
case, their First Amendment rights. The date, 
if any, which they choose to bring to school 
events also falls under the purview of free 
speech.  

In fact, the dress issue had been decided 
almost ten years previously in the court case 
Doe v. Yunits (Andrus, 2015). GLBTQ Legal 
Advocates and Defenders brought a case 
against the Brockton School Department for 
consistently disciplining a male student pre-
senting as female for wearing girl’s clothing. 
The Superior Court in that decision ruled that 
by enforcing gender stereotypes, the school 
was violating the student’s First Amendment 
rights and sexually discriminating against the 
student (GLAD Legal Advocates and Defend-
ers, 2000). 

Fourth Amendment.  The Fourth 
Amendment protects the privacy of the per-
son—individuals have the right to be secure. 
The potential application of this amendment 
would protect the right of an individual to not 
have a person of the opposite sex in a public 
restroom or locker room (Andrus, 2015). 
Transgender cases brought to court under this 
amendment are not as clear-cut as the cases 
brought up under First Amendment rights. 
Even states seem to have a difficult time 
agreeing on the issue. As referenced in the 
introduction, the Governor of South Dakota 
recently vetoed a bill that would require 
transgender students to use the bathroom cor-
responding to their biological sex (Wagner & 
Chappell, 2016). 

Fourteenth Amendment.  Like the 
Fourth Amendment, the Fourteenth Amend-
ment is used in some court cases to suggest 
that the idea of equal protection extends to 
transgender individuals who would like to 
use the gendered restroom with which they 
identify (Andrus, 2015). Current trends in 
court cases suggest that this is a much more 
accepted argument. The backlash against 
North Carolina, and the potential backlash 

The transgender conversation 
becomes particularly heated 
as it sets individual rights in 

seemingly direct conflict with 
deeply ingrained societal mores 
and deeply held religious beliefs.

Transgender students dressing 
as their identified gender rather 
than as their assigned gender 

are within, according to this case, 
their First Amendment rights.
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against Georgia, should they choose to follow 
North Carolina’s example, has been swift. 

Title IX of the Education Amendments 
and Title IV of the Civil Rights Act.  Both 
Title IX and Title IV prohibit the discrimina-
tion of students based on sex. According to 
a news release by the Department of Justice, 
“The enforcement of Title IV and Title IX 
are top priorities of the Justice Department’s 

Civil Rights Di-
vision” (Depart-
ment of Justice, 
2013). In fact, 
the Department 
of Justice and 
the Department 
of Education 
have worked to-

gether to address sexual discrimination due to 
gender stereotypes in school districts across 
the United States. 

Recently, the Department of Educa-
tion reached an agreement with an Arcadia, 

California 
School district 
over a Title IX 
complaint. The 
school district, 

acting on the advice of its lawyers, provided 
a separate cabin for a transgender student 
during an overnight fieldtrip. In addition, 
the lawsuit claimed that the “district had 
prohibited the student from accessing facili-
ties consistent with his male gender iden-

tity, including 
restrooms and 
locker rooms 
at school…
because he is 

transgender” (Department of Justice, 2013). 
Under the agreement, the school district has 
agreed to provide training for administration 
and faculty about preventing discrimination 
for transgender students, create policies and 
procedures to prevent gender discrimination, 
and work with a consultant to help create a 
safe learning environment for transgender 
students. 

The fact that the Department of Jus-
tice and the Department of Education have 
teamed up to address gender discrimination 
shows that this is a federal priority. The terms 
of the agreement with the Arcadia School 
District illustrate a willingness to work with 
school districts and educate them about the 
best ways to create a safe school culture for 
these students. This author suspects, however, 
that this grace period has a finite end date. 
Just as ignorance is not a solid legal defense 
for a citizen, it is an unwise plea for a school 
district on the wrong end of a gender discrim-
ination complaint. 

Keeping Students Safe. The data on bul-
lying and harassment for lesbian, gay, bisexu-
al, questioning, and transgender youth paints 
a stark picture. Research shows that “LGBQ 
youth are more likely than their straight peers 
to report skipping school due to fears of 
fighting or physical violence” (Hillard, Love, 
Franks, Laris, & Coyle, 2014). The victim’s 
poor attendance leads to a decrease in at-
tachment and grades. The harassment and 
bullying lead to these students feeling unsafe 
at school. How does a school administrator 
address this serious problem? Studies show 
that a multi-pronged approach works best. 
Teachers need to be trained not only on how 
to recognize the harassment and bullying, 
but how to respond when it happens in the 
classroom. Support groups and other school 
programs help create a support structure for 
these students when they do feel marginal-
ized or discriminated against. Finally, state 
laws against discrimination based on gender 
or sexual orientation lead to a significant de-
crease in verbal harassment. (Hillard, Love, 
Franks, Laris, & Coyle, 2014) .

Field Activity
 Three Utah school districts have an 

anti-discrimination policy. Alpine School 
District has a non-discrimination policy that 
specifically states that it will not discriminate 
based on “gender, sexual orientation, gender 
identity…or as otherwise provided by state 
and federal law” (Alpine School District, 

The fact that the Department of 
Justice and the Department of 
Education have teamed up to 

address gender discrimination 
shows that this is a federal priority.

Studies show that a multi-
pronged approach works best.

Three Utah school districts have 
an anti-discrimination policy.
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It is simply one more reason 
why it is imperative for school 

districts not just to have an anti-
discrimination policy, but rather 

a full, fleshed out policy. 

2016). Provo School District has a similar 
anti-discrimination law that protects “gender, 
gender identity…and any other classifica-
tion protected by applicable law” (Provo 
City School District, 2016). Granite School 
District says that it will not discriminate 
based on “gender.” In the same document, 
it refers gender discrimination to Title IX of 
the Education Amendments (Granite School 
District, 2014). One school district, Murray 
School District, had no results returned in 
a policy search of their website for policies 
with the terms “gender,” “gender identity,” 
and “transgender.” 

Salt Lake School District falls in be-
tween an anti-discrimination statement and 
a policy. Salt Lake County School District 
placed a proposal for a Gender Inclusion 
Board Policy on its March 1, 2016 agenda, 
the result of which is still pending at this 
writing. The pertinent section of the policy 
says that “This policy should be interpreted 
consistent with…ensuring all students equal 
access to educational programming, activi-
ties, and facilities; and providing professional 
development for school staff on topics related 
to gender inclusion” (Salt Lake City School 

District, 2016) 
The specifics were 
to be included in 
an administrative 
procedures docu-
ment which was 
not available. 

Davis School 
District, alone of the six school districts 
researched, has the best, most comprehen-
sive, and easily available policy concerning 
transgender students. They have provided 
guidance for the schools within its boundar-
ies, with the caveat that as circumstances, 
laws, and opinions change, so too will its 
policy. The policy itself includes definitions, 
school response, discrimination and harass-
ment, privacy and confidentiality, student 
records, restroom and locker room accessibil-
ity, gender segregation in other areas, dress 
code, and sports and physical education. 

As it currently stands, the policy sec-
tion regarding restroom and locker room 
accessibility states, “a transgender student 
should not be required to use a locker room 
or restroom that conflicts with the gender 
identity consistently asserted at school by 
the student” (Davis School District, 2015). It 
goes on to state that if a transgender student 
requests additional privacy, they can be pro-
vided with “reasonable alternative arrange-
ments” such as “the use of a private area, or a 
separate changing schedule, or use of a single 
stall restroom or dressing room” (Davis 
School District, 2015).  

While it is not a school district, it seems 
pertinent to include the closest state policy 
on the topic, at least as far as high school 
activities go. This year, the Utah High School 
Activities Association implemented a policy 
regarding transgender athletes. Interestingly, 
it relies on a partnership with the school to 
help determine the validity of a student’s 
gender identity claim. The policy says that 
the UHSAA will rely on the fact that the 
“school district has determined that the 
expression of the student’s gender identity is 
bona fide and not for the purpose of gaining 
an unfair advantage in competitive athletics.” 
It further states that the ruling on a student’s 
gender identity should happen before the 
season begins, and will “remain consistent 
for the remainder of the student’s high school 
sports eligibility” (Utah High School Activi-
ties Association, 2015). This state policy 
on transgender students and gender identity 
surely suggests a partnership between the 
school district and the state and relies on the 
school district to have in place a method for 
working with and supporting the transgender 
students. It is simply one more reason why it 
is imperative for school districts not just to 
have an anti-discrimination policy, but rather 
a full, fleshed out policy. 

Given the current environment, this 
author is shocked that more Utah school 
districts have not proactively addressed this 
issue. Davis School District is not apprecia-
bly less conservative than the other school 
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districts researched—if anything, it is more 
so. The other school districts would be well 
served to look to Davis School District’s pol-
icy, talk to them about the process of writing 
and implementing the policy, and learn from 
them. A policy makes the school’s position 
clear. If written in accordance with the law, 
it serves as a protection for both the school 
district and the transgender student. In fact, a 
good policy not only outlines what is and is 
not acceptable, but it also provides direction 
for students who need to pursue a complaint 
or make adults aware of harassment. 

Theory to Practice
According to the definition provided pre-

viously, gender is inflexible and a deeply held 
psychological knowledge inside of a person 
– so gender should not be a fluid switching 
back and forth at will. With this definition, 
or using this definition to frame a situation, 
it is easy to see how the bathroom issue 
turns from one of horror that a man is in the 
women’s restroom, to one of support that a 
woman is not made to use a man’s restroom. 

While it would be difficult to police or 
control in the general public, a school is far 
from a sample size of the generic popula-
tion. Transgender students are a tiny subset 
of the population. A student who identifies as 
female but is biologically male would have 
been in conversations with school officials 
and counselors. The administrators would 
have created a plan with that student, a guard-
ian—if appropriate—and certainly a counsel-
or. It is not an invitation for boys to walk into 
the girls’ restroom at will or vice-versa. 

In this same way, it is important for 
administrators to resist the urge to make 
all restrooms gender neutral. A transgender 
student is far from gender neutral. They feel 
strongly that they are one gender, in the body 
of a different gender. One concept that has 
not been explored in this paper and could be 
explored in future research is that of gender 
nonconforming students. For these students, a 
gender-neutral bathroom might be an appro-
priate response. 

In a restroom, stalls provide a decent 

measure of privacy. In most public school 
locker rooms, however, changing occurs 
in the open-benched spaces between lock-
ers. Showers are often lacking even a nod 
to privacy, with shower spouts springing 
periodically from a large, completely open, 
tiled room. In this open area, there is no get-
ting around the fact that a biological male or 
biological female is changing or showering in 
the same area as, and in potential full view of, 
the opposite gender. One can easily under-
stand a parent’s concern and frustration that 
their child would be exposed prematurely to 
the naked body of the opposite gender—such 
an exposure might offend that parent’s mod-
esty, religious tenets, and be in direct contrast 
to family teachings. 

In such a scenario, it is important for the 
administrator to consider all of the students 
and the rights that have been firmly estab-
lished legally. While some schools have 
decided to provide the transgender student 
with a special bathroom or changing area, 
current legislation makes it unlikely that such 
arrangements will be considered lawful for 
much longer, if at all. Construction of future 
schools might include privacy stalls in the 
locker rooms and showers much like there are 
privacy stalls in restrooms. Clearly, the ex-
pense to retro-fit the entirety of public school 
buildings in America is prohibitive. However, 
a much less expensive option might include 
installing privacy curtains. In the meantime, 
school administrators would be wise to al-
low any student who expresses concerns of 
privacy the use of a separate bathroom or 
alternative changing schedule. 

Why this is Important 
for PreK-12 Students

 As referenced previously, studies 
show that LGBT teens are more likely to ex-
perience bullying, more likely to view school 
as an unsafe place, more likely to stay home 
because of bullying, and more likely to ex-
perience the concomitant negative effects of 
missing school (Hillard, Love, Franks, Laris, 
& Coyle, 2014). Somehow, in the gay rights 
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In this instance, the example 
of Catholic schools in Canada 
provides a model for schools 
and communities to follow.

It is very possible for a conservative 
community to come together on 
behalf of a marginalized group 

and create safe space for them.

moment, transgender teens were left behind. 
It is no longer okay for students to mock 
their LGBQ peers. However, schools, and 
more crucially, the adults in school, are quite 

simply inadequately 
prepared to create a 
school culture where 
classrooms, hall-
ways, locker rooms, 
and bathrooms are 
a safe place for 

transgender teens. Admittedly, this battle 
is the hardest. Current legal guidelines go 
against hundreds of years of societal norms 
and religious mores, forcing even the most 
conservative communities to conform. 

 In this instance, the example of 
Catholic schools in Canada provides a model 
for schools and communities to follow. 
Religious schools in Canada, unlike private 
schools in the United States, receive govern-
ment funds. Catholicism is one of many reli-

gions whose basic 
tenets are at odds 
with the LGBQT 
lifestyle. However, 
a group of indi-
viduals from the 
Catholic schools 

decided to reach out to their LGBQT stu-
dents. They looked at successful programs 
happening in the US, which included, among 
other things, “creating safe spaces for LGBT 
students where they could congregate and 
receive counselling and support, and involv-
ing everyone within the school community 
in the process of supporting LGBT students” 
(Liboro, Travers, & St. John, 2014). The 
schools took these suggestions and added a 
Kindness Matters campaign to help everyone 
embrace the diversity. They added an Anti-
Homophobia Day to raise awareness. They 
created support clubs, trained their teachers, 
changed their curriculum, and relied on the 
community to help. Rather than focus on the 
differences, they focused on putting Catholic 
values into action. 

 The schools met with great success. 

However, “it was the skillful, responsible, 
and sagacious negotiation of the competing 
priorities and dictates of the Ontario Catholic 
school system representatives and the provin-
cial government that was their most praise-
worthy feat.” In fact, the group of advocates 
managed to create programs and strategies 
that were not only acceptable to the stake-
holders, but incredibly helpful and successful 
for the LGBT youth. 

 As has been shown by this case 
study with the Ontario Catholic schools, it is 
very possible for a conservative community 
to come together on behalf of a marginalized 
group and create safe space for them. It is 
possible to educate that same community on 
the challenges facing that marginalized group 
and rally them to in support.  

 In the midst of a nationwide move-
ment to stop bullying at school or on social 
media, it is unconscionable to still have a 
subgroup of society prey to the whims of 
social predators stalking the halls of a school 
or the walls of Facebook. In fact, the ISLLC 
standards clearly state that effective lead-
ers “build and maintain a safe, caring, and 
healthy school environment that meets the 
academic, social, emotional, and physi-
cal needs of each student” (National Policy 
Board for Education Administration, 2015). 
If every school administration took this 
mandate to heart and creating a safe, caring, 
and healthy school environment that met 
the needs of each student, then suicide rates 
would drop, bullying would decrease, verbal 
harassment would not be tolerated, transgen-
der students would feel safe enough to stay 
at school.  Teachers would be trained, parents 
would be educated, and the unity of the 
school and the community would increase. 

Conclusion
 Administrators have a fiduciary 

responsibility towards the students entrusted 
into their care in the education system. It is 
their responsibility to create an environment 
that is safe for all children, that protects—in 
as much as possible—each child’s burgeon-
ing belief system and understanding of the 
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In fact, the group of advocates 
managed to create programs 

and strategies that were not only 
acceptable to the stakeholders, 

but incredibly helpful and 
successful for the LGBT youth.

world as presented to them from their parents 
as children, from the world, as teenagers, and 

from their inner-
selves as newly 
formed young 
adults. 

The admin-
istrator finds 
themselves in the 
unenviable posi-
tion of finding a 
balance between 

honoring the transgender student and respect-
ing the culture and beliefs of the opposing 
student. What makes this somewhat more 
difficult is that while societal mores have 
changed in accepting LGBQ students, those 
same societal mores have not changed to the 
same extent for transgender students. Creat-
ing policies that promote the use of locker 
rooms and bathrooms that correspond to a 
transgender student’s identified gender is 
going to create a very real concern among the 
parents and community. 

The smart school district will not wait 
until a parent or student threatens legal ac-
tion on the existing policy or lack thereof. 
Rather, a proactive approach with a robust 
public education campaign that builds on the 
values of the school, its culture, and the legal 
framework will prepare a district’s stakehold-
ers to accept a policy that values and protects 
every student. Administrators in particularly 
conservative areas will want to give this is-
sue the time it deserves. Waiting or putting 
the discussion off will not make the policy 
any easier to write or the stakeholders any 
more likely to acquiesce. It is important for 
the school district to be a leader rather than 
a follower in putting these students first and 
making school a safe place for them to learn 
and thrive. 
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conversat ion.  Nor th Carol ina’s  law requir ing indiv iduals  to use the bathroom of  their  assigned 

gender at  bir th has been met with s ignif icant  backlash by indiv iduals ,  companies,  and 
governments al ike.  The Depar tment of  Just ice recent ly  gave not ice to Nor th Carol ina that  their 
law violated Ti t le  VI I  of  the Civ i l  Rights Act .  As this  paper deals  with an issue current ly  being 

fought on the publ ic  stage i t  is  inevitable that  current  information wi l l  soon become dated.  This 
author,  along with the rest  of  the world,  wi l l  cont inue to fol low the developments as they occur. 
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Our kids today need to learn to 
think critically by engaging in 
active and purposeful reading, 
writing, problem solving, and 

discussion in all of their classes.

As a result, the percentage of 
students reading below grade level 

decreased, teacher frustration 
in the classroom decreased, 

and scores increased.

The importance of literacy 
across the curriculum

Sherri Branch

Adolescent literacy in 
the secondary schools is 
critical!  The schools our 
kids attend today are not 
the same as the schools you 
and I attended as kids.  Sit-
ting passively and listening 
to lectures will not provide 
our students with the skills 
they will need to succeed 
in today’s world.  Our 
kids today need to learn to 
think critically by engaging 
in active and purposeful 
reading, writing, problem 

solving, and discus-
sion in all of their 
classes. They need 
the ability to use 
not only reading 
and writing, but 
also thinking.  They 

need to make meaning of their learning, and 
they need to learn to apply this meaning to 
their own lives.  As instructional leaders, two 
important questions we want our students to 
be able to answer are, “How can I use what 
I learned today in my life right now and in 
the future?” and “Why is this important to 

me?”  I believe it is 
our job to prepare our 
students to succeed 
today and in the fu-
ture through content 
literacy.  

Although now 
I am in administra-
tion, I began teach-

ing reading at Jefferson Junior High School 
(Granite School District) out of program 
need back in 2004.  I quickly realized that 

although my reading class 
would help the few students 
I had, we needed to do more 
on a school wide level.  My 
class alone was not enough 
to avert the crisis that ap-
proximately 46% of the 
students at our school were 
reading below grade level 
at that time.  This led to me 
conducting staff trainings on 
school wide literacy.  As a 
result, the percentage of stu-
dents reading below grade 
level decreased, teacher 
frustration in the classroom 

decreased, and scores increased.  
What is cross-curricular literacy and why 

is it important?  Cross-curricular literacy, 
or content literacy, is not just putting read-
ing and writing in all of our subject areas, 
but making meaning of our learning through 
reading, writing and thinking.  A reading 
class, alone, is not enough to eliminate the 
harsh reality that many of our students read 
below grade level.  Although most schools 
have reading support through ESL classes, 
special education classes, or elective read-
ing comprehension classes, we frustratingly 
find that those classes, alone, are not enough 
to avert the crisis that sometimes upwards of 
40% of our students are not reading on grade 
level.  So many times educators and instruc-
tional leaders find themselves asking, “What 
more can I do to help so many struggling 
readers?”  The answer:  Put literacy and read-
ing comprehension strategies in every class 
across the curriculum. 

Following are some literacy strategies 
that every teacher can incorporate into what 
they are already teaching to help their stu-
dents become active readers.  Active reading 
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leads to better comprehension, just as active 
learning leads to better understanding. As 
Confucius said, “I hear and I forget.  I see 
and I remember.  I do and I understand.”  
This applies to reading just as much as it 
applies to learning. Cris Tovani (a wonderful 
reference for teaching reading in the sec-
ondary classroom) has a book entitled, Do I 
Really Have to Teach Reading?  The answer, 
YES!  We all do! Many of your teachers will 
wonder how in the world they can possibly 

add a new element to an already overloaded 
curriculum; doing so, however, will enable 
students to learn complex new concepts in 
their disciplines.  It is imperative for them to 
help their students become better readers.  

Literacy strategies can basically be 
broken down into three categories:  before 
reading, during reading, and after reading.  
Below is a wonderful guide I put together for 
my teachers and students:

Reading Strategies:  How to be an Active Reader
Before Reading Strategies
1. Read the title page and make a prediction on what this reading assignment will be  

 about
2. Preview your reading
 • Read the title
 • Read the head notes and subtitles
 • Look at all the pictures and read their captions
 • Read any and all boxes or other items that stand out on the page (usually in color)
3. Do you want to change your prediction?
4. Find any vocabulary words that are identified (bold faced, underlined, italicized)
5. What questions are going through your mind?
6. Can you make any personal connections to this reading?
7. Do you have any prior knowledge about this topic?  
 What do you already know about this?
8. Set your purpose for reading.
9. Set a plan for how you are going to read this story or article and what strategy you 

are   going to use.  Some possible ideas are to check your prediction to see if it is 
correct or   answer the questions that are going through your mind.

During Reading Strategies
1. Monitor your understanding. 
  a. Are your questions being answered?
  b. Can you describe in your own words what you have read so far? 
  c. Are you confused?  If you are, what are you going to do about it?  
	 	 	 How	are	you	going	to	fix	it?
 • Reread
 • Continue reading to see if it starts to make sense.  
  If it doesn’t, then go back and reread again
 • Look at the pictures and other extra support provided for you on the page
2. Continue to adjust your prediction and make new ones.

After Reading Strategies
1. Think about, remember, and self-reflect on what you learned
 • Discuss what you read
 • Form an opinion about what you read
 • Write about what you read
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Teaching students academic 
vocabulary in all classes 

is of vital importance.

These strategies became second 
nature to her students, thus 

improving their comprehension 
of the material, which resulted in 

higher grades and test scores.  

 • Draw a picture about what you read
 • Explain the author’s main reason for writing this article or story
 • Is there more you want to know about this topic?

In addition to these reading strategies, 
teaching students academic vocabulary in all 

classes is of 
vital impor-
tance.  A great 
reference to 
use is, Bring-
ing Words to 
Life by Isbel 

Beck.  Academic vocabulary, or Tier 2 words 
as Beck describes, are the words students see 
mostly in an academic setting, i.e. compile, 
infer, simplify, summarize, revise, analyze.  
Students often see these words used in 
instructions, and if our students don’t un-
derstand what these words mean, then more 
than likely they won’t understand the instruc-
tions. This can be of a particular burden if it 
is instructions to a test, particularly the high 

stakes tests our 
kids take every 
year (SAGE, 
CRT, ACT, 
SAT,).

You will 
also find a 
Cheat Sheet 
(Appendix A) 
on literacy strat-

egies I have used to train educators on how 
to begin putting literacy into their already 
overloaded curriculum.  I strongly emphasize 
to my teachers this is something they can 

add to what they already have in their lesson 
plans. They do not need to create a whole 
new curriculum or brand new lesson plans, 
but just to incorporate these strategies into 
whatever reading they are assigning their stu-
dents. I have also included a summary table 
of Literacy Strategies (Appendix B) to give 
to students as a reference to keep and use in 
all classes.

Allow me to use an example to sum up 
why literacy is important in every class, every 
day.  One fellow teacher in monthly faculty 
trainings I held on cross-curricular literacy 
was very resistant to add these (or anything 
else) to her instruction, complaining it was 
just “one more thing” she was being asked to 
do. However, after taking some time to teach 
her kids a few of these strategies, along with 
other textbooks strategies (using baby steps), 
she quickly realized that while it seemed a lot 
of work up front, it saved a lot of classroom 
time later.  She included reading comprehen-
sion strategies as a part of every instruction.  
As a result, these strategies became second 
nature to her students, thus improving their 
comprehension of the material, which re-
sulted in higher grades and test scores.  After 
all, raising test scores is one necessary evil all 
instructional leaders face, and putting literacy 
across the curriculum is one sure way to do 
that.  Not promoting literacy skills for our 
students is an unnecessary evil.
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Sherri  Branch is currently Assistant Principal at Eisenhower Junior High 
and is moving to Valley Junior High as assistant July 1.  

She can be reached at sbranch@graniteschools.org or at 801-386-3151.  
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Appendix	  A	  
Literacy	  Strategies	  -	  Cheat	  Sheet 
	  
Before	  Reading	  Strategies	  (Pre-reading)	  

• Preview	  the	  text	  or	  other	  reading	  material	  	  
o Read	  all	  the	  bold	  words	  (usually	  the	  vocabulary	  words	  for	  that	  text),	  and	  

italicized	  words,	  and	  use	  context	  clues	  to	  find	  their	  meaning.	  	  	  
o READ	  all	  the	  graphics,	  not	  just	  look	  at	  them	  
o Read	  all	  the	  sidebars	  and	  anything	  that	  stands	  out	  by	  itself	  (which	  means	  it	  

is	  important!)	  
	  

• Create	  a	  purpose	  for	  reading	  (helps	  them	  to	  be	  active	  readers)	  
o Turn	  titles,	  headings,	  and	  subheadings	  into	  questions(	  using	  who,	  what	  ,	  

when,	  where,	  why	  and	  how),	  then	  look	  for	  the	  answers	  to	  those	  questions	  
while	  reading	  	  

o Have	  students	  read	  the	  questions	  at	  the	  end	  of	  sections	  and	  then	  read	  for	  
answers	  

o Use	  the	  section	  guides	  or	  goal	  boxes	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  section	  to	  create	  
questions	  before	  reading	  

	  
• Expose	  to	  the	  vocabulary	  

o Each	  subject	  has	  its	  own	  “lingo”.	  	  Make	  sure	  your	  students	  understand	  and	  
can	  define/use	  the	  “lingo”	  you	  are	  using	  in	  your	  classroom.	  	  Some	  
vocabulary	  will	  carry	  over	  between	  subject	  areas.	  

	  
Making	  Connections	  with	  Reading	  

• Text	  to	  Text	  
o How	  is	  what	  you	  are	  reading	  similar	  to	  anything	  else	  you	  have	  ever	  read?	  
o How	  is	  it	  different?	  

• Text	  to	  Self	  
o How	  is	  the	  reading	  similar	  to	  your	  own	  life?	  
o How	  is	  it	  different?	  

• Text	  to	  World	  
o How	  is	  the	  reading	  similar	  to	  what	  is	  happening	  in	  the	  world	  around	  you?	  
o How	  is	  it	  different?	  

	  
Visualizing	  

• Using	  the	  words	  you	  are	  reading	  to	  create	  a	  picture	  in	  your	  mind	  	  
• “What	  do	  you	  see	  in	  your	  mind	  when	  you	  read	  that?”	  

	  
Predicting	  

• Based	  on	  the	  thoughtful	  use	  of	  prior	  knowledge	  
• A	  thoughtful	  hypothesis	  based	  on	  clues	  

	  
Inferring	  

• The	  ability	  to	  “read	  between	  the	  lines”	  
• To	  get	  a	  meaning	  the	  author	  implies,	  but	  does	  not	  state	  directly	  

	  

 
Appendix	  B	  
Literacy	  Strategies 

	  
Strategy	   Description	  of	  Strategy	  

Before	  Reading	  
Strategies	  

	  

• Preview	  your	  reading:	  	  How	  long	  is	  the	  reading?;	  Are	  there	  any	  
section	  guides	  or	  goal	  boxes?;	  Read	  all	  the	  titles,	  headings,	  and	  
subheadings;	  find	  all	  the	  boldface	  words	  and	  italicized	  words	  
and	  read	  the	  surrounding	  text	  to	  find	  their	  meaning;	  Read,	  don’t	  
just	  look	  at,	  all	  the	  visuals	  and	  their	  captions	  associated	  with	  the	  
reading	  (pictures,	  photographs,	  maps,	  charts,	  graphs,	  etc.);	  
Read,	  don’t	  just	  look	  at,	  anything	  else	  that	  has	  been	  set	  off	  by	  
itself	  (sidebars,	  boxed	  items,	  sections	  in	  color,	  highlighted	  items,	  
diagrams,	  models,	  etc.)	  

• Set	  a	  purpose	  for	  reading	  (other	  than	  “The	  teacher	  told	  me	  to.”):	  	  
Turn	  titles	  and	  headings	  into	  questions	  and	  try	  to	  answer	  those	  
questions	  as	  you	  read	  (use	  the	  five	  W	  questions	  of	  who,	  what,	  
when,	  where,	  and	  why	  .	  .	  .	  may	  include	  how	  also);	  Read	  the	  
questions	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  chapter	  first,	  then	  look	  for	  the	  
answers	  as	  you	  read	  	  	  

Making	  Connections	  To	  
Your	  Reading	  

• Try	  to	  make	  connections	  between	  the	  text	  you	  are	  reading	  and	  
other	  texts	  you	  have	  read	  

• Try	  to	  make	  connections	  on	  how	  this	  reading	  relates	  to	  the	  real	  
world	  

• Try	  to	  make	  connections	  on	  how	  this	  reading	  relates	  to	  your	  life,	  
personally	  

Visualizing	   • Try	  to	  create	  a	  picture	  in	  your	  mind	  of	  what	  you	  are	  reading	  
Vocabulary	   • Find	  the	  important	  words	  and	  their	  meanings	  by	  reading	  the	  

surrounding	  text;	  How	  do	  these	  words	  help	  you	  paint	  a	  picture	  
in	  your	  mind?	  

• Understand	  how	  each	  subject	  has	  specialized	  language	  –	  words	  
that	  are	  used	  only	  in	  that	  subject	  matter	  

Predicting	   • Read	  the	  titles	  and	  headings,	  and	  see	  if	  you	  can	  predict	  what	  the	  
reading	  will	  be	  about	  

• Stop	  periodically	  throughout	  your	  reading	  and	  see	  if	  you	  can	  
guess	  what	  will	  happen	  next,	  then	  read	  to	  see	  if	  you	  are	  correct.	  	  
If	  not	  correct,	  then	  try	  to	  make	  another	  prediction	  

Inferring	   • Develop	  the	  ability	  to	  “read	  between	  the	  lines”	  
• Determine	  what	  the	  author	  implies,	  but	  does	  not	  state	  directly	  

Questioning	   • Always	  question	  what	  the	  author	  is	  saying:	  	  i.e.	  	  Do	  you	  believe	  
what	  you	  just	  read?	  	  Why	  or	  why	  not?	  	  Does	  what	  you	  read	  seem	  
real	  or	  believable	  to	  you?	  	  Is	  what	  you	  read	  practical?	  	  Can	  you	  
use	  it?	  

Summarizing	   • Be	  able	  to	  summarize	  or	  paraphrase	  what	  you	  just	  read	  in	  your	  
own	  words;	  can	  you	  retell	  what	  you	  just	  read	  in	  your	  own	  
words?	  

Organizational	  
Patterns	  

• How	  is	  the	  reading	  organized?	  	  Is	  it	  a	  cause	  and	  effect?	  	  Does	  it	  
compare	  and	  contrast?	  Is	  it	  a	  question	  and	  solution?	  Is	  it	  a	  
description	  of	  something?	  Does	  it	  list	  things	  in	  order,	  or	  
chronologically?	  Is	  it	  a	  process	  or	  sequence	  of	  something?	  	  
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The Utah Co-Teaching Project:  
Transforming Opportunities for 
Student Success in Mathematics

Lori Gardner USOE and Peggy Fratto USOE

One of the 
challenges for 
education in the 
twenty-first cen-
tury is to prepare 
all students for 
participation 
in an economy 
where skills of 
the twentieth 
century will be, 
in many areas, 
obsolete.  Our 
children must 
have the knowl-
edge and skills to access competitive careers 
and to participate in a changing society.  In 
response to this reality, part of the vision and 
mission of Utah public education is to ensure 
literacy and numeracy competency for all 
of Utah’s children.  To advance this goal, 
the Utah State Board of Education (USOE) 
adopted the Utah Core for Mathematics and 

Language Arts, 
which addresses 
the complexity 
of what students 
need to know 
and be able to do.  

Across the state, educators and administra-
tors are now grappling with the intent of the 
mission to provide access to the core for all 
students.

As we raise the bar for each student, 
schools and districts are challenged to find 
ways to close the achievement gap for stu-
dents with disabilities, economically disad-
vantaged students, and English Language 

Learners.  One approach in special education 
that has seen resurgence in the last few years 
is co-teaching.  While there may be various 
interpretations of what it is, the most common 
definition of co-teaching is as an instructional 
approach in which general and special educa-
tors share responsibility for planning, instruc-
tion, and assessment of a common group of 
students.

It is a practice that when done well 
can lead to substantial academic grains for 
students.  However, without consideration of 
who is best suited for such a collaborative re-
lationship, when support in terms of planning 
and scheduling is not provided, and when 
teachers do not have an idea of what they 
could or should be doing, it can be a waste of 
precious resources.

One approach to provide a solid founda-
tion for good co-teaching has been through 
the collaborative efforts of Utah Schools to 
Watch and USOE’s Department of Teaching 
and Learning and the Department of Special 
Education to create a program to train and 
support teachers in effective co-teaching.  
This started in 2010 when Utah Schools to 
Watch received a grant from its affiliate, The 
National Forum to Accelerate Middle Grades 
Reform and the Education Development 
Center to help provide professional develop-
ment in the area of middle grades math.  The 
emphasis of the grant was on serving special 
education students in the regular classroom 
setting with the support of co-teaching.  
Schools to Watch joined in a collaborative 
venture with specialists from USOE to offer a 
summer workshop to district and school math 
specialists.

One approach in special education 
that has seen resurgence in the 

last few years is co-teaching

Peggy Fratto
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After a year of planning and developing 
The Co-Teaching Handbook: Utah Guide-
lines, a pilot program of professional learning 
for middle grade math teams was launched. 
In the fall of 2011 the Co-Teaching Pilot 
was initiated with seven teams participating.  
After the first successful year, the Utah Co-
Teaching Project moved forward involving 
teachers in grades 6-9 with a focus on math-
ematics.  In the first two years, teachers were 
also encouraged to participate in the Middle 
Level Summer Numeracy Program, a joint 
venture between the USOE Department of 
Special Education and the University of Utah.

Now concluding its fifth year, the project 
has grown from 7 teams to 26 teams with 
Northern and Southern cohorts.  Teachers in 
grades 6 through Math II have been involved.  
The Co-Teaching Project and the Summer 
Numeracy Program have merged to provide 
10 days of high quality professional learning 
along with several rounds of coaching. 

The focus of the program is on develop-
ing positive working relationships between 
the teams.  Teachers reflect on what they need 
in a classroom environment, how to share 
responsibility and how to handle conflict.  
Using the principles of Growth Mindset, the 
teachers attend to developing a community 
in their classroom where every student is ac-
cepted and supported in taking risks.  Teach-
ers explore instructional strategies that utilize 
the expertise each brings to the classroom.  
With five of the ten days dedicated to the 
eight math practice standards, teachers also 
gain a better understanding of where and why 
students struggle in math and how to scaffold 
learning and interventions that promote deep 
understanding.

Another important component of the 
program is the work that is done to sup-
port teachers through instructional coach-
ing.  Through the recent sponsorship of the 
project by the Utah Professional Develop-
ment Network, each team is assigned a coach 
who visits the classroom several times a year 
providing teams with data to help refine their 
practice.  Administrators are also provided 
with guidelines and tools to help them better 
understand what should be happening in the 
classroom and how to assess the quality of 
co-teaching.

Pairing two great teachers is just the first 
step in co-teaching.  Consideration also needs 
to be given to other factors.
• Selection of students to be scheduled into 

the class
• Schedules aligned to provide common 

planning time
• Faculty and parents informed and under-

standing purpose of the class
• Teachers who understand what co-teach-

ing is or is not 
• Teachers who understand what they need 

to do to make the venture successful

Effective co-teaching can serve to close 
the achievement gap and provide students 
access to the skills and knowledge they will 
need for college and career.  For further 
information about the Project or as to what 
resources might be available talk to your 
Special Education Director, contact the Utah 
Professional Development Center or con-
tact Utah Schools to Watch at utahschool-
stowatch@gmail.com.

Lori Gardner is Director of Schools to Watch and can be reached at 
utahschoolstowatch@gmail .com.  

Peggy Fratto is Education Coordinator of Special  Education at the Utah State 
Office of Education.  She can be reached at kim.fratto@schools.utah.gov.
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Intended and Unintended 
Consequences of State Evaluation

Paul Shepherd and Annette Brinkman

The last 
five years in 
education 
have been 
tumultuous, 
both within 
Utah and 
in arenas 
external to 
Utah.  Re-
search clearly 
demonstrates 
quality teach-
ers have 
significant 
impact on student learning (Rowe, 2003; Dar-
ling-Hammond, 2000).  Regardless of socio-
economic status, ethnicity, and special needs, 
quality teaching and positive school climate 
are what ultimately make a difference.  What 
has changed in the last five years is that 

state legislatures 
interpreted this in 
such a way that it 
led to top-down 
summative as-
sessment man-
dated through 
legislation and 

policy to try to ensure such quality. This has 
fostered an assessment movement that has 
both intended and unintended consequences 
- some good and some unfortunate conse-
quences.

Intended Consequences
There are several noteworthy intentions 

related to summative evaluation initiatives.  
First, states, districts, and schools have a re-
sponsibility to identify teacher expectations.  
We should honor excellence, provide regular 
summative feedback, and remove those who 

cannot meet 
standards and 
expectations.  
Second, we 
should remove 
ambiguity re-
garding accept-
able work and 
protect those 
who do excep-
tional work in 
complex envi-
ronments. Third, 
we should be 
transparent about 

expectations.  This protects educators and 
promotes growth. 

Educational systems must take seriously 
the mandate to provide quality education and 
educators.  Clear standards and expectations 
provide a common language from which to 
identify both quality and unacceptable per-
formance.  States and districts have the dual 
responsibility of promoting quality teaching 
and of removing those who cannot meet those 
standards.  It is an efficiency that is need-
ful but it is also a humane obligation when 
considering the needs of students.  Students 
are a captive client and suffer when we do not 
fulfill our responsibility to provide qualified 
and skilled teachers.  Standards and assess-
ment are both legal and moral imperatives we 
should embrace.

Educators work within a tumultuous 
work environment.  The demands are com-
plex and intensely public.  The most highly 
qualified teachers have those patrons who 
are critical of them.   Even though 99% of 
patrons and stakeholders would disagree, any 
educator will accumulate over a career people 
who judge them harshly.  This makes ongoing 

Regardless of socio-economic 
status, ethnicity, and special 
needs, quality teaching and 

positive school climate are what 
ultimately make a difference.  
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summative judgment for evaluators complex.  
This may be due to the very human tendency 
to focus on negative input rather than the 
predominance of favorable input.  We all look 
at surveys and feedback of our performance 
and focus on the single negative comment 
rather than the preponderance of favorable 
comments.  Teachers as clients and principals 
as evaluators are susceptible to this human 
characteristic.  It is an unfortunate artifact of 
being a person striving to serve and please 
other people.  

Evidence-
based summa-
tive judgement 
removes the 
exaggerated 
importance of 

individual angst from the predominantly 
favorable client judgments of educator worth 
– which in the state of Utah is high.  Multiple 
surveys demonstrate that even though their 
might be general dissatisfaction with the 
educational system, parent satisfaction with 
their local school is high (Gallup.com, 2014).  
Danielson points out that professional con-
sensus is that the number of teachers whose 
practice is below standard is very small (Dan-
ielson, 2016).  Effective evaluation systems 
help articulate that and provide evidence of 
proficiency to the public.

Finally, educators deserve to know what 
standards and skills are required for employ-
ment and acceptable performance.  There 

should be no mys-
tery as to what 
is required to be 
a judged a pro-
ficient educator.  
The assessment 
requirements we 

now have removes the artificial constraints 
and prejudices of squeaky-wheel judgments 
made for convenience or personal preference.  
Research-based standards such as the Utah 
Effective Teacher Standards (Utah Effective 
Teaching Standards-UEN, 2016), provides a 
safe-guard and protection for what is required 

of educators for continued employment in 
complex community environments and a 
standard for guiding professional develop-
ment.  

Unintended Consequences
The law of unintended consequences 

articulates that the actions of people always 
have effects that are not anticipated and 
unanticipated (Merton, 1976).  While policy 
makers and educational leaders intended to 
identify and promote quality teachers through 
effective summative evaluation, there were 
unanticipated effects of the effort that must be 
considered.  Based on these emerging conse-
quences it may be necessary to make course 
corrections in the near future.  There are sev-
eral unintended consequences we must now 
wrestle with in policy and implementation.  
First, the use of student growth measures 
and state assessment is proving problematic. 
Second, the emphasis of summative evalua-
tion has diverted resources and time from the 
more important task of formative assessment 
and professional development.  Third, the 
need to demonstrate compliance with as-
sessment requirements may be reducing the 
important job of summation to a reductive 
point-assessment format.

Quality teaching is difficult to define.   
Many state systems, including Utah, require 
evaluators to make judgments of teach-
ers based on learning gains.  The ability to 
measure student growth for the purposes of 
teacher evaluation has proven problematic.   
SAGE assessments provide useful bench-
marks for state, district and school level as-
sessment but may not be an accurate measure 
of individual teacher effort and skill.  Educa-
tors understand that a multitude of factors 
influence state assessment and only some of 
these are in the control of the educator.  It is 
difficult and even undesirable to ascribe stu-
dent learning to individual teacher effort.  At 
its best, it fails to recognize the community 
effort necessary (this includes colleagues, 
school, district, community, and parents).   At 
its worst, it provides a disincentive for teach-

Standards and assessment are 
both legal and moral imperatives 

we should embrace.

Effective evaluation systems help 
articulate that and provide evidence 

of proficiency to the public.
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ers to willingly wrestle with more challeng-
ing student assignments.  

The need to comply with the new rules 
and regulations involving summative assess-
ment has diverted attention to summative 
products rather than formative development.   
Requiring summative evaluation and report-
ing in rules and regulations have placed too 
much emphasis on the process of summa-
tion.  We, the authors, advocate that forma-
tive work (promoting professional growth) 
with teachers is the primary responsibility of 

school leaders.   In 
current standards, 
summation typi-
cally occurs every 
three to five years 
for career educa-
tors.  Formative 
work should occur 
monthly, weekly, 
and daily in our 

estimation.  Formative work removes many 
of the concerns associated with summative 
evaluation since ongoing formative work 
demonstrates sincere commitment to quality 
education, instructional leadership celebrat-
ing effective teaching, and commitment to 
a school culture that puts the student needs 
first.  Summative evaluation is the “autopsy.”  
Formative work is the growth promoting 
“diagnosis and prescription.”  As evaluation 
system providers and administrative coaches, 
we, the authors, express concern that summa-
tive requirements and efforts to be compli-
ant with state regulations may be diverting 

educational leaders’ 
time and atten-
tion away from the 
proper purposes 
of educator evalu-
ation.  Summa-
tion is dominating 
our time and our 

resources and in some cases diverting us from 
the important work of formative professional 
development.

Formative development of staff provides 

the ongoing development necessary to foster 
productive teacher-student outcomes. Daniel-
son (2016) states, “A comprehensive person-
nel policy must not only ensure good teach-
ing on the part of every teacher, it must also 
ensure opportunities for ongoing professional 
learning by all teachers.” Effective evalua-
tion provides ongoing growth opportunities 
for highly qualified teachers and the neces-
sary feedback to an educator failing to meet 
standards so that educators may have the 
opportunity to develop proficiency.   It also 
eliminates the rare turmoil associated with 
termination of a toxic educator that may ill-
serve students and the community.  Formative 
work deals with the problems early and elimi-
nates the prospect of a surprise termination 
after years or decades of employment.  For-
mative work with educators identifies needs 
and growth areas, provides intervention, and 
ultimately growth or exit from education.  
That is what should happen. This needs to be 
the focus of an educational leader.  

In the effort to define educational stan-
dards and measure proficiency, the summa-
tive initiative can devolve in some situations 
to reducing the complex nature of teaching to 
a computation of rubric averages.  As authors 
we applaud the efforts of the state of Utah 
to promote evaluator judgement and allow 
scrutiny and override of computations that 
may not factor in community, personal, and 
environmental factors that won’t emerge in 
a Likert scale rating.  Educational leaders 
should resist the temptation to reduce a judg-
ment to mere computations. Evaluators must 
exercise discretion and professional judgment 
in both formative and summative settings.  
Our job is not generating scores for a trien-
nial report but promoting quality teaching.  

Evidence-based formative intervention 
takes the argument and tension out of an 
evaluation process and focuses on what is 
needful - teacher proficiency and continued 
professional development.  It is the sincere 
desire of the authors that in an evaluation 
cycle, the emphasis will properly remain on 
formative development.  In the end, forma-

While policy makers and 
educational leaders intended 

to identify and promote quality 
teachers through effective 

summative evaluation, there 
were unanticipated effects of the 
effort that must be considered.  

We, the authors, advocate that 
formative work (promoting 
professional growth) with 
teachers is the primary 

responsibility of school leaders.
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tive development will remove any surprise or 
tension from summative evaluation.  In the 
rare case an educator should be exited from 
the system, ongoing formative assessment 
identifies the problem and makes transparent 
the need to do so.

Conclusion
Educational leaders are navigating a 

complex environment.  We can do this by be-
ing formalistic and adhering to rules and reg-
ulations to protect ourselves or we can look 

at the intent and 
purpose of those 
rules and regula-
tions.  Clearly, 
the intent is that 
we provide the 
most skilled and 
productive edu-
cators possible to 
students.  Focus-
ing on summa-

tive assessment while minimizing the utility 
of formative growth may meet minimum 
standard and policy requirements.  It misses 
the target of developing effective schools and 
effective educators.  Formative work in de-
veloping pre-requisite skills, ongoing profes-
sional improvement in order to better serve 
student, and celebrating effective teaching 
should be the focus.  We advocate that we 
focus our priorities to that end.
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Both leaders and teachers are 
to be evaluated to increase 
school effectiveness based 

on these standards.

Big Fish in Very Little Ponds:
A Cross-Case Mini-Ethnographic Study of  

Utah Rural School Principals
Courtney Stewart, PhD

The purpose of this study 
was to understand the lived 
experience of Utah rural 
school principals in how 
they meet the requirements 
of both being evaluated and 
evaluating rural teachers and 
how they navigate the isola-
tion within a community and 
educational system. Visual 
ethnographic case studies of 
the rural principals were con-
ducted to better understand 
and place the research within 
the context of the principal’s 
daily environment.  Rapid or mini ethno-
graphic case studies were compared across 
cases to see commonalities in how rural 
principals face problems of being an isolated 
leader in a rural location. 

Theoretical Framework
In September 2011, the Utah State Board 

of Education adopted R277-531 outlining 
the educator evaluation components and 
processes required of all school districts in 

Utah. This new 
policy is based 
on the recently 
developed Utah 
Educational 
Leadership 
(UEL) standards 

and the Utah Effective Teaching Standards 
(UET). Both leaders and teachers are to be 
evaluated to increase school effectiveness 
based on these standards. 

Researchers have helped define how rural 
schools, educators, and administrators are 

affected by their remote-
ness, distance, and size. For 
example, rural schools have 
higher incidents of child 
poverty, fewer community 
resources, and less fam-
ily support (Provasnik et 
al., 2007; Reeves & North 
Central Regional Educa-
tional Lab, 2003; Roscigno, 
Tomaskovic-Devey, & 
Crowley, 2006; Strange, 
Johnson, Showalter, & 
Klein, 2012). Eighty per-
cent of the low education 

and high poverty counties in the US are in 
rural areas (USDA, Oct 2014).  Likewise, ru-
ral school districts often lack resources and fi-
nancial support for professional development 
(Erickson, Noonan, & McCall, 2012). Pres-
ton, Jakubiess and Kooymans (2013) identi-
fied rural challenges for principals as diverse 
responsibilities, gender discrimination, hiring 
disadvantages, and a lack of professional 
development support. Another study (South-
worth, 2004) discovered that rural principals, 
in small schools, were more isolated from 
other principals, resources, and programs for 
leadership development. Preston et al. (2013) 
found in a comprehensive literature review 
there were problems of infrastructure, travel 
access to professional development, funding, 
financial savvy to create budgets, and meet-
ing accountability measures on their own 
were pervasive struggles for the rural princi-
pal.

Mandates such as Utah’s R277-531 need 
to be effectively implemented, but they place 
added pressure on school districts to conduct 
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effective professional development so that the 
new evaluations are fair and helpful to educa-

tors. Policies such 
as these often 
unintentionally 
add pressure for 
rural administra-
tors to implement 
in their schools 

and districts.
The following problems have been iden-

tified for this study:
1. Because of Utah’s rural schools’ 

remoteness, distance, and small size, 
 a. Rural school principals often lack a  

close relationship with experienced 
peers such as what exists in urban and 
suburban settings and therefore lack a 
collegial relationship with these peers 
for understanding the standards and 
implementing the evaluation system. 

 b. Principals often find it difficult to 
mentor, supervise, and develop teachers 
in professional development activities 
covering contemporary issues in cur-
riculum, instruction, and assessment-
-all elements in the new state standards 
and evaluation policy. 

2. Although larger Utah suburban and 
urban school principals usually have district 
administrators to support and mentor prin-
cipals and teachers, rural schools often do 
not have the same services provided by their 

district offices 
because of their 
remoteness, dis-
tance, and small 
size. 

3. 
Likewise, Utah 
rural principals 
often work in iso-
lation from other 
school principals 

and are alone in performing their roles and re-
sponsibilities. These roles and responsibilities 
are often multifaceted as a principal might 
also serve as a part time teacher, counselor, or 

athletic or activity coaches. Utah rural school 
principals might also have district respon-
sibilities that are not typical for urban and 
suburban districts.

In the State of Utah, urban school dis-
tricts make up approximately 80% of total 
school populations, and are highly concen-
trated in an area that has the seventh highest 
density population area in the nation along an 
urban corridor approximately 100 miles long. 
Inside the corridor are resources available to 
principals in large districts, public, and pri-
vate university for professional help. Access-
ing these resources and colleagues is plenti-
ful, but for rural districts in Utah, which are 
widely dispersed geographically and isolated, 
are at a great disadvantage because of limited 
resources for leadership development.

Methods/ Data Sources 
In order to understand and address the 

purposes and problems identified, three re-
search questions guided this study:

1. How well do Utah rural principals 
understand the new standards in daily school 
practice?

2. How do Utah rural principals apply 
the new requirements of the UEL standards 
and the UET standards?

3. What is the professional lived experi-
ence of principals in rural Utah communities? 

In order to address the research questions 
for this study, the researchers utilized an eth-
nomethodology of visual ethnographic case 
study.  Using “rapid” or “mini” ethnographies 
(Wall, 2014) the researchers video recorded 
the remoteness of the community, the school 
building, and conducted a semi-structured 
interview with the principal within a single 
day’s time. Because of the remoteness and 
isolation of the rural schools, researchers had 
limited access to the informants. Visual eth-
nography was selected with the intention of 
representing the society and culture of these 
groups of people and because of the sensory 
nature of the human experience (Pink, 2013). 
Case study analysis provided a means of un-
derstanding the principals in rural areas with 
different genders, school levels, and career 

Researchers have helped define 
how rural schools, educators, and 

administrators are affected by their 
remoteness, distance, and size.

Preston, Jakubiess and 
Kooymans (2013) identified 

rural challenges for principals 
as diverse responsibilities, 

gender discrimination, hiring 
disadvantages, and a lack of 

professional development support.
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stages. Visual and interpretive analysis will 
be used in understanding common themes 
and ideas from the data collected. 

The researcher purposely selected three 
principals from three rural communities in 
Utah based on the following criteria:

1. Two principals from elementary set-
tings and one from secondary settings

2. One principal who are in early and 
two who are in mid-career stages.

3. Two male and one female principal.
Results 

The follow-
ing will present 
results from 
three cases. The 
three cases will 
be described and 
results of the 
visual analysis 
will be shared. 

Case 1. 
A mid career 

Native American female principal at Rose 
Elementary (names have been changed), Mrs. 
Scott has been principal for the past 5 years. 
Previously she worked as an instructional 
coach within the district. Rose Elementary 
is located within one of the largest counties 
in the state of Utah. The county is the sixth 
lowest in population density in the state of 
1.9 people per square mile. The closest city 
of 50,000 people is 215 miles away. Rose is 
located in a small town of 320 people and 

borders the largest 
Native Ameri-
can reservation 
in the state. The 
K-5 school with 
6 teachers, has a 
student make up 
of 86% low SES, 
64% ELL, 89% 
minority, and 18% 

special education. Over a 100 students attend 
the school, with the largest minority of Native 
American students coming from the reserva-

tion. The district in which Rose Elementary 
belongs has an enrollment of 3000 students 
in 12 schools and has a fairly large district 
office with a superintendent and 8 directors. 
The district offices are located 25 miles from 
Rose Elementary. Mrs. Scott grew up on a 
reservation in a small town in New Mexico 
and understands the culture and situation of 
those living on a reservation. 

Case 2. A white male early career princi-
pal at Sage Elementary, Mr. Butler has been 
principal at Sage for the past three years. 
Sage is located within the same county as 
Rose’s school. However, Sage is in a town 
of 4000 people. A PreK-5 school with 26 
teachers and over 600 students enrolled, it is 
the largest school in the district. Sage is made 
up of 64% low SES, 42% minority, 14% 
ELL, and 13% special education. The largest 
minority is also Native American students. 
Sage is part of the same district as Rose, yet 
their proximity to the district office is much 
closer. The district offices are located in the 
same town. Mr. Butler grew up in a suburban 
area of Salt Lake City and taught elementary 
in that area until he relocated to Sage as a 
principal. 

Case 3.  A late career white male prin-
cipal at Desert High School, Mr. Taylor was 
born and raised in the community and attend-
ed the high school as a youth. Coming from 
a family of educators, he was a teacher and 
principal in multiple rural communities over 
the past 22 years in the southern part of the 
state.  Mr. Taylor has been at Desert High for 
three years. Desert is a community of 4,000 
people and located 80 miles from a city of 
75,000 people and 200 miles from the nearest 
city over a million people. Desert High has 
250 students with a student make up of 91% 
white, 4% Latino, and 3% Asian Americans. 
The school is approximately 50% low SES 
and 15% receiving special education services. 
The district office is located in the same town 
as Desert High, and has a superintendent and 
a number of district directors. 

In order to answer the research ques-
tions of this this study, the three cases were 

Mandates such as Utah’s R277-531 
need to be effectively implemented, 

but they place added pressure 
on school districts to conduct 

effective professional development 
so that the new evaluations are 

fair and helpful to educators

Although larger Utah suburban and 
urban school principals usually 
have district administrators to 
support and mentor principals 

and teachers, rural schools often 
do not have the same services.
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Inside the corridor are resources 
available to principals in large 

districts, public, and private 
university for professional help. 

Accessing these resources 
and colleagues is plentiful, 
but rural districts in Utah, 

which are widely dispersed 
geographically and isolated, 
are at a great disadvantage 

because of limited resources 
for leadership development.

compared for commonalities and differ-
ences among their responses. The results are 
presented below according to each research 
question.

Question 1 and 2. A commonality 
between cases was that the three principals 
overwhelmingly focus more on the UET 

standards than the 
UEL standards. 
The first two prin-
cipals spend much 
of their day evalu-
ating teachers and 
facilitating their 
improvement. 
Mrs. Scott felt she 
was more famil-
iar with the UET 
standards as she 
was an instruc-
tional coach prior 
to being a prin-
cipal. Mr. Butler 
acknowledged 

that in monthly principal meetings, elementa-
ry principals would practice and demonstrate 
what the UET standards would look like. 
Although no formal professional develop-
ment was provided, both principals described 
a need to learn about the standards on their 
own. Mr. Butler stated that, “there is just 
so much…10 standards with additional sub 
standards. It is difficult to wrap your head 
around them.” Mr. Taylor was very familiar 
with the standards as he was a member of 
the group that created the standards. A strong 
difference from the first two principals, Mr. 
Taylor felt the standards were created “to 
appease the state legislature”. He also felt 
that the standards are not needed to deter-
mine effective teachers, “you know by being 
in a teacher’s classroom if they are effective 
and if they are reaching students. I feel like 
at times we are jumping through hoops with 
all this evaluation.” Mr. Taylor said schools 
needed to rely on the systems already built 
within teacher preparation and student teach-
ing to remove ineffective teachers.  

Another commonality among the cases 
was that the three principals were not as 
familiar with the UEL standards. The three 
principals were evaluated and received 
feedback by their supervisor and had a dis-
cussion of developing within the standards. 
Mrs. Scott acknowledged that she was aware 
of her areas of weakness and would “figure 
it out myself” rather than wait. Mr. Butler 
admitted he knew where he was lacking in 
the standards, but did state that he “would 
like to see the [UEL] standards discussed in a 
principal meeting. What does it look like for 
us?” Mr. Taylor said that he thought the UEL 
standards were very applicable and good for 
principals. He stated his Superintendent, who 
evaluates him, was very “hands off” and only 
came to the school when he needed support. 

In applying the UET and UEL standards, 
the three principals described how they men-
tor and facilitate teacher improvement within 
their school. Although no formal professional 
development was discussed, Mr. Butler 
described his formal evaluations as more 
formative in nature. He felt the evaluation 
and observation does not capture all aspects 
of the teacher, so he tries to talk with the 
teacher. Yet with 26 teachers he finds it dif-
ficult to support all of them. Mrs. Scott meets 
with her teachers on a weekly basis for 30 
min. She helps them plan and discuss strug-
gling students. Having only 6 teachers allows 
her to stay in touch with each teacher’s 
performance. She did admit that it was dif-
ficult for the teachers to collaborate, as they 
were all “singletons” within their grades, but 
did consider their entire school a “team”. Mr. 
Butler’s teachers had ample opportunity to 
collaborate as most grade levels had three 
to four teachers, which he mentioned was 
rare throughout the district and unique to his 
school. Mr. Taylor stated, “I think the stan-
dards are way to ensure good curriculum, and 
instruction, but it isn’t a cure all. They are a 
guideline but they don’t address everything. 
I’m not sold on it. I do like having a model 
to follow.” He felt that “80%” of teachers 
struggle with how to relate to students, rather 
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The impact of implementing 
and evaluating the UET and UEL 

standards does not seem to 
weigh heavily on the principals  

demands. Their approach to 
evaluating and supporting their 
teachers through the standards 

and evaluation tools were different, 
but each acknowledged the need 

to understand the standards 
and use them appropriately.

than being effective within the standards.  
Question 3.  A major difference between 

the three principals was their prior experience 
in where they were raised. Mrs. Scott’s expe-

rience on a reser-
vation helped her 
understand her stu-
dents’ family situa-
tions. She enjoyed 
small town life and 
understands Native 
American culture 
and language. 
Her connection 
with parents and 
tribal elders of the 
community was 
prevalent. Mrs. 
Scott described one 

of her greatest challenge is situations involv-
ing family members of the students at the 
school. She stated, “how they are going to 
get step dad out of the home because he has 
been drinking all night, that is a challenge.” 
Mrs. Scott said her greatest challenge is the 
teacher turnover every year. She described 
the 60-70% turnover each year as a  “giant 
reset button.” 

Mr. Butler did not grow up in a rural 
area and has had to learn about the culture, 
as many members of the school are related 
to each other. He described the community, 
“everybody knows everybody, and every-
body knows everybody’s business, its amaz-
ing how fast things spread around. I’m in the 
community, I see kids everywhere.” Mr. But-
ler did acknowledge the benefit of working in 
a small district is accessibility, “There aren’t 
so many people trying to get their attention. 
Questions can be answered quickly.” He did 
admit the challenge of a small school district 
is the lack of training. Large districts have 
more specialists to rely on, and “here we are 
our own specialists.”

Mr. Taylor was the only principal of 
the three to come from the community in 
which he was working as the principal. Mr. 
Taylor described his feelings, “I love rural 

Utah. I love being home. I love giving back 
to a community that raised me. Principals 
in suburban Utah, they can leave and go 
home. Their personal and professional lives 
don’t mix. In rural Utah everything mixes.” 
He described working as a rural principal 
as living in a “glass aquarium” where you 
can never get away from the job and you 
are constantly “watched”. He admitted that 
working as a rural principal helps when you 
are from those communities, rural principals 
“need to be raised in a rural setting to know 
the politics, and know the families that live 
in your community, how to be consistent and 
how to be fair. Takes the right kind of person 
to do it.” Mr. Taylor did describe the isolation 
from “things to do” and how kids need to be 
“creative” when they get together. However, 
professionally Mr. Taylor stated, “Our school 
district has provided everything I need. I 
don’t feel isolated on a professional level.”

The three principals did not express 
a feeling of isolation or disconnectedness 
from colleagues and the district. Situations 
are unique in rural communities and require 
a different approach to leading. Mr. Taylor 
described this as, “rural principals wear a lot 
of different hats. Yet they need to maintain 
that credibility no matter which hat you are 
wearing.” Although other struggles were 
described, the principals seemed to be a good 
fit for the needs of their schools. 

Conclusion
The initial analysis of these case studies 

has revealed that rural principals are not as 
isolated and alone as previously thought. The 
ability to communicate with and proximity 
to the district as well as being a fit for the 
type school in which they lead was a posi-
tive element in their leadership. The impact 
of implementing  and evaluating the UET 
and UEL  standards do not seem to weigh  
heavily on the principals demands. Their 
approach to evaluating and supporting their 
teachers through the standards and evaluation 
tools were different, but each acknowledged 
the need to understand the standards and 
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use them appropriately. The three principals 
shared that there are not many opportunities 
for personal professional development but 
were aware of their needs and were mak-
ing efforts to adapt. They also expressed a 
desire to have many things that are available 
to larger districts and more populated areas, 
such as less teacher turnover, content special-
ists, and a greater diversity of activities and 
experiences for their students. Yet, the three 
principals seem content and comfortable 
within their school situations. In the future 
one more case will be conducted and added to 
the overall evaluation of this research focus. 
In its current state, this contribution can begin 
to help districts and state agencies as they 
plan professional development and support to 
rural principals. 
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High-Leverage Leadership Teams in 
Professional Learning Communities

David McKay Boren, PhD

People talk about being 
part of something larger than 
themselves, of being con-
nected, of being generative. 
It becomes quite clear that, 
for many, their experiences as 
part of truly great teams stand 
out as singular periods of life 
lived to the fullest. (Senge, 
2013, p. 12)

PLC Revolution
The Professional Learn-

ing Community (PLC) 
revolution has swept the educational world. 
Ample converging evidence indicates that 
the principles and practices of PLCs are an 
effective framework for supporting im-
proved student and teacher learning (Du-
Four, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008; Vescio, Ross, 
& Adams, 2008). Over the last 20 years, 
schools throughout our country have begun 
to embrace PLCs and many have experienced 
remarkable gains in student and teacher 
learning. School leaders have rearranged 
schedules, reallocated funds, and worked 
tirelessly to create the cultures and structures 
that support high-functioning PLCs. While it 
has taken time and training to overcome the 
old culture of teacher isolation, many schools 
and districts have seen the benefits that come 
as teachers embrace PLC processes. With an 
intense focus on results, teachers collabora-
tively work to ensure that each student has 
the time and support needed to learn content 
at deeper levels (Hess, Jones, Carlock, & 
Walkup, 2009). Because teachers are will-
ing to share and compare results and the best 
practices that led to those results, students are 
able to learn more at a deeper level than ever 

before. Many teachers feel en-
ergized by their collaborative 
work with other professionals, 
and have been empowered 
by a framework and process 
that enable them to confront 
any educational challenge that 
may be presented. While there 
may be some naysayers, many 
teachers have embraced these 
processes, and some would 
likely revolt if the adminis-
trative support for the PLC 
process were withdrawn from 

their schools.
As many of these same teachers begin 

entering into the school administrative ranks, 
they may be surprised to find that school ad-
ministrators do not generally experience the 
same high levels of consistent and meaning-
ful interdependent collaboration and support 
that they once felt as teachers. Most second-
ary principals would likely love to participate 
in more intentional, targeted collaboration, 
but “the devil is in the details.” With all that 
is expected, it can really be hard to figure 
out how to make leadership collaboration 
work on a consistent basis. Leading a junior 
high or high school is an extremely complex 
process with multiple moving parts. How can 
secondary school leaders organize their time 
and resources in ways that actually result in 
improved learning for students and adults?

Three High-Leverage 
Leadership Teams

According to DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker 
(2008), “the best way [for principals] to 
improve student learning is to invest in the 
learning of the adults who serve them” (p. 
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School administrators do not 
generally experience the same 
high levels of consistent and 
meaningful interdependent 

collaboration and support that 
they once felt as teachers.

19). While there are many ways to improve 
the capacity of adults in the school, “princi-
pals should shift from focusing on one-to-one 
work with each individual teacher to lead-
ing collaborative work that improves quality 
throughout the faculty” (Fullan, 2014, p. 32).  
The  “time devoted to building the capac-

ity of teachers to 
work in teams is 
far better spent 
than time devoted 
to observing indi-
vidual teachers” 
(DuFour & Mar-
zano, 2011, p. 67), 
and the “effective 

principals will not attempt to do it alone. 
They will foster shared leadership by identi-
fying and developing educators to lead their 
collaborative teams because without effective 
leadership at the team level, the collaborative 
process is likely to drift away from the issues 
most critical to student learning” (DuFour & 
Marzano, 2011, p. 57). 

Lyle Kirtman explains why collaboration 
in teams is generally more impactful than 
individual development efforts. “Successful 
leaders develop a teacher or an administrator 
into a high performer through a motivational 
and continuous-improvement approach. 

Creating a team culture is often more effec-
tive in producing results than a top-down 
evaluation process… Peer accountability is 
very powerful and the strong performers can 
both hold someone accountable and help that 
person succeed. This focus on team and team 
results is a powerful motivator for success” 
(2014, p. 25). While the focus of this article 
is how principals can facilitate leadership 
teams in ways that will increase the capacity 
and effectiveness of the adults in the school, 
it is important to note that principals should 
not abandon their one-on-one support for 
teachers and leaders. It is also important to 
recognize that creating more teams and hold-
ing more team meetings will likely “not lead 
to improved results unless people are focused 
on the right issues” (DuFour et. Al, 2010, p. 
11). Recognizing that the right teams need 
to consistently do the right work, let’s take a 
close look a three high-leverage leadership 
teams secondary principals should consider 
using, and the work those teams should be 
doing. Table 1 summarizes the basic par-
ticipants and purposes of each of the three 
leadership teams proposed in this article. 

Table 1
Leadership Teams That Focus on In-

creasing the Capacity of Adults in a School
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Table 1 
 
Leadership Teams That Focus on Increasing the Capacity of Adults in a School 
 

Team Possible  
Participants 

Primary  
Purpose 

Meeting 
Frequency 

School 
Leadership 
PLC Team 

Department Chairs 
Team Leaders 
Principal 
Assistant Principal(s) 
Instructional Coaches 

Increase the capacity of teachers to 
effectively engage in the PLC 
process.  

At least twice a 
month 

School-Level 
Administrativ
e PLC Team 

Principal 
Assistant Principal(s) 
Instructional Coaches 

Increase the capacity of team 
leaders to lead the PLC process of 
collaborative teams. 

Weekly if 
possible 

Principal  
PLC Team 

Principal and/or Assistant Principal 
from different schools united by one 
or more common characteristics (eg. 
same level, same catchment area, 
similar vision/mission/goals) 

Increase the capacity of 
administrators to lead and support 
the PLC process at their schools. 

At least once a 
month 

 
The School Leadership Team 
The first high leverage team is the school leadership team, composed primarily of some mix of department 
chairs, collaborative team leaders, assistant principals, and the principal. Eaker and Keating (2009) claim: “team 
leaders should be viewed by principals as the key link between administration and faculty” (2009, p. 52). The 
primary work of the leadership team is to increase the capacity of teachers to effectively engage in the PLC 
process. Let me repeat, the primary work of the school leadership team is to ensure that team leaders know how 
to support their teachers in the collaborative process. If team leaders leave a school leadership team meeting 
knowing the new schedule and the new add-drop policy, but are not sure how to help the teachers on their team 
to collaborate effectively, something went wrong in the meeting. Similar to teacher teams, each team leader on 
the school leadership team should be able to clearly answer each of the following four essential questions of 
PLCs (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008). 

1. What do we expect the teachers on our teams to know, do, and value in a PLC? 
2. How are we going to know if the teachers on our teams are meeting the PLC expectations?  
3. How will we respond when teachers are not meeting the PLC expectations? 
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As the job of school leader 
becomes increasingly complex 
and challenging, principals and 

assistant principals could certainly 
benefit from consistently engaging 

with other school leaders from 
other schools in the practices 

and processes of PLCs.

The School Leadership Team
The first high leverage team is the school 

leadership team, composed primarily of some 
mix of department 
chairs, collabora-
tive team leaders, 
assistant princi-
pals, and the prin-
cipal. Eaker and 
Keating (2009) 
claim: “team 
leaders should 
be viewed by 
principals as the 
key link between 

administration and faculty” (2009, p. 52). The 
primary work of the leadership team is to in-
crease the capacity of teachers to effectively 
engage in the PLC process. Let me repeat, the 
primary work of the school leadership team is 
to ensure that team leaders know how to sup-
port their teachers in the collaborative pro-
cess. If team leaders leave a school leadership 
team meeting knowing the new schedule and 
the new add-drop policy, but are not sure how 
to help the teachers on their team to collabo-
rate effectively, something went wrong in the 
meeting. Similar to teacher teams, each team 
leader on the school leadership team should 
be able to clearly answer each of the follow-
ing four essential questions of PLCs (DuFour, 
DuFour, & Eaker, 2008).

1. What do we expect the teachers on 
our teams to know, do, and value in a PLC?

2. How are we going to know if the 
teachers on our teams are meeting the PLC 
expectations? 

3. How will we respond when teachers 
are not meeting the PLC expectations?

4. How will we help teachers continu-
ously improve when they are meeting the 
PLC expectations?

The quality of leadership team meetings 
is so important because that is where team 
leaders will gain the needed clarity about how 
to support teachers in the PLC process. As the 
leadership capacity of team leaders increases, 
weekly teacher team meetings improve, 

which carries over to improved teaching and 
learning in every classroom. 
The School-Level Administrative PLC

A second high-leverage leadership team 
is the school-level administrative team. This 
team is primarily composed of the principal 
and assistant principals. Most school-level 
administrative teams consistently meet to co-
ordinate, plan, divide responsibilities, put out 
fires, schedule, and decompress. The school 
would fall apart and stop functioning if the 
administrative team stopped attending to 
these absolutely critical management issues. 
However, if the administrative team attends 
only to management issues, it is not doing its 
job. For this reason, some schools have found 
it helpful to hold a separate school-level 
administrative PLC team meeting, a time for 
school administrators to dedicate exclusively 
to examining the work of teaching, learning, 
collaborating, and leading within the school. 
The primary focus of the administrative PLC 
team is to increase the capacity of team lead-
ers to lead the PLC process of collaborative 
teams. This is not a time to review policies, 
student discipline, or parent complaints. 
Again, it will likely be useful for the school 
administrative team to ask the four essential 
questions of PLCs with respect to team lead-
ers (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008):
1. What do we expect the team leaders to 

know, do, and value in a PLC?
2. How are we going to know if the team 

leaders are meeting the PLC expectations? 
3. How will we respond when team leaders 

are not meeting the PLC expectations?
4. How will we help team leaders continu-

ously improve when they are meeting the 
PLC expectations?
Following are a few possible questions 

administrative PLCs at the school level may 
want to consider:
• Who is on our school leadership team? Do 

we have the right people on the bus? Do 
any personnel changes need to be made 
to the leadership team? Is it the right size 
(see Wharton, 2006)?

• How are we spending our time in our 
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It takes time, effort, and a 
willingness to be vulnerable 

to other principals. It can 
also be very difficult to have 

patience in the process.

school leadership team meetings? Is the 
bulk of our time spent on improving learn-
ing, leading, and collaborating, or do we 
allow other concerns to take over? 

• Do we meet often enough to maintain con-
tinuity and momentum between meetings? 

• Which administrators will work with 
which team leaders? 

• How effective is each team leader in lead-
ing their collaborative team? 

• What can we do to support and build the 
capacity of each team leader?

• Are there any specific areas that need to be 
emphasized right now with team leaders?

• Is there anything making it hard for our 
team leaders to be effective?

• Do we as school leaders model PLC 
processes in how we run school leadership 
meetings?

• How might we increase our own capacity 
as administrators to support this process?
As school-level administrators increase 

their own capacity, they will be better able to 
support the work of team leaders. This leads 
us to our third high-leverage leadership team, 
the principal PLC.

The Principal PLC
While administrators lead the PLC process 

at their schools, most do not participate with 
other school leaders in PLC processes of “pur-
poseful peer learning across schools” (Fullan, 
2014, p. 106). If peer learning among small 

collaborative groups 
of teachers is one of 
the most powerful 
predictors of student 
achievement, might 
not peer learning 
among small col-
laborative groups of 

administrators result in similar improvements 
in teacher improvement (Goddard, Goddard, 
& Tschannen-Moran, 2007; Jackson & Brueg-
mann, 2009)? As the job of school leader 
becomes increasingly complex and challeng-
ing, principals and assistant principals could 
certainly benefit from consistently engaging 

with other school leaders from other schools in 
the practices and processes of PLCs.

What I am suggesting for second-
ary school leaders is more than the typical 
district-level principal meeting in which 
policies, procedures, and programs are dis-
seminated, with very little time allocated for 
principals to truly collaborate about improv-
ing teaching and learning in their schools. 
What I am proposing is even more than the 
intermittent breakfast or lunch meetings that 
principals informally schedule to swap sto-
ries, vent frustrations, and share best practic-
es, though these meetings can be a wonderful 
source of understanding and support. What I 
am proposing is that small groups of same-
level leaders frequently and consistently meet 
to ensure high levels of learning for every 
teacher, team leader, and administrator in 
each school on the principal PLC team. The 
primary purpose of a principal PLC should 
be to increase the capacity of administrators 
to lead the PLC process at their schools.

As DuFour and colleagues have asserted, 
“The message is consistent and clear. The 
best professional development [for princi-
pals] occurs in a social and collaborative 
setting rather than in isolation, is ongoing and 
sustained rather than infrequent and transi-
tory, is job embedded rather than external, 
occurs in the context of the real work of the 
school and classroom rather than in off-site 
workshops and courses, [and] focuses on re-
sults…rather than activities or perceptions…
In short, the best professional development 
[for principals] takes place in professional 
learning communities” (2008, p. 370).

I fully acknowledge that this is a new 
way of viewing the work of principals. With 
all that is being asked of principals, some 
might initially hesitate to take on the per-
ceived risk of participation in a principal 
PLC. It takes time, effort, and a willingness 
to be vulnerable to other principals. It can 
also be very difficult to have patience in the 
process. We get anxious for quick results. 
Just as with our teacher teams, we have had 
to remind ourselves that “the products cre-
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By voluntarily engaging in a 
principal PLC, school leaders 

communicate to teachers, team 
leaders, and administrative 
teams the high value they 

place in PLC processes

ated in a PLC…are not as important as the 
process that leads to their creation” (DuFour 
et. Al, 2008, p. 416). Those who have par-
ticipated in this process have found it to be 
absolutely revitalizing and invigorating both 
personally and professionally. While it defi-
nitely requires a sacrifice of time, effort, and 
ego, it is one of the best available forms of 
principal mentoring and professional devel-
opment (Croft, Coggshall, Dolan, Powers, & 
Killion, 2010).

Fullan explains, “The point is not for you 
as principal to pay less attention to intra-

school matters but 
rather to engage 
outside in order to 
increase learning 
within your school 
(while at the same 
time contributing 
to the betterment 
of the system)…

Be selfish: as part of a cluster of schools, you 
can use that network to improve your own 
school by accessing new ideas…Be self-
less too: most humans get satisfaction from 
contributing to the wider good. Have your 
cake and eat it too” (2014, p. 99). Indeed, 
the literature teaches us that “principals and 
superintendents who belong to networks for 
leaders and focus on staff learning and sup-
port get the best results” (Kirtman, 2014, p. 
54).

By voluntarily engaging in a principal 
PLC, school leaders communicate to teach-
ers, team leaders, and administrative teams 
the high value they place in PLC processes. 
In the classic novel To Kill a Mockingbird, 
Atticus gives his daughter Scout some invalu-
able advice: “You never really know a man 
until you understand things from his point of 
view…until you climb into his skin and walk 
around in it” (Lee, 1960, p. 39). Participat-
ing in this process gives principals a new 
respect for what teachers are being asked to 
do; principals who work in PLCs know how 
to better support teachers, team leaders, and 
other administrators in their PLC work.

Conclusion
During an era in which school lead-

ers have to do more with less, “teamwork 
remains the one sustainable competitive 
advantage that has been largely untapped” 
(Lencioni, 2005, p. 3). Effective use of these 
three high-leverage leadership teams remains 
largely untapped in most schools and dis-
tricts. Just as “schools develop as PLCs when 
their staffs actually work at the process rather 
than train for the process” (DuFour et. Al, 
2010, p. 261), school leaders should work to-
gether at leveraging school leadership teams, 
school-level administrative PLCs, and princi-
pal PLCs, spreading the synergy, excitement, 
mentoring, learning, and renewal of the PLC 
revolution to everyone within the school.
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Framing and Reframing 
the Conversation

Floyd Stensrud, EdD

Hanging in the en-
tranceway to my home 
is a beautiful picture of 
Monument Valley that 
my brother Larry drew. It 
was drawn using prisma 
colors and took nearly a 
year to complete. If you 
look carefully, you can 
see the intricate use of 
color to portray not only 
the incredible landscape, 
but you can also see how 
carefully the colors were 
used to accentuate a three 
dimensional look as if you 
were there. Interestingly, the picture hangs on 
a white wall, which by itself offers nothing 
to really look at. But the picture gives life to 
another wise bland hallway causing you to 
focus on what is pictured within the confines 
of its frame. And if you were to see an actual 
picture of this angle of Monument Valley and 
the artist’s interpretation, you would see two 
totally unique and different perspectives al-
though both are from the same vantage point. 

Perspective is 
what I like about 
pictures. They tell 
me in ways that 
I might other-
wise miss. From 
another perspec-
tive, I feel that a 
picture in a frame 

also gives me a reference point from which to 
examine something more closely that I would 
otherwise miss because there is too much to 
see in a broader landscape.  A frame narrows 
my scope to focus on only that which the art-
ist wants me to see at that moment in time. 

The same is true 
when it comes to 
putting people in our 
mental frame. There 
are times when we 
view others from the 
whole, broad, land-
scape perspective and 
cast judgment on the 
entirety of what we 
see without giving 
consideration to the 
specific details and 
focusing on, or fram-
ing in our mind’s eye, 
what we really should 

be seeing. Schön (1987) calls this “prob-
lem setting . . . . When a practitioner sets a 
problem, he chooses and names the things 
he will notice” (p. 4). Interestingly, it may be 
our ability to frame things that allows us to 
properly set the problem in the first place so 
that we can in fact name it and see it. 

Frames can narrow our focus and provide 
unique perspective on the issue at hand rather 
than getting caught up with the temptation 
to use a broad stroke approach. Framing the 
problem or issue with that person also allows 
us to avoid labeling the person as lazy, so to 
speak, and instead offer a more descriptive 
definition of the problem or issue. Perhaps 
this person does not complete work on time 
or does not respect peers or students with 
whom they work. This approach may also 
help us “create value” (Mnookin et al., 2000, 
p. 30) for the person and change our attitude 
to a more productive way of seeing rather 
than condemning the individual based on an 
unfair label. Describing the behavior or the 
concern and not labeling the person will also 
avoid pitfalls that may be viewed as defama-

If you were to see an actual picture 
of this angle of Monument Valley 

and the artist’s interpretation, you 
would see two totally unique and 

different perspectives although both 
are from the same vantage point.
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A frame narrows my scope to 
focus on only that which the 

artist wants me to see.

The same is true when it comes to 
putting people in our mental frame.

tory. As Diamond says, valuing your people 
will always get you more out of the relation-
ship (2010).

For example, let’s say you are deal-
ing with Jane, a person who has been a hall 
monitor at the school for 20 years and who, 
as of late, has caused you concern because 
of the way she has been treating students but 
who is also pretty tough to approach because 
of her ability to make you feel intimidated 

or uncomfort-
able.  You have 
a preconceived 
frame about this 
person that says 
she does not like 

students but works with them on a daily 
basis, and you perceive that even the stu-
dents are intimidated.  You may be tempted 
to label Jane as ornery or unapproachable, or 
worse! Sharing your frame with others may 
assist you in describing the concern rather 
than labeling the person. You may want to 
consider framing the issue around why she is 
ornery or unapproachable and strategize how 
to converse about this matter with Jane. 

Let’s say that as the principal of your 
school, you decide to convene a meeting with 
your administrative team to find a solution 
to this personnel issue. You discuss the case 
and want to discover what the best decision 
would be for Jane and the students you serve. 
You attempt to frame the issue or concern to 
avoid any labels that others may be tempted 
to attach to Jane. During the conversation, 
however, one of the assistant principal’s, 
who has been at the school for seven years, 

pipes up and says, 
“Please remember 
that you are talking 
about Jane. She has 
been that way from 

time immemorial and will not be changing 
any time soon.” The administrator says this 
with a chuckle as if to say that you are basi-
cally nuts to think that Jane will ever change. 
Without seeing that curve ball, you now have 

two frames to set in your mind. One for Jane 
and one for your assistant principal, who 
currently sees no hope for Jane’s potential 
rehabilitation. 

This administrator just created a cari-
cature of Jane and has framed her in such 
a way that leaves zero options for change. 
Miller and Rollnick (2013) define this mental 
behavior as “precontemplation” (p. 247) 
meaning that, even though this administra-
tor is in a position to help the situation, he 
cannot do so under the circumstances be-
cause of his own inability to see that Jane, in 
this case, cannot or will not ever change her 
behavior.  Whatever is in Jane’s mind about 
the way she is doing things that is not helpful 
to students must be evoked through appropri-
ate conversation. The administrator would 
find any alternative to helping Jane as naïve 
at this point. 

So, as a school leader, what do you do? 
First, you may decide to dialogue with your 
administrative team to see who else feels 
this way and then, second, talk through their 
collective perspective about Jane. You might 
start the dialogue this way: 

“Does anyone else feel this way about 
Jane, that there is really nothing that we can 
do to help her?”  

“Yeah, pretty much. I think we all feel 
that way,” says the pre-contemplative admin-
istrator looking at the others. 

“So there is nothing that can be done to 
help Jane,” you say addressing your team 
with an “amplified reflection” (Miller & 
Rollnick, 2013, p. 199). 

“Well I wouldn’t say nothing can be 
done,” says the other administrator. “I mean, 
I don’t know if anyone has really ever tried 
to talk to Jane about this situation because 
she is so hard to confront. I know I haven’t.”
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Frames can narrow our focus and 
provide unique perspective on the 
issue at hand rather than getting 
caught up with the temptation to 

use a broad stroke approach.

Describing the behavior or the 
concern and not labeling the 

person will also avoid pitfalls that 
may be viewed as defamatory.

“And we have no record of notes sug-
gesting anyone has every conversed with her 
about this situation,” you reflect with your 
team. 

“Not to my knowledge, no,” replies the 
other administrator. 

“What if you and I,” looking at the pre-
contemplative administrator, “talk with Jane 
about this issue and involve her in possibly 
developing a plan to change the behavior? 

Would you be will-
ing to be included in 
this dialogue?” 

And off you 
go! You are now in 
a position to frame 
the situation with 

your team to see if they are on board with the 
frame or if things need to be dialogued fur-
ther to alter the frame or to “reframe” (Fisher 
& Ury, 2011, p.187) the issue or problem 
so that you are all on the same page. Taking 
suggestions from your team to reframe the 
thinking avoids the temptation to reject their 
ideas over your own (Ury, 2007). In addition, 
including the administrator in the conversa-
tion with Jane who is questioning whether 

Jane can be helped, 
may also assist him 
or her in overcom-
ing their pre-con-
templative thought 
process about her 
with a new frame 

in mind as well as providing you back up. 
Your conversation with Jane will involve 

a bit more planning and thought than what 
it took to work through the problem with 
your team’s thinking about her. Where Jane 
is currently, according to the others, may be 
in a pre-contemplative mode regarding her 
own behavior. Your task will be to “evoke” 
(Miller & Rollnick, 2013, p. 21) from Jane 
what it is about her behavior that she must 
see before a conversation about change can 
occur. You might start with what you per-

sonally are observing that is causing you to 
question her behavior with a skill known as 
“Elicit-Provide-Elicit” (p. 139). This skill in-
volves you first soliciting from Jane whether 
it is okay to ask her a question about her 
behavior. In other words, you are asking for 
her permission to continue the inquiry.  

“Jane, would you mind if we discussed 
some things that I am observing about your 
behavior towards students for few minutes? 
I understand that this may not be easy to talk 
about right now,”  (I am seeking to “Elicit” a 
response from Jane by asking for her permis-
sion to discuss a delicate issue. Remember, 
we are talking about what we observed and 
not just labeling the person).

“Sure. We can talk. What about?” 

“Thank you. I have noticed some behav-
iors in your interactions with students that I 
find troubling. Do you know what behaviors 
I might be referring to?”  (Here I am provid-
ing information to steer the direction of the 
conversation and then eliciting to see if she 
realizes that there is a problem.)

At this point, she has a few avenues she 
can take with her response back to me. If she 
acknowledges that she has been having some 
issues for a time and that she knows her 
behaviors are inappropriate toward students, 
you may have a large percentage of the game 
won. Because of her acknowledgment, you 
can more easily involve her in a conversation 
that would include a plan to change and mon-
itor the behaviors. If she chooses to go down 
the other path suggesting that she does not 
know what you are talking about, then you 
can see rather quickly that she is in the pre-
contemplative mode and that you may have 
to illustrate for her what you are noticing and 
bring her attention to it. Let’s say she doesn’t 
get it. How might the conversation look? 

“No. I don’t know what you are referring 
to. I thought things were going pretty well.” 

“Do you mind if I illustrate what I have 
noticed with an example?”  (Eliciting)
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“Sure. Go ahead.”  

“Two days ago I saw you in the hall ap-
proaching some boys with your arms open 
telling them that if they did not get moving 
to class they would have to deal with you 
personally. What did you mean by that?”  
(Providing and Eliciting)

Now you can proceed with the dialogue 
that is somewhat direct but amicable in that 
you have asked for permission before you 
started rather than just plowing into the con-
versation putting Jane on the defensive. 

“Well those students never move! And I 
am tired of asking, so now I’m telling!”

“And you feel that they are ignoring 
you.”  (Reflecting)

“Yes, and I am tired of it! I have tried to 
be nice, but they are not cooperating.”  

“What can we, as administrators do to 
help you out more with these situations in the 
hall?” (This question allows Jane to see that 
you realize her frustration and are willing to 
partner with her on correcting the problem 
by asking for her input. This may also help 
you, the principal, along with your once 

pre-contemplative 
administrator, re-
flect on her frame 
(Schon, 1987) in 
order to reframe 
your own percep-
tion and work to 

partner with Jane, which she may never have 
experienced before. She may be frustrated 
due to a lack of support from the administra-
tion. Your ability to frame and reframe the 
situation could be a game changer.) 

Once we have a particular frame in mind 

in terms of how we want to see something or 
someone, it becomes very difficult to change 
that frame, particularly if the frame is used to 
label the person rather than the issue or the 
problem.  Sharing the frame with others al-
lows for insights to be gained and damaging 
labels to diminish. Sometimes those frames 
can cause deep emotion that can cloud our 
judgment, and allowing others in on the 
frame allows us the opportunity to adjust the 
frame, or in other words to Reframe. Framing 
and Reframing allows you to see the need to 
change your own thinking and provides an 
opportunity for you to talk about the issue or 
problem and step to the side of the individual 
needing your help (Ury & Fisher, 2011).  To 
return to the opening metaphor of my broth-
er’s picture, the results could be monumental.
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