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Dedication
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To builders everywhere.

Your school success story will come.

Keep building.






Introduction



Why you haven't made a bigger difference in your school (and why it's not your fault)

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

I'm just going to start bluntly, OK?

"Leadership" is dead.

There.

I said it.

And as much as it pains me to say so, we all know it's true.

For years, we have tried to use leadership to move our schools forward. We're trying still. We get into classrooms more, we adopt new programs, and we conduct data meeting after data meeting. We create ambitious school improvement plans, we organize teachers into professional learning communities (PLCs), and we bring in outside trainers. We tinker with the master schedule, and we stand in front of our staff, year after year, working hard to create a sense of urgency around the things that matter most.

And yet, each year, we just grow more frustrated as the outcomes we seek still seem so far away. We progress toward our goals in inches—if we progress at all.

I want you to know it's not your fault. It's how you were trained.

If you're like most school administrators, you were trained to be a leader. You were given the tools of leadership, and you were told that they would help you transform your school. What they didn't tell you is that because "leadership" was created by the institution, it's designed to maintain the institution, not transform it.

In order to transform your school, you need something more.

This book is about that something more.

Each year I help thousands of administrators stop wasting time and energy trying to drag their teachers toward their goals. I show them a new and better way. Now I want to show you.

If you're like most of the administrators and instructional coaches I work with, you want to make a real difference in the lives of your students. You want to grow your school. You want to be able to look back on your work one day and know that you did something meaningful in your job, and that students' lives were changed because of it.

But most days, you don't feel that way. Those grand goals are obscured by the daily grind of putting out fires; chasing, checking, and correcting people; and digging your way out from under a steady pile of "to-dos." What matters most recedes in the face of what's happening now. You work nights and weekends, sacrificing your personal time just to keep up. You face enormous pressure from both above and around you to perform.

I get it. I used to feel the same way.

As an instructional coach and a middle school administrator, I truly wanted to help the teachers I was supporting become better teachers. I desperately wanted to make my school a better school—one in which all my students would be successful. This meant I would go to the trainings and then try to apply the new strategies I'd been taught when I returned to my school. I would spend hours devouring leadership books. The leadership strategies I encountered always seemed to work in the trainings or in the books, but they rarely worked the way I'd envisioned when I tried to use them with actual teachers. And I'm ashamed to admit that when those leadership strategies didn't work like I was told they would, I often blamed my teachers. I thought they were just too resistant to change, too invested in the old ways of doing things, too focused on their issues instead of the kids.

Other times, I blamed myself. Maybe I was the problem. Maybe I wasn't the leader I thought I was. I'd reach for another leadership strategy, to make myself a better leader. I'd go to another training. I'd read another book. There was always the chance that this next new thing would be the key, the answer I sought. But it never was. Hope would turn to frustration, and the cycle would repeat itself.

I remember working with someone I would conservatively consider to be the worst teacher I've ever met. I'll call him Mr. Smith. Not only was Mr. Smith gravely ineffective in the classroom, he was resistant to any suggestion I made to help him. I had tried modeling lessons, giving him resources, and having him work with a coach. I sent him to trainings, gave him more and more feedback, and had him co-plan with a veteran teacher. I took him with me on walk-throughs to observe other teachers, gave him inspirational pep talks about how important it was for us to better serve students, and put him on a performance plan. All those tactics I'd encountered in trainings and read about in books? I tried them all. And yet Mr. Smith didn't get any better.

The day came when I finally reached my limit. After another observation of another dire instructional performance, I decided that enough was enough. There I was, sitting in my office with the mountain of paperwork I'd already collected on him and the form that would start the very long dismissal process. This wasn't my first time dismissing an ineffective teacher, and I knew the road ahead would be complicated: months of filling out more paperwork and negotiating with him and possibly the teachers union while the students in his classroom would continue to pay the price. I told myself that I was doing it for them. I told myself that Mr. Smith hadn't taken advantage of the resources I'd given him. I told myself that he was taking up time that I should be spending on doing other work.

While I was thinking all this, another teacher walked into my office and asked if I had a second. I put the paperwork aside and invited her to sit.

"You know that I've been having a lot of trouble with Kelly lately," she began.

I nodded and arranged my face into a neutral expression. Kelly had become an almost daily complaint for this teacher. She would constantly send Kelly out of class for various infractions. We had called Kelly's parents, conducted several parent conferences, worked with the guidance counselor, and tried numerous interventions, but none had worked.

The teacher continued, "I was thinking today how unfair it is that I am spending so much time on one student who clearly doesn't want to learn and neglecting those who do want to learn. I think that maybe you should just remove Kelly from my class."

I bristled when I heard that. How dare this teacher give up on Kelly! Immediately I launched into an impassioned speech about how they are all our students, and how we have to work to make sure that they all learn. I told the teacher that I knew it was hard, that I too had a "Kelly" when I was in the classroom, but it was our job to find a way to help our "Kellys" succeed.

When my platitude-filled speech was over and the teacher had left my office, I pulled out the dismissal paperwork and resumed looking for a way to get rid of frustrating, intractable, ineffective Mr. Smith. And then the hypocrisy of what I had just said hit me.

No, a part of me protested, Kelly is a kid, and Mr. Smith is an adult. We are paying Mr. Smith to be here and do a job. Kelly isn't here by choice, and she isn't getting paid. But another part of me wondered, if I expected my teachers to persist with every student until they found a way to reach that student, shouldn't I do the same when working with teachers? They weren't allowed to give up, but I was? And yet, when I mentally scanned all the leadership strategies I'd tried, I couldn't think of anything else I could do except dismiss Mr. Smith.

I sat back in my chair and closed my eyes. Then, from out of nowhere, a new question came to me: What would I do if Mr. Smith were a student in my classroom? It was just the switch I needed to flip. Freed from the confines of "leadership strategies," a host of additional ideas came to me—new, tangible things I could do right away to help him grow as a teacher.

The next day, I sat down with Mr. Smith, and instead of "leading him," as I had always done, I began to deal with him, one human being to another. I talked with him about what my vision was for the school. I was honest about what I saw in his classroom. However, instead of going on to list (again) the go-to strategies from the trainings and books—things like "provisioning," "dip-sticking," and "increased wait time"—I talked to him about what I believed the root cause of his classroom dysfunction to be. He was doing a lot in his classroom, but very little of it was promoting his students' learning. I asked him to focus on that … just that. Instead of inundating Mr. Smith with materials and yet another round of generalized support, he and I co-created a way for him to get what he really needed to promote tangible student growth. Instead of filling out another "improvement plan," we just agreed what we would do next. Then I put a system in place that allowed us to monitor his progress and him to be accountable for the outcome. No stress. No fuss. It was the best conversation we'd had in months.

A few days later, I walked into Mr. Smith's classroom and saw, for the first time, a little improvement: he was trying to stay focused on one learning target and attempting to connect his warm-up to the learning goal for the day. Granted, he still had a long way to go, but something had begun.

At that moment, I understood that the real problem I'd been having with this teacher wasn't the teacher himself, and it wasn't me. It certainly wasn't that I needed another leadership strategy. The real problem was that leadership strategies are fallible, and they fail pretty often. Sure, these strategies work when circumstances are perfect.

But what do you do when things aren't "perfect"?

You Need Something More Than Leadership

I'm assuming that you're reading this because you want to make a dramatic difference in the lives of students and turn your school into a rave-worthy success story. Maybe you've been struggling for a while now because you can't seem to get your school unstuck from years of toxic cultures, low expectations, and underperformance. Or maybe you've already reached a certain level of success, but you want more. You want to turn the corner from good to great.

If any of these statements describes you, I've got some questions:


	How long have you been trying to weed out the "bad" teachers so that you can finally move your school forward?

	How long have you been chasing, checking, and correcting teachers in the hope that they will get on board with your vision for your school?

	How long has your vision been held hostage to teacher resistance?

	How many years have gone by without any serious improvement?

	How many books and programs have you purchased, hoping that they will erase the challenges you're facing?

	How many school improvement initiatives have you started, only to have them fizzle out before the end of the first semester?



School administration has changed. It's no longer enough to practice "leadership" and expect big results for your students or your schools. The reality is, most of what we have been taught about how to move our teachers and schools forward is flawed and incomplete. It's a collection of strategies, advice, frameworks, and programs. Sometimes they work; a lot of the time, they don't … or they don't work as well as we'd like or for very long. What we need instead is something that always works and that isn't reliant on having the elusive perfect conditions of the right staff, the right students and parents, and the right boss.

What if you could transform your school with the people and resources you already have?

You absolutely can.

But you'll need something more than leadership to do it. Leadership isn't enough.

If you're like most school administrators with whom I work, you probably face several of the following frustrations at some point every school year:


	Lack of control. You don't have enough control over your time each day. Instead of achieving your vision for your school, sometimes it feels as if all you do is put out fires.

	No sense of urgency among staff. You're frustrated that you spend a large part of your day serving adult agendas instead of serving kids. It seems as if no one is willing to do what must be done to make a difference in the lives of students. People lack the will to change, the skill to change, or—heaven forbid—both.

	A plateau. You've had some success in the past, but now you seem stuck. Everyone seems satisfied with the status quo, and no matter what you do, you can't seem to get your school out of the rut it's in and break through to the next level. As a result, you're working really hard but not seeing much progress year over year.

	Initiative fatigue. You've tried various quick-fix solutions in the past and now your staff has become numb to new initiatives. You know what needs to be fixed in your school, but nothing you've tried has worked so far. You're tired of small wins and impatient for real transformation.

	Resistance. Every time you try to move your school forward, you're met with resistance. Sometimes it's active resistance, where people fight you at every turn. But other times it's passive-aggressive, where people just ignore you. It almost feels as if your vision is being held hostage by a few naysayers who seem bent on sabotaging you.

	Feeling overwhelmed. There are so many things that need fixing, and you're not sure how or where to start.



The reason you're experiencing these frustrations is usually one or more of the following:


	You lack clarity. Your vision, mission, and core values are vague. While you may know that your school needs to change, you aren't clear yet about what your goals should be or how to articulate them to your staff in a way that creates a true sense of urgency and inspires them to want to change.

	You lack cohesion. Not all your teachers are committed to your school goals. Maybe you're even feeling a little fatigued yourself.

	You lack competence. You're not certain that your teachers have the skill it will take achieve your goals. Maybe you're not even sure yourself what the best path to those goals is.

	You lack confidence. Even if you did have it all figured out, you're not sure that your plan will work or that it will make the difference you hope it will make.



The good news is that the clarity, cohesion, competence, and confidence you need can all be won when you make the switch from leadership to buildership.

What Is Buildership?

Several years ago, I read an article by a Harvard Business Review columnist named Umair Haque. He argued that what the world needed now was not more bosses or leaders but more builders. Haque (2009) offered this distinction among the three:

The boss says, "Go"; the leader says, "Let's go." The Builder says, "Come." (para. 32)


I remember reading that article and seeing in that one sentence everything that was wrong with how school administrators are taught to move schools forward. As Figure I.1 lays out, the boss, leader, and builder roles are very different. When we act like a boss and say, "Go," we are trying force our school to achieve goals. That never works. When we act like a leader and say, "Let's go," we are trying to push or pull our school toward our goals. That can work to a limited degree, if we are strong enough, are obstinate enough, and assemble and deploy just the right resources. But when we become builders and say, "Come," we invite others to help us create something extraordinary. There's no pushing, pulling, or dragging. We just get to work. And if what we are building is compelling enough, more and more people will choose to join us.



Figure I.1. Bosses, Leaders, and Builders

Bosses—Focus on tasks: What do we want to do?
   Arrange
   Do
   Control
   Maintain
   Make declarations
   Order
   Coerce
   Set tasks
   Focus on what is
   Remediate
   React
   Command
   Use people

Leaders—Focus on processes: Where do we want to go?
   Inspire
   Delegate
   Influence
   Improve
   Answer questions
   Debate
   Coach
   Pursue outcomes
   Focus on what will be
   Intervene
   Respond
   Ask
   Develop people

Builders—Focus on values: Who are we? What do we believe?
   Engage
   Enlist
   Empower
   Transform
   Ask questions
   Speculate
   Co-create
   Achieve goals
   Focus on what could be
   Prevent
   Anticipate
   Invite
   Build people

Source: Adapted from The Builder's Manual (p. 23), by R. R. Jackson, 2019, Washington, DC: Mindsteps Inc. Copyright 2019 by R. R. Jackson.



Think about the leadership training you received. You were probably taught to write a vision statement, create a strategic plan, and craft SMART goals. Maybe you were told that, in order to move your teachers, you needed to "get into classrooms" more, find the perfect conversational script for giving feedback, and then spend hours perfecting just the right nonthreatening questions that would generate helpful teacher reflection during your post-observation conferences. Or perhaps you were taught to have tough conversations that held teachers accountable, provide teachers with an instructional framework, and spend hours aggregating and disaggregating the data. This was the way to get everyone on board and moving together, with purpose, toward the goals you set.

All these strategies sound great, and maybe they have even worked to some degree, but they don't amount to a system you can apply consistently to get predictable improvement. Their success is reliant on you working very hard, often over a period of years, to convince others to do things differently and to stick with the changes, even when they aren't yet achieving what everyone hopes they will.

The more I learned about buildership, the more I saw its value as a way to reach school goals that isn't laden with broken strategies, wasted time, and that nagging feeling that, even with everything we're doing, it's still not enough.

I began to assemble all that I have learned working with schools over the years into a cohesive model that any school can use to focus on the right goals and accomplish those goals right now, with whatever staff and resources they currently have (see Figure I.2).



Figure I.2. The Buildership Model™

[image: Graphic depicts the names of the models four phases plus the components of each that will be addressed in the chapters ahead.]



The Buildership Model has four parts:


	Clarify your purpose.

	Grow your people.

	Chart your pathway.

	Execute your plan.



When you adopt this model, you'll gain clarity, as everyone gets focused on doing the right work the right way; cohesion, as everyone works together to achieve your school goals; competence, as everyone grows the will and skill they need to be successful; and increased confidence that you will achieve your goals. Taken together, these four components create a self-correcting system that helps you not only turn your school into a success story but sustain your success over time.

With buildership, you'll no longer feel the same pressures you feel right now. No more battles with resistant teachers. No more pushing another initiative onto your already overburdened staff. No more hoping that this time, this plan will work, when so many others have disappointed in the past. Instead, you'll be able to move your school forward right now, today, with the people you already have.

This model didn't evolve overnight. It really is the result of almost 20 years of thinking, testing, and refining in the real world. In a way, it's the culmination of all the books I've written before. I've integrated many of the concepts from those previous books into this holistic model. I've also taught this model to thousands of school administrators and instructional coaches though my Builder's Lab workshops and helped them switch from leadership, where they try to convince others to follow them, to buildership, where they venture out ahead of everyone else, start building something extraordinary, and then invite others to join them.

I've seen this model succeed in schools that were failing despite a long history of dedicated administrators and teachers giving their all. After applying buildership, these schools—staffed by the same teachers and operating under the same budget—saw test score gains of 20 to 30 percent in as little as one school year. I've also seen this model work in schools that had made gains in the past but were stuck on a plateau. They'd become good, but they really wanted to be great. Embracing buildership allowed them to break through the barriers holding them back and become model schools within one school year.

So, if you are working hard at "school improvement" and yet have barely moved the needle, I want you to know that you can realize dramatic growth this school year. Believe it or not, you already have everything you need to get started.

How to Use This Book

This book is set up to familiarize you with the four-phase Buildership Model and give you the tools and understanding you need to stop leading and start building.

In Chapter 1, you'll discover how to create a compelling purpose. This is the first step toward buildership—and the most important one. The clearer you are on your vision, mission, and core values, the more focus you and your staff will have, and the more accountable you and your teachers will be to achieving your goals. I promise this will be unlike any goal-setting exercise you've known. You'll walk away with more clarity than you've ever had, ready to align every practice in your school to the purpose you've chosen.

Next, in Chapter 2, we'll look at how to work with your people. You'll discover how to grow the will and skill of your staff so that everyone is not only invested in your school purpose but equipped to help you achieve it. You'll find out how to apply the Four Disciplines of Buildership—feedback, support, accountability, and culture—consistently and deliberately to help every one of your teachers become master teachers who are fully committed to reaching your vision, carrying out your mission, and living your core values each and every day with every student.

In Chapter 3, we'll turn to finding a clear pathway for effective action. This phase of the Buildership Model is about identifying the biggest obstacle standing in the way of your vision, mission, or core values right now and figuring out how to remove it. It's an opportunity to diagnose your situation and determine the right work to be doing so you don't waste anyone's time chasing problems or solutions that won't move you toward your purpose. Most leaders skip this step and, as a result, end up using the wrong strategies to try to solve the wrong problems—or every problem at once! As a builder, you'll focus on one problem at a time and create a blueprint that maps out what you and your teachers will do to solve it.

Chapter 4 explores the actual work of taking effective action—and the process you'll use to turn a blueprint for change into a concrete plan to remove your biggest obstacle in just 90 days. Because the process is iterative and cyclical, it's capable of powering both short-term successes and ongoing transformation. Even better, it's designed to anticipate the challenges you're going to encounter so you won't be derailed when they pop up. As a builder, you'll use this process to keep removing obstacles, achieving goals, and getting closer to realizing your school's purpose. 

Finally, in Chapter 5, we'll pull everything together so that you can get started practicing buildership in your school and seeing the dramatic difference you can make with the people and resources you already have.

As you read this book, at some point you are likely to say, "This sounds like something I've heard before." That's because you probably have. I've created the Buildership Model from universal principles of organizational improvement. You may even find yourself thinking, "I do this already." And maybe you do practice various pieces of the model already. Buildership's power lies in the way that builders take all of these components and combine them into a systematic approach. This model is not about the pieces; it's about their integration into a complete whole.

The last thing I want to stress before we truly get under way is that buildership is not "something else" to add to various tactics, techniques, and tools you've assembled in your leadership toolbox. Put aside all the preconceived notions you have about school reform initiatives. Let go of the idea that you need to work harder to make your school "work better." Stop settling for incremental gains when what you really want to achieve is dramatic transformation and a whole new narrative.

It's time to make the shift from leadership to buildership.

Get ready to turn your school into a success story.






Chapter 1



Purpose
How to get off the "school improvement hamster wheel" once and for all

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

Tell me if this scenario sounds familiar.

A new school year is just about to get under way, and you have a whole slate of initiatives planned for rollout. Some of them are your own, designed to address challenges you've identified. Some are from the district, and you're expected to implement them on top of everything else in your school improvement plan. Still, you're excited. You're hopeful and enthusiastic about your fresh set of solutions. Maybe you're thinking something like this:


	This new emphasis on rigor is finally going to help us see more student engagement!

	Finally, we've got a math curriculum that will help us raise our math scores!

	This discipline program is going to address those long-standing cracks in our school culture.



Now it's midyear, and the enthusiasm has died down. The day-to-day challenges of school demand your full attention, or new needs have cropped up to compete for your focus.

And before you know it, the school year is over. Where did the time go?

Next year, you vow, you'll do better. You spend time over the summer making new plans, identifying new programs, or resurrecting whatever initiative didn't quite get off the ground. After all, what choice do you have? There are students who are not achieving, and you've got to keep pressing or you'll let them down.

Another year kicks off with you pushing harder, pushing until your teachers begin to complain that they are worn out and overwhelmed. You sympathize, but what choice do you have? You must ask them to work even harder because the needle isn't moving fast enough. Maybe what you want is impossible, you think. Maybe the best you can hope for is that some or most of your students do well, and even that seems impossible sometimes. But no—you refuse to give up. You look for fresh answers in another new program, curriculum, book, or guru, hoping that something will work. This year, you tell yourself: This year we'll find what we've been looking for.

That's the school improvement hamster wheel.

Here is what I want you to understand: Without a clear sense of purpose, you'll never escape it. You'll be trapped there for your entire administrative career, always chasing your goals but never reaching them.

There is a way to get off the school improvement hamster wheel once and for all. It's going to sound a little familiar to you, maybe even a little trite. It starts with defining your purpose—figuring out where your priorities lie, and where your focus should be. In order to define your purpose, you're going to need to clarify your vision, mission, and core values.

This really is the only way. I know because I spent far too long on the school improvement hamster wheel myself. Like every new administrator, I was taught that I needed a vision for my school. So I wrote a two-page-long vision statement. I inherited my mission and core values from some past administration, and I dutifully reviewed them each year at our school improvement planning (SIP) meetings. But that was it.

Every year, our school leadership team would sit down and look at our data and try to come up with a new initiative to solve the problems we discovered. Every year we'd start out of the gate excited about our plans. And every year, we'd quickly lose focus somewhere around November. "Oh," we'd tell ourselves, "we'll get back on track after the holidays." And sure enough, we'd come back to school in January with a renewed hope that we still had time to salvage the school year. But it never lasted.

There was always another fire to put out, always another district mandate that competed for priority, always another challenge cropping up. It was hard to stay focused. We usually just ended up dealing with whatever seemed most urgent at the time. Our lofty plans for where we wanted to take our school had to take a back seat to the immediate demands of our jobs.

Finally, we'd had enough. We were tired of ricocheting from one initiative to the next. We were tired of asking our teachers to do "one more thing" on top of all they were doing already. We were tired of dealing with the same challenges year after year without seeing any progress.

So we decided to focus on purpose. That meant we took time to redefine our vision, mission, and core values. We embraced a new vision: all of our students would successfully make the transition to high school with the academic and social-emotional skills they needed to excel in high school (and we outlined specifically what those skills were). Our new mission simplified and distilled what was previously several paragraphs of vague but aspirational language. We committed to implementing an instructional program that fully aligned with the middle school model so that students could develop academic independence, become self-advocates, and develop healthy relationships with themselves and others. And we agreed upon a set of core values that we considered non-negotiable if we were to achieve our vision in our school. Every single teacher in the school committed to demonstrating a passion for learning, sustaining and nurturing a respectful environment, and honoring diverse voices. We also spent time clarifying what each of these core values meant to us as a school, so that everyone walked away from the conversation with the same understanding of how these core values would guide our work together.

I'll be honest: it was grueling. We were in the middle of the school year. We still had all those fires to put out, all those things competing for our time and attention. What's more, our teachers weren't interested in talking about vision, mission, and core values. They were already overwhelmed and complained that the time we were taking to go through what they thought were meaningless exercises could be better spent planning, grading, and learning the new curriculum.

We sacrificed the time and saw the process through. Sure, we felt better at the end and we were more united as a staff, but our challenges didn't immediately evaporate, and the demands on our time didn't suddenly go away.

But something did change, at first imperceptibly. With our new sense of purpose, we were better able to prioritize our time. Now, when a new and much more stringent grading and reporting policy came down from the district, we didn't panic. We also didn't implement it right away. Instead, we sifted it through our vision, mission, and core values to figure out how to implement it in a way that would help us achieve our goals and not disrupt the good things we already were doing in our school. Instead of overwhelming our teachers with one more thing, we actually took some things off their plates so that they could focus more on what mattered most. Instead of dreaming up new initiatives each year or looking for new programs that might hopefully solve our problems, we developed a simple plan to eliminate our biggest obstacles and stayed focused on that plan for an entire year. The moment we developed a clear vision, a meaningful mission, and core values and used them to drive every decision we made as a school, we got off the school improvement hamster wheel and started writing our school success story.

The very next year, we had not only made huge gains, but our staff was more unified, our time was better spent working on what was important instead of on what was merely urgent, and our students were thriving. In fact, the following year, our school won the state and national Blue Ribbon Award.

It all started because we got off the hamster wheel of change for change's sake and invested our time and energy in clarifying and living out our true purpose.

Now perhaps you were trained to cast a vision, mission, and core values in the past. Maybe you even brought in a consultant to lead you and your staff through the process. I'm guessing you already have vision, mission, and core values statements for your school or district on some piece of paper, some web page, or some wall in your school building right now.

Box checked.

But unless you are using them to drive every decision in your school, unless you are sifting every new initiative or program through your vision, mission, and core values, you are missing out on their power and the opportunities they will open up for your school.

It's time to get off the school improvement hamster wheel and unlock the true potential for your school. It starts with developing your vision, mission, and core values the right way.

Three Questions Every Member of Your Staff Is Asking

A few years ago, I heard a man named Donald Miller speak at a conference. Miller is a successful author and the founder of a company called StoryBrand, which shows businesses how to use stories to make their messaging clearer to their customers. His talk was on how to grow a thriving organizational culture. He said that every employee in your organization comes in with three critical questions, and if you don't answer these questions for them, you will not have a clearly defined direction for your organization, nor will you have a healthy culture.

First, everyone in your organization wants to know "What are we building?" They need to understand what the most important work of your organization is.

Second, they need to know "Why is it important?" What is the compelling reason behind why your organization is building what it's building?

The third question is "What's my role?" In other words, your people want to know what role they must play in order to build what you are building together.

I saw Miller's presentation at a time when I was trying to find a simple way to explain the difference between vision, mission, and core values. When I heard his breakdown of these three questions, I thought, That's it!

Your vision answers the question "What are we building?"

Your mission answers the question "Why is it important?"

Your core values answer the question "What role does each of us play?"

When you think of your vision, mission, and core values this way, you begin to create a cohesive narrative that clearly defines school purpose for both your staff members and those you serve. Plus, thinking of your purpose this way helps you create a vision, mission, and set of core values you can use to drive every decision you and your staff make in your school.

Vision: What You and Your Staff Are Building Together

When I first began administrator training, I was told that I needed to develop a personal vision statement. So I dutifully crafted a manifesto that supposedly told potential employers what I stood for and what I believed education should be. I wrote passionately about how I wanted every child to be successful and meet their full potential. It was lovely.

It was also a work of fiction.

Truth is, I had no idea what my vision was. I wasn't even assigned to a school yet! Sure, I aspired to be a certain kind of administrator, and I had idealistic hopes for students, but that doesn't amount to a vision for the kind of school I wanted to create.

What's more, when I was finally placed in a school, it already had a vision. I can't remember it exactly now, but it was something about helping students become lifelong learners of good character in a global society. I read it, checked it off my "Things to Do as I Settle into My New School" list, and moved on. I never looked at it again.

I find this to be true of most school administrators. Either we write a vision that ticks all the boxes in terms of what we were taught a vision should look like, or we inherit a vision from our predecessors. Rarely do we craft a bold, personalized vision that excites us and drives our work. The reason is simple: we weren't taught how create a true vision for our school.

Most of us were trained to write aspirational visions with vague but worthy-sounding goals. They sound great but mean little, and we have no practical way of measuring how close we are to achieving them. Some of us were trained to cast a vision in terms of SMART goals—based around goals for student achievement that are specific, measurable, actionable, real, and targeted. At least these are visions we can measure progress toward. But often SMART goal visions sound something like this: In two years, we will increase student proficiency in math and reading by 5 percent each year. Or, In five years, we will be at 65 percent proficiency in math and 75 percent proficiency in reading.

While these goals meet the SMART criteria, what they are really saying is that in two years, we will be failing 10 percent fewer students, or in five years, we will only be failing 35 percent of our students in math and 25 percent of our students in reading.

Remember, your vision communicates to everyone what you are building together as a school. If your vision doesn't deliver a benefit to 100 percent of your students, what you are building is meant to serve only some students, not all. And if you are not building something that will serve all your students, then why are you even in this profession? Do you hope to galvanize your entire community around a vision that looks to fail fewer students each year? Is that really your rallying cry?

How Builders Cast a Vision

Whenever I teach that a vision statement should include 100 percent of your students, people start getting nervous.

It's not that they don't buy into the idea. Philosophically, it makes sense. But practically, it's daunting, especially for someone leading a school that is struggling to make even small gains each year or a school where growth over time has plateaued. This is why many leaders settle for smaller visions that seem more doable. Some compromise with vague visions that are difficult to measure, allowing them to feel good about setting high goals without being accountable for meeting them. Builders are different. There are two things that sets a builder's vision apart: it includes all students and it is inherently exciting.

The 100-percent vision

Builders create visions that see success for 100 percent of their students. The reason is simple. They recognize a vision as the promise they are making to students and their families. A vision says, "If you join this school community, here is what you can expect from us." Any vision that doesn't include 100 percent of students is saying, "Our plan is to let certain kids fall through the cracks." It's saying, "Some students will not succeed here." How can you look a family in the eye and make that promise? How can you look students in the eye knowing their failure would be acceptable to you? How can you rally a staff around building something that you've knowingly designed to fail some?

Your vision must include all your students. Period.

The first time I introduced this concept in one of my professional learning workshops, it caused quite a stir. Hands shot up. I called on the veteran principal of a struggling high school. She said, "But there is no way that I can achieve a vision that includes 100 percent of my students. We have so many kids with so many different problems. We're barely making it as it is."

I said to her, "You're right. You can't reach a 100-percent vision with the school you currently have. So build a better school. Ask yourself this: What would your school have to look like and be like in order for you to reach this vision?"

She paused. In fact, everyone paused. I saw the hands drop as everyone considered my question.

What would your school have to become in order to achieve your vision for every one of your students?


After a moment, she started talking about the school she really wanted to build: one where students could believe that their history of failure didn't mean that their future would look the same. One where students could feel successful and empowered and learn to love learning. One where students would see themselves as architects of their own futures rather than victims of their current circumstances. The more she talked, the more her passion grew. By the time she finished, her face was glowing. People applauded. Someone even remarked, "I'd come work for you!"

That's what your vision should spark in you and your people.

When you set a vision that feels achievable, you're letting yourself off the hook. You know you can realize it without having to alter much about the way serve your students. OK, you'll have to make a little tweak here, an adjustment there, but you don't have to radically transform your school.

When you set a 100-percent vision for your students, that's a different story. You can't just tweak your way to improvement. You have to reconsider everything.

But that's where the opportunities lie. When you reconsider everything, you find ways to serve students who have gone underserved. You find ways to meet needs you hadn't been aware of before. Think about what that kind of vision could do for your school. Imagine the ways it might drive your work. Imagine the creativity and innovation it would demand from you.

One summer a few years ago, the superintendent, deputy superintendent, and principals from an entire district attended a workshop of mine. This district was considered one of the best in its state, and most of the students were already scoring proficient or above in reading and math. When I introduced the idea of a 100-percent vision, they were not exactly daunted, but they were still skeptical. Over the past few years, student achievement scores had plateaued. While the general education population was doing well for the most part, the same could not be said of the special education populations. Another point of concern was that many of the district's students were pushing themselves so hard to achieve that they were starting to burn out. The district leaders didn't want to set a vision that created even more pressure to achieve or that was silent on the social-emotional needs of their students, which they believed were equally important.

At first, they were going around and around on their vision. As you can imagine, with such a large team, there were a lot of opinions. After about 20 minutes of discussion, they called me over to examine the vision they had come up with.

Honestly, it didn't look much different than the old vision they'd come in with. It had phrases like "lifelong learners," "competitive in a global society," and "career and college ready." When I asked them what those phrases meant, they offered several weak explanations that did little more than rephrase their original statements:


	"Well, we want students to become learners for life, not just for school."

	"We want our students to be able to compete on a global stage."

	"Not all students will go to college, but we want them all to have postsecondary options."



I listened to their explanations, but the more they talked, the less passion there was in their voices.

"Does that vision include all of your students?" I asked. They were silent for a moment. It seemed like no one was willing to speak first. Finally, one of the principals spoke up. "Well, almost all of them …", he hedged.

I shook my head. "Keep working."

I left them to it. Five minutes later, they called me over again to read a slightly tweaked version of their vision statement: "All graduates will be prepared for either college or a career and have the skills to compete on a global stage."

Once again, I asked the critical question: "Does this vision include all of your students?"

This time they were ready for me. "We are an entire school district," one of the elementary principals said. "How can we create a vision that will include every child when children need different things at different ages?"

Another principal joined in. "I'm at the high school, and I have all kinds of students. Sure, we want everyone to graduate in four years, but some students don't. Others drop out. I know you want us to cast a big vision, but the reality is, even if we did that, there will always be some students who won't make it."

I handed the latest version of their vision statement back to them and asked a new question: "What makes your district special?"

Their faces lit up. Now they were eager to speak up. They told me about how they built great relationships with their students, how professional their staff was, how connected to the community they were. They were really proud of their accomplishments.

"And when everything is working really well," I continued, "what does that mean for the children you serve? In other words, describe to me an ideal outcome for a student in your district."

They spoke animatedly about how that student would feel safe and valued, inspired and empowered to figure out a personal passion, and prepared to pursue that passion after graduation.

Then I asked, "Is this something that you want for every student in your district?"

"Yes!" they agreed enthusiastically.

"Then make that your vision."

They dove back in. They started by defining what it would mean for students to feel safe and valued. How would they know if they were accomplishing that for students? What were the indicators they could look for? Next, they talked about what it would mean at each level (elementary, middle, and high school) to help all students discover their passion and be prepared to follow it. The principals at the table started working on how their school could support the district vision.

When I circled back to this group 15 minutes later, their excitement was palpable. Creating a 100-percent vision had helped them define—for the first time—what they were building together as a district. No longer were they a collection of individual schools with separate agendas. Now they were one district united behind a common cause.

The individual school principals returned to their buildings more excited, more focused, and more driven to do the work. Since then, they have completely transformed the way their district operates, and, as a result, what was already pretty good is now unquestionably great. Their new vision—introduced and immediately embraced by staff, students, and parents—gave them clarity, and it drove their work. Armed with the clarity the new vision provided, they began to sift every new initiative (from what curriculum to adopt to whether and how they would implement Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports) and every new decision (from whom to hire to how they allocated funding) through their vision. This allowed them to make decisions more quickly and garner support from stakeholders. Their vision also exposed areas where they were not meeting the needs of all students, such as their special education program and the number of students who dropped out of high school. Subsequently, they revised their special education program, redesigned their co-teaching process, and began intentionally identifying and intervening early with students who were at risk of dropping out, all so that they could achieve their vision for all. They also realized that there were some programs they were investing in that were not equipping teachers to reach all students. This led most notably to a redesign of their new teacher coaching program to better serve their vision.

You see, once you and your staff know what you are building together, it's easy to see when something will not contribute to your school's purpose. It can be painful to realize that something in which you've invested a lot of time and money is not aligned with your vision, and you may have to make difficult decisions. But initiatives that aren't aligned with your vision have no place in your school. For instance, suppose your vision for your middle school is All students will complete Algebra 1 by grade 8. It might mean taking a hard look at your math curriculum, discovering that it does not lay the foundational skills students need to be prepared for algebra, and taking the steps to revamp that curriculum. Or perhaps your vision for your elementary school is All students will develop independent thinking, reading, and writing skills. This might mean that you have to re-examine how you process disciplinary issues to give students more independence and voice.

Once you've established your vision, nothing else is sacred. Everything you do must align or be revamped to align with it—from your hiring practices to your curriculum choices to your master schedule. Start with creating an ambitious vision. Then work to build a school worthy of it.

A vision that's exciting

The second thing that builders do differently when it comes to casting a vision is pursuing an outcome that inspires and excites them. They know that if they aren't passionate about their vision, no one else will be either.

Shante' was a new principal at a high school in Brooklyn who had inherited a very toxic staff dynamic from the previous school administration. She had tried the traditional approaches to building rapport, like having one-on-one conversations with teachers to hear their concerns, doing team-building activities at each staff meeting, and trying to address teachers' complaints and give them what they said they wanted, but nothing had worked. In fact, it seemed like the more she supported them, the more they complained.

This is where Shante' was when she came to my professional learning workshop: looking to create a more positive culture, frustrated by repeated failure, and willing to explore the idea that a new vision was the way forward—and off the hamster wheel. When I first sat down with her, she told me that her vision for her school was for every student to reach their potential.

"OK," I said. "What do you mean by potential?"

"I guess I mean that all students will meet or exceed the standards," Shante' replied.

"So you see potential as measured by your state tests and standards?"

She shook her head. "No, I don't really care about the test scores. I mean, I do—I care about them. I have to care. It's just that I want more for my students than that."

"Like what?" I asked.

She hesitated. "I mean, I want them to understand what they are capable of."

"OK," I said. "How do you measure that? In other words, how will you know that your students understand what they are capable of? What does that look like?"

"I guess they will show us on the tests," she replied.

We went round and round like this for more than 10 minutes, and I could tell Shante' was getting frustrated. Finally, she showed me a vision statement that went something like this: All students will reach or exceed their potential as measured by the [state] test.

"Is this a vision that excites you?" I asked.

"Sure, I guess," she shrugged.

"You don't look very excited to me," I said evenly. "And if you're not excited about your vision, no one else will be either. We've got three days to work on this. Let's keep at it. We'll get there."

Whenever I caught a glimpse of Shante' for the rest of the day, I could tell she was troubled.

During the first session the next morning, I asked the group if anything had opened up for them overnight. Shante' was the first one to raise her hand. "Yesterday, you spent a lot of time working with me on my vision," she started. "I was really struggling, and it bothered me that I wasn't coming up with anything. Then, when I was back in my room last night, it finally hit me: I was trying to put my old vision on my new school. I was saying things that sounded nice, but that's not where my real passion is."

She smiled widely. "When I let go of my old vision and my old ideas of what I should be saying, I was able to come up with a vision that is right for my school. I'm really excited about it!"

"So what's your vision?" we all wanted to know.

Shante' smiled even broader and read from the piece of paper in her hands: "All students will identify a specific career path, develop a clear plan to reach their goals, and successfully execute their plan by graduation and beyond."

The room erupted in applause.

"Now I know why my teachers have been so resistant," Shante' continued. "I was trying to sell them a vision that wasn't right for our school— a vision that I really didn't believe myself. Now I feel confident in my vision. Now I'm willing to fight to achieve it, and I really think my staff will be too!"

Shante' returned to her school with a new determination and focus. Yes, the culture was exactly as toxic as it had been three days before, but so much about her attitude had changed. Reenergized by a new vision she believed in, she has now made great strides in dismantling the old culture and growing a new one. She's seen a shift in her teachers' attitudes, the complaints have slowed, and the vision is catching on and gaining supporters.

Capture and Clarify Your Vision

Now it's your turn. What's your vision for your school? What is the ideal outcome you want for 100 percent of your students?

Dream big. Start writing. Don't get bogged down by the things that are keeping you from your vision right now. Instead, ask yourself, what would our school have to look like in order to for this vision to be a reality for all of our students? Keep thinking. Keep revising. Don't stop until you are truly excited by your vision.

Here are a few examples of vision statements generated by educators who attended my professional learning workshops:


	Every student will be reading at or above proficient by 2nd grade and maintain or improve their proficiency for each subsequent grade.

	Every student will graduate with a confirmed postsecondary option.

	One hundred percent of our 8th grade students will be eligible for at least one honors class in 9th grade.

	All of our students will design a personalized learning plan and achieve their learning goals each year.



Clarifying your vision and getting it into words takes time and introspection. Don't rush it. Remember to keep focusing on what ideal outcomes you want for your students, and don't stop until you have a vision that truly excites you.



For additional help with casting your vision, go to BuildershipUniversity.com/book and download the visioning worksheet. It will take you step-by-step through the process.




Mission: Why What You're Building Is Important

Let's be honest, shall we? Most school mission statements are pretty useless.

We write them, post them on the school's website, and put them in our strategic planning binders, but in reality, they read more like a game of "School Jargon Bingo" than a compelling explanation of why we do what we do every day. And that's a shame, really, because a mission statement, when built the right way, will not only inspire and unite staff but also help everyone be more accountable. And it will help everyone make better decisions, even when no one is checking on them.

Let me tell you about Bethany. She was a veteran principal in a large school district in the South who came to one of my workshops because she wanted to learn how to give better feedback to her teachers. When I started talking about mission statements, she looked a little annoyed and very impatient.

During the morning work session, I came to Bethany's table to check on her progress and found her sitting with her hands folded. "I already have a school mission statement," she said bluntly.

"May I see it?" I asked.

She flipped through a stack of papers looking for it, and when she couldn't find it, she turned on her computer, navigated to her school's website, and scrolled down so that a generic mission statement filled the screen.

I read it. Then I asked Bethany a question: "What does this mean?"

She looked up at me blankly. Then she looked back at her mission statement. There was a long moment of silence, then she looked at me again and shrugged. "I honestly don't know what this means," she admitted.

"If you don't know what it means, I'm guessing your teachers don't know either," I said.

"But I don't get why that matters," Bethany replied. "It's just a mission statement. To be honest, this feels like a waste of time."

"Waste of time?" I repeated. "Your mission statement is your school's why. It explains to everyone why you do everything you do. You can't skip it."

She was not giving in easily. "But what does this have to do with the challenges I'm facing right now at my school? I came here to learn how to give better feedback, not write a mission statement."

I nodded. "Gotcha. Let me ask you a question, then. When you give teachers feedback on their teaching, what reason do they have to act on that feedback?"

"If they don't act on my feedback, they could lose their jobs," she replied.

"Is that working? I mean, are people listening to your feedback now and acting on it?"

"Some of them are," she answered.

"What happens to those who don't? Do they lose their jobs?"

She shook her head. "No, they don't. At least, not right away."

"That's why you need a clear, compelling mission," I explained. "When you have a mission that everyone buys into, you don't need to threaten or coerce anyone to act on your feedback. When you give them feedback, and you tie that feedback to the bigger mission, teachers understand why you are asking them to adjust their practice. When they understand the why behind your feedback, not only are they more likely to act on it—they are more likely to act on it in a way that honors the spirit of what you're saying, not just the letter of it."

This logic applies to more than just feedback, of course. Without a clear and compelling mission, it's hard to get or keep everyone motivated to do anything. That's because a mission statement spells out why everyone is doing this work together. And if your mission doesn't make the case for heading in a particular direction, no one will join you. They may comply with your directions, but they will never truly commit to your vision unless you give them a compelling reason to do so.

Leaders know this to be true on some level, which is why most schools have a mission statement. Leaders may inherit a mission statement from a previous administration or convene a committee to write a new one. Some even lead their entire staff through one of those excruciating mission-writing exercises, which often result in a statement that sounds great, gets posted on the school's walls and the website, and is never thought about again.

Builders build missions differently.

Start with the Right Why

I'm sure many of you are familiar with Simon Sinek's "How Great Leaders Inspire Action," a TED Talk from 2009. (If you're not, I encourage you to check it out.) In that talk, he makes a compelling argument that people don't buy what you do—they buy why you do it. It's advice that has struck a chord, and many leaders now repeat it as a mantra. They think hard about why their teachers and staff members should follow their vision. They spend a lot of time explaining why they decided on the vision they did. And yet, few if any people are moved.

I used to have this same frustration. I would come up with what I believed to be an inspiring, bold vision for a school, but it would fail to inspire others. They would hear me out as I passionately explained why they should be going in a certain direction or why they needed a certain program right now. But, after they had heard me out, even after they had conceded that my reasons were sound and the work was important, they would simply give me an excuse about now not being the right time, or how they weren't ready yet. Maybe next year, they'd say.

What frustrated me the most was that I knew that what I was trying to convince them to do was important, even critical, for the school's success. I could see how it would make their school better and how, if they didn't do what I was suggesting, their school would continue to fail. And yet, from them, there was no sense of urgency. No motivation to change. It was as if they were drowning, and I was offering them a lifeline, and they were telling me, "I'll think about it …."

Have you ever felt that way? Have you ever gone to your team or staff and said, "I've given this a lot of thought, and I honestly believe this is the way we should go"? And then, after you've explained your position and why it is the right move right now … crickets. It's completely maddening.

So there I was one day, preparing a speech for principals about the importance of mission. Like usual, I looked up Sinek's TED Talk to review it, but this time, I noticed something new. It was a line he repeated several times toward the end of his presentation: "People follow you not for you, but for themselves." That's when it hit me. Nobody cared that much about my why. Nobody ever really would.

And the truth is, nobody cares about your why either. Sure, they might respect it, even admire it. But your why is yours. What people really care about, what actually motivates them to make the changes a new vision requires, is their why. Telling a school staff why your vision is important to you won't persuade or inspire them. It isn't until you can help them see why your vision is important to them, how it will address their struggles or help them get what they truly desire, that you will get the support you seek.

In other words, if you want to persuade your people to buy into your vision for your school or make the uncomfortable changes that your vision will require, you can't start with your why; you need to start with theirs. This means taking the time to see things from the perspective of those you are leading. It means doing the work to fully understand their pain points. It means finding out what it is your people really want, and what really matters to them.

One of my clients, Joy, was a new principal of a K–8 school. When she learned about the importance of vision and mission, she immediately began working on her own vision for her school. She also wrote a new mission statement and shared it with me on one of our coaching calls. The mission statement sounded fine. It ticked all the boxes for a good mission statement, but there was one problem: Joy had created her mission statement without involving her staff. I warned her that she needed to get her staff involved in establishing the mission or they would never buy into it.

On my next visit to Joy's school, she walked me to her office and closed the door.

"I should have listened to you," she sighed.

"What happened?"

"After our last call, I met with my staff to share my vision with them. But I really liked the mission statement I'd come up with, so I shared that with them too. I told them it was just a draft, but …," she trailed off.

"But?" I prompted.

Joy sighed again. "They just sat there and took it," she said. "There was no excitement, no nothing. I have tried to have follow-up conversations with them about the mission, but they just say it's fine, or they suggest adding or changing a word here or there." She pointed to a stack of papers on her desk. "I reached out in a more formal way for feedback, and a few of them rewrote the mission statement. Their ideas for it are all over the place! If I incorporate all of their suggestions into the mission statement, it will be a mission paragraph!"

I'd seen this before. It's an easy trap to fall into. You see, there's an important difference between writing a mission statement and establishing a school mission. When you set out to write a mission statement, the conversation becomes more about wordsmithing. When you set out to establish a mission, the conversation is really about everyone's collective why.

I suggested that Joy approach things differently. At her next staff meeting, she shared her vision again: Every student will become a leader academically, socially, and civically. Then she spoke honestly about what that meant to her. It meant that all of their students would score at the top quartile of the annual standardized tests. It meant that every student would design and lead a service-learning project benefitting their community. And it meant that when their students interacted with other students in their larger school consortium, they would be positive role models.

Next, Joy asked her staff to talk about what "taking the lead" meant to them. How did they define it? What did they think it would that mean for students? How would it benefit their lives? She asked her staff to talk about their own dreams for students and their personal motivators. Why did they come to school each day? What did they believe the purpose of the work they were doing for their students was, and how might they each contribute to helping students take the lead?

What emerged from the conversation was a consistent theme. The staff felt that helping students take the lead was a way to change student outcomes. Many of the kids they taught had lives that had been shaped by generational poverty. These kids didn't believe they had much say in their own future, and they were passively participating in school. Joy's teachers believed that their students had way more potential than they knew—that they had within them the power to break cycles of poverty and lead the transformation of their communities.

As the conversation continued, more and more teachers chimed in, speaking passionately about the kids and community they served. By the end of the hour, they had concluded that the collective why for doing what they did, in this school and for these students, was that they wanted to be a force for change in the community, and they wanted to inspire and equip others to do the same. With Joy's urging, they articulated this as a mission statement: We exist to inspire and equip students to be a force for change in their community and in the world.

When Joy and I spoke a few weeks later, she was still buzzing from that meeting. "You should have seen it, Robyn! Even the teachers who never say anything at staff meetings spoke up, and everyone was so excited! The energy in the school has changed. We all have a renewed sense of purpose. It's crazy. The mission we came up with together is way better than the one I wrote alone."

That's how builders establish a mission. They don't do it alone, and they don't force their why down others' throats. Instead, they share their vision and invite everyone to explore why that vision is important to them personally. It's how they ensure the school's mission is born out of everyone's why.

Establish Your Mission

Ready to clarify with your staff why you're building what you're building? Here's what the process can look like in your school.

Start by sharing your vision with your staff. Once you've thoroughly explained it and you're sure they understand what it is and how you arrived at it, engage your staff in conversations about what they think about the vision. Although these conversations might begin during a formal meeting, they ought to continue in smaller team or department meetings and informal conversations between teachers in the halls.

Here are some prompts you can use to guide those conversations:


	What does the vision mean to you personally?

	Why is achieving this vision important for our students?

	What would our students' lives look like if we were to achieve this vision for every student in our school?

	Think about one or two of your current students for whom this vision might be important. Describe how their lives would be changed if we could help them achieve this vision.

	If we achieved this vision for every student in our school, what would it mean for their families and this community?



The conversation should continue until everyone's personal whys have been shared and heard. You should start seeing some themes emerge, and before long, you'll arrive at a collective why around which everyone can rally. That is your mission.

The process is straightforward; don't overthink it. Simply keep talking until it becomes clear to all why the work you are doing together is so important.

In fact, it's very likely that your mission already exists; it's just never been fully examined and articulated. Taking time to unearth it can reignite the passion and sense of purpose that has been lying dormant in your school for years.

In the end, try to articulate your mission in one simple sentence. Again, don't overthink this or get tied up in wordsmithing. Often, people will start this sentence with the phrase "We exist to ….," but you don't have to. What you want is whatever clearly, simply, and succinctly describes your collective why. Here are a few examples:


	We empower students to succeed in a rapidly changing world.

	We exist to help students find and successfully pursue their passion.

	We help students successfully master rigorous content.

	We exist to give students more options and help them make better choices.



Remember, your mission statement will be unique to your school; you can't just grab someone else's because you like the way it sounds. The work of engaging your staff in discovering your unique collective why is the only way to get a mission that will generate momentum to power the progress toward your vision.

Connect Mission to the Vision

The second thing that builders do differently when it comes to establishing a mission everyone can support is to make sure that their mission is born directly from their vision.

I see a lot of schools who have a vision that says one thing and a mission that says something completely different. Or they have a vision and a mission that essentially say the same thing. In both cases, this weakens the vision and mission of the school, reducing them to mere words on a page.

But builders are careful to connect their vision and mission to create a complete picture. Remember, a school's mission answers the question "Why is what we're building important?" You'll know when you've arrived at the right mission when you can directly connect it to your vision using the word "because."

For example:


	(Vision) Every student will be reading at or above proficient by 2nd grade and maintain or improve their proficiency for each subsequent grade because we empower students to succeed in a rapidly changing world (mission).

	(Vision) Every student will graduate with a confirmed postsecondary option because we exist to help students find and successfully pursue their passion (mission).

	(Vision) One hundred percent of our 8th grade students will be eligible for at least one honors class in 9th grade because we help students successfully master rigorous content (mission).

	(Vison) All of our students will design a personalized learning plan and achieve their learning goals each year because we exist to give students more options and help them make better choices around those options (mission).



As you can see, when the vision and mission are connected in this way, not only does it make clear to everyone what you are building and why it is important, but it creates a cohesive narrative for your school. It tells everyone who you are and what you're about.

Core Values: The Role That Everyone Will Play

You've defined what you're building. You've defined why it's important. Now it's time to help everyone understand what part they will play in achieving your vision and living out your mission on a daily basis. The question each of your people is asking now is "What's my role?"

Few of us were taught to think of core values as a way of understanding our contribution to the whole. Maybe we were taught that core values were individual—deeply personal beliefs that guide the choices we make in life. Or we were taught that our school's core values were the set of beliefs we aspired to espouse as a collective whole.

Unfortunately, most of the core values schools claim are not alive in the halls and classrooms. In fact, I would be willing to bet that a good many of your teachers couldn't tell you what your school's core values are. Maybe they can recite the core values by heart, but what purpose do those words or statements actually serve in the school? What do these values mean to teachers in their classroom, with their students?

David was a high school principal who brought his entire leadership team to one of my workshops. He insisted that his school already had a set of three core values and that everyone knew them by heart. When I asked to see a list of these values, he and his team responded by saying them aloud, in unison: "Respect, grit, and pride."

I started by focusing on their first core value, respect. "What does 'respect' mean to you?" I asked. There were a lot of answers. Different answers. To some members of the team, respect meant that the students were to be respectful to the teachers, but the teachers didn't have to be respectful of the students. To others, respect was more about respecting oneself. A third faction explained that respect meant that students didn't yell out during class or roughhouse in the halls. Everyone had their own understanding of that core value. That was a problem for them. It is a problem for many.

If your core values are open to interpretation—if everyone gets to define them based on their own perspective, beliefs, and experiences—what's the point of having them at all? Just to be able to say, "We have core values!" and post them on the wall? A school's core values aren't meant to be decorative or "feel good"; they're meant to be useful.

This is the key to how builders see core values—not as a set of virtues, like community and grit and respect, and not as a collection of belief statements like We believe in every child every day. Instead, builders understand that a school's core values should clearly define how everyone will work together to achieve the school's vision and carry out its mission. Core values are not aspirations, and they are not self-congratulatory; they are practical. They tell a school staff, "This is how we need to behave, and this is what we need to do in order to live out our mission and achieve our vision."

There are two things builders do to generate core values that are powerful and useful. Builders make them non-negotiable, and they get everyone's buy-in.

Make Core Values Non-Negotiable

When I say that builders make core values non-negotiable, I don't mean they issue them by edict or impose them by decree (on the contrary; more on that in a moment). I mean builders ensure that their school's core values capture the absolute essential priorities of the educators in the school and are expressed in a way that is clear to all. I mean there's no room for multiple interpretations. Writing core values to be non-negotiable terms of practice establishes boundaries for a school that define its organizational culture and signals to everyone who works there what their individual role is and how they will be held accountable.

Consider what the amorphous core values shared by David's team could look like if they were rewritten to be clear, non-negotiable standards of practice:


	Respect might become We treat others the way that we want to be treated.

	Grit might become We keep working until we're successful.

	Pride might become We leave everything better than we found it.



These are core values that are good for more than just a bulletin board. They clarify for teachers—and for students too—what they're expected to do and how they're expected to behave. If a teacher is unsure how to treat an annoying parent, the guidance is right there in the first core value: We treat others the way we want to be treated, which is likely some variation on being direct, polite, and empathetic. If a teacher is struggling with a student, that teacher knows the right course of action is to keep working with that student until that student is successful. A student who is ready to give up can look to the core values and be reminded that here, we keep working until we're successful. Any teacher who is called in unexpectedly to cover another teacher's class knows that babysitting the students with busywork is not acceptable, because they have committed to leaving that classroom better than we found it.

The revised set of core values listed you've just read was actually created by David and his team as part of their core values work with me. The process they followed is one you can follow too. First, though, it's important to note the second thing that builders do when it comes to creating core values: they get everyone's buy-in by relinquishing control.

Ask Staff to Co-Create Core Values

The mistake that most leaders make is that they define the core values for their staff. They tell them what their role should be.

In doing so, they're following the advice provided in most leadership books. However, builders know that if the core values are not created by and embraced by all, you may get compliance, but you will not get complete commitment. In order for core values to be non-negotiable, they must be embraced by everyone. And, in order for them to be embraced by everyone, they must be created by everyone.

Whenever I get to this part of my workshop series, a lot of participants balk:


	"Let my staff define our core values themselves? Are you kidding?"

	"What if the staff picks a set of core values that I don't like?"

	"What if one teacher dominates the discussion and drowns out everyone else?"

	"What if one teacher sabotages the entire process?"



These are valid concerns. It's certainly easier and faster to develop core values yourself, announce them to staff, and then focus on consistent enforcement. But builders know better. Core values that are dictated have no real power. They are just words on a paper, just rules to follow (or break). What's more, if you tell your staff what the core values will be, you can actually create resentment and damage your school culture.

Take Meredith, Carol, Aubrey, and Donna. They were a team of administrators and instructional coaches who worked in a K–8 parochial school that was part of a larger network. Their school had two campuses, for elementary grades and for middle grades, which were pretty different in terms of culture.

When Meredith and her team attended training that I was providing for their network of schools, they were pretty frustrated. They felt like they were running two very different schools and were looking for a way to bring both campuses together under a common focus and culture. This team responded very strongly to the idea of core values transforming school culture and couldn't wait to get back to their campus and try it out with the whole staff.

When I saw them at the second session of the training, I was eager to hear what they had to say. During the morning break, I stopped by their table. "So," I said, smiling hopefully, "how did things go?"

They looked at each other sheepishly and then hung their heads. Meredith, the principal, finally spoke up. "Not well," she sighed. "In fact, if I'm being honest, it was a bit of a disaster."

I was shocked. I had never seen a core values process backfire before. "What happened?" I asked, trying to keep that shock out of my voice.

"Well," Meredith began, "you know we have two campuses, right? We started out like you advised and met with small groups at both campuses first."

"And that actually went well," Aubrey, the instructional coach, offered.

Meredith nodded. "It did go well, which is why we were surprised that the rest went so badly. We got to the all-staff meeting, and we had all of the core values from the various groups on the wall. We told them to pick the three that resonated most to them, and we whittled the dozen or so options down to about five or six. But then we had a few teachers who were insisting on certain wording, and we had others who refused to agree with anything; they just derailed the entire conversation. It was a total impasse. So we just ended the meeting," she finished quietly.

"OK—" I started, but Donna, one of the teacher leaders in the school, interrupted me.

"That's not it," she said quickly. "There's more."

Meredith nodded at Donna guiltily and continued. "We were under a deadline to get these done for our new planners," she explained. "So we took the five or six core values under consideration to our advisory board. They are businesspeople who run their own companies or are high up in big companies. We told them what we were doing, and they said no. They told us that we don't need to let the teachers write our core values, that we needed to write them ourselves. They helped us come up with a new set of core values for the school. We e-mailed them to the teachers."

"That went over well!" Donna exclaimed sarcastically.

Meredith sighed. "It's been a bit of a mess," she admitted.

"A mess?" Donna snorted. "Our culture is worse off now than it was before!"

I nodded. I'd seen this kind of thing before. Whenever you rush core values or try to jam them down people's throats, this is what happens.

Break time was almost over, and I arranged to meet with them at the end of the day to work with them more. We sat down, and they took me through the entire saga again, adding all the detail they could. When they finished, I said, "I can see why things have gotten so messy. But I want you to know that there is hope."

They looked at me expectantly.

"You're going to have to go back to your staff and tell them that you made a mistake."

Meredith's head shot up. "We can't do that. They already hate us!"

Carol, the assistant principal, agreed. "They will eat us alive if we do that!"

"By the look of things, it sounds like they're already eating you alive," I reminded them. "The only way out is through. You have a mess on your hands because you took the core values away from the teachers. The only way to fix this is to admit that you made a mistake and go through the core values with them again."

"But if we do that, we'll look like we don't know what we are doing," Meredith objected.

"You'll look like you care about them," I corrected. "In fact, you'll be living out your own core values by doing this. You'll show them how committed you really are—to the process and to them. Trust me: if you do this, you will win back your staff."

A lot of leadership books will discourage you from jointly creating core values. They will tell you that it is up to an organization's leaders to determine its core values. Here's what I've found: when you provide your staff with a set of core values, they just become more rules to follow (or ignore). When your staff co-creates core values, these core values become what defines your culture and guides what you do.

When training reconvened a month later for the third session, Meredith and her team grabbed me as soon as they walked in. "It worked!" Meredith cried.

I'll be honest: I was relieved.

I hugged her in my excitement, and then we both calmed down enough for her to explain. "We did what you said," Meredith said. "We went back to our staff and admitted our mistake. I thought they would crucify us, but you know, they actually appreciated it. Then, we took them through the exercise the right way, and Robyn, it was magical."

"Magical?" I asked.

"Yes," she said firmly. "We were going around and around with the core values when one teacher said, 'I think what we're all trying to say is that our core values are Family First, Faith, and Future Focused.' The whole room got quiet. That was it. That was what we all agreed on. And just like that, we had our core values!"

It really can happen that fast. And when it does happen, when you do come together as a staff and agree on a set of core values, something magical really does happen. Instead of everyone working on their own thing their own way, you come together as a staff with a common purpose and a common way of approaching your work. When a set of core values is embraced by all, everyone becomes more accountable—not to you, not to your rules and policies, and not because they are afraid of losing their jobs or being written up. They become more accountable to themselves. They choose to live the core values because they embrace the roles they've defined for themselves; they know the core values' worth and their reward.

Co-Create Your Core Values

Ready to figure out what everyone's role is going to be when it comes to advancing your school's mission and achieving your vision for all students?

The process of co-creating non-negotiable core values that all will commit to start by gathering teachers in small groups and having them discuss what they believe their role in pursuing the mission and achieving the vision should be. Often, they won't be able to articulate this clearly at first, so it helps to give them a few prompts.

One of my favorite prompts is to ask teachers, "Imagine that you are at your retirement ceremony. What is it that you want your students to say about you and their time in your classroom?"

Teachers will say things like this:


	"I want my students to feel that I respected them as individuals."

	"I want them to say that I was tough but fair."

	"I hope they say that I taught them how to think for themselves and be their own person."



Out of these statements will emerge what is truly important to teachers. Things like respect, fairness, and independent thinking. Write these down. This will give you a sense of what long-term impact they want to have on students through the work they do in your school.

Next, provide teachers with this prompt: "Imagine that your current students return for their 20th reunion. What is it that you want them to say about their time at our school?" This will help teachers think about not just their own personal impact on students but also consider the long-term impact they want the entire school experience to have on students.

Often, teachers will say things like this:


	"We want to say that here is where they learned to love learning."

	"We want them to still remember that we were a family."

	"We hope they will say that here, they were truly challenged and loved."



Love of learning, family, challenged, loved. Write those down.

Finally, return to your school vision and mission. Post them for all to see and ask teachers, "Which one of the values we've listed will help us to achieve our school vision and mission?"

Throughout the discussion you will start to notice that certain themes emerge. For instance, the idea of "a respectful environment" or "a passion for learning" might come up more than once. Ask teachers to explain what they mean by those phrases and write down what they say. Taking time to unpack exactly what teachers mean helps you narrow down those themes that seem critical for your entire staff to embrace if you want to achieve your vision and mission in your school.

Next, ask your staff, "Which ones of these are truly necessary if we are going to realize our vision and mission?" While there are some things that may be important to one individual, focus on those things that are critical for everyone to embrace in order to move your school closer and closer to your vision in a way that also aligns with your mission. At this point, it's about determining the collective non-negotiables rather than focusing on individual ones. Use the ensuing discussion to whittle down your core values to three to five that are truly non-negotiable for your staff.

Remember, the goal is not to get a set of core values down on a piece of paper; the goal is to bring your staff together to define what you as a group will do—how you must act and how you must behave—in order to achieve your vision for students and live out your mission for your school. It does take time, and the process may feel messy, but trust me, it's worth it.



For a step-by-step breakdown of the process, download my free e-book How to Use Core Values to Establish a Healthy School Culture.




Purpose First

Every once in a while one of my clients will say, "Look, I understand that focusing on purpose is important, but right now, I've got bigger problems in my school."

I get it. After all, there is so much going on in a school every day, so many fires to put out, that it's easy to get distracted by what seems urgent. To stay on top, we put in long hours, working nights and weekends just trying to keep our heads above water.

But are we really making progress? Are all the hours we're putting in moving us closer to the better school we want?

We're really good at working hard. It's a part of the ethos of being a dedicated educator. But how good are we at actually achieving our goals for students? How good are we at actually moving our schools forward year over year? And how many of us are secretly beating ourselves up because we're not making the progress we want to make? All that hard work for so little gain.

Like I said, I get it.

It's a hard life inside that school improvement hamster wheel, always going yet going nowhere. I used to wear myself out trying to keep up. I'd go to work every day with a "to do" list of things I wanted to accomplish and be slammed as soon as I walked in the door. Discipline issues. Angry parents. Upset teachers. Busted pipes. Late buses. Deadlines from the central office. Everyone pulling me in a dozen directions before I even took my coat off. And I'd spend all day putting out fires and never getting to do the work that I longed to do. My vision for my school, our mission to make a difference, and our core values all got put on the back burner—over and over and over again.

It took me years to figure out a better way. But finally, I got tired of working really hard year over year without making a real difference. I was sick of settling for tiny victories when I wanted to do something big for students. I finally decided to make one simple shift that changed everything: purpose first.

It took me several weeks to arrive at my vision. A few more weeks to think through the mission with my staff. Then we spent two months establishing core values. (Yes, two months of teachers complaining, "Why are we doing this?" Two months of me asking them to trust me.) And, at the end, we had a vision, mission, and set of core values that we all could support.

From that point on, every decision we made as a school got sifted through vision, mission, and core values. Discipline issues. Angry parents. Upset teachers. Busted pipes. Late buses. Deadlines from the central office. All these things were still waiting for me each day, but instead of stressing over how to put out each fire, I simply consulted our purpose and used that to guide my response. No longer was I exhausted at the end of the day. Every interruption became a new opportunity to reinforce our vision, mission, and core values. And guess what? With that kind of laser focus, I was able to spend more and more of my time working on the things that lit me up. I spent more and more of my day doing work that mattered. I was less busy, more focused. That was great for me, but here's the important part: our students soared. Our culture healed. My teachers grew.

All because we took the time to establish our purpose first.

The tough decisions we struggled with before suddenly became very clear. How should we structure the master schedule? Easy. We went with the structure that best supported our purpose. What should our discipline policy look like? No problem: our purpose made it clear. Should we adopt a new program? Now it was simple: if it aligned with our purpose, yes; if it didn't, no. How should we implement this new district initiative? Also easy: we mapped out a way that aligned with our purpose.

Here's what else happened. People stopped questioning and fighting our administrative decisions. As long as we could defend our decision based on the vision, mission, and core values that we had agreed upon as a school, everyone could support it, even if they didn't personally like it. The vision, mission, and core values gave our decision-making process immediate transparency. In every situation, everyone knew that we were going to make the decision based on our school vision, mission, and core values, and because we were consistent, the teachers, the parents, and even the students started to trust us. In fact, it got to the point where people would come to my office and make a request and then try to make the case for their point of view by saying, "And this aligns with our purpose in the following ways …."

The same can be true for you. Starting with your purpose won't make the chaos of running a school go away, but it will help you handle it. No matter what gets thrown at you, sifting every decision through your purpose gives you clarity. When you sift everything through your purpose, you take all the drama and angst out of decision making. Tough decisions become exponentially less tough because your purpose serves as your guide. Your vision, mission, and core values work together to help you define your impact, establish a clear identity, and operate with integrity (see Figure 1.1).



Figure 1.1. The Components of School Purpose

[image: Triangular graphic illustrates how a schools mission, vision, and core values communicate its identity, integrity, and impact.]



Let's review.

Your vision makes a promise to 100 percent of your students and explains why that promise is so important. When you combine your vision with your mission, you clearly define the impact that you want to have on your students, their families, and your community. When you combine your vision with your core values, you establish a clear identity, articulating, "This is work we will do together, and this is how we will do it. This is who we are as an organization."

At the intersection of your mission and core values lies your scope of work. Your mission proclaims what you believe to be the right work, and your core values delineate how you will do it. Mission and core values, in combination, are there to ensure that everyone acts with integrity.

Thus, your vision, mission, and core values work in concert not only to establish your school purpose, but to clearly lay out how you will realize that purpose in your day-to-day work. It is the combination of all three that defines your unique school brand and helps you clarify for everyone involved what you are building, why you are building it, and how you will go about building it together. Armed with your purpose, you can finally get off the school improvement hamster wheel and get solidly on the path to success.








Chapter 2



People
How to have an entire staff of master teachers (without having to "get rid" of anyone)

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

On the first day of a workshop series with a group of district principals, one of them approached me to ask me a question.

"I have a vision for my school," she started. "But how do I achieve it if my staff just aren't ready?"

"Why aren't they ready?" I asked.

"Well, some of them are. This is my third year at this school, and it was a mess when I got here. But last year, I was able to get rid of some of the most toxic teachers on the staff, and I have hired some new teachers who 'get it.' There are just a few more teachers I need to get rid of before we can get started."

"Why do you need to get rid of a few more teachers before you can get started?"

"Because they're like a cancer in our school," she explained. "Most of them have been around for years, and they don't want to change. They are part of the reason that the school was doing so badly when I got there!" She shook her head. "They refuse to do anything I ask them to do. They bully the new teachers. I don't think they even like kids. Until I get rid of them, I can't move my school forward."

I see this a lot: school administrators who feel like their vision, mission, and core values are being held hostage by a few resistant teachers or a few stubbornly ineffective ones. They believe that progress is impossible as long as those teachers remain on staff. So, rather than pushing forward with everyone, they hit pause and spend their time focusing on these few staff members, trying to cut the "dead weight" so that they will finally have the people they need to build what they want to build.

Imagine yourself in this situation. You've set an ambitious and exciting vision for 100 percent of your students. You've engaged your staff to establish a compelling mission. You and your staff have co-created a set of core values that are non-negotiable in your school. You're now positioned to start working toward those goals, except there are some teachers in your building who you know are going to resist you. Maybe they have openly sabotaged your improvement efforts in the past. Or maybe they're the passive-aggressive "just wait it out" types. You also know that you have other teachers who may be willing to move forward but don't have the skill set your vision requires. They are struggling as it is, and, if you're being honest, you don't really believe that they are capable of improving much. Certainly, their evaluation records argue against it. Over the years, you've given them resources, provided coaching, even modeled the lessons for them, but they've never gotten much better.

The most frustrating part of this is that you really believe in your vision. With the right teachers, you know that your students would soar. It's wrong that a few resistant or ill-equipped teachers are getting in the way of giving that excellent education to your students. So you're working on "fixing" the teachers who are still underperforming and getting rid of the most egregious ones. Once you've taken care of that, you'll be able to pursue your vision with the team you need to achieve it.

I've been there too. I told myself these same things. I even tried these same tactics. But what I've learned is that there's a better way to work with those teachers who resist your best efforts and a better way to get through to teachers who are well-meaning but don't really have the skills they need to achieve the vision for your school. Builders don't focus on the few members of the staff that are "the problem." They focus on the many and get to work building everyone into a master teacher.

A Master Teacher in Every Classroom

I've long contended that any teacher can be a master teacher with the right kind of support and practice. And yet it still surprises me how many school administrators not only believe this isn't true, but don't believe it matters. There are some teachers who simply don't have what it takes to be master teachers, they say, and that's a ridiculous goal anyway. You don't need an entire staff of master teachers to have a successful school, they claim. All you need is for everyone to be proficient.

Let's consider the difference between a proficient teacher and a master teacher by looking at several descriptions drawn from the most popular evaluation tools. Here is an example from The Framework for Teaching Evaluation Instrument Domain 1b: Demonstrating Knowledge of Students describing a Level 3 (proficient) teacher:

[A Level 3 teacher] understands the active nature of student learning and attains information about levels of development for groups of students. The teacher also purposefully acquires knowledge from several sources about groups of students' varied approaches to learning, knowledge and skills, special needs, and interests and cultural heritages. (Danielson, 2013, p. 13)


Sounds pretty good, right? But let's look at the description of a Level 4 (master) teacher:

The [Level 4] teacher understands the active nature of student learning and acquires information about levels of development for individual students. The teacher also systematically acquires knowledge from several sources about individual students' varied approaches to learning, knowledge and skills, special needs, and interests and cultural heritages. (Danielson, 2013, p. 13)


To recap: a proficient teacher will understand and reach most students. A master teacher reaches all students. This distinction comes up time and time again (see Figure 2.1 for more examples), and the difference is subtle but important. "Most" means that there are still some students every year who won't make it. "Most" means that every year, some kids will fail. "Most" means that every year, there will be some families for whom your school's promise will be a lie. Whenever you settle for "most," it means that you are letting some students and their families down. Is that what you really came to this profession to do?



Figure 2.1. Proficiency Versus Mastery: A Matter of Most or All


Markers of a Proficient Teacher: The teacher's learning activities are aligned with instructional outcomes and follow an organized progression suitable to groups of students.

Markers of a Master Teacher: The teacher's learning activities follow a coherent sequence that is aligned with instructional goals designed to engage students in high-level cognitive activity. These are appropriately differentiated for individual learners.


*     *     *


Markers of a Proficient Teacher: The classroom culture is a place where learning is valued by all; high expectations for both learning and hard work are the norm for most students.

Markers of a Master Teacher: The classroom culture is a cognitively busy place, characterized by a shared belief in the importance of learning. The teacher conveys high expectations for learning for all students and insists on hard work.


*     *     *


Markers of a Proficient Teacher: The teacher may use some low-level questions but poses questions designed to promote student thinking and understanding.

Markers of a Master Teacher: The teacher uses a variety or series of questions or prompts to challenge students cognitively, advance high-level thinking and discourse, and promote metacognition.


*     *     *


Markers of a Proficient Teacher: Most students are intellectually engaged in the lesson.

Markers of a Master Teacher: Virtually all students are intellectually engaged in the lesson.


*     *     *


Markers of a Proficient Teacher: The teacher's feedback includes specific and timely guidance, at least for groups of students.

Markers of a Master Teacher: The teacher is constantly "taking the pulse" of the class; monitoring of student understanding is sophisticated and continuous and makes use of strategies to elicit information about individual student understanding.


*     *     *


Markers of a Proficient Teacher: Most of the teacher's communications are appropriate to families' cultural norms.

Markers of a Master Teacher: All of the teacher's communications are highly sensitive to families' cultural norms.


*     *     *


Markers of a Proficient Teacher: The teacher conveys to students that she has other approaches to try when the students experience difficulty.

Markers of a Master Teacher: The teacher conveys to students that she won't consider a lesson "finished" until every student understands and that she has a broad range of approaches to use.


*     *     *


Markers of a Proficient Teacher: Students participate willingly but may be somewhat hesitant to offer their ideas in front of classmates.

Markers of a Master Teacher: Students participate without fear of put-downs or ridicule from either the teacher or other students.



Source: Danielson, 2013.



I know that many of us have been taught to settle for most. We've been taught that while we hope that all students will achieve, the reality is that some of them will not, and most is the best we can do. But most is not the best we can do, and it's not the best our students deserve, either. Builders know that we can help all of our students achieve our vision for them, but we can only do it if there is a master teacher in every classroom. It's just that simple.

Every time you help a teacher move at least one level in one domain in at least one year, you dramatically improve student outcomes. Every time you settle for mediocre or even good teaching, you leave some students behind. This is incompatible with a 100-percent vision.

That's why it's critical that you help every one of your teachers get on the pathway to mastery. It does not mean that all of your teachers will instantly become master teachers. But if you can help them consistently make progress toward mastery every single day, more and more of your students will be successful, and you will move your school closer and closer to achieving your vision for 100 percent of them.

OK, you might be saying, I understand why I need to focus on building master teachers. But that's easier said than done. Maybe you're thinking about those really ineffective teachers again. Or about the complacent ones who think they're doing just fine as is and don't need to improve. This is where many leaders get stuck. As a builder, you really can help all your teachers (even those you are currently worried about) become master teachers. But first you need to understand the interplay between skill and will.

Skill and Will

Your teachers' ability to reach mastery and, thus, fully achieve your school purpose is largely dependent on a combination of their skill and will. Ideally, they will have both the pedagogical and subject-area expertise (the skill) necessary to help students reach your school purpose and the motivation to do so consistently (the will). But often, this is not the case. In fact, at any given time, you can expect to have four types of teachers on your staff (see Figure 2.2)



Figure 2.2. The Four Types of Teachers

High Will/Low Skill
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Low Will/Low Skill
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A few things are noteworthy. First, any teacher can occupy any of these four categories and "be" that type on any given day, depending on inward and outward circumstances. Consider, for example, that teachers' will is influenced by a variety of factors at any time—from what is going on in their personal lives to whether or not they get along with you or their colleagues to whether they have a personal interest in a particular part of the curriculum. Teachers' skill can be affected by internal factors (such as whether they have applied the training they have received) and external factors (such as the grade level or subject they have been assigned or whether they have the tools they need to be successful in the classroom). Thus, it's not fair to put any teacher in a particular box or think of them as a "low skill/low will teacher" in all circumstances. There are times and situations where that teacher's skill and will may be low, and other times and situations when that teacher's skill and will may be high. The levels are variable, not fixed. This is good news, because it means that teacher will and skill can evolve over time. And it's bad news, because the opposite is also true.

With this in mind, consider that, at any given point in the school year, each of your teachers will be in one of four places when it comes to their commitment and capacity to achieve the vision, carry out the mission, and live the core values of your school or district.


	Low will/low skill. Teachers in this category do not fully buy into your school purpose. I know they agreed to it in the meeting, but they really don't fully embrace your vision, nor do they believe achieving it is possible. They don't fully support your mission, either, or want to align their behavior to your core values. What's more, even if they did support your school purpose, they don't have the skills to do what it requires of them in the classroom each day.

	High will/low skill. Teachers in this category fully embrace your school purpose and want to manifest it. However, they lack the skills they need to make your vision, mission, or core values alive and successful in their own classroom.

	High will/high skill. Teachers in this category not only fully embrace your school purpose but also have the skills they need to achieve it with the students in their classroom.

	Low will/high skill. Teachers in this category do not fully support your school purpose. They may pay lip service to the vision, but they question whether it is truly possible for all students. They don't embrace the mission or core values, either. What's frustrating about these teachers is that they actually have skills necessary to help achieve the school purpose, if only they would embrace it.



To reiterate, teachers can fall into any one of these four categories at any time, depending on what is being asked of them. These designations are meant to help you determine where a teacher is in relation to a given issue on a given day so that you know the best approach to take with them. Figure 2.3 provides guidance on differentiating will-related problems from skill-related ones.



Figure 2.3. Will Problem or Skill Problem?


Signs of Will Problems

   Cynicism
   Lack of ownership
   Detachment
   Foot dragging
   Pushback
   Half-hearted improvements
   Resentment
   Sabotage
   Fear
   Competing agendas
   Denial
   Commitment to status quo
   No accountability
   Distractions
   Corner cutting
   Lack of reflection


Signs of Skill Problems
   Confusion
   Feeling overwhelmed
   False starts
   Struggle
   Wrong work, wrong time
   Overwork and redos
   Inconsistency
   Fear
   Poor communication
   Good ideas go nowhere
   Being confused by data
   Changing for change's sake
   Getting stuck
   Missing deadlines
   Disorganization
   Failure


Source: Adapted from The Builder's Manual (p. 45), by R. R. Jackson, 2019, Washington, DC: Mindsteps Inc. Copyright 2019 by R. R. Jackson.



Unfortunately, most school leaders only focus on improving staff skill. They erroneously believe that you can't improve will; people are either motivated to take the action or do the work, or they are not. But builders know that both skill and will can be developed over time with the right tools. What are these tools, and how do builders use them to keep their staff continuously moving to high skill and will? Let me introduce you to the Four Disciplines of Buildership.

The Four Disciplines of Buildership

Normally, when you hear the word "discipline" in a school context, you might think of enforcing the rules or administering consequences. But builders have a different definition. They see discipline as a system that governs conduct. Thus, the Four Disciplines of Buildership is a tightly focused system that builders use to build master teachers schoolwide. It's the means for equipping every staff member with the will and the skill necessary to act in accordance with the school purpose and to do so consistently and pervasively.

When it comes to improving will and skill, there are really only four things you can do:


	You can give teachers clear feedback that helps them know where they are on the pathway to mastery and what they need to do next to reach mastery.

	You can give teachers support to help them grow their practice and be more effective with students.

	You can help teachers focus on accountability to your vision, mission, and core values so that their practice aligns with your school purpose and goals.

	You can create a healthy school culture where your teachers feel comfortable taking risks and committed to the vision, mission, and core values of your school.



Feedback. Support. Accountability. Culture. That's it.


You'll notice that these disciplines are nothing new. I bet that you practice them on some level in your work in schools right now. What is dramatically new is what happens when you integrate all four of them into a system that differentiates your approach to meet teachers' specific needs. Once you apply these Four Disciplines to address the will and skill of your teachers, they stop being things that you are kind of doing (when you have the time) and become a tightly focused system for growing each of your teachers to mastery so that together you can achieve your school purpose for all your students. Builders understand that teachers within each of the four quadrants of the will/skill matrix have different needs. Applying the right discipline to the right teacher at the right time and in the right way is how you'll grow that teacher's will and skill without overworking yourself in the process.

In the rest of this chapter, I'll break down the four types of teachers and show you what builders know: that applying the right discipline at the right time can help every teacher grow their will and skill until they reach and maintain mastery, no matter where on the will/skill quadrant matrix they fall at a particular time.

Feedback: The Builder's Response to High Will/High Skill

High will/high skill teachers are the dream. Not only do they buy into the school vision, mission, and core values, but they also have the skills required to do the work necessary to achieve that purpose.

In some ways, though, high will/high skill teachers are the most neglected teachers in our buildings. We rarely get into their classrooms because we're too busy chasing, checking, and correcting the teachers who are underperforming. Assuming that our high will/high skill teachers are fine and doing good work, we pretty much leave them to their own devices and instead focus on teachers who are struggling.

At the same time, high will/high skill teachers also tend to be the most overworked teachers in our buildings. We rely on them heavily to help us achieve our school purpose because they are the most equipped to do so. So we send them the most challenging students, or we ask them to cover for colleagues who are not carrying their own weight. And because high will/high skill teachers believe passionately in school purpose, they often take on these extra duties cheerfully.

So how can you keep these teachers motivated and growing even when they are already so effective? What can you do for them that will meaningfully contribute to their growth, given that they have already achieved so much?

The builder's answer is to give those teachers more and better feedback. That may sound counterintuitive, but hear me out. High will/high skill teachers want to grow, but in many ways they are unconsciously competent; by that, I mean they are so good at what they do that they do it automatically, without really thinking. They have been good for so long that being good comes naturally to them. So, when something in their practice is not working optimally, or when they are looking for a way to improve, they can find themselves at a loss. Your feedback can help them become consciously competent again. Your feedback can provide them with a fresh perspective on their practice, positioning them to find new ways to grow.

This definitely requires a shift in feedback practices. Usually the way it goes is that the best teachers get the worst feedback. We either pepper them with "good jobs" or we try to find some area of improvement, even if it means nitpicking their practice with suggestions that don't really matter just so that we offer something, anything.

What if instead we offered our high will/high skill teachers meaningful, high-quality feedback that gives them true insight into their practice, prompts real reflection, and inspires them to get better in ways that really matter for their students? For that matter, what if we gave all our teachers that kind of feedback?

The good news is that this is definitely possible. The bad news is that you first have to unlearn a lot of what you've been taught about giving feedback.

Apply Feedback Like a Builder

We all know that we must give teachers feedback in order to help them improve. And, if your administrative training was anything like mine, you were taught how to give what I call "supervisory feedback," where you're given an evaluation instrument and you're expected to observe and comment on every domain, subdomain, subsubdomain, and so on. Then, you sit down with a teacher and review your findings in a highly structured post-observation conference. This kind of feedback seems designed more to provide a single and final evaluation of a teacher's performance and cookie-cutter prescriptions for improvement than to provide formative data and inform genuine growth.

What's more, teachers often sit through these conversations passively nodding along or privately seething inside. Other times, you find yourself in the position of defending your feedback to teachers who want to argue why they deserve a higher ranking. In the end, typical feedback conversations end up being little more than highly scripted, stilted performances where everyone goes through the motions but rarely if ever changes practice. I call this the feedback dance, and it feels more like an exercise in compliance than it does a meaningful way to move a school toward goals. It's hard to see how those structured and artificial conversations are going to lead to lasting and meaningful change in a teacher's skill or will.

This is especially true for high will/high skill teachers, who are already effective in the classroom. If we drag them through our feedback instrument and give them artificial suggestions for improvement because we're following a feedback protocol that demands every teacher get an improvement goal (whether they need one or not), we're failing them in two significant ways. First, we're not doing anything that will actually improve these teachers' skills. Second, we're damaging their will by giving them feedback that's not meaningful or helpful. Or maybe, recognizing the uselessness of instrument-driven feedback, we try to compensate by praising them for their work. This kind of "good job!" feedback may be gratifying on some level, but it is not helping high will/high skill teachers continue to grow their practice, which they very much want to do. If we aren't careful, their skill may atrophy over time, and their will may erode.

Remember, high will/high skill teachers have fully embraced school purpose, and they are working very hard to achieve it. What's frustrating to them is having no external measure to tell them whether or not their work is as effective and efficient as it could be. They know that they are effective, but they want to be even more effective. What high will/high skill teachers crave the most is meaningful feedback—the kind that can help them notice anything they may have missed in their own self-assessment.

Many school administrators are intimidated by giving high will/high skill teachers feedback. What can you possibly tell them that will help them improve, especially if their subject or grade is outside your expertise, or you weren't a master teacher yourself? But here's the thing: high will/high skill teachers aren't looking for you to be the expert in their curriculum, and they don't need you to tell them how to teach. They know how to teach. By and large, they don't even need you to tell them how to improve; they can figure that out themselves. What they do need from you is a second set of eyes to help them see what they cannot—to fill in their blind spots.

As I was writing this book, I got stuck. These concepts are something that I've been teaching my clients for years, and I've seen them work so many times that they seem almost intuitive to me. But when I sat down to explain them in a book, I found myself struggling to articulate what I have been practicing and helping others practice for so long.

I called my editor and asked for her help. It wasn't that I needed someone to tell me what to write. I know this topic intimately, probably better than anyone else. If my editor had suggested that I add a fifth phase to the Buildership Model because she read something somewhere about some other thing, I would have rejected her feedback. I also didn't need a critique. If my editor had read this chapter and then criticized my comma placement or circled all my spelling errors, I would have been even more frustrated; at that point of the writing process, those errors were nowhere near as important as thinking through and expressing the ideas. No, what I needed (and got) was a fresh set of eyes. I was too close to the topic, and I needed to see how well someone else could read and understand what I was writing so that I could improve it myself. Once I heard her reaction, I rewrote this chapter and made it much clearer and more understandable.

This is the kind of feedback that high will/high skill teachers need. They don't need you to come in and upend their practice to make it conform to some list of "best practices." Their practice already works. Leave it alone. They also don't need you to come in and nitpick on every little instructional move they made, like saying, "It took your students three minutes to transition from one lesson segment to the next." What is feedback like this even about? Say these students shaved 30 seconds off that transition time, or even a minute and 30 seconds—would that fundamentally change the overall quality of the lesson? No. What high will/high skill teachers can use is insight into what makes them good.

Traditional feedback instruments, with their checklists of teaching behaviors, will not help you here. What you need to do instead—what builders do—is look for patterns that help you identify what makes these teachers great.

Use "One-Thing" Feedback

Instead of overwhelming teachers with a laundry list of little fixes to make, little "to dos," builders use something I call one-thing feedback to get teachers focused on what is most important—what makes them so good, in the case of high will/high skill teachers, and what's perhaps holding them back, in the case of other teachers. When teachers are already effective, drawing their attention to the root cause of their effectiveness allows them to expand or apply that one thing to other areas of their practice and become even more effective. When teachers' practice is less effective, identifying the root cause of their ineffectiveness, and getting them to focus there first can help them make huge gains very quickly.

So how do you figure out the "one thing"? Here's the process I use.

First, during a classroom observation, I list all the things I see, good and bad. For instance, my list from a recent observation looked something like this:


	It took three minutes from the time the bell rang to get students in their seats.

	The teacher spent 10 minutes doing a warm-up exercise where students were to list 5 characteristics that best described them.

	The goal on the board for the day was "Students will be able to identify character traits of the main character."

	Several students were off task during the warm-up. Some had heads on desks.

	The warm-up was not collected or discussed.

	The teacher spent most of the warm-up trying to get a resistant student to work.

	Three students asked procedural questions during the warm-up. Each time the teacher called the entire class to attention to answer the questions.

	Transition to the main lesson took six minutes mostly because students had to get up and get their text from the class bookshelf.

	The teacher read a story aloud from the text. Many students had books closed or heads on desks.

	After the teacher read the story, the teacher asked comprehension questions about the story.

	Several students could not answer the question, but the teacher offered them the opportunity to "phone a friend."

	The teacher then asked students to list the key character traits of the main character on a graphic organizer.

	Students asked procedural questions: "Can we use pencil? Is this due at the end of the period?"

	Students worked on the graphic organizers for the remainder of the period. The teacher circulated and answered questions.

	At the end of the period, the teacher collected the papers.



Next, I go through the list and pull out the patterns. Here's what I saw in the lengthy list you just read:


	There was a clear lack of routines.

	There was very little rigor in the lesson.

	There was very little explanation of why students were completing tasks.



I wrote these down as the factors that were influencing the teacher's practice and asked a critical question: if the teacher improved in this one area and everything else stayed the same, would the lesson get significantly better?

After reviewing the list factors and my evaluation of each, I choose the area for improvement that I believe would make the biggest impact on the teacher's practice. Can you guess which one I chose in this example?

I decided that of the three factors, the root cause was that the teacher needed to focus on rigorous instruction. Here's why: if the teacher had clear routines but still offered very non-rigorous activities, the lesson doesn't get significantly better. And, if the teacher explained why students were completing tasks but continued to give them low-level tasks, the lesson doesn't improve. But, if the teacher improved the rigor of the lesson, then the lesson would have more structure and the learning tasks would make more sense. Sitting down with this teacher for a post-observation conversation, I might mention all three factors, but our main focus for improvement would be rigor.

The power of one-thing feedback is twofold. When you use it correctly, you can give teachers feedback that will have a tremendous positive influence on their practice. But it also helps you by making development and support simpler and clearer than you ever imagined. Both you and the teacher can focus on only what matters most. When the teacher in my example led the conversation, what did he focus on? Rigor. When I go back into that teacher's classroom, what will I be looking for? Rigor. When I assemble support and resources for that teacher, what will my focus be? That's right: rigor.

Here's another example of the one-thing feedback process, beginning with my notes on an observation of a high will/high skill teacher:


	The teacher used a powerful lesson opening to provide context for the day's discussion.

	The teacher modeled what an effective discussion would look like and offered students sentence stems they could use to ask questions or otherwise contribute to the discussion.

	The teacher engaged students in determining their own ground rules and norms for their discussion.

	The teacher asked rigorous questions and used great "stick" strategies to help students meaningfully engage in the class discussion.

	The teacher encouraged students to question one another and gradually released control over the discussion until students were driving the discussion.

	The teacher tracked students' participation using the spider strategy to ensure that everyone was participating.

	The teacher used a great lesson closure activity to help students come to their own conclusions about the topic.

	The teacher transitioned smoothly to the writing and reflection activity.

	The teacher monitored students' writing through a "red cup" system where students could signal they needed help.

	The teacher unobtrusively offered students support during the writing activity when they signaled without taking over their lesson.



I followed all the steps we've discussed, first going through my notes and, for each item, asking myself, If the teacher did not do this one thing, would the lesson have gotten significantly worse? Next, I took note of the patterns that emerged and considered their impact. Ultimately, it became clear to me that what made the lesson work so well was that, at every stage of the lesson, the teacher did things that fostered student ownership and independence. Without that, the lesson would have still been good, but it would not have been extraordinary. There it was: this teacher's one thing was that she fostered student ownership for learning.

Armed with the knowledge that student ownership is what makes her lessons so effective, she can now look for additional ways to incorporate this into upcoming lessons. For example, with this foundation …


	She can have students lead the discussion from the very beginning.

	She can teach students the spider technique so that they can monitor their own discussion.

	She can empower students to notice when others are disengaged and take the lead in engaging them.

	She can help the students develop their own criteria for evaluating the quality of their instruction.

	She can allow students to design their own writing prompts or even go so far as to let them determine how and when they want to reflect on the discussion.



The list could go on. With the feedback that student ownership is the root cause of her effectiveness, she can leverage it to find more meaningful ways to improve her own instruction.

I wanted to show two examples here to illustrate that one-thing feedback can guide progress for teachers at all levels of mastery because it focuses them on root causes: why their lesson either worked or didn't. Once a teacher shows growth in their one thing, you can move them to a new one thing—and keep moving them, on and on, toward greater and greater mastery.

While it's clear how one-thing feedback can help you improve teacher skill, it should be noted that it also helps you improve teacher will. If you've gotten teachers committed to your school purpose, then this approach shows them the most important thing they can do instructionally right now to help achieve the vision, mission, and core values in their classroom. Suddenly, your feedback is less about how teachers measure up against an evaluation system and more about how they can personally grow so that they can contribute even more to achieving the purpose in their classroom.

Further, one-thing feedback is not a one-shot deal. It is part of a continuous dialogue about how teachers can achieve your school vision, mission, and core values in their own classrooms. The more teachers act on your feedback and see results (because they are finally focused on the most critical aspect of their practice), the more motivated they become to engage in the next feedback conversation and show additional growth.

Now, you might be wondering how you can focus on just a single aspect of a teacher's practice when your evaluation instrument demands that you cover several domains and subdomains. While builders recognize that they are bound by the rules of their evaluation system, they still find ways to make every feedback conversation authentic, meaningful, and useful for their teachers and for themselves. In fact, builders leverage their evaluation system to help them give teachers powerful feedback that actually grows teachers' practice.

Here's how that might look. Let's return the classroom example I shared earlier. Remember that long list of items I observed? I might still share all of those items with this teacher during the feedback conversation before I walk him through how I arrived at the one thing (rigor). We'd carry out the process together.

I might say, "Here's what I observed …" and then list the different observations and point out the patterns. Next, I would go through each one and ask, "If you improved here but everything else remained the same, would the class get any better?" Together we would go through the list until we arrived at the one thing. Finally, I would show the teacher how addressing the one thing would also help him address some of the symptoms I pointed out during the observation.

Ultimately, if you want to build teachers' will and skill so that they are better able to carry out the school purpose, you need to make the shift from generic, unfocused feedback on multiple teaching behaviors to one-thing feedback that keeps teachers focused on the most important thing they can do right now to come closer to achieving the vision, mission, and core values you've agreed upon. When you do, your feedback will not only help teachers make tangible improvements in the areas they need the most but also motivate them to act on your feedback. That's because now they can see how what they do personally influences your school's ability to achieve its purpose for students.

Support: The Builder's Response to High Will/Low Skill

High will/low skill teachers enthusiastically support your vision, mission, and core values. However, they lack the skills they need to achieve your school purpose in their classrooms. What's often frustrating to them (and to you) is that they work hard but aren't seeing results. Over time, this can really erode at their will, and they might find themselves spending more and more time in the low will/low skill category (see p. 71).

The good news is that there is something you can do to increase these teachers' skill while also nurturing their will. You can apply the discipline of support.

Most leaders would say that they support their teachers. They plan professional development days, get them access to resources, and even offer one-on-one modeling and coaching to help their teachers succeed. Unfortunately, most of the time this support can be very generic and, as such, it does not reliably lead to demonstrable growth.

There are two reasons for that. First, because the feedback teachers typically get includes a list of areas to work on, the development plan often covers several needs at once. Thus, the supports tend to be general rather than focused. Second, we often aren't sure what support we can give to teachers that will really help them. So we offer what we think will be beneficial—books, articles, professional development sessions, coaching, modeling—and hope that it will make a difference. Sometimes we choose correctly, but a lot is left to chance.

Thus, most support feels very random. When support feels random, growth feels optional. And as long as growth is optional, your teachers' will and skill will erode over time.

Apply Support Like a Builder

Builders go about support differently. First, it's never random. Instead, builders provide targeted support where it is most needed and track the results of this support over time. (More on this shortly.) This ongoing monitoring is how they tell whether or not specific supports are actually making a difference for teachers and their students.

This is really important. There is no use in providing support if it isn't going to affect a teacher's practice. Because builders are interested in building master teachers, they carefully select supports that help teachers move at least one step closer to mastery every year. Specifically, a builder's goal is often to move every teacher in the building at least one level in one domain in one year or less. There are no ambiguous results with builders. Every support they provide is designed to move a specific teacher at least one level in at least one domain or skill area each year until that teacher reaches mastery.

Now, think about how encouraging that can be to a teacher who wants to improve but is struggling. To know that they are getting the right support designed to help them make significant growth not only can preserve their will but will predictably grow their skill over time. Remember, this system of support will benefit all your teachers; don't reserve it just for those exhibiting high will/low skill. All the same, it is particularly powerful in helping teachers in this state see a tangible path to mastery.

The support system that builders develop is something I call surefire support, because it is focused on helping all teachers make predictable, consistent, and tangible progress toward mastery. Surefire support has three characteristics that distinguish it from the type of support we typically give in schools: it's differentiated, it's developmental, and it's deliberate.

Let's talk about why these characteristics mattter.

Differentiated support

We can all agree that a one-size-fits-all approach doesn't work with students. So why is it that we default to generalized support for our entire staff? We were trained to host professional development days with a single training pitched to the middle and hope that everyone will take the ideas back to their classroom and use them. We were trained to champion a single set of "best practices" and expect all teachers to implement them uniformly in their classroom. And we were trained to offer the same set of follow-up supports after every post-observation conference, regardless of how the different teachers performed on their evaluation. How can we expect to see individual improvement from every teacher when we offer them nothing but generalized supports?

I often call this one-size-fits-all support approach the Three Bears paradox. For some, the support is too much. For others, it's too little. And others feel it's just right. There's nothing wrong with the support itself, like there was nothing "wrong" with Papa Bear's big chair or Mama Bear's soft chair, which were perfect for Papa Bear and Mama Bear, just wrong for Goldilocks. We know intuitively that one kind of support doesn't suit everyone on our staff, and we'd love to give everyone the kind of support that's just right for them, but there are only so many hours in the day. Besides, you can't please everyone all the time.

Or can you?

Just for a minute, imagine what would happen if you could give every teacher the exact support they need. And that you could do it in a way that doesn't create a lot of extra work for you or require a ton of extra time. And that you could track everything, seeing each teacher make progress and seeing a real and lasting change in your school's classrooms.

Sounds like a fairy tale, doesn't it?

That's how it always sounded to me, until one day I had an epiphany. I was working with a teacher on differentiating AP test preparation. Some of her students were ready for the test (indeed, they had been "born ready"), but others had a long way to go. I explained to her that she needed to plan a differentiated approach for the rest of the year.

She rolled her eyes. "I barely have time to plan one lesson, and you want me to now make three lessons?"

"Oh no," I shook my head. "Absolutely not." Then I showed her the differentiation approach I had developed for my own students, in which I created one lesson but multiple access points to that lesson. As I was walking her through the process, it hit me: if I expected teachers to find ways to differentiate their lessons to meet each student's needs, shouldn't I differentiate my professional development to do the same thing?

Builders understand that teachers are at different stages in their development and, thus, need different types and levels of support. I covered differentiated supports extensively in my book Never Underestimate Your Teachers, but I'll summarize them here.

Most teacher evaluation systems categorize teaching expertise into four basic levels, and I do the same.

Novice teachers have limited experience, exposure, and expertise. Sometimes that is because they have only been teaching for a few months or years. Other times it's because they have been repeating their first year of teaching over and over again for several years. For example, novice teachers may not check for understanding during the lesson. They may not even realize that they have lost students entirely. Either way, novice teachers are missing something from their practice and need help acquiring knowledge or skill. (Your district may refer to a novice teacher as "Needs Improvement," "Unsatisfactory," or "Level 1.")

Apprentice teachers have a basic understanding of teaching. They generally know what to do, but they struggle with how to do it. They lack what I call "teacher sense," where they can read the needs of their students and respond in real time to those needs. Apprentices tend to plow through the lesson regardless of what students are doing. For instance, apprentices know that you need to check for understanding and include understanding checks in their lessons. But they do not adjust their teaching based on how students respond to these understanding checks. Apprentices therefore need support around the execution of skills. They need help applying the teaching strategies more effectively. (Your district may refer to an apprentice teacher as "Progressing," "Developing," or "Level 2.")

Practitioner teachers are proficient in the classroom, and their practice shows skill and economy. They have a repertoire of practice that works with most students and are generally effective and efficient in the classroom. However, they do have some gaps in their practice. For instance, practitioners will check for understanding and respond immediately if they detect that students are off track. While their strategies will help most students get back on track, they may inadvertently leave a few behind. Because they experience small gaps in instruction such as these, practitioners need help assimilating their skills to close these gaps. (Your district may refer to a practitioner as "Effective," "Proficient," or "Level 3.")

Master teachers are not only effective and efficient but also able to reach every single student in their classroom. Their practice is seamless, and they not only anticipate students' needs, they transfer ownership and responsibility for learning to students so that students can become self-directed. Master teachers also check for understanding and anticipate misunderstandings before they arise, and they empower students to monitor their own understanding so that they can become self-advocates for what they need to learn more successfully. Because they are effective in the classroom, and because their practice appears effortless, master teachers can often become "unconsciously competent" and do not enhance their areas of strength or pursue opportunities to extend their practice further. That means that they are in danger of getting into a rut. Thus, they need help continuously adapting their practice to new and novel circumstances. (Your district may refer to a master teacher as "Highly Effective," "Distinguished," or "Level 4.")

Given that teachers at different levels have different challenges, it's important to give them the kind of support that directly addresses their specific challenges and helps them advance to the next level. The chart in Figure 2.4 gives an overview of the general needs of teachers at each level and what will help them grow.



Figure 2.4. The Builder's Response to the Four Levels of Skill


Level: Novice

Teacher's Primary Challenge: Missing key knowledge or skills

Support Focus: Acquire facility with key skills and knowledge


*     *     *


Level: Apprentice

Teacher's Primary Challenge: Incorrect or incomplete use of strategies

Support Focus: Apply knowledge and strategies to be more responsive to students' needs


*     *     *


Level: Practitioner

Teacher's Primary Challenge: Small gaps in practice

Support Focus: Assimilate knowledge and skills to create a more seamless practice


*     *     *


Level: Master Teacher

Teacher's Primary Challenge: Potential to atrophy over time

Support Focus: Adapt knowledge and skills to new and novel circumstances continually




Even if you are working with teachers on mastering the same skill, your support will vary based on their current level of expertise with that skill. For instance, suppose you are working with teachers on asking higher-level questions during instruction. You would not give all teachers the same professional development or resources, because not all teachers have the same understanding of or expertise with higher-order questioning strategies. Instead, you'd give teachers differentiated support to meet their specific needs.

You might give teachers at the novice level support that helps them acquire an understanding of higher-order questions and some basic questioning techniques they can use with their students. The focus of your support would be to introduce them to the strategy and help them develop basic proficiency with it.

Because teachers at the apprentice level already have a basic proficiency with higher-order questioning, your support for these teachers would focus on helping them apply the strategy more effectively in the classroom. This might include helping them adjust the timing or order of their questions so that they build students' understanding over the course of the lesson and showing them how to follow up with students who do not answer questions correctly.

Teachers at the practitioner level are already proficient in higher-order questioning and already using it regularly in the classroom. Therefore, you might help them develop additional strategies to make their questioning even stronger. Maybe they need help figuring out how to cast follow-up questions that will lead struggling students to the targeted understandings? Maybe they need help figuring out how to shift their questioning to make it more student-driven and less teacher-led?

For your teachers at the master teacher level, your approach would be different still. Because these teachers are already using higher-order questions effectively and are already helping students ask higher-order questions of their own, they usually don't need additional strategies (even though these teachers typically love to learn and might welcome them). Instead, you might help these teachers adapt their higher-order questioning to include helping students analyze their questions and answers to foster student metacognition.

Although this might seem quadruple the work of, say, simply hiring a consultant to provide a daylong professional development for the entire staff on higher-order questioning, it's not. Not when you add in the hidden work that these one-time, one-size-fits-all sessions tend to generate. Think about the last time you spent precious professional development (PD) funds to provide your staff with training only to visit classrooms a few days later and see that very little of it had actually affected teachers' instruction. Maybe you had to schedule follow-up sessions or set up one-on-one meetings. Think of how, once that daylong PD or that book study or that special program you purchased for everyone is finished, you still must work to get every teacher implementing a particular strategy consistently and with fidelity. All this hidden work is what makes generalized teacher support both frustrating and exhausting.

What differentiated supports do is take the futility out of support and make it exponentially more effective. By using the simple system of matching the teacher skill level to the right level of support, you will always know exactly how to give teachers what they need right now to improve. And, if you plan your professional development and follow-up support with these levels of support in mind, you will not only reach all of your teachers but also help all of your teachers make improvements every single time.

That is especially important when working with high will/low skill teachers. Because we see their motivation and commitment, we tend to assume that they will be able to access our supports and will quickly make improvements. To their credit, they almost always do the first part. But their low skill status means they often don't have the background knowledge, experience, or expertise to implement our supports, even though they badly want to. That leads to a lot of frustration on their part; they do everything we tell them to do, but they still see little progress. When we calibrate our support to meet these teachers where they are and continue to adjust our support as their skill set expands so that they get what they need, when they need it, and in a way that they can use, everything changes.

Developmental support

Once you understand a teacher's current skill level and you know what type of support will help him or her improve, you need to design and deliver that support in a way that helps the teacher advance to the next skill level.

A huge mistake most leaders make, especially with high will/low skill teachers, is that they try to move these teachers from novice to master teacher in one support session. Just like students need to progress from one level to the next, teachers need to grow one level at a time. That means that in order to give teachers developmental support, you need to understand what it will take to help teachers move from one level to the next level. And in order to do that, you need to spend some time with your teacher evaluation rubric.

Whenever I suggest to my clients that they go through their evaluation instrument, they immediately groan. They still have PTSD from the various "unpacking" exercises their district enforced at the launch of their latest teacher evaluation rubric. But when I show them how spending some time going through their evaluation rubric can help them give teachers the kind of support that helps them grow at least one level in at least one domain in a year or less, they immediately get excited. Suddenly, their teacher evaluation system makes sense, and they can see exactly how to leverage it to help all their teachers make tangible progress each year.

First, you need to understand that every teacher evaluation rubric is progressive, with every level building on the one before it. There is usually a slight but critical difference between these levels, and if you can understand that critical difference, you will know exactly what a teacher needs to do to move from the level they're on to the next level.

Second, every evaluation rubric follows a specific pattern that is aligned with teachers' primary need at each level. For instance, the major difference between a novice and an apprentice is that the novice's practice is missing something and the apprentice's practice is not. Thus, the moment the novice acquires what is missing (such as a skill or a strategy, even if the application is limited), that novice becomes an apprentice.

The primary difference between an apprentice and a practitioner is that the apprentice's application of a strategy is not entirely effective, and a practitioner's is. Thus, the moment an apprentice can apply a strategy effectively, that apprentice becomes a practitioner.

The major difference between a practitioner and a master teacher is that a practitioner's practice is effective but not entirely seamless. A practitioner may be great at applying a certain strategy with most students but still have some students fall through the cracks. The moment a practitioner assimilates a strategy fully and closes these gaps in practice, that practitioner becomes a master teacher.

Finally, the major challenge of a master teacher is to maintain and extend effective practice over time. The key to staying a master teacher is the ability to adapt practice to ensure they meet the ever-changing needs of students.

Simply put, the way to keep all of your teachers growing is to identify the aspects of their practice within each domain or skill area that require support and then provide them with what they need to get to the next level. I work with my clients to take their entire evaluation rubric and create a chart like the one in Figure 2.5 for each domain. That way, no matter what teacher they encounter, they know exactly what to do to move that teacher from where they are to the next level. Do this consistently with every teacher, and you will start to see teachers moving one level in at least one domain in one year or less.



Figure 2.5. The Key to Teacher Growth by Mastery Level

To get from Novice to Apprentice teachers need to Acquire.

To get from Apprentice to Practitioner teachers need to Apply.

To get from Practitioner to Master Teacher teachers need to Assimilate.

To get from Master Teacher to Master Teacher teachers need to Adapt.




Deliberate support

Deliberate support means you're not providing general support and hoping that your teachers grow; you're tracking teachers' progress and adjusting your support over time to ensure that they grow.

All too often, we sit down with teachers at the beginning of a school year and construct teacher growth plans for the year. But once those plans are mapped out, we rarely revisit them, let alone use them to track teacher progress toward goals. How is it that we have endless data meetings to track student progress (sometimes by each individual standard!) and we do not do the same for teachers? We need to track the growth and development of all of our teachers (and especially our high will/low skill teachers) and adjust the developmental supports we're providing to ensure continued growth. This not only improves these teachers' skill over time but also sustains their will by providing them with tangible evidence that they are making the progress they desperately want to make.

When I work with clients, one of the first things we do is create a teacher dashboard, which looks something like Figure 2.6.



Figure 2.6. A Typical Teacher Dashboard


Admin: R. Jackson

   Teacher: George Jetson

   "One Thing": Classroom management

   Focus: Apply

   Support: Workshop

   Notes: Upcoming formal observation 3/14


*     *     *


   Teacher: Fred Flintstone

   "One Thing": Rigorous assessments

   Focus: Acquire

   Support: Modeling

   Notes: Get copy of lesson plan by 4/1


*     *     *


   Teacher: Barney Rubble

   "One Thing": Questioning strategies

   Focus: Adapt

   Support: Professional conference

   Notes: Need sub


*     *     *


   Teacher: Mighty Mouse

   "One Thing": Transitions

   Focus: Assimilate

   Support: Peer review with reflection

   Notes: Send protocol by 3/22




The "Admin" column is where you list the administrator who is responsible for evaluating that teacher. The reason to group teachers by administrator is so that the administrator will remain accountable for moving their teachers each year. If you have instructional coaches assigned to specific teachers, you can also include their names in this column. Next, in the second column, you list the teacher's name. Every teacher in your school should be listed on your teacher dashboard.

In the third column, you list that teacher's "one thing" (see p. 55)—that teacher's developmental focus for the year.

In the fourth column, you want to list their current level regarding their one thing—not their overall teaching level, but what they need to do right now (acquire, apply, assimilate, or adapt)—to demonstrate growth in their one thing. Your tool for this will be your chosen evaluation rubric.

In the fifth column, you will list what professional development and support you are currently offering the teacher. Maybe it's sending this teacher to a district workshop or providing one-on-one support through an instructional coach.

The last column is for your notes. You'll include things like the dates you conducted informal or formal observations, records of conversations you had with the teacher (you can even directly link to your observation notes if you are creating an electronic dashboard), and any additional observations from others who are working with the teacher (e.g., instructional coaches or team leaders). This is the space to record any other additional information that might inform how you can better support the teacher.

The deliberate aspect of surefire support means every teacher in your building is represented on your dashboard. And each week, you will sit down and review where every teacher is in terms of moving at least one level in one domain. If you have assistant principals, then you will want to meet as an entire team to review your teacher dashboard. You'll likely want to include your instructional coaches in these meetings as well. The all-hands approach will enable you to quickly intervene if a teacher is struggling or adjust your support approach if you find that someone is not progressing as the expected rate. You can also use this time to discuss what additional supports your teachers will need in order to help your school better achieve your school purpose for students.

The magic of using a teacher dashboard goes beyond being able to track teacher growth. It helps you be more deliberate in how you support teachers in a way that facilitates their growth. Over time, you will see patterns and trends that will inform your continued support efforts and reveal what is and is not working. With this insight, you will save time, maintain momentum, ensure no teacher falls through the cracks, and keep all teachers moving toward mastery.

Surefire Support in Action

The combination of differentiated, developmental, and deliberate practices ensures that every teacher in your building gets the support necessary to grow at least one level in one domain in one year or less. Now, instead of providing generalized support, hoping it works, and being frustrated when it doesn't, you have a system to provide consistent support to teachers and see predictable, tangible growth in every teacher, every year.

What makes this surefire support especially powerful for high will/low skill teachers, who very much want to improve, is that it gives them a specific and continuous pathway to mastery. Now, instead of floundering to grow their skill, they have the exact supports they need to become the teachers they dream of becoming. This kind of "will boost" comes to all four teacher types, actually. The more you align your supports to the school purpose, the more motivated your teachers will be to access the supports and grow. Plus, as they see the supports working, they will become even more motivated to access additional supports.

Keishia's story is a great example of that. When Keishia, an elementary school principal, first started using the surefire support system with her teachers, she did not have any master teachers in her school. Most of her teachers were performing at either the novice or apprentice level. In fact, her school was consistently one of the worst-performing schools in her very large school district.

But she faithfully provided differentiated, developmental, and deliberate support to her teachers, and after the first year, she saw most of them grow at least one level in at least one domain. What's more, her school catapulted from the bottom of her district's ranking right to the midpoint: 25 out of 50 schools. Let me say again that this all happened over the course of a single year of surefire support.

By Year 2, Keishia had moved two teachers to the master teacher level. By Year 3, she had another two master teachers and only two teachers at the novice level. She plans to have all of her teachers at either the apprentice or master teacher level in two years.

Let's back up to Year 1. Initially, the teachers in Keishia's school accepted the status quo, as bad as it was. They were overwhelmed with student behavior issues and felt that they had little time to focus on growing professionally. They were just trying to survive. But the more Keishia applied surefire support, the more her teachers grew. The more they grew, the more results they started to see in their students. The more results they experienced, the more they wanted to grow. Now every teacher in her school will tell you that they are on the path to mastery, and they all believe that they will get there.

Accountability: The Builder's Response to Low Will/Low Skill

We've all encountered low will/low skill teachers. They are ineffective in the classroom, and they don't seem to care. Many appear to be "retired on the job," doing the least amount of work possible. You try to get them to want to do better, but they seem stuck in their ways. It can feel almost impossible to help them improve.

Because teachers in this state lack both the will and the skill to achieve your school purpose, it can be hard to determine where to focus your efforts. Do you begin by targeting their motivation and hope that once they recommit to doing the right thing for students, they will take it upon themselves to develop the necessary skill? Or do you start with their classroom skill set and hope that as their pedagogy improves, they will feel more inspired to apply their abilities to benefit their students?

The answer is that you start with neither.

As Chip and Dan Heath (2010) point out in their book Switch, there are times when the best approach is to bypass trying to change will and skill and instead focus on changing the situation. We underestimate the power that a person's situation has on their behavior. Stanford psychologist Lee Ross (1977) calls this "fundamental attribution error," and he argues that we often erroneously attribute a person's behavior to the way they are rather than the situation they are in.

Fundamental attribution error is why we often find the low will/low skill teacher so frustrating. We think that they are low will/low skill because they are lazy or don't care about kids, and we think that is wrong, especially in light of our vision, mission, and core values. But what we often fail to see is that, in most cases, teachers get into a low will/low skill state not because of who they are but because of their current situation. If you can change their situation, you can change their behavior. And the best way to change teachers' situation is through what I call "embedded accountability."

When you hear the word "accountability," you probably think of setting expectations and holding teachers responsible for meeting these expectations. In fact, many of us have even been trained to use accountability to get rid of low-performing teachers—to cut the "dead weight" that's slowing us down, holding us back. If they don't want to be there, and they aren't going to do what it takes to improve, why should we bother keeping them on staff? So we make the rules clear, and when the low will/low skill teacher "breaks" these rules, we start a paper trail until either the teacher improves or there's enough evidence to move for dismissal.

There are a number of things wrong with that kind of "accountability."

First, going after teachers as leverage to improve their will and skill typically just makes everything worse. While you are working on getting rid of a teacher, their skill and will is constantly eroding, meaning students are suffering even more. Plus, you may lose that battle for dismissal, meaning that teacher will be sent right back to your school even less motivated to change.

Second, going after teachers takes an awful lot of time. Don't you have better things to do than create a paper trail of mistakes, errors, and infractions? Is that really why you became an educator?

Third, this kind of accountability wrecks your culture. Going after teachers creates tension for you, your administrative team, and other teachers on staff. Even if the other teachers agree that the teacher you are targeting should be gone, once that teacher is gone, they may wonder, "Am I next?" Whenever you "go after" a teacher, you put a crack in the trust and rapport you're trying to build with all your teachers.

True accountability means that people are so committed to your school purpose that they will do the right thing even when no one is looking. You'll never get true accountability by chasing, checking, and correcting people.

Practice Accountability Like a Builder

Instead of running around enforcing expectations and trying to hold everyone accountable, builders put systems in place to help everyone be accountable. What's more, builders don't see accountability as punishment for bad behavior but as a way to encourage good behavior. When staff members are not performing as expected, builders don't assume this reflects laziness, sloppiness, or spite. They ask themselves, "What can I do to make it more likely that people will engage in the right behaviors, even when I'm not looking?" In other words, builders don't waste time blaming people; they focus on improving the process. The question they want to answer isn't "How do I get the best out of my people?" but "How do I create an environment where everyone can perform at their very best?"

Remember the first lesson of buildership: it begins with purpose. Your vision, mission, and core values set clear expectations for everyone on staff. They tell everyone what the right work is and the right way to go about it. You want the kind of accountability system that ensures that everyone is able to meet those expectations consistently.

In order to create universal accountability throughout your school, there are three things you must do. First, you must align accountability to your school purpose. Then you must make accountability simple. And finally, you must reinforce it consistently.

Align Accountability to Your Purpose

It doesn't make sense to hold people accountable for behaviors that do not matter. That's petty and bureaucratic and a complete waste of everyone's time. The first step in building an effective accountability system is to identify what behaviors are most critical to helping your school achieve your school purpose and focus on these and only these.

For instance, if your school vision is All students will be reading on grade level by grade 2, your accountability efforts should ensure teachers understand the grade-level proficiency standards, are making good use of literacy-boosting instructional strategies during the dedicated literacy block, and are carefully assessing students' reading progress. These are all behaviors that affect your school's ability to achieve your vision, which makes them a higher priority than whether teachers are accurately recording the lunch count each day, updating their bulletin boards each month, or dressing according to the school dress code. I'm not saying that laxness in administrative function, classroom décor, and professional image aren't annoying or even unimportant. I'm not even saying that you can't speak to teachers about behaviors like this from time to time. I'm just saying that you should focus the lion's share of your accountability efforts on the behaviors that matter most. You have limited time and energy, and it's better to invest them in the things that will have the biggest impact.

When accountability is directly tied to your school purpose, staff members can use the school vision, mission, and core values to make good decisions, even when you are not around to remind them. When you have gotten buy-in on your vision, and the mission and core values have been co-created, that process in itself creates built-in accountability. You won't need to spend time chasing, checking, and correcting because, if your teachers have ownership of the school purpose (as they will if you go through the purpose process correctly), they protect that purpose and use it to guide their work.

Let's say that your school mission statement is We exist to help students find and successfully pursue their passion. Armed with that mission, you and your staff can now distinguish between what is acceptable and unacceptable and make decisions much more easily. Each individual teacher knows to ask, "Does the way I am teaching help my students successfully pursue their passions? If not, I need to adjust. Is the way that I am disciplining this student helping this student modify her behavior without diminishing her passion for learning? If not, I need to adjust."

This built-in accountability even works on a more granular level. Suppose your school's mission statement is We exist to help students master rigorous content. Now suppose one of your English teachers is trying to determine which text to teach in an upcoming unit. She has a choice of three texts approved by the district. Without a mission statement, she might just choose the text she's read before or the one that appeals to her personally. But with We exist to help students master rigorous content top of mind, she will know to select the text that best provides students with an opportunity to master rigorous content.

The more that you make your accountability system about your vision, mission, and core values, the more teachers will be able to use it to guide them through the various day-to-day decisions they must make. And as long as they do so, you can trust them to do the right thing, even without your oversight.

Make Your System Simple

The second step in establishing an embedded accountability system is to make accountability simple. Human beings typically follow the path of least resistance. When something is easy to do, we're more inclined to do it, regardless of our inherent inclinations. Therefore, it makes sense that if you want all your teachers—especially the low will/low skill ones—to engage in behaviors that are more supportive of your school purpose, you need to make those behaviors the default option.

I once worked at a middle school that was trying to fully embrace the middle school model. First, we ensured our students were as purely teamed as possible. Then we made sure that team members had common planning times and met weekly to discuss their students and find ways to make sure that every student on the team was well supported.

When the teams met every week, they tended to focus on the same handful of students they deemed "troublemakers." They would complain about how "lazy" these students were or lament these students' poor academic performance or behavior problems in class. Instead of being problem-solving sessions, the team meetings functioned as gripe sessions. The negativity was contagious. More and more, we heard statements like "These kids are too entitled," "These kids have no work ethic," and "These kids are lazy."

As it turned out, the problem was not with a particularly negative set of teachers but with the way that these team meetings were structured. They always began with the team leader asking about any students who were "red flags." Typically, these were always same students. After many weeks of talking about these same kids over and over—and talking about them as "problems" without ever discussing solutions—the teachers adopted a fatalistic point of view that spilled over into how they saw the rest of the students they taught. The meeting invited negativity, so that's what they offered.

The solution was to change the meeting structure. One day, we sent the teachers a list of 20 randomly selected students and asked them to observe those students throughout week and be ready to discuss how they were doing academically and socially/emotionally at the next team meeting. When the next meeting began, instead of opening with "red flag" students, we went through every name on the list. Naturally, the conversation was very different, focused on different kids and including more than just a litany of problematic behaviors and disappointing performances. Many of the 20 students on the list were thriving; we talked about what was working for these kids and what else they might need. Several other students, we discovered, had been slipping through the cracks. The conversation shifted to focus on how we might intervene now and get these kids back on track.

From then on, team meetings followed this "list of 20" format. When we shifted from just talking about "red flag" students to talking about all our students, the attitude on the team shifted as well. Instead of griping about "those kids," the teachers began to embrace all the students on the team as "our kids," and worked hard to ensure that every student on the team was successful. Even when a week's list of 20 included "red flag" students, the tone and content of the discussion was different: rather than complaining about what these kids were not doing, the teachers brainstormed viable ways to support them and give them what they needed.

The experience taught me how powerful an effect your system can have on your people. The negativity in the early team meetings was not a result of teachers not caring about students. People weren't being nasty or choosing to blame kids instead of serving them. The conversations were a direct function of the system we'd established and the easiest way to engage with it. When we adopted a better system—one in which blaming students was no longer the easiest path—the blame stopped.

It's just that simple. The more you make the right behaviors easy and the wrong behaviors difficult to impossible, the more often your staff will choose the right behaviors.

Let's try this out. Say your middle school's vision is All of our students will be eligible for at least one honors class in 9th grade. Given that eligibility for high school honors courses depends on middle school academic success, some of the core values connected to this vision might be We ensure all students engage in rigorous learning throughout their middle school career and We provide all students with the supports they need to be successful. Those are your "right behaviors": rigorous instruction for all and providing support for those who need it. Now ask how you can make those right behaviors the default instructional approach. What structures will make this easier?

First, you can make rigorous instruction easier by changing the way teachers plan. Instead of asking them to submit daily lesson plans, you ask teachers to submit unit plans that are aligned to the standards (we have an example of the unit planning template we recommend). The structure of the unit plan focuses teachers on alignment to the standard and, thus, increases the rigor of the unit.

Next, to make it easier for students to get the support they need, you can implement a proactive student intervention program schoolwide (we have an example of such a program). This plan has "red flags" that automatically trigger an intervention. For instance, a red flag might be that a student is earning a cumulative class average of 79 percent or below. There's no waiting for a teacher to recognize struggle and then design an appropriate response; any student earning a 79 percent or below is automatically pulled during the intervention time to work with teachers who will get them back on track.

In both cases, you don't need to change teachers' will or skill. You just need to set up a system that makes the right behaviors automatic. It's a way to help even low will/low skill teachers take more constructive action without having to convince them or explicitly equip them to do so.

Reinforce Your System

The third and final step in building a mastery-boosting accountability system is to reinforce it—and frankly, this is where I see so many school administrators go wrong.

You'll note here that I said you need to reinforce your system—not enforce it. Enforcing accountability is what most of us are familiar with. It's the running around with a clipboard and checking off whether teachers are doing what you've asked them to do or exhibiting the behaviors you want them to exhibit. That's not only exhausting—it's ineffective. The entire point of accountability is to help teachers practice the right behaviors automatically, even when you aren't observing or monitoring them.

Hence, what you want is reinforcement—as in positive reinforcement. This is the path to permanent changes in behavior and true accountability. No one ever became more committed to doing the right thing because someone wrote them up. Builders believe in building people up, not punishing every mistake or withholding praise until the outcome is perfect. The more you reinforce even close approximations of the right behaviors, the more committed your staff will become.

Let's look at some examples. Suppose one of your school core values is We give our best every day. With low will/low skill teachers, an administrator's immediate assumption is often that they can't be giving their best because their affect is low or because they are ineffective compared to high will/high skill teachers. But you actually have no way of knowing that assumption is true. So any time you see behavior that aligns with this core value, reinforce it. You don't have to throw a parade because a teacher was only two hours late turning in their grades as opposed to three hours late like last time, but you can acknowledge this as progress and encourage that teacher to keep it up.

Reward the good more than you punish the bad. Spend more time reinforcing the right behaviors than you do chasing, checking, and correcting the wrong ones. Not only will you enjoy your work more, you'll see more progress from your low will/low skill teachers. And here's more good news: once these teachers are consistently practicing the right behaviors, it's much easier to come in and provide them with the feedback, support, and culture they need to improve even more.

The Builder's Secret for Increasing Accountability

All too often, I get asked some version of "How can I get my teachers to follow the rules?" My answer is always the same: you can't.

Trying to force, cajole, or otherwise persuade teachers to do something is truly a waste of time. Even if you are successful, can you really be sure that they are acting of their own free will rather than out of compliance? Do you really think compliance will be enough to help you achieve your vision for students? For builders, the answer is no. Builders don't want compliance; they want commitment. And you can't force someone to commit. That's why traditional accountability measures don't work.

Instead of pushing from behind like bosses do, or pulling from ahead like leaders do, builders let go and stop trying to force or persuade. Because they know the work starts with them, they venture out ahead and start building something so compelling that others will want to be a part of it. It might just be one or two people who join in at first, but builders are patient. They know that as others get interested and decide to join in the construction, they create a gravitational pull toward the vision, mission, and core values that's hard to resist. Before long, others join in, one by one, until everyone on staff has freely chosen to do the work and is fully committed to seeing it through.

The kind of accountability builders practice is about getting everyone in the organization so committed to the school purpose that they will hold themselves accountable for achieving the vision, living out the mission, and aligning their practice to the school core values each and every day. Builders set the standard by modeling this kind of accountability for others.

By aligning your accountability system to your purpose, making the right behaviors easier and the wrong behaviors harder, and reinforcing your system, you will see progress from your low will/low skill teachers. But you'll also see progress across the board.

And those who still choose not to be accountable? Well, builders never focus on "getting rid" of them. Instead, they patiently nurture their accountability systems until they achieve one of two outcomes: either the teacher becomes accountable and develops the will and skill to achieve the school purpose, or the teacher leaves on their own. Either way, you haven't driven teachers out of your building. To the contrary: you've built a school environment where doing the right thing is easier and more rewarding than doing the wrong thing, which results in teachers developing skill. And you've created an environment where teachers feel safe choosing the right behaviors on their own, which results in teachers increasing their will. True accountability is not forcing teachers to do the right thing or else; it's growing your staff's ability and motivation to make better and better choices and, thus, get closer and closer to achieving the vision, mission, and core values of your school.

Culture: The Builder's Response to Low Will/High Skill

Perhaps the most frustrating group of teachers are those who have the skill to achieve your school purpose but do not work toward it. Often it's because they don't fully embrace your vision, mission, and core values.

These teachers are too skilled to be "evaluated out," and efforts to change their mind, get them on board, or win them over are usually a dead end. The harder you try, the harder they fight back, consuming both time and energy and damaging your culture. Some of them resist passive-aggressively, paying lip service to your school ideals while subtly sabotaging them in the way that they work with students or interact with colleagues.

But let's put a pin in that frustration and focus on the good news: low will/high skill teachers are effective in the classroom. They already have the tools necessary to help your students reach your vision, live out your mission, and even practice your core values. That means they can become some of the best teachers in your building—if you can move their will.

Many people think that changing a person's will is hard, and to some degree it is, if you attempt to use traditional leadership practices. In fact, the way that we are typically trained to deal with low will/high skill teachers actually increases their resistance. That's because when we go after these teachers, they typically have the means to fight back. Sometimes that means calling the union and fighting through official channels. Other times that means the equivalent of guerilla warfare—a sarcastic remark during a staff meeting, complaints in the staff lounge, passive-aggressive compliance during team meetings—that can poison the rest of your staff and turn your school culture toxic.

Fortunately, there is a powerful tool you can use to help improve a low will/high skill teacher's will, while simultaneously strengthening all that you are building in your school. When it's used correctly, you not only will neutralize any toxicity coming from your low will/high skill teachers but can actually help them choose to support your school purpose and ultimately embrace it. That tool is the fourth and final discipline: culture.

Address Culture Like a Builder

Culture stands out a little among the Four Disciplines of Buildership. Unlike accountability, support, and feedback, which are very concrete, culture seems more ephemeral. And yet, if you don't deliberately shape and maintain your culture, your culture will destroy the work you have done in the other three disciplines. As business management guru Peter Drucker famously said, "Culture eats strategy for breakfast."

What this means is that you can give teachers all the great feedback and support and accountability in the world, but if you do it inside a toxic school culture, that toxicity will undermine everything else. That's because culture is the great multiplier. If you have a negative school culture, it will multiply all that isn't working in your school. And if you have a positive school culture, it will multiply and magnify your work with teachers.

This is why builders are deliberate about building and maintaining a culture where masterful teaching is the norm, and students and families thrive as a result. They know that a healthy school culture will magnify feedback, maximize support, and increase the school's accountability to students.

Of course, building that kind of culture isn't easy. A lot of the time, leaders leave culture alone. It's too hard to address, they say. Or maybe they try to build a positive culture by creating staff socials, putting Starbucks gift cards in teachers' boxes, throwing parties and pep rallies when students hit benchmarks, and creating team T-shirts.

Now I love a Starbucks gift card as much as the next person (and if you want to send me one, I guarantee it would make me feel very positive), but giving out gift cards or putting doughnuts in the staff lounge is not the same thing as building a positive school culture. What's more, if you aren't deliberate about building culture, you will always be vulnerable to those toxic voices who want to destroy your culture. It's not that builders don't buy an occasional box of doughnuts or throw an occasional pep rally; it's that builders know that those are the signs of a good culture, not the root causes.

Building a positive school culture—one where teachers enthusiastically collaborate for the good of students, treat students with love and kindness, and yet hold themselves and students to high standards—takes a specific set of tools sequenced a specific way. You have to understand how cultures are built in order to deliberately build one.

The Components of Culture

When it comes down to it, culture is really just a collection of organizational habits and the stories we tell about them.

Our organizational habits are the things we do every day to accomplish our goals for students. They are a school's true purpose on display, revealing what we think our work really is, what we think is important, and what we think our role is in accomplishing that work. Our stories are the narratives we tell ourselves and one another about the work we do. Our stories reveal how we view the work, its relative importance, and how we view each other. Those two critical elements—habits and stories—are what we use to shape culture and maintain it. They create the norms and unwritten expectations by which everyone abides.

Stories and habits are very powerful when working with all your teachers, but here's why they are especially powerful when working with low will/high skill teachers. First, direct confrontation rarely changes will. As I noted earlier, people usually choose the path of least resistance. The easier you make the right behaviors and the harder you make the wrong behaviors, the more your teachers will choose the right behaviors by default. When you establish strong organizational habits, you make the right behaviors the default behaviors and thus make it harder for low will/high skill teachers to act outside your school purpose.

What's more, because everyone is participating in the organizational habits, you leverage the power of peer pressure. Rather than fighting the toxic low-will behaviors on your own, you recruit your entire staff to reinforce the right behaviors and discourage the wrong behaviors. It's very hard to fight against cultural norms. Establishing strong organizational habits that support your school purpose can get even your most resistant teachers to adopt the right behaviors because it's just easier to do so.

Stories are also a very powerful way to help low will/high skill teachers increase their will, because all human beings use stories to make sense of their environment. That means that most toxic behavior is an outgrowth of a toxic story someone is telling themselves. If you can help teachers reframe the story they are telling themselves about your school, your students, even your own relationship with them, you can dramatically shift their will.

With the power of habits and stories established, let's dig a bit deeper into both and look specifically at how they can shape and serve your culture.

Habits

Every school has a collection of organizational habits. Maybe most of your teachers eat lunch together every day, or all wear jeans on Fridays, or they sit by department at staff meetings. Perhaps your school has notoriously long team meetings, or hosts a staff chili cook-off every fall, or meets for happy hour after work every Thursday to complain about their working conditions. Maybe all your teachers consistently arrive to work early, or prefer to work alone instead of collaborating, or enthusiastically support the local teachers union. These things may seem inconsequential, accidental even, but they are not. They are ingrained habits that cumulatively shape your culture. Organizational habits will inevitably form, whether you deliberately create them or not. But builders are deliberate about shaping their organizational habits. They believe that core values should drive organizational habits. Thus, they intentionally create organizational habits that support everyone in living out their school core values each day.

What's more, builders know that the results a school achieves are a direct result of its organizational habits. The right habits put the right behaviors on autopilot.

Imagine for a moment that you want to lose weight. Your success or failure is a direct result of your habits. If you have a habit of eating junk for breakfast, skipping the gym, and stopping for fast food every evening on your way home from work, you will not lose weight. If, on the other hand, you have the habit of getting up early and working out every day, eating healthy food, and getting enough rest, you are more likely to lose weight and maintain a healthy weight for the rest of your life. Your ability to lose weight is a direct reflection of your habits.

The same is true for schools. Your school success or failure is a natural consequence of your organizational habits.

When leaders grasp this, their first response is often to rush back to school and try to change all of their organizational habits at once. That's just like deciding to lose weight and immediately putting yourself on some drastic diet, committing to working out twice per day, and taking a bunch of supplements. You might be able to keep up with that regimen for a few days or weeks, but it's not sustainable—and honestly, it's not necessary. You don't have to change everything to dramatically shift your culture. You just have to change the right things.

So which habits to target? The answer here is a simple one: focus first on those habits that will reinforce your vision, mission, and core values. Any habit you create should directly serve your school purpose. If you can align your organizational habits to your vision, mission, and core values, you can shift your culture and get everyone working consistently toward your purpose for your school.

Here's an example. I once worked with a high school in New Mexico that chose the core value We have each other's backs. The idea was that they, as a school staff, believed in supporting one another. Still, while they said they had each other's backs, people were often doing their own thing and not going out of their way to support their team members. So the administrative team decided to create a new organizational habit. They bought a bunch of bamboo back scratchers and painted them in their school colors. Every time they noticed a teacher supporting another teacher (e.g., covering a colleague's classes during chemotherapy appointments, sharing resources with a colleague new to the school), they made a note of it and handed out a back scratcher to the teachers on the list at the next faculty meeting. Soon, teachers were displaying their back scratchers in their classrooms and accumulating a collection of back scratchers. Before long, teachers were going out of their way to "have each other's back," until doing so became an organizational habit in the school.

Another of my clients, an elementary school just outside Phoenix, Arizona, was really struggling with a toxic culture. Most of the teachers in the building were strong pedagogically, but they tended to group in cliques, and there was a lot of infighting among the staff. In fact, the different factions of teachers often gathered to complain about the administration, and eventually, those complaints extended to the kids. Before long, there was a pervasive spirit of negativity among the staff.

The school's administrative team initially addressed this toxicity by clarifying the vision, mission, and core values. While this work helped some, teachers were still pretty pessimistic that the school could reach their vision. They also were more interested in holding others to the core values than living them themselves. The answer, the administrative team decided, was to create a new habit. They began starting every meeting by reviewing the vision, mission, and core values and asking teachers to each say how they had lived out the school purpose that week. As you can imagine, at the beginning, there was a lot of eye-rolling as teachers impatiently pushed to get through the meeting as quickly as possible. Many complained that this new habit was a waste of time.

But then something strange happened. After a few weeks, the teachers started looking forward to sharing examples of how they had lived out the school purpose that week. And they began to be inspired by one another's stories. Before long, teachers started showing their colleagues a little more grace, and the tightly drawn battle lines began to blur a little. It took time, but by being stubborn about this new habit, the administrative team was able to change the tenor of the conversations from mostly negative to mostly positive. In doing so, they also shifted the culture of the school.

You don't always have to make sweeping, dramatic changes in your school to achieve sweeping, dramatic results. Often, it's the small shifts in habits that give you the most traction.

Look at your current organizational habits and see if they are supporting or undermining your ability to reach your school vision, mission, and core values. Then target any habits that are undermining your school purpose and build new ones that will support it.

Begin by thinking about what it would look like if everyone lived your core values and pursued your mission and vision every day. For instance, if your mission is We exist to give students a safe place to explore their potential, what does that actually look like? What makes or would make your school a safe (or safer) place for students to explore their potential? Perhaps it means encouraging students to take risks without fear of being judged if they fail. If that's the case, what habits could you institute that will allow students to take risks safely? Perhaps you could avoid asking right/wrong answers during class discussions and instead ask questions and follow them up in a way that encourages students to explore ideas without trying to get the "right answer." Or you might establish the habit of giving "not yets" instead of failing grades. Or you might allow all students to resubmit work without penalty. Try to choose habits that reinforce your school purpose.

You also need to audit your current organizational habits to look for ones that do not align with your school purpose and adjust them.

Here's what happened when Paul, a middle school principal I worked with, took a closer look at his organizational habits. During a workshop session focused on constructing a master schedule aligned with purpose, I noticed Paul was pretty disengaged. When I stopped by his table (he was checking his e-mail), he looked up and smiled apologetically. "I'm not trying to be rude," he said. "It's just that we already have a great master schedule my teachers love, and I think it reflects our core values."

I studied the color-coded document Paul had pulled from his briefcase. "What are your school vision, mission, and core values?" I asked him. Paul's face brightened. He told me about his school's vision that every student will get a developmentally appropriate education that puts them on a solid pathway toward career and college success. He told me their mission was to help every student discover their own unique potential and gifts, and he told me that one of their strongest core values was to put students first.

I looked at his master schedule again and handed it back to him. "Unfortunately, your master schedule doesn't support that."

The look he gave me was pure incredulity. "But my teachers love this schedule!" he protested.

I sat down next to him, and we looked at his schedule together.

First, we looked at the 6th grade schedule. All of their academic courses were in the morning. Then they had lunch, advisory, and PE/arts in the afternoon.

When I asked Paul why the schedule was created that way, he said, "Because it allows teachers to have two 'free' hours—lunch and planning—back to back."

As soon as he said those words, he stopped.

I waited.

"That doesn't sound very student-first does it?" he asked sheepishly.

I shook my head.

"But if I go back to my teachers and tell them that we are changing this schedule, which they love, they will go nuts. They'll crucify me."

I reminded him of what we had talked about in the training that morning. "Either you believe in your purpose or you don't. Right now, you have an organizational habit around how you make scheduling decisions that undermines your purpose. So you have two choices. You can either change the schedule, or you can change your purpose."

When Paul left that day, I didn't really believe he would do anything about the schedule. So imagine my surprise when Paul showed up at the next training session with a color-coded chart in hand.

"Our new master schedule," he proudly declared.

I took a quick look. Immediately I could see that it was much more aligned with his purpose, with the academic load distributed more evenly throughout the day in a way that seemed more attuned to the needs of his students.

"I went back to my teachers and showed them the original schedule and walked them through how it didn't align with our purpose," he explained. Then I told them what you said about how we could either change our schedule or change our purpose. They didn't want to give up on our purpose. They really believe in our vision, mission, and core values, so they chose to change the schedule. What's really crazy is that they came up with this schedule on their own!"

Paul's experience illustrates that when you have a compelling purpose, you don't have to wrangle people into shifting their habits, their environment, or their comfort zone. The things you were afraid to ask of them, they willingly volunteer to do on their own—if doing so will help them better align with your school purpose. In fact, the majority of your staff will do so willingly. And the more they do, the more their collective commitment can overcome any resistance from a low-will teacher.

But if the culture you build does not align with your purpose, your low will/high skill teachers can weaponize that culture to undermine your school vision, mission, and core values. For instance, if that principal hadn't gone back to his staff and changed their master schedule, a low will/high skill teacher could decide that students really aren't first and used that two-hour block for lunch to serve his own needs instead of his students' needs. When confronted, that teacher could claim that their teaching contract guarantees a "duty-free lunch." That teacher could then embroil the principal in all kinds of petty skirmishes that pit protecting his lunch and planning time against serving students.

In contrast, when you're deliberate about aligning every organizational habit to the core purpose, it gets a lot harder for low will/high skill teachers to find a viable way to use your culture against you. Plus, it will be harder for them to find other teachers who are sympathetic to their cause when it's clear how the habit you're asking teachers to establish aligns with the school purpose they have already embraced.


A worksheet that guides you through a full audit of your organizational habits to determine which ones might be undermining your school.



Stories

Just like every organization has a collection of habits, every organization has its collection of stories that convey how it collectively views itself, the people who comprise it, and the work they do. These stories coalesce into a reigning narrative that influences how people approach their work and how they treat each other. It's also the lens through which people make decisions, develop strategies, and exercise their commitment to school purpose. Put simply, your school's reigning narrative drives your school culture.

What's really interesting about reigning narratives is that whether or not they are true is largely irrelevant. Your collective stories—true or false, biased or blinkered—become your collective reality. That means that whoever controls your school's narrative controls your culture.

Low will/high skill teachers intuitively understand this; if you're not careful, they can use rumors and innuendo to position their version of your school story as the reigning narrative. Nature abhors a vacuum, so in the absence of a clear and compelling narrative from you, it is easy for someone else to provide a counter-narrative that can quickly become the dominant one.

This is why you need to get your school success story straight. Tell a compelling story of your school purpose and what achieving it will mean for students. Make your story so clear for teachers that there is no ambiguity. And make sure your story sticks. Fill the vacuum with your school story before someone else fills it with theirs.

Unfortunately, so many leaders miss this. They allow others to hijack their school story and reshape the reigning narrative to serve another agenda. These leaders tend to dismiss storytelling as "fluffy" and superfluous; they're here to "focus on the real work." The result is they spend a lot of time cleaning up the inevitable havoc that a rogue narrative can wreak on school culture.

Builders know better. They deliberately shape their school narrative and take steps to make it the reigning narrative. The way they do this is by inviting teachers into their school story. You see, if you make your school story about you, as so many leaders do, your story will get ignored. If you make your school story about your teachers, they will embrace it and make it their narrative, too.

Builders understand that it's not about them—what they want to do for students or how they want to transform the school. To put it directly, you're not the hero of the story; your people are. Your teachers and staff are the ones who are going to earn the success you're building together. Make sure your story shows them what they are working for, why it's so important, and what role each of them will need to play to achieve the goal. The more you help your people see themselves as the drivers of your school purpose, the more engaged with and committed to it they will become.

I've helped many schools craft a compelling story that has become the reigning narrative of their schools. Often, the work involves rewriting and refocusing a narrative that's been in place for a long time. I remember working with one administrative team from a K–3 special education center to shift their school story from "We need to meet legal paperwork requirements to avoid being sued," to "When we keep accurate records, we eliminate gaps in support and help all our students meet or exceed their goals." That reigning narrative transformed the staff from merely complying with paperwork requirements (after a lot of pushing, threatening, and cajoling) to a staff that took pride in keeping great records without being pushed. It wasn't that the teachers couldn't keep accurate records before; they just found paperwork a nuisance. They had the skill, but they didn't have the will. The administrators stopped trying to change the teachers; instead, they changed the school story, and the teachers responded by stepping up.

The same thing happened with a superintendent whose district's reigning narrative was that "good enough" was good enough. The resulting culture was one in which people were satisfied with the status quo and weren't really interested in doing better. He started telling a story about how, together, they were building a district where all students would not just be OK—they would thrive. He created a graduate profile that painted an inspirational picture of what thriving meant in his district. Soon, his principals and teachers were no longer satisfied with just getting students through. They embraced the new reigning narrative and acted accordingly.

Successes like these start with a simple shift. You must develop a clear and compelling narrative for your school or district. What are your vision, mission, and core values, and what stories can you tell that reinforce their power in your school?

Think about your school purpose. What stories already exist that support it? Start collecting stories of how your teachers and students are already living out your vision, mission, and core values. Share these stories. Use them to paint a picture of what your school vision, mission, and core values really mean for your staff and students.

The mistake I see a lot of leaders make is that once they craft an organizational story, they tell it once, and they expect it to change everything. It doesn't. Builders craft their organizational story, and they tell it over and over and over until it sticks—and competing narratives that threaten to take over the culture fall away.

But repetition alone is not enough. If you want your narrative to be the reigning narrative, then you must make sure that everything in your school environment—from the way your front office deals with students and parents, to the way your master schedule is organized, to how your organize your physical plant—aligns with the story you are telling. If you tell the narrative that you are a school that welcomes all children, but your main office staff snaps at parents and children when they come in late for school, or your school website only has pictures of certain children, or your physical plant doesn't seem very child friendly, then you are telling one story and your environment is telling another.

This point is worth sitting with. Our environment exerts a huge influence over the decisions we make on a daily basis. The good news is that we can design our environment to promote the right habits and discourage the wrong ones.

I'll give you some dead-simple examples of the power of environments in action. I once worked with a middle school principal who was frustrated that one of his teachers (he was low will/high skill) was often 15 or 20 minutes late for his PLC every single week. The teacher's excuse was that his classroom was a long walk from the team room. What did the principal do? He switched the team meeting location to the teacher's classroom. Problem solved. Similarly, if you want your 6th grade science teachers to get into the habit of collaborating, make sure that their rooms are right next to each other. If you want your teachers to teach from bell to bell, get rid of the announcements that interrupt instruction at the beginning or end of the class period.

But it's not just your environment that's important; your own behavior must align with the story you're telling. If I told you that I am a clean and neat person, but every time you got into my car you found candy wrappers, discarded soda cans, and other random trash strewn all over the seat, you might begin to question whether I am that clean and tidy after all. If your behavior does not align with the story you are trying to tell, people will believe what you do over what you say.

A principal I was working with once asked me, "What do you do about teachers who don't pull their weight?" He went on to explain at his school, they were embarking on a "we are a family" story, and part of this was teachers were supposed eat with the students in the cafeteria every day. "Our newer teachers are pretty consistent," he said, "but some of our veterans are not showing up. The new teachers don't want to tell on them, but they're getting really frustrated that they have to cover lunch by themselves."

"How do you know that the veterans are not covering lunch?" I asked.

"A few of the new teachers finally told us," he explained.

"And when you talk to the teachers who are not showing up, what excuse do they give?"

He rolled his eyes. "They say that they are catching up on work and preparing for their afternoon classes."

I nodded. "And where are you during lunch?"

He looked surprised. "I'm in meetings or I'm catching up on paperwork."

I often tell my clients that they have to "be who you want to see." The more aligned your behaviors, policies, and environment are to your school story, the more you make your school story the reigning narrative. The less aligned you are, the more room you give to competing narratives taking over your school culture.

For all these reasons, you need to be disciplined about crafting and embodying your school story. Don't allow any misalignment to create cracks where a competing narrative might seep in. The more your story becomes the reigning narrative, and the more habits you develop to reinforce it, the more it will shape your school culture. The stronger your school culture becomes, the harder it will be for anyone to destroy it.

The Builder's Secret to Transforming Culture

Whatever you do, do not underestimate the power of culture, especially when dealing with low will/high skill teachers.

A big mistake that leaders make is ignoring the early warning signs of toxicity in their culture (see Figure 2.7). In the early stages, most toxicity seems like something annoying but not critical, and perhaps it is, in the short term. After all, if your teachers are effective in the classroom (as many low will/high skill teachers are), then it's fairly easy to tolerate little annoyances. But in the long run, any form of toxicity, no matter how small, chips away at your culture. That sarcastic comment during a staff meeting, those missed deadlines, that passive-aggressive resistance to change all signal pockets of toxicity in your school culture, and if you let them go, they will soon begin to wear away the work you're doing in your school. Culture is not destroyed in one fell swoop. It erodes over time.




Figure 2.7. Ten Signs of a Toxic School Culture



	There is no clear shared purpose.

	Relations among staff, students, and parents are hostile.

	Rules are more important than people or mission; staff feel they have little latitude in how they do their jobs.

	There is an absence of honest dialogue; difficult conversations are avoided.

	There is more self-preservation than collaboration.

	Back channels are more active and more effective than formal lines of communication.

	Punishment is emphasized over recognition and reward.

	There is a palpable lack of safety; people are afraid to speak up.

	A small minority dominates discourse, and other voices go unheard.

	There is an absence of risk taking.




Source: Adapted from The Builder's Manual (p. 123), by R. R. Jackson, 2019, Washington, DC: Mindsteps, Inc. Copyright 2019 by Robyn R. Jackson.



The opposite is also true. You can't instantly create a new culture; you've got to build it over time. But habit by habit, story by story, you can turn what you started with into something better. And the stronger your new culture becomes, the less power toxicity has to derail you from achieving your school purpose.

That's because positive cultural shifts create momentum. Teachers and students become invested in them and take ownership over protecting them. Everyone gets involved. That means that instead of getting caught up in an epic battle with your low will/high skill teachers, you can let the culture do the fighting for you. It may be easy for a low will/high skill teacher to resist you, but it's a lot harder for them to resist an entire culture that exerts an almost gravitational pull toward right behaviors and makes it extremely hard to persist in the wrong ones. It takes time (as most important things do), but builders build cultures that last long after they leave. In fact, the builder's culture gets so ingrained that it becomes "just the way that we do things around here." So not only does a strong culture grow the will of your low will/high skill teachers, a strong culture grows everyone's will and helps all your people embrace the habits and stories that best support your school vision, mission, and core values, and be the heroes of your school's emerging success story.

Practicing the Four Disciplines of Buildership

As I said at the beginning of the chapter, you cannot achieve your school purpose for every student in your school unless every teacher in your school is growing toward mastery. But, because teachers are at different levels of both will and skill, a single solution will never succeed for everyone. The Four Disciplines give you a systematic way to differentiate your approach and meet the individual needs of each of your teachers. They are tools you can use to get a master teacher into every classroom.

It's not enough to practice these disciplines sporadically when you have the time. You need to practice them daily. In fact, feedback, support, accountability, and culture are the most important work you can do to grow your people and help them develop the will and skill they need to achieve your school purpose. Together, the Four Disciplines of Buildership function to focus your efforts and make the work of pursuing your purpose not just manageable but successful. What builders know that leaders miss is that you can only go so far alone. You certainly cannot achieve your school purpose alone. When you build the will and skill of your staff, you don't have to. When you invite everyone to co-create your compelling purpose, and then you help them develop the will and skill to commit to that purpose, you can trust them to make good decisions aligned to your purpose, even when you are not around. No more chasing, checking, and correcting. When you build your teachers' will and skill, you have built a team that can accomplish more and do it better than you ever could on your own.

That's the sign of a good builder. You help everyone in your school join you in building your success story together. When you do, you're ready for the next phase, Pathway.






Chapter 3



Pathway
How to stop tackling every challenge and focus on what matters most

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

The other day, I got a call from a principal that went something like this:

Principal: I need someone to train my teachers on checking for understanding.

Me: OK. Let me ask you: why do you think your teachers need training on checking for understanding?

Principal: Because they aren't checking for understanding.

Me: But why does that matter? In other words, why do you see that as your most pressing issue right now—something to address through training?

Principal: Because when I look at my observation data, the thing that comes up the most is that teachers aren't checking for understanding.

Me: OK. And how is that affecting instruction?

Principal: Checking for understanding is a critical area on our evaluation instrument.

Me: I get that. I guess what I'm asking is how is not checking for understanding affecting student performance?

Principal: Well, reading and math scores were down last year, and we have a goal of increasing them this year.

Me: I see. So how do you think checking for understanding will help to increase those scores?

Principal: Because right now, teachers aren't checking for understanding. So that's going to be our focus this year.


And round and round it went.

I can't blame this principal, really. After all, he was just doing what school leaders are trained to do: check items off a list of domains, subdomains, and ideal teaching behaviors; identify a missing behavior; work to increase that behavior in teachers; and hope that the data will show improvement.

And yet, this approach is what leaves leaders chasing their tails year after year. Sure, it helps them home in on something to do differently, but do they know whether that something is the right thing, or even a significant thing? How do these leaders know that the change they chose to make will have the impact they're looking for and bring them closer to achieving their vision for every student?

The answer is, they don't.

How Leaders Get School Improvement Wrong

Here is how principals and other school administrators have typically been trained to approach school improvement:


	Examine a lot of data.

	See a shortfall in some area.

	Work to address that shortfall.



Maybe the data shows that grade 3 students did not meet the average minimum for proficiency in reading on last year's test scores. So the focus for the year becomes improving grade 3 reading proficiency in the hope that next year's test scores will be higher. Or maybe the data reveals that the graduation rate is 80 percent. The year's focus becomes working hard at getting the graduation rate to 90 percent.

Sometimes, we even go a step farther and look beyond the "what" to find the "why." When we see that students are not reaching proficiency in reading, we do a root cause analysis or go through a "5 Why" exercise, and subsequently we determine that students are not proficient because teachers do not seem to understand the literacy standards. So we bring in district experts to lead teachers through a standards "unpacking" training—the hope being that once teachers have unpacked the standards and understand them better, they will do a better job helping more students reach the standards.

It's all very logical. But even the best of logic can lead us in the wrong direction if we use the wrong process or look at the wrong data. What's more, problems have multiple causes, but not all causes are equally important or controllable by the school.

Where should your school improvement work start? What are you looking to achieve? How will you go about it? A simple data dive won't always reveal the answers. What you need is a reliable system to help figure out how to achieve the success you seek. Builders don't just dive in and hope that this change or that change will eventually lead their school to their desired outcomes. Builders are both diagnostic and strategic. They figure out what is most important to do right now and which actions will best help them achieve each end they seek. That's what the Pathway phase of the Buildership Model is all about.

Approaching School Improvement Like a Builder

Eliyahu M. Goldratt, an educator and business philosopher, introduced the Theory of Constraints (TOC) in the early 1980s to help manufacturing plants achieve greater profits. He argued that every system has an inherent constraint—a bottleneck or "weakest link" that prevents progress. Identifying and removing that constraint is the fastest, most effective way to achieve a goal (Goldratt & Cox, 1984).

For builders, this understanding is a critical first step in the transformation process. Now, I recognize that schools are not manufacturing plants, but I've found the manufacturing metaphor to be a useful way of explaining why it matters to target what matters most.

Imagine that you are in charge of an assembly line at a car manufacturing plant. Your assembly line builds a car from start to finish. Now suppose that you have a goal of building 300 cars every day. You look at the data and determine that the entire line is only working at an average of 50 percent of their capacity. Then you call a meeting and announce an improved efficiency goal: get to 300! You provide training for the entire team on how to be more efficient. You distribute T-shirts with 300 on the back as a motivational reminder that everyone is in this together. You post signs up and down the line charting the daily counts of the line's output with the goal—300—displayed in big red type.

But let's think a little more about how an assembly line operates. Suppose that each point on the line below represents a person on your assembly line. For instance, Person A gathers the parts for the car, Person B assembles the chassis, Person C attaches the tires to the chassis, and so on, all the way down to Person G, who polishes the finished car and sends it off the line. The number under each person represents his or her current maximum output per day.





A — 325

B — 275

C — 195

D — 300

E — 150

F — 250

G — 375



Based on these numbers, what is the maximum number of cars this line can produce in one day?

If you answered 150, you're correct. The line can only go as fast as its slowest person. If want to increase the overall output of the entire line, you first have to increase the output of Person E, who is currently working at 150-cars-per-day capacity. You could announce as many new initiatives as you want. You could offer as much general training as you want. And with it, you might start to see Persons A, B, C, D, F, and G show marked improvement on their individual outputs, which is great. But as long as Person E stays at 150, you will never get to 300. Person E functions as the biggest constraint on the entire line—its weakest link. You cannot improve the output of the line until you address that constraint on the line.

Now the good news: helping Person E improve will improve the output of the entire line. When he is able to increase his output to 175 cars per day, the entire line can now produce 175 cars per day. When he can handle 195, the line can produce 195. And if he can handle 200? Well, if you look at your line, you'll see that Person E hitting 200 won't improve the output of the entire line so long as Person C's maximum output remains 195. That is now your biggest constraint, and so your efforts should shift to increase Person C's productivity. And so on. The simplest and most effective way to increase the line's efficiency is not to set a lofty goal and try to increase the efficiency of everyone; it's to identify the current bottleneck (wherever it is, and it will not be constant) and figure out what's necessary to resolve that bottleneck.

This is what builders do in the Pathway phase. Instead of trying to improve everything or wasting time focusing on the wrong thing, they find the right thing to work on—the thing that will provide the most traction right now. After sharing this illustration with many of my clients, they have nicknamed this phase "finding your 150," because when you find your 150—your weakest link, your biggest constraint—and figure out how to address it, you're on your way to increasing your school's entire capacity to achieve your purpose.

Some important caveats: in contrast to our metaphorical example, your biggest constraint will not be an individual person or even a group of people. Remember, you can help anyone improve their will and skill by applying the right discipline, so builders never blame their people; they target the ineffective process those people are using. When you improve the right process, you enable everyone to get better. Nor is your biggest constraint likely to be the absence of the trendy instructional method. If you take the latest instructional strategy and put it in a broken system, it will not deliver the results you're seeking. And bear in mind, too, that your biggest constraint may not be your biggest frustration. Frustrations like internal staff conflict are almost certainly a symptom of a deeper problem. As the conversation that opened this chapter illustrates, just reviewing data and identifying a strategy that's missing, or looking at your staff and noticing a practice that is annoying, can fool you into spending a lot of time and energy working on something that will not move you closer to your goals.

At the heart of the Pathway phase is a process that will help you focus on root causes, not distractions or frustrations, so that you can address what's actually holding your school back from realizing its purpose. It gives you a way to take a disciplined look at what's going on in your school right now, locate your biggest constraint, get to the root of why that constraint exists, and then determine the best pathway to take to remove that constraint once and for all. You can work through this process alone or with your administration team, or, if you like, you can include a few key members of your staff leadership team. I recommend keeping the group small to ensure productive discussion. The tool for this work is called the Builder's Blueprint—a fillable template that prompts you to revisit purpose to locate your biggest constraint, examine data to confirm or redirect your focus, identify an instructional lever (the work your teachers will undertake to help remove your biggest obstacle), and identify which of the Four Disciplines of Buildership you'll use to support the change. In the next section, I'll break down how this blueprint works.


Download a copy of the Builder's Blueprint form.



Revisiting Purpose

Any change you and your people are looking to make must be anchored in your purpose and designed to help you achieve it. Otherwise, you will be making change for change's sake, which is a waste of everyone's time.

The reason is simple. Just as the assembly line in our example exists to make cars, a builder's school exists to realize its purpose: to make progress toward the vision and do work that is on mission and aligned with core values. A constraint within any of these areas will slow or even stop the school from succeeding. So the first step in the Pathway process is to look at where your school is right now and identify which of these aspects of purpose you think may be obstructed, and which, as a result, may be your weakest link.

Starting Your Builder's Blueprint

If you're working with your Builder's Blueprint, start by filling in your current vision, mission, and core values in the first row of the template. You can also complete this step with just a copy of these statements in front of you.

First, take a look at your vision and consider the progress you're making toward achieving it. Where is your school right now relative to your 100-percent vision? Are you making sufficient gains, or do you feel stuck? Does anything seem to be impeding your progress toward your vision? Feel free to look at your data here, but don't get mired too much in the details. This is a top-level discussion and a chance to take some notes. You'll take a deeper dive into your data in the next step.

Once you've examined your vision, look at your mission. Do you feel that the work you do each day is on mission or off mission? For instance, if your mission is Be a safe place for students emotionally, psychologically, physically, and academically, are your instructional, classroom management, and assessment practices aligned or misaligned to that mission? Jot down some evidence for and against.

Finally, look at your core values. How well are you and your staff living out your core values each day? How well are your students living out those core values? What instances can you point to in your school where your core values are alive? What incidents suggest that your core values may not be alive and well in your culture? Jot these down, too.

Right now, I just want you to think about your school vision, mission, and core values and try to get a sense for which of these might be where your weakest link currently lies. Are you worried that your school is not making sufficient progress toward your vision? Are you worried that the work you are doing right now is off mission? Are you concerned that your core values are on the walls but not alive in the halls?

Here's an example. One of the principals I coach was recently facing some toxicity in her school culture. Many teachers in her building were frustrated by students who were not completing work and parents who seemed unresponsive. They were starting to blame students rather than find ways to help them. The growing toxicity was exhausting, of course, but it also posed a major obstacle to the staff's ability to live their core values, which were be curious, keep trying, and treat everyone with respect. Sure, this principal faced other challenges (attendance was down, they weren't making sufficient progress toward their proficiency goals over the last year, and they were about to embark on a major curriculum refresh), but until they realigned their work to their core values, nothing they did to try to improve would make a difference. How, for instance, might an action like teacher outreach succeed in increasing attendance if teachers didn't respect kids or parents? So, after examining how her school was doing with their vision, mission, and core values, this principal and her team determined that their weakest link was core values.

Problems as Clues

As you revisit your purpose, consider the various challenges and problems you're facing—not as targets for improvement (as a leader traditionally would) but as symptoms that will help you make this diagnosis and clues to point you toward your biggest constraint. Is what's holding you back right now related to not moving toward your vision, not staying on mission, or working in a way that doesn't align with your core values?

This is a key realization and an empowering one, because it allows you to focus on what you can change rather than be frustrated by what you can't. You probably won't be able to "fix" the budget you've been given, but if you figure out how to work around the obstruction it presents, you can keep moving toward your vision. Remember, builders aim to help their school realize its purpose. When it's impossible to do that with Obstacle X in the way, a builder finds a way around. That is the pathway.

Once you're finished examining your vision, mission, and core values, determine which area of your purpose seems be your the weakest link, and thus, the essential one to investigate further in search of your biggest constraint.

Examining Data

A data step, you're thinking. Why is there always a data step?

Here's the thing. You're not going to look at your school data in the typical way that leaders are taught to—that is, do a "data dive" into the numbers to identify a problem, pattern, or trend so that you can speculate as to what it all means and how you might address that. Examining data this way is counterproductive because it leads you to look at all the numbers.

You've heard the expression "garbage in, garbage out." If you look at the wrong numbers, you will not be able to identify your biggest constraint, nor will you understand the root cause of that constraint, which you have to do in order to address it properly. In fact, looking at data the way that many of us were taught to is one reason "data" has become a bit of a dirty word. As leaders, we're taught that we must look at the data. "Data-driven decision making" is often touted as the way to make good decisions. The problem is most of us don't really know how to use data that way. Sure, we can look at the numbers and note that, say, 35 percent of students are still having trouble with simple computation, or that we have a 10-percent increase in students who take the SAT, but we don't know what to do with this information. What do these data points mean, and how should we use them to chart our pathway forward?

Data Through the Lens of Purpose

Builders approach data differently. They don't just look at all the data or, worse, grab a few random data points and monitor them. Builders are deliberate about examining data and looking for the story it tells. They approach data with a question already in mind: What does it reveal about how well we are achieving our vision, doing work that is on mission, and living out our core values in our school? The answers allow them to make informed decisions about what to do next.

Accordingly, the second step in the Pathway process is to take a look at school data through the lens of your purpose. You think you know where your biggest constraint lies (in work related to your vision, mission, or core values); now you'll look at your school data to see if your instincts were on point. If they were, the data will help you home in your biggest constraint: exactly why you are not making progress toward your vision or why your work is off mission or why you are not living out your core values right now.

To give you the most well-rounded view of your school, there are three types of data you should examine:


	Climate data. Look at this to get a sense of the kind of experience your students and staff and parents are having. Consider climate survey data of course, but round out the picture with focus groups, attendance and suspension data, surveys, and informal staff feedback.

	Observational data. Look at this for insight into student and staff behaviors. You want to consider standard classroom observation data, obviously, but don't stop there. Watch your teachers during team meetings and see how they interact. Watch your students in class and see how they are approaching their learning, where they seem engaged or disengaged, and what barriers exist for them. Watch your students in the halls, at lunch or recess, and during unstructured times to see how they interact. Follow a student's schedule for an entire day to get an end-to-end perspective on the learning experience. Try to observe your school from multiple lenses to give you a better overall picture of how your staff and students are behaving and performing.

	Student performance data. This gives you specific information on how well your students are meeting the academic targets for their grade level and how effective your staff's instruction is. Be sure to look beyond student grades and test scores. Consider staff and administrator evaluations. Look at how students do on common assessments. Examine portfolios of their work. Look for trends in teacher evaluations, too. For example, is a majority of the staff having trouble with a particular domain of your evaluation system? If possible, try to triangulate the data to get a more well-rounded view of performance.



The examples here are just scratching the surface. For more potential data sources within each of these data types, see Figure 3.1.



Figure 3.1. Potential Data Sources by Type


Climate Data

Climate surveys
Student focus groups
Parent focus groups
Teacher focus groups
Suspension data
Attendance data
Extracurricular activity surveys
Free and reduced-priced meals data
Bullying data
School safety and security audits/surveys
Mental health assessments/surveys

Observational Data

Teacher observational data (individual)
Teacher observation data (aggregate)
Student observation data
Hallway/playground/lunchroom observation data
Student engagement data
Systems audits
Technology audits
Professional development participation audits
Lesson plan/gradebook audits
Teacher portfolios
Student portfolios

Student Performance Data

Classroom formative assessment data
Classroom summative assessment data (including project-based assessments)
Benchmark scores
Student grades (e.g., average grade point average, number of Fs, number of As)
Student passing or failure rate
Growth scores
Graduation rate
Number of students in gifted/talented, honors, or AP courses
Number of individual education plan (IEP) goals met each year



The question that you want to ask of the data you gather is this: where does our biggest constraint really lie? Is something keeping you from making progress toward your vision? Does it look like you're doing work that is off mission or that you are not living up to your core values? Examining the data through this lens provides the basis for productive discussion and clearer decision making.

Here's an example of what this step can look like. One of my mentors was working with an elementary school whose vision was that every student will read at or above the proficient level by grade 2. The school had determined that students who were not proficient in reading by grade 2 were much more likely not to graduate high school. What's more, there was a direct correlation between the number of students who were not proficient in reading by grade 2 and the number of students who would eventually end up in prison as adults. All this informed the school's mission to stop the school-to-prison pipeline so rampant in their community. The core values that drove this mission? Put students first, pursue thinking skills, and treat one another like family.

After discussing the school's vision, mission, and core values, the administrative team determined that their weakest link was their vision work. Something was keeping them from making sufficient progress toward the vision. The data confirmed that their scores were far below what they needed to be. Whatever the constraint was, it was affecting their ability to have every student on level by grade 2.

At first, they approached their data in ways that leaders typically do, testing students' reading proficiency at the beginning and end of the year in grades K–2 and comparing the numbers. But the limitations of this approach were soon clear. If they discovered that a student still wasn't reading on grade level by the end of 2nd grade, it was too late to apply a more effective intervention that might have brought that student to proficiency within the necessary window.

They dug a little deeper—not just poring over the student performance data but also observing classroom instruction and observing students in the hall and at lunch and recess. They also looked at the climate data and then met regularly to share what they were learning. And they looked at the research on reading development and noticed a theme: time spent reading was one of the biggest factors in students' reading proficiency. This was a data point they hadn't considered before, and they decided to make it a focus.

The first thing they decided to do was allocate more time to reading each day. The second thing they did—the real key to their strategy—was watch that number carefully. The observational data they gathered revealed that students' actual reading time was being significantly cut by things like morning announcements, assemblies, and, surprisingly, transition time for recess. In fact, they observed that on average, teachers were stopping designated reading time a whopping 15 minutes early to get all the children dressed in their winter clothing, line them up, and then walk them from one end of the school to the other so that they could get to the playground on time. Altogether, students were losing almost 30 minutes of dedicated reading time every day!

Had the administrative team not looked at their data through the buildership lens, they would likely have missed this. But because they examined student achievement data and climate data and observational data, they discovered what their biggest constraint really was: too little dedicated reading time. This was what was most impeding their progress toward their vision. When the data showed them their biggest constraint, they were able to address it. You can do the same.

With all your data before you, go back to your initial hunch about where your biggest constraint is. Is it connected to your vision, mission, or core values? Is it really? What does your data tell you?

Data and Instincts

A lot of principals and superintendents I work with start out with an idea that their constraint is in one area, only to discover the data points to something else. Others find that the data confirms their hunch. Both data and instincts are valuable; use them together. Let your instincts point you toward what is more relevant, and then use data to clarify and redirect your instincts.

Here's a good example of why you need both instincts and data. While Ramona (a principal) and her administrative team were attending one of my workshops, I asked them to think where their key constraint might be. They were emphatic that the problem was associated with their core values. "Our staff is so toxic right now," Ramona told me. "It's overshadowing everything else. If we don't get their toxicity out of the way, we can't do anything." Everyone on the administrative team agreed.

Now, this team could have embarked on new core values development or training as a way to address staff toxicity. But instead of using their hunch to determine a solution and implement it, they used it to guide further inquiry. Why were teachers behaving in this way? What might the root causes of this toxicity be? What light could climate, student performance, and observational data shed on this behavior?

Quite a lot of light, it turned out. Teachers reported on the climate survey that they didn't feel they were receiving good direction from their administrators on how to use the recently adopted curriculum. They didn't have a good handle on it, and they were not clear about where they were expected to take students, which meant instruction was all over the place. When we looked at student performance data, we saw that the students were not making progress toward the vision of "every student on grade level and achieving a year's worth of growth for a year's worth of school." The observation data suggested that that most teachers didn't understand what a year's worth of growth even looked like.

It became increasingly apparent that the root cause of the school's challenges was not related to the core values at all. No, the real root cause of the toxicity was confusion about the vision: what the vision meant and how to achieve it.

Continuing Your Blueprint

Once you've examined your data, return to your Builder's Blueprint. Go back to the first row. Now that you've thoroughly examined where your school is currently with regard to your vision, mission, and core values, circle the one that represents the location of your biggest constraint right now.

Next, go to the second row. What data was most helpful in confirming this aspect of purpose as your weakest link and helping you identify your biggest constraint within it? Was it your climate data? Student performance data? Observational data? Circle the type—climate, observational, or student achievement—that points to your biggest constraint. When deciding which data type to circle, it's helpful to ask yourself, "Which data, if it were to change, would have the greatest impact on our ability to eliminate our biggest constraint?" That's the data type you want to circle.

Identifying an Instructional Lever: What Do Teachers Need to Do?

The diagnostic work now complete, it's time to focus on the cure.

Having identified your biggest constraint to your purpose and verified this through data, Step 3 in the Pathway phase is to determine how instruction might be contributing to that constraint and, by extension, how adjusting instruction could remove it.

It may seem strange to focus solely on instruction when so many challenges we face seem beyond instruction's power to address. How, for example, could an instructional change solve issues related to poverty, student trauma, systemic racism, or even a lack of funding and support from the central office? How could an instructional change alone address disgruntled parents or seemingly apathetic teachers and students, or even something as big as a global pandemic that has put everyone in quarantine and cripples our ability to reach students who won't show up for distance learning sessions?

"Why focus on instruction?" has a simple answer, though: the ultimate purpose of school is to help students learn. All of those challenges—poverty, trauma, budgets, parents, teachers, quarantine—are challenges because they get in the way of learning. Leaders may allow these seemingly insurmountable challenges to stop them from achieving their 100-percent vision, reasoning that there's simply no way around them and "good enough" will have to do. But builders realize that, while schools cannot solve something as big and far-reaching as poverty and pandemics, schools can adjust instruction to mitigate the degree to which these things inhibit the students' ability to learn and compromise students' success. We cannot control the world, the weather, or social forces, but we can control the instruction we provide. In fact, instruction is really the only thing we can control. Thus, it is the most powerful lever we have to remove our biggest constraints and have a real impact on our students.

I've found that the most useful way to approach instruction is to think about it as a collection of seven principles:


	Start where your students are. Teachers understand what currencies students bring with them to the classroom and use to acquire the intellectual capital.

	Know where your students are going. Teachers understand the standards, scope and sequence, and learning goals of their grade level or content area and anchor every lesson in them. They clearly communicate these standards to their students in language students understand and use these learning goals to guide everything they do in the classroom.

	Expect to get your students to their goal. Teachers understand that expectations have more to do with themselves than with their students. They pay attention to the facts of their students' reality, yes, but still maintain unwavering faith that they can and will help their students succeed, no matter what.

	Support students along the way. Teachers don't wait for students to fail before they intervene. Instead, they build systems of proactive supports to catch students before they fail.

	Use feedback to help you both get better. Teachers collect data from students often and use it as feedback to inform adjustments to their teaching and to help students gauge both how close they are to the learning goal and what they need to do to get there.

	Focus on quality rather than quantity. Teachers focus on designing quality learning experiences for students and pace the work so that students make daily and sufficient progress toward rigorous learning goals.

	Never work harder than your students. Teachers have a clear understanding of what their work is and what work belongs to the students. They co-create learning with students that promotes active student engagement and ownership.



To be clear, I didn't invent these principles. They have operated in successful classrooms for as long as we have been teaching. I simply codified them as the "Seven Principles of Effective Teaching." You'll find much more detail about them in my book Never Work Harder Than Your Students and Other Principles of Great Teaching (Jackson, 2018), and if you really want your teachers to become experts in these seven principles, I encourage you to work through that book with them. Our purpose here is to use these principles to drill down to specific adjustments you might make to achieve your school purpose.

Notice these are principles, not specific strategies. For instance, in order to successfully implement Principle 1: Start where your students are, teachers will need to find a way to understand what academic, social-emotional, and cultural currencies their students bring to the classroom. This goes well beyond conducting a one-shot "getting to know you" survey or beginning-of-the-year pre-assessment to get a baseline overview of math skills. It requires a constant monitoring of students to understand where they are each day and making sure to deliver instruction that they can access and benefit from right then. And it means continually taking stock of where students are academically and finding new ways to reach them. Thus, the principles are not discrete teaching strategies; each represents an entire approach to serving students that may involve multiple strategies and that requires teachers to continually evolve what they do in response to students' needs.

For a builder, there's a threefold advantage to looking at the Seven Principles of Effective Teaching instead of at individual instructional practices.

First, these principles are timeless and, therefore, will apply no matter what the grade level or subject is or what policies your district implements. They apply regardless of whether the teaching is face-to-face, remote, or delivered via some hybrid method in between. They have survived curricular changes, dramatic new discoveries in education research, and even a global pandemic. Thus, when you invest in teaching teachers the Seven Principles of Effective Teaching, you only have to invest once.

Second, these principles are teaching style–agnostic. That means that your teachers don't have to conform to a cookie-cutter standard of what teaching "should" look like. They can make the principles work with their personality and methodology. It really doesn't matter whether a teacher is commanding or reserved, energetic or very chill, charismatic or an unobtrusive "guide on the side"; that teacher can still use the principles to help students be successful.

Third, these principles give us a very specific way to identify a particular area in teachers' practice that may be getting in the way of achieving a vision, carrying out a mission, or living a set of core values. Simply put, when we identify the principles that are being executed in a way that contributes to our biggest constraint, we can correct or improve that execution and remove that constraint. Remember in Chapter 2 when we talked about the power of finding the one thing in a teacher's instructional practice? Well, in a way, this step is almost like finding the one thing for your entire school. Thus, while every teacher may be working on their own individual one thing to grow in their individual practice, as a school, you are working on your collective one thing to help you remove your biggest constraint and better achieve your purpose.

So, with the list of the principles in front of you, consider which one you might leverage to remove your identified constraint. You're not looking for areas where something is missing or where you feel your teachers could be doing better. Focus on which area or areas the data tells you is most likely to be inhibiting your school's ability to reach your vision, mission, and core values.

I'll show you what I mean. Dennis was a principal of an elementary school. When attending one of my workshops, he identified his weakest link as straying from the school's mission, which was to help students become independent thinkers and learners. The classroom observation data from Dennis's school helped him zero in on his biggest constraint: the majority of classroom time was dominated by teacher talk and direct instruction; students were not really being asked to think or learn independently. So we got to work figuring out which of the Seven Principles of Effective Teaching could be leveraged to better help Dennis's teachers foster independent thinking and learning.


	Start where your students are. Dennis believed that his teachers for the most part understood what his students' skills were and had a good understanding of their cultural currencies. He decided this area wasn't the problem.

	Know where your students are going. He worried that his teachers didn't fully understand the thinking skills and processes demanded by his curriculum, so it was hard for them to promote thinking. We flagged Principle 2 as a possibility.

	Expect to get your students to their goal. We considered whether Dennis's teachers were not helping students become independent thinkers and learners because they didn't have high expectations of themselves and their students. This seemed like a possibility, so we flagged Principle 3 as well.

	Support students along the way. Dennis said that his teachers were very supportive of students, perhaps too supportive, but he didn't think that was the root cause, and the data didn't support it, either.

	Use feedback to help you both get better. We didn't think feedback systems had anything to do with the problem.

	Focus on quality rather than quantity. This was also not the issue.

	Never work harder than your students. Dennis exclaimed, "That's exactly what's going on!" It seemed like a perfect description of what was happening in his classrooms. But I urged Dennis to dig deeper. Why were teachers working harder than their students? Could it be that teachers were working so hard because they didn't understand the standards and how to help students think on their own? Or maybe they were working so hard because they had low expectations and didn't think their students were capable of mastering these independent thinking skills?



It was time to go back to the data for more clues. On his Builder's Blueprint, Dennis had circled "observational data" as the data he wanted to change, so we dug a little more deeply into it. When we sampled his classroom observations, he noticed that many of the teachers were not teaching to the standard and were giving students "easy" work. We realized that the root cause of the constraint was that the teachers didn't fully understand or teach to the standards. They weren't promoting independent thinking and learning in their classrooms. They were sticking to the textbook.

I asked Dennis, "If your teachers changed this one aspect of their teaching, would it help your school execute its mission?" He agreed that it would. If he could help teachers understand the standards better—know where their students are meant to go—then he could help them see the kind of thinking that the standards demanded. From there, he could help his teachers develop ways to elicit that kind of thinking from students. So we settled on Principle 2 and circled it on his blueprint.

Because the principles are interconnected, it's important that you take time to consider them all and how they might be affecting your ability to reach your vision, carry out your mission, or live your core values. Figure 3.2 provides a cheat sheet to help you think through the challenges you are seeing in your school's classrooms through the filter of the Seven Principles of Effective Teaching. You can use it to connect specific classroom challenges to the appropriate principle, but be careful. Don't just check off everything you are seeing in your school, count up the number of things you've checked off for each principle, and then focus on the principle with the greatest number of items checked. Take time to consider the root cause for those challenges first.




Figure 3.2. Common Classroom Challenges by Principle


Principle 1: Start Where Your Students Are


	Students are disconnected to their teachers.

	There are several institutional barriers that prevent students from fully accessing the curriculum.

	Students feel marginalized in the classroom.

	Students refuse to participate in class.

	Students act out in class.

	Some students are not getting the level of teaching that meets their individual needs.

	Teachers are unaware of the currencies students bring to the classroom.

	Teachers privilege their currencies over students' currencies.

	Instruction seems to be targeted to a specific group of students while others seem left behind.

	Teachers experience interpersonal conflicts with students or their families.

	Teachers seem unaware of students' individual learning needs or learning levels.

	Students seem unmotivated.

	Students claim that they feel insignificant, powerless, or slighted.



Principle 2: Know Where Your Students Are Going


	Instruction seems disconnected from the standards.

	Assignments are not "worthy" of students (i.e., pitched below grade level or outside of the standards).

	Units do not move students through to higher levels of thinking.

	Questions are fundamentally low-order questions.

	Lessons seem to be without a clear purpose.

	Teachers seem unclear on the learning standards.

	Students do well in class but do poorly on state or standardized tests.

	Students have little sense of what they are learning or why they are learning it.

	Students are consistently not reaching mastery.

	Students seem unmotivated. They are merely complying.

	Students cannot transfer what they have learned to other activities.

	Students cannot tell what is important.

	Lesson plans reflect low-level learning tasks that require little cognitive demand.

	Teachers ask low-level questions.

	Lessons/assessments are misaligned with the standards.


Principle 3: Expect to Get Your Students to Their Goal


	Students seem unaware of their options (e.g., honors or AP courses, college and other postsecondary opportunities).

	Special populations are not exposed to rigorous learning opportunities.

	There are gaps between the performances of subgroups of students.

	Disciplinary expectations are not clear or evenly enforced.

	Teachers have lost their love for teaching.

	Teachers are overwhelmed by the many demands being made on them.

	Teachers are facing many outside constraints that interfere with their ability to teach.

	Teachers feel frustrated that their students can't seem to do the work.

	Assignments reflect low expectations for students.

	Teachers ask low-level questions.

	The level of classroom discourse reflects low expectations for students.

	Teachers do not believe they can reach school goals.

	Teachers do not believe students can reach school goals.

	Teachers currently lack the skills they need to help students reach ambitious school goals.



Principle 4: Support Students Along the Way


	Students are failing.

	Students fail a particular test and quiz.

	Students do not understand the material.

	Students lack the background knowledge they need to do well in their coursework.

	By the time teachers realize students are failing, it is really too late to help them.

	Students are regularly lost.

	Students don't retain concepts.

	Students are unclear about the supports available to them.

	Students who are performing below grade level struggle to catch up.

	Students are slipping through the cracks.

	Students are trapped in a free fall of failure.

	Students share common misconceptions about a topic that keep them from fully understanding it.

	Students are slipping through the cracks and failing without notice.

	Teachers do not provide sufficient scaffolding to support rigorous learning.

	Teachers are unclear about which students need support.

	Teachers are unclear about which supports will help students.

	Teachers do not have a consistent approach to supporting students.

	Teachers intervene with students too late in the learning process.

	Teachers apply a one-size-fits-all form of support.


Principle 5: Use Feedback to Help You Both Get Better


	Teachers have no idea how their students are doing.

	Students fail the same type of assignment again and again.

	Students do not know how to improve their own performance.

	Students turn in assignments that are unacceptable time and time again.

	Students reach the point of frustration and give up.

	Assessments are not aligned to state standards.

	Teachers are unaware of which students need what help.

	Students are unaware of their current academic status or what they need to do next to improve.

	Teachers are unclear whether students have mastered a particular standard or set of standards.

	Teachers do not analyze data.

	Teachers do not use data to inform future instructional decisions.

	Assessments are poorly designed.

	Teachers do not check for understanding or have a formative assessment process.

	Formative and summative assessments are misaligned.

	Teachers do not co-plan effectively.



Principle 6: Focus on Quality Rather Than Quantity


	There is more work to do than time to do it.

	Students are overwhelmed by the amount of work they have to complete.

	There is little to no improvement between one assignment and the next.

	Students are so far behind that teachers fear they will never catch up.

	Students are not prepared for the upcoming standardized test.

	Teachers don't know what activity to select.

	Teachers consistently do not finish the curriculum.

	Teachers over-rely on the curriculum.

	Teachers do not understand how to prioritize the standards or the curriculum.

	There is no clear scope or sequence for a particular grade level or subject.



Principle 7: Never Work Harder Than Your Students


	Students are not actively engaged in the work.

	Students are not doing their work.

	Students are not turning in their homework.

	Students are disruptive.

	Students are disorganized.

	Students are not paying attention in class.

	Students take a long time getting to work once class begins.

	Teachers are doing the cognitive heavy lifting in the classroom.

	Teachers dominate classroom conversations with little room for student input.

	Teachers are working harder than their students.





Once you've identified which principle will have the greatest impact on helping you remove the constraint you've identified, circle that principle on your Builder's Blueprint.

Identifying the Right Discipline to Apply

It's one thing to identify a specific principle that a teacher needs to focus on; it's something else altogether to facilitate improvement in that area. Step 4 in the Pathway process is when you figure out what you can do as a builder to best enable teachers to do what they need to do as teachers.

As we discussed in Chapter 2, your teachers' effectiveness is determined by their will and skill. What is your teachers' current will and skill status regarding the principle you've identified? Don't worry right now about individual will and skill levels, which are likely to vary some from teacher to teacher; think about the big picture.

With regard to the targeted principle, is the majority of your staff …


	Low will/low skill?

	Low will/high skill?

	High will/low skill?

	High will/high skill?



Make the determination. Now review the Four Disciplines of Buildership (see Chapter 2) and choose the discipline you believe is most likely to enable your staff to execute that principle more successfully in their classroom. Here's a guide:


	Majority low will/low skill. If your staff aren't currently implementing this principle with much enthusiasm or effectiveness, focus on building their sense of accountability to help increase their motivation and their expertise.

	Majority low will/high skill. If your staff are capable of implementing the principle but currently are not (and you doubt their interest in doing so), focus on building your school culture to overcome resistance and help teachers embrace the principle.

	Majority high will/low skill. If your staff are enthusiastic about and committed to implementing the principle, but they lack the skills necessary to implement it well, focus on providing them with the support they need to grow in their practice.

	Majority high will/high skill.* If your staff are already practicing this principle consistently, enthusiastically, and well, focus on providing feedback to help apply their practice of the principle in a way that helps the school make better progress toward vision, carry out mission, and exhibit core values.



Choosing a specific discipline on which to focus doesn't negate the need to continually practice all four. You will still need to work with teachers individually to help them grow at least one level in one domain that is related to their one thing. But as you are trying to remove a particular constraint, you will need to focus much of your efforts on practicing a specific discipline schoolwide.

Here's why. Suppose you identify your weakest link right now as your work not being fully aligned with your school core values. In particular, one of your school core values is we learn from our mistakes, yet many students keep making the same kinds of mistakes from one assignment to the next. The data you want to move is your student performance data. You decide that, as a school, you will focus on Principle 5: Use feedback to help you both get better. And you believe that in order to help your staff who are generally high will/low skill in regard to this principle, you'll need to offer them more support.

But you have one teacher, Gloria, who is struggling right now in Principle 2: Know where your students are going. Does that mean that you should stop focusing on Principle 2 with Gloria because, as a school, you need to focus on Principle 5? No, it does not. You see, before Gloria will be able to give students meaningful feedback, she must first understand why their work isn't meeting standards and what it will take to get that work on standard. Thus, understanding where students are going is how Gloria can get to the point where she can give feedback that will help students identify their mistakes and make the adjustments they need to truly master the content.

In short, the more effectively you work with teachers to help them grow in their personal one thing, the better your ability to help all your staff grow in the collective one thing that you've identified on your Builder's Blueprint. And as more and more of your teachers get closer to mastery, your school will improve more surely and smoothly. Everything works together.

Your Completed Builder's Blueprint

Once you've examined your staff's will and skill and identified which discipline will best help you help them improve in their practice of the chosen principle, document this in your Builder's Blueprint. When completed, it will look something like the one in Figure 3.3, created by Ramona and her team.




Figure 3.3. Ramona's Builder's Blueprint

[image: A filled in blueprint form showing the pathway discussed in text: Vision to Observational Data to Principle 2 to Accountability.]



As you can see, Ramona's team now has a clear pathway for action. Lack of sufficient progress toward their vision stood out to them as a problem, and when they took a deeper dive into their observational data, they realized that vision work was indeed their weakest link. The reason for that was that many teachers did not fully understand what a year's worth of growth looked like for students. Ramona and her team identified this as their biggest constraint.

After some reflection, Ramona and her team determined that the best way to eliminate that constraint was to have teachers focus on Principle 2: Know where your students are going. And because their teachers were low will/low skill in regard to the principle, the best discipline for the administrators to practice was accountability.

In the same way, completing the Pathway process, guided by the Builder's Blueprint, will help you fully understand the scope of your most pressing problem and determine the best way to solve it. I cannot stress enough how critical this work is. So many schools are really good at writing and following plans. In fact, most schools begin the year creating a strategic plan, and many accomplish everything in that plan on a yearly basis. But what far too few of these schools' leaders ask is "Is this the plan we should have created in the first place?" To paraphrase Steven Covey, creating a plan without first determining the root cause of your issues is like climbing a ladder that was placed on the wrong wall. So many schools do just that. They rush to create plans to solve their problems without fully understanding the problem they are trying to solve. Your plans are only as good as your assessment of the problem.

Taking time to complete a Builder's Blueprint allows you to fully understand the root cause of your problems. Only then are you fully equipped to choose the best pathway to solve them. If you first take time to ensure that you are focusing on the right constraint, you won't waste time fixing things that won't get you closer to realizing your purpose. And if you take time to find the best way to remove that constraint once and for all (or neutralize it or reroute around it), you can finally make real progress toward your goals. The better your Builder's Blueprint, the more successful the resulting plan will be. When you fill out the boxes correctly and follow the arrows connecting the boxes, you'll have a clear sense of what you're hoping to achieve, what that requires, and how you'll go about it. Just follow the formula.

Ultimately, your Builder's Blueprint lays out a hypothesis for the transformative actions you will take over the next 90 days. Once you've completed it, it should tell the story of how you will move your students toward your goals and sound something like this:

If I/we want students to __________ (vision, mission, or core values), then teachers need to __________ (apply this principle of instruction); therefore I/we need to __________ (apply this discipline).


Here are some examples:


	If I want 100 percent of students to complete algebra by grade 8 (vision), then teachers need to have a clearer understanding of where students are going (Principle 2) by thoroughly understanding the math standards that lead to algebra understanding; therefore, I need to provide teachers with additional training and support (discipline) to help them get there.

	If I want students to have more options and make better choices with the options they have (mission), then teachers need to provide students with more progressive supports that gradually release responsibility to students (Principle 3: Support them along the way); therefore, I need to provide teachers with more feedback (discipline) around their support processes.

	If I want students to be problem solvers (a core value), then teachers need to stop working harder than their students (Principle 7); therefore, I need to create new institutional habits (culture) that focus on allowing students more autonomy in solving their own problems.



Laying out your pathway this way allows you to clearly delineate


	What your biggest constraint is right now;

	The course you will take over the next 90 days to remove it; and

	What outcome you expect as the result of your efforts.



A pathway this clear will keep you from being taken off course by other issues that seem urgent but only serve to distract you from the most important work you can be doing right now.

Additionally, your Builder's Blueprint helps you connect your actions to outcomes. So many leaders struggle because they tend to focus on the former to the exclusion of the latter, prioritizing, for example, how many classrooms they visit each year rather than how many students in those classrooms made improvements over the school year. While it is true that activities and inputs are controllable in a way that goal achievement and outputs are not, if you do not understand what activities can actually affect the outcomes you are looking for, you and your staff can be very active and work very hard without seeing any results.

What's more, focusing on a lot of changes at once tends to dilute everyone's efforts and suck up their energy. You do more but accomplish less. Buildership means focusing on less so that you and your people can achieve more. It means making hard choices and closing off some options so that you can focus on what matters most.

With the right focus, you'll be able to determine what work you should be doing now and what work you need to pass on for now because it doesn't serve your purpose. There will always be more good ideas, more compelling research, more cool strategies than you or your team have the capacity to implement. The key is to find and act on the right ideas at the right time and in the right way.

Your Builder's Blueprint helps you do that. It captures the pathway for removing, neutralizing, or rerouting around your biggest obstacles, one at a time, and ultimately achieving your school purpose. And now, armed with a clear pathway, you're ready to turn it into a solid Plan.


Endnote

* It may seem strange that a principle your teachers are using with high will and high skill could still be the key factor in why you are facing a particular constraint or a key lever for removing it. As you'll see, though, the closer you come to realizing your school purpose completely, the more your instructional levers will represent small refinements rather than large sweeping improvements.






Chapter 4



Plan
How to knock down your biggest constraint in the next 90 days (even when "life" tries to get in the way)

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

Nelson is the superintendent of a small school district in the Midwest. I was taking him and his principals through the Buildership Model, and when I got to the Plan phase, Nelson said impatiently, "We already know how to plan. In fact, that's all we ever seem to do—make plans." The principals in the room nodded sadly. They had gotten really good at making plans, and even pretty good at executing them, but they never seemed to make any real progress toward overcoming their big challenges or achieving their big goals.

Can you relate? Are you tired of making strategic plans and going through 60-day goal-setting sessions and (even worse) 2-week sprints? Are you tired of trying to divvy up your annual improvement plan into quarterly benchmarked plans only to find out, a whole year later, you're still facing the same challenges, still fighting the same constraints, and no closer to where you want to be?

Well, you're not alone. In this chapter, I want to introduce you to a new way of planning and show you how to build a plan that can actually help you eliminate, work around, or otherwise neutralize your biggest constraint over the next 90 days.

Why Leaders' Traditional Improvement Plans Don't Work

All leaders are taught to create improvement plans. Sometimes our districts even give us elaborate planning documents to facilitate the planning process. The documents ask us to look at data or do a root cause analysis. They ask us to produce a plan to raise literacy, numeracy, and graduation rates. They give us a form to complete that outlines exactly how we are going to address our challenges and tell us it must be submitted by September 30 each year.

Problem is, once we write those plans, we rarely revisit them—unless it's to provide the district leaders with quarterly progress updates. When the school year ends and we haven't achieved the goals we had planned to, we spend the summer planning session justifying why we fell short and taking care to scale down the coming year's goals to something that seems more doable. All in all, it's a demoralizing process.

And this isn't unique to the field of education. Leaders everywhere face the same frustration. Researchers Chris McChesney, Sean Covey, and Jim Huling (2012) conducted a study to find out why so few organizations consistently achieve the goals they set. Here are the four main reasons they identified:


	People don't know what the goal is.

	People aren't committed to that goal.

	People don't know specifically how to achieve the goal.

	People aren't held accountable for achieving the goal.



The Buildership Model counteracts all four of these major threats to goal execution. Establishing a clear purpose helps everyone in your organization understand what the goal is. Using the Four Disciplines of Buildership helps you get and keep everyone truly committed to achieving your school purpose. Charting a clear pathway to achieve a specific goal (and capturing this in a Builder's Blueprint) helps everyone know exactly what they need to be doing to keep moving toward the school purpose. And creating a concrete plan with built-in accountability helps everyone work to achieve each goal and, ultimately, your school purpose.

However, McChesney, Covey, and Huling were careful to point out a fifth insidious factor in organizations' failure to carry out strategic plan: "life." The hidden enemy of execution is that organizations often get caught up in day-to-day urgent responsibilities and end up "back burnering" activities that would move them forward. They prioritize the work of today over the work for tomorrow.

Does this sound familiar? Setting aside improvement plans you've made because there are other critical issues you have to deal with right now? I can't tell you how many leaders I've met who have identified major problems in their school and even pinpointed a key constraint but tell me they just don't have time to focus on it right now. "There are bigger fires to put out." Builders know that the day-to-day demands of their jobs are real. This is why they don't settle for standard school improvement plans that are static; they go for transformation plans that are flexible and adaptable.

New level, new devil.


This is a common refrain within my own organization. It's our way of reminding ourselves that a flat plan will fail every time. These traditional improvement plans almost always allow for initial progress, but each time you reach a new level, you face new challenges. Unless your plan is built to adapt to new challenges, it's incredibly easy to get distracted or derailed by the new devil. You may lose sight of the original goal or abandon the plan entirely.

In this chapter, we're going to walk through the process of developing and executing a practical plan that you can use to knock down your biggest constraint in spite of your day-to-day demands and maintain momentum until you achieve your goals. And, like I said, it's designed to help you do that in as little as 90 days.

How Builders Plan: 90 Days at a Time

As leaders, we are taught to plan annually. Every summer, we meet and create a school improvement plan that is usually required by our districts. But, as we discussed in Chapter 2, creating an annual school improvement plan keeps us on the school improvement hamster wheel: starting the year with plenty of optimism but getting mired in the day-to-day challenges of our jobs.

A big problem with annual planning is that it casts improvement as something that's far off in the future. There is no sense of urgency. We plan in the summer for success that we can't reasonably expect to see until sometime the following spring. Often the wait for success is even longer. Consider that if your annual plan focuses on raising test scores, and testing doesn't happen until March, and test results won't be in until July, it's almost impossible to know if that plan is working until it's time to create next year's plan.

That's why builders don't focus on annual planning. Sure, they may have annual goals they want to reach (e.g., Move every teacher in the building at least one level in one domain; see Chapter 2), but they break their planning down into 90-day periods, focusing on less-distant goals that they want to achieve in service of their bigger vision. This means builders don't wait until the end of the year to see success; builders experience a series of successes throughout the year.

I want to take a moment here to clarify that 90-day planning is not the same as quarterly planning. Quarterly planning is intended to help achieve a series of milestones toward a yearly goal. With 90-day planning, every 90 days stands on its own. Each 90-day period focuses on completely removing a single constraint.

It's true that each constraint removed brings you and your staff closer to realizing your purpose, but successfully removing your biggest constraint can and should be considered a distinct success in and of itself. So 90-day planning is not about measuring progress toward a single victory; it's about going from one victory to the next every 90 days. You can imagine how empowering this is, but it also keeps your team focused. Instead of trying to meet multiple complicated objectives over the course of the year, you can all focus on meeting a single, clear objective every 90 days.

Another advantage of 90-day planning is that 90-day plans are way more predictable than annual plans. It is a lot easier to accurately forecast what actions you need to take over 12 weeks than it is to predict what actions you will need to take over the next 12 months. At the beginning of the school year, we have no way of knowing how the school year will unfold. Will there be budget cuts? Will a new superintendent come in and mandate a different direction? Will a key staff member be promoted or go out on leave? Will a global pandemic put everyone in quarantine?

Planning in 90-day cycles is a smarter approach. Ninety days is long enough to build up momentum and short enough to allow you to adjust your trajectory if something threatens to seriously affect your plan. Ninety days leaves you free to shift directions as your circumstances change or as you gain new data and new insights.

And that is perhaps the most important advantage 90-day planning has over yearly planning: it allows you to learn and adjust throughout the year. At the end of each 90-day cycle, you can take a step back, examine what you have learned, and use what you learned to make your next 90-day plan even more effective. You are not "putting off" improvement until the end of the year; you are experiencing a series of successes and getting better and better throughout the year. Thus, you aren't just changing specific factors; you're transforming overall.

Because builders begin the planning process having done the work of identifying their biggest constraint, they are already way ahead when it comes to focus. They have a pathway in mind. They know what their biggest constraint is and what it will take to remove that constraint. Yet they realize that it's possible to have the most compelling purpose, the most committed people, and the clearest pathway in the world, but without a solid plan of execution that anticipates challenges, the results they seek will be out of reach. Builders plan not just to achieve the outcome but to meet the challenges they'll face along the way.

Their tool for this is something I call the Builder's Transformation Cycle. Here's an overview of the work it entails (we'll go into detail about each stage in just a second):


	Excite: Get everyone to buy into the proposed 90-day transformation work.

	Explore: Surface and address the constraints that threaten this transformation work.

	Engage: Set everyone up for success with the transformation work.

	Expect: Get everyone implementing the transformation work consistently and pervasively.

	Evaluate: Get everyone implementing the transformation work with quality and embed it in your culture as standard practice.

	Extend: Realize success, examine results, and identify next steps.



Each stage of this process is calibrated to create greater and greater momentum: energizing your staff, deepening their commitment to the work, and honing your ability to anticipate and mitigate new challenges. I'll show you what I mean as we explore each of the six stages of the Builder's Transformation Cycle.

Stage 1: Excite

Years ago, when I first mapped out the Builder's Transformation Cycle, the Excite stage was not even a part of the process. We jumped straight into what is now Stage 2. But soon it became clear that many schools were facing a ton of pushback from teachers who didn't understand what it was we wanted to do and why it mattered.

And so the Excite stage was added, and its entire purpose is to help your teachers understand what your pathway to change will look like and why it's important. During this stage, you are going to do two things. First, you are going to create a change agenda. Then, you are going to craft and share a story of change.

Create a Change Agenda

Your Builder's Blueprint has shown you your school's biggest constraint. The challenge now is to help your teachers see that constraint for themselves and understand why removing it needs to be the school's top priority.

Enter the change agenda. This document makes the case for the transformation and helps you and your people see what life will look like on the other side.

At heart, the change agenda you create is a very strong hypothesis, built on the analysis you did during the Pathway phase. To prepare it, take all the components of your Builder's Blueprint and describe what they are now and what they will be like once your school has completed all six stages of the transformation process. Detail, to the best of your ability, the exact steps you will take together to achieve this transformation.

Let me offer you an example so that you can see how this all works. Evelyn is a veteran high school principal in New York City who, for years, has battled things like chronic student failure, a low graduation rate, truancy, and a low college-going culture. She explained to me that with so many challenges, she felt that she was fighting an uphill battle to transform her school. The first time Evelyn and her team went through the Builder's Blueprint process, they located the school's biggest constraint inside the vision: the school was not making sufficient progress toward helping every student graduate with an acceptance letter to a 2- or 4-year college or university, an enlistment offer from the military, or an offer letter to a career-track job or apprenticeship.

When Evelyn and her team dug a little more deeply into the data, they noticed something interesting. For many of their students, the biggest barrier to graduating was that they were not successfully passing the New York State Regents Examination and, therefore, were ineligible to graduate. Some students opted for GEDs, and others retook the exam and got the minimum qualifying score, although that score was not high enough to meet the entrance requirements for the CUNY university system.

After digging further, they realized that a lot of the instruction in their school was not properly preparing students to pass the Regents exam and that, although the school's teachers thought they were teaching on-grade-level lessons, they could not fully articulate what their state standards required of students. You can see the Builder's Blueprint that Evelyn and her team created in Figure 4.1.




Figure 4.1. Evelyn's Builder's Blueprint

[image: A filled-in blueprint form showing the pathway discussed in text: Vision to Student Performance Data to Principle 2 to Support.]



Take a look at the pathway Evelyn and her team mapped out to remove their biggest constraint (students not passing the Regents exam): Vision, Student Performance Data, Principle 2, and Support. In other words, they determined that in order to increase student graduation and postsecondary success and move toward their vision, they needed to help more students successfully pass the Regents exam. To do that, teachers would focus on better aligning their curriculum to the standards (Know where your students are going), and the admin team would provide support to help them do so.

However, even with the completed blueprint in front of her, Evelyn was not sure what the actual transformation work would look like in her school. I suggested she complete a change agenda as an intermediate step to flesh out her pathway a little more. Sometimes it's hard to jump from the Builder's Blueprint (which helps you to identify the pathway you'll take to eliminate your biggest constraint) to the plan (which outlines the specific actions you will take to do that). Completing a change agenda helps builders think through the specific changes required.

Figure 4.2 (see pp. 128–129) shows a completed change agenda for Evelyn.




Figure 4.2. Evelyn's Change Agenda


Pathway: Vision—100% of our students will graduate with an acceptance letter to a two- or four-year college or university, an enlistment offer from the military, or an offer letter to a career-track job or apprenticeship.

From: Students are not passing the state examinations required for graduation.

To: Every student successfully reaches a qualifying score on the Regents mock exam.

How: Provide instruction that is fully aligned with state standards.


*     *     *


Pathway: Data—Student Performance Data

From: In the last exam administration, only 60% of students passed the Regents mock exam.

To: 100% of students pass the Regents mock exam.

How:

	Provide students a personalized learning plan based on their unpacked Regents mock exam scores.

	Provide students additional support and personalized instruction based on their personalized learning plan.



*     *     *


Pathway: Instructional Lever—Principle 2: Know where your students are going.

From:

	Teachers don't understand what is required to pass the state exams.

	Teachers teach the curriculum as written rather than prioritizing the key knowledge and skills students need.

	Teachers' learning activities are not aligned with the standards or on grade level.

	Teachers don't understand the implications of student mock exam scores (i.e., the knowledge and skill status that the scores indicate).


To:

	Every teacher understands the key knowledge and skills from his/her course tested by the Regents exams.

	Every teacher prioritizes their curriculum by focusing attention on the key knowledge and skills students are expected to have when they enter their class and the key knowledge and skills students need to have upon completion of a course.

	Every teacher has a clear understanding of what knowledge and skills each student needs to master in order to earn a qualifying score on the Regents exam.

	Every teacher's units, lessons, and learning activities are fully aligned to state standards.


How:


	Fully unpack grade-level standards.

	Use the Regents exam to participate in a modified 5-in-5-out process to identify the key knowledge and skills required by their course and understand the instructional scope and sequence of their subject areas.

	Meet in PLCs to examine student data, track student progress, and adjust student learning plans.

	Unpack state standards to determine the thinking skills and processes implicated by the standards.

	Develop lessons that are fully aligned to state standards.



*     *     *


Pathway: Administrative Discipline—Support

From: Generalized feedback and support that's mostly focused on the Teacher Evaluation System requirements.

To: Focused support for teachers to help them understand grade-level standards and align instruction to them.

How:

	Identify training and develop a training calendar and program to help teachers understand the key knowledge and skills required by their course in preparation for the Regents exams.

	Provide training on how to "unpack" the test items of the state tests to determine the thinking skills and processes required.

	Provide PLC time and protocols to help teachers examine student data.

	Offer a unit design template focused on helping teachers design standards-aligned units.

	Offer nonevaluative coaching feedback on teachers' unit plans.

	Facilitate the 5-in-5-out exercise and compile and publish results.

	Focus at least 20 minutes of faculty meeting time on offering additional support/resources for teachers around standards-aligned instruction.

	Provide training on how to unpack standards.

	Design and create an individualized student learning plan for each student (alongside the guidance department) based on students' mock Regents exam scores.

	Schedule and staff several mock Regents exams throughout the school year to give students several opportunities to prepare for the actual exam.

	Organize and sort student performance data and provide easy-to-understand data reports to PLCs.





As you can see, Evelyn's change agenda maps out where the school is currently and details what the school will look like at the end of this transformation process. She also explains how she and her people will get there.

The work necessary to create a change agenda is quite valuable in that it helps to solidify for you and your staff what you will be building together. What's more, it clarifies for everyone the connection between the activities they will complete as part of the transformation and the results they will achieve by doing so. You can use this as a basis for your step-by-step plan.

You don't have to be as detailed in your own change agenda as Evelyn was in hers. There are times when part of your "how" will be figuring out together which processes to enact. Be detailed enough to paint a picture of what the transformation process will look like and what it will ask of your people, but not so detailed that you overwhelm everyone. The primary goal here is to get them excited by the possibilities of the transformation you will pursue.

Create a Story of Change

While the change agenda is meant to appeal to the head, the story of change is designed to appeal to the heart. Your goal here is to help everyone who now sees the need for change to embrace their chance to be a part of it.

A good story of change follows the same story structure that has been present in stories since the beginning of time—and that's familiar to us from movies and novels and fairy tales. I am indebted to Donald Miller (2017), whose book Building a StoryBrand offers a simplified version of this universal story structure that helped me outline the essential parts of a story of change, as follows:


	The Hero: Every story needs a hero. Because the change you are proposing requires the investment and effort of your teachers, the hero of your change story is always them, never you. Outline what they, your heroes, desire most.

	The Problem: Next, describe what problems are getting in the way of your heroes getting what they want. Make sure that you are describing your teachers' perceived challenges as well as the real challenges that can be substantiated by data. Never forget that a perceived challenge feels 100-percent real to anyone experiencing it.

	The Guide: Here is where you enter the story. Position yourself as the guide, an empathetic authority whose objective is to help your heroes overcome their challenges and get what they want.

	The Plan: Next, outline for your teachers a simple plan that will help them achieve what they want to achieve. Don't get into the weeds here; you want a pared-down version of the change agenda—ideally three steps, and five at the most.

	The Call to Action. Now it's time to invite your teachers to join you on the journey to achieving this plan. You can actually offer two calls to action here: a direct and straightforward "Come with me, and let's do this!" or, if some of your people are skeptical or you sense they aren't quite ready to commit to the entire action, a transitional call to action, which is simply a "Come with me on the next step in this journey," inviting them to go at least as far as the Explore stage of the Builder's Transformation Cycle.

	The Success: Next, describe what will happen if you successfully complete this process. Explain how your plan will help them achieve their desires and what your school will look like as a result.

	The Failure: Finally, describe the alternative outcome—what teachers will lose if they do not join you on this journey. This is not about disciplinary consequences! What you want to do here is describe the natural consequences of inaction and help teachers understand that inaction will not help them get what they want or overcome their challenges.



Here's an example—Evelyn's story of change:

I want to thank you all for being here today to talk about our vision. As you know, our vision is that 100 percent of our students will graduate with an acceptance letter to a two- or four-year college or university, an enlistment offer from the military, or an offer letter for a career-track job or apprenticeship. I know everyone here wants that for our students. I also know that all of you are hardworking and dedicated to making a difference in the lives of our students, and you want to know that the work you do with them each day matters.

So I know how frustrating it is that after all of your hard work, only 62 percent of our students graduate, and only 52 percent of graduating seniors have a viable postsecondary plan. After all of your hard work, it's heartbreaking to see so many students not invest in their future or even believe that a bright future is possible for them. You've spent so much time convincing them to believe that they can go to college or secure a career-track job, only for them to fail one or more of the state Regents exams. Then, poof! All those options you convinced them were available evaporate. You are here because you believe that education is the one thing that gives students a chance to change their lives for the better. It can feel demoralizing to work so hard and still see students fail.

I get it. It's heartbreaking for me, too. That's why I've spent the last few weeks poring over the data and trying to better understand what is getting in our way. I am happy to say that I think I've found a solution.

I believe that if we could better understand how our state tests work, we can better prepare students for those tests. If students perform better on those tests, then they have access to the academic opportunities we want for them. So here's what I'm suggesting we do over the next 90 days or so.

First, we're going to really examine those state tests until we crack the code. Second, once we crack the code, we're going to redesign our lessons so that we can better prepare students for the state tests. And third, once we do that, we'll see students be more successful and have more options for their future.

If we follow this plan, not only will our students be better prepared, but we'll also see our hard work with them pay off as more and more of them pass these high-stakes tests. You'll no longer feel as frustrated. You'll have the confidence that you have made a difference, that you can make a difference.

Of course, I'm not saying that this one plan will be enough for us to achieve our vision. But if we don't take these steps, I'm sorry to say, we will see even more failures ahead. I don't want that, and I don't believe you want that either. We cannot wait if we want this year's graduating seniors to still have a shot. That's why I'm inviting you to join me on this journey over the next 90 days. If we can crack the code on these tests, we can help our students access better opportunities ahead.


Done right, your story of change can help everyone understand what you're trying to do, build a sense of urgency around why that change needs to be made right now, and highlight their role in completing this transformation. In fact, you'll know that your story of change has taken hold when your teachers can tell it in their own words and even reference it when discussing your proposed change.

You'll likely need to repeat your change story over and over again. It took time for you to determine your pathway, so it's not reasonable to expect everyone to get with the transformation you're proposing the first time they hear your ideas. And you must be sure to anchor your story of change in your school purpose. Remind people of the vision, mission, and core values, and show them how the pathway you've identified will help you all do what you're here to do.

The Excite stage concludes when every teacher understands your change agenda, has accepted at least a transitional call to action, and is willing to take the next step.

Stage 2: Explore

The Explore stage is when the transformation starts to come into focus, because it's when your staff begin to grapple with the transformation work themselves. Sure, you and your administrative team have already spent a lot of time understanding your data, but you have to remember that this is all new to your teachers. They need time to digest everything before they can completely commit. Plus, their feedback will be critical in helping you refine your plan.

There are two things you need to do to secure that buy-in. First, you need to surface and address objections. Then you need to set up a transformation scorecard.

Surface and Address Objections

It's important to remember that there is bound to be at least some objection to the transformation you're championing. Even people who enjoy change don't want to be changed. Many leaders were trained to dismiss opposing viewpoints on change and quash objections as quickly as possible to prevent "negativity." But most of us have learned that when we do that, the objections don't go away—they just go underground.

Builders know that inviting and intentionally surfacing objections is a much more successful approach. It gives you time to deal with the objections in a positive way and prevent them from derailing progress later on. Here are some simple steps to follow:


	After the Excite stage, meet with teachers in small groups and ask them to share their questions, concerns, and objections about the work you are asking them to do. During these meetings, don't try to address their objections and concerns. Simply record them.

	Once you've met with all your teachers, organize their objections and look for any overlap. Try to identify the most common objections.

	Meet with your staff as an entire group and repeat the objections they shared with you. Try to use their language, which reassures your staff that you are listening.

	Ask your staff to prioritize the objections they raised. Ask them, "Which of these objections do you see as the biggest obstacle to doing the transformation work we've outlined?" Then, allow your staff to debate. In the end, have them agree on their biggest objection. By agreeing that they cannot move forward successfully unless X is removed, you're making a subtle contract with them: we will remove X, and then we can move forward. Now the debate has switched from if we'll move forward to how we'll move forward.

	Look for ways to neutralize or remove the staff-identified biggest obstacle. If you can remove more, do so—but always focus first on the biggest obstacle. This is a quick win that can persuade more of your staff to take the next step with you. By surfacing and removing their biggest objection, you overcome a lot of resistance and get staff more engaged in the process.



Create a Transformation Scorecard

The other part of getting everyone on board is making sure there is a common understanding of what success will look like as you move through the transformation process. That way, everyone will know whether or not the work they are doing is actually helping your school reach your goals.

To measure success, you need to create a transformation scorecard. Unlike complicated data dashboards that many leaders use, builders opt for something simpler. Your transformation scorecard is a way to keep track of the data points you've chosen and make sure you're moving forward. It's not meant to capture everything—just the really important things. Its critical data sets are leading indicators and lagging indicators of transformation (see Figure 4.3 for some examples). Leading indicators tell you what kind of progress you are making right now and help you anticipate problems before they occur. A good leading indicator has two important characteristics. First, it is predictive. The assumption is that if you are seeing constant improvement in your leading indicators, you are highly likely to reach your goal. Second, a good leading indicator is controllable, or at least it is heavily influenced by actions you take. This means you can see a problem is indicated, figure out the corrective action to take, and implement that solution quickly, before your progress is significantly derailed. By contrast, lagging indicators give you information after the fact. They tell you whether or not you hit a milestone or achieved a goal.




Figure 4.3. Examples of Leading Indicators and Lagging Indicators


Leading Indicators: Number of students called each week

Lagging Indicators: Number of students who report that "I have a teacher who cares about me" on the annual climate survey

*     *     *


Leading Indicators: Number of absentee calls to parents each week

Lagging Indicators: Student attendance rates

*     *     *


Leading Indicators: Minutes spent in independent reading each day

Lagging Indicators: Reading test scores

*     *     *


Leading Indicators: Number of practice math problems completed each week

Lagging Indicators: Math test scores

*     *     *


Leading Indicators: Number and average cognitive level of questions during classroom observations

Lagging Indicators: Level of meaningful student engagement as determined by the teacher evaluation rubric

*     *     *


Leading Indicators: Level of rigor of teacher lesson plans (as measured by a 4-point rubric)

Lagging Indicators: Student critical thinking scores on a state assessment

*     *     *


Leading Indicators: Number of teacher observations conducted each week

Lagging Indicators: Average teacher evaluation score across staff

*     *     *


Leading Indicators: Number of coaching visits per teacher each semester

Lagging Indicators: Final teacher evaluation scores

*     *     *


Leading Indicators: Number of student writing conferences each week

Lagging Indicators: Student writing scores

*     *     *


Leading Indicators: Number of peer-mediated conferences

Lagging Indicators: Number of student suspensions

*     *     *


Leading Indicators: Number of students with a completed graduation map

Lagging Indicators: Graduation rate




By looking at both, you're hypothesizing that if you move the lead measures, they will move the lagging indicators and bring your school closer to the goal you've set. The truth is you need both. If you focus only on leading indicators, you won't know whether or not your work is making a difference. If you focus only on lagging indicators, you won't know until it's too late whether you are on track to achieve your goal. This is a common mistake I see leaders make: they only track test scores (lagging), for example, or they only track teaching behaviors (leading). Both are important, but as stand-alone information, test scores or teaching behaviors don't constitute a compelling narrative about what the school is trying to achieve and how everyone on staff is pitching in to achieve it together. When you put leading and lagging indicators together in a coherent way, you not only keep everyone focused on your big goals but also make those big goals feel achievable.

Let me walk you through an example. In the spring of 2020, as COVID-19 quarantines were taking effect, I was working with a group of principals who were in the Explore stage of their transformation cycle and setting up a transformation scorecard to track their improvement efforts. Initially, they all struggled a bit with shifting from stating goals (as their traditional school improvement planning documents had required) to creating a deeper narrative by using leading and lagging indicators. Old habits die hard.

One middle school principal was having a particularly tough time. He and his leadership team had already completed a Builder's Blueprint, so they had a pathway (Vision, Climate Data, Principle 1, and Accountability), but they were getting stuck trying create a coherent plan. Many of their students were disconnected from school, and this problem had gotten worse since the shift to remote learning. The team believed that lack of student engagement was really affecting their ability to achieve their vision, which was Every student will reach proficiency in math and reading and grow at least one grade level each year.

The team kept stating their goal as "increase student engagement." When I pushed a little, asking them what they meant by "student engagement" and how they would know whether it had indeed "increased" at the end of their 90-day cycle, they were stumped. So we went back to Principle 1—their instructional lever. I prompted them to talk about how they thought teachers could do a better job of starting where students are and how that might increase student engagement in online learning. Within just a few minutes, we located the problem: they had no idea what starting where students are would look like for teachers.

For the next 10 minutes or so, we discussed what aspect of teacher–student relationships would have to be different in order to see increased student engagement. We concluded that starting where students are meant every teacher would understand students as individuals—as whole kids with complex interests, needs, motivators, and goals who were also being affected by the fear, uncertainty, and boredom of being quarantined. And a way to go about achieving that end would be to set up a system in which every student would have an adult advocate who would check in on them weekly, monitor their progress, and personally engage them in a nonacademic conversation in order to get to know them and their struggles better.

"But we can't be sure doing this will increase engagement," the math team leader protested.

"No, we can't," I agreed. "But that will be our theory of action over the next 90 days. As you track the data, you can determine whether or not this approach is effective. If the data starts showing us that it isn't, we can shift based on what we learn."

She nodded, and we mapped out a transformation scorecard that looked something like what you see in Figure 4.4.



Figure 4.4 A Transformation Scorecard

Purpose
Vision: Every student will be proficient or above in reading and math and grow at least one grade level each year.

Student Data—Climate Data

Metric: Average daily attendence in remote learning classes:

Actual/Plan: Actual—65%; Plan—95%

Weekly Actions:

	Attendance secretary will make calls home to students who have not attended remote learning sessions at all.


*     *     *

Teachers—Principle 1: Start where your students are
Number of weekly check-ins:

Metric: Number of weekly check-ins:

Actual/Plan: Actual—275/600; Plan—600/600


*     *     *

Administrators—Accountability

Metric: Average # of nonacademic conversations per student:

Actual/Plan: Actual—.04; Plan—2.0

Weekly Actions [Teachers and Administrators]:


	Complete training on online portal.

	Review sample conversation starters for nonacademic conversations.

	Create schedule for student check-ins.

	Conduct initial check-in with students.





In the first column, we copied the pathway they had outlined in their Builder's Blueprint: Vision, Climate Data, Principle 1, and Accountability (their targeted discipline—more on that shortly). Next, we identified what metrics they would track. With regard to progress toward their vision, we decided they would track student performance on a teacher-created benchmark test (their state had canceled standardized testing for the year). These benchmark test scores (the lagging indicators) would tell them if students were making real progress during remote learning.

When it came to looking at teacher actions, we returned to their hypothesis that the biggest challenge right now was that students were not showing up for their online classes each day. Because they were not logging in to attend class, they could not continue to make progress. In other words, they had to address student engagement first if they hoped to help students continue to make progress toward the vision. Because the team decided that having an adult advocate, weekly check-ins, and frequent nonacademic conversations were essential to maintaining student engagement in the remote learning environment, these are the leading indicators we chose:


	Number of weekly check-ins each staff member has with assigned students each week.

	Number of nonacademic conversations each staff member has with assigned students each week.



The idea here was that if staff checked in with their assigned students and engaged them in a nonacademic conversation weekly, student engagement would increase. If student engagement increased, then online learning attendance would increase. If online learning attendance increased, then academic performance would increase.

But we couldn't stop there. You see, the stress of remote teaching and navigating new technology had shifted many teachers into a low will/low skill state. Thus, in their Builder's Blueprint, the team had identified accountability as the discipline the staff most needed in order to truly start where students are. Now they had to figure out what conditions they could create—what systems they could put in place—to best enable teachers to complete their weekly check-ins with students and engage students in nonacademic conversations.

The answer was to prioritize student well-being by making student updates an agenda item for each team's weekly meetings. For the team leader, this would mean breaking down the team's student roster down into a list of 15 students each week. Then, when they arrived at the student check-in point in their meeting agenda, the team leader would ask the teachers how each student on that week's list was doing. The teacher who was each child's assigned advocate would then offer an update: Jeremy was having trouble focusing, but he was trying out standing up at regular intervals as a way to get his energy out; Marquita was getting closer and closer to breeding the elusive blue rose on her Animal Crossing island; and Shavon was now volunteering to walk three dogs on her block. Yes, knowing they might be called upon to report on any of their assigned students gave these teachers added impetus to make their weekly contacts, but the focus on personal connection was a more powerful inspiration. This was not accountability in the traditional sense, wherein teachers felt obliged to give an update to avoid getting in trouble with their team leader. Instead, it was accountability rooted in teachers' commitment to the school purpose and in their own investment in their students' welfare. What's more, these updates kept team leaders more connected to students; as the weeks went on, the number of adults invested in the students' success and well-being continued to grow.

Looking again at this school's transformation scorecard, you can see that there is both a coherent plan for effecting change and a clear way to measure weekly progress to keep them on track for the transformation. This is important, because having goals that are coherent and achievable helps everyone on your staff feel empowered and stay engaged. They see how achieving something big is accomplished through smaller actions that they themselves can control. The more their actions move the leading indicators, the more growth they see in the lagging indicators. The more they experience success, the more achievable your goals feel. And, in my experience, the more the data starts showing results, the more engaged everyone becomes. Soon, they aren't tracking the data out of compliance; they're tracking the data because they genuinely want to know how they are doing on work that personally matters to them, and they want to enjoy the feeling of success that their efforts yield.

As you set up your scorecard, focus on selecting the most critical leading and lagging indicators you will track and determine how you will put them together to create a compelling narrative of change in your organization.

Once you've determined what data you will track, make that data visible. Remember: data that is out of sight can easily become out of mind, overshadowed by competing demands on your time and your staff's. The transformation scorecard provides the visibility you and they need.

Now, visually displaying data is probably not new to you or your team. In fact, most schools have some sort of data dashboard, file of data spreadsheets, or even a data wall where you monitor and display a plethora of statistics. And while that data (mostly lagging indicators, by the way) can show you historical trends, it is not helping you and your team make solid decisions or giving direction to your work going forward. What's more, historical trends can be a deflating drag. It provides accountability, yes, but it's the nonconstructive, blame-based kind of accountability. It represents what has already happened in the past, but it doesn't tell you much about what you should be doing differently in the future.

A builder's transformation scorecard is different. It's not a collection of charts and graphs and numbers that represent lagging indicators and bring up a million questions, from "What happened here?" to "Whose fault is this?" A builder captures data to help answer one question: how are we progressing toward our goals? A builder's transformation scorecard is there to provide a continuous feedback loop that helps everyone stay accountable.

On this scorecard, everyone's data is public. This transparency promotes accountability without authority figures having to constantly chase, check, or correct teachers. But more valuable is the way in which the scorecard illustrates to them how they are contributing to the overall change effort. When people know that they are working on the right things and making meaningful progress, they are intrinsically motivated by the value of the work itself.

Another great advantage of the builder's transformation scorecard is that it keeps everything simple. The problem most of us face is not too little data but too much of it. I've seen countless administrators armed with data spreadsheets full of numbers. They can toggle between one sheet and the next, create data tables, and drill down to the most minute data point. And yet they still cannot make meaning of the data or use it to give direction to their decision making. When it comes to achieving your vision, carrying out your mission, or living your core values, there are really only a handful of numbers you need to monitor. Once you identify what those numbers are, those are the only numbers you should be monitoring on a daily basis.

To keep your transformation scorecard simple, ask yourself this: when it comes to achieving our vision, mission, and core values, what is the one number (or, at most, the two or three numbers) that will tell us whether or not we are on track? That one number needs to be unambiguous. By unambiguous, I mean that when you see it, you won't need to discuss it, debate it, or "dig deeper"; the number itself should clearly tell you and your team at a glance, Are we on track, or are we off track?

By making data visible, simple, and unambiguous, you make it accessible to everyone and meaningful in a way that most school data isn't. This really is the point of the Explore stage. You want to help teachers begin to own the transformation process and data themselves. As long as it's your plan and your data, it will remain your problem. But when you can help the teachers feel that it's our plan, then the challenges and the outcome belong to all of you. If things go well, you will all celebrate. If things don't go well, you will all be responsible for fixing them.

You'll know you've completed the Explore stage when everyone starts to feel that sense of ownership. Your people will be invested, and they won't feel coerced, pressured, or manipulated. One you've got this level of buy-in, the next step is to get them truly and fully engaged in the work.

Stage 3: Engage

Now it's time to get everyone involved in the work it will take to achieve your transformation. During the Engage stage, your goal is to get everyone moving: trying the new approaches, attempting new behaviors, and learning new skills related to the targeted instructional principle and its systems. Teachers don't have to be perfect in their execution; in fact, right now, they shouldn't even be evaluated.

You'll do three things during the Engage stage.

First, you'll provide your teachers with training, tools, support, and nonevaluative feedback—whatever they might need to engage with the new way of working. You'll give them the latitude to "try on" the change and find ways to make it their own. To be clear, this is different from the generalized supports that you may be already providing teachers. During this stage, you are explicitly practicing the discipline you identified in your Builder's Blueprint to address the will and skill needs of your staff. The goal here is to be intentional about practicing the right discipline in order to overcome will and skill challenges and help everyone get started making the instructional changes you've identified on your Builder's Blueprint.

Second, you'll invite and collect feedback. You want to know how teachers are faring, what challenges are emerging, and what successes they are experiencing. You will use this feedback to improve your approach. For instance, suppose you're providing teachers with professional development to help them learn a new skill. You'll want to collect their feedback on the PD as well as any lingering questions or challenges they have so that you can use these to improve the next PD offering. Or perhaps you've instituted a new system. You'll want to collect teachers' initial feedback so that you can tweak the system over time.

Third, you will use this time to get a quick win. Perhaps you'll remove another obstacle that teachers identified during the Explore stage. Or you might share success stories of how their efforts are already improving student outcomes. Change is hard, especially here in the early stages, when teachers may feel clumsy and uncertain as they try new things. A quick win creates momentum and reassures teachers that their efforts will be worth it.

You'll know you're ready to move out of the Engage stage when all—or, as sometimes happens, almost all—of your teachers are attempting the change. They will not be perfect at it, and that's OK. The point here is to get your people off the fence and moving in the right direction.

Stage 4: Expect

Once everyone is attempting the change, it's time to set the expectation that the change is the "new normal." The goal in this stage is to get everyone implementing the change consistently and pervasively throughout the organization.

To do this, you will start to provide more evaluative feedback, focused not so much on the quality of implementation (that will come later) but simply on the fact of it. This means letting your teachers know whether you see them implementing the change or not.

It's helpful here to meet with your teachers and co-create a simple rubric that codifies what implementation of the principle identified in your Builder's Blueprint (or what implementation of a particular aspect of that principle) actually looks like. Consider that the middle school staff we met earlier, the one struggling with student attendance during remote learning, didn't just agree to check in with students. They came together and discussed what a good check-in might look like and co-created a set of questions they wanted everyone to ask students each week. Of course, the teachers could go beyond those particular questions, but at a minimum, every teacher committed to making those questions a part of their weekly check-in. Again, here in the Expect stage, the quality of implementation is a secondary concern. Teachers may still need more time to develop proficiency. But this is the point at which it is no longer acceptable for teachers to not be trying to do the transformation work. Everyone must implement the change if it is going to succeed.

As teachers are getting comfortable with the work, continue to offer support and formative feedback. This is the practice time—a period when they can develop their skill without the pressure of needing to do everything perfectly right now.

You'll know that you've successfully completed the Expect stage when all of your teachers are executing the new approaches and behaviors consistently and pervasively. Now you're ready for the Evaluate stage.

Stage 5: Evaluate

The goal of the Evaluate stage is not to issue a threat or dangle a consequence over teachers' heads; it's to determine how well your plan is working. At the beginning of the transformation process, you hypothesized that if you made this shift in instruction, you could move your data and get closer to realizing your purpose. Although progress monitoring is constant during the transformation process, it is during the Evaluate stage that you will determine whether or not your hypothesis was correct.

You'll be revisiting classrooms and giving teachers evaluative feedback about the quality of their implementation of the change. You're also going to look at your transformation scorecard and determine whether or not the leading indicators you've been tracking have moved the lagging indicators in the way you'd hoped to see. And you'll be collecting feedback from teachers about how they feel the transformation process has worked and what you could do better next time. The point here is to get a clear sense of what worked throughout your 90-day process, and what lessons you've learned about both the process itself (what worked and didn't work at each stage) and the change you were trying to implement. Did you succeed in making the change? Did that change get you closer to your goals? Why or why not? What will you do differently next time? What will you keep? You'll know that you've completed this stage when you have a coherent answer to these questions.

Stage 6: Extend

Now it's time to take all that you've learned and go back to the drawing board. If you've removed the constraint, it's time to look for the next obstacle and get to work removing that. For example, perhaps you were focused on increasing the number of standards-based lessons to remove the constraint of below-grade-level work that was keeping 100 percent of your students from reaching grade-level proficiency (your vision). With a new set of standards-based lessons in place, you've met that 90-day goal! Great! Now, repeat the Builder's Blueprint process again and identify the next constraint. Perhaps, now that you have appropriate standards-based lessons in all classrooms, students are struggling to succeed, given the increased level of rigor. You'll create a new Builder's Blueprint to remove this constraint on your vision, perhaps identifying Principle 4: Support your students along the way as your next instructional lever.

If you weren't able to remove the constraint, now you'll have more information about why. Perhaps you discovered an underlying problem: that teachers didn't really understand the standards and needed more time to unpack them effectively before designing standards-based lessons. In that case, you'll take what you've learned, go back to the drawing board, and design your next 90-day cycle to remove that constraint (the real one).

Or maybe you did identify the right constraint, but you didn't remove it fully because your teachers haven't yet made enough progress with the targeted principle: Principle 2: Know where your students are going. Over the next 90 days, you might switch your focus from the support discipline to the feedback discipline to help teachers continue to develop toward mastery of this principle. Yes, you'll still create a new Builder's Blueprint, one with a slight shift to focus on feedback.

Every 90 days or so, you'll complete a cycle, learn from the process, and use what you've learned to build the next 90-day cycle.

One of the things I love the most about this process is that it doesn't require complete commitment from all your teachers in order to get started. All you need at any particular point is for each of your teachers to agree to take the next step. Thus, you don't have to wait until everyone is fully convinced. You can get started right away and help teachers take one step after another until you reach your goal.

Would you like to see how this plays out in a real school? Let me introduce you to Carlton.

The Transformation Process in Action

Carlton was the principal of a Title I middle school that had been grappling for years with low student performance and high staff turnover. Carlton needed a solution, and he saw a strong possibility in the Buildership Model.

First, Carlton and his staff worked together to develop a vision, mission, and core values with their staff. Next, he and his administrative team and coaches started practicing the Four Disciplines of Buildership. Although they saw some initial shifts in the level of commitment among the staff, their students were still underperforming and disengaged in class.

Those initial months of establishing a purpose and practicing the disciplines weren't wasted, however. Carlton and his team had gathered a lot of data that shed light on why they were experiencing the persistent challenges they were facing. By time I began to meet with them to start discussing a pathway, they already had a hypothesis about why their students were underperforming.

Together, we completed a Builder's Blueprint (see Figure 4.5).




Figure 4.5. Carlton's Builder's Blueprint

[image: A filled-in blueprint form showing the pathway discussed in text: Vision to Student Performance Data to Principle 1 to Accountability.]



The biggest constraint Carlton and his school faced was a lack of student engagement that was inhibiting progress toward achieving their school vision: Every student at or above proficiency in reading and math. They wanted to change the observation data—specifically, the level of student engagement in the classroom. Their hypothesis was that if students were more engaged, they would learn more and perform better in class and on state tests. The instructional lever they would initially focus on pulling was Principle 1: Start where your students are, and the discipline administrators would use to facilitate the transformation was accountability.

With this clear pathway in front of us, it was time to bring the staff on board.

Stage 1: Excite

During the school's next professional development day, Carlton and his team shared their thinking with the staff. They crafted a story of change in which the staff was the (collective) hero. They carefully shared the data they'd identified and the hypothesis that if they got students more engaged in class, it would result in better student performance and make teaching more fun for them.

Some teachers were immediately excited about the plan. But others were understandably cynical. After all, this was not the first time the administration had come to them with a plan, only to abandon it after a few months. Some of the teachers even became angry and accused the administrative team of blaming them for a lack of student engagement instead of placing the blame where they believed it really belonged—with the students.

Carlton began to panic a little. He and his team had expected the teachers to be enthusiastic about what they were sharing (this was the "Excite" stage, after all); instead, a vocal few were turning things negative and derailing the meeting. Resolving to salvage the meeting, he took a deep breath and said, "Look, I know that this is very new. But we are not going to rush the process, and I promise you that we will have plenty of opportunity to shape the process together." Carlton reminded his staff of their vision, mission, and core values, and talked a little more about how the change they had in mind was designed to help them achieve their purpose. Then, as an assistant principal passed out pads of sticky notes, Carlton asked the staff to write their questions, concerns, and objections on individual sticky notes. He then reminded them that this would be a process. Although they had a lot of questions, he assured them that he would make sure that he and his admin team addressed all of their concerns throughout the process. He concluded by asking the staff if they would at least agree to continue the conversation. They agreed (albeit some reluctantly) to keep talking and Carlton ended the meeting and asked the staff to put their sticky notes on the bulletin board on their way out.

Carlton and his team had expected the rest of staff to be as pleased as they were at having finally identified a clear area for change. Instead, they were met with resistance, complaints, cynicism, and a forest of sticky note comments. They were quickly learning that this transformation process wasn't going to be easy. It rarely is, and there is no guarantee that during the Excite stage, your staff will be as excited about your pathway as you are.

But that's why this is the Excite stage, not the Excite meeting. It will take more than one exposure to get everyone excited. This is especially true if you have a seasoned staff who have their own history with the school improvement hamster wheel.

Stage 2: Explore

After that initial meeting, Carlton and his team collected the sticky notes and met to go over them. Although the team was really disappointed that the meeting didn't go better, Carlton reminded them that this was a process and that it would take some time. He admitted that he too was disappointed by the staff's reaction but urged his team to trust the process.

They started reading the sticky notes, and soon a few patterns emerged. First, many of the teachers were already feeling overwhelmed trying to implement the last few initiatives the school had launched. This new initiative felt like "one more thing."

There were also a few teachers who didn't believe that this was the right direction. They thought that it was the students' responsibility to engage in class—to pay attention to the lesson and participate instead of being on their phones or skipping class. The students should be held accountable, not let off the hook. Others felt that the students came from such rough backgrounds and home environments—or were already so far behind academically—that they simply could not stay engaged in class, even if they wanted to.

For the most part, however, teachers were excited to get started and hopeful that this really was the solution they'd been waiting for. Still, they were worried that they did not have the skills they needed to keep students engaged. What's more, many of them were skeptical about this latest push.

After grouping the staff concerns into three categories, the administrative team and coaches began to discuss what they could and should address now and what needed more time. They also reached out to individual and small groups of teachers to hear from them what they believed the biggest barriers to engaging students were. During these conversations, the administrators and coaches just listened. They didn't try to fix everything or offer solutions. They just collected the information and kept reminding everyone that this would be a process.

With this expanded set of feedback, the team met to develop a preliminary plan for how they would support teachers through the process. They were relieved that both teacher feedback and their observational data confirmed what they initially suspected—that student engagement was their biggest constraint right now. In particular, they zeroed in on where the student engagement seemed to fall off and noticed that it dropped significantly between the warm-up and the main instruction each day, often because teachers would just jump into instruction without using instructional hooks so that students could see the purpose and relevance of what they were learning.

They shared their observations with teachers, and the teachers agreed with their preliminary hypothesis. After some initial discussion around Principle 1: Start where your students are, the teachers could see how using instructional hooks could help them get students more engaged. Their big question was "How?" Carlton and his team promised to provide additional training and resources. Although they didn't have complete buy-in from every teacher yet, all the teachers were at least willing to learn how they might increase student engagement.

Carlton and his team then identified their key leading and lagging indicators. Based on their preliminary observations, they believed that if teachers used instructional "hooks" at the beginning of class to get students immediately engaged and helped them see the purpose of what they were learning, the students would be more engaged. Thus, they identified the number and quality of instructional hooks the teachers used as their leading indicators, and student performance on their ELA and math benchmark tests as their lagging indicators.

Next, they created a timeline that outlined the entire transformation process and shared all this with the staff. They explained why they selected the data points they did and how the timeline would work. They solicited more feedback and factored that feedback into their final plan. Once they knew that everyone understood the process and was willing to at least attempt the targeted strategies and see what results (if any) would be produced, they knew that they were ready to move to the Engage stage.

The Explore stage is a tough part of the process, because it's when you intentionally surface complaints. Some of these complaints you'll immediately recognize as valid. Great; use them to adjust your plan. But don't just dismiss complaints that seem invalid to you. They certainly feel valid to the people who expressed them, and they can help you identify and address points of resistance going forward. Your job during the Explore stage is not to minimize objections and complaints; it's to collect them, consider them, and factor them into your plan.

By the end of the Explore stage, Carlton and his team had a clear understanding of the staff's reservations, and every staff member felt heard. They also determined what data they would track and set up a transformation scorecard, which they hung in the main office's conference room so they would not neglect to check it during their weekly meetings. They were ready to take the next step.

Stage 3: Engage

Based on the pathway charted in their Builder's Blueprint, Carlton and his team identified accountability as the discipline the team needed to practice the most in order to help teachers create more engaging classrooms. In particular, they wanted to create a better system for the way that teachers planned lessons so that they were more intentional about engaging students from the very beginning. After examining some research and reviewing their observation notes, they zeroed in on one system they thought the entire staff would benefit from instituting—instructional hooks. If every teacher were intentionally planning to include instructional hooks, they reasoned, then students would be more likely to be engaged at the very beginning of the lesson, and teachers could build on this engagement throughout the lesson.

Because teachers were not already using instructional hooks, Carlton and his team initially scheduled a few professional days focused on how to create powerful instructional hooks and incorporate them into lesson plans. As a part of their training, they co-created criteria for what made an effective instructional hook and what made an instructional hook ineffective. Carlton and his team would use these criteria to give teachers supportive feedback and, eventually, to evaluate the effectiveness of their initiative. To address the staff's different levels of expertise with student engagement, the instructional coaches provided differentiated follow-up support. They also incorporated time in teachers' weekly PLC meetings to share instructional hooks that worked and troubleshoot those that didn't. And further, they redesigned the lesson planning template all teachers used to include a section on instructional hooks. In the end, the goal was to have a schoolwide understanding of instructional hooks and to create a system that enabled all teachers to incorporate them into their lessons on a daily basis.

Some teachers took to the new strategies right away, but others struggled to implement them. And then there were those who made no attempt to implement them at all.

Carlton and his team decided to focus on getting a "quick win" to help the staff more fully embrace the strategies. They revisited feedback they'd received during the Explore stage and decided to tackle what many teachers reported was their biggest obstacle: feeling overwhelmed. Reasoning that teachers who felt overwhelmed would not be able to engage fully in the transformation process, they worked to address some of the specific concerns that had been raised by limiting interruptions and protecting class time, streamlining team meetings to increase planning time, and providing teachers with more support as they grappled with how to help students who were below grade level meet grade-level standards.

These changes had an immediate impact, and staff who appreciated the support reciprocated by increasing their commitment to the change. The administrative team kept encouraging every teacher to attempt at least one of the targeted engagement strategies, and they offered formative feedback on their lesson plans to help them become more effective.

Were there still teachers on staff who were not attempting the engagement strategies? Yes. Carlton and his team simply reminded those teachers that they would be expected to implement the strategies by the end of the month and reiterated that they were there to help. A few more teachers took them up on this offer, while others remained reluctant. It was progress. It was enough. At the end of the month, the administrative team announced that on the following Monday, they would be moving to the Expect stage.

Stage 4: Expect

On the first day of the Expect stage, Carlton and his team arranged to be in classrooms all day. Their goal was to look to see if teachers were implementing the targeted engagement strategies. They were not there to evaluate how well the teachers were implementing the strategies; that would come later. For now, they just wanted to see the strategies implemented consistently and pervasively throughout the school.

That first day, they started by visiting teachers with whom they had been working the most during the Engage stage. They knew these teachers would be implementing the strategies already and were well prepared. These teachers received congratulations and nonevaluative feedback aimed at helping them improve their implementation further.

Soon, word got around that members of the administrative team were in classrooms. Some of the teachers began to get nervous.

On the following day, the administrative team made a point to visit the classrooms of the teachers who had been the most resistant to incorporating the engagement strategies. Again, they were only looking to see if the teachers were using the strategies consistently. Several, they found, were not. Some teachers explained that they found the strategies unnecessary, but the administrative team held firm, explaining that many students were not currently demonstrating meaningful engagement in their lessons and urging them again to give the strategies a try. They also reminded teachers that they would soon be evaluated on how well students were engaged in their lessons. Better to practice the engagement strategies now to prepare for evaluation. They concluded each conversation with an offer of additional support to help teachers find a way to make using instructional hooks more meaningful to them. They wanted to make sure no one was "artificially" adding strategies for the sake of compliance; teachers needed to be using these strategies to increase student engagement.

This alone proved to be enough to get some of the reluctant teachers on board. For those who were still resistant, Carlton and his team applied the Four Disciplines of Buildership in a targeted way. They held their more resistant teachers accountable for consistently implementing the strategies in their informal classroom observations and follow-up conversations with teachers, and they offered nonevaluative feedback and ongoing support to help them improve their implementation of the strategies. As more and more teachers began using the strategies, Carlton began to sense a favorable shift in both the pervasiveness and quality of implementation throughout the school.

Throughout the Expect stage, Carlton and his team made a concerted effort to be in classrooms every day and to get teachers the supports they needed to improve. They also met daily to review their teacher dashboard and determine which teachers needed additional support. And they met weekly to review the results of their supports and determine who needed more support, feedback, or accountability. They looked at what cultural shifts they needed to make to ensure that the engagement strategies became a habit. Of course, they noted whether or not student engagement was increasing in response to the strategies, but they also kept an eye on student performance data to see if increased engagement was actually making a difference in how well students performed.

Each time they met, they noticed that more and more teachers were coming on board. And, to their surprise, some of the teachers were even sharing additional strategies they were trying and the results they were getting. Many of the teachers reported that they were seeing an increase in student engagement and they were actually enjoying the process. Carlton shared these success stories during team and faculty meetings, and the stories began to inspire other teachers to use the strategies more effectively.

In spite of these bright spots, when Carlton and his team met to review teacher progress, they saw that some teachers were still struggling to implement the strategies effectively. They decided to offer additional coaching for those teachers and extend the Expect stage two extra weeks beyond the three weeks they had planned to give more teachers time to get comfortable with using the strategies every day.

Stage 5: Evaluate

Now it was time to determine whether the transformation had worked. For Carlton and his team, that meant answering three questions:


	How well was the staff implementing the targeted engagement strategies?

	Were those strategies (when implemented properly) increasing student engagement?

	Was an increase in student engagement leading to an increase in student achievement?



Carlton and his team began by visiting all classrooms and evaluating how well the teachers were implementing the targeted engagement strategies. Because they had been working with teachers extensively during the Engage and Expect stages, they knew that the majority of the teachers regularly used the strategies and that the teachers had made significant improvement in how well they used the strategies. Now they just needed to document it through both formal and informal observation.

They conducted formal evaluations using the criteria for strategy implementation and student engagement they had developed with the staff during the Explore stage. They then examined their data and noticed strong evidence of an increase in student engagement in the classrooms where teachers were using the strategy consistently and effectively. Next, they shared the findings with their staff. The goal was to help the entire staff (but especially the remaining holdouts) see how using the strategies really did increase student engagement.

But did the whole hypothesis hold true? Was increased engagement improving student performance? Carlton led the staff in an examination of student achievement gains on the spring benchmark ELA and math tests. They found that students experienced real and meaningful gains.

Once the data had been shared and discussed among the staff, Carlton asked one more question: Did they want to continue to use the targeted engagement strategies in their classrooms as a matter of general practice? The answer was a wholehearted yes.

Stage 6: Extend

By now, Carlton and his team were believers in the transformation process. Although things didn't go perfectly (it took them almost 4 months instead of the 90 days they had originally planned), he and the administrative team debriefed the process as they created their next Builder's Blueprint and 90-day plan.

Executing Your Plan Like a Builder

In order to make your plan work, you will need disciplined execution. That means you need to stick with your plan in spite of the competing demands on your time, focus, and energy … in spite of all the distractions that come along with the day-to-day running of a school. How can you stay focused—when "life" keeps trying to get in the way? Well, let me introduce you to the concept of meeting rhythm.

Having a regular and frequent cadence of meetings is absolutely the best way to keep you and your team committed to realizing your purpose, focused on your pathway, and consistently producing results. Without frequently revisiting your plans, checking your progress, meeting challenges as they arise, and making adjustments, the gap between where you are and where you want to be will get wider. Keeping to your meeting rhythm means you're not just tracking progress; you're able to adapt to new, unforeseen challenges as they crop up and create just-in-time adjustments to your plan to keep moving forward. You're not meeting for the sake of meeting; you're meeting to consistently confront and solve issues before they derail your progress. And the only thing you are discussing at these meetings is how you are executing your plan to achieve your 90-day goal. Need to discuss other topics? Schedule a separate meeting.

Figure 4.6 shows the meeting rhythm I teach my clients to use.



Figure 4.6. Recommended Meeting Rhythm


When: Yearly

Meeting Length: 2–3 days

Why: Review mission, vision, and core values and set targets for the year


*     *     *


When: Quarterly

Meeting Length: 3 hours

Why: Create your 90-day plan


*     *     *


When: Monthly

Meeting Length: 60 minutes

Why: Check progress on 90-day plan and make adjustments


*     *     *


When: Weekly

Meeting Length: 60–90 minutes

Why: Review metrics and solve challenges


*     *     *


When: Daily

Meeting Length: 15 minutes

Why: Stay accountable to daily commitments




When teams I work with report back that they haven't been meeting consistently, one of the most common excuses I hear is "We don't have time to meet." So much needs to be done, and there are so many fires to put out, that meetings seem to be a poor use of valuable time.

Yes, meetings take up time. Following a meeting rhythm takes up more time still. But think of all the time you're currently wasting dealing with the same issues over and over again. Imagine how much time you'll save if you resolve those issues once and for all. By committing to a meeting rhythm, you will stay focused on what matters most and actually see your plans through to completion.

A lot of us are better at making plans than we are at completing them. There are hundreds of reasons for this, but often it's because we get so distracted by the urgent that we lose sight of the important. The transformation cycle outlined here is designed to help you execute your plan and see dramatic results in as few as 90 days.

Keep in mind that you will not fully master this process your first time through. It usually takes at least two cycles before you get it right. Be patient and trust the process. The more you apply it, the more you'll learn from it, and the better you'll become at it. Over time, this process will be embedded into your school culture and be the means through which you reach milestone after milestone on your way to realizing your school purpose.






Chapter 5



Putting It All Together
How to start writing your success story right now

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

By now, I'm sure you're eager to get started. But you may be wondering how to do that, exactly. Perhaps you're reading this book in the middle of the school year when you've already committed to an annual plan. Or maybe the entire process feels a little overwhelming.

I get that. Making the shift from leadership to buildership can feel daunting, especially because it requires unlearning so much of what we've been taught is the "right" way to do things. I often refer to this process as a "trapeze moment": the point at which you need to let go of the processes and ways of thinking you're used to relying on and grab hold of a new mindset and way of approaching your work.

To help get you on your way, I'm going to take you through the exact same process I use with my clients. What follows is a high-level view of everything we have covered, which doubles as a streamlined guide to adopting the Buildership Model in your school, no matter where you are in the school year. It should help you see how all the parts work together and give you a better idea of how this process could operate within your own schedule.

Before we dive in, I do want to offer one caveat. You can't just substitute a single Builder's Blueprint for your annual school improvement plan. It's not a matter of swapping in one process for another. Buildership is an entirely new way of thinking about how you operate—one in which you say goodbye to chasing higher test scores and being satisfied with incremental gains. The objective isn't "getting better"; it's total transformation. We are talking about turning your school into a raving success story and having a significant positive impact on your students' lives both now and over the long term.

All this is to say, you cannot approach what we've covered the same way you may have approached school improvement planning before. Your goal is not to get all the steps exactly correct or tick off all the boxes. Your goal is to use purpose, people, pathway, and plan to rewrite your school story.

Maybe, in the past, your annual gains were modest at best, and there were many students you felt you were failing. That was your old story. Buildership can help you write a new story for your school—one in which all your students are successful. Maybe you have been struggling with a disengaged or cynical staff. That was your old story. Buildership gives you the means to write a new one—one in which your staff is fully committed to your ambitious vision, doing work every day to stay on mission, and behaving in ways that fully align with your school core values. Or maybe your school is doing pretty well, and most are satisfied with the status quo, but you feel you could be doing so much more. Buildership gives you what you need to rewrite that narrative and go from being a school where "good enough" is good enough to one where your staff and students sincerely and constantly push themselves to be their best.

Let's review the four phases of the Buildership Model and how adopting them will help you turn your school into whatever success story you want it to be.

Begin with Purpose

Because the Buildership Model's other three phases are all anchored in your purpose, if you don't have a clear purpose, nothing else will really work. Your purpose outlines the success story you want to tell for your school. It paints the picture of what success looks like and is unique to your school, staff, and students.

Here's what you do in the Purpose phase:


	Define your vision.

	Share your vision with your staff and, together, establish your mission.

	Have your staff co-create a set of core values. Continue working until you have 100-percent agreement.



You'll know that your staff is ready to move on from the Purpose phase when every staff member in your building can reliably explain your school vision, mission, and core values, and has made a verbal commitment to them as your school purpose.

Build Your People

To achieve your vision, carry out your mission, and live your core values, you are going to have to apply the Four Disciplines of Buildership—feedback, support, accountability, and culture—to increase the will and skill of your staff until there is a master teacher in every classroom.

In the People phase, you'll do the following:


	Start by developing your school vision story. Repeat this story often until it becomes the reigning narrative of your school.

	Get into your school's classrooms, determine each teacher's current level of mastery, and identify the "one thing" each can do to move from their present level (e.g., a novice who needs to acquire, an apprentice who needs to apply, a practitioner who needs to assimilate, or a master teacher who needs to continue to adapt) to the next. Share this with teachers, using differentiated feedback.

	Create and use a "teacher dashboard" to track all teachers' growth and document the differentiated, developmental, and deliberate support and additional feedback you're providing. Make it your goal that in one year's time, each teacher will grow at least one level in one domain.

	Help everyone remain accountable by creating systems that make the desired behaviors unmistakably clear and easy to implement.

	Build a healthy culture by aligning your organizational habits to your vision, mission, and core values.



For a builder, the work of growing staff is ongoing, so the People phase is too. You'll know you're succeeding, though, when all of your teachers begin to exhibit increased will and skill with regard to your school purpose. They are not only becoming more and more committed to your purpose and to achieving your goals; they are increasing their capacity to make that purpose a reality.

Chart a Pathway for Action

The Pathway phase is a diagnostic one. Guided by the structured Builder's Blueprint, you'll engage in the essential work of identifying the right problems to solve and the right strategies to solve them:


	Revisit your vision, mission, and core values, and identify the biggest obstacle standing in the way of your school purpose right now.

	Test your hunch by looking at your data to pinpoint where your "biggest obstacle," "weakest link," or most significant challenge lies. For example, what evidence backs up the claim that you're not making sufficient progress toward your vision? Or what reaffirms the idea that your work is off mission? Or in what critical way are you not living your core values?

	Now, dig a little deeper. What is happening instructionally that is contributing to the problem you've identified? Review the Seven Principles of Effective Teaching and figure out as best you can where the root cause lies.

	Determine what specific instructional shift will have the biggest impact on the data you want to change and, ultimately, help you achieve your vision, carry out your mission, or live your core values.

	Identify which Discipline of Buildership will best enable the instructional change you want teachers to make. In other words, figure out what you need to be doing as a builder to best empower teachers to make the instructional upgrades they need to better realize your school purpose in the lives of your students.

	Complete your Builder's Blueprint to create a map of the action you'll take.



The Pathway phase is ongoing too, but it's continual rather than continuous. What that means is that while you will always be working from a Builder's Blueprint, you will not always work from the same Builder's Blueprint. As your work evolves, you'll find new weak links, new constraints and obstacles that you'll need to remove in order to maintain your progress toward your school purpose. Thus, while you will continue operating from a blueprint, you'll create a new bueprint for each new "biggest obstacle." So while you'll never fully "complete" the Pathway phase of this process, you'll know that you're succeeding when you have a Builder's Blueprint that makes it clear what change you need to make right now and the impact that change will have on your organization. People should be able to look at the Builder's Blueprint you're working from now and clearly understand what you're working toward, what your biggest constraint to achieving that outcome is, and what steps you will take to remove that constraint and achieve the goal you seek.

Execute and Refine the Plan

Proceeding from the map created in a Builder's Blueprint, you'll carry out the six steps in the Builder's Transformation Cycle to remove the constraint or obstacle you've identified and move closer to achieving your school purpose:


	Excite: Determine what your change agenda will be, and then determine how you will get everyone excited about the direction you will be taking. Develop your "story of change" and begin repeating it often.

	Explore: Give everyone a chance to react to your story of change by deliberately soliciting their questions, concerns, and objections. Use this feedback to refine your plans going forward. Create a "transformation scorecard" you can use to monitor and share progress with your staff.

	Engage: Provide staff with the training and support they need to get started. Examine preliminary data and adjust your plan, as necessary.

	Expect: Ensure that everyone on your staff is attempting to implement the change and provide ongoing nonevaluative feedback and support. Examine ongoing data and adjust your plan, as necessary.

	Evaluate: Provide evaluative feedback and support and examine data to determine how far you've come and whether your hypothesis was correct. Did the instructional change you made lead to the outcome you desired?

	Extend: Embed the change into your culture and determine what next steps you need to take. Use these insights to create your next Builder's Blueprint.



With a real plan in place, what once seemed daunting now feels doable. It may take anywhere from 90 days to several months to navigate the six steps of this process, but you'll know that your Plan phase is operating successfully when your entire staff is successfully implementing the change and you are seeing results.

About every 90 days or so, you will create another Builder's Blueprint and execute another 90-day plan to keep your school moving forward. This is an iterative progression that asks you to respond to new data, adapt to changing conditions, and address newly emerging challenges. Remember: "New level, new devil." Each time you reach a new level in your school's transformation, you will face new challenges, and you'll need to adjust your approach to deal with them. That means coming together every time to revisit your school purpose, examine new data, identify what new obstacles are in your way, and choose the right instructional levers and enabling systems. What will start to emerge from this process is a new school narrative, one that tells of the successes that you're seeing and the impact that you are having on students. As your facility with this process grows, you'll start to see more and more success stories emerge and you'll get closer and closer to your school goals.

How Long Will Transformation Take?

When I first started teaching the Buildership Model to schools, I naively believed that every school would be able to realize a complete transformation in 90 days flat. I even created a calendar with due dates and deadlines for when each part of the Buildership Model should be completed.

But I soon realized that every school is different, and thus, every school will move at its own pace. Some schools I worked with were in a great position in terms of Purpose and People. Once they learned to create a Pathway, they were able to move through the Plan phase swiftly and see dramatic growth in their first 90-day cycle. Within 18 months, these schools were completely transformed. Other schools took six months to complete and execute their first Builder's Blueprint and didn't see full transformation for three years. And still other schools I've worked with have needed up to a year to complete their first Builder's Blueprint and move into their first 90-day plan.

What I've learned is that your ability to execute the Buildership Model will depend on several factors:


	Your current culture. If you have a lot of underlying toxicity in your culture, you'll spend the first few cycles of executing your Builder's Blueprint uncovering and dealing with the underlying issues that are feeding that toxicity. This is not wasted time. In fact, unless you address those issues, you'll never be able to make significant progress.

	The size of your school district. It's harder to make rapid change when your school is in a large district rather than a small one. That's because the larger the district, the more policies, regulations, and district expectations you'll need to deal with. Keep that in mind as you plan your timeline.

	Your ability to focus. I've found that many schools and districts resist investing in buildership in favor of quick fixes and shiny new things. If you allow yourself to get distracted by the next initiative, the latest new program, or even the day-to-day demands of your job, this process will take longer, and you'll experience more fits and starts throughout. The schools that stay focused see immediate results almost as soon as they start.



As noted, the Buildership Model is set up to help you overcome what McChesney, Covey, and Huling (2012) identified as the main threats to achieving organizational goals:


	Establishing a clear purpose helps everyone in your organization understand what the goal is.

	Using the Four Disciplines of Buildership helps you get and keep everyone in your school truly committed to achieving your purpose.

	Charting a pathway for action toward each change goal helps everyone know exactly what they need to be doing right now to keep moving your school forward.

	Ensuring every plan is a concrete one with built-in accountability helps everyone stay committed to pursuing success.

	Focusing on less—on eliminating one obstacle at a time, in 90-day cycles—ultimately allows you and your team to achieve more. The Buildership Model is not designed to help you manage your day-to-day demands; it's designed to help you reach your goals in spite of your day-to-day demands.



The full transformation you seek will take, on average, between 18 months and 3 years to complete, but don't worry: you should see results every time you complete a 90-day cycle. And, as I stressed in Chapter 4, because the work of builder-driven transformation is iterative, you are never locked into a pathway that isn't serving you, your staff, or your students. If you are not seeing the results you want, there is plenty of room to go back to the drawing board and adjust your approach to each phase until you see the results you're looking for.

Transformation as a Success Story

A lot of times when we talk about transformation in schools, we speak of it in almost clinical terms:


	"In 3 years, we went from 30-percent proficiency to 85-percent proficiency."

	"After implementing this program, our graduation rate skyrocketed to 92 percent."

	"We increased our student engagement score on our climate survey to 3.7 on a 4-point scale."



But what does that transformation mean in human terms? What impact has the school had on students as a result of the transformation you've created? These numbers may mean something to the school leaders who share them, but they don't tell the full story.

That's why builders are interested in more than just raising test scores or increasing graduation rates or improving their climate survey scores. Builders are interested in how doing those things benefits students. If they increase test scores, how does that create new options for students who have failed in years past? If they increase graduation rates, what will that mean for students and their future? If they increase a student engagement score on a climate survey, how is life now better for students? In other words, how does that transformation—what the school has become—rewrite students' stories and create success for them where there wasn't success before?

You see, as builders, we're not interested in transformation for transformation's sake. It's not the fact of doing it, but the why that drives us. We may use numbers to measure our progress, but ultimately, the true story of our success is the ways in which our actions have improved the lives of the students, staff, and families we serve.

And every success story will be different. In some schools, that increase in test scores will mean that students now have opportunities for postsecondary education they didn't have before. For others, that increase may mean that students now see themselves as scholars where before they saw themselves as hopeless failures. For still others, that increase in test scores may mean that both students and staff are now realizing their potential. Your numbers are never just "data." They tell the unique tale of what you and your staff and your students have built together.






Conclusion



Why shifting from leadership to buildership will make all the difference for you—this year and beyond

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

A few years ago, my sister and I decided we were going to focus on our health and "eat clean." No more sugar or white flour. No more junk food. No more harmful processed food. Instead, we were going to eat in a way that actively promoted our health.

My sister stuck with it and eats clean to this day. She's healthier than she's ever been, and she looks amazing.

I, on the other hand, fell off the wagon about two months in.

What was the difference? After all, we were both committed. We both saw the need for change, and we both believed in the diet we chose. But my sister approached it as a lifestyle switch; I approached it as a diet.

Here's what I mean by that. Let's say, for instance, that my sister and I are both offered a doughnut. My sister would say, "No, thank you. I don't eat doughnuts." I would say, "Oooh, that looks fantastic. Only I'm trying not to eat any sugar right now, so no thanks. Oh, well. Maybe I'll just take a little bite …." See the difference? For me, eating clean was something I was trying to do. For my sister, eating clean became a part of her identity.

The same is true for you when it comes to being a builder.

Ultimately, those who approach buildership as something they are "trying" are doomed to fail. Until you adopt buildership as your identity—until you see yourself not as a leader but as a builder—you aren't ready to transform your school.

You see, true transformation requires true commitment. Buildership is not some program you "do" for a year before moving on to something else. It's your approach to everything, every day, year over year.

At some point in the process, you'll start to notice that things feel different in your school. There is less conflict and confusion. People are growing and stepping up. You're starting to reach your goals. Your culture feels healthy, with everyone working on the right things the right way and enjoying themselves while doing it. And the more you realize your purpose, the more momentum you build. Before long, it feels like no problem or challenge can stop you from achieving your vision for your school and your students.

If your school is struggling right now, buildership will help you turn things around. If you already have a pretty good school, buildership will help you finally break through the ceiling you've been hitting. And if you already have a great school, buildership will ensure that you keep growing and never become complacent with the status quo.

In the beginning, this process may feel a little daunting. True transformation usually is. You may even feel that you are taking a few steps backward as the work you're doing dredges up issues that have been lurking beneath the surface, maybe for years. Don't be discouraged. The fact that these issues have now come to light is actually a good thing. Now you can deal with them in a focused, systematic way. Trust the process and stay the course.

So there you have it. Now you know what to do to turn your school into a success story with the people and resources you already have. But knowing what to do is not enough. You can't just read about the Buildership Model, try a few of the strategies in this book, and expect dramatic transformation. This system works, but you must also work the system.

Proper implementation of the Buildership Model requires sustained commitment. Unlike school improvement models where you buy a program, implement a process, get some results, and then move on to the next program, buildership affects how you handle everything in your school from discipline issues, to parent concerns, to curricular rollouts, to personnel issues. Embracing buildership means that everything you do from now on, you will do like a builder.

The benefits of this are enormous. It means you will no longer be distracted by the latest shiny solution that promises lots but delivers little. It means you will no longer be floored by the latest demand or crisis. When you face each day like a builder, you can handle whatever life (or your district) throws at you and keep going from one breakthrough to the next.

Take, for example, those builders who faced the novel coronavirus quarantine of 2020 and the sudden shutdown of schools. Like all educators, they had to figure out how to provide students with a quality education remotely. But while others panicked, builders got right to work. They never lost sight of their school purpose, and they used that purpose to rally their teachers and quickly design learning opportunities that were both rigorous and equitable, all while maintaining a sense of calm that was reassuring for students and families. While others were left reeling from the crisis, builders were able to help their schools thrive in the midst of it.

No matter what you face now or in the future, buildership will help you navigate your school safely through. When you have clarity about your purpose, when you consistently grow the competence of your people, when you chart the right pathway and execute a coherent plan, you will see consistent progress in all facets of your organization. No more trying to wrangle your staff to meet your goals. Just start building and invite them to join you. One by one they will … and they will invite others along until you have the entire staff working together to achieve your school purpose for your students. And together, you will just keep building and growing and having a bigger impact.

Imagine how rewarding it will be to work with a team of teachers who are all committed to the same vision, mission, and core values and who are steadily expanding in their capacity to achieve them. Imagine the confidence you'll all gain knowing that you are on the right path and doing the right work.

That future can be your school's success story. All you need to do is consistently implement the Purpose, People, Pathway, and Plan phases like a builder.
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Dr. Jackson is the author of 10 books, including the award-winning Never Underestimate Your Teachers and the international best-seller Never Work Harder Than Your Students. She also hosts the popular podcast School Leadership Reimagined, which offers free training on how to use feedback, support, accountability, and culture to build a bigger vision, develop a better process, and achieve a brighter future for our schools.
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Want more?
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	Download copies of the resources mentioned in this book.

	Take the free bonus mini-course.

	Discover other free resources.

	Take the Buildership Quiz and get your customized results.

	Download episodes from Robyn's podcast.

	Explore much more reader-only content.



Just visit www.BuildershipUniversity.com/book.
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	The Artisan Teaching Model for Instructional Leadership: Working Together to Transform Your School by Kenneth Baum and David Krulwich (#116041)

	Balanced Leadership for Powerful Learning: Tools for Achieving Success in Your School by Bryan Goodwin and Greg Cameron with Heather Hein (#112025)

	The Coach Approach to School Leadership: Leading Teachers to Higher Levels of Effectiveness by Jessica Johnson, Shira Leibowitz, and Kathy Perret (#117025)

	Coherent School Leadership: Forging Clarity from Complexity by Michael Fullan and Lyle Kirtman (#118040)

	Fighting for Change in Your School: How to Avoid Fads and Focus on Substance by Harvey Alvy (#117007)

	Leadership for Learning: How to Bring Out the Best in Every Teacher, 2nd Edition by Carl Glickman and Rebecca West Burns (#121007)

	Leading with Focus: Elevating the Essentials for School and District Improvement by Mike Schmoker (#116024)

	The Learning Leader: How to Focus School Improvement for Better Results, 2nd Edition by Douglas B. Reeves (#118003)

	Never Underestimate Your Teachers: Instructional Leadership for Excellence in Every Classroom by Robyn R. Jackson (#110028)

	The Principal 50: Critical Leadership Questions for Inspiring Schoolwide Excellence by Baruti K. Kafele (#115050)

	The Principal Influence: A Framework for Developing Leadership Capacity in Principals by Pete Hall, Deborah Childs-Bowen, Ann Cunningham-Morris, Phyllis Pajardo, and Alisa A. Simeral (#116026)

	What If I'm Wrong? and Other Key Questions for Decisive School Leadership by Simon Rodberg (#121009)



For up-to-date information about ASCD resources, go to www.ascd.org. You can search the complete archives of Educational Leadership.


Whole Child

The ASCD Whole Child approach is an effort to transition from a focus on narrowly defined academic achievement to one that promotes the long-term development and success of all children. Through this approach, ASCD supports educators, families, community members, and policymakers as they move from a vision about educating the whole child to sustainable, collaborative actions.


Whole Child Tenets




	Each student enters school healthy and learns about and practices a healthy lifestyle

	Each student learns in an environment that is physically and emotionally safe for students and adults.

	Each student is actively engaged in learning and is connected to the school and broader community

	Each student has access to personalized learning and is supported by qualified, caring adults.

	Each student is challenged academically and prepared for success in college or further study and for employment and participation in a global environment.



Stop Leading, Start Building! Turn Your School into a Success Story with the People and Resources You Already Have relates to the engaged and challenged tenets.

Learn more about the ASCD Whole Child approach.

For more information, send an e-mail to member@ascd.org; call 1-800-933-2723 or 703-578-9600; send a fax to 703-575-5400; or write to Information Services, ASCD, 1703 N. Beauregard St., Alexandria, VA 22311-1714 USA.
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This ASCD Study Guide is designed to enhance your understanding and application of the information contained in Stop Leading, Start Building!, an ASCD book written by Robyn R. Jackson and published in February 2021.

You can use the study guide after you have read the book, or as you finish each chapter. The questions provided are not meant to cover all aspects of the book, but, rather, to address specific ideas that might warrant further reflection.

Most of the questions contained in this study guide are ones you can think about on your own, but you might consider pairing with a colleague or forming a study group with others who have read (or are reading) Stop Leading, Start Building!

Introduction: Why you haven't made a bigger difference in your school (and why it's not your fault)


	What are some ideas you've been taught about leadership that you have found to be untrue in your own experience?

	Which of the frustrations listed on page 6 are you facing right now?

	Take a look at the descriptions of bosses, leaders, and builders in Figure I.1. Where do you find yourself most of the time?

	After examining the Buildership Model™ in Figure I.2, ask yourself what you are most excited to learn about in this book.



Chapter 1. Purpose: How to get off the "school improvement hamster wheel" once and for all


	What does the school improvement hamster wheel look like for you?

	Why must your vision be explicitly about 100 percent of your students?

	Why does it matter that you be excited about your vision?

	What is your current vision for your school? After reading the vision section in the book, how do you think your vision might evolve?

	Why must your vision be connected to your mission statement? What happens if there is a disconnect between your vision and your mission?

	What is your current mission for your school? How might you revise it based on what you've learned in this chapter?

	Why must your core values be non-negotiable? What happens if your core values are not non-negotiable?

	If you had to guess, what percentage of your staff members could tell you your school core values from memory? What are some things you could do to ensure every member of your staff remembers and embraces your core values?

	What is the result of a clear school purpose, and why is it the first step in the Buildership Model? What are the consequences of not having a clear school purpose?

	How do the three components of your school purpose work together to define your school brand?



Chapter 2. People: How to have an entire staff of master teachers (without having to "get rid" of anyone)


	Why is it critical to have a master teacher in every classroom?

	What is the key difference between a skill problem and a will problem?

	What are the only four tools you have at your disposal to improve teacher will and skill?

	When it comes to your school purpose (vision, mission, and core values), where are your teachers on the Will/Skill Matrix?

	Why is feedback so effective with high will/ high skill teachers?

	What is the essential difference between the way that builders and leaders provide feedback?

	Why do high will/ low skill teachers need support the most?

	Builders provide the support necessary to help every teacher grow at least one level in one domain in one year or less. What difference would this kind of growth make for your school?

	How might you leverage differentiated, developmental, and deliberate support to help all your teachers grow one level in one domain in one year or less?

	What is your biggest frustration with low will/ low skill teachers? How can accountability systems alleviate those frustrations and get these teachers working productively toward your school purpose?

	How is the way that builders practice accountability different from the way that leaders practice accountability?

	How does culture help low will/ high skill teachers embrace your school purpose and develop the will they need to achieve it?

	Take a look at the 10 signs of toxic school culture in Figure 2.7. How many are currently present in your school?

	What are the two crucial elements to building culture? How are you seeing these elements play out in your school right now?

	Examine your own practice of the Four Disciplines of Buildership. How might you adjust your practice based on what you have learned in this chapter? What can you do to make your practice of these disciplines more consistent and effective?

	What would your school look like if you had a master teacher in every classroom?



Chapter 3. Pathway: How to stop tackling every challenge and focus on what matters most


	What is your current school improvement planning process? Is it delivering the results you desire?

	Why does your biggest constraint always involve your vision, mission, or core values? What benefit do you see in looking at your constraints through the lens of your school purpose?

	What is the difference between the way that builders and leaders examine data?

	Why is it important to consider both your instincts and your data when determining your biggest challenge?

	Why do builders focus on instruction when looking for solutions to their biggest challenges?

	Why do builders focus on principles rather than individual instructional practices when addressing their biggest challenges?

	Explain how focusing on a single discipline for each blueprint works in concert with levering particular disciplines to address on each teacher's needs.

	Complete your own Builder's Blueprint and explain how the pathway you've chosen is the right pathway for your school at this time.

	If you follow your pathway, what will your school look like 90 days from now?



Chapter 4. Plan: How to knock down your biggest constraint in the next 90 days (even when "life" tries to get in the way)


	Why do most traditional school improvement plans not work?

	What does the saying "New level, new devil" mean when it comes to school improvement?

	What are the advantages of a 90-day planning cycle?

	Using the storytelling framework, what is your school's story of change?

	Why is it important to surface and address objections deliberately? What are the potential consequences of skipping this step?

	What is the difference between leading and lagging indicators, and why is it important to track both?

	How will you know when you are ready to move out of the Engage stage and into the Expect stage?

	Why is it important to take teachers through the Expect stage? What is the outcome you are looking for during this stage?

	What are the key activities during the Evaluate stage, and why are these so important to the overall transformation process?

	What is the secret to disciplined execution of the transformation process?

	What do you anticipate being the biggest obstacle you might face as you execute on your plan? How might you need to adjust your plan as you work through this process?



Chapter 5. Putting It All Together: How to start writing your success story right now


	Why is your Builder's Blueprint NOT a substitute for your school strategic plan?

	What are the three factors that are critical to the execution of the Buildership Model?

	What are the four main threats to achieving your school goals? Which of these is the biggest threat for you right now?

	What are the first steps you'll take to implement the Buildership Model in your school?

	What success story do you want to write for your school? How can you use the Buildership Model to write that success story?



Conclusion: Why shifting from leadership to buildership will make all the difference for you—this year and beyond


	Imagine your school three years from now. What would it mean to your students, their families, your teachers, and your school community if you were to achieve your school purpose?

	What is the key difference between the way that leaders and builders approach school transformation?

	How can shifting from leadership to buildership help you turn your school into a success story with the people and resources you already have?



Stop Leading, Start Building! Turn Your School into a Success Story with the People and Resources You Already Have was written by Robyn R. Jackson. This 172-page, 7" × 10" book (Stock #121025; ISBN-13: 978-1-4166-2984-9; EPUB/MOBI ISBN: 978-1-4166-2986-3; PDF E-book: 978-1-4166-2985-6) is available from ASCD. Copyright © 2021 by Robyn R. Jackson. To order a copy, visit ASCD's Online Store at https://shop.ascd.org.
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