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Abstract 

 
 This study used a multiple mixed-methods approach to take an in-depth look 

inside three suburban elementary schools to investigate the factors that have contributed 

to their high levels of student success on the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment 

(MCA).  This study also provides a reflective analysis of the school I have served as 

principal for the past six years, to investigate the potential barriers that have prevented 

similar achievement levels.  

The mixed-methods study, titled “The Secrets of School Greatness”, was 

developed based on a review of scholarly research, personal and professional reflection, 

and a collaboration with teachers and administration.  The approach involved identifying 

three high-achieving elementary schools with student populations similar in size and 

demographics to my school, collecting qualitative data through site visits to notice 

leadership practices, staff interactions, and observations of leadership team meetings, 

conducting interviews with a purposeful sample of team members, and quantitative data 

through a grounded survey that was distributed to certified faculty at each site, including 

my home school in the winter of 2018.   

This study investigated the perceptions of study participants and the factors they 

believe have led their schools to reaching levels of student achievement above and 

beyond state averages and those at my site, despite having students with similar or more 

challenging barriers to their learning. 

 The study concluded that the following three concepts are the Secrets of School 

Greatness: (1) Symbiotic Humanity, (2) Protective Umbrella, (3) Promoting Greatness.   
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Generally, staff at the three study schools have a strong sense of community and 

belonging that was developed through the work of a strong, empowering, and relational 

principal, serving as the “Master Gardener” to cultivate a cohesive and student-centered 

culture. The foundation of these “Great” schools was established through the reciprocal, 

collaborative, and aligned vision of an emotionally supportive leader that developed a 

culture of Symbiotic Humanity focused on developing a sense of consanguinity.  This 

foundation of family amongst the staff creates a culture where staff are fearless to take 

risks that they believe will benefit student learning. Understanding their leader and 

colleagues are aligned and working collectively to promote student learning under this 

Protective Umbrella, shielding them from external distractions, staff develop a sense of 

psychological safety to work collectively in generous and cohesive teams to best meet the 

need of their students. When staff are collectively committed to one another, have a sense 

of psychological safety to do whatever it takes to meet the needs of their students, the 

staff at these “Great” schools are Promoting Greatness through the reinforcement of high 

expectations through purposeful dialogue, taking ownership of student learning and 

functioning as a collective dominion for student success.   

These concepts are the Secrets of School Greatness that unite to establish a New 

Professionalism of Education for current and future educators to emulate in order to 

ensure higher levels of student learning.  However, further research is needed to provide a 

greater perspective of these and other school communities, including those of students, 

families, community members, and support staff that comprise the totality of the school 

culture.   
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Chapter 1 

Purpose and Background 

Purpose 

Public schools in the United States are given the mission of educating all students 

and their effectiveness has, in recent years, been determined by the results of 

standardized assessments. In an era of increased accountability, public analysis of 

standardized assessment results to determine school quality, and a moral imperative to 

provide all students an equitable education, there is a need to understand the factors that 

underlie school improvement leading to higher levels of student learning for all.  

School Systems - Traditional Perspective 

Compulsory attendance for all students was mandated across the country in 1918. 

At the time of implementation, 25% of all occupations in the United States were 

categorized as agricultural and 40% manufacturing (Katz, 1976). If students weren’t 

successful in public schools, they had access to occupations that didn’t require a high 

school education or post-secondary education; however, a century later, much has 

changed. Ever-evolving demographics, both racially and socioeconomically, increased 

societal and political expectations of public schools, and the fact that only 20% of 

available occupations are in the manufacturing sector and a mere 1% classified as 

agricultural (Clarke, 2016), would indicate education structures and practices must 

change to effectively prepare all students for the available occupations of the 21st century 

and beyond. The educational system has been slow to evolve, as scholars Scheurich & 



2 
 

Skrla (2003) state, the “old paradigm of the bell curve in which only a few do well, most 

do OK, and some fail needs to be gotten rid of. It is not a truth; it is nothing but a socially 

created and maintained concept.” (pp. 69-70).  The existence of this archaic and 

inequitable system for sorting students still exists but in more covert ways.  When 

educators make judgements about student abilities (Meissel, Meyer, Yao, & Rubie-

Davies, 2017) and place students in lower educational tracks, it equates to educators 

having low expectations and limits the educational success of students. Peter Demerath 

(2009) explains, “Over the last thirty years anthropologists and sociologists have shown 

how such marginalization and sorting practices in schools lead to the disengagement and 

resistance of many students, and ultimately the reproduction of existing social inequities” 

(p. 165). Linda Darling-Hammond, describes this inequity as the opportunity gap (2010).  

School Systems - Reform Movement 

Educational researcher, John Hattie (2015), when writing about the politics of the 

educational system and efforts to reform education, stated, “As attention moves from how 

to best educate students to how to best convince voters that their tax money is well spent, 

we are confronting some of the difficulties of democracy.” (p. 9). While the education 

profession has struggled to effectively prepare all kids for the 21st century economy, 

politicians have intervened in an attempt to transform education through legislation. To 

name a few, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (Short, 2016) created 

the Title I funding mechanism under the expectation that more funding for schools with 

higher levels of poverty would produce equitable educational experiences by negating the 

societal disadvantages students face. Subsequently, A Nation at Risk (Bell et al., 1983) 
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arrived and startled citizens into believing the United States was being surpassed by other 

countries throughout the world because of an inadequate education system and that it 

needed to change. As the United States transitioned into the 21st Century, No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) (107th Congress, 2001) arrived to publicly identify underperforming 

children by subgroup and penalize schools for failing to educate its students equitably. 

The Obama administration produced Race to the Top (U.S. Department of Education, 

2009) to award grants to districts with the belief that the competition for more money 

would drive increased student achievement, and most recently, the Every Student 

Succeeds Act (ESSA) (Congress, 2015). 

Since reform efforts were launch several generations ago, politicians determined 

that legislation and political actions such as: firing principals, restructuring schools, 

increasing funding, shifting funding, reducing funding, creating competitive funding, and 

scare tactics will motivate educators to improve student learning. What many have failed 

to understand is, educating children and changing the education system is complex 

(Stroh, 2015).  Authors, Richard DuFour and Michael Fullan (2013) state, “policies that 

are based on punitive accountability are less effective in promoting student learning than 

policies that focus on developing new capacities.” (p. 22). Fullan (2010) points out that 

“the nation has steadily lost ground to other countries since reform efforts were 

launched” (p. 22), while others have supported the idea that legislating change in schools 

has not equated to higher levels of student learning, and these mandates have actually 

failed miserably (Guisbond, Neill, & Schaeffer, 2012).  
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Author, Daniel Pink (Azzam, 2009), shares that people in occupations similar to 

education are motivated through autonomy, which increases engagement; mastery, the 

desire to improve skills; and purpose, the desire to do something that has meaning.  This 

perspective runs counter to the policies legislators have created hoping to convince 

educators and education systems to better educate children. Legislative “quick fixes” 

have not led to improvements in the system, produced negative effects and potentially 

have created more long-term issues (Stroh, 2015) and unintended consequences (Fullan, 

2008; Snyder, 2013).  

School systems have traditionally and consistently operated under “cultural 

assumptions” and “learned patterns of behavior” that have created a “blueprint” for how 

schools work (Demerath, 2009).  Four decades ago, Ron Edmonds (Edmonds, 1979) 

stated, “We can, whenever and wherever we choose, successfully teach all children 

whose schooling is of interest to us; we already know more than we need to do that.” (p. 

23). Edmonds’ work points to the institutional elements of leadership, expectations, and 

culture needed for schools to improve. Researchers, Bryk et al. (2015) confirm Edmonds’ 

statement suggesting that effective school improvement isn’t happening because 

educators don’t know what to do, the issue is how to do it consistently and systematically. 

As a profession, educators must do a better job of educating politicians and much of 

society, that the education system is more than the result of a machine-scored multiple-

choice test; that educating children involves cognitive skills, creativity, and higher-order 

thinking (Merrow, 2017).  Educators need to work collectively to challenge the historical 

blueprint of the education system to effectively meet the needs of all children.  
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Summary 

Public schools have the obligation to educate all students regardless of their 

backgrounds, and external reform efforts have failed to accomplish this task. This section 

of the paper will explore the problems of educator deficit thinking and stereotyping 

students and their families, and how these understandings restrict educational equity for 

students, preventing schools from making the shift from Good to Great (Collins, 2001a; 

Fullan, 2013). The dissertation is organized as follows: First, it details the problems of 

deficit thinking (García & Guerra, 2004; G. M. Johnson, 1994; Skrla & Scheurich, 2001; 

Valencia, 2010; Weiner, 2006), stereotyping and identity threats (Steele, 2010) for 

students, the emotional ecology of school improvement (Demerath, 2017; Goleman, 

2004; Hooge et al., 2013; J. Murphy & Holste, 2016), and shifting school culture to an 

assets-based approach (Hattie, 2009; Meissel et al., 2017; Merrow, 2017; C. M. Rubie-

Davies & Peterson, 2016; Scheurich & Skrla, 2003; Steele, 2010). Second, how 

Professional Community (Kruse & Louis, 2009; Kruse, Louis, & Bryk, 1994; Louis, 

2006) develops a culture of empowerment, trust, and collaboration, leading to continuous 

learning of educators, and equitable educational experiences for all students. Third, it 

explores the components of academic optimism (Wayne K. Hoy, Tarter, & Hoy, 2006; 

McGuigan & Hoy, 2006; Woolfolk Hoy, 2012) and the impact its’ components have on 

student achievement. Finally, how leadership as cultural influence (Jaffe-Walter & 

Demerath, 2017) is organized within the school, how it impacts staff beliefs and 

dispositions, professional community, academic optimism, and that Greatness is an 

important collective ideal driving staff and the overall school culture toward steady, 
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sustained and continuous improvement, ultimately leading to higher levels of student 

learning and future success. 

Background 

Eagle View Elementary, where I have served as principal since 2013, is a Kindergarten 

through Fifth-Grade school with approximately 600 students and is one of five schools 

comprising the New Prague Area Schools district. According to the Minnesota 

Department of Education (2016) Eagle View students are highly homogeneous, with few 

academic, social/emotional or economic needs in comparison to state averages. The rate 

of Eagle View students living in poverty is 8.3%, compared to the state average of 

37.2%; with 93.6% of the students categorized as white, with a state average of 66.5%; 

and 14.4% of students receiving services through special education compared to the state 

average of 15.7%.  

Since 2013, Eagle View students have averaged 76.16% proficiency on the reading 

portion of the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments (MCA) and 83.66% on the math 

portion, well above state averages of 59.2% and 59.82% respectively.  However, in the 

neighboring school district of Laketown Area Public Schools, Prairie Lake Elementary 

was recently awarded the 2017 National Blue Ribbon by the United States Department of 

Education (United States Department of Education, 2017) and has a student population 

with more educational barriers to student learning than those at Eagle View.  Prairie Lake 

has nearly 20% more students living in poverty and a more racially diverse population 

than Eagle View , with 13% more students of color, yet their students have consistently 

outperformed Eagle View  on the MCAs in both math and reading by an average of over 
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6% and 9% respectively, since 2013 (M. D. of Education, 2018). According to 

Schooldigger.com (2019), a website that ranks all elementary schools in the state of 

Minnesota based on their MCA results, Prairie Lake was ranked 40th out of 847 total 

elementary schools in the state of Minnesota; placing them in the top five percent of all 

schools.  Meanwhile, while in the top 25% of Minnesota schools, Eagle View placed 

178th, a dramatic and noticeable difference. 

The term “Greatness” will be utilized frequently moving forward, making it 

relevant to define this term as it relates to this study.  According to Merriam Webster 

Dictionary, Greatness is defined as, “remarkable in magnitude, degree, or effectiveness”, 

and “markedly superior in character or quality” (2019).  For the purposes of this paper, 

“Greatness” will be defined combining the definition provided and utilizing MCA results 

and the ranking system provided on Schooldigger.com. Therefore, “Great” Schools are: 

 those that are remarkable in magnitude, degree, or effectiveness; 

markedly superior in character or quality; and MCA results ranking in 

the top 10% of Minnesota elementary schools as measured by MDE 

and ranked by Schooldigger.com.  

 
With the understanding of our current situation at Eagle View, my previous experiences 

at Washington Elementary, where we moved from a School In Need of Improvement 

(SINI) under No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation to an award winning and 

nationally recognized Professional Learning Community school (“AllThingsPLC.info,” 

2019), and observing that a school in a neighboring district has students achieving at 
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higher levels, with more educational challenges than our students, it has become my 

passion to further investigate the barriers preventing Eagle View from breaking through 

our current ceiling, removing our limits, and attaining Greatness. 

Research Questions  

 This study sought to ask and answer the following questions about The Secrets of 

School Greatness: 

1. How does staff judgments of student ability and background impact student 

achievement?  

2. What are the cultural characteristics of Great schools regarding beliefs about 

students, including student ability and background and identity? How do such 

schools reduce identity and stereotype threats to students? 

3. How does leadership within Great school’s influence faculty beliefs about 

students and families to create an equitable school community and culture leading 

to higher levels of student learning? 

Significance 

 School systems struggle to ensure high levels of learning for all students, and 

throughout the past century multiple reforms have been created and dispersed by people 

outside of school systems in an effort to improve student learning. This study will work 

to inform the efforts of educators to develop and maintain site influence and improve the 

systems and conditions within their school to enhance student learning, much as the 

“Great” Schools were able to create for their staff and students. 
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Limitations 

 The study described in this paper has a number of limitations of which readers 

should be aware as they review its finding. Those limitations are: 

 My dissertation advisor and I concluded that it would be valuable for me to 

undertake a reflective self-study of my own school for comparative purposes as part of 

this larger project. While this has provided valuable insights, nevertheless, it is important 

to acknowledge that my positional authority as the principal at one of the participating 

schools of the grounded survey potentially impacted some of the responses.  While my 

positional authority may have influenced some of the results, having access to the staff to 

complete the survey may also potentially lead to further educational benefits for other 

sites. 

 The study sample involved three schools with similar demographics, including 

two within the same school district.  Ideally, the study schools would have been more 

distributed and less centralized to a generalized geographic location to provide a greater 

perspective and to potentially remove district level political decisions that may have 

impacted individual sites.  Also, the study did not involve interviews of leadership 

members at my school, it only includes results from the grounded survey, which likely 

doesn’t provide the full perspective of Eagle View. The reader her/himself should bear 

this in mind in coming to conclusions about the transferability of findings to similar 

elementary schools (Denzin, Lincoln, & Guba, 1994). 

 Finally, this study did not include the perspective of the other members of the 

school culture, including paraprofessionals, custodians, cooks, students, families, and the 
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overall community. When investigating what it takes for schools to attain “Greatness”, 

the groups listed are critical members of what makes a school function and is a piece that 

should be investigated further
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Beliefs, Dispositions and Expectations 

Student learning is shaped by the underlying assumptions of the adults within the 

school.  These beliefs and dispositions, both individually and collectively, either enhance 

or deter student learning.  Karin Chenoweth (2017), quoting Jeremy Howard from the 

Efficacy Institute at Harvard’s Principal Center, states “The primary limiting factor for 

most educators is a faulty belief system about the nature and distribution of intelligence. 

The belief is deep in American culture, which is that intelligence is innate and unequally 

distributed.” (p. 67). This section examines how deficit thinking (García & Guerra, 2004; 

G. M. Johnson, 1994; Skrla & Scheurich, 2001; Valencia, 2010; Weiner, 2006), 

stereotype and identity contingencies (Steele, 2010), the emotional ecology of schools 

(Demerath, 2017), asset-based approach and expectations (Scheurich & Skrla, 2003; 

Skrla & Scheurich, 2001), and ultimately how these dispositions impact student learning.  

Deficit Thinking 

Scholars have identified that when minoritized groups of students fail to learn it 

can be linked to deficit thinking beliefs (García & Guerra, 2004; G. M. Johnson, 1994; 

Skrla & Scheurich, 2001; Valencia, 2010; Weiner, 2006), where adults assume that some 

students, because of genetic, cultural, or experiential differences, are inferior to other 

children, resulting in adults placing blame on students and their backgrounds for their 

academic failure (Diamond, Randolph, & Spillane, 2004; Valencia, 1997, 2010). When 
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educators are unable to determine how they might help a student learn or unwilling to 

learning something new to help student learning, blaming others for their own failure is 

often the simplest thing for educators to do(A. Bryk et al., 2015; Scheurich & Skrla, 

2003). When educators are unwilling to enter into new learning, or reflect on their current 

beliefs about certain students, their opinions begin to solidify, they undervalue 

contradictory evidence, protect their negative stereotypes of students and their families 

(Scheurich & Skrla, 2003; Steele, 2010) and the idea becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy 

(Farr, 2011; Ford, Ford, & D’Amelio, 2008). These beliefs become part of the identity of 

the educator, making it more challenging to disrupt established patterns of thinking 

(Scheurich & Skrla, 2003; Varol, 2017). 

The majority of teachers are well-intentioned caring individuals but are unaware 

of their deep and hidden biases which impact their own identity, how they label students 

based on demographic characteristics, and determine instructional practices (García & 

Guerra, 2004; Meissel et al., 2017; Steele, 2010). Scheurich and Skrla (2003) state, “The 

problem is how we characterize the lives of our children, how we value them and their 

cultures, how we see the assets in their lives, and how we build positively on those 

assets.” (p. 22). Rather than being self-reflective, well-intentioned faculty enter into a 

cycle of description-explanation-prediction-prescription (Valencia, 1997). This cycle 

consists of educators describing the deficits, limitations, and shortcomings of children of 

color or low-income homes; they explain the deficits by blaming the children for limited 

intelligence or their family dysfunction; next, educators predict what will happen to the 
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child, and lastly educators give them a label and prescribe interventions to fix the deficits 

(Skrla & Scheurich, 2001). 

When student outcomes don’t improve, educators fail to look beyond the 

roadblocks to learning, and because of their own deficit beliefs and identity contingencies 

(Steele, 2010), they fail to examine their own assumptions (García & Guerra, 2004), 

leading to a major decrease in achievement gains for a labeled student, compared to a 

similar non-labeled student (Hattie, 2009).  Diamond et al. (2004) describe this as 

organizational habitus, or an unwritten norm within the school that guides teacher 

expectations. People frequently underrate evidence that is contrary to their beliefs, and 

quickly align with evidence that confirms them.  If the beliefs of an educator are 

challenged, changing their mind about their beliefs, means changing their identity (Varol, 

2017).  Changing someone’s dispositions is a life-long undertaking and requires 

supportive and mission driven leadership (Meissel et al., 2017). 

While deficit thinking is a significant issue in schools and throughout society, 

school systems have the ability to create equitable learning environments for all students. 

Too often, schools are structured in ways that impede optimal learning for certain 

students due to school faculty inaccurately having beliefs that certain students possess 

deficits that they would be unable to overcome, and arbitrarily determining which 

students should or shouldn’t have access to an optimal learning environment (Valencia, 

2010). Peter Senge, in an interview with Amelia Newcomb (2003) stated “our 

organizations work the way they work, ultimately, because of how we think and how we 

interact. Only by changing how we think can we change deeply embedded policies and 
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practices.” (para. 7).  Schools create systems and structures to support these deficit 

beliefs. Karin Chenoweth (2017), a champion of what she describes as “Unexpected 

Schools”, schools that are beating the odds with significant populations of students of 

color or low-socioeconomic status, points to the structure of the schools’ master schedule 

as a “concrete expression of the school’s values.” (p.181). High performing schools 

create systems that provide equitable access to all students, regardless of backgrounds.   

Leadership is perhaps the strongest factor to promote school success for low-

socioeconomic students and students of color (Valencia, 2010). When leaders advocate 

for social justice, they focus on increasing student academic achievement, improving the 

structure of schools through full inclusion of special education students, and challenging 

teachers’ deficit thinking. School leaders that develop enabling school structures, re-

center and strengthen staff capacity through staff development that promotes open 

conversations challenging long-held beliefs, and by strengthening the school culture and 

community through the development of a welcoming atmosphere, particularly for the 

marginalized and disenfranchised students and families. Leadership must address the 

underlying values and beliefs and challenge those values and beliefs that are not 

consistent with the new professional community (Detert, Louis, & Schroeder, 2001). 

School faculty must become aware and respectful of the cultural backgrounds of their 

students and understand their own biases to end the perpetuation of deficit thinking of the 

students they serve (Diamond et al., 2004).  Meissel et al., (2017) state, “Removing bias 

from teacher judgments should be a priority within education.” (p. 58). 
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Stereotyping and Identity Threats 

Contingencies of identity impact the everyday lives of everyone. Threats, to an 

individual or a group identity, create barriers to equitable success throughout society. 

Claude Steele (2010) points to the idea that everyone has identity contingencies to deal 

with at different times throughout their lives “because you have a given social identity, 

because you are old, young, gay, a white male, a woman, black, Latino, politically 

conservative or liberal, diagnosed with bipolar disorder, a cancer patient, and so on.” (p. 

3). These individual and group contingencies have been shown to have significant 

impacts on the performance of people in activities, occupations, and in the classroom. 

 Scholars found that group-dependent emotions of, what is referred to as the out-

group, a subgroup of an organization, are impacted by the perceived collective emotions 

of the dominant culture of the organization. The behavior between the in-group and the 

out-group in an organization is driven by emotion. When the social distance between 

groups is reduced, emotions of hope and compassion are strengthened; conversely, the 

emotion of empathy is reduced when there is a greater social distance between groups, 

leading to judgement and pity from the in-group toward the out-group (Goldenberg, 

Saguy, & Halperin, 2014; Levy, van Zomeren, Saguy, & Halperin, 2017).  Experts also 

found that individuals and groups of students experiencing threats to their identity 

because of membership within a perceived out-group, for example the stereotype that 

women are not as capable as men in the area of mathematics, creates a physiological 

response that negatively impacts their overall performance. People experiencing threats 

to their identity “might not be able to report that they were anxious or even whether their 
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feelings were anxiety or love, but it didn’t mean they weren’t anxious.” (Steele, 2010, p. 

119).  Steele’s research discovered that, regardless of the identity, when there was a 

stereotype to disprove, the person tried twice as hard as everyone else, resulting in 

underperformance. 

 In our schools, there are students dealing with multiple identity contingencies 

because they may be, for example, poor and black, and they are under the pressure of 

stereotype threat in several ways. Even if these students are able to overcome one of these 

systematic disadvantages, they face further stereotype and identity threats.  When a 

student is working to defeat a stereotype, Steele (2010) states, it “leaves little mental 

capacity free for anything else” (p. 123).  Hattie’s (2015) work confirms the idea of 

stereotypes where he states, “I have found that if you take two students with the same 

personality and behavior problems, and label only one (with, say, autism, Asperger’s or 

ADHD), you will observe a major decrease in achievement gains for the labelled student 

compared to similar non-labelled student” (p. 20).  Researchers found when students are 

given a label that defines their identity, it affects teachers’ judgement of student 

capability, producing lower expectations for students within an identity, leading to 

teachers planning lower-level and fewer learning opportunities, and preventing students 

from accessing an equitable education (Meissel et al., 2017; C. M. Rubie-Davies, 2010; 

C. M. Rubie-Davies & Peterson, 2016; C. Rubie-Davies et al., 2012). 

Some students are born with certain identities and some students are given an 

identity or label by the adults at the school, but the evidence is clear, if schools can 

relieve the pressure of stereotypes, performance improves (Steele, 2010).  Leadership in 
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schools must work to address the stereotype threats that stem from deficit thinking 

because studies have shown “that often small, feasible things done to reduce these threats 

in schools and classrooms can dramatically reduce the racial and gender achievement 

gaps that so discouragingly characterize our society.” (p. 15). Simply reducing the 

stereotype threat that students experience “dramatically improved their performance” (p. 

40).  For students to achieve at higher levels, teachers will need to unlearn old beliefs and 

begin learning new ones to successfully meet their needs (Scheurich & Skrla, 2003). 

Emotions 

When educators authentically and equitably care for all students, they become 

“ideologically wedded to underprivileged groups struggles for equal educational 

opportunity.” (Matias & Zembylas, 2014, p. 331) and they display this care through their 

ability to recognize the perspective of others and take action to provide equitable 

educational experiences. However, deficit thinking presents itself when empathy is 

inauthentic, leading to educators caring at the expense of academics.  

Most educators enter the profession because they genuinely enjoy working with 

children and want to make a difference in their lives. However, Garcia & Guerra (2004) 

found that the deficit thinking of the staff lowered expectations for student performance 

and their “expressions of caring often occurred at the expense of academic instruction” 

(p. 161). The demographic differences in schools awaken educators to experiences that 

are frequently different from their personal and educational lives. These differences 

arouse bias, leading to judgements of students’ current levels of achievement, the 

capabilities of students, and can impact future instructional planning (Meissel et al., 
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2017). Goldenberg, Saguy, and Halperin (2014) tell us that “Emotions serve an important 

function in defining the relationship between individuals and their groups.” (pg. 581). 

While educators feel strong emotions for many students and claim to care for all, those 

feelings were often found to be inauthentic, due to a lack of action to support the student 

(Matias & Zembylas, 2014). Simply caring about children didn’t equate to staff 

maintaining high expectations for all students.   

These inauthentic emotions of caring for their students present themselves as 

feeling sorry about those who suffer or, pity. Emotions of pity and disgust (p. 331) are a 

form of cultural power dynamics utilized to set boundaries between individuals and 

groups (p. 321). Matias and Zembylas (2014) also state, “such expressions of caring fail 

to recognize how they are embedded in modalities of racism and social inequality that are 

perpetuated by assuming that declarations of caring are enough to alleviate the other’s 

suffering.” (p. 322). Scholars tell us that emotions such as empathy, pity, and disgust are 

a collective property and reflect what the rest of the group feels (Goldenberg et al., 2014).  

When educators create a social distance between their group and certain individuals, or 

groups of students, it is often referred to as empathy bias (Cikara, Bruneau, & Saxe, 

2011), where teachers provide authentic empathy to the in-group and inauthentic caring 

to other groups (Levy et al., 2017). Goldenberg, et al., (2014) refer to this as group-based 

emotions, and the emotional response to events of the group “are dependent on an 

individual’s membership in a particular social group” (p. 581). When the out-group 

students struggle to learn, some educators separate themselves from the struggle, suggest 

student and family backgrounds are the reasons preventing the student from learning, and 
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the expectations for the student are lowered.  It is critical for leadership to serve as, a 

gateway group, to bridge the gap between the in-group (school faculty), and out-group 

(minoritized students), to cross the social borderlines (Levy et al., 2017) and ensure 

equitable learning for all. When school leadership serves as the gateway-group it has 

been shown to improve intergroup relations, promotes empathy, and sets a standard for a 

culture of high expectations for how we treat one another (DuFour & Eaker, 1992; Levy 

et al., 2017)).  

The development of the relationship between the teacher and student is a key 

factor to improving student learning (Hattie, 2009). In order to effectively educate all 

students, Swan and Riley (2015) state, “teachers need to understand how students’ 

experiences inside classrooms shape the changes that are going on in their minds” (p. 

226). Educators must remove their racial and cultural bias and authentically care for all 

students (Matias & Zembylas, 2014) by establishing meaningful relationships with all 

members of the school community. Through his extensive work with an urban high 

school, Demerath (2017) discovered much of their continued improvement and success 

was due, in part, to the meaningful relationship’s faculty had with students.  He states, 

“as teachers saw how their emotional investments in students bore fruit, they saw 

evidence of their own efficacy” (p. 11).  The emotional investment was grounded in the 

“empathic understanding of students, the challenges facing them, and most importantly, 

their capabilities.” (p. 11). Empathic teachers possess high moral standards, successfully 

communicate with their students both emotionally and mentally, and encourage them to 

create similar relationships with others (Decety & Ickes, 2011). When students have a 
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positive perception of their teachers’ empathy, it has been shown to positively impact 

student motivation (Barr, 2011). The investment in relationships reduced the social 

distance between groups (Cikara et al., 2011) and teachers who believe in their efficacy 

to identify and regulate emotions are better able to be empathic toward their students 

(Hen & Goroshit, 2016). 

Hen and Goroshit (2016) support Demerath’s (2017) findings that, as the self-

efficacy of the teachers developed through reciprocal relationships with students, teachers 

were better able to be empathic toward their students. Intergroup emotions theory (E. R. 

Smith & Mackie, 2008) tells us that behavior between two groups is driven by emotions 

(Levy et al., 2017), and teachers who are confident in their own emotional skills were 

found to be better at recognizing and understanding students’ emotions (Elias, 2009). The 

combination of self-efficacy and empathy were found to positively impact teachers 

attitudes toward students with disabilities, culturally diverse students, special education 

students, and those with behavioral needs (Hen & Goroshit, 2016). Swan and Riley 

(2015) state, “Empathy is an important skill as it represents the very foundations for 

student care.” (p. 228). They also found that empathic teachers strengthen their students’ 

sense of belonging to the school community, their relationships with teachers and peers, 

and empathy contributes to student motivation to learn and self-efficacy.  Supportive 

learning environments, with empathic teachers led to higher levels of student learning 

and achievement.  

The importance of staff functioning empathically rather than passing judgement 

cannot be understated. Demerath’s (2017) research shows deficit thinking and judgment 
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of students were continually challenged due to the establishment of a school culture of 

shared beliefs in the capabilities of students (p. 13). These shared beliefs were grounded 

in what he calls the “emotional ecology” of school culture and was established through a 

distributed leadership structure that relied on the strengths of the professionals within the 

building, rather than on one heroic leader.  “These beliefs, practices and charged 

emotional valences drove feedback loops that underlay the school’s improvement culture: 

they generated empathy, commitment, trust, confidence, and efficacy.” (p. 33). When the 

empathic abilities of teachers increase, so does their ability to respond to student needs 

(Swan & Riley, 2015) and leads to teachers seeing all children from an asset-based 

perspective (Skrla & Scheurich, 2001).  

Asset-based Approaches 

Scheurich and Skrla (2003) tell us that the differences in equitable schools are “in 

the assumptions the educators make about themselves and their students (p. 59).  Hattie 

(2009) found that the expectations of the teacher affected student behavior to a modest 

degree, specifically, students that the teacher viewed more favorably were given more 

teaching opportunities than others. In another example, Hattie’s meta-analyses 

determined that more attractive people were perceived by teachers to be more 

intellectually competent than their less attractive peers.  In an article published by the 

Hechinger Report, Butrymowicz and Mader (2017) reported that high school special 

education students reported experiencing low expectations from the educators assigned to 

support them.  A principal from a school Karin Chenoweth researched for her book, 

Schools That Succeed (2017), said the teachers “loved the kids – to death. They had no 
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expectations for them.” (p. 107).  These types of adult behaviors perpetuate low 

expectations through a deficit lens. Scheurich and Skrla (2003) have suggested, educators 

must adopt “an assets-oriented view toward all students.” (p. 20). 

 Demerath’s (2017) urban high school research supported Scheurich and Skrla 

suggestion of an assets-orientation, with a couple of quotes from reflective staff members 

who clearly understood the impact of their beliefs on student’s capabilities. One teacher 

stated, “When I judge I’m always proven wrong.” (p. 17), and another, “So how do I 

keep shifting my mindset away from deficits?” (p. 25). As Demerath (2017) concluded, 

the culture of the school had “widely shared asset-based beliefs regarding the capabilities 

of students.” (p. 33).  Shifting the perspective of the school culture from, what is wrong 

with the students the school serves, to what do these students have to offer and how can 

the system improve on those assets, have been shown to have tremendous impact on 

student outcomes.  

Staff members in excellent schools believe in each and every child, regardless of 

their differences. As Scheurich and Skrla’s (2003) state, “the most important barrier is in 

our minds, in our beliefs – not is some external cause.” (p. 24).  Merrow (2017) views the 

current education system similar to a medical model, where educators diagnose what is 

“wrong” with children and give them a “treatment” in an attempt to fix them. His 

recommendation is to view children through a “health model, identifying children’s 

strengths and interests and then developing a course of action that builds on those assets” 

(p. 68). Utilizing an assets-based approach and maintaining high expectations for all 

students has been shown to remove the identity threats student groups face, leading to 
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more equitable educational opportunities.  Steele (2010) found that when marginalized 

students received feedback from their teachers that emphasized the evaluation of their 

work used “high intellectual standards and (the teacher) believed they could meet them.” 

(p. 163), the stereotype threats the students had been battling were relieved, and they 

“could feel less jeopardy.” (p. 163). Simply reducing the identity threat increased their 

access to instruction. When educators create child-centered cultures, develop positive 

relationships with students, use the diversity of the student as a resource rather than a 

deficit, and as Steele’s (2010) work shows, that unless you make people feel safe from 

identity threats and create asset-based cultures, “you won’t succeed in reducing group 

achievement gaps or in enabling people from different backgrounds to work comfortably 

and well together.” (p. 215). 

Summary – Beliefs, Dispositions, and Expectations 

Scheurich and Skrla (2003) tell us that the beliefs and attitudes of the educators 

significantly contribute to inequities in educational opportunities for groups of students. 

They challenge educators to address “these negative and subtractive views” (p. 49) 

because they are hurting children. Steele (2010) affirms the importance for adults to 

create identity-safe settings and that it is “academically valuable” (p. 184), and identity 

“threat will always have first claim on students’ attention and mental resources” (p. 183). 

If the school and classrooms are unable to keep identity threat low, “no amount of 

instruction, no matter how good it is, can reduce these deficits” (p. 183).  

Rick DuFour and Bob Eaker (1992) stated, “The education of a child is not 

equivalent to the production of an automobile.” (p. 4).  Schools must focus less on 
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moving children though the educational factory, where some children are treated as 

simple widgets on an assembly line, designed to produce the same outcome.  Rather, as 

Demerath (2017) found, move to a system where there is a “shared ideological focus on 

student capabilities, and staff practices regarding inculcating in students a sense of 

belonging, particularly, taking a non-judgmental stance toward them” (p. 23) leading to a 

better understanding of students assets and building off those.  In order to do this, schools 

must understand what Murphy and Torre (2017) suggest that “Academic success often 

has to pass through the door of culture.” (p. 45). 

Professional Community 

Professional Community (Kruse & Louis, 2009; Kruse et al., 1994; Louis, 2006) 

in schools creates a culture of empowerment, trust, and collaboration, leading to 

continuous learning of educators, equitable educational experiences for all students, 

developing the individual and collective belief and emotional connections to the work of 

educating all students. 

Scholars have identified the existence of professional community (Kruse & Louis, 

2009; Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008) as an important component of effective schools.  

Several aspects identified within professional community include: culture (Louis & 

Wahlstrom, 2011b), caring (J. Murphy & Holste, 2016; Smylie, Murphy, & Louis, 2016), 

student-centered climate (A. Bryk, Bender Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, & Easton, 

2010; J. P. Johnson, Livingston, Schwartz, & Slate, 2000), the establishment of 

organizational trust and collaboration to enhance student learning through a commitment 

to professional learning (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2013; K. L. Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008; 



25 
 

Zhang, Yuan, & Yu, 2016), and the sense of urgency staff share to impact student 

learning (Hooge, Burns, & Wilkoszewski, 2012; Kotter, 1995; Louis, 2006; Shrader, 

2008). Professional community also presents itself through the collective commitments of 

the school community through shared values, norms, mission, and vision (Hitt & Tucker, 

2015; Syed, 2013), in this way, professional community emerges from the belief 

dispositions explored previously. This section explores the underlying components of 

professional community and what is necessary for all students to achieve through a 

framework developed by Kruse & Louis (2009).  PCOLT brings together the key 

components of developing a school culture for school improvement through the 

development of Professional Community, Organizational Learning, and Trust.  

Community 

Reflecting on over 30 years of researching educational leadership, Louis (2009) 

describes that a highly functioning organization “regularly incorporates new knowledge”, 

“continually improves”, “take collective responsibility for student learning”, and 

establishes “community-like relationships among adults.” (p. 134). Schools that exhibit 

strong professional community have teachers that effectively collaborate and strive to 

develop opportunities for student learning (Kruse et al., 1994).  These schools exhibit a 

shared leadership model that extends beyond the reciprocal relationship of principal and 

teachers but works to also include parents and district personnel as partners to develop 

organizational trust with a focus of improving student achievement (Louis, Leithwood, 

Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010a).  
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Organizational leadership, through a shared or distributed leadership structure, 

unites the work of professional community through caring school leadership, trust and 

collaboration. The development of the professional community of students, staff, and 

families working together forms professional capital three ways; human, social, and 

decisional (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2013). Professional communities enhance the human 

capital of individual students and individual teachers through social capital structures to 

create a collective culture focused on enhancing student learning. Decisional capital 

cultivates through shared leadership structures building the collective capacity of the 

professional community and embracing the wisdom of the people within the organization 

to make sound judgements.  

Professional communities of educators understand and are unified by the premise 

that they have the moral obligation to ensure high levels of learning for all students, 

regardless of barriers to their education, and accept responsibility for something larger 

than themselves (A. Bryk et al., 2015). Scheurich and Skrla (2003) describe the 

professional obligation of effective schools by stating, “If we don’t know how to be 

successful with some particular child or some group of children, our professional 

commitment and our professional expertise should drive us to find out how others are 

doing what we do not yet know or, if necessary, to create new solutions.” (p. 23). When 

the professional community systematically works together, there are higher levels of 

innovation, employee involvement, and a deeper commitment to the vision (Swensen, 

Gorringe, Caviness, & Peters, 2013). The development of a professional community is 

grounded in a culture of trust, shared norms and values, collaboration, and empowerment 
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(Louis & Wahlstrom, 2011b). Wahlstrom and Louis (2008) state, “only where 

professional community is weak do teachers look to the principal for direct instruction 

support.” (p. 483), there is a collective commitment to one another to unlock the learning 

of the student, not a reliance on a singular leader to provide solutions.  

Culture and Collaboration 

The era of educational reform has led to politicians developing legislation to 

create change in schools resulting in what Hiebert, Gallimore, and Stigler (2002) called 

“a graveyard of good ideas condemned by pressure for fast results.” (p. 13) leading to 

educators investing in, what DuFour and Marzano (2011) describe as “coat of paint 

structural changes” (p. 174) rather than addressing the culture of schools. Effective 

schools do not rely on having a heroic principal that fits into one leadership type, such as: 

transformational, instructional, shared, integrated leader (Hitt & Tucker, 2015) or 

collaborative leader (DeWitt, 2016).  Rather, effective schools have leaders that take time 

to develop a culture of reciprocal responsibility (Elmore et al., 2002) where leadership is 

distributed to support the faculty, and the culture is accountable to one another to meet 

the expectations of the leader. DuFour and Eaker (1992) state, it “is not so much 

principals who are heroes, but principals who make heroes.” (p. 6). The leadership of the 

school sets the stage by developing an organizational culture of collective sets of 

attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors (DuFour & Eaker, 1992), through which emotional 

connections producing empathy, commitment, trust, confidence, and efficacy (Demerath, 

2017) throughout the organization.  Therefore, the development of a school culture 
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grounded in the power of the collective rather than the isolation of the individual, is 

critical to ensuring learning for all.  

Researching schools that have shown continual improvement, Chenoweth (2017) 

found “School leaders determine the culture and systems within which teachers teach; 

district leaders develop the culture and systems within which schools operate. And those 

cultures and systems can either support or undermine teaching and learning.” (p. 170). 

Scholars describe the ideal culture of a school is one that is aligned to a common vision 

of student and teacher learning (Chenoweth, 2009, 2017; DuFour & Eaker, 1992; DuFour 

& Fullan, 2013; John A Ross, Hogaboam-Gray, & Gray, 2004), is transparent around 

teacher practice and assessment results (Fullan, 2010; Katzenbach & Khan, 2010), has a 

faculty that utilizes data to inform instruction (Chenoweth, 2009, 2017; DuFour & 

Marzano, 2011; Waters, Marzano, & Mcnulty, 2003), and is centered on establishing 

relationships throughout the organizational community (Chenoweth, 2017; DuFour & 

Eaker, 1992; Merrow, 2017; Steele, 2010). 

Strong school cultures are not built by individual charismatic leaders, but 

developed through collective beliefs, shared leadership structures, organizational 

conditions focused on student learning (A. Bryk & Gomez, 2010; A. Bryk & Schneider, 

2003; Gray, Kruse, & Tarter, 2016; Kruse & Louis, 2009; Louis & Wahlstrom, 2011a; B. 

Walker & Soule, 2017), and as Goddard, Hoy, Woolfolk Hoy, & Hoy (2000) describe, a 

“school climate with a strong academic emphasis influences not only individual teacher 

and student behavior but also reinforces patterns of collective beliefs that are good for the 

school.” (p. 698). The school culture lives within the collective hearts and habits of the 
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people within the organization (Walker & Soule, 2017), and when school cultures 

emphasize academics, the overall cultural health of the school is much higher (Tarter & 

Hoy, 2004). Establishing a strong school culture is a collaborative venture involving 

participants within the community to, as Kruse & Louis (2009) state, “have a hand in 

creating the new structures that grow out of the old.” (p. 5). 

School culture begins with trusting relationships throughout the professional 

community and can’t be done through mandated structural changes, it requires altering 

long-held assumptions, beliefs, expectations, and habits (DuFour & Fullan, 2013) and the 

establishment of collegial, transparent, and trustworthy relationships. DuFour and 

Marzano (2011) tell us, “Leadership is an affair of the heart” (p. 193), and trust begins at 

the leadership level with loving your employees (Stuart, Stuart, & Kimbell, 2017).  

Trusting leadership and trusting relationships with students and their families are 

critical components for highly effective schools.  Scholars champion the idea that 

collective trust amongst colleagues has a significant impact on student learning (Sharratt, 

Maika, & Hine, 2015). The importance of trusting and collaborative relationships for 

teachers (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2014), “is about influencing each other to improve their 

own learning and ultimately student learning. Through their collective work, they learn 

how interdependent they are and thus work harder to be effective as a collective. Without 

realizing it at first, they act with the notion that together they are stronger and thus more 

able to accomplish goals.” (p. 81). This idea of working together, or collaborating, for the 

benefit of one another and student learning has been supported by experts within and 
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outside of the educational world (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, Many, & Mattos, 2016; Kruse 

& Louis, 2009; Swensen et al., 2013; Trastek, Hamilton, & Niles, 2014).  

Learning Organization 

Professional communities work together in what Kruse & Louis (2009) describe 

as intensified leadership, which is more than shared leadership because a critical mass of 

the organization works toward developing and implementing a collective shared purpose, 

a culture of collective beliefs, become focused on organizational learning for the 

professionals and students, staff work interdependently toward their purpose, and there is 

a primary focus on learning. When a professional community has an academic emphasis, 

teacher behaviors improve, as does student achievement (R. D. Goddard, Sweetland, & 

Hoy, 2000).  

 Great schools engage in collective inquiry and understand that the power to 

ensure learning for all students lies within the walls of the school. School systems that 

have moved from good to great, developed systems that Barber, Chijoke, and Mourshed 

(2010) say, “relied on collaboration practices to sustain the system’s improvement.” (p. 

67).  They also state “The quality of an education system cannot exceed the quality of its 

teachers” (p. 4), which supports the research of Bryk, Gomez, Grunow, and LeMahieu 

(2015) and their Networked Improvement Community (NIC) work, the PCOLT work of 

Kruse and Louis (2009) and the work of DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, Mattos, and Many 

(2016) with Professional Learning Communities (PLCs).  

Highly functioning professional communities of educators develop reciprocal 

relationships across classrooms and throughout the school, similar to the collaborative 
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community culture Demerath (2009) observed in Papua New Guinea, where the 

collective commitment throughout the community was dedicated to the sharing of 

resources and labor for the betterment of the everyone. School cultures traditionally have 

not functioned as a culture of reciprocal sharing, rather, they have functioned in isolation 

(Elmore, 2004). When schools have a collective commitment to ensure learning for all 

students, individual teachers shift from pockets of isolation to a collaborative culture 

because they begin to understand their individual efficacy (Bandura, 1993)is enhanced 

through what DuFour and Marzano (2011) describe as the “organizational capacity to 

raise student achievement” (p. 29), which, after time, leads to collective efficacy (R. 

Goddard, 2002).  The education of students is highly complex and meeting the needs of 

every student - every day, is beyond “the skill of individual staff and require instead the 

organization of human, technical, and social resources into an effective collective effort” 

(pp. 29-30). Chenoweth (2009) contends that great schools succeed where others fail 

because they “ruthlessly organize themselves around one thing: helping students learn a 

great deal.” (p. 39). 

Chenoweth (2017) stresses the importance of educators functioning in reciprocal 

relationships in order to best meet the needs of all students when she states, “as long as 

schools are organized in traditional ways, schools will be entirely dependent on the social 

capital students bring to their schooling.” (p. 6).  High-performing organizations develop 

systems that support the learning of the students, and the adults, as well as establish 

cultures where failures are seen as an occasion to learn and grow (A. Bryk et al., 2015; 

Yeager & Dweck, 2012).  When schools function as professional communities they 



32 
 

recognize that the greatest resource to meet the needs of their students are the 

professionals within the school (DuFour & Eaker, 1992), and professional development 

becomes focused on people (DuFour & Berkey, 1995) and systems improvement 

(Elmore, 2003), rather than through purchased programs (DuFour & Eaker, 1992). In 

high performing schools, professional development is targeted to specific areas of teacher 

need (Scheurich & Skrla, 2003), and teachers learn from one another. This social learning 

develops improved culture (Schein, 2010), and leads to greater collective efficacy (R. D. 

Goddard et al., 2014), as it contributes to their knowledge of classroom effectiveness and 

leads to efficacy at a collective level due to their individual and collective successes 

(Ross et al., 2004).  

In a professional community, adults are empowered through a distributed, or 

shared leadership model (Louis, Dretzke, et al., 2010) creating a culture where they 

function as a collaborative learning organization.  According to Scheurich and Skrla 

(2003), professionals in organizations of this nature are “willing to change, to learn new 

skills, new programs, new assumptions, new attitudes.” (p. 20) due to their commitment 

to continual renewal (DuFour & Eaker, 1992). Over the past decade, the Ontario 

education system has experienced tremendous growth through what Fullan (2013) says 

was, “A focus on learning, capacity building, wise and thorough use of data, and 

identifying and spreading good practice” (p. 7). The success of Ontario’s system 

reaffirms the impact of culture, professional community, and organizational learning. 
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Trust 

The final area of professional community is trust, and, according to Louis, 

Dretzke, and Wahlstrom (2010) “focuses on the importance of emotions and emotional 

intelligence in motivating high performance” (p. 316). Trust is one's vulnerability to 

another in terms of the belief that the other will act in one's best interests. Tschannen-

Moran and Hoy (2000), after an extensive review of the literature, concluded that trust is 

a general concept with at least five facets: benevolence, reliability, competence, honesty, 

and openness, and these facets are critical to the success of the overall professional 

community.  The foundation of trust in a professional community is rooted in caring 

school leadership (Smylie et al., 2016) and “lies at the heart of effective schooling and 

good school leadership.” (p. 1).  School leaders must understand the needs, interests, and 

concerns of others, be able to express compassion, empathy, and as Thompson (1998) 

states, leaders must be able to understand “the worlds in which their students move” (p. 

543). If leaders do not understand the backgrounds, experiences, virtues, and mindsets of 

those they work with, it is not caring leadership (Smylie et al., 2016). Leaders must be 

attentive and engage in humble inquiry (Schein, 2013) to establish relationships and build 

social capital (Bryk & Gomez, 2010) with the professional community at large.  

Trust is critical for highly-functioning schools. Successful schools are sustained 

through interdependent relationships (Adams & Forsyth, 2013; Kruse & Louis, 2009) and 

these trusting relationships are most effective when the members of the professional 

community are vulnerable with one another, follow through on tasks, are willing to share 

information, competent to perform the duties of the job, deemed reliable, and have a 
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genuine good will toward the other person (R. D. Goddard, Tschannen-Moran, & Hoy, 

2001). When there is an absence of trust, Bryk (2010) states, “schools find it nearly 

impossible to strengthen parent-community ties, build professional capacity, and enable a 

student-centered learning climate.” (p. 27).  

Collective trust in schools presents itself through; trust in the principal, trust in 

colleagues, and trust in families and students (Adams & Forsyth, 2013; Mitchell & 

Tarter, 2016). Principals establish trusting relationships when functioning from a shared 

leadership perspective (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008), engage in trusting dialogue with one 

another, rather than monologue from the principal, and lead with a caring mindset 

(Smylie et al., 2016).  Scholars tell us that caring school leadership begins with the 

principal, and if the principal views their position from a high-power distance perspective 

(Schein, 2010), teachers begin viewing students through a similar lens, which negatively 

impacts trust, the professional community, and student learning. Power distance is a 

cultural construct and is present across all organizations and throughout society. 

Researchers have indicated that when the organizational hierarchy of an organization is 

flattened, or a reduction in power distance, the members of the organization achieve 

higher levels of success (R. D. Goddard & Goddard, 2001; Goleman, 2017; Schein, 2010; 

Swensen et al., 2013; K. L. Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). DuFour and Marzano (2011) 

agree that “Shared vision requires leaders who positing themselves among those they 

serve rather than above them.” (p. 201), thus reducing the power distance and improving 

trust.  Leadership of the school and distribution of power creates conditions that either 

support or impede caring (Bryk & Schneider, 2003). When principals enact shared 
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leadership in a caring community, they focus on positive outcomes, keep students as the 

focus of their business, and instruction is positively impacted (Wahlstrom & Louis, 

2008). Smith & Hoy (P. A. Smith & Hoy, 2007) say principals lead by example to 

cultivate “a culture of academic optimism that persuades teachers, as well as students, to 

believe they can achieve regardless of their circumstances.” (p. 566).  

Unfortunately, educators have, at times, created barriers to family involvement, as 

Merrow (2017) states “in both subtle and not-so-subtle ways” (p.159), leading to a 

reciprocal distrust in the education of children. Researchers have found that when 

educators trust their students, it expands to trusting relationships with parents, leading to 

positive and productive reciprocal relationships between the school and clients (Bryk & 

Schneider, 2003). Collective faculty trust in students and families has been found to be 

most strongly related to student achievement (R. D. Goddard et al., 2001; Tschannen-

Moran & Barr, 2004), and when there is a trusting relationship between students and 

teachers it creates social capital that positively impacts the academic success, particularly 

for disadvantaged students.  Collective faculty trust supports Steele’s (2010) research 

around identity contingencies about the importance of school faculty creating school 

environments safe from identity threat and stereotypes. When these threats are reduced, 

students have more mental capacity to focus on learning rather than battling stereotypes. 

This aspect of trust has been found to be so paramount to professional community that it 

has been suggested it should be viewed at the same level with how schools emphasize 

student learning and collaboration (Hoy et al., 2006; Steele, 2010).  



36 
 

A true professional community values all students and their families, with the 

understanding that, as Merrow (2017) explains, “We cannot do a good job of educating 

your child without you,” (p. 159), and the culture builds trust through action, not words. 

Merrow goes on to ponder that perhaps “the real problem (with the educational system) is 

education’s failure to treat parents as assets.” (p. 159). Schools that are improving 

develop relational trust (A. S. Bryk & Schneider, 2002; A. Bryk & Schneider, 2003; 

Demerath, 2017) with all members of the school community, and when families are 

excluded from the education of their children, it becomes a limiting factor contributing to 

achievement gaps in schools (A. Bryk & Schneider, 2003). 

Summary – Professional Community 

When schools ensure high levels of learning for all students, the adults are 

systematically functioning in new ways (Kotter, 1995), but this only occurs when 

organizational trust has been established. Without a commitment to professional 

community, organizational learning, and a trusting culture, schools will only be as strong 

as “the social capital students bring to their schooling.” (Chenoweth, 2017, p. 6). Schools 

with more affluent student bodies tend to produce higher test scores and are perceived as 

good, but when there are shifts in the demographics of the school, or a significant change 

in leadership, organizational weaknesses are exposed (Chenoweth, 2017; Schneider, 

2017) – unless schools have established the components of PCOLT (Kruse & Louis, 

2009) throughout the system. 
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Academic Optimism 

Academic Optimism (Wayne K. Hoy et al., 2006) is a collective set of beliefs that 

shapes the individual and collective belief ideologies of educators, their school 

communities, and ultimately how they impact student learning. Academic Optimism 

(AO) consists of three primary constructs, Collective Efficacy (R. D. Goddard, Hoy, et 

al., 2000), Academic Emphasis (Wayne K. Hoy & Miskel, 2013; Wayne K. Hoy, Tarter, 

& Kottkamp, 1991), and Faculty Trust in Parents and Students (A. Bryk & Schneider, 

2003; R. D. Goddard et al., 2001).  Hoy (2012) confirms that “academic optimism 

predicts student achievement regardless of socioeconomic status, previous academic 

success, and other demographic characteristics.” (p. 85). Academic optimism works in 

relation to the underlying components of beliefs and expectations, and professional 

community addressed previously, and work directly within equitable leadership, 

addressed in the final section. 

When collective efficacy, faculty trust, and academic emphasis interact and are 

dependent on the other, it results in a reciprocal relationship (McGuigan & Hoy, 2006; P. 

A. Smith & Hoy, 2007; Tschannen-Moran, Bankole, Mitchell, Moore, Jr., & Moore, 

2013; H.-C. Wu & Hoy, 2012). A professional community with academic optimism is 

one where school faculty believes in their personal and collective aptitude to meet the 

needs of their students (McGuigan & Hoy, 2006). The faculty also trusts their students 

and their parents, with an emphasis on student achievement (Wayne K. Hoy & Miskel, 

2013). Principals are able to organize schools to increase academic optimism by 

developing structures and processes that enable staff to do their job more effectively 
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(McGuigan & Hoy, 2006) through shared leadership.  Anita Hoy (Woolfolk Hoy, 2012) 

suggests that academic optimism is a collective property of schools, and “a school with 

academic optimism has a faculty that collectively believes it can make a difference, all 

students can learn, and high academic achievement can be achieved.” (p. 85) 

Collective Efficacy 

Traditionally, classroom teachers have functioned in isolation within schools, and 

successful teachers developed self-efficacy.  When schools function as professional 

communities, teachers collaborate with one another and move from pockets of self-

efficacy to systems of collective-efficacy. Collective efficacy (Bandura, 2000; Fairman & 

Mackenzie, 2014; R. D. Goddard & Hoy, 2003; Tschannen-Moran & Johnson, 2011; 

Tschannen‐Moran & Gareis, 2004)) is the shared belief among school staff that their 

collective efforts positively impact student learning. Researchers have determined that 

collective efficacy, rooted in Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory, can be a stronger 

predictor of student learning than student backgrounds (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). 

Studies have shown that collective efficacy shapes the culture of the school by affecting 

the shared beliefs held by teachers within the professional community (Tschannen-Moran 

& Barr, 2004), and positively impacts student achievement (W K Hoy, Sweetland, & 

Smith, 2002). When principals create structures where teachers share in leadership 

responsibilities, teachers are less reliant on directives from the principal and are more 

likely to work collectively (K. Wahlstrom, 2008). This shared leadership tends to 

strengthen instructional practice (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008), ultimately supporting 
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collective efficacy, and increasing the social capital of the organization as they work 

toward a common purpose (Swensen et al., 2013). 

To create an efficacious professional community, leaders must understand 

Bandura’s (1997) four sources of self-efficacy; mastery experiences, vicarious 

experiences, social persuasion and emotional arousal, and design a professional 

community to nurture collective efficacy.  Mastery experiences occur when staff 

overcome challenges related to student learning, which builds trust in one another and 

shapes beliefs in the collective ability of the staff. Vicarious experiences happen when a 

staff learns of, and through the experiences of schools facing similar challenges and have 

overcome those barriers. Social persuasion impacts collective efficacy when people they 

trust encourage and support them through the change process.  Finally, emotional arousal 

influences collective efficacy by how organizations respond to successes and struggles 

(Donohoo, 2016).  These sources of collective efficacy were evidenced through 

Demerath’s (2017) work on emotional ecology, and it’s been found that the more 

teachers believe in their own teaching abilities and are able to regulate their emotions, the 

stronger their ability to be empathetic toward their students (Hen & Goroshit, 2016).    

Hattie (2016) ranked collective teacher efficacy as the most powerful influence of 

factors positively impacting student achievement. Donohoo (2017) states, “When a staff 

lacks a sense of collective efficacy, they do not pursue certain actions because they feel 

they lack the capabilities to achieve positive outcomes.” (p. 6). To counter the damaging 

effects of deficit thinking (Valencia, 1997), stereotype threats (Steele, 2010) and teacher 

judgement, or bias (Meissel et al., 2017) on student learning, the principal, leadership 



40 
 

structures, and professional community must work collectively to create educational 

environments where efficacy is nurtured through on-going professional development, and 

creating systems where teachers grow through their collective experiences to better meet 

the needs of students (Donohoo, 2016).  Hoy et al. (2002) suggest that, similar to 

individuals, organizations have affective states and are able to effectively tolerate and 

adapt to pressures and conflicts when they are more efficacious.  Schools that 

successfully integrate the components of PCOLT are able to grow from pockets of self-

efficacy to a professional community focused on collective efficacy.  

Academic Emphasis 

Academic Emphasis (Wayne K. Hoy & Miskel, 2013; Wayne K. Hoy et al., 

1991), also referred to as Academic Press (R. D. Goddard, Sweetland, et al., 2000; Hoy et 

al., 1991) is a behavioral (McGuigan & Hoy, 2006) school property impacting the culture 

where a school is driven by a quest for academic excellence. According to Tschannen-

Moran et al., (2013), the “normative behavior presses students to achieve through the 

effect on their motivation, effort, and perseverance.” (p. 154). A professional community 

with academic emphasis has more students that identify with the school due to a greater 

sense of belonging, value goals related to their learning, and are engaged behaviorally, 

emotionally and cognitively.  Demerath’s Emotional Ecology (2017) work, supports 

Mitchell & Tarter’s (2016) findings that in schools with high academic emphasis, 

teachers and leadership have a shared belief in student capabilities, and they persist to 

support struggling students. 
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Sweetland and Hoy (2000) found that schools with “orderly and serious learning 

environments”, “teachers who set high but achievable goals”, and “students who work 

hard and respect others”, was the best predictor of student achievement (p 712).  

McGuigan and Hoy (2006) found that elementary schools with a strong academic 

emphasis positively and directly impacted student achievement for students of color and 

low-socioeconomic status, which supports the work of others that have indicated the 

importance of safe learning environments and high expectations for all students 

(Chenoweth, 2017; Hattie, 2009; Scheurich & Skrla, 2003). McGuigan and Hoy (2006) 

found that when academic emphasis led to higher of levels of success for students, 

enhanced faculty trust in parents and students, which then reinforces the collective 

efficacy of the professional community.   

Faculty Trust in Parents and Students 

Faculty trust in parents and students (A. Bryk & Schneider, 2003; R. D. Goddard 

et al., 2001) is the final school property of academic optimism. Bryk and Schneider 

(2003) found in their longitudinal study of 400 Chicago elementary schools that trust 

among parents, teachers, and school leaders improves the work within schools and 

student outcomes. They found the relationships of; teachers and students, teachers with 

other teachers or professional community, teachers and parents, and those groups 

working with the principal, have important roles within the school community and are 

mutually dependent of each other.  Within these reciprocal relationships, they found four 

aspects that comprise trust: respect, personal regard, competence in core role 

responsibilities, and personal integrity. 
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 Respect takes place across the professional community (Kruse et al., 1994) 

through social exchanges. Personal regard impacts trust by the willingness of school 

faculty to go above and beyond to develop relationships with students and families.  

Parents look to the school faculty to be competent professionals, as does the principal, 

adhering to ethical educational practices. Meanwhile, Bryk and Schneider (2003) stated, 

the faculty look to the principal “to fairly, effectively, and efficiently manage basic 

school operations.” (p. 5). Finally, personal integrity is needed to create a trusting 

community within academic optimism, and this is accomplished through moral and 

ethical educational practices. 

 When there is a high-level of relational trust within the school community, Bryk 

and Schneider (2003) found collective decision making and initiatives are more likely to 

occur because there is a lessened sense of risk for teachers to attempt new practices, they 

were more willing to take on additional responsibilities, and they were more likely to 

partner with parents to “go the extra mile for the children.” (p. 6). Relational trust has 

been found to align the collective work of the professional community around the moral 

imperative of ensuring high levels of learning for all students. Relational trust is not 

developed through workshops or trainings but is intentionally constructed through day-to-

day interactions within the professional community and across the entire school 

community, with the principal leading the way in developing and sustaining these 

relationships.  Faculty trust in parents and students enhances school achievement and 

enables a school to overcome some of the disadvantages students face (A. S. Bryk & 

Schneider, 2002; R. D. Goddard & Goddard, 2001; Wayne K Hoy, Sweetland, & Smith, 
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2002).  Hampden-Thompson & Galindo (2017) also found “when schools implement 

practices with the intention of welcoming all families – improving two-way 

communication, building trustworthy relations, and empowering families – poor parents 

show higher levels of involvement at school (Hampden-Thompson & Galindo, 2017).” 

(p. 17). 

Summary – Academic Optimism 

Mitchell & Tarter (2016) stated the reciprocal impact of collective efficacy, 

academic emphasis, and faculty trust in parents and students, “work together to foster a 

culture of school success.” (p. 2) and are mutually dependent (Hoy, 2012).  The 

organizational conditions that Bryk and Schneider (2002) found in their study of Chicago 

public schools, relate very closely to the ideas of academic optimism (Hoy, 2012): a 

positive orientation toward supporting all students’ (academic emphasis), reaching out 

and working closely with parents (trust), collaborative practices of a professional 

community which strengthens collective efficacy, and a commitment to the school 

community.   

The ideas brought forth through this paper, beginning with beliefs dispositions 

and expectations, to professional community, and academic optimism are all developed 

through the influence of leadership on the culture of the school, which is addressed in the 

final section of this paper. 
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Cultural Influence of Leadership 

The leadership of the principal and staff members, utilizing a distributed model of 

leadership, matters because they are the person that provides the structure for teacher 

leadership (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008).  DuFour and Fullan (2013) tell us sustained 

systemic improvement “relies less on the brilliance of a charismatic leader and more of 

the task of creating dispersed, widely shared leadership that supports an organizational 

system and culture that enable people throughout the organization to succeed at what they 

are being asked to do.” (p. 64). This quote speaks to the importance, and critical nature of 

having school leadership that implements and emphasizes the components of professional 

community, academic optimism, and an asset-based belief system toward building and 

sustaining a school improvement culture focused on supporting all students to achieve at 

high levels.   The leadership of the school influences the culture by creating systems of 

support, or as Fullan (2005) states, “The truth is that the system changes individuals more 

often than individuals change the system.” (p. 218).  Successful school leaders are belief 

influencers (Jaffe-Walter & Demerath, 2017), or as Scheurich & Skrla (2003) suggest 

are, “the frontline civil rights workers in a long-term struggle that started with the birth of 

this country.” (p. 6). School leadership is critical to establish the organizational structures 

to ensure high levels of student learning. 

Hitt and Tucker (2015) referenced Kenneth Leithwood’s (Sun & Leithwood, 

2012) definition of organizational leadership as, “the exercise of influence on 

organizational members and diverse stakeholders toward the identification and 

achievement of the organization’s vision and goals” (p. 3). Others define organizational 
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leadership through individual characteristics supporting the ideas of exercising influence 

on others and providing direction (Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010b), 

creating a sense of urgency and vision aligned to a moral imperative (Collins, 2001b; 

Kotter, 1995; Reeves, 2003), the establishment of organizational conditions that develop 

the potential of others (Diamond et al., 2004; Sharratt, 2016; Trastek et al., 2014; 

VanVactor, 2012), and maintaining a clear focus on the purpose of the organization 

(Fullan, 2013; Reeves, 2014; Snyder, 2013). Most experts agree that leadership is a social 

and structural influence process with many variables, but no clear consensus on how to 

define it. What remains clear is that leadership is complex and multidimensional. 

Scholars have determined that the leadership a principal provides is second only 

to the impact of the classroom teacher on student learning (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006; 

Louis, Leithwood, et al., 2010b). Ron Edmonds (1979) identified six characteristics of 

effective schools; strong principal instructional leadership, high expectations for student 

achievement, orderly school environment, emphasis on basic skills, prioritizing energy 

and resources to the purpose of the school, and frequent monitoring of student progress. 

Two decades later, Elmore (2000) endorsed similar effective school characteristics that 

included a collective focus on student learning, but through the lens of distributed 

leadership rather than instructional leadership. Elmore regards the purpose of principal 

leadership in schools is to improve teacher practice and student performance by 

supporting the continuous learning of individuals and collaborative teams, while 

modeling the expected values and behaviors.  
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More recently, Hitt & Tucker (2015) conducted a systematic review of literature 

and identified four leadership classifications that exist within schools: Transformational 

Leadership, Instructional Leadership, Shared Leadership, and Integrated Leadership. 

These individual classifications of leadership tend to have a reciprocal relationship and 

are challenging to singly identify as the single key to becoming a premiere school. 

Researchers (Bass & Avoilo, 1993) have identified 4 I’s of Transformational 

Leadership; Idealized Influence, Inspirational Motivation, Intellectual Motivation, and 

Individualized Consideration, suggesting that transformational leaders are able to 

individually inspire organizations to higher levels of performance. Other scholars indicate 

transformational leaders influence organizational cultures through the development of 

emotional relationships with their followers toward common goals (Cavazotte, Moreno, 

& Bernardo, 2013; Hallinger, 2003; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; K. Wahlstrom & York-

Barr, 2011), raise the values of its’ members resulting in them going beyond self-interest, 

and increasing the collective capacity of the organization (J. A. Ross & Gary, 2006). 

Additionally, research has suggested that change occurs when there is a blend between 

transformational and servant leadership, characterized by a focus on community building, 

empathy and aligned beliefs throughout the organization around a collective purpose 

(Swensen et al., 2013).  

Instructional Leadership emphasizes the concept that the principal must be 

knowledgeable of, and is directly responsible for leading the planning of curriculum, 

evaluating teachers, and goal setting (Bendikson, Robinson, & Hattie, 2012; Shatzer, 

Caldarella, Hallam, & Brown, 2013). Pedagogically focused leadership has been 
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suggested to significantly impact student learning (Sharratt et al., 2015), however, others 

have countered these findings (Naicker, Chikoko, & Mthiyane, 2013) suggesting that the 

concept of the principal serving as the sole instructional leader isn’t feasible. Instructional 

leadership is an important factor, but scholars have stressed the need to shift to a more 

collaborative form of leadership through building the capacity of their followers (Fullan, 

2013; Harris, 2011; Schmoker, 2004).  

Increasing the capacity of the members of the organization through a Shared 

Leadership approach (Lumby, 2013; Mascall, Leithwood, Straus, & Sacks, 2008; 

Mayrowetz, Murphy, Louis, & Smylie, 2007), centers on spreading the decision-making 

authority across the organization, and has also been referred to as Collective or 

Distributed Leadership (Burch & Spillane, 2003). When school leaders participate in a 

shared leadership approach, they are changing the context of the people within the 

organization, which in turn influences their behavior (Fullan, 2009). Increasing the 

collective capacity of the people within the organization generates an emotional 

commitment (Demerath, 2017; Snyder, 2013), and involving teachers in the decision-

making process tends to strengthen instructional practice (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008), 

strengthens teachers’ working relationships and correlates to higher levels of student 

learning (Louis, Leithwood, et al., 2010b). When principals distribute leadership, it 

empowers others and leads to the school staff becoming the culture shapers of the school 

(Jaffe-Walter & Demerath, 2017). 

The role of a school leader is much larger than a single leadership classification 

and some scholars support a blend of Transformational and Instructional Leadership 
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called, Integrated Leadership (Day, Gu, & Sammons, 2016; Hitt & Tucker, 2015; Kotter, 

2001; Marks & Printy, 2003). It has been suggested that this relationship is a better 

description of what truly defines school leadership (Fullan & Leithwood, 2012), but the 

literature suggests organizational leadership in education and beyond is more complex 

than the four leadership categories Hitt and Tucker (2015) describe. 

In high-achieving schools, administrators flatten the hierarchy and engage 

teachers in the organizational development and improvement process, leading to higher 

levels of commitment toward the common goal (Ross & Gray, 2006). Elmore (2000) 

states that “organizations improve because they agree on what is worth achieving and 

then create processes that help their employees learn what they need to meet these goals.” 

(p. 6). This process introduces new conversations in the organization and shifts the 

current conversations toward the desired outcome. When the new and aligned 

conversations are consistently occurring throughout the organization, it is evidence that 

the new direction is becoming embedded (Ford et al., 2008), and the underlying beliefs 

and norms are shifting to a new desired outcome (Coburn, 2003).  

System leaders that develop organizational structures fostering collective 

leadership (Senge, Hamilton, & Kania, 2015) build a shared understanding of the 

complexity of the organization, and begin to bring the concept of change to, what Coburn 

(2003) describes as, scale. School systems will not effectively transform unless there are 

deep pedagogical changes within the classroom, the changes are sustainable through 

ongoing and job-embedded collaboration with colleagues in their professional 

community (Louis, 2006), the transformation spreads to all classrooms throughout the 
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building, and the capacity to enact the reform has shifted from the leader to the followers. 

School structures with these characteristics have lower power distance, a high degree of 

collective responsibility where teachers internalize their responsibility to student learning, 

are willing to adapt their practices to meet the needs of their students and have greater 

self-efficacy of their teaching practices (Lee & Smith, 1996). 

When principals move from bureaucratic structures and begin working with 

teachers as colleagues, they are developing what Mitchell & Tarter (2016) refer to as an 

Enabling School Structure (ESS). Schools that function in this manner involve teachers in 

problem solving, develop hierarchies that work across boundaries (Sinden, Hoy, & 

Sweetland, 2004), develop school cultures of trust and commitment (P. A. Smith & Hoy, 

2007), and allow teachers to become more effective through collaboration (Gray et al., 

2016). DuFour and Eaker (1992) support the idea of empowering others throughout the 

organization by “delegating, stretching the abilities of others, and encouraging educated 

risk taking.”, with the idea that “power given is power gained.” (p. 52). 

The results of a comprehensive report from The Wallace Foundation (Seashore 

Louis et al., 2010) provided evidence that a shared leadership approach where principals 

and teachers work with one another, led to teachers feeling more attached to the 

professional community, used higher leverage instructional methods, leading to higher 

student achievement. In higher-performing schools, there was also evidence of principals 

openly seeking and receiving input from many stakeholders including teacher teams, 

parents, and students, which is also a trait, Good to Great author Jim Collins, described, 

as a Level 5 Executive; a leader that has the humility to ask others for their opinions and 
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is willing to do something with that information to address the brutal facts (Pierce, 2013). 

Studies also support the idea that shared leadership has a stronger influence on student 

achievement than individual leadership, particularly in elementary schools (Seashore 

Louis et al., 2010). 

Summary – Cultural Influence of Leadership 

While there is not a single form of leadership that leads to ensuring high levels of 

student learning for all, the research indicates that when principals intentionally reduce 

the power distance within the organization by engaging in shared leadership, teacher 

isolation is reduced (Louis, Dretzke, et al., 2010), it supports the development of 

structures for teacher collaboration, professional community is developed, and student 

learning is improved through the reciprocal relationship of academic optimism. Kouzes & 

Posner (2007) discussed the importance of educators working collectively within the 

system when they stated, “collaboration is so critical to success that every significant 

relationship should be treated as if it were a lifelong endeavor.” (p. 560).  

Synthesis: In-School Factors Leading to Greatness 

Snyder (Snyder, 2013)explains that simple systems can follow formulas for 

improvement, but the educational system is complex and there is not a single approach to 

improve the system. The reform, excellence, and accountability movements of the past 

fifty years have helped to create school systems and cultures that follow similar patterns, 

or blueprints (Demerath, 2009) to educate students.  These educational blueprints have 

led to the United States steadily losing ground to other countries (Fullan, 2010). 
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Mourshed, Chijoke, and Barber (2010) describe that struggling schools follow “a cluster 

of interventions that include highly prescriptive mandated lessons, monitoring 

compliance through regular class visits, and setting performance targets based on 

universal external assessment.” (p. 470), reaffirming the issue that top-down mandates 

intended to improve student learning have actually had a negative impact on student 

learning (DuFour & Eaker, 1992). 

School improvement strategies levied on schools through legislative reform 

efforts do not sufficiently take into account in-school factors that were examined in this 

paper.  The issues of deficit thinking of educator beliefs, their dispositions, and 

stereotyping, have produced inequitable environments that stifle learning for many 

students; how the development of professional community generates a culture of 

organizational learning through collaboration and trust to enhance student learning; how 

the constructs of collective efficacy, academic emphasis, and faculty trust in students and 

parents, work together to form the school property of academic optimism; and finally, 

how these individual conceptions are united together through the cultural influence of 

leadership, organized to empower staff members through shared leadership.  

Ron Edmonds (1979) stated, “We can, whenever and wherever we choose, 

successfully teach all children whose schooling is of interest to us; we already know more 

than we need to do that.” (p. 23).  Edmonds’ declaration is expanded on by Barber et al., 

(2010) by detailing that great school systems are focused on continued growth for all 

students and “adopt highly decentralized policies that emphasize teachers’ and principals’ 

individual drive for continuous improvement and innovation. These top systems stress 
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professional autonomy and place a premium on peer learning.” (p. 470). Replicating what 

it takes to educate all students at a high level, across all schools, in a system as complex 

as education, is the real challenge. Bryk, Gomez, Grunow, & LeMahieu (2015) state, to 

“know that something is important is not the same thing as knowing how to make it 

happen regularly and well.” (p. 171).  Creating equitable systems of education to ensure 

high levels of learning for all students should be the goal in a democratic society.   This 

dissertation has sought to bring together the in-school factors necessary to reach that goal, 

and to lay the groundwork for research that can ultimately help all schools improve and 

benefit all students. 
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Chapter 3 

Research Methods 

This case study utilized a multi-site, mixed method design “to produce a more 

complete picture by combining information from complementary kinds of data or 

sources” (Denscombe, 2008, p. 272), with a goal of gaining more in-depth knowledge of 

how in-school cultural factors, systems, and leadership practices impact schools that have 

achieved a level of Greatness, which was defined previously as:  

those that are remarkable in magnitude, degree, or effectiveness; 

markedly superior in character or quality; and MCA results ranking in 

the top 10% of Minnesota elementary schools as measured by MDE 

and ranked by Schooldigger.com.  

To achieve this goal, a multi-site mixed method case study, composed of data 

collection through qualitative methods, collected initially through leadership team 

meeting and site visits, followed by interviews and using this information to develop and 

distribute a grounded survey to collect quantitative data was utilized.  This approach was 

intended to analyze the in-school practices utilized, and lessons learned by “Great” 

schools to other schools and school leaders that are struggling to move their site toward 

greater outcomes for all students. 
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Data Collection  

 The study used interview and observation data for analysis and coding to identify 

themes to better make meaning of the collected data.  This analysis helped facilitate data 

collection (Strauss & Corbin, 1994) through the formation and subsequent data analysis 

of a grounded survey (Glaser, 2013).  An auto-ethnographic self-study was also utilized 

to explore my personal journey, my successes, failures, and lessons learned that 

contributed to and molded my passion for leadership and my desire to develop equitable 

educational systems that maintain high expectations for all. The five different measures 

can be seen in Table 1 with explanation to follow. 

Table 1: Data Collection Methods 

Data Collection Methods 

1. Identification of study schools 

2. Site visits to Leadership Team meetings 

3. Interviews with former and current principals, as well as a purposeful sample 
of leadership team members 

4. Grounded survey based on coded data from interviews. 

5. Auto-ethnographic self-study 
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Identification of study schools 

A purposeful sampling of multiple sites meeting criteria led to six sites being 

identified through the analysis of data from the Minnesota Department of Education 

website (M. D. of Education, 2018) first, then referencing the consumer-friendly product, 

Schooldigger.com for their overall ranking. The principals of these schools were invited 

by email to participate in the study, with three agreeing to participate. The invited schools 

(see Table 2 below), identified utilizing pseudonyms, have consistent data suggesting 

higher levels of achievement on the MCA Math and Reading assessments over a five-

year period between 2013-2017, as well as students from similar or more disadvantaged 

circumstances than those at my school, Eagle View Elementary.  

Table 2: Study Schools 

School 

Eagle View 
Elementary  
New Prague 
Area Schools 

Western 
Edge 

Elementary 
Laketown 

Area Schools 

Dan Patch 
Elementary  
Beaver-Dan 

Patch- Maple 
Schools 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 
Laketown 

Area Schools 

Student Population 
(2017-2018) 563 Students 663 Students 438 Students 621 Students 

Free/Reduced 
Priced Lunch 8.3% 8.7% 11.9% 19.8% 

Special Education 14.4% 9.2% 9.6% 15.6% 

English Language 
Learner 1.4% 3.3% 1.4% 3.5% 

Students classified 
as White 93.6% 80.2% 93.6% 77.9% 
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Average MCA 
Math  

2013-2017 
83.66% 86.34% 86.4% 90.4% 

Average MCA 
Reading 

 2013-2017 
76.16% 84.46% 76.26% 85.92% 

Licensed Staff 
Racial 

Demographics 
(2018) 

100% White 95.65% 
White 96.77% White 95.45% White 

Licensed Staff 
Advanced Degrees 62.50% 79.49% 84.00% 70.27% 

Ratio of Students 
to Licensed Staff 14:1 16:1 16:1 15:1 

Schooldigger.com 
Ranking of 847 

Minnesota 
Elementary 

Schools (2018) 

178th 30th 7th 40th  

Settings 

The three study schools are three high-achieving, kindergarten-5th grade, suburban 

schools in the state of Minnesota, identified using pseudonyms as; Prairie Lake and 

Western Edge Elementary with Laketown Public Schools and Dan Patch Elementary with 

Beaver-Dan Patch-Maple Schools. The study schools have student populations from 

similar or more disadvantaged circumstances and MCA proficiency results higher than 

those at the comparison school, Eagle View Elementary, which is the school I have led 

since 2013.  To provide an additional perspective, the study schools were also compared 

to Eagle View using a national website created “to empower parents… to make informed 

choices about choosing a school” called SchoolDigger.com (2019). This consumer-
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friendly website ranks elementary and secondary schools across the state, based on 

several pieces of data, such as crime, real estate, enrollment, and MCA results. 

Schooldigger calculates school ranking utilizing the results of state MCA math, reading, 

and science assessments.   

This consumer-friendly product shouldn’t be considered a highly-reliable 

statistical measure, however it is an easily accessible and frequently utilized tool by 

realtors to persuade clients to purchase homes in their area, and parents to determine the 

school they would like their children to attend, which is the reasoning behind using it in 

combination with MCA results during the school identification process.  The 

SchoolDigger rankings were simply used as another piece of data to consider the 

perspectives of those outside school systems and as Table 2 previously indicates, of the 

847 Minnesota elementary schools ranked, Eagle View was 178th; Western Edge, 30th; 

Dan Patch, 7th; and Prairie Lake, 40th.  While these rankings may not provide conclusive 

evidence, the rankings of the study schools as compared to Eagle View indicate a visible 

gap. 

Compared to Eagle View and its school district, New Prague Area Schools 

(NPAS), the three study sites are members of districts with student populations double 

and triple the size of NPAS. These outer-ring suburban schools, approximately 30 miles 

from the heart of Minneapolis, a similar distance as Eagle View, have somewhat 

contrasting settings.  

All three schools are similar in that they are within districts and communities with 

growing populations. Dan Patch Elementary, west of the Minneapolis area is located 
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across from a small gas station, small historic churches nearby, and serves as the hub of 

the small community for all community events. The school is surrounded by a mix of 

older and newly constructed neighborhoods, with hobby farms, roaming horses and 

fenced-in pastures surround the rest of the community. Meanwhile the other two sites, 

south of Minneapolis, are located in the same school district about two miles from one 

another.  Each site surrounded by homes or businesses that were constructed within the 

past 25 years.  

Similar to Dan Patch, Eagle View is located in a rural, growing community of 

Elko New Market, five miles west of Interstate 35 and 30 miles south of Minneapolis. 

When Eagle View opened in 2006, it was constructed in the middle of farm land to 

accommodate the housing and student population boom which was abruptly halted with 

the Great Recession at the end of the decade.  The school is situated within cornfield 

boundaries about a mile west of Elko New Market proper, still awaiting a housing 

resurgence. 

All three school sites are led by white male principals, each with under six years 

of service to their site, similar to my experience.  Two of the principals are also serving in 

their first experience as the lead administrator of a school; all had previous experiences as 

elementary or secondary teachers and building or district level administrators. All three 

principals succeeded well-respected and long-tenured white male principals, each with 

approximately 20 years of service at their sites, including two who designed and opened 

the building, as well as hand-selecting the staff for the entirety of its existence.  As Table 
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2 above indicates, the racial make-up of the staff across all four sites averages nearly 97% 

White, which is higher than the student representation which averages 86%.   

The three study schools have all been finalists for the National Blue Ribbon 

Award which is awarded by the United States Department of Education (United States 

Department of Education, 2017) to public and private schools for overall academic 

progress or for exhibiting progress to closing the achievement gap; two of the sites 

received the award within the past decade.  The third site recently received recognition as 

a Minnesota School of Excellence by the Minnesota Elementary School Principal’s 

Association (MESPA) for creating a school community dedicated to continuous 

improvement and student learning (MESPA, 2019). 

Site Visits 

To better understand the emic or local perspective of the identified schools, a visit 

to a leadership team meeting occurred at each site in the spring of 2018 to discover how 

the “actions of research participants correspond to their words; see patterns of behavior; 

experience the unexpected, as well as the expected” (Glesne, 2005a, p. 43). The visit also 

included a site tour to observe informal staff, student, and family interactions, as well as 

artifacts that influence the culture of the school such as, signage, posters, and student 

work.  A follow-up visit to a leadership team meeting visit occurred in the fall of 2018 at 

each site in order to observe team follow-through on issues and concerns generated in the 

spring.  These visits provided me the opportunity to establish trust through interactions in 

order to gain greater insight, while working to maintain an open and flexible perspective, 
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as well as observing how the collected data from interviews aligned to the behavior and 

actions of the team. A record of the meetings can be seen in Table 3 below. 

Table 3: Site Observations 

School Observation Dates 

Western Edge Elementary - Leadership Team meeting April 24, 2018 

- Deck Party – informal meeting July 25, 2018 

- Leadership Team meeting September 25, 2018 

Dan Patch Elementary - PLC Leader meeting May 3, 2018 

- Leadership Team meeting May 23, 2018 

- Leadership Team meeting September 17, 2018 

- PLC Leader meeting October 4, 2018 

Prairie Lake Elementary - Leadership Team meeting April 12, 2018 

- Leadership Team meeting September 13, 2018 

Interviews of Principals and Leadership Team Members 

Interview questions were developed, structured (Glesne, 2005) and contained 

specific questions that all participants were asked. Following the initial interview, the 

collected data was analyzed and coded to determine themes across all sites and follow-up 

interviews were conducted when clarity was needed. Interviews were conducted with a 

purposeful sample of leadership team members, and the current and former principals 

from each site, totaling 21 people; including one participant that works between two of 

the sites. As shown in Table 4, the participants include six members from Western Edge, 

five from Prairie Lake, and six from Dan Patch Elementary.  Those who volunteered to 



61 
 

be interviewed represented a wide-array of the certified staff across the three 

kindergarten-5th-grade sites including, a Guidance Counselor, Instructional Coaches, 

specialist teachers, a Special Education teacher, and a member from each grade-level, 

indicated in Table 5. Also, the interviews included current and former building principals 

at each site.  

Initially, former principals weren’t included in the interview process, however 

after conducting several interviews with staff members at each site, it became apparent 

that the previous leadership had framed much of the success their schools were achieving. 

Also, each site’s current principal is relatively new to the school culture, all within the 

last six years, with the former principals serving their respective sites ranging from 17 to 

27 years. Table 4 below also provides names, utilizing pseudonyms, of the current and 

former principals to provide more clarity throughout this dissertation. It should be noted 

that two of the former principals interviewed were provided the honor of selecting the 

original staff, along with designing and opening their school in the mid-1990’s.  The 

opportunity to open Prairie Lake and Western Edge, allowed these principals to set their 

vision and truly mold the culture from genesis. The longevity of these principals, as well 

as the former principal at Dan Patch serving the school for 25 years created the culture 

through years of staffing decisions aligned to their vision. 
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Table 4: Study Participants and Roles 

Interview Participants Roles School Gender 

Kindergarten Prairie Lake Elementary Female 

1st Grade Western Edge Elementary Female 

1st Grade Prairie Lake Female 

1st/2nd Grade Loop Dan Patch Elementary Female 

1st/2nd Grade Loop Dan Patch Elementary Female 

2nd Grade Western Edge Elementary Female 

3rd Grade Prairie Lake Female 

4th Grade Dan Patch Elementary Female 

5th Grade Dan Patch Elementary Female 

SPED Dan Patch Elementary Female 

PE Teacher Western Edge Elementary Male 

Digital Literacy Specialist Western Edge Elementary Female 

Guidance Counselor Western Edge Elementary Female 

Guidance Counselor Prairie Lake Elementary Female 

Instructional Coach Western Edge Elementary Female 

Learning Specialist Prairie Lake Female 

Principal – Breck Anoka Dan Patch Male 

Principal – Travis Olafson Western Edge Male 

Principal – Ben Donaldson Prairie Lake Male 

Former Principal – Jeremy Tate Dan Patch Male 

Former Principal – Richard Dover Western Edge Male 

Former Principal – James Black Prairie Lake Male 
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Table 5: Study Participants and Roles by Percentage 

Interviewed Participant Staff Roles % Count 

Classroom Teacher 42.86% 9 

Specialist (Art, Music, PE, Media, etc.) 9.52% 2 

Special Education 4.76% 1 

Instructional Coach 9.52% 2 

Administrator Current/Former 28.57% 6 

Counselor/Social Worker 4.76% 1 

Total Interviews  21 

Grounded Survey  

A grounded survey (Glaser, 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1994) was developed based 

on the coded data and themes from interviews and observations. The survey was created 

utilizing Qualtrics survey software and a link to the survey was distributed to the current 

principals at the study sites via email in December 2018.  The principals were asked to 

distribute the survey to all licensed teachers at their site in order to gain greater insight of 

in-school cultural factors, systems, and leadership practices that have led to their high 

levels of student achievement on the MCAs. The survey was also be distributed to all 

certified staff at the comparison school, Eagle View, to investigate the potential 

differences between the “Great” Schools and Eagle View.  The final question on the 

survey was open-ended to provide participants the opportunity to share their experiences 

or understandings to gain a broader perspective of the culture of a “Great” School. 

Through the development and analysis of the grounded survey (Glaser, 2013) during the 
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winter of 2018-2019, links were constructed between the themes to better understand 

relationships and to begin to “understand the phenomenon under investigation.” (p. 70).  

 Across the three study sites and the comparison site, 93 people participated with 

75 people completing the survey, with all but one participant indicating their site, see 

Table 6. Table 7 describes how the 75 grounded survey participants classified 

themselves. 

Table 6: Grounded Survey Participants by School 

School % Count 

Uncategorized Staff Member 1.33% 1 

Eagle View Elementary 29.33% 22 

Western Edge Elementary 30.67% 23 

Dan Patch Elementary 20.00% 15 

Prairie Lake 18.67% 14 

Total Participants 100% 75 
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Table 7: Grounded Survey Participants by Roles 

Grounded Survey Participating Roles % Count 

Classroom Teacher 58.67% 44 

Specialist (Art, Music, PE, Media, etc.) 17.33% 13 

Special Education 9.33% 7 

Interventionist 2.67% 2 

Instructional Coach 2.66% 2 

Administrator 1.33% 1 

Counselor/Social Worker 4.00% 3 

Other 4.00% 3 

Total 100% 75 
 

Initially, five participants, or 6.67% of the overall number categorized themselves 

as Other, however when analyzing responses, there were more appropriate categories for 

two participants; one was a Speech Language Pathologist, which is generally associated 

with Special Education and the other serving in the role of Learning Specialist, which 

functions similarly to an Instructional Coach (see Table 7 above).  The three remaining 

members of the Other category were an English Language Learner (ELL) instructor, 

Student Teacher, and someone who categorized themselves as Other. 

 Participants of the grounded survey had years of experience ranging from a 

person serving as a Student Teacher to two staff members that have worked for over 35 

years.  As Table 8 below shows, 55.4% of the participants have been teaching between 

one and 20 years with 44.6% in the second half of their careers.   
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Table 8: Grounded Survey Years of Experience 

Grounded Survey Years of Experience 

Range of Years % of Staff Count 

1-5 years 13.51% 10 

6-10 years 16.22% 12 

11-15 years 10.81% 8 

16-20 years 14.86% 11 

21-25 years 22.97% 17 

26-30 years 13.51% 10 

31-35 years 5.41% 4 

35+ years 2.70% 2 

Total 100% 74*  
* No range for a Student Teacher with zero years of experience to enter. 

As Table 9 shows, when analyzing and comparing years of experience at Eagle 

View to the three study schools, Eagle View participants were considerably younger than 

the other schools with 71.4% of the respondents in the first half of their career, between 

one and 20 years;  Western Edge 34.7%, Dan Patch 66.7%, and Prairie Lake 57%. While 

Dan Patch’s first half of career participants were only 4.7% lower than Eagle View’s. It 

should be noted that Dan Patch also had two respondents with teaching experience of 

over 35 years, which is an outlier compared to the other schools. In fact, during the 

interview process, one grade-level team at Dan Patch, consisting of three teachers, had 

nearly 100 years of combined teaching experience, including a teacher that started with 

the district in 1976 and has been at the current school since 1983, working with four 

different principals during that time, when comparing her experience to Eagle View, I am 
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the fourth principal since inception in 2006, including being the fourth principal in the 

first seven years of the school’s existence. 

Table 9: Years of Experience by Site 

Years of Experience 
Percentage by Site 

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

1-5 years 23.8%                  0.0% 13.3% 21.4% 
6-10 years 23.8% 13.0% 6.7% 21.4% 
11-15 years 19.0%                  0.0% 20.0% 7.1% 
16-20 years 4.8% 21.7% 26.7% 7.1% 

1st Half Career 71.4% 34.7% 66.7% 57% 

21-25 years 19.0% 34.8% 13.3% 21.4% 
26-30 years 4.8% 21.7% 0.0% 21.4% 
31-35 years 4.8% 8.7% 6.7% 0.0% 
35+ years 0.0% 0.0% 13.3% 0.0% 

2nd Half Career 28.6% 65.2% 33.3% 42.8% 

  

Finally, as Table 10 below shows, over 77% of the survey respondents have 

advanced degrees with nearly seven percent holding licensures above and beyond their 

bachelor’s and master’s degrees. Initially, six respondents categorized their education as 

Other but upon further analysis their education fit more appropriately in the Masters and 

Specialty Licensure categories because they had achieved 5th year degrees, multiple 

masters degrees, or had taken credits beyond their masters to further their education 

allowing them to move to the top of the pay schedule in the teacher contract, which is a 

common practice for educators to maximize earning potential. 
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Table 10: Grounded Survey Highest Degree Attained 

Highest Degree Attained 

Advanced Degree or Licensure % of Surveyed Staff Count 

Bachelors 16.22% 12 

Masters 77.02% 57 

Specialty Licensure (ELL, Reading, 
Technology, Principal, Superintendent, etc.) 

6.76% 5 

Doctorate 0.00% 0 

Total 100% 74* 
* Student Teacher with no degree to enter. 

 Auto-ethnographic self-study 

This study also includes an autoethnographic (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011; 

Méndez, 2014) self-study (Samaras & Freese, 2009) component to take account of my 

own everyday experiences as a child and student; parent of three children, one that 

struggles to learn and two where learning comes relatively easily; an educational 

consultant that works with schools across the country to develop systems to ensure high 

levels of learning for all students; as a school leader of Washington Elementary School 

from 2007-2013, where we were identified through No Child Left Behind legislation 

(107th Congress, 2001) as a “School in Need of Improvement” (SINI) when I started, to 

transform and become recognized as a Reward School by the Minnesota Department of 

Education (MDE, 2016); and finally, as a school leader at Eagle View since 2013 where 

our students achieve at levels well-above state averages, but have not performed to the 

same level as others with more barriers to their learning. 
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Data Analysis 

Qualitative data was collected through site visits and recorded interviews with a 

purposeful sample of the leadership teams at each study school. Data collected during the 

interviews were transcribed and coded to begin identifying patterns of behavior and to 

identify overall themes across the three study sites. These themes were utilized to develop 

a grounded survey to be distributed to licensed staff at the three study schools and the 

comparison school, Eagle View. 

Using both quantitative data collected through a grounded survey distributed to 

licensed staff at the three study schools and the comparison school, as well as qualitative 

data collected through site visits and interviews with a purposeful sample of staff 

members from each study school, including current and former principals, this study uses 

a mixed-methods design to explore, describe and interpret the factors that lead schools to 

attain Greatness. These methods were selected to gain greater perspective, observe 

patterns of behavior, and to generate data that might help to identify additional factors not 

found through the review of research. 
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Chapter 4 

Auto-Ethnography & Self-Study 

Childhood 

As the eldest child of Bill and Patty (Phipps) Remmert, my sister Sara and I were 

raised in a middle-class family in the small German-American community of New Ulm, 

MN with a population of around 13,000 primarily white and Christian citizens. Five 

generations of the Remmert and Phipps families have lived in southern Minnesota 

following the migration of our ancestors from Norway, Ireland and Germany to Ohio and 

Iowa, and finally settling in southern Minnesota. The Christian calendar has been the 

basis for family celebrations and extended family gatherings my entire life.   

My grandparents were strong, hardworking and loving influences in my life. The 

Phipps side of the family is primarily Catholic and come from agricultural occupations. 

My grandmother, Kathleen, attended secretarial school in Minneapolis prior to marrying 

my grandfather, a proud World War II United States Marine, eventually becoming 

Deputy Sheriff of Faribault County. She was as loving a person as there has been, truly 

loving each person for who they are as a person; while my grandfather was a hardcore 

Marine with a sharp wit and tongue, that many people including my cousins, didn’t truly 

understand or appreciate.  I recall a moment as a teenager when my grandmother was 

pridefully boasting about the successes of my older and highly successful cousin. I 

became upset and yelled at her because I felt I needed to live up to his expectations and 

wouldn’t ever be as successful as he was. She started crying and hugged me, explaining 

to me that she needed to show more love to him and his siblings at times because they 
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didn’t feel the same love from our grandfather as I did. This was a concrete moment in 

my life where I first recognized needing to meet people where they are at and give them 

what they need. It wasn’t about giving people an equal experience, rather, an equitable 

one. 

My grandfather, Jim, wasn’t a cold-hearted person, but he didn’t express his love 

or appreciation in a traditionally accepted manner. If we put our elbows on the table when 

eating dinner, he poked them with his fork, when we cried, he yelled at us to “stop your 

bellyaching”. When we saw him, he greeted us with a handshake and if it wasn’t firm we 

had to do it again, but he also gave us a crisp dollar bill for “beer money’, until we 

reached high school when it transformed to “pop money”, and at the beginning of every 

school year we received a crisp five-dollar bill for “school supplies”.  He was a 

gregarious person with many friends and while I don’t believe he was truly a racist 

person, he referred to the house across the street, where his friend Jose lived, as “Little 

Tijuana”, clearly a jab at someone who didn’t fit the typical culture of the community. 

My grandfather’s use of the English language, for a person with no more than a high 

school degree, was magical, creative, colorful and often misunderstood, if you didn’t take 

the time to know him, but it was also my first memory of the stereotyping of others. 

My grandparents on the Remmert-side of the family were extremely hardworking, 

owning and managing a hotel, as well as several different golf courses and gun clubs in 

South Dakota, New Ulm, and where they made their home, in Springfield, MN.  While I 

never had the opportunity to meet my grandfather, Arnie, as he passed away prior to my 

birth, I’ve been told he was a person that was loved by all. He spent some time as a 
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student at the University of Minnesota, including being a member of the Golden Gopher 

football team at one point. His father was a Lutheran school educator and played the 

organ at church every Sunday.  

My grandmother, Norma, was a hardworking and loving farm girl. She worked 

tirelessly and could be described as a “stubborn German” because she demanded things 

to be done a certain way – her way. At the age of 82, a few weeks prior to being struck by 

a debilitating stroke that significantly impacted her last few years of life, she scaled a 30-

foot evergreen tree to get rid of “the damn blackbird nest”. While she was a tough and 

hardworking woman, she was also a person who loved with all her heart, always 

welcoming me with a huge bear hug, and even though she was no more than 5’4” and 

weighted under 100 pounds, those hugs were the strongest hugs ever experienced. 

The Remmert side of the family is Lutheran and I was raised in a Lutheran home 

and a regular family joke is that my father’s mother, Norma, never forgave him for 

marrying a Catholic and that she continues to roll over in her grave to this day. Because 

of this strong bias against Catholicism by my grandmother, it was a forgone conclusion 

that my only sister, Sara, and I would be baptized and confirmed in the Lutheran church.  

In fact, our family home, in the religiously divided community of New Ulm, where 

Catholics traditionally live on the north side of town while Lutherans live on the south 

side, was two houses away from our church, and yes, located at 722 South Broadway. 

My earliest memories consist of the pride of family, being supplied with love by 

my parents, grandparents, aunts & uncles, cousins, and close family-friends. Along with 

the love I experienced as a child, hard-work, the importance of education, and civic 
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mindedness were prioritized and emphasized from the beginning. Frequent trips to the 

public library, my parents reading to and with me, assisting me with homework, 

threatening me with the loss of car privileges if I didn’t make the honor roll, participating 

in extracurricular activities, teaching Sunday School, being in Cub Scouts and eventually 

Boy Scouts, with my mother serving as Den Mother and father serving as Scoutmaster, 

and achieving the rank of Eagle Scout, provided me wide-ranging skills that framed my 

childhood and helped shape my life.   

My mother, a person who loves with all her heart and wears it on her sleeve, has a 

keen sense of humor and wit much like her father, has always been a person who has 

pushed the status quo. As a child she frequently challenged the nuns at her Catholic 

school and frequently pushed back against her parents to gain her independence. With 

this feistiness, sense of adventure and reputation in the small town of Blue Earth, MN, 

when she began exploring her post-secondary options, her high school guidance 

counselor told her she was not “college material” and “shouldn’t waste her time”. 

Because my mother has never been one to simply comply with what others have 

determined for her, she applied to Winona State University (WSU), was a member of the 

homecoming court, the Alpha Delta Pi sorority, and graduated with an elementary 

education degree in just three years, making the Dean’s List every grading session.  

While attending WSU, she met my father who had just recently returned from two 

tours of duty, serving his country as a proud member of the United States Navy in 

Vietnam. Upon his return to American soil, he was spit on and cursed at while walking 

through the airport in his Navy uniform, leading him to quickly escape to a nearby 
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bathroom to change into civilian dress. While a student at WSU, my father was a member 

of the football team, a member of the Sigma Tau Gamma fraternity, and a physical 

education major, with plans of becoming a teacher and coach. 

This type of stereotyping, where members of society made a judgement about my 

father based on their perspectives, experiences and opinions of the Vietnam War and/or 

those in the military, rather than taking the time to understand why he served and who he 

is as a person, has stayed with my parents their entire lives. These types of experiences 

became a parenting tool they utilized to motivate my sister and me throughout our 

upbringing, and still exist today in the stories they share with my children, and the 

encouragement and guidance they provide all of us. The recurrent message of being an 

underdog, and that for us to succeed, we will have to work harder than everyone else is 

passed along through recurrent phrases such as, “Remmert’s don’t quit”, or “that’s not 

how a Remmert acts”, has provided great pride and a standard that I’ve always worked to 

uphold. These types of expectations have been with me since birth, when I inherited my 

father’s name, William Frederick Remmert, II, something that I own with pride but are 

also met with additional internal expectations to ensure I don’t do anything to tarnish the 

name. 

School Experience - New Ulm Public Schools  

In elementary school, I was the student substitute teachers loathed; I took 

advantage of this perceived freedom without the regular teacher, often leading to 

discipline the following day when my classroom teacher returned. My behavior continued 

with substitutes until a conversation at the dinner table one night when my father 
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nonchalantly talked about visiting with Mrs. Bode, the substitute teacher, at the golf 

course and she said that she’d recently had me in class.  This convergence of my two 

worlds, home and school, brought a realization of community that I previously hadn’t 

been attuned to.  

Beyond my challenges with substitute teachers, elementary school was not a 

pleasant experience. In New Ulm, the elementary structure was K-6, and of those seven 

years, there are only three teachers that, looking back, I believe loved and accepted me 

for who I was as a person. Two of these teachers were my Kindergarten and 4th Grade 

homeroom teachers and the other was my 5th-Grade social studies teacher, who later 

became my 8th-Grade basketball coach.  Mrs. Anderson, Mrs. Benda, and Mr. Sauers 

were teachers focused on relationships and expectations; they saw me for what I could be 

and worked to build me up from where I was, behaviorally and academically, avoiding 

stereotypes (Steele, 2010) and viewing me as though I had assets (Demerath, 2017) rather 

than through a deficit-lens (Valencia, 1997; K. L. Walker, 2011). 

In contrast, most of my elementary school memories involve negative interactions 

from teachers. I recall my 1st-Grade teacher scolding me for what she believed was my 

mispronunciation of my own last name; she told me Remmert was pronounced ‘Ree-

mert’ versus our accepted family pronunciation of ‘Reh-mert’.  In 2nd-Grade, my teacher 

spanked me over her knee in front of the class for my behavior and pulled my hair when I 

began crying during a timed facts-test in math, telling me to knock it off, and so on.  

My experiences in elementary school provided a great deal of my motivation to 

pursue a career as an elementary teacher in order to ensure other children would avoid 
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similar experiences. While I grew up in what many might consider to be a typical 

childhood, many of those moments have remained with me several decades later and 

have provided me a different perspective, allowing me to become a more empathetic 

person and educator. However, it wasn’t until later that I began to understand that my 

family and educational experiences pale in comparison to the daily barriers and events 

encountered by many children and their families. 

My parents were both trained as educators, yet didn’t utilize their education in 

that manner, they chose to own their own businesses, affording my mother the 

opportunity to work from home and to be physically present every single day for Sara 

and me.  My parents worked tirelessly, and we truly never knew the financial strains they 

were experiencing, other than when it came to medical and dental health insurance; if our 

bones weren’t broken, we weren’t going to the doctor or dentist because the cost was out 

of pocket. Another recurring message for me as I neared the end of high school was from 

my father, that no matter what I did in college and beyond, “never go without health 

insurance”.  Again, another example of a privilege that I never knew existed until later in 

life, I was under the impression that everyone had access to things such as travel, 

affordable healthcare, and a postsecondary education. 

While attending school at the secondary level, not only was I active in Boy Scouts 

but I also was expected to be active in the arts and athletics, where I experienced some 

success, earning a letter in the fine arts and seven times in athletics, serving as captain of 

the basketball team.  As a member of a folk-singing group called Menagerie, we traveled 

to Scandinavia to perform, and while other members were unable to attend due to 
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financial constraints, my parents made it a priority to ensure I had that opportunity. These 

experiences were critical to my foundation as a person, but also began to crystalize my 

life of privilege that I had not yet begun to fully understand, that being a white male, 

from a white, middle-class family, provided resources and experiences that others did not 

have.   

College 

As a child, the only college I ever wanted to attend was the University of 

Minnesota, but my parents and family strongly discouraged it, believing I needed a 

smaller, close-knit college community to experience success, similar to my experiences 

in high school.  The first college visit was to their alma mater, WSU. While touring I 

uncomfortably experienced the privilege that my parents had created while attending, 

when unbeknownst to me my father set up a meeting for me with a friend of his who was 

also an administrator in the athletic department, leading to an uncomfortable meeting 

with the football coach, and further discussions about a potential job in the athletic 

department. While this was a great opportunity for me, it was the first time that I felt 

uncomfortable with the privilege I had been provided and I didn’t want it. Instead, I 

chose to attend Southwest Minnesota State University (SMSU) in Marshall, MN, because 

I needed to go somewhere, and it wasn’t going to be WSU. My experiences at SMSU 

weren’t necessarily negative but I always felt like I was the ‘other’, never feeling 

accepted, comfortable, or that this school was my new home away from home. 

Eventually, I transferred and graduated from Minnesota State University – Mankato 

(MSU) majoring in elementary education with a minor athletic coaching. 
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Regardless of where I attended college, I had the never-ending support, guidance, 

and push from my parents.  When I started to struggle academically as a junior, my 

mother utilized money as a motivator by offering to pay for my books if my grade point 

average (GPA) was a 3.0 or better and would pay for my classes for the next grading 

period if I made the Dean’s List – I never paid for another book or credit in my 

undergrad.  This is a privilege that I soon came to realize wasn’t afforded to all people. 

Teaching Career - Crystal Lake Elementary 

Following my undergraduate work at MSU, I tapped into my privilege using 

connections I’d established near the community of Lakeville, in New Prague, where I had 

family and friends that I could live with during my student teaching experience. This 

privilege opened up different opportunities for me that others weren’t afforded because I 

wasn’t bound to a specific location near my rural hometown, or the Mankato area where 

most everyone else was doing their student teaching; I was able to complete this final 

hurdle to my education in a geographical area of my choosing, Lakeville Area Public 

Schools.  The transition to teaching 6th graders was relatively smooth because it was a 

community that, while larger in size than my hometown of New Ulm, was similar 

demographically and full of people that experienced the same privileges afforded me 

growing up.  

Lakeville was experiencing tremendous growth at the time, building five new 

elementary schools in a ten-year period and I found myself student teaching in a district 

that preferred to hire people they were familiar with, and I was hired in the same grade 

level, in the same school, and across the hallway from where I student taught; all this 
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before completing my student teaching requirements, graduating from college and 

without having to interview for the job.  While I know I was a competent student teacher, 

I do recognize that had I been required to interview for the position against candidates, I 

am certain I would not have been offered the job because I was far from as polished as 

others; I wasn’t involved in education clubs or groups while in college, I didn’t have 

volunteer experiences that others experienced, and didn’t have a firm grasp of what I 

believed about education or what I would be able to bring to the profession other than my 

desire to provide a better elementary experience than what I had experienced. Being a 

white male, pursuing an elementary teaching position in a female-dominated occupation, 

where quality male applicants can be challenging to find, I now see how being a white-

male led to my hiring and how I continued the cycle of white-male privilege as an adult 

(Solomona, Portelli, Daniel, & Campbell, 2005). However, I was able to develop strong 

relationships with students, their families and my colleagues, which was something that I 

believe, paired with being a white male, set me apart from others.   

My classroom of 30 students was 90% white, with the vast majority of students 

living in two-parent homes. The biggest difference between their lives and mine as a 

child was the experiences their social capital had provided. Most of my eleven and 

twelve-year-old students had traveled on an airplane more than I had, including life-

experiences that I had yet to discover, such as Disney World, cruises and yearly trips to 

tropical locations. 

As a teacher, I taught just as I had been taught, lessons full of lectures, following 

the basal reading program and other textbooks page-by-page, grading students for their 
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effort or their compliance to my rules, and following the 100-point grading scale. At no 

time did it occur to me that I needed to ensure the learning of the students, I believed it 

was my responsibility to teach the content and it was their responsibility to learn it.  I 

would assign homework in most subjects and provide very little time for students to 

complete the work within in the classroom, because I had so much to teach; after all, my 

beliefs and experiences showed me, it was my job to dispense my vast knowledge upon 

them rather than engaging them in truly learning the content.  

When we became frustrated when students lacked understanding of the content 

we had dispensed, my colleagues and I would participate in our only collaboration 

experiences of my teaching career, blaming (Lee & Smith, 1996) the students and their 

parents for not doing their part at home, we rarely ‘looked in the mirror’ and reflected at 

what we should have been doing differently, rather we ‘looked out the window’ and 

pointed fingers at others.   

Rarely did I receive pushback from parents about the amount of homework, and if 

I did, it was because their evening schedules outside of school were packed with sports, 

piano lessons, or other things because they trusted me but that feeling wasn’t reciprocated 

at times, which restricted what my students were capable of. As described in Chapter 2, 

when school faculty don’t trust their students and their families, there is a lack of 

Academic Optimism (Brown & Benkovitz, J., Muttillo, A.J., Urban, 2011; McGuigan & 

Hoy, 2006) which has been shown to lead to higher levels of learning for all students. My 

belief was the parents weren’t doing their part, were overscheduling their children and 

weren’t prioritizing education.  When students weren’t learning, I was quick to access my 
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own deficit-thinking (Valencia, 2010) and assume they needed special education support 

rather than reflecting on my practice to assist the students who needed extra time and 

support. Students that were supported by an Individual Education Plan (IEP) through 

special education received that instruction in a separate room outside of my classroom 

and I rarely knew what they were working on or how I could best support them within 

my classroom. After all, this is what I recalled and experienced with students who 

struggled to learn when I was a student in school and frankly, this is how my colleagues 

operated, and the culture of the school supported these deficit beliefs, there was no reason 

to do anything differently.   

During this time, because of what my principals and colleagues said was my 

outstanding ability to develop relationships with the entire school community, my ability 

to see ‘the big picture’ of the educational system, and their continual support and 

encouragement, I pursued my master’s degree and K-12 principal license.  The 

continuation of my education provided a new perspective to what education could be, and 

my privileged life experiences weren’t what much of society had been afforded.  I began 

to reflect on my current career and school, and began to see how I was perpetuating 

inequity through my actions and beliefs, how I wasn’t working with my colleagues to 

help all students learn and had been blaming students and their families for the inability 

to learn rather than taking ownership it.  I had spent most of my life ‘looking out the 

window’ to blame others, rather than ‘looking in the mirror’ to reflect and see what I 

could do differently. The next few years completely changed my educational paradigm 

through shifts in my personal and professional life. 
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Parenthood 

In 2002, 2004, and 2007 came the greatest gifts of my life arrived with my son, 

Charlie and daughters, Grace and Emmy respectively.  As all parents know and many 

educators seem to forget, they are all different people and have different needs. While I’d 

like to be able to parent my three children the same way, because it would likely be more 

efficient for me personally, I’ve come to find it to be less effective. I need to be sure to 

help them equitably rather equally because they are so different, and these differences 

have reshaped my perspective as an educational professional.  As this section describes, 

Charlie, Grace and Emmy have different needs, just as every student that enters our 

schools do.  Through these differences, I was provided an awareness of how the 

traditional public education system, described in Chapter 2, is inequitable and that the 

profession must transform to recognize and respond to these differences to more 

effectively meet the individual needs of all.  Because not all educators have children, but 

all children have educators, it became my desire to establish school cultures focused on 

meeting the needs of each and every child rather than simply moving them through the 

system, similar to that of an assembly line at a factory. 

As a father that has unintentionally instilled deficit beliefs and behaviors in my 

children without truly understanding what or how I have done this, I acknowledge my 

privilege as a white male (Villenas & Deyhle, 1999) will continue to benefit my children, 

but hopefully I can help them to understand how we must all work to do better than we 

have historically.  An avenue to understand this privilege and how I am driven to improve 

our schools is through the perspective my son has provided.  Charlie, a loving and 
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passionate 17-year-old, high school junior, has struggled academically and behaviorally 

throughout his educational career, even though he was given the educational and societal 

benefits that many educators use to blame parents for failing to provide their children.  

Throughout my career I have observed, and been guilty of, blaming parents for the 

struggles of their students and believe this is a tool educators utilize to deflect ownership 

of student learning when struggling to meet the needs of a student.   

Society is often quick to judge those that act a certain way, look a certain way or 

are unable to do certain things.  Charlie has been afforded opportunities that many others 

have not. Charlie is white, he is a male, he was born into a middle class home in the 

suburbs of a metropolitan area; on top of that, he was born to two educators, both trained 

in child development, one an elementary teacher and now principal, the other a reading 

teacher and now curriculum director.  Charlie was provided every privilege possible from 

birth for him to be a successful student in school, yet he still struggles to learn. In my 

work as a principal and educational consultant, it is my mission to help people view the 

educational world through new eyes.  In a perfect world, Charlie would be a fluent reader 

and an academic star, after all he’s been afforded everything possible for him to succeed, 

but his hard work and the work of his parents hasn’t been enough to make it easy for him 

even with all the privilege he was born into (Solomona et al., 2005).  Therefore, viewing 

students through a deficit lens may make educators feel better about themselves when 

they are unsure or become frustrated with how to most effectively support students, but 

deflecting the ownership of student learning onto others isn’t a plan for success for 

students that need the support from the educational professionals. 
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Educators are quick to judge and place blame when students are different than 

what they perceive as ‘normal’ and frequently blame parenting, poverty, race or whatever 

avenue can be utilized to deflect ownership of student learning and the bias we all have 

and the oppression we create.  Charlie’s struggles, and my administrative experience at 

Mankato East High School, that will be explained in the next section, shaped me to 

recognize and empathize with the struggles of people who have been trying to navigate 

an educational system that was created for very different purposes.  Because of these 

stereotypes and assumptions that are prevalent across our educational systems, as parents, 

Charlie’s mother and I battled to keep him from entering special education after 1st-Grade 

to avoid him officially acquiring a label and being given an identity that we believed 

would lead to further stereotyping (Picower, 2009; Steele, 2010), believing that we could 

push the system within the school to provide the supports he needed and deserved 

without accessing special education.  Because of our emic understanding of the education 

system and the privilege we have as white middle-class parents, we have been able to 

navigate this system and advocate for things we’ve believed should be accessible to all 

students regardless of need, demographic, label or identity (López, 2017).  

Charlie does not have an IEP, rather he has been provided a 504 plan that clearly 

spells out several items that I’d argue should be available to all students regardless of 

educational need because they are best practice strategies when educators are focused on 

the learning of all students rather than simply delivering content. Of those 

accommodations, Charlie does not have the option of not turning in school work, he must 

do it. If he doesn’t or chooses not to, he will not receive a zero in the gradebook but will 
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be held accountable by the school in partnership with his parents, to complete and turn it 

in. A student like Charlie, when given the choice of taking the easy way out, of either 

completing and turning in the work or receiving a zero, he’ll take the zero every time. A 

score of zero, when graded using the traditional 100-point scale, has a dramatic and 

inequitable impact on the overall success a student can attain in a class, and should never 

be an option for any student because this is an insurmountable, and teacher-created 

barrier for most students, with an underlying belief that shaming or punishing students 

with a zero will magically produce motivation to learn. 

Secondly, Charlie will be allowed to retake any and all assessments to earn a 

passing grade, not the opportunity to retake it until he receives an ‘A’, simply a passing 

grade to show he has learned enough to ‘pass’ the content. As parents we believe it is the 

obligation of the school to ensure the learning of all students, not the teaching of content 

and then punishment through failure for not understanding it; after all, the teachers are 

the experts of the content not the parents. It is the obligation of the school and the 

professionally trained educators to provide necessary structures and supports to ensure 

Charlie understands what is needed to find success in the course.  

Finally, Charlie will have extended time and/or a quiet location to complete 

assessments. If the purpose of school is about student learning, the length of time it takes 

a student to complete an assessment should not be a barrier for a student to show what 

she/he has learned, and the educational professionals should not see this as an issue, 

rather should be open to providing this for all students. It is the professional 

responsibility of school leaders to develop systems, structures and a learning culture that 
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provides these types of equitable accommodations for all students; a signed document or 

contract, such as a 504, should not be required to ensure each student is provided the 

scaffolding needed to build their lives and chase their dreams. 

My girls, Grace and Emmy, 9th and 6th-Grade respectively have had very different 

educational experiences than their brother. Both girls entered Kindergarten as readers, 

have participated in advanced learning tracks throughout school, but they have 

experienced barriers to their learning in different ways. Because learning has been an 

easier process for them, when they have experienced struggles the responses to this 

struggle have not been necessarily helpful either.  

The first example involves Grace; when she struggled with a task, a teacher used 

her previous success as a threat. The teacher told her, “When you are in this class you are 

expected to work through these things and if you can’t do that then this advanced class 

may not be for you.”  This is troubling for many reasons, but what is most upsetting is 

that the teacher should be the person where children feel psychologically safe to ask 

questions and not feel shamed for struggling with something.  When I reached out to the 

teacher to express my concerns, the response was nothing more than a deflection of 

ownership by stating they have “high expectations and the students rise to them”. While I 

appreciate the claim of high expectations, Grace no longer saw the teacher as having high 

expectations for her, rather she saw the teacher as having no empathy for her situation 

and perhaps more importantly, created an expectation in that classroom that he truly 

didn’t care about their learning but was there to ensure content was covered; that it was 
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his job to teach it, the job of the student to learn it, much as my experiences as a child and 

when I began teaching. 

Emmy has had similar experiences in her educational experience.  As a 2nd-

Grader, she was finding success in math and the homeroom teacher reached out to the 

district Gifted and Talented (GT) teacher to meet her needs, which I was thankful for and 

found to be a highly professional move; after all there is no way that any individual 

teacher can meet the needs of every single student, in every subject, every single day. 

However, what Emmy experienced in GT was far from enriching.  

After a couple of months meeting weekly with the GT teacher in small groups, 

Emmy asked if she could stop attending. She stated that she wasn’t really learning 

anything different and was having to do “busy work”. We asked her to stick it out for a 

longer time and to make sure she was giving her best effort, but after a few weeks she 

was still complaining about it. After consulting with the homeroom teacher, we decided 

she no longer needed to attend. Upon her completion of the math GT experience, she was 

able to bring home the materials she worked with and to our dismay it was the 3rd-Grade 

math workbook, three-hole punched and put in a binder. If this is a GT service, then 

Emmy was absolutely correct when she told us she was doing “busy work”.  She clearly 

hadn’t experienced deeper learning or understanding of math concepts during that time, 

she only experienced the learning she was going to be experiencing the following year 

through worksheets.  To further explain how meaningless Emmy felt that time was, when 

she arrived at home, she took the worksheets out of the binder and asked, “Can I throw 

these away but keep the binder? The binder is really nice!”  
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The experiences of my children are concerning because it raises significant 

questions about the professionalism of educators within the system.  If a child, like 

Charlie, who struggles with learning and begins acting out, isn’t getting the needed 

support to help him learn, while staff actively deflect ownership of his learning to others 

within the school such as, special education, or engage in actions such as blaming the 

parents for his struggles; or students like Grace and Emmy, who have few barriers to their 

learning, but have experienced a system with educators who either don’t know how to 

appropriately meet their needs, or perhaps more disturbing, don’t see it as their 

responsibility. These examples are only a small sampling of the experiences of three 

students that have been afforded opportunities above and beyond most and have 

educators as parents that work to actively advocate for them.  If this is what is happening 

to students with parents who work in and understand the education profession and 

system, what is happening for the “average” students, or the historically underserved 

students that don’t understand the emic perspective, or inside view, of the educational 

system.  

When I was a beginning teacher, I didn’t know enough to do anything differently 

than what I had experienced growing up. I worked for a wonderful principal who saw my 

potential, but the culture of the school was a replication of my childhood schooling and 

still exists in the lived experience of my children. As I transitioned from classroom 

teacher to administration, while learning the educational system through the eyes of a 

parent, my perspective completely changed. While the challenges my children and I 

experienced in school are nowhere close to the systematic oppression others live, it has 
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provided me the opportunity to become more aware of a world I was groomed to ignore 

and have continued to perpetuate as an adult white male. These perspectives set the 

foundation for a new stage in my educational journey. 

Administrative and Educational Consulting Career - Shakopee Junior High  

Upon completion of my administrative licensure I had the opportunity to work at 

Shakopee Junior High School as an 8th-Grade Dean of Students. This was my 

introduction to poverty, race, gang issues, and my first experience with an educator who 

understood these systemic issues and fought to hold everyone accountable for an 

equitable educational experience, high expectations for students, staff and families, as 

well as ensuring learning for all. Jean Wyatt was a retired middle school principal from 

outside the Dallas area and had moved to Minnesota to be closer to family, but also had a 

desire to continue serving students, families, and grooming young aspiring 

administrators.  Mrs. Wyatt taught me to follow my heart when working with students in 

difficult situations, how to access different community, district, county, etc. resources to 

support people in crisis, and how to engage in challenging conversations with staff 

members and families about doing what was right for each child. 

Mankato East High School 

After a year in Shakopee, a new and unexpected opportunity presented itself when 

the assistant principal position at Mankato East High School was posted.  This was an 

exciting opportunity for my young and growing family, now with two children under the 

age of three, to move closer to our families and in a community and district that I had 

become familiar with during my undergraduate work at MSU.  Mankato East was also an 
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opportunity for me to access my white male privilege, and I consciously tapped into the 

connections I had developed while coaching basketball for the school district while a 

student at MSU.   

 While preparing for the interview, I called a friend, the head basketball coach and 

math teacher at Mankato East that I had been fortunate enough to serve as his assistant a 

few years prior.  While visiting with him, he gave me his opinions on the characteristics 

the staff were looking for in the next assistant principal. Through this conversation I 

began to discover the underlying culture of racism within the school when he described 

how “East isn’t the school it used to be since the Somalis have moved in.” What he 

demonstrated to me was, as Picower (2009) describes, his opportunity as a member of the 

staff to give “active protection of the incoming hegemonic stories and White supremacy” 

(p.197) that existed at the school.  While I was struck by this comment, I didn’t question 

it or challenge him because I knew he could help me get the job, and he did.  I had 

utilized my privilege to position myself to get what I desired. 

My work at Mankato East High School is where I truly began to gain awareness, 

empathize and begin to understand the oppression many of the kids and their families 

were fighting.  As was described by Khalifa (2015), the black students were given 

discipline referrals at rates much higher than white students and were also the students 

failing classes most frequently.  It did not matter if the black students were from other 

countries, speaking English as their second language, or from the United States, it was 

and is still nearly impossible for the black students at East to get ahead due to the 

systematized oppression that is in place.  As McKenzie (2009) discusses, “The tearing of 
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a child’s psyche, the inflicting of a narcissistic injury like shaming, is abuse.” (pg. 133). 

This behavior from the adults was something I observed every single day I worked at 

Mankato East and never understood the impact it had on the students and families of the 

community.   

One particular instance of institutional oppression that still impacts me to this day 

was a fight that occurred during lunch between two black students. The staff reactions 

following were more heightened than when we had fights between white students, and 

their use of vocabulary was especially troubling when they began talking about how they 

were worried we may have a “riot” in the near future; this term was never used following 

fights between our white students.  While that was troubling, the most troubling aspect 

was when I telephoned the superintendent to tell him of the situation at lunch.  After 

describing the fight, his first question was, “What were the races of the kids in the fight?” 

I responded they were black. He then asked, “Are they ‘Chicago-black’ or ‘Somali-

black’?” Those questions have stuck with me and have troubled me for over ten years.  

While the specificity of his question continues to impact me to this day because the 

concerns were completely irrelevant to the situation, what has always troubled me is that 

I didn’t do anything about the comments; he was my boss and I didn’t feel I could 

challenge him, which is a theme that developed during the overall study, when describing 

staff feeling safe and secure to discuss professional concerns or having a sense of 

belonging (Chapter 5).  I allowed the oppression and institutional racism to continue and 

was an active player in the oppression in a way that I did not recognize until after that 

moment.   
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Before the conversation about the lunchroom fight with the superintendent, I 

believed myself to be a person that would fight for all kids regardless of color, ability or 

privilege, I thought that my family didn’t mean the racist things they said and didn’t 

really know they were developing oppressive behaviors in me, that my actions growing 

up were because I was naïve, not because I came from white privilege and a community 

that sought to maintain the status quo that was definitely tilted in its favor.  Following the 

conversation with my superintendent I knew I had to do things differently in order to 

truly advocate for all kids, including my own children. 

Washington Elementary 

Within two years an elementary principal position within the district became 

available, since elementary teaching was my background, I actively pursued the position 

at Washington Elementary School and served as their principal for six years.  When I 

started in 2007, I was the third principal in three years taking over for a person who was 

released from the position after one year that followed a principal who had served 

Washington for 19 years.  

My time at Washington was a challenging but extremely rewarding experience. 

Much of the staff had worked together for many years and had lived through the changes 

in leadership and an evolving demographic shift in student population.  Our students 

came from diverse and educationally challenging backgrounds, including nearly 50% 

poverty, 15% receiving special education support and 10% of our students being English 

Language Learners (ELL), speaking thirteen different languages, with many of the 

families coming directly to us from refugee camps in Somalia and Sudan.  
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Among the challenges we experienced was receiving the label of a School in 

Need of Improvement (SINI) under NCLB, which created a sense of urgency (Kotter, 

1995) forced us to improve learning for all students or external forces would take over, 

including sending our students to what were perceived to be “better” schools within our 

district, and parents with social capital began removing their children from Washington 

and enrolling them in other schools within the district because we were considered a 

failing school.  Our new sense of urgency unified the staff understanding we needed to do 

better for our own pride; staff didn’t want to be known as terrible teachers, or that 

Washington was a failing school. Most importantly, we united around the belief that our 

students deserved better and that regardless of the background of our students, we had 

them for seven hours each day and for many of them this was the best part of their day, 

we needed to drop the excuses and give them everything they needed. 

While at Washington, we worked with our families, school district, and 

community to implement several programs that worked to improve our school culture 

such as, Circle of Parents, which was an effort to involve our ELL families to share their 

journey while welcoming them into our school and the Backpack Food program which 

provided food for our students over weekends and holiday breaks to ensure students 

weren’t going hungry.   

As a staff we spent countless hours learning together. In the summer of 2008, the 

Building Leadership Team flew to Boston to attend the Professional Learning 

Communities (PLC) at Work Institute. This conference and the time spent together, 

professionally and socially, helped our team to become more cohesive around a common 
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mission of ensuring learning for all students and a vision for what we hoped to become as 

educators and for our students. We aligned our commitments to provide time for teachers 

to collaborate on a weekly basis around student learning and being responsive to their 

needs based on frequent and timely formative assessment data.  Over the course of the 

next five years, nearly every licensed teacher had an opportunity to attend a PLC Institute 

which created an aligned vision to this structure.  We also began implementing a 

Response to Intervention (RTI) system within our school to be able to systematically 

support the needs of our students that struggled as well as those needing extensions to 

their learning, which built upon the foundation we had created with the PLC structure.  

Many of our staff members also became trained in the Responsive Classroom 

which was implemented schoolwide to create a welcoming and nurturing culture, 

accepting of all, and a common classroom management structure allowing staff to better 

support students socially and emotionally.  This common training and understanding of 

how we need to educate our students, not only academically, but the social and emotional 

aspect as well, allowed us to implement Positive Behavior Intervention System (PBIS) in 

2011 to further support our students and provide a common and consistent language for 

staff and students to utilize throughout the building while we worked to reteach 

expectations rather than punish behaviors.   

The Responsive Classroom and PBIS structures were critical components to 

develop the capacity of staff to recognize alternatives to meeting the needs of students in 

place of traditional punishments and discipline that I experienced as an elementary 

student.  Working to meet the students where they presently are, academically, socially 
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and emotionally, was a huge step for our school culture and helped us to empathize and 

better care for the whole child. 

The staff was open to learning, seeking and craving new strategies to better 

support our students. In a six-year period, 2007-2012, our discipline referrals dropped by 

nearly 1,000 and our results on the math and reading MCAs increased by 10.6% and 

16.9% respectively.  These results allowed us to be recognized as a Model Professional 

Learning Community (“AllThingsPLC.info,” 2019) by Rick and Becky DuFour, Bob 

Eaker and Solution Tree, the architects of PLCs and the publishing company, as well as 

being recognized as a Reward School by the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) 

for being in the top 15% of all Title I schools in Minnesota. 

Educational Consulting 

Because of our success improving the learning of all students at Washington and 

for our recognition as a Reward School and model PLC school, I was invited to apply to 

become an Associate with Solution Tree, giving me the opportunity to work with schools 

across the world to improve student learning. Working with schools to implement the 

Professional Learning Community structure and Response to Intervention systems to 

ensure student learning has provided me a platform to impact educational professionals 

beyond my school in a way that has given me even greater insight into the barriers and 

successes experienced by others, which I believe has made me a stronger educator 

overall. Consulting with Solution Tree has also allowed me to become a published 

author. The opportunity to put my experiences in written form through blogs about the 
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journey at the schools I’ve led and contributing chapters to books and resources for others 

to enhance their learning to improve student success, has been an amazing experience.  

 The writing, on-site presentations, group and individual trainings, virtual coaching 

of educators across the nation, the trainings we receive as Associates from fellow authors 

and researchers in the education profession, as well as the amazing personal connections 

I’ve made with these practitioners, has impacted my personal and professional journey in 

ways I can’t even begin to fully understand.  I am fortunate to have the platform to 

influence educators and the educational system and hope to once again bring high-levels 

of respect to the profession; but we need educators to see themselves as professionals, 

that what they do is life-changing work, and they must treat their work in a manner 

similar to how others view the medical field. This level of professional responsibility has 

become more apparent to me through the combination of my personal and professional 

experiences.  The next stage of my journey showed me how critical it is for educators to 

see themselves, and the systems they create and live in, as gateways to our future. 

Eagle View Elementary 

Eagle View Elementary opened in the fall of 2006 creating the third elementary 

for New Prague Area Schools (NPAS). Eagle View is unique to the district because we 

are the only school outside of New Prague city limits, 15 miles east and located on the 

edge of the small community of Elko New Market, surrounded by cornfields.  In the 

spring of 2013, I was ready for a new challenge, and my goal was to lead an already high-

achieving school to new heights.  When I became the principal, I was the fourth principal 

in the first seven years of the school’s existence, and I was ready for this new challenge 
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of leading a very different school in a different community. My first year at Eagle View  

was eye-opening, and although I had experiences that taught me better, understanding I 

have bias, and believing that I had matured as a person and professional beyond making 

judgments about others and their circumstances, I made assumptions about my new 

school that were inaccurate, unfair to the staff and students, and created a barrier to 

building trusting relationships with my new community.  

Since its genesis in 2006, Eagle View had consistently achieved MCA scores 

higher than ours at Washington and significantly higher than the state average, and I 

craved the challenge of moving them to new heights. This opportunity would be a very 

different challenge than Washington; demographically, it was a very different school with 

poverty rates of 8% versus nearly 50%, and racially, with a non-white population of 2% 

versus approximately 35% respectively.  I believed that if I could lead a highly successful 

school, establish similar systems and structures, and improve MCA scores by the 10% we 

experienced at Washington, I believed we would be the best school in Minnesota, and I 

would personally feel like I had arrived as an educational professional. However, I soon 

found that the cultures and expectations of the school, district, and community were quite 

different than what I had recently experienced professionally and brought me full circle 

to my upbringing; making it the most professional challenge of my career. 

Collectively, the school had achieved amazing scores, frequently approaching and 

occasionally exceeding 90% proficiency on the MCAs. With these results, nearly 10% 

higher than what we had achieved at Washington, I assumed the teachers were highly 

collaborative, meeting to plan and analyze data multiple times a week, and had highly 
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refined instructional strategies that I would be able to invite the Washington teachers to 

come and observe, and boast about my glorious new school. What I found instead was a 

wonderful group of individuals and friends, that worked together in cordial teams - 

similar to parallel play - where they work on similar things but without truly 

collaboratively interacting around student learning. The teachers functioned 

independently, and instruction was highly teacher-centric, with high levels of whole 

group instruction, little small group instruction to target similar needs of students, and 

any individualized support was rare within the classroom, but reserved for interventionist 

or special education teachers.  Rarely did teachers discuss instructional strategies with 

one another, rather they carefully followed publisher created materials with fidelity, as 

they had been instructed to do by the consultant from the publishing company, and 

believed it would meet the needs of all students and based on their results, why wouldn’t 

they believe that? Their experiences had provided evidence that there may be a 

curriculum or program that was a ‘silver bullet’, something that could meet the needs of 

all students. 

As a principal, I have always believed the main focus of my job is to support 

teachers as an instructional leader (A. W. Hoy & Hoy, 2006) in order for them to best 

support the students, however when I arrived at Eagle View, the staff were openly 

frustrated with my lack of time spent in my office and lunchroom, expecting me to serve 

more as a building manager (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004) and 

should be waiting at my desk to handle behavioral issues that arise and were also 

frustrated that I didn’t supervise recess and the lunchroom on a daily basis, even though 
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we have people that do this well.  An example of the staff wanting me, as the principal, 

present to handle unwanted behaviors was, during the first month of my first year, two 

5th-grade students were sent to my office by their teacher. The students were confused as 

to why they were sent to me because it wasn’t communicated to them. After questioning 

them they admitted that they had been calling one another ‘Dumbo’, which angered the 

teacher, leading to their office visit.  

A significant error committed during my first year at Eagle View was 

stereotyping the staff and students based on my own assumptions instead of meeting 

them where they were. My previous administrative experiences dealt with what I 

perceived as more significant behavioral concerns involving fights, racial slurs between 

students, and significant profanity at times. Two 5th-grade students calling each other 

Dumbo was far from anything I considered to be a behavioral concern, was a waste of 

their academic learning time, and I immediately sent the students back to the classroom 

with a gentle scolding of, “Don’t do that again”. The quick return of the student to the 

classroom infuriated the teacher with accusations that I don’t support teachers that 

quickly spread throughout the building.  

The thing I did that really pushed them over the edge was entering their classroom 

with no purpose other than to see what was happening in a non-evaluative manner.  When 

I walked into their classroom, nearly every teacher across the school stopped in their 

tracks and asked, “Can I help you?” and I would simply respond, “Nope, just excited to 

see what the kids are learning.”  Simply stated, the staff wanted a building manager to 
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handle the things they didn’t want to and wanted to close their door and be left alone, 

preferring isolation over collaboration.   

As an instructional leader, I quickly knew I had taken a job that was designed for 

a building manager, and far from what I had assumed it was, a polar opposite of my 

previous experience at Washington, and as I learned more, I became more troubled with 

how the needs of students were being met.  It was common for staff to deflect ownership 

of student learning away from themselves, the educational professionals, and onto the 

parents and students. An example of this deflection was a heavy use of homework, with 

staff frequently stating they are “preparing our kids for the middle school” instead of 

giving our students what they needed presently. Staff also accessed the widely-utilized 

practice of assigning 10 minutes of homework for each year in school; meaning a 5th-

Grader would have 50 minutes of homework an evening. Families were overwhelmed 

with all these tasks, students weren’t allowed to function as children outside of school, 

and families couldn’t have family-time because their nights were filled with tasks that 

were truly the responsibility of the professionals, i.e. the educators. While homework was 

one aspect of common practice at Eagle View, it was a point of significant contention 

when I suggested that it wasn’t an equitable educational practice. I pointed to how 

fortunate we were to have supportive and hardworking families, but also introduced 

aspects of homework that the staff hadn’t considered: 

- Is the homework practice, or new learning? 

- Who is doing the work? 

- What does their evening look like?  
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- Who is at home to help?  

- What other events do the families have, sports, arts, church, work? 

- How long will the homework take your most successful student?  

- How long will the homework take your student that struggles the most? 

I shared a story that truly offended several staff members describing a project that 

was assigned to my son Charlie. As a 6th-Grader he had been working on a Native 

American project and according to the rubric he was provided, in order for him to earn a 

‘B’ he had to complete several different tasks including a tri-fold board with pictures and 

a short report, however to earn an ‘A’ on the project, the final step he needed to complete 

was to make a model of a canoe. The canoe became a big issue at home, he said it was 

stupid and refused to do it; so, I took the tan clay and quickly molded something that 

resembled a canoe so we could move on with the rest of our evening. Many teachers were 

appalled that I would complete his homework for him, after all I am a principal! 

However, I pushed back and asked them what the construction of a clay canoe had to do 

with earning an ‘A’, what did it teach him about Native Americans that he didn’t already 

know, and why was any of that the responsibility of the parent? Clearly, my new 

principal job was at a school similar to those of my childhood and early teaching career. 

I had concerns around how they analyzed data because it was primarily focused 

on passing standardized assessments.  They focused their time seeking gaps in MCAs 

results, and looking for the skills needed to improve results on the Northwest Evaluation 

Association (NWEA) standardized assessments; and once the new calendar year arrived 

in January, authentic instruction in grades 3-5 screeched to a halt so the teachers could 
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utilize test-prep worksheet packets in an effort to prepare the students for the MCAs in 

April.  With a free/reduced priced lunch of eight percent, our school community was able 

to find success as much for what author Chenoweth (2017) describes as the social capital 

our families bring to the school, over what our teachers were doing for our students. I 

remember thinking, “what would happen if we REALLY started meeting the needs of our 

students”, the potential was limitless and exciting! 

However, the test-prep philosophy and practice struck my core, like a punch to 

the gut. When NCLB was initiated and individual school results appeared in newspapers, 

pitting schools and districts against each other, many individual schools and school 

systems moved to a philosophy and practice of doing whatever was needed to pass the 

MCA in an effort to look good in the eyes of the public, avoid the negative mandates we 

experienced at Washington, and many believed a good MCA score equated to high levels 

of learning, and that it was the right thing to do for students.  

When I arrived at Washington, they spent the previous several years attempting to 

function as a test-prep factory, but it still resulted in being categorized as a SINI. With 

this label, we realized we had gone about our work all wrong and decided we had two 

choices; we could continue doing the same thing and getting the same results, or we 

could do something different. In 2008 there was a significant sense of urgency (Kotter, 

1995; Louis, 2006) to improve and we shifted away from teaching to the test, to ensuring 

our students were meeting the state standards. As described in Chapter 2, the professional 

community (Louis, 2006) united around collaboration to ensure students met the 
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standards, and if they did, the MCA results would take care of themselves, and that is 

what happened.   

However, because Eagle View had been achieving at such high levels, when I 

started questioning their past practices and was suggesting alternatives, I was challenging 

something many staff believed to their core, and the staff began openly wondering who 

this new principal was, pushing back because they had no reason to change, after all their 

MCA results showed they were already good; besides, they were already on their fourth 

principal in seven years, and believed I was wrong and that they’d outlast me anyways.  

Add to these cultural differences and the comments that appeared in my end of the year 

staff survey distributed by the superintendent that, “Will doesn’t supervise lunch and 

recess daily.”, “The former principal used to play with the kids at recess and Will 

doesn’t.”, and “He is never in his office when we need him.”, were significant indications 

that the majority of Eagle View staff members wanted a site manager as their principal 

and to be left alone in their classrooms until a student wasn’t complying and needed to be 

removed.   

My first year at Eagle View was a direct flashback to my childhood and 

elementary school experiences, as well as my teaching experiences in Lakeville. While I 

was thrilled to have this new opportunity, at the end of the first year I was questioning my 

self-worth as an administrator and person. I was completely unsure of what I had jumped 

into, wondering if I was a fraud because we had success at Washington and was now a 

national educational consultant and can’t even manage a new school that is doing well. 

The real blow came during my end-of-year evaluation meeting when my superintendent 
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suggested that I needed to work at developing relationships with people, I was at an all-

time low. As stated previously, I had always been complimented and praised for my 

ability to establish relationships with all members of the school community; I truly 

believed I had lost my way and was even more concerned about the established school 

culture for students. The sense of feeling as the ‘other’ (Kumashiro, 2000; Noltemeyer, 

Bush, Patton, & Bergen, 2012) and feeling as if I don’t belong was extremely strong 

throughout my entire first year, and still exists to this day. 

In my time at Eagle View I’ve never questioned the dedication and the love staff 

have for their students and one another. The teachers truly have done what they believe is 

best for their students, however there is little sense of urgency for student improvement 

and it is safe to say they were able to achieve some of their amazing results because of 

the social and cultural capital our students have been afforded that others cannot readily 

access such as, numerous books at home, visits to museums and libraries, or simply being 

born into families with post-high school educational experiences. An area I’ve observed 

that we continue to struggle with, not nearly as much as we did in my first few years at 

Eagle View, is when students begin to struggle, the initial response of many staff isn’t to 

work collaboratively together to collectively find a solution, which is what I had 

experienced at Washington, rather it’s a flashback to my time teaching in Lakeville, 

where we quickly blame the students for not working hard enough, or the parents for not 

supporting our efforts. This blaming often lead staff to advocate for a special education 

evaluation, believing that will “fix” things, allowing staff to deflect responsibility, 

described in Chapter 5 and Table 19, and removing ownership of the learning of their 
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students.  More and more I began to get a strong sense of the bias that permeated my 

upbringing and how it reflected my experiences as a teacher in Lakeville in regard to 

students and families that were different than the majority of the school and surrounding 

community.  

Two specific scenarios stand out when reflecting on the beginning of my tenure at 

Eagle View. The first was discovered while diving into our MCA data and discovering 

that our students categorized as special education have historically scored poorly. While 

this shouldn’t be a shocking revelation since many students on an IEP have a learning 

disability, however the special education students at Eagle View were performing lower 

than the state average for all special education students. This was alarming, considering 

many of our students receiving special education services do not have a learning 

disability, but are provided support for speech and/or occupational therapy; a lisp, stutter, 

or an abnormal gait shouldn’t impact how a student performs academically, yet our 

results indicated anyone being served by an IEP did. This was the first piece of solid 

evidence indicating a stereotype within our school culture around certain students and we 

weren’t holding many students to high expectations. 

Secondly, midway through my first year, we were discussing “Jason”, a 4th-grade, 

African-American student, and how to best support his needs. I was still in the process of 

getting to know our students and during the conversation several teachers began 

describing a student that was very different than the Jason I had come to know. The 

teachers were describing a child having significant behavioral and learning issues, and 

that he is nothing like his older 5th-Grade sister.  I was completely confused, thinking I 
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was the worst principal possible because I hadn’t met this menace to our school 

community. I abruptly left the meeting to locate a yearbook to determine who this child 

was. Unfortunately, the student they had been describing was the same student I had been 

visualizing in my mind, Jason. 

Immediately I began asking questions. I asked about the behaviors that I’ve 

obviously missed. Staff told me Jason was receiving services for an 

Emotional/Behavioral Disorder (EBD), which continued to puzzle me.  I continued to 

probe and asked why I had never observed him acting out or had seen him in the 

EBD/Resource room. They told me because “Jason was a real mess when he was in 

kindergarten, kicking, biting, and running around the building.” I then asked about his 

academic performance, which they described as slightly below grade level, however he 

passed his 3rd-grade math and reading MCAs.   

Finally, I asked why we were continuing to provide special education services to a 

student that hadn’t shown any indication of emotional or behavioral concerns in the few 

months I’d been the principal. The response I received was, “you should have seen how 

Jason was in kindergarten”, “he’s grown a lot”, and “he is an ELL student”. What I 

continued to learn was that when Jason arrived at Eagle View, English was his second 

language, his family had recently moved from the Sudan and he needed additional 

support. Once again, I asked another question, and inquired about his sister, Isabelle, that 

was one grade older.  I asked if she had behavioral or academic concerns and if she was 

receiving ELL services. The answer was no.   
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At this point I was completely shocked and appalled. While my response may not 

have been entirely appropriate, it was honest, from the heart, and fully reflective of my 

previous experiences in Mankato; I stated, “Is Jason ELL and EBD because he’s a black 

boy? If that’s the case, things had better change immediately!”.  The room was 

completely silent. Within the month the student was reassessed, and ELL and special 

education services were dropped because he no longer showed a need. Jason is now at the 

high school, making the honor roll and involved in several extra-curricular activities. 

What I have found through my experiences at Eagle View that differ from my 

other administrative experiences, is the higher levels of blaming and stereotyping 

students and families for the struggles, an insatiable desire for additional instructional and 

physical resources, believing these things will lead to the needs of students being met, 

such as new reading and math basal series, additional paraprofessional support, etc. I 

believe much of our concerns come from an unwillingness, inability, and/or fear of 

looking in the mirror to be reflective professionals of what each person or team can do to 

meet the needs of students. We must stop gazing out the window, hoping for new 

resources, better students, or more supportive families as a solution to ensuring student 

learning.  It also appears that there is a culture where the staff has an overreliance or 

dependence on the principal to serve as a building manager, to be at the ready, waiting to 

handle student and parent issues, rather than working as an instructional leader to assist 

staff to better meet the instructional needs of students. 

The cultural shift has been extremely challenging, painful, disheartening, 

inspiring, heartwarming, and thrilling at different times during my tenure at Eagle View. 
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While it is a wonderful school, with amazing people, making the move from a Good 

school to a Great school has been more challenging than I would have ever anticipated, 

and much harder than our shift to Good at Washington. At present, our school has 

demonstrated improvements culturally and academically, but hasn’t performed much 

higher than Washington or approaching the MCA scores of the study schools described in 

Chapter 3 (Table 2), but I’m proud of the continual progress and of the dedicated staff!  

Chapter Summary 

It is from these experiences that I have grown to understand the complexity of 

leading people and systems.  How we need to celebrate the little wins; how challenging it 

is to provide perspective for others that haven’t experienced a world outside their own 

school, community or lived experience; and how easy it is for us to look out the window 

to deflect ownership of student learning and blame others for our struggles in meeting 

student needs, rather than looking in the mirror, at our own reflection, to seek solutions. I 

am proud of my personal and professional journey, the lessons I’ve learned, the lives I’ve 

positively impacted. However, I’m frustrated with mistakes I’ve made with my own 

children, the students, staff, families and colleagues that I could have better served; that I 

haven’t done enough to create a better educational system for all children and the 

education profession. I continue to struggle with how best to deal with and positively 

impact the external legislative factors that negatively impact the critical daily work in 

schools, and the negative public perceptions of public education that have been portrayed 

both accurately and inaccurately. 
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My goal moving forward is to create more equitable educational experiences for 

all members of the educational community and to provide a navigational compass to 

guide others down a future pathway toward a better system. It is critical that the general 

public better understand the complexity of educating children and external factors that 

impact student learning. However, in order to attain the support of a conflicted society 

around public education, our profession must take ownership of this life-changing work 

and create a new professionalism that moves away from traditional and damaging 

practices of sorting students into groups of those who can and those who can’t; rather we 

must create educational systems and collaborative cultures working to meet the needs of 

every student to help them build their lives and chase their dreams. We must develop 

educators who will take full and collective responsibility for the learning of all students, 

not only in their classroom, but throughout the entire school, and understand that in order 

to best meet their needs they must continue to work as high-level professionals, learning 

and growing, not only as individuals, but as a collective.  

The following chapters will describe the findings of the study, identifying the 

secrets of school greatness through three overarching themes, exploring how leaders 

influence school culture to attain Greatness. The foundation of Greatness begins through  

shared and relational leadership, resulting in a Symbiotic Humanity throughout the school 

community, which provides leadership the opportunity to create a Protective Umbrella 

where collaborative teams feel psychologically safe and are free to take professional risks 

because of the symbiotic support of one another, ultimately leading to a school culture 

centered on Promoting Greatness for all members of the school community. These 
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themes unite staff to function as a collective dominion, owning the success of one another 

and their students. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Secrets of School Greatness Pyramid 
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Chapter 5 

Symbiotic Humanity 

 
 Study data suggested that “Great” Schools have cultures that nurture 

psychologically safe relationships throughout the entire school community; relationships 

that move beyond simply supporting one another but lead to what anthropologists refer to 

as consanguinity or a fictive kinship (Thompson, 1998), developing social ties beyond 

blood or marriage. As a 1st and 2nd grade looping teacher describes, “we’re all united with 

that same purpose. I think we care about each other as professionals, we care about each 

other as people” (Staff Interview, 6/14/18), resulting in the term “Symbiotic” being 

utilized to describe this united purpose. The term “Humanity” is a critical piece as well 

and occurs, as principal Breck Anoka from Dan Patch describes, by connecting the staff 

“to the moral imperative of helping kids” (Interview, 6/13/18).  The phrase “Symbiotic 

Humanity” comes out of this collective sense of working together and doing what these 

collaborative professionals believe is right for each and every student. Symbiotic 

Humanity serves as the foundation of the findings this dissertation represents.  

Great teams work collectively and generously (Grant, 2019) where they engage in 

risk-taking because they have been empowered to do so by their leader.  When school 

leaders model emotional vulnerability and display their humanity as a person, it creates 

consanguinity where every member of the school community is accepted for who they 

are, there is a sense of belonging for the staff, parents, and students, and the life journey 

of these school community members is honored. 
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 The interview process pointed to this symbiotic culture across the “Great” schools 

frequently. As a 4th grade teacher explained, “We are a school filled with teachers who 

don’t teach to the middle. We are a school that looks at every child in every classroom. 

Where they are. What can I do to help them grow; and our instruction is geared toward 

that” (Interview, 6/13/18). This same teacher explained they are “a community of 

teachers whose doors are open. There is a willingness to listen; an intention to help, or be 

helpful, and a respect. I think we, as a staff, have a deep respect for each other.” 

Collective Comfort 

 Staff members at each school reported they were relatively comfortable 

approaching their principal with professional and personal issues or concerns, which 

supports a trusting and symbiotic relationship.  As a Western Edge 1st-Grade teacher 

explained,  

I think he just really values our feedback and our opinions and what we 

have to say. Just letting the group know, right from the very get-go, this 

isn’t about me, this is our school, it’s not my school, it’s our school 

(Interview, 6/21/18).  

Leading in this manner creates a trusting atmosphere and allows for risk-taking. 

 Approaching the principal with professional concerns happens in different ways 

as well. A veteran member of the Prairie Lake staff spoke fondly about how the former 

principal (James Black) served as a mentor to her in regards of establishing a trusting 
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culture.  She explained how she learned to work best with colleagues by his example of 

not reacting or feeling like you need to respond immediately,  

he always stopped and paused and you know, and you could tell, you 

could see his little mind thinking and then he’d either answer you then 

or if he really needed more time to think, he would say, ‘good question, 

I’ll get back to you’ (Staff Interview, 6/14/18). 

This type of interaction validates the thoughts and feelings of staff members and creates 

psychologically safe cultures. 

As Table 11 below indicates, Western Edge and Dan Patch have established 

cultures where staff feel psychologically safe to approach their principal with 

professional issues or concerns, ranking higher than the overall mean of all schools 

combining the categories of Extremely Comfortable/Very Comfortable. Teachers at 

Western Edge and Dan Patch spoke openly about their trust for their principal and 

willingness to go to them for support.   

 The lower percentages in Tables 11 and 12 at Prairie Lake perhaps reflects the 

uncertainty of staff members about the gregarious leadership style of the current 

principal, Ben Donaldson, which runs counter to the introverted, firm, and stoic 

leadership style of the previous leader who opened the school and led it for over two 

decades. Interviews with Prairie Lake staff members confirmed their apprehension and 

difficulty adjusting to the different leadership personality and shifting school culture, 

making snide comments about how he fist-bumps with kids and how kids will run in the 

hall, longing for ‘the good-ole-days’, which has created challenges for Ben and is 
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reflected in the survey results. To his credit, he exhibited a tremendous ability to be 

reflective, flexible, and vulnerable, which came through during the interview when he 

suggested,  

My first year I didn’t know enough. I was all rah-rah, like doing all 

kinds of crazy things out there, shave my head, tape me to the wall, do 

all this crazy stuff for the kids because I love showing up for the kids. 

It’s fun. And I had to learn to temper it because that’s not the culture of 

this building. So, I had to learn how to mellow myself to help match 

what’s going on, while still being myself (Staff Interview, 6/7/18). 

 The Eagle View results in Tables 11 and 12 are concerning but not completely 

surprising due to the previous instability of the position over the first several years of the 

school’s existence as referenced in Chapter 4. However, it appears I have made some 

strong personal connections with staff members when comparing the ranking of Eagle 

View professional and personal comfort against the other sites. Professionally, Eagle 

View ranked third when combining choices Extremely Comfortable and Very 

Comfortable but ranked second with the personal concerns question (Table 12) with 

fairly consistent percentages of 72.8% and 68.2% respectively, while the other sites 

showed more significant differences with ranges between personal and professional 

comfortability, ranging from 8.7% to 33.3%.   
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Table 11: Comfort level in approaching your principal with professional concerns? 

Overall mean: 
77.78% Extremely comfortable/Very Comfortable 

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Extremely 
comfortable/Very 
Comfortable 72.8% 82.6% 93.3% 64.3% 
Extremely comfortable 36.4% 52.2% 40.0% 35.7% 
Very comfortable 36.4% 30.4% 53.3% 28.6% 
Moderately comfortable 22.7% 17.4% 6.7% 7.1% 
Slightly comfortable 4.5% 0.0% 0.0% 28.6% 

 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 

 The difference in results (Table 11 & 12) between professional (93.3%) and 

personal (60%) comfort at Dan Patch, isn’t surprising due to the fact that at the time of 

the survey (December 2018), Breck Anoka was early in his second year as the principal 

and the culture he entered was established by Jeremy Tate who served as their principal 

for over 20 years. Breck should find comfort with the survey results and feedback from 

the interview process which staff indicated they feel he is approachable both 

professionally and personally. This was evident during the interview process when he 

discussed his intentionality in making connections with his new staff by stating, “my 

biggest goal coming in was making sure they felt like I was listening to them” (Staff 

Interview, 6/13/18). Breck clearly understands that Dan Patch has done well, and he 

stated he doesn’t want to dramatically change anything, “We were getting good results 

before I came. My main goal is don’t mess it up. Don’t do anything too drastic.” As a 4th 

grade teacher explained, “I will give credit to Breck for encouraging us to and setting 

aside time to have these conversations” (Interview, 6/13/18). 
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Table 12: Your comfort level in approaching your principal with personal concerns? 

Overall mean: 
61.11% Extremely comfortable/Very comfortable 

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Extremely 
comfortable/Very 
comfortable 68.2% 73.9% 60% 35.7% 
Extremely comfortable 27.3% 56.5% 6.7% 14.3% 
Very comfortable 40.9% 17.4% 53.3% 21.4% 
Moderately comfortable 22.7% 21.7% 40.0% 28.6% 
Slightly comfortable 9.1% 4.3% 0.0% 28.6% 
Not comfortable at all 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 7.1% 

 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 
 Several staff members at Western Edge spoke openly about their comfort level to 

be vulnerable and cry to Travis Olafson about personal and/or professional issues. The 

instructional coach explained, “I was crying about how I was feeling inadequate with the 

low students in my classroom. Travis took the time to meet with me, listen and processed 

it with me” (Interview, 6/22/18). She went on to explain that this culture of psychological 

safety isn’t new to Western Edge and existed before his arrival in 2013, when she stated, 

“Both my principals have covered my classroom when I have needed to leave for a sick 

child.”  The previous principal, Richard Dover took great pride in creating a school that 

was centered on developing personal relationships when he opened the school in 1996.  

The coach gave credit to both Western Edge principals stating, 

I think that’s (safety) a lot to do with the principal, to be honest. I think 

both Travis and Richard have very much supported their staff, said 

‘family first’, have allowed people to take risks, had open 
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communication, put the importance on teams, so they’ve just role 

modeled that, and I think that trickles down and it becomes the 

environment that everybody’s used to. I do think that comes from the 

building principal (Staff Interview, 6/22/18). 

 As Table 12 above indicates, the comfort level of Prairie Lake staff approaching 

the principal around personal issues or concerns being 35.7% when combining Extremely 

and Very Comfortably is concerning and indicates a continued lack of trust, even after 

four years as the principal. The staff expressed these concerns during the interview 

process and spent considerable time reminiscing, with great adoration, their experience 

with the previous principal James Black. While he was described as quiet and firm, there 

was a sense of psychological safety and consistency they haven’t experienced or felt with 

Ben. As a staff member stated, “Ben struggled… you know Ben also walked into a 

culture that was set” (Interview, 6/20/18). Ben acknowledges the struggles he’s 

experienced, stating, with tongue in cheek, “When I started here, I thought… they’d be 

excited they’re getting gift of me; and they weren’t excited, they cried when I came here” 

(Interview, 6/7/18). The fact that nearly five years since James left, there are staff 

members continuing to state, “I could still cry. We miss him terribly” (Interview, 

6/11/18), making Ben’s leadership task extremely challenging.  

 As the principal of Eagle View, I am pleased that a majority of staff feel 

comfortable coming to me with their personal concerns, yet a bit troubled that they don’t 

have the same level of comfort professionally. Part of my conclusion in this area relates 

to what was stated in the autoethnography self-study portion of this dissertation (Chapter 
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4), when explaining the differences between my previous experience at Washington 

Elementary, where there was a great collective effort to meet the needs of all students. 

The staff became unified after being label as a SINI and understood that the key to 

student learning lies within their teacher teams and a collective system of support, 

recognizing we couldn’t change the conditions where students came to us. Whereas the 

staff at Eagle View have been afforded a clientele that they’ve been able to rely on the 

social capital (Darling-Hammond, 2015) the students and their families provide, rather 

than owning the professional responsibility of ensuring learning for all students by 

continuing to gaze through the window, blaming students and their families for academic 

and behavioral struggles. 

Sense of Belonging 

 While the overall mean for the sense of belonging in Table 13 is lower than other 

questions, with an overall mean of 65% for Very High and Above Average, the data 

indicating that only 50% of the Eagle View and Prairie Lake staff have a strong sense of 

belonging is troubling and clearly an area for significant improvement. In Chapter 6 this 

data is displayed as a graph (see Figure 4) and correlates to the findings (see Table 20) 

where staff at the “Great” Schools have a strong sense of Family. As stated in Chapter 4, 

this lack of belonging and my personal sense of being treated as the “other” is a shared 

emotion and something to invest more time in to create a truer sense of Symbiotic 

Humanity and consanguinity, not only for the staff at Eagle View, for our families, and 

more critically our students. 
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Table 13: How would you rate your sense of belonging as a member of the staff? 

Overall mean: 65% 
Very High/Above Average 

 Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Very High/Above Average 50% 78.3% 66.7% 50% 
Very high 18.2% 43.5% 20.0% 14.3% 
Above average 31.8% 34.8% 46.7% 35.7% 
Average 45.5% 21.7% 33.3% 42.9% 
Below average 4.5% 0.0% 0.0% 7.1% 
 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 

Across the other schools there wasn’t as strong a sense of belonging across the 

traditional grade levels and departments that exists at Western Edge. This concern of not 

belonging, described at Prairie Lake was due to the building design and grade-level 

pods/wings leading to some natural segregation of people. This feeling was expressed by 

a staff member describing how “the front office is here (pointing) and I'm down the hall 

and way at the other end of the building” (Interview, 6/20/18). A Dan Patch teacher 

expressed her frustration of not having a sense of belonging with two separate examples. 

The first story she shared, “that’s another sad thing. I eat my room, IN my room. The first 

year I really tried. I went in that staff lounge” (Interview, 6/14/18). She continues to 

explain how she sat down to eat, and other teachers begin talking about a student she 

works with and how they are frustrated with the child. She describes how, “they tell me, 

‘you know what your kid’, and ‘you need to do this’.” The teacher was livid and clearly 

emotionally hurt as she described this situation, how the staff made her feel like the 

“other”, and how they became unprofessional, “now we're talking in the staff lounge 

about a certain child? And everybody knows now who we're talking about.” 
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While there may be some concerns around belonging at Dan Patch, they have a 

cross-grade-level system called looping, which is a practice used in many schools where 

a teacher remains with the same group of students for two years. This is a structure 

utilized between grades one and two at Dan Patch and allows for the looping teachers to 

work with different staff members as they change teams each year. Another strength of 

Dan Patch is the longevity of staff that was shown in Tables 8 and 9 of Chapter 3. As a 

staff member confessed with great pride, until a recent retirement of a teammate the 

collective years of service in that grade level, of three teachers, was nearly 100 years 

combined; with members of that team having worked there since the mid-1980s! As a 

team member commented, “you want the legacy to continue” (Interview, 6/21/18), which 

was supported by another primary teacher when she shared, “I always joked with one of 

my colleagues that my biggest desire is to leave a legacy in this school” (Interview, 

6/14/18). This expression of pride and creating something that will last beyond their 

tenure, for their school, was unique across the “Great” Schools. The strongest sense of 

consanguinity was explained to me by the veteran teacher at Dan Patch that has been with 

the district since the mid-1970s, when she reflected about the lack of collaboration and 

support she received from colleagues at the beginning of her career. She stated,  

It has been a goal of mine to make sure they (new staff) don’t feel as 

lonely as I did those first three months. I am deliberate and intentional 

in reaching out and not eating my young. They are the ones who are 

going to educate my grandchildren. So, I’m pretty emphatic about that 

(6/14/18). 
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This understanding that her role reaches far beyond her own classroom, and that she 

helps to define and create an environment that is welcoming and supportive of everyone 

exemplifies the “Symbiotic Humanity” that was portrayed through the interview process 

at Dan Patch.   

While I’m not aware of similar situations or stories at Eagle View, there is a lack 

of this cohesiveness and pride which is apparent at staff meetings. Eagle View staff 

meetings occur bi-weekly in the Media Center and at each meeting, grade level and 

department teams gather with one another, rarely engaging beyond the comfort of their 

team, other than a casual greeting, unless something is intentionally created.  The staff 

truly enjoy and care for each other, have established wonderful friendships, but I don’t 

believe, and the data supports this belief, that the level of cohesiveness pales in 

comparison to the culture the staff of the “Great” schools have developed and described. 

This cohesiveness is something that must be addressed to foster a greater sense of 

belonging for all staff members, in order to create that sense of belonging for our students 

and their families. Regardless of what is in place or needs to be adjusted at Eagle View, 

or the other sites, nothing compares with what has been created at Western Edge. 

 An indication of the sense of belonging at Western Edge came from a specialist 

teacher when stated, “it’s more like a home away from home than it is a place where you 

got to go to work” (Interview, 6/11/18). This teacher followed up by pointing to the 

principal’s office stating, “that starts with him, you know he just radiates… makes you 

want to give more of yourself to this place. He’s not about him, he’s about these guys”, 

referring to the students. The sense of belonging is strong throughout Western Edge and 
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shone brilliantly in the survey data and interview process and will be described further 

throughout this dissertation.  

Interestingly, the Prairie Lake survey results in Table 13 above were different 

than what was indicated through the interview process. The Prairie Lake teachers that 

participated in the interview process expressed a strong sense of family with several 

quotes dispersed across the majority of staff, such as, “we’re a family. Most of us have 

been here for a really long time”, “we have no problem telling what we feel. Since we are 

family…” (Interview, 6/14/18), “I think at the end of the day we really care about each 

other and those kids”, “We care about each other’s families outside of school but we’re 

also family at the school” (Interview, 6/11/18), and “actually I would say too… our staff 

is pretty close” (Interview, 6/14/18).  

Beyond these quotes, there were several consistent comments regarding how 

lucky they feel working at Prairie Lake and how they’ll likely work there until retirement, 

yet the results of the survey indicate a very different feel as compared to the other 

schools.  Table 13 shows only 50% of the staff feeling they belong at Very High and 

Above Average levels, indicates this sense of belonging isn’t wide-spread and may be 

limited to the veteran staff that participated in the interview process and serve on the 

Shared Leadership Team. The data and quotes contradict one another and raises several 

questions, including: How represented is the staff on the Shared Leadership Team? How 

are staff newer to the Prairie Lake culture supported?; and What role and support does the 

staff provide the principal in building consanguinity? 
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Humanity of Principal 

 Participants in the study were asked about how their principal displayed their 

humanity, as seen in Table 14 and what impact it had on them (Table 15).  While staff 

appreciated seeing this side of their leader, it didn’t appear to indicate any significant 

results other than for the Dan Patch principal who was new to the school culture, where 

93.3% of the surveyed staff indicated it enhanced their trust in his leadership (Table 15 

above). 

Table 14: How has your principal displayed her/his humanity? Select all that apply. 

Answer % 

Displaying emotion (tears, anger, humility) 16.83% 

Sharing personal stories 22.33% 

Modeling reflective practices 16.50% 

Being available to you as a de facto counselor 9.71% 

Encouraging you to physically and mentally take care of yourself 18.12% 

Encouraging you to prioritize family over school 16.18% 

Other 0.32% 
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Table 15: When your principal has shared her/his humanity, how did that make you feel? 

 Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western 
Edge 

Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie 
Lake 

Elementary 
Increased my pride as a member 
of the school community 

31.8% 21.7% 6.7% 21.4% 

It enhanced my trust of her/his 
leadership 

50.0% 65.2% 93.3% 50.0% 

Lost confidence in her/his ability 
to lead 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 7.1% 

Uncomfortable 9.1% 4.3% 0.0% 14.3% 
Other: 
- Haven’t witnessed  
- He is human just like us 
- He is human 
- Made them seem like a human 
and showed that we as teachers 
have every right to step back and 
be human, get out of teacher 
mode 

9.1% 8.7% 0.0% 7.1% 

 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 
However, during the interview process, staff members showed a greater 

appreciation for the display of humanity from their leader than the survey indicated.  

Staff members at Western Edge talked about how the principal has openly cried at staff 

meetings, which “makes Western Edge that family atmosphere”, and stating “you have to 

be willing to share that and you have to be willing to say, there’s stuff that happens 

outside of school that makes coming to school really hard” (Interview, 6/11/18). Another 

Western Edge teacher described that “I’ve cried to him a number of times; and then I see 

the different support I get back from him and that opens that up.” (Interview, 6/11/18). 

 A teacher at Dan Patch described a particularly challenging period in her life 

trying to balance raising children, illness, and death while working on continuing her 

education. The previous principal was very clear, stating “What can I do to help you do 
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what you need to do?” (Interview, 6/21/18). During this period of time, she was also 

empathetically scolded by the same principal for not reaching out to him when she 

arrived late to work because of a flat tire stating, “you should have called so I could help 

you.”  This display of humanity by the leader created a moment for the teacher that made 

her more appreciative of him, and a loyalty that she and others still carry with them 

today. 

A Dan Patch 5th-grade teacher described how appreciative she was of the current 

principal, describing his example of humanity as a “big moment” (Interview, 6/21/18). 

Her child had become ill, and she was extremely torn, unsure of what she should do; 

should she go home to be with her child or continue teaching for the day.  She explained 

that she “was at a weak moment and I saw him kind of just meet me there. He just really 

met me where I was at in a non-teaching manner, but in a way where he could tell that I 

was super conflicted”. He took over her class and sent her home. 

Staff at Prairie Lake stated similar experiences appreciating the humanity of the 

leader. One teacher described a moment with the former principal, saying, “Even though 

he wouldn’t come and go, ‘Great job’, once in a while he might send you an email” and 

she went on to say with enthusiasm, “Oh! Look at that!” (Interview, 6/11/18), describing 

how impactful a simple email was. The current Prairie Lake principal indicated that based 

on survey results that the school district provides, that this is an area of growth for him 

and that he doesn’t communicate as often and honestly as the staff would like.  

The principals at all three sites acknowledged their own need to be vulnerable 

with their staff.  Travis stated he needs to “try to recognize first off that I’m not the 
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expert, that I don’t know everything” (Principal Interview, 6/7/18). Breck stated, “here’s 

what I did, I made a mistake, I apologize, here’s what we’re going to do to change it and 

learn from it” (Principal Interview, 6/13/18).  Ben, in a moment of vulnerability, 

explained, “I didn’t know enough my first year… and then the next year I had to take a 

lot of punches, and some of those punches hurt and still stick with me now” (Principal 

Interview, 6/7/18). All of these are examples of how they are working to model 

vulnerability and display humanity in an effort to better connect and support their staff. 

Principal Empowerment 

 According to Table 16 below, the staff at Western Edge and Dan Patch feel very 

strongly about empowerment at their sites, with 100% of survey respondents reporting 

that their principal empowers others either Always or Frequently.   

Table 16: To what extent does your principal empower others? 

Overall mean: 82.71% 
Always/Frequently 

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie 
Lake 

Elementary 
Always/Frequently 72.8% 100% 100% 57.1% 
Frequently 45.5% 60.9% 60.0% 35.7% 
Always 27.3% 39.1% 40.0% 21.4% 
Occasionally 27.3% 0.0% 0.0% 21.4% 
Rarely 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 21.4% 

 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 

The survey results are a reflection of how the Leadership Teams function at these 

sites, but also how staff feel they are treated professionally.  An example of this was 

provided by a Dan Patch primary teacher when she stated, “we want to be believed in and 
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we want to be valued. We want to know that our hard work and effort and energy and 

emotion is being seen and celebrated and appreciated” (Interview, 6/13/18). This 

appreciation became apparent through the interview process when teachers provided 

examples of ideas they had brought to their principal that they believed were worthwhile 

to assist with student learning and how the principal responded.   

As described previously, the practice and implementation of looping classrooms, 

where teachers keep the same students for two consecutive years, and the adoption and 

eventual training of the entire staff in Responsive Classroom process at Dan Patch, which 

provides students with a sense of belonging and connection within the classroom, 

occurred with the empowerment of the previous principal Jeremy Tate. As a 1st and 2nd 

grade looping teacher at Dan Patch described, “Jeremy… was great, you know he was a 

great principal… I always felt if I had an idea it was safe to ask.” (Interview, 6/21/18). 

Prairie Lake teachers gave an example of the development of a Kindergarten 

Readiness Night that was established through the empowerment of the Shared Leadership 

Team, leading to 32 staff members volunteering their time to run stations. Several teaches 

expressed tremendous pride in what they accomplished through this process, such as the 

instructional coach who brought the idea to the team, “I just really went to the 

kindergarten teachers first and then we brought it to shared leadership and then pretty 

soon the whole staff was helping” (Interview, 6/14/18). However, there is once again 

evidence in Table 16 above, that a significant percentage of the Prairie Lake staff do not 

feel empowered, with 42.8% indicating they only Occasionally or Rarely feel empowered 

by the principal. This could be an indication that leadership isn’t distributed throughout 
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the school in an effective manner, the trust gap that exists, and/or the continued 

allegiance that remains to their previous principal. 

A question in the survey, displayed in Table 17 below, provided staff the 

opportunity to share any thoughts, stories or experiences they believed further tell the 

story of their school. There were fourteen responses and after analyzing the responses, I 

was able to group them into four broader categories: Whole Child Focus, Professional 

Learning, Team, and Principal Trust, with one comment matching nicely with both 

Professional Learning and Principal Trust. When provided the opportunity, staff 

appreciate being treated professionally, having a trusted leader to approach for personal 

and professional concerns, and having a leader that exhibits vulnerability. These 

leadership characteristics create consanguinity throughout the “Great” Schools.  

Evidence of this consanguinity appears in Table 16 with staff at Western Edge 

believing, with 100% of participants responding they have been empowered Always or 

Frequently. Several staff believe their transformation to becoming a family occurred with 

the adoption of Houses.  The House system is modeled after the Ron Clark Academy 

(2019). Author, teacher and administrator, Ron Clark, started a nonprofit middle school 

to educate students “with academic rigor, passion, and creativity balanced by a strict code 

of discipline” and this had led to opportunities for educators to participate in professional 

development through observation and participation to develop better ways to engage 

students and staff. 

Over the past three years multiple members of the Western Edge staff have 

attended the training in Georgia and nearly every member I interviewed state, and 
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numerous survey participants believe, the implementation of Houses was a significant 

piece of what created a school culture of belonging for everyone; this shift occurred due 

to the principal empowering staff members who believed in this concept, to run with it. 

Examples of this is referenced in the final question of the grounded survey where 

participants were given the opportunity to share anything, they believed was pertinent to 

the study. As Table 17 below shows, a staff member shared, “Visiting the Ron Clark 

Academy has had the most impact on me professionally by far and has had a major 

impact on me personally”. 

Table 17: Share Thoughts, Stories, Experiences 

Whole Child Focus 

- I truly believe in the power of Morning Meeting.  The opportunity for students 
to know they belong to a classroom, they are safe, they are cared for, and they 
are heard is something I could never cut out of my daily schedule.  We are 
overwhelmed with standards and testing, but these kids have some many more 
needs than the data the district wants to collect.   

- The relationship between teacher and student is so important in learning. 
Students need to know that they are cared about and important for learning to 
flourish. 

Professional Learning: 

- Having the opportunity to attend the Ron Clark Academy.  Taking the 
knowledge and new learning from RCA to our school - implementing houses, 

- I have been teaching 26 years, but I am still striving to learning and grow as an 
educator. 

- I've been allowed to attend conferences to help me in my area of teaching.  I 
also spend the majority of my free time doing research and reading in my area. 

- LOVE the RON CLARK Experience 
- Seeking professional training with curriculum and continuing to seek 

professional growth with additional licensure and trainings to better support my 
students. 

- Work in progress. Learning is a fluid journey. 
- Visiting the Ron Clark Academy has had the most impact on me professionally 

by far, and has had a major impact on me personally 
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Team 

- Having a strong team that backs me up and supports me both personally and 
professionally, being able to show vulnerability with colleagues and 
administration 

Principal Trust 

- This year I had the idea to do Word of the Month.  The idea was fully embraced 
by the staff and principal.  He supported my efforts and gives me positive 
feedback. which is very validating. 

- I strongly support, current leadership and the school is following current 
research-based trends for student success. 

- I feel like this school has a great "feel".  The principal trusts me and treats me 
as a professional.  He has confidence that I do my job and I do it well.  He does 
not micromanage which makes me want to work harder.  

 

The House system at Western Edge is similar to the houses from the Harry Potter 

series, which is likely to engage many staff and students alone, but all staff and students 

are “housed” with students and staff outside of their traditional department or grade level. 

At Western Edge there are four houses, all based around common character traits that 

staff believe all students should attain before leaving 5th-grade and moving to the middle 

school.  These traits are chosen, and as displayed in Figure 2 below, translated into a 

different language to provide an opportunity to learn about a different culture; are given a 

house color, mascot, and collectively develop a house chant: 

• Ano Hoopono = Integrity 

• Tiyaga = Perseverance 

• Ottimista = Optimism 

• Uzwela = Compassion  
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Figure 2: Western Edge Houses 

 

 The implementation of the house system at Western Edge has created a school 

culture, described by a staff member in Chapter 5 similar to a “cult” (Interview, 6/15/18) 

to describe their high-level of cohesiveness.  This sense of empowerment has clearly 

impacted Western Edge since Travis has taken over as principal and has had a powerful 

impact on the culture.    

 Similarly, the Eagle View survey in Table 16 suggests lower levels of 

empowerment than Western Edge and Dan Patch. This result, as indicated in Chapter 4, 

may be a reflection of principal turnover and the work we’ve implemented to have 

aligned and consistent behavioral and academic expectations, as well as a recent adoption 

of a Balanced Literacy structure. The new structure comes with certain general 

expectations for what literacy instruction looks like across all classrooms throughout the 
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building and district and runs counter to past experiences where they followed a scripted 

basal curriculum.  These shifts in professional behavioral and academic expectations, 

paired with expectations to work in collaborative teams likely influenced the data in 

Table 16. 

Professionally Valued by Families 

In the six years I’ve served as principal at Eagle View there has been a great 

appreciation for our families, yet I’ve struggle to get teachers to encourage volunteers 

within the building beyond seasonal classroom parties and other traditional events like 

music concerts.  When a parent questions a decision of a staff member, they are quick to 

construct protective barriers, rather than being reflective and working to understand the 

perspective of the families or their current situation.  As Table 18 below shows, a 20% 

difference in results between our school, and Western Edge and Dan Patch is large gap 

when combining the choices of Always and Frequently.  

Table 18: Do you feel valued as a professional by your families? 

Overall mean: 82.50% 
Always/Frequently 

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Always/Frequently 72.7% 91.3 93.4% 71.4% 
Always 9.1% 26.1% 6.7% 21.4% 
Frequently 63.6% 65.2% 86.7% 50.0% 
Occasionally 27.3% 8.7% 6.7% 28.6% 

 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
The low result of 71.4% Always or Frequently (Table 18) at Prairie Lake is rather 

surprising because during my visits to the school, there were parents volunteering in 

every nook and cranny available throughout the building, and parent volunteering is 
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something several staff members have great pride in, stating “people come in and say, 

‘this school is so welcoming’, and I think we are” (Interview, 6/14/18), and a perspective 

from another teacher, “when you walk in that door you’re a kid at Prairie Lake and we 

are going to love you up, no matter where you’re from” (Interview, 6/11/18).   

However, other comments were made that would indicate an apparent lack of 

trust in parents, particularly students of color or those who come from challenging 

situations.  One quote from an interview with a staff member on the Prairie Lake 

leadership team could be interpreted as a lack of trust in families when she stated, “we 

have to educate parents too, so that’s what we’re trying really hard to do” (Interview, 

6/14/18). This perspective was similar to a primary teacher at Dan Patch who shared, 

“we're doing a lot more of teaching parents how to parent, teaching how to talk to them, 

how we manage children” (Interview, 6/21/18). These comments could be legitimate 

concerns or an example of the stereotyping that occurs in schools. 

Similar sentiments appeared in the survey as Table 19 below shows, when 

participants were asked to identify potential barriers to family and community 

involvement within the school. The Other category of Table 19 provides an area of 

concern with two respondents from Prairie Lake connecting language barriers as a 

limiting factor for external involvement. The following quote from a survey respondent 

provides a glimpse into the assumptions and deficit thinking that permeate schools and 

society, creating environments where some students, and their families, are battling 

threats to their identity: 



134 
 

It can be challenging to involve the parents of English learners in school 

activities. Oftentimes they feel intimidated by the language barrier and sometimes 

they feel unsure about how to navigate the American school system. Additionally, 

some immigrant parents have had a lack of formal education themselves and are 

not able to provide the academic support that we typically expect from families 

(Survey Response). 

Assuming immigrant families “have had a lack of formal education” aligns with many of 

my experiences described in Chapter 4 and these assumptions often restrict students from 

equitable educational experiences.  

 The Other category had some commonalities that were not surprising.  Of the 36 

comments provided in Table 25, eighteen were grouped together in a category labeled 

“Deflectors”.  Deflectors is a term utilized in Chapter 4 to describe some of the behaviors 

educators access, similar to excuses, designed to protect themselves when they are 

struggling to ensure student learning, are struggling with certain students or their 

families, or working to keep external people from school involvement. These deflections 

function as avenues to avoid taking ownership of student learning and are passively 

accessed to blame others for their own struggles.  Examples of these deflections describe 

external involvement as being a burden due to the “Time to organize and manage”; or 

“As a specialist there is too little time to use volunteers in the classroom”; “Lack of time 

to plan and prepare for volunteers”; “Sometimes it’s easier to do it alone”; and “I don’t 

always have ideas for how to use them effectively”.  While educating students is a 

complex and overwhelming task, the excuse of “time” can be a valid concern yet is a 
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frequently utilized deflection method to avoid tasks outside of the comfort zone of many 

educators. 

 Based on the results and comments of the 132 overall responses to this question 

(Table 19) only six participants indicated there were “No Barriers” to involvement of 

people external to their school. While the question focused on barriers, the Other 

category had the highest percentage of the responses at 27.27%, yet only seven 

commented in a manner that would suggest they appreciate supports from people external 

to their school.  

Table 19: What barriers are in place preventing you from involving families/community 

volunteers and partnerships in your daily school activities? Select your top three. 

Our school doesn't welcome volunteers 0.76% 

We have overly involved families 12.88% 

Fear of volunteers judging our ability to effectively teach and manage our 
students 

15.15% 

Inconsistent support 20.45% 

Fear of gossiping or breach of confidentiality by volunteers 23.48% 

Other: 
Deflectors: 

- Time to organize and manage 
- As a specialist there is too little time to use volunteers in the 

classroom 
- More planning involved to have volunteers come in 
- Time to plan for them and set it up 
- Time to organize 
- Time constraints & scheduling 
- Lack of time to plan and prepare for volunteers 
- It’s hard to give volunteers consistent time/work with changing 

schedules 
- Management of volunteers 
- Increase planning 

27.27% 
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- More to plan and organize 
- Lack of initiation from staff 
- I don’t always have ideas for how to use them effectively 
- Sometimes it’s easier to do it alone 
- Times during the day and how it may impact instructional times 
- Being part-time 
- Little need for volunteers in my area 
- They don’t volunteer when asked 

No Barriers: 
- We fully welcome families and volunteers 
- We have outstanding volunteers 
- No barriers 
- Can’t think of any 
- I don’t feel there are barriers at this time 
- I involved volunteers as much as possible 
- None 

Working Parents: 
- Working parents 
- Families that have both parents working and difficult schedules 

with working nights etc. 
- Parent working 
- School hours don’t work well for families with jobs 
- Their time or work schedules 
- Working parents 

Language Barriers: 
- Language 
- It can be challenging to involve the parents of English learners in 

school activities. Oftentimes they feel intimidated by the language 
barrier and sometimes they feel unsure about how to navigate the 
American school system. Additionally, some immigrant parents 
have had a lack of formal education themselves and are not able to 
provide the academic support that we typically expect from 
families. 

Unsure: 
- Knowing difficulty in areas students are having. 

 
This lack of trust in families is an area for continued growth at Eagle View and 

evidence of this concern recently rose to the surface with a March 16, 2019, New York 

Times (Cain Miller & Engel Bromwich, 2019) article discussing “snowplow parents” and 

how they are robbing their children of their adulthood.  Snowplow Parents are typically 
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parents of privilege that actively work to circumvent the system and ‘plow’ any 

academic/social/emotional challenge out of the way so their children will not experience 

any hardship. The concept is that parents are actually creating larger issues for their 

children in the future because they will not be able to cope with the realities of adulthood. 

While the article raises some interesting perspectives, for staff members that are not 

trusting of their families and firmly agree with the article, believing parents aren’t helping 

the long-term outcomes of their children by plowing everything out of the way, the article 

served as confirmation of their beliefs and distrust.  

Affluent parents, which characterize many, but not all families of Eagle View and 

the “Great” schools, use their privilege by challenging decisions made by educators with 

the goal of manipulating the system to benefit their children. This privilege, paired with 

the public criticism that has manifested through external mandates such as NCLB, 

described in the literature review (Chapter 2), has made the work of educating children 

challenging for many educators and their ability to function as professionals when they 

frequently feel challenged or continually challenged by external sources.  Figure 3 below 

provides an example of how teachers distrust the motives of some parents, leading to 

educators deflecting ownership of student learning by passively working to keep families 

out of the school building, as displayed in Table 19 previously. 

This New York Times article struck a chord with a few Eagle View staff members 

leading to one teacher asking permission to send it to all her families.  As the email in 

Figure 3 below shows, the teacher provides an understandable image about how 

educators are viewed by the public, and/or treated as professionals. The perspective 
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shared by this teacher is likely shared by many others and speaks to the damage external 

mandates have created for the education profession, where there is great apprehension 

held by the professionals to share something they feel strongly about and believe it would 

be helpful for children, but it also provides insight into how quickly educators are able to 

blame others for underlying frustrations of a highly complex and challenging profession.  

 

Figure 3: Snowplow Email 

“Great” schools certainly have issues and concerns just like any school, but they 

set themselves apart because they function collectively in order to support one another 

and keep the work of supporting students at the forefront of their daily work. These 

schools understand they can’t simply rely on others outside of the school community for 

the education of their students, understanding they need to work together to meet the 

needs of all students regardless of their situation away from school.  They also 

understand and seek out opportunities to engage members external of the school 

community because the profession isn’t about the comfort of adults, rather it is centered 

on student. 
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Chapter Summary 

 Symbiotic Humanity exists in “Great” schools where the culture is supportive of 

the professional responsibilities of the adults, creating a collective comfort for one 

another that extends to the students and overall community through the intentionality of 

developing an environment where everyone has a sense of belonging.  This belonging 

occurs because of a supportive principal that allows others to observe their humanity and 

also recognizes when others need the caring support of their leader. Through the 

empowerment of others by leadership, staff invest themselves in the continuous 

improvement culture of the school inviting and appreciating the support provided by, and 

feeling valued as professionals, by the families of the school.  

 The following chapters will build on the foundation of Symbiotic Humanity 

through empowered leadership, and how The Protective Umbrella helps to create 

professionally and personally safe, secure, and innovative school cultures of 

consanguinity, leading to Greatness. 
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Chapter 6 

The Protective Umbrella 

 “Great” Schools are environments where school leaders and leadership teams 

develop systems and structures designed, not only to ensure high levels of learning for 

students, but they do this by establishing a haven where staff feel supported to engage in 

risk-taking that is likely to challenge the status quo or the traditional structural barriers of 

the education system.   This sense of protection begins with an empathetic and 

understanding leader that takes time to develop professional and personal relationships 

with members of the school community, serving as their buffer from external influences 

likely misaligned to the mission, vision and values of the school, just as an umbrella 

provides a protective buffer from stormy weather.   

 Evidence of this protective umbrella starts with administrators that establish the 

culture, as a Dan Patch teacher described, “the secret sauce is cohesiveness and I think 

that has to be with the staff first.” (Staff Interview, 6/11/18). This cohesiveness 

establishes a sense of belonging, first with staff, in order to best develop significant 

relationships with the principal, then with students to ensure learning. 

Cohesive Family 

  Survey participants were asked to Prioritize the following words or phrases to 

best characterize your school (1 being most similar). The ten words or phrases utilized in 

the survey were taken directly from interview responses and observations made during 

site visits and can be seen in Table 20 below. Survey participants rated Student-Centered 

as the best description of their site with a mean ranking of 2.60 out of ten, while the Eagle 
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View participants ranked it second overall at 3.36. Meanwhile, Eagle View ranked 

Professional Learning Community (PLC) first at 3.14, with the three “Great” schools 

ranking it second with a mean of 3.79.  The first-overall ranking at Eagle View of PLC 

may be a biased result due to my consulting work with PLCs and the staff feeling 

unintended pressure to answer the question in this manner to appease their principal.  

Table 20: Prioritize the following words or phrases to best characterize your school. (1 

being most similar) 

Category Mean Ranking Eagle View  “Great” Schools 
1. Student Centered 2.83 3.36 2.60 
2. Professional Learning 

Community (PLC) 
3.60 3.14 3.79 

3. Professionally 
Safe/Secure 

4.20 4.05 4.26 

4. Team 4.47 4.23 4.57 
5. Family 4.59 5.95 4.02 
6. Personally Safe/Secure 4.83 4.64 4.91 
7. Work in Progress 6.20 5.18 6.62 
8. Utopia 7.37 7.82 7.19 
9. Adult-Centered 8.19 7.91 8.30 
10. Cult-like 9.04 9.18 8.98 

A result that stood out and is considered statistically significant is the description 

of Family. The “Great” schools prioritized their schools as a Family with a mean average 

of 4.02 out of 10 while Eagle View’s average rank was 5.95, nearly two spots lower than 

the other sites (Cohen’s d, 0.885).  During the interview process, several teachers at the 

“Great” schools described their culture as being a family.  Several members from each 

staff talked about their cohesive culture, that they have celebrated weddings, births, 

graduations, and much more together. They discussed that, just like every family, they 
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have disagreements and sadness as well. When describing the sudden announcement 

from James Black, Prairie Lake’s former principal, on the last teacher day of the school 

year that he was leaving to become the principal elsewhere, one teacher described how 

they were, “Shocked; we grieved.” (Staff Interview, 6/11/18), while another teacher said, 

“We all bawled. I could still cry. Yeah, we miss him terribly.” (Interview, 6/11/18). 

A veteran staff member, newer to the Western Edge culture, after working in 

several different sites, teaching different grade-levels and serving in different district-

level positions across the district, described their culture stating,  

It is nothing like I’ve seen at any other building. I don’t use this in a 

negative way, the one way I describe that building, they are like a cult. 

They have each other’s back to the outside district 100%. It’s the 

weirdest thing I’ve ever seen (Interview, 6/15/18) 

This sense of cohesiveness and pride transcended each school in the study, such as the 

Dan Patch teacher who shared, “I landed in Utopia.” (Interview, 6/14/18), and the Prairie 

Lake instructional coach who said, “we all trust that we have each other’s back” 

(Interview, 6/14/18).  When staff would explain their cohesive culture, it typically started 

with a principal; for example, a veteran Western Edge teacher shared that the original 

principal, Richard Dover, “set up a foundation that built this culture of family” 

(Interview, 6/22/18), and since each current principal has been at their respective sites for 

only a handful of years, most staff at the sites tended to share the sentiments of this 2nd-

Grade teacher at Western Edge that shared,  
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it has continued to grow more positively, and I think that the 

atmosphere in general has continued especially over the past four or 

five years; it’s gotten more and more positive. Our staff is constantly 

looking for ways to make that happen and continue to grow (Staff 

Interview, 6/22/18). 

Comparing my experiences at Eagle View since becoming principal in the fall of 

2013, the results displayed in Table 20 previously, do not come as a surprise and 

confirms many of my experiences. As described in Chapter 4, I have not felt as accepted 

as I had experienced at any other school I have worked, often feeling like an outsider or 

“othered” (Kumashiro, 2000; Lensmire, 2014). This “othering” is concerning and 

something I’ve observed happening to other staff members and certainly students.  

The results in Table 20 appear to correlate with the findings of another survey 

question regarding the staff sense of belonging, displayed on Table 13 in Chapter 5. 

Figure 4 below shows evidence that many Eagle View and Prairie Lake staff members do 

not feel as connected to one another at Very High or Above Average levels as the Western 

Edge and Dan Patch staff members, with a few members indicating their sense of 

belonging to be Below Average, which is concerning.  A member of the Prairie Lake staff 

expressed their concerns stating, “I personally don’t have a lot of trust, it’s not a real safe 

place.” (Staff Interview, 6/20/18). The staff member provided examples of suggesting 

ideas and others responding with eye rolls and “tsk” sounds. 
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Figure 4: Sense of Belonging 

 

The “Protective Umbrella” exists beyond the locus of control of the principal. 

When the leader flattens the hierarchy (Tschannen-moran, 2009; Woods, 2016) and 

collectively designs systems and structures to support one another in the process of 

ensuring learning for all students, trust is established and barriers are removed, leading to 

greater student academic and social-emotional success.  Staff members discussed feelings 

of safety and security, similar to what is discussed in Chapter 5, Symbiotic Humanity, but 

this theme came through discussions around the cohesiveness of the staff as well, 

suggesting “we are not competing with each other in any way” (Interview, 6/21/18), and 

there is “no one-upping” (Interview, 6/21/18) of one another. This idea was repeated by 

several participants, suggesting the principal, “made it a safe place for us to talk and 

share ideas” (Staff Interview, 6/21/18). 
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Professionally Valued 

The systems and structures of the “Great” schools serve as feedback loops 

designed to support one another through data, collaboration, professional learning, 

professional growth, and community building.  The Protective Umbrella creates a school 

culture where staff members feel valued as professionals which are established through 

trusting relationships, beginning with a principal who has a pulse on the morale of the 

staff, works to meet their personal and professional needs, and empowers them to engage 

in risk-taking to better meet the needs of students.  

As depicted in Table 21, staff were asked if they feel valued as a professional by 

their colleagues. Again, the strongest results occurred at Western Edge and Dan Patch 

pointing to a combination of the longevity of the staff at those sites, described in Chapter 

3 of this dissertation, as well as the house system at Western Edge, and looping structure 

at Dan Patch, which provide opportunities for staff to work as cross-pollinators by 

breaking free of typical grade-level and departmental structures utilized by most school 

systems.  These structures allow staff to establish unconventional relationships with one 

another, enhancing trust across the professional community, and professionally grow 

through these atypical experiences and relationships. The lower results at Eagle View and 

Prairie Lake are likely connected to the sense of belonging described previously and 

displayed in Figure 4.   

When I arrived at Eagle View the culture was fairly traditional, designed more as 

a traditional secondary school of long hallways and composed of straight rows of desks in 

classrooms, than as an elementary school. Add to the traditional structure and 
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inconsistency of leadership at Eagle View as described in Chapter 4, and the grieving 

experienced by the Prairie Lake staff after the sudden departure of their previous 

principal, and a new principal with a dramatically different style led to a challenging first 

few years for both principals, which may have influenced these results. 

Table 21: Do you feel valued as a professional by your colleagues? 

Overall mean: 82.50% 
Always/Frequently 

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Always/Frequently 72.8% 95.6% 86.6% 78.6% 

Always 27.3% 52.2% 33.3% 28.6% 
Frequently 45.5% 43.5% 53.3% 50.0% 

Occasionally 27.3% 4.3% 13.3% 14.3% 
Rarely 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 7.1% 

 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Protective Structures and Empowering Systems 

While the study schools have subtle differences in the structures and systems 

utilized to support students and one another, all sites employed the following:  

- Core Collaborative Team, which serves as their grade level or department 

team, often referred to as their “PLC”. 

- Building Leadership Team, which is a smaller collaborative team that works 

directly with the principal to lead the school. Across all sites, the leadership 

team had representation from all grade levels; a representative from the 

special education team and/or interventionists; instructional coaches or 

learning specialists at the schools that employ those roles; and representation 

from specialists, such as music, art, physical education, etc. 
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- Problem-Solving Team, which is designed as a proactive approach to discuss 

students that need support beyond what the classroom teacher, or 

collaborative teams are able to provide. This team serves as a necessary step 

to proactively and collaboratively problem solve new strategies and analyze 

data designed to support student learning before moving toward a special 

education evaluation. 

- Data Team is something in place at one site, which refers to it as their “PLC 

Leadership Team”, while other sites do much of this work as part of their 

Building Leadership Teams.  It is designed to analyze team and building level 

data points to support student learning. 

- Child Study/Special Education Assessment Team is a team working to support 

students with more significant learning and emotional needs, with the intent of 

providing very targeted supports. 

- Equity Team’s work to develop equitable opportunities for all. This is a team 

that wasn’t directly observed or referred to but was eluded to in a couple 

interviews.  

Participating staff believed their Core Collaborative Team was the most critical 

system in place as shown in Table 22 below. However, Dan Patch prioritized the 

Problem-Solving Team at their top choice with their Data Team ranking third just behind 

their Core Collaborative Team. This result is interesting because the Problem-Solving 

Team structure wasn’t something directly discussed during the interview process but 



148 
 

appears to have considerable meaning to educators at Eagle View and Prairie Lake as 

well ranking second, yet fourth at Western Edge. 

Table 22: Prioritize the top three structures/systems employed in your school  

Structures or Systems  
Impacting Learning 

Overall 
Mean 

Eagle 
View  

Western 
Edge 

Dan 
Patch 

Prairie 
Lake 

1. Core Collaborative Team  2.18 2.14 1.91 3.07 1.71 

2. Building Leadership Team  3.11 3.09 2.57 3.33 3.79 

3. Problem-Solving Team  3.29 3.00 3.70 2.93 3.57 

4. Data Team  3.51 3.68 3.39 3.27 3.71 

5. Child Study/Special 
Education Assessment Team  4.09 4.14 4.57 3.67 3.57 

6. Equity Team 4.95 4.95 5.04 5.07 4.64 

 

 With the opportunity to visit the leadership structures at each site on two separate 

occasions, one in the spring of 2018 and again in the fall, at the beginning of the 2018-

2019 school year, I was provided inside access as an observer of the process at each site. 

Because of this access it was no surprise that Western Edge staff ranked Building 

Leadership Team second overall because of what was observed during my site visits. 

Their leadership team meetings appeared to have a clear purpose and all members were 

free to contribute, leading to staff valuing this time. This sense of involvement was 

supported by a Western Edge staff member, that was part of the original 1996 staff, 

explaining,  

It’s more by example and by committee than having the authoritarian 

and there’s the trust that everybody’s going, he (principal) trusts that 
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everybody’s gonna do what they need to do professionally; be the best 

they can be (Staff Interview, 6/11/18). 

Leadership Team meetings at the three study sites, as well as the Data Team meetings at 

Dan Patch all had similar systems and structures. All teams had agendas (see Appendix) 

that team members were free to access and contribute to, and all teams had representation 

from each grade level, including specialists and special education.  The teams at Western 

Edge and Prairie Lake also included the executive secretary from the office.   

While observing the meetings at the different sites, each principal led the 

meetings with no apparent hidden agenda, was merely facilitating the discussion by 

asking probing questions for deeper understanding around agenda items. Agenda items 

were a mix of managerial and instructional items, such as the need to add additional 

sections at two schools due to population growth and how would this occur logistically in 

an already crowded school.   

Travis Olafson, the current principal at Western Edge, discussed how he has 

worked to develop the team to be an inclusive part of the decision-making process. He 

describes, “from my perspective there’s three processes that we might use. One is 

consensus building or consensus decision making. One is sort of guidance or advice and 

one is executive decision making.” (Interview, 6/7/18). This was an extremely thought-

out response and he continued to explain how he puts this into action with his teams by 

openly sharing with the team, “here’s what I’m thinking…, if I were going to make the 

decision, here’s what I would do, but I’m not making the decision, so we’re going to talk 

about it as a group” (Interview, 6/7/18). 
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The Data Team at Dan Patch, also referred to as the PLC Team, was primarily 

focused on the most recent results from district and standardized assessments. An item 

that made the Dan Patch process unique from the others was the presence of a poster 

within the conference room showing team SMART Goals for every team throughout the 

building, including specialists, special education and more as shown in Figure 5 below.  

During the spring 2018 visit, there was an open and transparent discussion around 

preliminary results from the recent MCAs, the likelihood of their team achieving their 

SMART goal, and the team impact on the overall building goal.  This was an impressive 

process that provided evidence of K-5 alignment and accountability to one another. The 

follow-up visit in the fall of 2018 observed the creation of the goals for the 2018-2019 

goals showing a clear alignment to an aligned vision and mission that has been 

established and is continually supported. 
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Figure 5: 2017-2018 Site PLC Goals 
 

The Western Edge and Dan Patch teams were engaged, efficient and effective. 

Team members at both schools spoke openly and respectfully, appearing to understand 

their role as a representative for their respective teams, but also as a leader for the entire 

school.  Members appeared to understand that they were representing the needs of their 

team, but within the context of the overall school. As the principal of Western Edge and 

volunteer firefighter, Travis described, “in the fire service we call it ‘Span of Control’, 

which is four-six people and that’s what you can manage.” (Principal Interview, 6/7/18). 

The principal’s in the “Great” schools, as well as Eagle View, have upwards of 70 people 

directly reporting to them and that doesn’t include district office staff and families that 

they are frequently working with, making the role of principal a daunting task.  Utilizing 
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the framework provided by Travis’s experiences with the fire service, the development 

and utilization of a strong leadership team allows for a more manageable span of control, 

while effectively flattening the hierarchy and empowering others. 

In contrast, the observed team process at Prairie Lake, while it had similar 

characteristics to Western Edge and Dan Patch, it had some team members competing 

against one another for the needs of their individual team, rather than working 

collectively toward consensus for the betterment of the overall school. An example of this 

occurred in regard to how best to utilize a $10,000 grant from their Parent Teacher 

Organization (PTO).  Regardless of the efforts of the principal, several members 

struggled to move beyond their own self-interest and the agenda item was moved forward 

to the next meeting instead of moving toward consensus and being able to move on to 

other items or tasks.  

The observation of the team struggle is something supported through the 

interview process when the current principal, Ben Donaldson, shared how the previous 

principal, James Black, made all financial decisions. Ben shared that he has “offered to 

open up the books” (Principal Interview, 6/7/18) which created an unintended 

consequence of more infighting amongst the staff, creating a learning opportunity for 

Ben, understanding that how he wanted to lead was too far from the accepted culture of 

the school. Ben also shared the struggles he’s had attempting to have the leadership team 

truly share the meeting, stating “they want me to run the meeting” and how he has 

opened up the agenda to allow team members to contribute to it prior to the meeting, but 

it created lengthy and rudderless meetings where team members wanted to discuss items 
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that didn’t pertain to the task of the leadership team or proactively impact the overall 

school community. He stated that they’d engage in conversations, such as “we don’t need 

5th-Grade talking about what 1st-Grade is going to do. We had to make sure we go back to 

our parameters of what is Shared Leadership’s job” (Principal Interview, 6/7/18). As 

described in Chapter 3, the culture of Prairie Lake was established by the previous and 

original principal, who opened the building, and the empowering and charismatic style 

Ben has provided is a foreign and frightening concept for much of the staff. 

The leadership team process employed at Western Edge appeared to be the most 

engaging for team members, efficient in terms of moving through agenda items and 

making authentic decisions, and effective in that all members employed voice, were 

representative of their core teams, and dealt with items likely to positively impact the 

students in the building. The Western Edge team appeared to be a “generous team” 

described in a January 25th, 2019 tweet by researcher and author Adam Grant, (2019) 

when referencing the work of Harvard professor and author, Amy Edmondson, around 

psychologically safe teams. Grant describes a “generous team” as one focused on 

proactively offering to help before being asked; whereas Prairie Lake appeared to 

function more similarly to an “unsafe team”, where people didn’t appear free to ask for 

help. Dan Patch’s teams would likely be characterized as “supportive teams” where the 

members were helpful and provided quick responses but were more cordial, rather than 

truly collaborative.  

Western Edge appears to have established the model for school-wide systems and 

structures leading to a tremendous school culture. Over the past two years the majority of 
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the staff has functioned as examples of “generous teams” and nothing displays this more 

than the unofficial leadership process of their Deck Parties. The Deck Parties are an 

inclusive and entirely informal leadership meeting, held periodically throughout the 

summer at the home of the principal and open to all staff members.  Deck Parties are 

advertised as opportunities to make collective decisions for the future of Western Edge.  

Travis, in an act of vulnerability, threw out the idea of meeting informally during 

the summer and offered to provide food, beverages and the deck! The informal meetings 

started with no agenda but were created to simply provide an avenue for staff to gather, 

get to know one another, and openly discuss Western Edge’s future. It was at these 

meetings where the House system, described in Chapter 5, came to fruition and where 

decisions around house names, colors, chants, etc. were determined, becoming a driving 

force for Western Edge’s culture. 

I attended a meeting in July 2018 that included several members of the formal 

leadership team and other teachers, including a brief, but greatly appreciated, appearance 

by a member of the school board, totaling a dozen Western Edge staff. The most 

impactful moment was the attendance of a Western Edge paraprofessional that works as 

the media clerk and noontime supervisor.  The inclusive atmosphere on display at the 

Deck Party was a clear example of the trust shared among the staff and a complete 

admiration for the principal. This admiration and faith in the principal is evidenced by the 

quote from a veteran teacher who has been there since the genesis of the school, having 

served with the previous principal for seventeen years, when he stated, “he (Travis) could 

tell you to go to hell and you’d look forward to the trip.” (Interview, 6/11/18). 
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When asking Travis about how he created this culture, he was quick to give credit 

to the previous principal, Richard Dover, who established the culture from origination 

and also acknowledged that people tend to credit him for it. In his humble and witty 

manner, he transparently shared,  

People are very generous and say they believe the source is me and I 

honestly don’t think that’s true. I’m part of the team. I’m part of the 

awesomeness, but I’m not the source of the awesomeness (Principal 

Interview, 6/7/18). 

 
Travis strives to keep the focus of his work around students and creating an 

environment where, as he shared, “if we give kids a choice when they got up in the 

morning, which we generally don’t, we obviously don’t do that, but if we said, ‘what do 

you want to do today?’, I want them to say, ‘I want to go to Western Edge today!” 

(Principal Interview, 6/7/18). His student focus and clear vision for Western Edge is 

dramatically different than other administrators I’ve worked with, including those 

participating in this study. His passion for his role, staff and school community remind 

me of my principal experience at Washington Elementary where I was driven to turn the 

school into a destination, rather than a school that families were trying to escape from. 
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Empowered Risk-Takers 

As Table 23 shows, staff members indicated that their principal pushes them to 

grow professionally and there is an internal drive and expectation across all sites to 

pursue resources and learning beyond what is provided by the school or district (see 

Table 24).  The results of the survey items in Tables 23 and 24 are indications of school 

atmospheres of high expectations and risk-taking; where staff understand the importance 

of doing whatever it takes to meet the needs of students and knowing that the principal 

and their colleagues will support them when attempting something outside of the 

traditional educational box.   

Table 23: To what extent does the principal push me to grow professionally? 

Overall mean: 93.34% 
Great extent/Somewhat 

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Great extent/Somewhat 90.6% 100% 100% 78.6% 

To a great extent 63.6% 47.8% 46.7% 42.9% 

Somewhat 27.3% 52.2% 53.3% 35.7% 

Neutral 9.1% 0.0% 0.0% 14.3% 

Not at all 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 7.1% 
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Table 24: Extent you are exploring training/resources outside of school/district learning? 

Overall mean: 85.34%  
Great extent/Somewhat 

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Great extent/Somewhat 86.4% 82.6% 100% 71.4% 
To a great extent 45.5% 39.1% 33.3% 50.0% 
Somewhat 40.9% 43.5% 66.7% 21.4% 
Neutral 4.5% 8.7% 0.0% 7.1% 
Very little 9.1% 8.7% 0.0% 14.3% 
Not at all 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 7.1% 

 

During the interview process, teachers spoke openly about how many of the great 

things happening at Dan Patch were “grassroots” (Interview, 6/14/18), such as 

Responsive Classroom, an inclusive and inviting classroom management system, and 

Daily 5, a literacy management and instructional structure. These were teacher driven 

initiatives that teachers believe has led to their success in meeting the needs of students 

and happened because, as a veteran teacher affirmed, the principal “trusted that we knew 

our job. He trusted that we were doing what we thought was best for kids.” (Staff 

Interview, 6/21/18).  Jeremy Tate, the retired Dan Patch principal reflected on his 5th-

Grade teachers who believed novel studies would have a better impact than “the little 

stuff from the reading curriculum.” (Principal Interview, 11/18/18). He shared, that after 

discussing it with the team and providing some parameters that, “we still have the skills 

that were laid out, so they had to make sure that they’re teaching the skills that are taught 

in the basal, but allowing them the latitude to do it through teaching some novels.” This 

type of administrative flexibility, trust, and respect empowered the teachers creating a 
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school culture that they’d be willing to take risks, with some boundaries, to best meet the 

needs of students. 

Another strength Dan Patch staff described that resulted from the empowerment 

of administration came from the district curriculum director, who recognizing the 

professional strengths of the Dan Patch staff, said teaching should be “80/20. 80% district 

curriculum, 20% passion.” (Interview, 6/13/18). As a veteran of over 35 years stated 

when describing the 80/20 perspective,  

The freedom and permission to do that enables me to attempt to address 

the needs of my charges, whomever is in my room at the time. 

Conversely, the structure of the curriculum does provide an opportunity 

for most students to have not an identical educational experience, I 

don’t think that’s possible, but a similar enough educational experience 

where they have the same strategies and tools for learning. I think that 

balance, that 80/20 balance, for me is something that provides 

accountability for me, with me. But also allows me to do what I do 

best, and that’s differentiate for kids. That’s part of the empowering 

piece (Interview, 6/14/18). 

Several staff, across other sites described their former and current principals as 

people that trusted them as professionals and had a pulse on staff morale, as indicated in 

Table 25. A Prairie Lake teacher said he’s not “a clock watcher” (Interview, 6/11/18), 

acknowledging the time and effort educators invest in their profession. When James 

Black left, Prairie Lake staff were extremely emotional, as described previously, and this 



159 
 

feeling was supported by a veteran kindergarten teacher when describing the fear of him 

leaving and arrival of a new principal,  

You know, he shielded us a lot… he really respected our time and we 

knew that, we know that we got away with a lot of stuff in our building 

because he either took care of it himself or, how do I want to say this, 

he decided it wasn’t right for us and went ahead and he was able to 

twist it enough that he wasn’t in trouble with the district (Staff 

Interview, 6/14/18). 

James Black explained how he served as that Protective Umbrella for Prairie Lake, he 

said, “I wasn’t insubordinate… we just wouldn’t accept things on their face value, and we 

take the portion that made sense to us and not do the rest.” (Principal Interview, 11/2/18). 

He went on to explain,  

When there was pushback and it wasn’t often, I just told the (district 

office) that’s not right for our learners or for our school; and if you 

really want me to do that, then you need to give me a written directive 

that I can give to the staff. Because I want them to know I support 

them. I support our learners and I don’t support what you’re asking to 

do. 

 Richard Dover, the retired Western Edge principal had a similar belief, stating “I 

always felt that you needed to stand up for your staff. I was there to protect my staff from 
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bad decisions, from difficult decisions.” (Principal Interview, 11/18/18).  He continued to 

share a story that his first principal shared with him upon entering his first principalship,  

being a principal sometimes is like being a tree, you got to decide if 

you’re going to be an oak tree or if you’re going to be more like... one 

of those pine trees out there (pointing toward trees in the school yard). 

Oak trees, sometimes the wind’s going to come through and blow off a 

few branches; You can be strong… but you’re going to lose a few 

limbs… other times… when the political winds are blowing, it will 

blow the tree but the tree doesn’t break because it just bends with the 

winds and then bends back. You’ve gotta decide on each situation 

because most of the situations you’re going to deal with, they’re going 

to be political. 

 Jeremy Tate, retired principal of Dan Patch discussed how he served as the 

Protective Umbrella for his staff when he made the decision to ignore something handed 

down from the curriculum director. He shared that there were times he couldn’t support 

these district decisions because if they didn’t work, the blame wouldn’t be reflected on 

the district level, rather would be directed to the teachers at the building level. He told 

district leadership, “I’ll give you the latitude to try this. But, if it’s not working, then 

we’re gonna have to make some changes and you’re gonna… keep tweaking it until we 

get the successes” (Principal Interview, 11/18/18). 
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Table 25: Do you believe your principal has a pulse on staff morale? 

Overall mean: 80% 
Always/Usually  

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Always/Usually 81.8% 87% 100% 50% 
Always 27.3% 26.1% 40.0% 14.3% 
Usually 54.5% 60.9% 60.0% 35.7% 
About half the time 18.2% 8.7% 0.0% 35.7% 
Never 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 7.1% 
Seldom 0.0% 4.3% 0.0% 7.1% 

 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 

Another Prairie Lake teacher, while discussing their former leader, stated, “he let 

you do what you needed to do, and he trusted us to do it unless something came up and 

then he would come to you.” (Staff Interview, 6/11/18). The current principal has a 

similar philosophy saying he empowers others by “saying yes whenever I can. Removing 

roadblocks from people who have projects they want to try” (Principal Interview, 6/7/18). 

However, the Prairie Lake staff do not necessarily see it this way with only 50% 

believing he has a pulse of staff morale (Table 25). While the current Dan Patch 

principal, Breck Anoka said, “your job is to teach the standard, whatever you use to get 

them to the standard; that’s what you do” (Principal Interview, 6/13/18). 

A veteran Western Edge teacher described the risk-taking culture the current 

principal has created, explaining how it’s difficult “to put yourself out there” and how 

there is an underlying theme across the school of, “Do it Afraid… Just try something 

new, try something fun and Travis will share stories, or staff members will share their 
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stories of trying things and sometimes they fail and sometimes they don’t.” (Interview, 

6/21/18). 

Chapter Summary 

The sense of empowered risk-taking permeates the three “Great” schools. There 

appears to be a clear understanding that there are parameters in risk-taking, such as being 

aligned to the state standards, but as a 5th-Grade teacher shared, she isn’t “afraid to throw 

in something I know they’re going to love, that’s going to hit a standard” (Staff 

Interview, 6/21/18). She went on to explain how it’s critical to use “data to validate. Was 

it a good decision to try the new thing… when you flounder, big deal, let’s come back 

and fix that now, together” (in collaboration with her students and colleagues)? The topic 

concluded with her reinforcing her confidence in her principal that he “will back you 

even if you have the curriculum district police coming and saying what you are doing is 

wrong”.  

This is an example of the Protective Umbrella in action; take a chance, as long as 

the outcome is focused on improving student learning, and you’ll be supported. The sense 

of professionalism provided to the teachers was evident across the “Great” schools; 

accepting the challenge from their principal and understanding the need for continuous 

learning to meet the needs of their students. When the leaders of the school create an 

environment where staff feel personally and professionally safe and secure, are provided 

autonomy to try new and/or innovative practices and remain centered on their 

professional and moral obligation to their students, schools begin making a shift toward 

Greatness.  
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The final chapter unites the concepts of The Protective Umbrella and Symbiotic 

Humanity by Promoting Greatness through empowered leadership, establishment of 

consanguinity, professionally and personally safe, secure, and innovative school cultures, 

supported by leadership through clear, consistent, and collective expectations. 
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Chapter 7 

Promoting Greatness 

 A common theme of Promoting Greatness rose to prominence through the 

interviews, site visits, and survey results across the three “Great” Schools. The 

quantitative and qualitative data provide examples of how a Greatness culture was 

established and nurtured over time, where several participants described the current 

and/or former principals in terms similar to that of a Master Gardener, planting seeds of 

expectations leading to personal reflection, growth and inspiration. This promotion of 

Greatness begins with a leader who understands the challenging work of the teacher, 

cultivating this culture by empowering staff to take risks for the benefit of student 

learning, and providing space for them to accomplish it, unless they are provided a reason 

to intervene. 

As Table 26 below indicates, the lower percentages of 81.8% and 71.4% at Eagle 

View and Prairie Lake aren’t complete surprises from examples described in previous 

chapters.  Based on the challenges at Eagle View, having multiple principals in a short 

period of time, and a different set of expectations that ran counter to the previous culture 

they had become accustomed to over the first seven years of existence, from three 

different principals.  The Prairie Lake survey results continue to show how the 

established culture of the building, along with the differences in leadership style between 

the current and former principals, as described in previous chapters, can impact the 

overall sense of consanguinity.  Interestingly, MCA results haven’t been negatively 
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impacted to this point in Ben’s tenure, likely because of the strong cohesiveness of the 

staff. 

Staff across all four sites feel valued by their principal, particularly at Dan Patch 

where 100% of the staff stated Always or Frequently in their response.  Again, this result 

isn’t surprising considering how fearful the staff stated they were with a new principal 

arriving after working under the same leadership for over 20 years, and how appreciative 

the staff was for Breck spending significant time listening to and learning with them 

throughout his first year.  A teacher raved about her first year with Breck stating, “I had 

more support from Breck by November than I did in seven years with Jeremy” 

(Interview, 6/14/18), providing a simple example of how he offered to call an angry 

parent, showing support for their work and how little things can have a significant impact 

on the culture and the sense of belonging for staff.   

However, most Dan Patch teachers spoke fondly of their previous principal, 

Jeremy Tate, and how he supported their work. As a veteran teacher of over 35 years 

described, “some of the most successful things have not been top down but have come 

from the grassroots or from the teaching staff” (Interview, 6/14/18). As another veteran 

teacher shared, “we were always given that chance (to try something new) and that’s why 

we have multi-age, that’s why we have looping, because we were given that chance” 

(Interview, 6/21/18).  She continued to share her belief, “that’s the biggest thing for any, 

say principal is, trust the people, you know obviously until they give you reason not to”. 
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Table 26: Do you feel valued as a professional by your principal? 

Overall mean: 87.50% 
Always/Frequently 

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Always/Frequently 81.8% 95.6% 100% 71.4% 
Always 50.0% 73.9% 66.7% 35.7% 
Frequently 31.8% 21.7% 33.3% 35.7% 
Occasionally 18.2% 4.3% 0.0% 21.4% 
Rarely 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 7.1% 

 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Collective Responsibility 

Overall, all participating schools in the survey believed their school culture and 

actions were aligned to a common purpose of ensuring high levels of learning for all 

students. Interestingly, 100% of Western Edge and Dan Patch responses fell under 

Strongly Agree and Agree while Prairie Lake and Eagle View had some dissenting or 

impartial viewpoints from seven to nine percent of the participants. 

Table 27: We’ve established a school culture of shared commitments & collective 

responsibility. 

Overall mean: 93.47%  
Strongly agree/Agree 

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Agree & Strongly 
Agree 90.9% 100% 100% 92.9% 

Strongly agree 40.9% 52.2% 66.7% 50.0% 

Agree 50.0% 47.8% 33.3% 42.9% 
Neither agree nor 
disagree 4.5% 0.0% 0.0% 7.1% 

Disagree 4.5% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
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However, as Table 28 below indicates, while over 90% of staff members across 

the four schools understand what is expected of them from their principal, Prairie Lake’s 

result of 71.5% Always and Frequently indicates a lack of clarity and runs counter to 

Table 27 above where 92.9% of their staff believe they have a school culture of shared 

commitments and collective responsibility.  These results were supported through the 

interview process where staff discussed how Ben, the current Prairie Lake principal, has 

had an uphill struggle from the beginning. His energetic and vibrant manner of leadership 

is polar opposite to the previous principal, a quiet and stoic person, who was absolutely 

adored by the staff. As a primary teacher described, the loss of James Black was a “huge 

emotional time for everyone because he really respected our time and we knew that” 

(Interview, 6/14/18). Ben, on the other hand, who describes his role as principal much 

like a master gardener, as a “cross pollinator” (Interview, 6/7/18), is a principal that is 

dedicated to bringing people together, distributing responsibilities through the leadership 

team and creating an engaging and fun environment.  

Table 28: To what extent do you understand what is expected of you by the principal? 

Overall mean: 91.25% 
Always/Frequently 

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Always/Frequently 95.4% 95.7% 100% 71.5% 

Always 40.9% 60.9% 53.3% 42.9% 

Frequently 54.5% 34.8% 46.7% 28.6% 

Occasionally 4.5% 4.3% 0.0% 28.6% 

 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
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This concept of the principal serving as a master gardener, distributing seeds of 

improvement and cultivating the school culture by empowering others with 

responsibilities, was foreign to the Prairie Lake staff.  As a primary teacher shared, when 

asked about the leadership style of the previous principal, she said, “Oh, it was his way or 

no way. He made all the decisions” (Interview, 6/24/18), with another staff member 

supporting this perspective and supporting the previous culture by stating, “When Ben 

first came, we kind of all tried to always say, well this is how we do it. You don’t come 

and try to change everything; like the culture was already here” (Interview, 6/14/18).  To 

Ben’s credit, a support staff member at Prairie Lake, when speaking to the uneasiness of 

the staff and how he has evolved over time as a principal stating, “he stepped into some 

gigantic shoes… I think he’s probably changed some people’s opinions just through his 

evolution, as a principal and as a leader” (Interview, 6/20/18).  This view was supported 

by other staff members as well with phrases such as “big shoes to fill”, and another 

member of the leadership team stating that the team is “probably working how it should 

work now” (Interview, 6/11/18).   

Master Gardeners 

 The interview process provided clear messages of how the previous principals at 

the three study schools planted seeds of high expectations for collective cultures that still 

exist to this day. A veteran Prairie Lake teacher shared how the previous principal always 

started the opening staff meeting of the year by reviewing the MCA results from the 

previous year.  He would always begin the conversation by thanking everyone for their 

dedication and “emphasizing, this starts from kindergarten all the way… we can’t do it 
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without K-1-2. We don’t get the results for 3-4-5” (Interview, 6/14/18).  This example 

continues to impact the entire school culture resulting in students from the primary grades 

creating and delivering notes to the older students wishing them luck on their tests, to 

having the majority of intermediate teachers volunteering their evening time to attend a 

newly created Kindergarten Readiness event to ensure the parents understand the schools 

expectations. This event also brings a vertical alignment of expectations for all grades, 

understanding the critical and foundational work being done in previous years. 

 Another teacher from Prairie Lake described a similar opening staff meeting when 

the MCA results weren’t as positive as expected, stating,  

You know, we’re all happy to see everybody and he (James Black) 

didn’t come in happy and basically chewed us out. He told us he’s ‘not 

going to leave any stone unturned to figure out what’s wrong, why we 

have these scores.’ Yeah, that never happened again (Interview, 

6/11/18). 

This quote suggests his message and expectations were very clear. During his interview, 

James Black stated his approach started with leading by example, never asking anyone to 

do something he wouldn’t do himself, from cleaning tables in the lunchroom, to stepping 

in to fill in for a teacher when needed. Beyond this, James explained how he set the 

expectation and created trusting relationships with staff members by being explicitly 

clear upfront, so everyone was on the same page immediately. He described an 

intentional conversation he has with all staff stating,  
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this is what I am about and I’m telling you up front what I can support, 

and if you veer from that, you know already that I’m not going to 

support (you). I’m going to support you in everything that we’re about, 

but you go here, you don’t have it and don’t put me in that situation 

because I’m telling you up front that’s not how we treat kids 

(Interview, 11/2/18). 

Greatness is established through these statements and high expectations but are promoted 

through follow-up dialogue.  James also explained how to maintain these expectations 

with staff members by sitting down with staff and re-explaining to be extremely clear 

when necessary.  He described a recent interaction involving a disagreement between a 

teacher and student regarding a cellphone where the teacher overstepped their bounds,  

[T]he toothpaste was out of the tube. I met with the teacher and said, 

okay, we haven’t talked about this before. So, I’m going to give you the 

benefit of the doubt, but I will not support that in the future. If you put 

me in that, or another student in that position again, I’m siding with the 

student and the parent (Principal Interview, 11/2/18). 

His clarity around expectations cannot be questioned because of his intentionality and 

follow-through. 

Similarly, a story described by the former principal at Dan Patch, Jeremy Tate, 

when recalling the beginning of his tenure in the 1990s, when the only accountability 

assessment was the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS). He stated, “we ended up like at the 
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38th percentile as a building… this isn’t acceptable” (Principal Interview, 11/18/18). 

Leading them to create a building leadership team, as he said, “that was before all those 

things really were in place” to systematically begin focusing their collective efforts 

around the students who were struggling.  He also recalled observing classrooms full of 

students “busy cutting and pasting and not doing a lot of reading activities”, leading to 

difficult conversations with staff members saying, “I clashed with a few of them. 

Thankfully they left and it was good… So, it’s not rosy all the time; but it’s just trying to 

be respectful of each other and working together.”  Jeremy Tate established expectations 

through dialogue, insisting on focused instruction to support student learning. 

 Creating a culture of collective responsibility at Dan Patch aligned the work and 

led to continuous improvement, as Jeremy says, “success kind of breeds success” 

(Principal Interview, 11/18/18). He said the reason for the eventual MCA success “is 

because of the reading instruction they’re getting in kindergarten, first and second grade.” 

His actions with the analysis of data, visiting classrooms to observe everyday activities, 

and similarly to James Black at Prairie Lake, following up with staff members to address 

the expectations, similar to the actions of a master gardener, to “weed” out staff members 

and poor instructional strategies that aren’t aligned to the established vision.  The culture 

was manicured over time and aligned to the work of creating a product; student learning.  

Just as a master gardener works, waters, and maintains the soil to create their eventual 

product, principals continually cultivate the culture of the school to ensure high levels of 

student learning. 
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 The former Western Edge principal, Richard Dover, described how he established 

a culture of collective responsibility and high expectations when establishing the building 

from the ground up. He described the 1994 informational meeting about the staffing 

process for those expressing interest in working at his new school. At this meeting he set 

the vision by sharing the philosophy of the new school and the plan for wings with 

clustered classrooms around a shared learning space in each wing,  

I said we call these ‘Team Areas’, because we expect people to work 

together. I said we didn’t put doors on, on purpose. If you’re a person 

that likes to do your own thing and shuts your door; this won’t be your 

school (Principal Interview, 11/18/18).  

He made it clear to incoming staff, as he stated during the interview, “teaching is too hard 

to do it all by yourself”.   

Richard joked that his leadership style was a “benevolent dictatorship” 

(11/18/18), where he was an authoritarian ruler but made others feel that they had a say. 

He understood the necessity of setting clear expectations, allowing others to work as they 

felt necessary, but as Harry Truman’s desk plate stated, The Buck Stops Here, Richard 

functioned similarly. 

Observations of Data Team and Leadership Team meetings at Dan Patch 

Elementary where transparency was an accepted process, with a poster displayed (seen in 

Chapter 6, Figure 5) within the conference room, showing each team’s SMART Goals. 

The team agenda was also projected for all to see and staff were free to contribute to the 

document and dialogue throughout the meeting.  The transparency of agenda items and 
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open dialogue was a similar practice utilized at Western Edge providing a sense of 

collective and aligned commitment to all members of the team. 

Whole Child Focus  

As referenced in Chapter 4, the autoethnography/self-study section of this 

dissertation, my personal experiences as an elementary student was a motivating factor 

leading me to pursue a career as an educator; I wanted to ensure future generations of 

students would avoid the public academic and emotional shaming I experienced. The 

impact of having several teachers who focused their instruction on items such as rote 

memorization of math facts, rather than a deep understanding of mathematical concepts, 

and centered the social/emotional (SE) portion of education around behavioral 

compliance over engagement, deeply impacted my personal and professional journey.   

As shown below, Table 29 and 30 indicate the degree that survey participants 

believe their school is focused on the academic and SE needs of their students. 

Participants also recognized a strong focus on making decisions based to support the 

academic and SE needs of students, however there were pockets of participants with 

different lived experiences. On the surface, 91.50% and 85.39% of those surveyed 

believe their school is focused Almost Always and Often on the academic (Table 29) and 

SE (Table 30) success of their students respectively. However, Eagle View ’s academic 

result was nearly ten percent lower than the mean and nearly twenty percent of the 

participants indicated that they agree with the statement only Sometimes, with the SE data 

nearly 13% lower than the overall mean.  
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These data points support my lived experiences as the principal at Eagle View  

where several staff members have spent significant time and energy focusing on student 

compliance, seeking and advocating for quick-fix resources with a belief that it leads to 

more student learning, or utilizing valuable time and energy placing blame on their 

students and families for the academic and SE need.   

Table 29: School makes decisions based on what’s best for students’ academic success. 

Overall mean: 91.50%  
Almost always/Often 

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Almost 
always/Often 81.9% 91.3% 100% 92.9% 
Almost always 45.5% 60.9% 86.7% 42.9% 
Often 36.4% 30.4% 13.3% 50.0% 
Sometimes 18.2% 8.7% 0.0% 0.0% 
Seldom 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 7.1% 

 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 

Table 30: School makes decisions for students’ personal, social and emotional success. 

Overall mean: 85.39%  
Almost always/Often 

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Almost 
always/Often 72.7% 95.6% 100% 71.4% 
Almost always 40.9% 73.9% 66.7% 50.0% 
Often 31.8% 21.7% 33.3% 21.4% 
Sometimes 27.3% 4.3% 0.0% 21.4% 
Seldom 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 7.1% 

 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
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Interestingly, when analyzing survey data, interview transcripts and my personal 

experiences, the sites with the largest negative data, Prairie Lake and Eagle View, in the 

categories of Sometimes or Seldom, were also the schools with the most challenges when 

the new leader arrived. The new principals arrived at both schools with staff members 

aligned to defend the established culture rather than aligning to support the new 

leadership for student success. This observation leads me to surmise, that when staff view 

a disconnect with the socially accepted school culture and the new leader, there is a trust 

deficit with the new leadership, equating to staff questioning the focus of the school, and 

likely feeling their own SE needs are being met. 

This deficit in trust appears in the survey data particularly in regard to the SE 

needs of students, where over one-fourth of respondents indicate school decisions are 

only Sometimes or Seldom based on these needs (Table 30 above). Interview participants 

support these results when discussing their lack of trust and understanding the direction 

of the school with the cultural shift of a new principal taking over. As two separate 

members of the Prairie Lake Leadership Team stated, “Ben’s never taught elementary, so 

he’s only been in the middle school” (Interview, 6/14/18) and “Ben’s new and young and 

had never taught at the elementary level, had never been an administrator before” 

(Interview, 6/14/18).  

The leadership change at Prairie Lake was a dramatic shift in styles and 

approaches, creating much unrest with staff members, similar to what I experienced at 

Eagle View. Ben is an outgoing, charismatic leader, which unnerved staff members 

because of what several staff members described as his ‘Rah-Rah’ approach, compared to 
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what was described as “a little bit of a fear factor with him (James Black); and everybody 

wanting to please him, because if you didn’t do well you heard about it” (Interview, 

6/14/18) from the previous principal. Two staff members described the significant 

differences in their leaders, by stating in jest, “James was a loyal Labrador Retriever, 

whereas Ben is more of a Chihuahua” (Interviews, 6/11/18), meaning James was visible, 

steady and supportively by their side, while Ben is charismatically out front working to 

motivate staff and students; both advocating for student learning but through different 

avenues. 

While the staff at Western Edge believe, at a very high level, that they are focused 

on both the academic and social emotional success of the students, one staff member that 

recently moved from the classroom to an instructional coaching role, stated much of the 

work over previous years wasn’t very academic, “it was test prep….( Interview, 6/11/18), 

indicating that the focus was more around passing the MCAs. Meanwhile, a staff member 

newer to the school culture, expressed similar hesitation about their academic focus, 

especially with their enthusiasm and dedication to their House system as described in 

Chapter 5 stating,  

if their delivery of academics catches up with their student engagement, 

they’re gonna be - no one will be able to stay caught up with them. 

With how much energy they’ve put into their student engagement, no 

one in the state will be able to reach their scores” (Interview, 6/15/18).  
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Professionalism 

 This section describes how teachers view their responsibility to, and how critical 

their role is, to ensure learning for all students. There appears to be a disconnect between 

what staff shared during the interview process and what the survey results indicated in 

Table 31 below. There is a need for educators to understand and accept their role as 

professionals, owning the responsibility for student learning regardless of student 

backgrounds or current situations. 

As a veteran Prairie Lake teacher described, the entire school culture “started with 

the professionalism of James probably trusting us” (Interview, 6/11/18). Similarly, the 

message of trust and professionalism (Beard, Hoy, & Woolfolk Hoy Anita, 2010; Gürol 

& Kerimgil, 2010; J. H. Wu, Hoy, & Tarter, 2013) that staff feel from Western Edge’s 

current principal was described by a specialist teacher quoting Travis saying, “I trust you. 

You’re a great staff. You’re a professional staff. You’re going to do what’s best for the 

kids; and however you need to get here (pointing) we’ll get there.” (Interview, 6/11/18). 

Dan Patch staff described the former principal and master gardener in a similar manner 

by describing him as “not very confrontational… could be direct. He knew how to plant 

seeds; so that this reflective staff could have time to consider things” (Interview, 

6/14/18). The culture at each site had common experiences of trust from the principal, 

were treated as professionals, owned the responsibility for the learning of students, as 

shown in Table 31 below, and were supported by their principal in the process of 

educating students.  However, when analyzing the responses of Often and Sometimes, 

Dan Patch and Prairie Lake have concerns to be addressed with results of 80% and 71.4% 
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respectively. These results show that those sites may have greater concerns regarding the 

ownership of student learning than Western Edge and Eagle View. 

Table 31: A student is showing minimal progress, to what extent do you accept 

responsibility? 

Overall mean: 88.89% 
Always/Often 

 Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Always/Often 90.9% 91.3% 86.7% 92.9% 
Always 40.9% 43.5% 20.0% 28.6% 
Often 50.0% 47.8% 66.7% 64.3% 
Sometimes 9.1% 8.7% 13.3% 7.1% 
 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 

Table 32 below displays the results of a survey question that I’ve also used for 

several years when interviewing teacher candidates at Eagle View.  The question asks 

participants to rank order, from one to four, who is primarily responsible for student 

learning. Responses provided during interviews have historically provided insight into 

the candidates’ personal beliefs about the significance of their role in student learning and 

how they view themselves as professionals. Because this is a question that many staff 

members at Eagle View have likely been exposed to previously, the result of the teacher 

being primarily responsible for student learning was expected just as would have been 

expected at the other sites.  
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Table 32: Rank order, 1 is most significant, who is primarily responsible for student 

learning? 

Rank order, with 1 being the most significant,  
who is primarily responsible for student learning? 

 Mean Eagle View  Western 
Edge 

Dan Patch Prairie 
Lake  

The principal 3.65 3.27 3.87 3.53 4.00 

The teacher 1.46 1.45 1.57 1.40 1.36 

The parents or 
caretakers 

2.73 2.77 2.65 2.73 2.79 

The student 2.16 2.50 1.91 2.33 1.86 
 

Interestingly, the perspective of Western Edge and Prairie Lake staff members 

ranking The Student, with mean scores under two, indicates many staff members at those 

sites believe students are primarily responsible for their learning, reminding me of a 

traditional perspective held by many educators that, ‘It’s my job to teach it, their job to 

learn it’. These results run counter to what I observed during visits and interviews with 

staff members. A specialist at one of these schools shared an inspiring message, “That’s 

our mantra. It’s not about me. It’s not about you. It’s about them; and we need everybody 

in for them” (Interview, 6/11/18). Also a kindergarten teacher at another site said in their 

building, “we are expected to do that (take responsibility for student learning) and if we 

can’t get somebody there we can go and say, ‘hey, I need some help, what are we going 

to do with this child” (Interview, 6/14/18). While those interviewed believed one thing 

about their culture, the staff survey results didn’t necessarily align to these perspectives.  
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Another interesting observation is the perspective of staff members at Eagle View 

believing the role of The Principal is more critical, with a mean ranking of 3.27, 

compared to a mean of 3.80 for the other three schools. This aligns with the perspective 

I’ve held and referred to in Chapter 4, autoethnography/self-study section of this 

dissertation; that since joining the Eagle View staff in 2013, the reliance on the principal 

from staff members is greater than what I’ve experienced at any point in my career.  This 

reliance on the principal, I believe, comes from a mindset that the role of principal is that 

of manager rather than leader and this perspective is an opportunity for some staff to 

detach themselves of the professional responsibility for the academic and SE learning of 

students when things aren’t going well. This reliance on the principal, and others outside 

of their classroom, such as special education teachers, paraprofessionals, and social 

workers, to handle student academic and SE needs rather than understanding their critical 

role as professionals to develop relationships and collectively owning the progress and/or 

lack of progress with students is a concerning result and an area to further explore.  

In contrast, Western Edge and Prairie Lake staff members view the role of teacher 

as being greater than the principal in regard to owning primary responsibility for student 

learning with rankings of 3.87 and 4.00 respectively (see Table 32 above). This 

perspective was supported by a quote from a Prairie Lake teacher who stated, “making 

sure that we reach each child… I’m 22 years in and I’m still learning” (Interview, 

6/11/18), understanding that in order to best meet the needs of the students it is her 

professional responsibility to continue to grow. 
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Table 33 below provides perspective around this idea of teacher investment in 

ensuring the learning of the students and teacher deflection. While the overall data 

indicates that 86.4% of Eagle View teachers view their role in student learning as 

Absolutely Essential or Very Important, it is concerning that 13.6% of the Eagle View 

respondents believe their role is only Moderately Important. This data supports my 

experiences that staff too frequently look to others to solve student issues or place blame 

on others for the lack of students learning, rather than professionally working collectively 

to seek solutions.  

A Prairie Lake teacher expressed her dedication to seeking solutions for students 

by stating, “God, we love the kids. I mean you always say, why would you be in this 

profession if you didn't" (Interview, 6/11/18). This understanding of owning the learning 

of students while having high professional expectations is described by an Western Edge 

2nd-grade teacher when she stated, “I don’t want to be good, I want to get everybody good 

together; and I think that’s a thing that we need to do at schools, not just make your 

classroom great, but let’s be all great, everybody be great” (Interview, 6/21/18).  

Collective responsibility and professionalism were evident across the “Great” 

schools during site visits, meetings and interviews, and the survey results in Table 33 

below support this as well with staff reporting their role as Absolutely Essential or Very 

Important to student learning at rates of 100%, 95.7%, and 92.9%.  These data support 

the level of professional responsibility staff have in taking ownership of student learning 

and avoiding stereotyping students, particularly those who struggle to learn.  
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Table 33: How critical is your role in ensuring high levels of learning for all students? 

Overall mean: 92.6% 
Absolutely Essential/Very Important  

 
Eagle View 
Elementary 

Western Edge 
Elementary 

Dan Patch 
Elementary 

Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

Absolutely 
Essential/Very Important 86.4% 95.7% 100% 92.9% 

Absolutely essential 59.1% 78.3% 60.0% 78.6% 

Very important 27.3% 17.4% 40.0% 14.3% 

Moderately important 13.6% 4.3% 0.0% 7.1% 

 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 

As a 4th-grade Dan Patch teacher stated when discussing how stereotyping our 

students restricts student learning, “I feel as a staff we’ve moved past that and every 

child, I feel from my perspective, is looked at as what can I do to help this child? How 

can I grow them from where they are?” (Interview, 6/13/18). A Western Edge 2nd-grade 

teacher echoed this professional responsibility and pointed to a significant shift in 

education over the past generation when discussing the needs for educators to meet the 

need of all students when she stated,  

[T]he whole thing of just, you know, when we first started to say, 

‘okay, one size fits all’ and that has changed so much. I mean I can’t 

believe, if you’d have told me twenty years ago, told me you’re going 

to be doing this for this kid, this for these kids, this for this kid, right? 

And we did! I would never, I would have said you’re crazy and I do it! 

And I see, again, I see the results are good! (Interview, 6/22) 
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When it comes to accepting responsibility for the learning of all students, the data 

in Table 31 appears to be extremely positive with a mean of nearly 90%. However, there 

are some concerning results where nearly 10% of the staff surveyed across the four sites 

stated they only Sometimes accept responsibility for students that are exhibiting minimal 

progress. This result aligns with my belief that there is a professionalism gap in 

education. This professionalism gap exists where educators view some students and their 

ability to learn through a deficit lens and/or believe it is the responsibility of someone 

else, outside of their classroom and control, to ensure the learning of their students rather 

than working with a sense of urgency to collectively seek solutions, and follow through. 

As an adult, I rely on and trust the medical profession to take collective ownership over 

my health, use best practices, work collectively to seek solutions to my illness, and 

support my overall well-being.  If 10% of the medical profession believed it was the 

responsibility of someone else to accept the responsibility for caring for their patients, 

rather than working to find a solution, or spent time blaming me, my home life, and my 

genetics, there would be little respect for doctors across society. 

Educators must take ownership of the profession and begin a new professionalism 

by owning the learning process of students similarly to how the medical profession takes 

ownership of our health.  Parents typically are doing the best they can to raise their 

children, but there are many external barriers that impact the students we serve every day. 

An area of consistency and celebration across all sites, as indicated in Table 32 above, the 

survey participants perspective of the role parents or caretakers have in the education 

process, where it appears staff recognized that they are an important component for 
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student success, but ultimately, it is the responsibility of the school staff to function 

professionally to meet the needs of all students regardless of the challenges they provide. 

As James Black stated when discussing the culture at Prairie Lake,  

it was all about providing the best academic experience for all kids; you 

know, and we had a number of families where we were all they had, we 

had to deliver. We had to deliver the goods. It wasn’t going to happen 

otherwise (11/2/18). 

Secret Sauce of Greatness 

 While concluding each interview, participants were asked to share what they 

believed contributed to their schools achieving at such impressive levels. While visiting 

with two Prairie Lake teachers, one of them stated, “Oh, you want to know the secret 

sauce” (Interview, 6/11/18), which was a poignant question and the phrase, Secret Sauce 

was included for future interviews. Many of the responses from that final question, 

responses from the interview process, and research gathered during the literature review, 

produced the different items listed in the survey question, where participants were asked 

to rank order 20 different items that they believed were the Secret Sauce that leads 

schools to attain Greatness.  

As Table 34 below shows, across all schools and all survey participants, 

Collaboration ranked number one overall, which didn’t come as a surprise as that was 

something many interview participants discussed frequently.  Collaboration was part of 

the plan and the philosophy for the construction of Western Edge Elementary as was 
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described earlier in this chapter.  The idea of collaboration has been the foundation of one 

of the bigger educational trends of the past twenty years, Professional Learning 

Communities (PLC). Ranking second was Student-First Orientation which should be an 

expectation of all schools, particularly schools that have achieved and sustained high 

levels of success. The top two characteristics were consistent across all four schools that 

participated in the survey, but rounding out the top five categories, things became very 

random and inconsistent as displayed by the variety of colors utilized in Table 34 below. 

The different colors serve to bring some awareness of commonalities and differences 

between the four schools. 

Third overall was Trust in Colleagues which indicates a trusting relationship with 

one another throughout the school and is a significant contributor to Professional 

Community (Kruse & Louis, 2009) as described in Chapter 2, but it only appeared in the 

top five for two of the schools, Eagle View and Dan Patch, as indicated in yellow in 

Table 34 below. Several members at the three “Great” schools supported this idea when 

discussing the longevity of their staff,  

we watched each other get married and have children and our children 

go to college… we know everything about everyone. I mean, you're not 

only tied to that person professionally, you have a strong personal 

relationship. I mean you know I would say half the staff, let’s see, I 

would say half the people, I've been to weddings of half the people on 

the staff. I mean now they've got college kids (Interview, 6/21/18). 
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Table 34: Rank order what you believe to be the Secret Sauce to Greatness. 

Top 5 Results 

 
All Schools Eagle View 

Elementary 
Western Edge 

Elementary 
Dan Patch 

Elementary 
Prairie Lake 
Elementary 

1 Collaboration Collaboration Collaboration Collaboration Collaboration 

2 Student-First 
Orientation 

Student-First 
Orientation 

Student-First 
Orientation 

Student-First 
Orientation 

Student-First 
Orientation 

3 Trust in 
Colleagues 

Trust in 
Colleagues 

Academic 
Focus 

Academic 
Focus 

Strong 
Leadership 

Team 

4 Academic 
Focus 

Empowering 
Principal 

Empowering 
Principal 

Trust in 
Colleagues 

Behavioral 
Support 

5 Empowering 
Principal 

Trust in 
Principal 

Strong 
Leadership 

Team 

Strong 
Leadership 

Team 

Professional 
Autonomy 

 

Academic Focus (Table 34) is where the culture of the school is driven toward 

educational excellence for all students, aligns with Academic Press and Emphasis (R. D. 

Goddard, Sweetland, et al., 2000; Wayne K. Hoy & Miskel, 2013; Leithwood, Patten, & 

Jantzi, 2010) as described in Chapter 2, ranked fourth overall of the 20 factors measured, 

and as seen in Table 35 below, indicates the importance of academics within the school. 

Again, this category was in the top five of only two schools, Western Edge and Dan 

Patch, as indicated in red on the table above. Interesting, as described earlier in the 

chapter, a perspective of a Western Edge teacher new to the school culture perceived this 

differently during the interview when describing how amazing the school will be “if their 

delivery of academics catches up with their student engagement” (Interview, 6/15/18).  
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Also, a Prairie Lake teacher stated, “we are a very academic building, like everyone 

wants everyone to succeed” (Interview, 6/14/18), but this view doesn’t appear to be a 

shared theme across the school.  

Table 35: Secret Sauce Categories 

Secret Sauce Categories Eagle View 
Mean Rank 

“Great” Schools 
Mean Rank 

1. Collaboration with your team 2.5 3.4 

2. Prioritizing a Student-First Focus 4.55 3.94 

3. Trust in colleagues 6 7.91 

4. Empowering Principal 7.91 7.98 

5. Trust in the principal 8.09 9.06 

6. Social/Emotional Behavioral Support 8.09 10.17 

7. Professional Autonomy 9.41 7.85 

8. Focus on Strong Core Instruction 9.86 10.19 

9. Academic Focus 10.09 6.55 
10. Team Analysis of Student Achievement 

Data 10.1 11.7 

11. Strong Leadership Team 10.32 7.13 

12. Trust in students and families 10.7 12.5 

13. Academic Standards 10.77 9.77 

14. Parent Volunteers and Involvement  11.55 9.79 

15. Team Developed Instructional Resources 13.4 13.9 

16. Team Developed Common Assessments 13.5 13.3 

17. District-Provided Curriculum Resources 14.2 15.5 

18. Vulnerability of the principal 14.3 16.5 

19. Standardized Assessments 17.5 16.2 
20. Publisher Provided Common 

Assessments 18 17.1 
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While Academic Focus figured prominently across all schools, with a mean 

ranking of 4th and specifically high at Dan Patch and Western Edge, ranking 3rd, it did not 

make the top five at Prairie Lake or Eagle View Elementary (Table 35).  Interestingly, 

this category was considered a statistically significant difference between Eagle View 

and the “Great” schools with effect sizes ranging from 0.59 to 1.09 as shown in Table 36 

below (Cohen’s d, 0.886). This is a significant area of growth for Eagle View and 

supports many of the concerns shared throughout this study, such as the staff relying on 

the academic and economic privilege the student population arrives to school with, and 

staff failing to truly own the learning of all students, and as described in Chapter 4 as well 

in Table 19 previously, deflecting their struggles by placing blame elsewhere, rather than 

collectively owning student learning. The evidence that Academic Focus isn’t a priority 

at Eagle View is supported in Table 35 ranking ninth out of 20 categories. 

Table 36: Academic Focus and Effect Size 

School Comparison Effect Size 

Eagle View vs. Dan Patch 1.09 

Eagle View vs. Western Edge 1.02 

Eagle View vs. Prairie Lake 0.59 

 

Rounding out the top five was Empowering Principal, indicated by blue in Table 

34, appeared in the top five of only two schools, Eagle View and Western Edge.  While 

this was definitely a viewpoint shared by several of the Western Edge staff members such 

as a 1st-grade teacher saying how the principal says, “this isn’t about me, this is our 

school, it’s not my school, it’s our school” (Interview, 6/21/18). While the Eagle View 
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staff have a perspective that they would like to be empowered, since it is in their top five 

of 20 options in Table 34 above, Figure 6 below shows that less than 50% of the staff 

believe it happens frequently and nearly 30% believe it happens only occasionally. This 

result could indicate a desire for more empowerment or perhaps a lack of trust between 

principal and staff. Figure 6 also reflects an area for growth for Ben at Prairie Lake, with 

less than 40% of the staff believing they are frequently empowered. 

 

Figure 6: To what extent does your principal empower others? 

 

Another interesting finding with Table 34 above was Trust in Principal being 

highly rated at Eagle View, ranking 5th, but not at the “Great” schools where it ranked 6th 

highest at Western Edge and 10th at Prairie Lake and Dan Patch respectively.  This could 

be a statement by the Eagle View staff suggesting that they could ensure higher levels of 

learning for students if they had more trust in the principal, much like the Empowering 

Principal as described previously. Also, this could also be further indication of the 
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reliance on the principal that I’ve experienced at Eagle View and was discussed earlier in 

this chapter. 

 The “Great” schools appeared to value their Professional Autonomy and a Strong 

Leadership Team as more critical to the work they conduct on a day-to-day basis at their 

sites than Eagle View. In fact, Strong Leadership Team, appeared in the top five at the 

three “Great” Schools (Table 34), but is missing from the overall top five categories, and 

failed to appear in the top ten at Eagle View, ranking 11th. Two of Eagle View’s top five 

centered on the principal, Trust in Principal, and Empowering Principal, while all the 

other sites had only one category involving the principal in their top five, which was 

Empowering Principal at Western Edge.  

A general observation and analysis of the Secret Sauce survey results and my 

personal experiences at Eagle View point to this overreliance on and/or need for the 

principal. I believe the data indicate a dependence of the staff on the principal for staff to 

feel they can effectively do their job, rather than understanding, or accepting their role, as 

highly-qualified professionals and the experts of the classroom. As Table 35 shows, the 

following categories were prioritized higher at Eagle View than the “Great” Schools; 

District-provided Resources, Vulnerability of Principal, Trust in Principal, and Social 

Emotional/Behavioral Support.  These categories indicate a reliance on administration, 

particularly the principal, and supports my nearly six-year journey at Eagle View.  
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Chapter Summary 

 Promoting Greatness is a collective effort centered on teacher collaboration and 

a focus on student needs. “Great” schools are able to meet the needs of students by taking 

professional and collective responsibility for student learning rather than gazing through 

the window for others to take care of these needs. When the culture of the school has an 

academic focus and staff are empowered to take on leadership responsibilities, they 

become aligned to the concept of Promoting Greatness because the work is no longer 

about their personal or independent needs, rather it is centered on the needs of students 

and staff are held to that standard by the clarity the building principal provides.   
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Chapter 8 

Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations 

Three research questions guided this multi-site, mixed methods case study  

This study sought to ask and answer the following questions about what makes “Great” 

schools great: 

1. How does staff judgments of student ability and background impact student 

achievement?  

2. What are the cultural characteristics of Great schools regarding beliefs about 

students, including student ability and background and identity? How do such 

schools reduce identity and stereotype threats to students? 

3. How does leadership within Great school’s influence faculty beliefs about 

students and families to create an equitable school community and culture 

leading to higher levels of student learning? 

Summary Discussion of Question 1 – Faculty Judgments of Students 

 The judgments made by staff about student ability and background certainly 

appear to have some impact, but the most significant outcome in this area appears to 

come in the area of staff taking ownership of student academic and SE learning.  The 

schools of Western Edge and Dan Patch provided evidence throughout the study about 

their cohesiveness as a staff, how they have been empowered by the principal to take 

risks and feel some professional autonomy to do what is needed to support students.  

 The areas of staff judgment, stereotyping and deficit thinking applied toward 

student abilities, effort and behavior, the support of staff by the families, and concerns 
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about the effectiveness of current leadership appeared to be more apparent at Eagle View 

and Prairie Lake, leading to barriers to change these perspectives of the staff. Survey and 

interview data throughout the study repeatedly indicated apprehension to follow and/or a 

lack of trust regarding the current principal at Prairie Lake. Interviewed staff frequently 

shared their admiration for their previous principal with a nostalgic perspective, and 

repeatedly shared stories about how challenging the current principal’s first years were.   

Meanwhile, Eagle View’s survey data shows an ownership deficit of student 

academic and SE learning, pointing to an overreliance on the principal to solve academic 

and behavioral issues, a need for more resources to meet the needs of students, a reliance 

on special education and/or intervention support, and blaming families for their lack of 

support when students aren’t achieving or behaving in an acceptable manner.  

The “Great” schools appear to have a collective understanding that they will work 

to meet the needs of all students, where they presently are, and work to move them to 

where they need to be; regardless of backgrounds or other external circumstances. Prairie 

Lake has a trust deficit with their principal, but staff appear to be fairly unified in their 

dedication to helping meet student needs; however, the staff have expressed their 

appreciation of him working to meet their expectations, as they have moved to meet his.  

Eagle View staff have struggled with fully unifying as a staff and functioning as a 

Collective Dominion, taking full authority of student success while at school. They too 

frequently look to others to take ownership of the students they struggle with, rather than 

collaborating with others to find solutions. 
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All sites have areas for growth, but the most significant benefit for each site 

would be to continue to grow in their ability to function collectively for the betterment of 

all students and staff. As a retired principal shared, “I always believed teaching is too 

hard to do it all by yourself” (Interview, 11/18/18), and staff must work collectively to 

hold one another accountable so all students are provided a barrier-free and equitable 

education at school. 

Summary Discussion of Question 2 – Cultural Characteristics of “Great” Schools 

“Great” schools have cultures of high expectations, collaborative teams focused 

on student learning, but perhaps most importantly, the staff have a strong sense of 

belonging, similar to a family, or what anthropologists refer to as a fictive kinship. These 

study sites described this strong kinship with examples of attending the weddings, 

graduations, parties, etc. of their colleagues, and genuinely caring for one another.   

The staff at the “Great” schools were afforded long and stable principal 

leadership, with two of the principals designing the building and self-selecting the staff, 

while the other principal served the school for well over 20 years, allowing him to form 

the staff and culture he envisioned. When each principal left, two to retirement and one 

transferring to another site, the staff had extreme levels of anxiety starting over with a 

new leader and shared concerns that they would lose the culture of their school with the 

new leader. In two of the schools, the transition was smooth and there appeared to be a 

solid match of new principal to the existing culture. However, one of the schools hired a 

principal whose style and personality was polar opposite of the previous leader, creating 

significant issues grounded in trust.  
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This finding leads me to surmise, that when staff view a disconnect with the 

socially accepted school culture and the new leader, there is a trust deficit with 

leadership, leading to staffing questioning the focus of the school and staff likely 

believing their own SE needs are not being met. Education is a profession that involves a 

significant amount of emotional labor (Beck, 2018; Goldenberg et al., 2014) which is the 

invisible and unpaid work, often occurring outside of regular contract hours. These 

“emotional investments” (Demerath, 2017) take a physical and mental toll on education 

professionals. This important work can either unify or split a staff, especially in situations 

where there is a trust deficit with newer leadership because a school staff “becomes 

family-like for a lot of people” (Beck, 2018).  If their new leader isn’t recognizing this 

emotional labor or intentionally fostering a sense of belonging across the school culture, 

disconnect increases and student learning is impacted through authentic empathy to the 

in-group, or those with social capital, and inauthentic caring to other groups (Levy et al., 

2017). The inauthentic caring reveals itself through blaming students, families and/or the 

leadership for their frustrations, rather than functioning as a unified and collective 

dominion over all members of the school. 

Summary Discussion of Question 3 – Cultural Influence of Leadership  

 Leadership has a significant influence on the success of the school. “Great” 

schools have leaders that distribute leadership to others to engage and share in decision 

making.  They have principals that set clear expectations, stand tight and hold staff to 

those expectations, while remaining loose in certain aspects; empowering staff to find 

their way and take risks to meet the needs of students. 
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 Successful principals create a Protective Umbrella, where they shield staff from 

external decisions that do not fit the established culture of the school, support their needs 

creating a cohesive environment, trust their staff to function as professionals, and create 

structures and systems of support to provide opportunities to distribute leadership and 

learn from one another. 

 These principals also enact a Symbiotic Humanity that serves as the foundation 

for Greatness which provides staff psychological safety allowing them to take risks and 

collaborate in generous teams to proactively support one another. Principals that display 

this level of humanity create a symbiotic relationship of vulnerability where both 

principals and staff engage in story-telling, share emotions, and support one another for 

the betterment of the organization, ultimately developing consanguinity, or ties similar to 

those that a family would share. 

 Finally, principals influence the culture of a school by Promoting Greatness.  

Principals serve as the master gardener of the school; planting seeds of expectations 

through their daily communication; working the soil to ensure staff have what is needed 

to effectively do their job; consistently watering the garden with constructive feedback 

and providing sunshine through compliments when needed and finally by weeding the 

area of unnecessary conflicts or removing potential toxins from the garden. This 

cultivation of the school culture establishes a level of professionalism that should be 

explored at other schools struggling to improve. 
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Key Factors Related to Greatness 

 This study explored factors that have created school cultures where students 

achieve at high levels. These schools consistently prioritize two things: collaboration with 

one another, and a student-first orientation. When the adults in the school understand 

their role in education begins with a focus on the needs of the student, and that they are 

most effective in accomplishing this by collaborating with one another, they have started 

off on the right foot.  

 A great deal of scholarly work and evidence of implementation has been 

discussed, written about, and marketed over the past twenty years about Professional 

Learning Communities (PLC) and their impact on student learning. What this study 

found, supported the work of those before (Barth et al., 2005; A. Bryk & Gomez, 2010; 

DuFour et al., 2016; Louis, 2006), but a common problem that schools encounter when 

working to develop a school culture that functions as a PLC, staff frequently place the 

initial focus in the wrong area. Schools attempt to improve their school by creating time 

and physical spaces to encourage collaboration, which runs counter to adult comfort and 

challenges the current school culture. As the study schools demonstrated, the Secret 

Sauce of Greatness is created by reversing the acronym ‘PLC’ and implement it as 

‘CLP’. The assumption is that the staff at school function at high levels of professionals, 

but schools must begin any change differently. 

The “Great” schools had a long and steady investment in the “C” or Community 

of PLC before anything else. This focus on community begins with an aligned mission 

and vision, an understanding of establishing a student-first orientation, and a building-
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wide collective dominion for the academic and social emotional learning of all students 

throughout. This community at two of the sites had its genesis through the construction of 

the building, designed with grade level wings and no classroom doors to create spaces for 

collaboration, but most importantly, the principal’s established and followed-through 

with that expectation of collaboration around student learning. Trust is established in the 

community by a creating psychologically safe environment where staff have a strong 

sense of belonging, similar to that of a family.  This consanguinity allows staff autonomy 

to invest in their own learning. 

 

Figure 7: Secrets of School Greatness & PLC Pyramid  
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Psychologically safe and 
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empowering and 

relational leader, creating 
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becomes the foundation 

for a “Great” School. 
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collaboration and risk-taking, 
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needs of all students. 
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Promoting 
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The cultural influence of leadership 

promotes greatness by insisting staff 
function professionally by fully 
accepting the responsibility of 

ensuring learning for all students, 
without exception, by working as a 
Collective Dominion, understanding 

that through this fictive kinship, it 
their obligation to provide all 

students their best opportunity to 
build their future. 

3 

Remmert 2019 
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With a cohesive community and a trusted principal that works to empower staff, 

they are more likely to engage in collaborative risk-taking in an effort to ensure higher 

levels of student learning and engagement. The “L” or Learning of PLC won’t 

impactfully happen for staff until the “C” has been established across the culture. When a 

new principal begins at a site, the learning of staff and students is negatively impacted if 

there is a disconnect between the existing culture and the new principal. Staff are less 

likely to work collaboratively, retreating to the four walls of their classroom and are 

cautious to try something new for fear of falling out of alignment. When trust is re-

established, staff will again professionally invest in their learning to more effectively 

meet the needs of their students, functioning as a collective dominion for all students. 

 “Great” schools function as a collective dominion marked by a healthy, positive, 

and shared emotion culture developed to support the academic, social, and emotional 

successes and struggles for all students. This establishes a level of professionalism, the 

“P” of PLC, where the staff are collectively and horizontally aligned in their grade and 

department alike teams, but also are invested in the vertical responsibility of meeting the 

needs of every student where they are presently, regardless of backgrounds or barriers to 

their learning. This collective effort prepares students for success in the next grade level 

or subject, supports their colleagues, successfully engages parents in trusting 

relationships with the school, increases the self and collective efficacy of staff members, 

and moves a Good school to a new level of Greatness.  
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Future Research 

 This study of the Secrets of School Greatness in three suburban elementary 

schools in Minnesota can be used when school leaders and teachers are struggling to 

improve their current site, but also to suggest direction for future efforts to improve 

student learning elsewhere: 

1. This study did not represent low or average performing schools and any 

cultural differences between those schools and the “Great” Schools. 

Further studies should attempt to identify the cultural differences and 

reliance of staff on administration to effectively do their job. 

2. This study focused on my personal perspective of how Eagle View 

functions and did not include interviews of the staff, which is a biased 

reflection. Future studies should involve schools without any potential 

conflicts.  

3. Future studies should include more high-performing sites that are more 

representative of other economic and racial demographics, including sites 

that are succeeding within cities and in rural areas. 

4. The process of selecting and retaining staff was part of the interview and 

survey portions of the study but evidence was inconclusive. Future studies 

should explore principal practices that assist in the creation of “Great” 

Schools. 
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5. Future studies should further investigate the ideas of creating a sense of 

urgency around student achievement and how some leaders and schools 

harness this emotion. 

Toward a New Professionalism of Education 

The education profession has been functioning much like a puppet with strings, 

moving at the will of external systems, much as a puppet master manipulates the 

movements of a puppet. These external mandates, such as NCLB and ESSA as described 

in Chapter 1 can be a daunting reality, however there are schools that have reached and 

maintained a level of Greatness regardless of the hierarchical mandates and shifts over 

time. The “Great” schools have taken control of their own destiny by functioning as high-

level professionals, taking collective dominion over their school and the students who 

attend.  These schools have a greater percentage of staff that view education and 

educators as professionals and are treated professionally by their school and overall 

community. When schools pick and choose moments of professionalism by deflecting 

ownership of student learning, stereotyping students and their families, expecting others 

to solve academic and SE issues of the student for them, expecting new materials or 

resources to be the solution for students that are struggling, or peering out the window to 

blame their students and families for their struggles to learn, the entire education 

profession loses credibility.  

The “Great” schools have provided some insight to what the New Professionalism 

of Education can be. It starts by functioning as a Professional Learning Community, but 

working in reverse:  



202 
 

• Community; the principal, in unity with and the empowerment of, the leadership 

team establishes a psychologically safe environment of high expectations, where 

education professionals have a sense of belonging, work collaboratively to seek 

solutions to best meet the needs of students and staff, and function with a sense of 

family or consanguinity. A teacher provided an example of their school 

community by describing what is generally expected of teachers at their site by 

sharing, “I don't think a good teacher is ever completely satisfied with what 

they're doing, if they're truly a good teacher” (Interview, 6/21/18). 

• Learning; staff are committed to their own continuous learning, are provided 

individual and collective autonomy to securely and confidently engage in risk-

taking to best meet the needs of all students, leading to the development of self-

efficacy for the individual professional. This commitment was best described by a 

primary teacher stating, “The problem for me is I'm a learning addict” (Interview, 

6/21/18). 

• Professional; staff develop collective efficacy through their collaborative efforts, 

working to find solutions for all students, claiming full authority, or dominion 

over student learning, through the recognition and commitment to the success for 

all members of the school community. A seasoned staff member at Dan Patch 

describes her professional commitment to her craft by explaining, “I guess being 

someone who was constantly reflecting and reacting to either my own course of 

action, my attitude, or my learning” (Interview, 6/14/18). 
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The “Great” schools set themselves apart from other schools because of their 

Collective Dominion, where staff collectively claim full ownership and responsibility for 

the successes and struggles of every student. As a principal described in a statement of 

appreciation of the professionalism of the staff, “They want to keep learning, keep 

growing, and that's all you can ask as an administrator” (Interview, 6/13/18)
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Appendix A: Sample Staff Invitation and Consent 

April 22, 2018 

 

Dear STAFF MEMBER,  

 

As a colleague, I am excited to be reaching out to you to participate in this study to help 

me gain a better understanding of how the systems and culture of your site ensure high 

levels of student learning. As an elementary principal at Eagle View Elementary with 

New Prague Areas Schools and a graduate student at the University of Minnesota 

pursuing my PhD through the Organizational Leadership Policy and Development 

executive program, the purpose of the study is to investigate in-school factors that lead to 

school improvement and high levels of student learning.  

 

I selected your school to participate in this study because of your incredible and 

consistent results on the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments (MCAs). While 

analyzing your results, SCHOOL NAME stood out as an example of a school that is 

performing at high levels regardless of student demographics.  

 

If you agree to participate in this study, I ask that you participate in a 1:1 interview and 

allow me to record our interview so I am able to transcribe it and use it as part of my data 

collection and final dissertation. Also, I request that I be able to visit one of your 

leadership team meetings this spring and perhaps another in the fall to gather further 

insight, as well as interview a few members of your leadership team.  The records of this 

study will be kept private and will not include any information that will make it possible 

to identify a subject. Upon completion, I will share the findings of the study with you for 

your reference and I would be more than happy to confer with you about how the 

findings from the study might be useful for your improvement journey.  Also, because 
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you are the leader of SCHOOL NAME, if there is anything you’d like me to keep an eye 

out for during my interviews and visit that could assist in your journey, please let me 

know. 

 

I encourage you to ask any questions you may have at any time, as I will be the 

researcher under the guidance of my advisor, Dr. Peter Demerath at the University of 

Minnesota. Dr. Demerath’s contact information is, email: pwd@umn.edu and phone: 

612-626-0768. The participation in this research study is completely voluntary, there will 

be no compensation for participation. My hope is that this study will help all schools on 

the path to improvement, benefit teachers and leaders, assist policymakers in their 

decision making, and ultimately lead to higher levels of learning for all students. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration of this invitation. If you have any questions or 

concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone else you are encouraged 

to contact the Research Subjects’ Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. 

Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455; (612) 625-1650. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

Will Remmert 

remme061@umn.edu 

952-381-5936 
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CONSENT FOR PARTICIPATION IN SOCIAL AND BEHAVIORAL 

RESEARCH 

I consent to participate in research entitled: 

How the Cultural Influence of Leadership Impacts Student Learning 

Will Remmert, Ph.D. candidate, Department of Organizational Leadership Policy 

and Development - University of Minnesota, Principal Investigator 

  

Will Remmert has explained the purpose of the study, the procedures to be followed, and 

the expected duration of my participation. Possible benefits of the study have been 

described, and I acknowledge that I have the opportunity to obtain additional information 

about it. Furthermore, I understand that the consent of participants is required for the 

recording of interviews, and that I am free to withdraw consent at any time and 

discontinue participation in the study without prejudice to myself. 

 

My signature indicates that I have read the information above and have given permission 

to participate in a study of in-school factors leading to high-levels of student learning at 

SCHOOL NAME. A letter describing the study has been given to me. 

 

______________________      _____________ 
Staff Member Signature       Date 
 
______________________      _____________ 
Researcher Signature        Date 
 
 
Please return to Will Remmert or SCHOOL ADMINISTRATOR, SCHOOL OFFICE 
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Appendix B: Staff Interview Questions 

Name: 
Role: 

Questions 
1. What is it like to work here? 
 
2. What are some ways you and your team have tried to bring about 

improvement? 
 
3. Does the work of school improvement involve emotion at all?  

a. How? 

4. How have you gone about empowering your teachers? 
 
5. When thinking about the staff, are there one or two staff members who have 

evolved in their thinking about student capabilities? 
a. Tell me more about that. 
b. What were the levers that led to that shift? 

 
6. Could you talk about how the leadership team actually works? 

a. How does it come to its decisions or recommendations? 
b. What are its ideals and how do they translate to work in practice? 
c. Can you tell me about a time when…? 

 
7. Can you describe a time when the principal challenged the beliefs/assumptions 

of a staff member? 
a. How did she/he do this? 
b. What was the outcome? 

 
8. Can you tell me how your approach to leadership(teaching) has changed over 

time? 
a. What influenced you to change in this way?  

i. Principal/Colleagues/ 
ii. What were the levers for this change? 
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9. Tell me about how your professional learning has impacted the culture of the 
school? 

a. Was this done individually or collaboratively?  
b. How? 

 
10. What structures/systems are in place to ensure high levels of learning for all 

students? 
 
11. How has trust been established among your collaborative teams? 

a. Leadership Team? 
 
12. How have you, or others, shaped the culture of the school? 

a. Have they held certain important beliefs (student capabilities, shared 
leadership, collaborative learning, etc.) which others have adopted? 

 

13. Is there anything else I might need to know about what it’s like to be a member 
of the leadership team at this school?  

a. Or generally a member of this school? 
 

14. Any questions for me? 
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Appendix C: Grounded Survey  

As an elementary principal at Eagle View Elementary with New Prague Area 

Schools and PhD student in the Organizational Leadership Policy and Development 

(OLPD) department at the University of Minnesota, I am reaching out to you asking for 

your participation in a short survey. The purpose of the study is to investigate in-school 

factors that lead to school improvement and high levels of student learning. Your 

perspective is critical to my study. 

Your participation in this research study is completely voluntary, all responses 

will be confidential, and responses will be compiled together and analyzed as a group, 

and there will be no compensation for participation. My hope is that this study will help 

all schools on the path to improvement, will benefit teachers and leaders, assist 

policymakers in their decision making, and ultimately lead to higher levels of learning for 

all students.                    

I will be the researcher under the guidance of my advisor, Dr. Peter Demerath at 

the University of Minnesota. Dr. Demerath’s contact information is: email: 

pwd@umn.edu and phone: 612-626-0768.  

Thank you for your time and consideration of this invitation. If you have any 

questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone else you are 

encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware 

St. Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455; (612) 625-1650.   

Thank you for your willingness to participate in this survey; it will take approximately 15 

minutes to complete.     

 

Sincerely, Will Remmert 

remme061@umn.edu 

 

If you wish to continue on to the survey, please check the agree box below. 

o I agree to participate  
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1. My school has an established school culture of shared commitments and collective 
responsibility to ensure high levels of learning for all students. 

o Strongly agree  

o Agree  

o Neither agree nor disagree  

o Disagree  

o Strongly disagree  
 
 

2. What is your comfort level in approaching your principal with professional issues or 
concerns? 

o Extremely comfortable  

o Very comfortable  

o Moderately comfortable  

o Slightly comfortable  

o Not comfortable at all  
 
3. What is your comfort level in approaching your principal with personal issues or 

concerns? 

o Extremely comfortable  

o Very comfortable  

o Moderately comfortable  

o Slightly comfortable  

o Not comfortable at all  
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4. The degree that your school is focused on making decisions based on what’s best for 
students’ academic success. 

o Almost always  

o Often  

o Sometimes  

o Seldom  

o Never  
 
5. Our school is focused on making decisions based on what’s best for students 

personal, social, and emotional success. 

o Almost always  

o Often  

o Sometimes  

o Seldom  

o Never  
 
6. Rank order, with 1 being the most significant, who is primarily responsible for 

student learning?   
______ The principal 
______ The teacher 
______ The parents or caretakers 
______ The student 

 
7. How critical is your role in the process of ensuring high levels of learning for all 

students? 

o Absolutely essential  

o Very important  

o Moderately important  
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o Slightly important  

o Not important at all  
8. When a student is showing minimal progress, to what extent do you accept 

responsibility? 

o Always  

o Often  

o Sometimes  

o Seldom  

o Never  
 
9. To what extent does your principal empower others? 

o Always  

o Frequently  

o Occasionally  

o Rarely  

o Never  
 

10. Do you believe your principal has a pulse on staff morale? 

o Always  

o Usually  

o About half the time  

o Seldom  

o Never  
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11. How would you rate your sense of belonging as a member of the staff? 

o Very high  

o Above average  

o Average  

o Below average  

o Very low  
 
12. To what extent do you understand what is expected of you by your principal? 

o Always  

o Frequently  

o Occasionally  

o Rarely  

o Never  
 
13. Do you feel valued as a professional by your principal? 

o Always  

o Frequently  

o Occasionally  

o Rarely  

o Never  
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14. Do you feel valued as a professional by your colleagues? 

o Always  

o Frequently  

o Occasionally  

o Rarely  

o Never  
 
15. Do you feel valued as a professional by your families? 

o Always  

o Frequently  

o Occasionally  

o Rarely  

o Never  
 
16. What barriers are in place that prevent you from involving families/community 

volunteers or partnerships in your daily school activities? Select up to three. 

▢ Our school doesn't welcome volunteers  

▢ We have overly involved families  

▢ Fear of volunteers judging our ability to effectively teach and manage our  
students  

▢ Inconsistent support  

▢ Fear of gossiping or breach of confidentiality by volunteers  
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▢ Other ________________________________________________ 
 
17. How has your principal displayed her/his humanity? Select all that apply. 

▢ Displaying emotion (tears, anger, humility)  

▢ Sharing personal stories  

▢ Modeling reflective practices  

▢ Being available to you as a de facto counselor  

▢ Encouraging you to physically and mentally take care of your self  

▢ Encouraging you to prioritize family over school  

▢ Other ________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
18. When you principal has shared her/his humanity (displaying emotion, promoting 

goofiness, expressing frustration, sharing stories, etc.) with you, how did that make 
you feel? 

o Uncomfortable  

o It enhanced my trust of her/his leadership  

o Lost confidence in her/his ability to lead  

o Increased my pride as a member of the school community  

o Other ________________________________________________ 
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19. What do you believe is the "secret sauce" that drives a school to attain Greatness?  
Rank order, with 1 being the most important factor for attaining Greatness. 
______ Collaboration with your team 

______ Involvement and volunteers from families/caretakers/community 

______ Strong leadership team 

______ Academic focus 

______ Empowering principal 

______ Professional autonomy 

______ Academic standards 

______ Student-first prioritization 

______ Focus on strong core instruction 

______ Team analysis of student achievement data 

______ Standardized assessments 

______ Team developed common assessments 

______ Publisher provided common assessments 

______ District-provided curriculum resources 

______ Team developed instructional resources 

______ Trust in the principal 

______ Trust in colleagues 

______ Trust in students and families 

______ Vulnerability of the principal 

______ Behavioral support 

______ Other 



240 
 

20. How has your principal motivated you to improve as a teacher? (Choose up to 5) 

▢ He/she hasn't  

▢ Their charisma  

▢ School-based directives  

▢ Granting me professional autonomy  

▢ Providing professional development opportunities  

▢ Staff meetings  

▢ Data meetings  

▢ Principal purchasing resources for my classroom  

▢ Professional goal setting with my principal  

▢ Their suggestions for future growth  

▢ Sharing his/her personal and professional successes and struggles  

▢ Celebrating and acknowledging individual and team successes  

▢ Celebrating and acknowledging individual and team risk-taking  

▢ Showing confidence in you and your strengths  

▢ Entrusting me with responsibility  



241 
 

▢ Other ________________________________________________ 
21. Prioritize the top three structures/systems employed in your school that have 

positively impacted student learning. 
______ Building Leadership Team (team working directly with the principal to lead 

the school) 

______ Data Team (team working to analyze data to support student learning) 

______ Equity Team (team working to develop equitable opportunities for all) 

______ Problem Solving Team (team working proactively to support student 

learning) 

______ Child Study/Special Education Assessment Team (team working to support 

students with more significant learning and emotional needs) 

______ Core Collaborative Team (PLCs/grade level/department/etc.) 

______ Other 

 
22. Prioritize the following words or phrases to best characterize your school. (1 being 

most similar) 
______ Utopia 

______ Cult-like 

______ Professional Learning Community 

______ Work in progress 

______ Professionally safe and secure 

______ Personally safe and secure 

______ Family 

______ Student-centered 
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______ Adult-centered 

______ Team 

______ Other 

23. To what extent do I trust my principal to make appropriate personnel decisions likely 
to positively impact my team, student learning and the overall school community? 

o To a great extent  

o Somewhat  

o Neutral  

o Very little  

o Not at all  
 
24. To what extent does my principal push me to grow professionally? 

o To a great extent  

o Somewhat  

o Neutral  

o Very little  

o Not at all  
 
25. To what extent do you explore training and resources outside of what the school or 

district provides? 

o To a great extent  

o Somewhat  

o Neutral  

o Very little  
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o Not at all  
 
26. Please feel free to add any stories or examples that you believe describe your personal 

or professional journey toward Greatness. 
 
 
 
27. Name of your school 

- Eagle View Elementary 
- Dan Patch Elementary 
- Prairie Lake Elementary 
- Western Edge Elementary 

 
 
28. Please identify which best describes your current position. 

o Classroom Teacher  

o Specialist (Art, Music, PE, Media, etc.)  

o Special Education  

o Interventionist  

o Instructional Coach  

o Administrator  

o Counselor/Social Worker  

o Other ________________________________________________ 
 
 
29. Years of experience, including this year. 

o 1-5 years  

o 6-10 years  

o 11-15 years  
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o 16-20 years  

o 21-25 years  

o 26-30 years  

o 31-35 years  

o 35+ years  
 

30. Highest Degree Attained 

o Bachelors  

o Masters  

o Specialty Licensure (ELL, Reading, Technology, Principal, Superintendent, etc.)  

o Doctorate  

o Other ________________________________________________ 
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Appendix D: Leadership Team and Site Visit Notes - Example 

 
Western Edge Elementary – Laketown Area Public Schools – Leadership Team Meeting 
8:00-9:00 

School Mission: The mission of Western Edge Elementary School is “Working Together 
– Learning Forever.” 

 
April 24, 2018 
 

• Hero – therapy dog in the office – similar to Prairie Lake 

• Travis Olafson, principal – replaced the traditional desk in his office with a 4-6-

person high-top table to keep himself moving 

o Some staff don’t like it because TO is already tall and it is hard for them to 

get on the tall chairs – ha-ha 

• Conducted a pre-meeting with his secretary from 7:50-8:00 to discuss any 

managerial “things” 

o Ordered certain pens he liked “so I stop stealing yours…” 

o Discussed PTO items that needed to be taken care of  

• Led to the conference room in the main office area – decorated with a mix of 

student work and other pictures 

o I conducted small talk with a few members that I knew from when I was a 

teacher in Lakeville Schools from 1997-2004 

o Stated off introducing me and I shared my purpose for the visit and my 

desire to interview members later in the school year and in the summer if 

that works best for their schedule 

o 12 members on the team – grade level, specialists, counselor and Learning 

Specialist represented 

 

 
 
 

Counselor K SPED        2nd     4th         Secretary 
 
 
           Principal 
 
Me 1st  3rd  5th   PE     

Absent: 
Learning 
Specialist 

Projector 
 



246 
 

 
 
 

• Main item for discussion was around enrollment numbers for 2018-2019 school 

year 

o “good to be discussing adding vs. reducing” – one member 

o Big Open Enrollment numbers 

§ 16 kindergarteners wanting to open enroll at Western Edge and if 

they don’t get Western Edge, they don’t want Laketown schools… 

so the district would love to find a way to make it happen. 

§ Brainstorming options 

• Portables 

• Move the DCD SPED program 

• Put specialists on a cart 

o “We are already held together by duct tape and 

string” 

• Teachers openly bantering back and forth discussing the 

positives and negatives of all the options – humor used 

frequently. 

o 5th grade teacher “we want to be inclusive but why 

do they target us for open enrollment – I think we 

respectfully decline” 

o TA – “We won’t say no for political reasons” 

• 5th grade teacher “the DCD program makes us who we are 

– it helps other kids develop that empathy for those kids” 

o Concerns about inequity “moving the DCD program 

out negatively changes our culture” 

o Another member joked about their demographics 

saying people “already think we have limos 
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dropping off kids and now they’re kicking out the 

SPED kids?” 

• Discussion that other schools have more space 

o TA shared that there is a disconnect with some at 

the DO 

§ Mark (superintendent) understands what is 

happening at Western Edge, but Tony 

(Assistant Superintendent???) does not get 

it. 

• TO stated that he will share: 

o “If one of these changes happens, aren’t we 

damaging the Western Edge way?” 

o “We’ve looked at all the options and are open to 

others if there are some.” 

o He shared with the team that: “My voice is the same 

as your voice” 

o He also reassured them that people are choosing 

Western Edge because “This is a celebration 

because people want to come here.” 

• They collectively decided to craft a message to share with 

their teams and the rest of the school to “be transparent” 

• Another reality is that specialists would have to have more 

staffing because their schedules are already full and there 

isn’t room for additional specialists to teach.   

o Plus, concerns over legal space in the gym and 

cafeteria… 

• TO “Once more celebration, I thank you for your voice.” 

• 8:45  

o Draft of Master Schedule for 18-19 
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§ Rotation of early/late preps – established several years in the past 

to ensure equity for adults, but also to ensure K&1 have preps and 

lunch times that work for the kids 

§ WIN Time priority for student support structures 

§ Recess before lunch for most grade levels 

• Trying to maintain the role of noon supervisors to maintain 

more availability for student learning & support 

§ TO stated after the 5th grade teacher shared an opinion about what 

he believes is critical in the schedule – “My perspective is the same 

as ‘teacher’s’, if we look at it from the student perspective, the 

schedule works well for adults” 

• SPED teacher joked – “if we can change the school starting 

and ending time to earlier, tell them (the DO) that we will 

take those extra kids (from the earlier OE conversation)” – 

lots of laughter 

• 8:52 

o Student Council - $2800 stipend paid by PTO after district level budget 

cuts several years back. The PTO feels they can no longer sustain it. 

§ History is during the budget cuts, the PTO wanted to keep student 

council and offered to pick it up – but now there are new leaders 

with the PTO and many additional requests so they don’t feel it can 

be sustained. 

§ There are also several contractual issues that restrict 

clubs/activities and they are able to choose two(?) that will be 

district funded. 

• TO “I’ve made the decision to fund Safety Patrol because it 

keeps students safe and keeps staff from having to do 

supervision” 

• 1st Grade teacher = “Can we charge kids to be in the club?” 
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o Referring to a way to get around the 

district/contractual verbiage 

o TO we need to figure out “what is the purpose of 

the club” 

• TO “I’m after student leadership and a way to fund it.” 

§ More conversations to be continued later… 

• 9:00 meeting adjourned 

 

General comments and observations made throughout: 

• Previous principal Richard Dover opened the building in 1996 and retired a few 

years ago 

o Many teachers commented how “Richard hired all of us” 

§ Lots of respect for him and holding onto the previous regime 

§ Genuine warmth and appreciation from the team for Travis 

o Two 2nd grade teachers work in a job-share situation where one teacher 

works 1st half of the day and the other the 2nd half.  The teachers insist on 

having a certain prep time and lunch time because it creates a seamless 

transition during the day.   

§ TO is working to remove that situation but is getting pushback 

from the two teachers “Richard always let us…” TO stated to me, 

“but that was a convenience for adults, not what is best for 

students.” 

• Will be curious how this turns out in fall 2018 

• Similar situation going into my second year at Washington 

with Connie/Becky 

 

Tour of school following the meeting 

• TO had to attend to a couple of student bus issues and parking lot issues, while 

greeting students and their families. 



250 
 

• Visited with a former colleague from Crystal Lake Elementary who is teaching 

PE at Western Edge – he stated he loves it and TO, and hopes he can stay there 

for many more years 

• Travis walked me through the school – but I had to rush back to my school to help 

proctor MCAs for some of my students and will get another tour in the near 

future. 

• He allowed me to pop into a couple of the classrooms of former colleagues and 

the teachers were open to me coming in – students didn’t appear to flinch with 

someone coming into the room 

• The classrooms have no doors and are clustered by grade-level with some 

exceptions due to grades with additional sections…  

o They are open to a shared work space with tables and resources for all, 

some have a SPED room as well 

• The Media Center is being painted with bright colors and flags were created to 

represent a new initiative to allow for kids to be grouped vertically in an all-

school culture building based on the work of the Ron Clark Academy 

o Several teachers have attended this training over the past few years and it 

has spurred many cultural changes for the school 

o Many of his staff are driven by this and TO commented that he “trying to 

get creative to figure out how to find money to get more people to be 

trained” 

o We stopped into several rooms where teachers were using drums and 

leading the different groups of kids in their rooms in the chants they 

created that represent the vertical team they are part of 

§ The students appeared to truly enjoy the chants 

• Travis and I wrapped up the initial tour with conversation about how we can meet 

up again in the near future for a more comprehensive tour and he asked if he 

could come visit Eagle View as well – showing a desire for his continued growth 

as well 
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Appendix E: Western Edge Elementary Leadership Team Agenda 
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Appendix F: Dan Patch Elementary Leadership Team Agenda 
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Appendix G: Prairie Lake Elementary Leadership Team Agenda 

 

4/4/18 

 

Things to discuss: 

 

  

2.  Activity Day-Read this feedback https://docs.google.com/document/d/1-

T0g2WqKiTZobqBxQaZ-ecrT_lZPGr5TwB8Qh-XhxME/edit?usp=sharing 

 

3. Budgets and Spending-Classroom funds, parent costs, wipes, field trips and more! 

 

4. School Supplies- 

Krista needs feedback...PTO is looking for  company.  

What items can be cut from the list? 

Can we assign the same color folders for all grades? 
Red-Reading 
Blue-Writing 
Green-Math 
Purple-Social Studies/Science or (content) 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


