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From the Vascd president & Executive director

Linda Hyslop, Executive Director
Virginia ASCD

Betsy Poulsen, President
Virginia ASCD (2010-2012)

Welcome to this year’s issue of Virginia Educational Leadership, brought to you 

in e-journal format.  We invite you to read about research and best practices, 

engage with the authors, and consider submitting an article about your work for 

next year’s journal.

We draw your attention to this year’s Annual Conference line-up in Williamsburg 

on November 28-30.  Our conference theme, “Taking on Challenges in Teaching, 

Learning, and Leading,” focuses on the changes that are occurring in classrooms 

and schools across our state and country as we collaborate to strengthen K-12 

education and to offer the latest in best practices that will prepare students for 

college and the world of work.

Our pre-conference presenter is Heidi Hayes-Jacobs, author and editor of  

Curriculum 21: Essential Education for a Changing World. Heidi will spend the 

day focusing on what works to impact teachers, students, and schools.
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For the regular conference line-up, we will learn from Seth Kahan, author of 

Getting Change Right; Anthony Muhammad, author of Transforming School 
Culture; Diana Laufenberg, teacher at the Science Leadership Academy 

in Philadelphia; and Andy Hargreaves, author of Professional Capital: 
transforming teaching in every school.

In addition, we offer over 45 concurrent sessions facilitated by practicing educators 

and invite you to submit a proposal to present at our conference.  Full conference 

information is available on our website.

Enjoy the journal and contact either of us anytime with ideas for ways VASCD can 

better serve your needs as a professional educator.

The Vascd Board
Wants to Thank

BEtsy poulsEn, president

for her leadership of the organization
for the last two years.

supEr JoB!!
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Virginia aSCD Position Statement 
Teaching, Learning, and Leading for a Changing World

IRGINIA

recommendations 
VASCD supports teaching, learning, and leading that focuses on student success in 
a complex, rapidly changing world. This responsibility requires schools to provide 
essential skills that equip students to successfully navigate technological, societal, 
economic, informational, and demographic issues. 

position 
VASCD recognizes that although acquisition and application of core knowledge 
serve as building blocks to new learning, students must graduate with skills that 
go well beyond facts and content. Students should apply knowledge and skills to 
novel situations and authentic problems, demonstrating creativity, innovation, self-
reflection, and flexibility in thinking. In order to assess student learning in today’s 
world, testing and accountability systems must go beyond selected response tests to 
include the assessment of student-generated products. This shift requires that school 
leaders engage students and teachers in experiences that connect them with a wider 
learning community. 
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VASCD publications are not official publications of ASCD and the views expressed or implied in them should not be construed as official positions of ASCD.

rationale 
For students to thrive in a complex, interconnected world, they must be equipped 
with skills that allow them to serve as both participants in and leaders of change. 
The future will demand a citizenry capable of solving societal and ethical 
challenges. High quality instructional programs must include the use of advanced 
technologies to access and facilitate learning, interactions in learning communities 
that foster teamwork through inquiry and authentic problem solving, and 
environments where innovation and creativity are valued and practiced. Therefore, 
teachers and administrators must inspire students to achieve, to collaborate, and 
to respect diversity of thought and backgrounds. These essential approaches to 
teaching, learning, and leadership will prepare Virginia’s students for success in 
college and the workforce. 

- Adopted, September 2010
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S a v e  T h e s e  D a t e s !

September 20, 2012
Virginia ASCD 2012 Southwest Regional Conference

Southwest Virginia Higher Education Center

“Moving Forward with Instructional Tools and Strategies that Work”
featuring Bruce Oliver and Christopher Gareis

Registration online at www.vaascd.org    Members $195 • Non-Members $225

November 28-30, 2012

Virginia ASCD 2012 Annual Conference
Williamsburg Hotel & Conference Center (formerly Marriott - Kingsmill)

“Taking on Challenges in Teaching, Learning, and Leading”
Keynote Speakers:

Wednesday - Heidi Hayes-Jacobs
Thursday - Seth Kahan, Anthony Muhammad
Friday - Diana Laufenberg, Andy Hargreaves

Registration online at www.vaascd.org    

PreConference:   Members $195 • Non-Members $245
Conference:   Members $200 • Non-Members $250

Thursday $150  •  Friday $120
Student Rates Available Online
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From the Editor’s Desk

Eric Carbaugh, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor, Middle and Secondary 

Education, James Madison University

This year’s journal is themed Moving Forward: The Advancing Teacher, Learner, 
and Leader. As budgets and resources shrink, schools are increasingly relying on 
innovative ideas to ensure that the needs of students are met amongst difficult 
circumstances. It is with this backdrop that we are pleased to share with you six 
articles that illustrate how educators are advancing as teachers, learners, and leaders.

The first article is from Salem City Schools about the Growth Project, an initiative 
they have been developing to employ teacher evaluations that measure student 
growth throughout the year, not just performance at one point in time. Next, 
Rebuilding the American Culture of Applied Learning comes to us from Dr. 
Stuart Ervay, Dr. Climetine Clayburn, and Dr. Kirsten Limpert from Emporia State 
University. The authors explore a brief history of education in the United States in 
an effort to illustrate how technology standards can be successfully implemented to 
provide meaningful learning opportunities for our students. The third article in this 
year’s journal, Edulead: Regional Partnership. Regional Benefit., by Dr. Kate M. 
Cassada, Ms. Risha R. Berry, Dr. Thomas J. Shields, and Dr. Charol M. Shakeshaft, 
provides an interesting overview of a leadership-training program in the Richmond 
area that relies on community support to help local administrators achieve success. 
Next, Michael Neall and Julie Curry from Prince William County Schools describe 
a hybrid mentor-training program using web-based technology. Their article, 
Enhancing Mentor Training Using Web 2.0, includes both successes and challenges 
to implementing such a model. We also have an article by David Berry titled 
Making AYP: One Rural School’s Recipe for Success, which examines how one 
rural school managed to achieve success under seemingly difficult circumstances. 
Last, Laureen Avery, Jason Cervone, Lisa DiMartino, and Juan Lopez describe a 
framework used in Prince Edward County to help teachers become more reflective 
practitioners, titled Professional Learning Visits: Linking Practice to Student 
Achievement in Prince Edward County Public Schools.
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Finally, I wanted to say a special “thank you” to my colleagues at James Madison 
University, Doctors Jen Pease and Kristina Doubet, and also Amy Vanden Boogart 
from George Washington University, who all helped to provide high-quality 
feedback to our authors. Their support was essential in helping make this year’s 
journal a success.

Again, we hope you will enjoy the journal. Please join me in celebrating advances in 
teaching, leading, and learning!

           - Eric Carbaugh
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Call for Journal Articles!
The next issue of Virginia Educational Leadership, an 

online journal, will be published in the spring of 2013 
and will center on the theme, taking on challenges in 

teaching, learning, and leading. 

Check our website for updated information. Authors are encouraged to submit 
articles that span a wide range of topics. Specific sections include, but are not 
limited to: 
	 •	 	strides toward Excellence: Examples of successful professional 

development implementations, meaningful collaborations, or 
other positive transformations.

	 •	 	in practice: What school and classroom practices help students 
reach higher levels of success?

	 •	  research: Share the results of studies that relate to teaching, 
learning, and leadership.  

Please join in our efforts to celebrate the Commonwealth’s 
great educational work and workers! 

This journal is peer reviewed, so authors will receive feedback from at least 
two reviewers prior to being accepted for publication. Because this journal is 
published in an online format, authors should consider adding embedded videos, 
hyperlinks, slideshows, podcasts, audio or animations to enhance their articles. 
The deadline for submission of materials for the next issue is February 13, 
2013. Manuscripts should follow format and reference guidelines outlined in 
the Publication Manual of the American Psychology Association (APA). Include 
your professional title, workplace, mailing and e-mail addresses, and a one to 
three sentence summary.  If accepted, we will request a photo to be submitted. All 
manuscripts, book reviews, or other items should be sent to:

Virginia Educational leadership
E-mail:  linhyslop@aol.com

Phone:  804-458-9554

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 9 No. 1    201212



Mrs. Amanda G. Gibson
Teacher on Special Assignment- The Growth Project
Salem City Schools
510 South College Avenue; Salem, VA 24153
540-389-0130                             
agibson@salem.k12.va.us

Dr. H. Alan Seibert
Division Superintendent

Salem City Schools
510 South College Avenue; Salem, VA 24153

540-389-0130 
aseibert@salem.k12.va.us

overview
The Growth Project is an ongoing process in which Salem teachers and leaders 

are working together to design systems that measure and report student growth 

in meaningful ways, research compensation models, and revise our professional 

evaluation system to ensure that student growth is the centerpiece of our 

teacher and leader evaluations.

Efforts to use student growth measures as a component of the evaluation 

The salem city schools growth project

The Salem City Schools Growth Project is a highly participatory and ongoing 
process in which teachers and leaders are collaboratively designing systems to: 
1) measure and report student growth in all grade-levels/content-areas; 2) align 
professional evaluation systems to ensure that student growth is the centerpiece of 
teacher and leader evaluations; and 3) research strategic compensation models.
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process, and linking compensation to these measures, is an effort with support 

from both political parties and many private foundations. Because of the 

complexities involved with these issues, many unique challenges and concerns 

have been created, as well as numerous opportunities to engage professionals in 

developing superior solutions.

Salem City Schools’ Position of Strength
Thankfully, Salem City Schools is in a position to be proactive rather than 

reactive. We have been researching and implementing sound practices related 

to student growth division-wide for three years. Our emphasis on Assessment 

FOR Learning (AFL, also known as formative assessment) was intended first 

and foremost to improve student learning by giving students the descriptive 

feedback they need to inform their own learning, and to provide real-time 

information necessary for teachers to inform and adapt their instruction. 

 The Council of Chief State School Officers (2010) provides the following 

definition of formative assessment: “a process used by teachers and students 

during instruction that provides feedback to adjust ongoing teaching and 

learning to improve students’ achievement of intended instructional outcomes” 

(p. 9). Recognizing that the manner by which student progress is measured and 

reported was in need of a significant overhaul, we equipped ourselves with the 

practical experience, tools, and techniques necessary to measure and report 

student growth through our development of AFL practices. 

 The Growth Project was launched in spring of 2011. In order to bring this project 

to fruition, the district announced a Teacher on Special Assignment to serve as 

a leader and facilitator across grade levels and content areas regarding student 

growth, professional evaluation, and strategic compensation. The Teacher 

salEM city schools
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on Special Assignment’s primary purpose has been to ensure a high level of 

engagement for professional staff, to communicate progress, and to provide a 

high degree of transparency. The process is as follows:

Design Teams (a mixture of grade-level/content-specific teams) 

design systems and processes to measure and report student progress;

Review Team(s) receive, review, and make recommendations 

regarding the new Virginia Model Teacher Evaluation instrument 

from the DOE; and

A Study Group researches and reports on compensation models in 

an effort to increase our collective knowledge regarding potential 

opportunities and obstacles concerning Strategic Compensation.

Organizations are often inclined to focus on challenges in a sequential or linear 

manner, but it was abundantly clear that while each area would require considerable 

research, that consideration of one of these topics must necessarily connect and take 

into account the other two. The following illustrates the truly interrelated nature of 

student growth, professional evaluation, and strategic compensation. 

salEM city schools




Student Growth / 

Value-Added Analysis

1
Design Teams

Professional Evaluation with

Student Growth as a 

“Significant Factor”

Strategic Compensation

23

Review Team
Study Group
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We believe that standards and the associated measures of 
student achievement should remain essential components of 
accountability and reform in Virginia, but if left unchanged, we will 
always have an incomplete picture of student learning.  

Parents of students ranging from the gifted to those with special 
needs want to know if their child is learning and growing.

Teachers long to celebrate not just a standardized test score, but Teachers long to celebrate not just a standardized test score, but 
how much individual children have progressed in their classroom. 

If you applied the equivalent of height and weight measurements to If you applied the equivalent of height and weight measurements to 
the SOL tests, it would mean that on May 18, 2012 all third graders 
will have to be 50 inches tall.  But not all of those third graders were 
born on the same day or have the same genes, so naturally they will 
grow at different rates, just as they all begin learning at a different 
point and will learn at different rates.  Moreover, some start the year 
over 50 inches tall. 

A more complete picture of student learning measures where you A more complete picture of student learning measures where you 
are as part of your annual checkup, but places greater emphasis on 
making sure that you’re growing academically.  The key is having 
multiple measures over multiple years because children develop at 
different rates. 
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rationale
We believe that standards and the associated measures of student achievement 

should remain essential components of accountability and reform in Virginia, but 

if left unchanged, we will always have an incomplete picture of student learning. 

Parents of students ranging from the gifted to those with special needs want to 

know if their child is learning and growing. Teachers long to celebrate not just 

a standardized test score, but how much individual children have progressed in 

their classroom. 

If you applied the equivalent of height and weight measurements to the SOL 

tests, it would mean that on May 18, 2012 all third graders will have to be 50 

inches tall. But not all of those third graders were born on the same day or have 

the same genes, so naturally they will grow at different rates, just as they begin 

learning at a different point and will learn at different rates. Moreover, some start 

the year over 50 inches tall. 

A more complete picture of student learning measures where they are as part of 

their annual checkup, but places greater emphasis on making sure that they are 

growing academically. The key is having multiple measures over multiple years 

because children develop at different rates. 

achievement vs. Progress 
A balanced assessment system must include measures of both achievement 

and progress (student growth).  Efforts to use achievement tests as a means 

of measuring growth are fundamentally flawed because assessments should 

only be used for the purpose for which they were intended and these different 

purposes require different assessments.

salEM city schools
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Achievement is measured by students’ performance at a single point in time and 

by how well those students perform against a standard. Achievement typically has 

been measured by students’ performance on state tests and how well students 

perform in relation to state standards and the “bar” established for proficiency. 

To date, the performance of districts, schools, and teachers has been determined 

almost exclusively by the number of students who pass the state tests. 

Progress is measured by how much “gain” or “growth” students make over time 

(i.e., year to year, semester to semester, etc.). Think of academic progress in terms 

of a child’s growth chart that shows a child’s height at age two, three, etc. These 

data points can be plotted to display that child’s physical growth over a specific 

period of time.

Battelle for Kids is a national not-for-profit organization dedicated to providing 

innovative solutions to the challenges education faces in today’s world. On the 

previous page, you can visualize and read this organization’s description of how 

achievement and progress are often used interchangeably, but in reality are two 

very different concepts. 

  

Growth Project Timeline
In the summer of 2011, Salem City Schools and Western Virginia Public Education 

Consortium, a conglomerate consisting of 19 school systems that serves 

our diverse region stretching from urban Roanoke City to the rural realm of 

Appalachia, co-hosted a one-day conference for teachers and leaders focusing 

on Alternative Measures of Student Growth: Student Achievement Goal Setting 

and Student/Parent Survey Tools. Salem Teachers and Leaders attended the 

conference to learn about measuring student growth through the student 

achievement goal setting process with expert in the field of education, Dr. Leslie 

salEM city schools
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For more information, contact us at (614) 481-3141 or visit www.BattelleforKids.org. 

About Value-Added Analysis

©2009, Battelle for Kids

What is Value-Added Analysis?
Value-added analysis is a statistical method that helps educators 
measure the impact schools and teachers have on students’ 
academic progress rates from year to year.

Using this growth metric, teachers, schools and districts can 
better determine the impact of their curriculum, instruction, 
programs and practices on student achievement. 

Achievement vs. Progress
In education, the words “achievement” and “progress” are often 
used interchangeably. However, their meanings are very different. 

Achievement is measured by students’ performance 
at a single point in time and how well those students 
perform against a standard. Achievement typically has 
been measured by students’ performance on state 
tests and how well students perform in relation to state 
standards and the “bar” established for proficiency.      
To date, performance of districts, schools and teachers 
has been determined almost exclusively by the number 
of students who pass the state tests.

Progress is measured by how much “gain” or “growth” 
students make over time (i.e., year to year, semester to 
semester, etc.). Think of academic progress in terms of 
a child’s growth chart. A growth chart shows a child’s 
height at age two, three, etc. These data points can be 
plotted to display that child’s physical growth over a 
specific period of time.

Why Measuring Students’ Academic Progress is Important 
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Consider this example:

Johnny is scoring above state and federal proficiency levels, 
but is experiencing less than expected academic growth. Suzy 
isn’t meeting academic standards, but she is making significant 
growth for the year and making progress in the right direction.

To date, most state accountability systems annually evaluate 
a school’s success based on the average achievement level of 
students at each grade. In this type of system, Johnny and his 
school would be considered successful, while Suzy and her 
school would be below standard. 

By measuring students’ academic achievement and progress, 
schools and districts have a more robust, comprehensive picture 
of their effectiveness in raising student performance.

Measures a student’s 
performance at a            

single point in time 

Relates to a student’s   
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Grant. Dr. Grant is co-author of Student Achievement Goal Setting: Using Data 
to Improve Teaching and Learning and Assistant Professor of Teaching and 

Learning at Old Dominion University in Norfolk, Virginia. 

Later that summer, over 100 of Salem’s teachers and leaders from across different 

schools, grade levels, content areas, and special areas volunteered to participate 

in The Growth Project. Members of the Student Growth Design Team invested 

a total of 1,842 hours designing systems and processes to measure and report 

student progress. Members of the Professional Evaluation Review Team invested 

a total of 774 hours reviewing and making recommendations regarding the new 

Virginia Model Teacher Evaluation instrument. Last, 336 hours were invested 

by the Strategic Compensation Study Group researching and reporting on 

compensation models.

Team members continued to invest their time and energy into The Growth 

Project during the 2011-2012 school year as ambassadors in their schools 

sharing, training, facilitating, and implementing the work they have done with 

their colleagues through school improvement teamwork, department meetings, 

grade level meetings, faculty meetings, etc.

Over 350 student growth/program objectives, rubrics, surveys, progress 

reporting guides, and support documents have been created. Our Professional 

Evaluation Tools and Processes are near completion, and we have 51 teachers 

and 15 leaders participating in our Professional Evaluation Pilot this spring. In 

addition we researched over 17 different compensation models. After rejecting 

models that were incompatible with our Core Values or could foster competition, 

we narrowed our strategic compensation research to the following areas:

salEM city schools
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Career ladder approach
  A career ladder model allows teachers to advance in their careers based on 

additional roles and responsibilities and be compensated for this work. We 

researched the state of Arizona’s Career Ladder Model as well as the TAP 

System’s multiple career path model that has similar features parallel to a 

career ladder approach.

TaP System
  (System for Teacher and Student Advancement) The TAP System works 

with school systems to increase student achievement through attracting 

and retaining talented teachers. Incentives include offering multiple 

career paths, ongoing applied professional growth, instructionally focused 

accountability, and performance based compensation.

additional Incentives
  Incentive plans are developed to meet the specific needs, and wants of 

individuals within a school system. In addition to monetary incentives, 

non-monetary incentives such as flex time, additional life insurance, gym 

memberships, free technology, etc. could be offered.

Point systems
  Point systems are developed to recognize and promote desired behaviors 

in ways that validate employees as professionals such as meeting 

division, school, grade-level, or content-specific goals, and individual 

implementation of new initiatives. The points are then used toward a list 

of available incentive options. One point system model we researched was 

the Oscoda (Michigan) Area Schools Division Point System.

Collaborative Models
  Collaborative, team based models recognize and reward teachers’ 

collaborative efforts and achievements. These models can also prevent 

salEM city schools
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competition among teachers that could result from individual awards 

models.  We researched multiple strategic compensation models that 

have collaborative components including the Austin Independent School 

District and the Denver Public Schools’ ProComp Program.

Models that allow all employees to participate
  These models promote the belief that all employees contribute to student 

achievement and school success. Models such as the Austin Independent 

School District and the Denver Public Schools’ ProComp Program allow  

teachers, principals, assistant principals, counselors, librarians, instructional 

coaches/specialists, etc. to participate in their programs, where as some 

models we studied restricted participation to “hard to staff” positions and/

or schools, positions deemed more challenging than others, etc.

Sharing The Growth Project in the Commonwealth
We have had the opportunity to share the great work we have done through 

The Growth Project with over 17 Virginia School Divisions, 3 Virginia Colleges/

Universities, 5 Professional Organizations, the Virginia Secretary of Education, 

and countless Virginia Legislators. In May, we plan to give a report to the Virginia 

Board of Education regarding our legislative recommendations and research we 

have done through The Growth Project. 

Members of The Growth Project are meeting with Dr. James Stronge’s research 

staff in May. Dr. James Stronge is the Heritage Professor in the Educational 

Policy, Planning, and Leadership Area at the College of William and Mary. Dr. 

Stronge has researched extensively policy and practice related to teacher 

quality, and teacher and leader evaluation. He has worked with numerous 

school districts and educational organizations inside and outside the United 

States designing and implementing evaluation systems for teachers, leaders, 
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and support personnel. He is currently the Virginia Department of Education’s 

consultant in the areas of Professional Evaluation, Student Growth, and Strategic 

Compensation. We will be sharing our meaningful work to assist Dr. Stronge 

and his research staff in gathering “best practice” examples for their upcoming 

comprehensive guide on “how to” set goals through the Student Achievement 

Goal Setting Process. In addition, we are looking forward to receiving descriptive 

feedback from Dr. James Stronge’s research staff, as this will only help us get 

better in the area of measuring and reporting student growth in our school 

division. Participants are also fully committed to ensuring that the goals 

established are “stretch-goals,” goals that are achievable but challenging and 

meaningful.  An external examination of our progress will help validate these 

efforts. This process of receiving feedback from the research staff will also mirror 

our own practice of providing meaningful feedback to teachers, students, and 

parents throughout The Growth Project.

Sustaining and Promoting Innovation
The Growth Project is an investment in capacity building that will endure and 

is necessarily incomplete. The design and implementation of new approaches 

regarding student growth and professional growth will be ongoing. We will 

continue researching strategic compensation because of the likelihood that 

future increases in state funding may be linked to performance measures. 

Feedback from teachers and leaders participating in the Professional Evaluation 

Pilot in the spring will guide our work in the areas of training, support, and 

research components such as peer observation to strengthen our Evaluation 

System. We are confident that the children we serve will benefit from the 

meaningful work of The Growth Project for many years to come.
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Regrettably, innovation by practitioners can be either helped or hampered by 

policy decisions. Concurrent with our local efforts to proactively prepare for 

challenges and opportunities we see on the horizon, Salem teachers and leaders 

have been actively seeking to inform policy-making.

Specifically, participants in The Growth Project are advocating that the Virginia 

General Assembly and the State Board of Education recognize the need to 

support local innovation. At the state level, consideration and study need to 

be devoted to identifying and securing state-wide pricing for assessments that 

measure student growth. Similarly, small and rural divisions need access to 

statistical analysis and reporting tools that meet and/or exceed the capacity 

of the largest school divisions. By identifying and approving assessment and 

analysis providers and permitting interested divisions to pilot student growth 

models as an additional means of demonstrating success, the Commonwealth 

can create the “full picture” of student learning at no cost to the Commonwealth 

and without seeking to immediately establish a new, state-wide testing system.

Conclusion
It is gratifying that a number of different organizations are following our work 

related to The Growth Project with great interest.  We have endeavored to 

reframe challenges as opportunities, but it is difficult for a small school division 

to do research and development of this scope and magnitude. Thankfully, we 

have outstanding teachers and administrators who recognize our responsibility 

to Salem’s children. Through The Growth Project, we will develop as teachers and 

leaders continuing to design systems to measure and report student growth, 

researching strategic compensation models, and perfecting our professional 

evaluation system, ensuring that student growth is the centerpiece of teacher 

and leader evaluations.
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Dr. Stuart Ervay
Professor, has been assistant dean, executive director of the 
Jones Institute for Educational Excellence, and director of the 
Office of Professional Education Services. He led in the creation 
of school improvement model used in over 1000 school districts 
around the nation, and has worked with schools, districts, district 
consortia, and the National Council for the Accreditation of 
Teacher Education, Association of Teacher Educators, and other 
organizations or agencies with the mission of improving teacher 
education. Dr. Ervay has also written numerous articles and 
books on school reform and teacher education.

Dr. Climetine Clayburn
Associate Professor, earned an undergraduate degree in 
Elementary Education from Kansas Wesleyan University 

located in Salina, Kansas. She received a Master’s degree in 
Curriculum and Instruction and a Master’s degree in Educational 

Administration from Kansas State University. Her EdD degree was 
received from the University of Kansas. Dr. Clayburn joined the 
ESU faculty in 2007 after working in the public school arena as 

a teacher, principal and Equity Coordinator in Kansas, and as a 
supervisor in North Carolina. She teaches graduate level classes 

and supervises practicum students in the Kansas City metro area. 

rebuilding the american culture
of applied learning

The purpose of this article is to reintroduce the late 19th and early 20th century 
idea that American public schools should be places in which students are asked 
to gain applied skills in concert with theoretical knowledge areas that support 
them. In addition to reviewing the practical merits of education prevalent a century 
ago, we offer suggestions as to how the new emphasis on 21st Century Skills and 
recommendations from the International Society for Technology in Education can 
give new curricula a modern look---both in appearance and substance.
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Dr. Kirsten Limpert
Director of the Alternate Route Program, earned a Bachelor’s 
degree from Concordia College in Moorhead, MN, a Master’s 
degree in Education from the University of Minnesota and a 
Ph.D. in Educational Administration from the University of Tulsa 
in Oklahoma.  She taught high school for 17 years, secondary 
methods and masters’ classes at Emporia State University for six 
years prior to becoming director of the alternate route restricted 
license program in 2008.  Dr. Limpert also spent ten years in 
private school administration.  In 1998, Dr. Limpert was chosen 

for the Teachers College Excellence in Instruction award.  She is on the State Board for 
Alternate Route Licensure and a member several national educational organizations.

rebuilding the american Culture of applied learning
Today’s emphasis on the development and use of academic standards to guide 

public school improvement is widely accepted as being a significant step in 

the right direction by many political and agency leaders. Little by little that 

perspective has been accepted by educators in the field, since the development 

of No Child Left Behind strategies forced them to comply in order to achieve 

accreditation, state funding, and the avoidance of having schools labeled as “low 

performing” in state report cards and the media.

There is little disagreement that the development and use of standards has 

certainly served as a wake-up call for America’s schools. However, the imposition 

of standards can also be seen as promoting the use of single-dimension high 

stakes tests that emphasize the measurement of theoretical knowledge while 

minimizing or even extinguishing the assessment of how that knowledge 

can be applied in a real life context. Meanwhile, there is a rapid emergence 

of movements associated with preparing students for the challenges of a 

technology-rich 21st century future, and those movements underscore the need 

for schools to modify their curricula using applied content fields.
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It is instructive to consider how mainline American school curricula were 

structured in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and to see how textbook 

companies and the pressure of college preparatory needs gradually relegated 

applied public school curricula into vocational programs. The trend toward 

comprehensive high schools, which tried to sponsor parallel liberal arts and 

vocational curricula, ended up with an elitist college preparation program that 

eventually dominated the schools. 

a Snapshot of american Education in the late 19th and Early 
20th Centuries
Possibly the simplest description of the issues involved can be found by tracing 

the differences between schools of the late 19th and early 20th centuries 

and what they became in the late 20th century and first few years of the 21st 

century.  Without going deeply into the history of American education, we can 

see that most public educational programs in the First and Second Industrial 

Revolution of the 19th century extending a few decades into the 20th century, 

focused on what we call applicatory learning. Many of the educational leaders 

and theorists of those days strongly suggested that subjects students learn 

must be based on what they should know or do as contributing adults in 

society. A cursory review of textbooks and other published literature used in 

this era for grades kindergarten through eight, reveal that kind of emphasis. 

John Dewey, a leading educator during this time, broke away from the 

traditional drill and rote memory teaching. Urban and Wagoner (2009) in 

their book entitled, American Education: A History, describe Dewey as one who 

wanted to provide students with instruction which was reflective of their 

own interest, child-centered, and helping to develop good citizenship. Those 

who agreed with Dewey talked of hands-on learning, real-life curriculum, and 

inquiry-based learning, to name a few. Urban and Wagoner also write of one of 
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Dewey’s followers, Ella Flagg Young, whose belief was in empowering teachers 

along with developing the child. 

Applicatory learning in elementary schools began to fade as high schools 

imposed a requirement that students be better prepared for their curriculum, 

and textbook companies turned to college professors and other subject 

specialists for the preparation of materials used in the classroom. Teacher 

education programs also became dominated by the more fundamental and 

skill-based curriculum featured in elementary textbooks, thereby diminishing 

the application-based learning programs that were once so prevalent. Textbooks 

became a quick menu for instruction, allowing teachers off the hook for 

developing content.

How College Preparation Goals Modified american Public 
School Curricula
After the Civil War, public schools became popular and exhibited local control. 

For most of America’s history, the responsibility for schooling was largely 

local. However, this changed when the National Education Association (NEA) 

appointed a Commission on the Reorganization of Secondary Education. Public 

school professionals and professors of education comprised this commission 

and their report, printed in 1918, was entitled Cardinal Principles of Secondary 

Education. A significant recommendation was that secondary schools admit and 

provide suitable instruction for all students. Along with this recommendation 

was a demand for a broader curriculum and that according to James Conant 

(1964), set the pattern for American public secondary education. 

In the 1930s and 1940s, high school curriculum focused on the development of 

a wide range of skills in students; a pure liberal arts curriculum was considered 
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outdated. By the 1950s, American colleges increasingly exerted influence on 

high school programs. Colleges specified high school courses necessary for 

college admission and since high school students needed to pass college 

entrance exams, the influence of colleges on the content of high school 

curriculum increased. Secondary schools adjusted their curriculum to include 

all aspects covered in college entrance exams; that coupled with comparisons 

of high school test scores resulted in curriculum content to “teach for tests.”  

Advanced placement in the 1960s allowed high school seniors to complete 

freshman college work; these courses were under the control of college 

professors. College preparation became college imitation. New approaches to 

teaching science and mathematics in secondary schools were introduced by 

college professors. With increasing influence from colleges and universities, the 

line that used to separate high school from college became increasingly fuzzy.

Ernest Boyer’s concern was that high school curriculum did not reflect the global 

view and he felt new curriculum priorities must be set. In his book, Scholarship 

Reconsidered, Boyer (1997) includes results from the 1990 Carnegie Report. A 

recommendation Boyer made for high schools was to adopt a “core curriculum” 

for all students along with tougher foreign language and English requirements. 

This core curriculum was mainly based on traditional academic subjects 

appropriate for every student—not just the college bound. He also promoted 

the need for community service before high school graduation. In the 1990s, 

Ernest Boyer proposed a new paradigm of scholarship. One aspect of this new 

paradigm was the scholarship of application. Boyer thought we needed to relate 

theory and research to the realities of life. He said our schools were “dangerously 

deficient” and he called for university scholars to respond to this crisis just as 

they responded to the needs of agriculture and industry a century ago. Boyer 

felt strongly that theory could not be separated from practice. Another aspect of 
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the Carnegie report concerned the scholarship of teaching. Boyer advocated for 

classrooms where active, not passive learning took place; where students create, 

not conform; and where students learn to work together, rather than compete.

 

The application of knowledge, active learning, and collaboration lead us to what 

students need in order to be prepared for the 21st century. There are a number 

of school improvement initiatives that promote applicatory learning and this 

article explores two of the most significant ones.

Two Significant Movements leading to the Development of 
applied Curricula
Two of today’s popular school improvement initiatives are based on the work 

of the Partnership for 21st Century Skills and the International Society for 

Technology in Education (ISTE). The Partnership for 21st Century Skills is a 

national organization that promotes outcomes to prepare students for the 21st 

century. These outcomes combine specific skills, content knowledge, expertise 

and literacy to help students master what will be required of them in the 21st 

century. Tools and resources are provided to help schools combine the 3 Rs 

(reading, writing and arithmetic) with the essential 4 Cs (critical thinking and 

problem solving, communication, collaboration, and creativity and innovation). 

The Partnership for 21st Century Skills advocates for local, state, and federal 

policies that support this approach in every school. 

The International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) promotes effective 

use of technology in PK-12 and teacher education. Their mission statement 

reads, “ISTE advances excellence in learning and teaching through innovative 

and effective uses of technology.”  ISTE’s National Educational Technology 

Standards (NETS) help measure proficiency for what students, teachers, and 
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administrators should know and be able to do with technology in education. 

NETS for students expect application of authentic, integrated ways to solve 

problems, complete projects, and creatively use their abilities.

using 21st Century Principles and ISTE Standards
21st Century and ISTE, and other organizations with similar or collateral missions, 

issue guidelines and standards they wish to see implemented in America’s 

public schools. As is frequently the case, for a contemporary school or district 

to actually design and institute a curricular architecture that incorporates 

recommended guidelines and standards is challenging for these, and similar, 

reasons:

•     It is confusing to incorporate recommendations of two or more 

organizations that believe their position is the most valid.

•     School curricula today are more complex and multi-faceted 

than frequently understood by those wishing to influence an 

academic program in grades kindergarten through grade 12. 

•     There are many different subjects taught in both core and 

noncore fields, so it is difficult to modify the existing curriculum 

or instructional priorities currently used by teachers. 

•     Because of AYP concerns, subject-related time on task issues 

are a continuing worry for elementary teachers of self-

contained classrooms, while high school teachers must use 

much of their class time to help students meet traditional 

academic requirements for admission into higher education. 

•     Although middle-level grades could once incorporate 

technical exploratory programs because they were 

traditionally less affected by outside pressures, there are now: 
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(1) a standards creep that causes middle school administrators 

to include introductions to advanced mathematics for the 

purpose of getting a head start on more rigorous high school 

courses; and (2) more academically demanding classes in 

science and social studies to make up for the diminished time 

those subjects were given in the elementary grades.

How to Incorporate recommendations of Both the Partnership for 
21st Century Skills and ISTE
Although there are many technology-focused organizations interested in 

upgrading school curricula, we focus on two of the more prominent for the 

purpose of comparing the emphases each advocates. By doing that, we can see 

elements that are tangible enough to incorporate into the curricular architecture 

for a K-12 district. In the table (next page) are major considerations found in the 

“21st Century Skills” domain, shown alongside those issued by ISTE. Without 

using the lengthy interpretive guides from each organization, it is difficult 

to quickly see the similarities and differences, but clearly the ISTE indicators 

are more specific and applicable. Also, in the 21st Century Skills conceptual 

framework there is a scaling-down in which the three big goals are on top, with 

the core school subjects that support them underneath; the procedural elements 

found in each subject are below those. In this table (page 34) there is an attempt 

to align the four most critical 21st Century Skills with the ISTE Standards. 

In analyzing the table, an argument can be made that: (1) new life and 

career skills specific to 21st Century survival will have much to do with ISTE’s 

communication, collaboration and digital citizenship; (2) new learning skills 

will be strongly related to creativity and innovation; (3) information, media 

and technology skills will have direct ties to research, interactive fluency, and 
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operations and concepts; and (4) core subjects must have clear themes in which 

students are asked to think critically, solve real problems and make logical 

decisions. From the standpoint of curricular architecture the organization of four 

combinations should be pretty straightforward, as suggested in the following 

table:
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As straightforward as the presentation of the four combinations might be on 

paper, putting them into a district’s K-12 curriculum is another matter entirely, 

according to Dr. Stu Ervay, Emporia State University Professor and Director of 

Curriculum Leadership Institute, who does extensive curriculum work in schools 

throughout the United States. Dr. Ervay’s observations where many districts 

function now with regard to curricular organization are:  (1) A few partially 

apply 21st Century Skills and ISTE Standards in the ROW 1 category through 

use of some kind of technology literacy curriculum, one that typically operates 

in grades kindergarten through eight via specialized programs and limited 

collaboration with the regular classroom teachers; and (2) other districts attempt 

to incorporate ROWS 2, 3 and 4 through limited curriculum work and probably 

much more through faculty development activities, especially at the middle and 

secondary levels.

While those approaches may work up to a point, they are anything but systemic 

in tying the curricular architecture to instructional processes. In fact, it is possible 

for districts to almost completely ignore the points made in ROWS 2, 3 and 4 

with regard to topics or intended student outcomes in their curricula—if those 

curricula exist at all. Frequently a district has created a technology committee 

that is expected to do everything, but in fact that committee usually focuses 

on hardware, software, and connectivity needs associated with the work of 

subject area committees, buildings, and individual classrooms. Even districts that 

split the responsibilities between a technology “integration” committee and a 

technology “literacy” committee are not ensuring that the points made in ROWS 

2, 3 and 4 are systematically included in all core and enrichment courses. As 

shown below, the so-called “missing element” is often given as a responsibility 

to each subject-area committee, which may or may not have the background or 

academic courage to move their original understanding of subjects they teach 
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toward the goals of either the 21st Century Skills Project or the International 

Society for Technology in Education.

21st Century Students and Teachers 
The following framework indicates what both 21st century students and 

teachers need to do. If these skills are built into school curriculum and students 

accomplish the teachers’ expectations, then students will be prepared for the 

21st century.

The 21st Century Students need to:
  Be able to work & contribute in a collaborative setting

  Take ownership for learning

  Work respectfully within a group

   Work independently but with the idea of presenting collected 

information to the entire group

  Reflect (metacognition)

  Provide respectful & helpful feedback to each other

  Adjust behavior/project after feedback from others

  Most importantly work in a community of learners
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The 21st Century Teachers need to:
  Present and model the idea that the classroom is a community

  Guide/Facilitate student learning

  Be thinkers of the big picture and less on limited specifics

   Ask students the questions: How did you get the answer?  What do you 

need to complete a task?

  Expect student ownership of learning

  Allow for choices and decision making

  Work to connect school work to the world beyond the classroom

   Most importantly to provide opportunities to work in a community of 

learners

Summary
Heidi Hayes-Jacobs (2010) writes that she often wonders “if many of our 

students feel like they are time traveling as they walk through the school door 

each morning. As they cross the threshold, do they feel that they are entering 

a simulation of life in the 1980s? Then, at the end of the school day, do they fell 

that they have returned to the 21st century? As educators, our challenge is to 

match the needs of our learners to a world that is changing with great rapidity. 

To meet this challenge, we need to become strategic learners ourselves by 

deliberately expanding our perspectives and updating our approaches” (p. 7).

Ernest Boyer’s insight in the 1980s regarding technology is something that still 

needs to be applied to high school curriculum today. In his book, High School 

(1983), he wrote, 

The great urgency is not computer literacy but technology literacy, 

the need for students to see how society is being reshaped by our 

inventions, just as tools of earlier eras changed the course of history. 
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The challenge is not learning how to use the latest piece of hardware 

but asking when and why it should be used. 

School districts must begin ensuring that students are prepared with skills needed 

to help them become productive citizens and this requires applied learning. 

Implementing ISTE standards for students (NETS) and 21st Century Skills will help 

schools reach that goal. Using these standards and skills will prepare students 

to: (1) demonstrate creativity and innovation; (2) communicate and collaborate; 

(3) conduct research and use information; (4) think critically, solve problems, and 

make decisions; and (5) use technology effectively and productively.

In summary, if we understand that we need to prepare students for a very 

different future then the focus of education needs to shift.  Heidi Hays-Jacobs 

(2010) indicates:

This change will require a curriculum that provides individuals 

with the dispositions necessary to engage in lifelong learning. 

Simultaneously, our vision of the teacher’s role needs to shift from 

that of the information provider to one of a catalyst, model, coach, 

innovator, research, and collaborator with the learner throughout 

the learning process. Mind shifts do not come easily, as they require 

letting go of old habits, old beliefs, and old traditions. There is a 

necessary disruption when we shift mental models. If there is not, 

we are probably not shifting. Growth and change are found in 

disequilibrium, not balance. It takes some getting used to (p. 226)

School districts should give serious consideration to rebuilding the American 

culture of applied learning.  Without that emphasis, students will lack skills that 

are needed for living in the 21st century.
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Schools that are good examples of applied learning:
•   Walton school in Kansas—hands on learning—among top 5% in Kansas 

for scores in reading & math

•   Howard Gardner School, Alexandria, VA

•   Sargent Shriver Elementary School, Silver Spring, Maryland

•   Rocky Run Middle School, Chantilly, VA

•   International School of Beijing, China

•   Tokyo International School, Japan

•   Brooklyn Prospect Charter School, New York, NY

•   Virginia Beach City Public Schools, Virginia Beach, VA

•   Nesston High School, Kansas—Students in an Entrepreneurship class 

created and operate “The Pit Stop”, a full service snack bar

Resources
The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.  

www.carnegiefoundation.org 

Curriculum Leadership Institute, PO Box 356, Emporia, KS  66801-0356, phone: 

620-794-143. Dr. Stu Ervay, Director. www.cliweb.org 

International Society for Technology in Education  

www.iste.org 

Partnership for 21st Century Skills  http://p21.org/ 
Multimedia@ascd.org (800-933-2723)

Walton School in Kansas http://www.ksn.com/news/local/story/Walton-
school-focus-of-U-S-Dept-of-Education/C80pQTebS0akPcXewgs1-g.cspx

The Pit Stop, Hesston High School, KS, Denise Goevert, Advisor
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Virginia Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (VASCD)

Outstanding Curriculum Leader of the Year Award

For additional information contact:   Linda Hyslop, Executive Director, VASCD
Email:  linhyslop@aol.com

purpose of award: 
Recognition for outstanding contributions to instructional leadership.

Qualifications:  
•				A	nominee	shall	have	served	for	a	least	two	full	years	in	a	school	division	or	other	

educational agency in Virginia with major job responsibilities in the areas of instruction, 
curriculum, assessment, and professional development.

•				A	nominee	shall	have	been	an	active	member	of	the	Virginia	Association	for	Supervision	
and Curriculum Development for two years, and currently be a member.

•				A	nominee	must	be	nominated	by	an	individual	or	group,	including	teachers,	
administrators, or school board members.

•				The	nomination	may	originate	within	the	school	division	or	educational	agency	where	the	
nominee currently serves or the nomination may come from outside the division or agency.  
Self-nominations will be considered.

selection criteria - The educator who merits recognition by the VASCD might be expected to 
display all or several of the following:  
•				An	autobiographical	record	of	service	and	leadership	highlighting	notable	accomplishments	

in the field of supervision and/or curriculum development at the local, regional, state and/or 
national levels over the last five years.

•				Three	letters	of	recognition	by	persons	in	different	job	roles	who	are	familiar	with	
individual’s contributions to the field.  

•				Other	service	to	the	profession	beyond	normal	job	responsibilities.		These	contributions	to	
the field of curriculum and instruction might include serving on committees or task forces 
at the local, state, and national levels. 

selection procedures:  A selection committee will be appointed by the President. No more 
than two people may be recognized in one year.  The award shall be presented at the VASCD 
Annual Conference.  Recognition in the form of a plaque will be presented to the recipient.  
The	recipient	of	the	Outstanding	Leader	Award	will	receive	a	free	registration	to	the	Annual	
Conference.



Nominations for Outstanding Supervisor/Curriculum Leader Award should be completed and e-mailed to:
Linda Hyslop, Executive Director, VASCD    Email:  linhyslop@aol.com

Person nominating will be notified via email of receipt of nomination packet

selection calendar: 
•				Recommendations	should	be	sent	electronically	to	the	VASCD	office	 

prior to september 1, 2012.
•				All	materials	from	prospective	candidates	for	the	award	must	be	received	 

by september 1, 2012.
•				Selection	of	the	final	candidate	will	be	made	by	the	Selection	Committee	 

by october 15, 2012.
•				Notification	of	selection	for	the	award	will	be	made	by	october 31 of each year.
•				The	Award	will	be	given	to	the	recipient	at	the	Annual	Conference.

nomination packet not to exceed 10 pages total. The person nominating must ensure that 
all criteria are met and write a letter of recommendation.

please include the following information about the nominee:
•				Name	of	Nominee,	Position/Title,	School	Division/Education	Agency,	School	Office	Address	
•				Name	of	Person	Nominating,	Signature	of	Person	Nominating,	Position/Title	of	Person	

Nominating (if applicable), Address/Telephone Number of Person Nominating

please submit the following information electronically on separate pages  
(no more than 10 pages total):

•				Professional Preparation to include: Institution(s), Dates Attended, Degree(s) Earned, 
Major area of study

•				Professional Experience to include: School/ School Division /Educational Agency, 
Position(s), Dates Position(s) Held 

•				Professional Contributions in Areas of Teaching, Staff Development, and/or Curriculum 
Development 

•				Letters of Recommendation:  Attach three letters of recommendation by persons 
familiar with your contributions to the field. Include recommendations from colleagues 
in different job roles (for example:  supervisor of nominee, supervisee of nominee, 
superintendent, school board member, or higher education faculty). 

•				For self-nominations only - a Personal Statement (no more than one page, typed, double-
space) about “The significant contributions I have made as an educator.”



Dr. Thomas J. Shields, Ph.D.
Dr. Tom Shields is the Director of the Center for Leadership in Education where 
he works with public and private K-12 education systems in developing the next 
generation of school leaders. Tom teaches in the Jepson School of Leadership 
Studies and is head of the graduate program in Educational Leadership and 
Policy Studies at the University of Richmond. He has taught graduate courses 
on leadership in the Robins School of Business and the School of Continuing 
Studies at the University of Richmond. Tom has also taught at the Sorensen 
Institute for Political Leadership at the University of Virginia. His research areas 
include minority political involvement in the suburbs of the South, youth civic 
engagement in a democratic society, and turnaround leadership and succession 

in K-12 education. He has published articles in Academic Exchange Quarterly, Journal of Black Studies 
and Politics and Policy and has presented at numerous academic conferences across the Commonwealth 
and nation.  Tom is a graduate of the University of Scranton, where he majored in History, and Virginia 
Commonwealth University, where he received his Master degree in Teaching and doctoral degree in Public 
Policy and Administration.

Edulead: regional partnership. regional Benefit.

Faced with decreasing budgets, principal attrition and the pressure for increased 
levels of student performance, school divisions must develop and support leaders 
who can “do more with less” and are equipped for success when facing the many 
challenges of school leadership.  EduLead promotes a continuum of skilled school 
leadership through its five programs and regional partnership design.  This 
innovative approach was created to build leadership capacity for aspiring, new, and 
established educational leaders through a continuum of novel and non-traditional 
leadership development programs.  EduLead’s work represents an example of a 
highly collaborative school, corporate and university partnership that engages the 
regional community in the success of schools.  Supporting regional efforts ensures a 
pipeline of skilled school-level leaders and promotes effective succession planning.  
EduLead’s leadership development activities are made possible through the financial 
and programmatic support of corporate and Foundation partners who are invested 
in the success of children in regional K-12 schools.
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Dr. Kate M. Cassada, Ed.D.
Kate M. Cassada, Ed.D, serves as a Program Coordinator for EduLead through 
the Center for School Improvement at Virginia Commonwealth University.  
Through her role with EduLead, Dr. Cassada coordinates, develops and delivers 
grant and gift-funded programs that support educational leaders in central 
Virginia.  For 14 years, Kate served as a Hanover County Public Schools classroom 
teacher, senior teacher, assistant principal and principal.  She also has served as 
an adjunct instructor for Virginia Commonwealth University, the University of 
Virginia and the University of Richmond, thoroughly enjoying the opportunity to 
work with graduate students who seek to make a difference for children through 
educational leadership.  Kate has presented at national conferences and written 
articles addressing non-traditional partnerships and leadership development 

in K-12 schools.   She earned a Bachelor of Science in Elementary Education and Master of Education in 
Administration degrees from Virginia Commonwealth University and a Doctor of Education in Administration 
and Supervision degree from the University of Virginia’s Curry School of Education.

Ms. Risha R. Berry M.I.S.
For over 15 years, Ms. Berry’s bi-coastal reach has increased capacity building in 

educational leadership through specialist/consultant roles in Oakland, CA, the 
greater Richmond area and surrounding counties.  Her dynamic educational 

leadership background includes a track record of developing successful public-
private partnerships, designing nonprofit organizational frameworks and securing 

grant funding of over a million dollars.  Ms. Berry’s role as program specialist 
supports EduLead’s efforts in promoting and developing a strategic extension of 

EduLead’s programmatic reach.  Ms. Berry is currently a doctoral candidate in the 
Urban Services Leadership Program at Virginia Commonwealth University.  Her 
most recent degree work includes a Post-baccalaureate Graduate Certificate in 

Nonprofit Management from the VCU L. Douglas Wilder School of Government and 
Public Affairs, and a Master’s of Interdisciplinary Studies with a dual focus in Educational Administration and 

Supervision and Public Administration.

Dr. Charol M. Shakeshaft, Ph.D.
Charol Shakeshaft is professor and chair of the Department of Education 

Leadership at Virginia Commonwealth University in Richmond, Virginia.  Charol 
is the author of three books and over 200 referred articles and papers, many of 

which have received national and state awards.  Her research focuses on four 
strands:  gender and leadership, sexual abuse of students by adults employed 

in schools, leader preparation, and the effectiveness of technology for learning, 
particularly for students of color.  Dr. Shakeshaft is the recipient of a $5.2 million 

grant to develop state of the art principal preparation to include the first immersive, 
interactive and web-enabled computer simulation for school administrators.  She 

previously completed a three-year national study of the relationships between 
a school-based risk prevention program and risk behaviors of 6th to 8th grade 
students.  Dr. Shakeshaft was also the principal investigator on a three-year National Science Foundation 

project to promote interest in science careers among seventh and eighth grade girls, particularly girls of color 
from low-income families.
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Grassroots Beginning,  a Collaborative Success
Effective school leadership is critical to the development and support of academic 

programming that promotes high achievement for all children. In fact, current 

research in the field of education demonstrates that “leadership is second only to 

classroom instruction among all school-related factors” impacting student learning 

(Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson and Wahlstrom, 2004, p. 5).

In summer of 2006 and spring of 2007, superintendents and staff development 

leaders from four metro-Richmond, Virginia, school systems (Chesterfield, 

Hanover and Henrico counties and the city of Richmond) joined in discussion 

with two Virginia education leaders, Dr. Tom Shields and Dr. Jo Lynne 

DeMary, to discuss the current need for skilled, effective school leaders. Tom 

Shields, Director of the University of Richmond’s Center for Leadership in 

Education (http://leadershipk12.richmond.edu/) and Program Coordinator 

of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (http://spcs.richmond.edu/
degrees/education.html), and Jo Lynne DeMary, then Director of Virginia 

Commonwealth University’s Center for School Improvement (http://www.
soe.vcu.edu/csi/index.html), recognized that through their roles, they could 

support the school divisions’ efforts.  This group of leaders desired to collaborate 

to support the professional growth of effective school leadership within the 

four Richmond area school divisions through offering non-traditional, highly 

interactive leadership development programs. Data collected by the school 

division leaders revealed that over 50 percent, and in some cases as high as 

75 percent, of their current school leadership was eligible for retirement in the 

next five years. These division leaders sought to strengthen succession planning 

within their organizations and ensure that their “leadership benches” possessed 

the depth and strength necessary to fill key leadership roles in the near future. 

There was also concern that future school leaders would need expert training 
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beyond a graduate degree to cope with the dynamic nature of school leadership 

with its focus on sustaining and improving high quality teaching and student 

achievement in 21st Century schools.

As a result of these discussions, EduLead (http://edu-lead.org/) was created in 

2007 as a partnership between Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) and 

the University of Richmond (UR) in collaboration with the public school systems 

of Chesterfield, Hanover and Henrico counties and the city of Richmond. The 

partnership was formalized through memoranda of agreement between the two 

universities and with the four partner school divisions.

The goal of EduLead is to build capacity for aspiring, new, and established 

educational leaders in the greater Richmond area through a continuum of 

professional development opportunities and school based support, ensuring 

a pipeline of skilled school-level leaders and quality school-level impact and 

evaluation studies.

EduLead’s powerful work proves that partnerships are key in developing the 

next generation of school leadership. As a truly collaborative regional effort, 

EduLead’s leadership development activities are made possible through the 

support of corporate and Foundation partners who are invested in the success 

of regional K-12 schools. Altria Group, Genworth Foundation, Robins Foundation, 

CarMax, MeadWestvaco, and Capital One Financial Corporation have supported 

EduLead’s mission in two ways – as funding partners and through donations 

of time and human resources (http://edu-lead.org/about-us/partnerships).  
Currently, EduLead’s work is guided by two co-directors: Dr. Tom Shields and 

Dr. Charol Shakeshaft, Chair of VCU’s Educational Leadership department 

(http://www.soe.vcu.edu/academics/el/index.html) and Director of the 
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Center for School Improvement. Two staff and a student assistant have been 

added in the past four years to accommodate EduLead’s growing workload: Dr. 

Kate Cassada serves as Program Coordinator and Ms. Risha Berry is EduLead’s 

Program Specialist. The two universities contribute staff, office space and 

resources, and other operational services to ensure proper management of 

resources and delivery of programs. In addition to the generous support of 

local corporations, the school divisions fund a portion of their participation 

in most EduLead programs. Division superintendents have designated staff 

development administrators who take active roles in planning and coordinating 

EduLead activities. Skilled leaders from partner school divisions support EduLead 

programs through service as mentors, curriculum committee members and 

presenters/facilitators. 

EduLead’s work is enhanced by the participation of an Advisory Board. Board 

membership is comprised of representatives from several funding partners, 

area and state educational experts, and university representatives from VCU 

and UR. The use of an Advisory Board ensures that meaningful conversation is 

held on a regular basis with those invested in EduLead’s work. Board members 

provide feedback, insights and guidance regarding the direction and purpose 

of EduLead’s programs. They also support professional networking and 

opportunities for collaboration.  

Programs that Blend Theory and Best Practice
Over the past five years, EduLead’s reach has expanded to touch various 

leadership spectrums in Richmond area schools. EduLead programs maintain 

a clear focus on leadership development while reaching leaders in a wide 

variety of roles. Primarily, principals are targeted for EduLead participation, but 

classroom teachers, department chairs, grade level leaders, assistant principals, 
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and even central office personnel who aspire to move into roles with greater 

levels of leadership responsibility also have been provided opportunities to 

develop their leadership skills through EduLead.  As a result, EduLead supports 

succession planning within the partner divisions.

Although each participant might not enroll in all programs, the programs 

discussed in this document may be viewed as a leadership support continuum. 

Currently, EduLead offers five programs: the Next Generation Leadership Academy, 

Leaders in Transition Summer Institute, the EduLead Leadership Coaching Project, 

Powerful Partnerships, and the Partnering for Excellence Program. 

 

next Generation leadership academy (nGla)    
NGLA has served the four partner divisions since the 2005-2006 school year. 

Since its inception, NGLA has worked with a total of 337 school leaders. NGLA 

became a part of EduLead programming when the EduLead partnership was 

formalized in 2007.

In NGLA, aspiring and early career school administrators are provided with 

opportunities throughout an academic year to enhance their knowledge 

and experiences in multiple aspects of effective leadership based on current 

research in the field (http://leadershipk12.richmond.edu/admin/ngla/). 
NGLA sessions feature faculty from UR as well as experts from the public and 

private community to speak on such topics as:  What is Leadership?, Group 

Dynamics, Ethics, Equity, Leading and Communicating, and Leading Change. The 

curriculum is similar to that of the Jepson School of Leadership Studies, which 

was one of the first undergraduate schools in the United States to offer a major 

and minor in leadership studies. Faculty members from the Jepson School were 

engaged in the development of NGLA and take an active role in presenting 
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during the program. Participants spend NGLA mornings in cross-division groups 

exploring leadership theory and concepts and then meet in the afternoons by 

school divisions to discuss practical application of the lessons. Participants credit 

NGLA with raising their awareness of effective leadership in both theoretical and 

practical terms:

Overall, I am highly impressed, energized, and enthusiastic about the 

wealth of knowledge I’ve gained from the academy. I truly appreciate 

the balance of theory and practical application that the academy 

provided centered around leadership…Thank you for such an 

incredible professional growth experience.

leaders in Transition Summer Institute (lIT)
The LIT program has served 125 school leaders since its inception in 2009. 

A three-day residential leadership institute, LIT is designed as professional 

development for school leaders as they plan for success in the coming school 

year (http://edu-lead.org/programs/lit). Institute participants experience a 

variety of sessions that address the concepts and skills critical to the success 

of school leaders. Participating principals leave the Institute with a draft 90-

day plan that helps 

establish early success 

and complements each 

principal’s division 

goals for the coming 

school year. 

Following EduLead’s 

spirit of regional 

collaboration, LIT 
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session facilitators include experts from partner school divisions, corporate 

partners, the Virginia Department of Education, EduLead’s leadership coaching 

staff, and leaders in education and professional development throughout 

Virginia. Throughout the Institute, LIT offers over two dozen sessions that 

address topics such as: Defining your Core; Building Coalitions and Relationships; 

Communicating for Success; Instruction, Evaluation and Supervision; School 

Safety; Understanding Budget; Time Management Tools; Students with 

Disabilities; Making a Difference through Data and Work/Home Balance.

 

 Through an exit survey, participants 

have noted, “Please continue to offer 

this program to new principals. These 

last 3 days have really organized me. I 

received very useful information from 

each presenter.” Another principal 

stated: “WOW – it was much more than I 

expected!  Every topic was of value and 

applying the content of the workshops 

to my 90 day plan will help me apply all that I have learned. I feel much more 

prepared and excited!”

The Edulead leadership Coaching Project (ElCP) 
Since 2008, 83 area principals have participated in ELCP. Leadership coaching 

is provided for principals who are new or relatively new to the principal role, 

principals who have leadership experience but are new to the community, 

and/or principals serving schools that face a variety of educational challenges 

and obstacles to high levels of student achievement. EduLead recognizes that 

principals can benefit from quality leadership coaching, especially when that 
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coaching is delivered by skilled former school principals who are trained in an 

effective leadership coaching model (http://edu-lead.org/programs/coaching). 
ELCP employs local, veteran school administrators who have participated 

in rigorous training institutes by the New Teacher Center (http://www.
newteachercenter.org/). The New Teacher Center is widely known for training 

engaged educational coaches through its curriculum on Blended Coaching, a 

model that employs facilitative and instructional coaching strategies.

EduLead coaches support principal goals and growth for 12 – 24 months 

through coaching that employs skilled questioning and varying levels of 

instructive and facilitative guidance. A significant component of the coaching 

experience is an annual 360 survey administered to principals and their faculties, 

staffs and supervisors. The survey specifically addresses principal behaviors 

through the lens of Virginia’s Guidelines for Uniform Performance Standards. 

Coaching conversations are often based on the rich feedback gained from these 

leadership surveys.

Through their coaching relationships, principals in ELCP report improved 

leadership and decision-making skills that promote student success in school 

and noted the value of the coach/coachee relationship. According to one 

principal, “Coaching has given me the ability to reflect upon my strengths and 

weaknesses in order to improve my overall leadership ability.”  Another coached 

principal stated:

My coach was always available to me via phone, email or our 

planned meetings.  Being a year one principal and being able to ask 

questions in confidence and work on areas of weakness (for me data 

presentation) was so helpful.  We had an honest relationship and my 

coach provided guidance...pushing me to reach, encouraging me 
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to assess my performance and make adjustments, and helping me 

through the numerous first year challenges.

Coaches also value their contributions to practitioners. One coach noted, “That 

was a moment that I could see she was becoming the instructional person she 

needed to be.”

Powerful Partnerships (P2)
In a new program introduced in 2011-12, EduLead has partnered with 

Henrico County Public Schools to ensure skilled leadership is in place in 

every school and to actively address the needs of succession planning. 

Through the Powerful Partnerships program, 43 Henrico County principals 

meet seven times a year in small groups, facilitated by EduLead coaches, to 

discuss their skill, comfort and strategies as they mentor associate principals. 

Associate principals are future school leaders who are being groomed for 

the principalship. The P2 partnership works with current school principals to 

ensure that the associate principals have the practical experiences and mentor 

guidance necessary to prepare them to become the next generation of skilled, 

successful school leaders in Henrico County. Discussion is underway to deliver 

P2 for the 2012-13 school year in continued support of principals, associate 

principals and division succession planning needs.

Partnering for Excellence Program (PEP) 
Skilled leadership can positively impact all schools, but particularly those 

schools facing significant challenges and barriers to student success. The “effects 

of successful leadership are considerably greater in schools that are in more 

difficult circumstances” (Leithwood et al. 2004. p.5).

EdulEad

2012     Vol. 9 No. 1                         Virginia Educational Leadership                      vaascd.org                            53



PEP, a network of school principals and business community leaders, is an 

EduLead program that is unique to Richmond Public Schools (RPS). PEP 

facilitates professional dialogue and collaboration among RPS middle school 

principals and the business community (http://edu-lead.org/programs/pep). 
PEP’s goal is to build a cadre of Richmond middle school principals with powerful 

and focused leadership behaviors. Throughout the school year, the nine RPS 

middle school principals engage with successful corporate Executive Partners to 

explore best practices for highly effective leadership and discuss the challenges 

of middle level leadership.  The relationships also help build community support 

and recognition for the work that is occurring in Richmond Public Schools.

At the onset of the program, principals receive leadership profiles derived from 

assessments of faculty and staff, the principals’ supervisor and the principals’ own 

self-reporting. The leadership profiles provide a framework for goal setting and 

for discussing insights during seven Conversation Circles that occur throughout 

the school year. These Conversation Circles are safe forums for the principals to 

openly discuss their leadership profiles, goals and challenges with a leadership 

consultant. The principals also attend leadership seminars that are led by a 

consultant who is a former chief operating officer of a major company. These 

seminars address topics such as Strategic Leadership, Operational Excellence, 

Talent Management, Leading Change and Organizational Renewal.

The PEP Executive Partners are senior executives who are highly successful in their 

fields and in their organizations. These senior executives meet with the principals to 

engage in conversation regarding leadership best practices. The Executive Partners 

are from Altria Group; Capital One Financial Corporation; Dominion Virginia Power; 

Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond; Genworth Financial; Hunton and Williams LLP; 

Markel Corporation; Media General, Inc.; and Troutman Sanders LLP. 
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Participant Data
Since 2005-06, EduLead’s five leadership development programs have served 

436 school leaders from the four partner school divisions, for a total of 597 

programmatic seats. EduLead programs reach across multiple gender, racial/

ethnic and school level lines. Table 1 reports participant counts and percentages 

for gender, race/ethnicity and school level.

Table 1.
EduLead Participants by Gender, Race/Ethnicity and Level*

Programmatic Data and Impact
As a key organizational component, EduLead’s programs are evaluated each year 

and examined for impact on succession planning in partner divisions and in their 

leadership continuums.  At the end of each programmatic year, EduLead and 

partner school divisions review each of the five programs to determine if desired 

outcomes on school leadership are being met. EduLead program managers 

develop and implement formal methods for collecting information about the 

programs’ implementation and impact. Web-based surveys, exit surveys and/

or participant interviews are conducted for each EduLead program. Participants 

report that their experiences in EduLead programs improve their leadership-

related knowledge, skills, and confidence. Participants also reported gains in 

acquiring useful information and tools, which they utilize through leadership 
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roles in their schools. One of the most 

significant benefits acknowledged 

by EduLead participants is the 

development and continuation of 

powerful collegial relationships that 

reach across divisions and school 

levels.  Below are examples of 

quantitative and qualitative feedback 

that has been collected. 

 

Quantitative Data.
•    In 2010-11, 96% of participants strongly agreed or agreed that NGLA 

would help enable participants to become effective, motivated, 

supportive school principals.

•    After LIT 2011, 100% of the 22 participating new principals reported 

feeling better prepared for the coming school year and possessing 

increased confidence in their leadership abilities.

•    In a 2011 ELCP exit survey, 91% of responding principals strongly 

agreed and 9% agreed that that they would recommend EduLead 

coaching to their colleagues.

Qualitative Data.
As of the 2011-12 school year, 35 area principals have participated in each of 

EduLead’s three core programs of NGLA, LIT and ELCP. Six of these principals 

participated in a qualitative study and discussed how all three programs 

strengthened and solidified their personal confidence and their leadership 

skills and styles. The participants appreciated that EduLead’s workshops were 

conducted in an open, comfortable atmosphere that enhanced learning and 

EdulEad

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 9 No. 1    201256



questioning. The participants expressed that EduLead programming provided 

teaming and bonding opportunities where formation of lasting friendships was 

engendered. One principal’s sentiment sums up the view of those participating 

in the interviews:

I am really grateful I was able to be a part of [EduLead]…I think that 

it’s a validating, collaborative, colleague building experience that 

for me made, at least, my transition that first year very, very smooth, 

whether it was with the staff, office staff, teaching staff, parents…It 

was soooo smooth.  

Another principal reported:

I feel like I’m a better leader because of what I’ve experienced 

through EduLead. I’m able to pick and choose things from my 

treasure box of ideas and literature that I’ve gotten while I’ve gone 

through the programs….or I can call up my coach or shoot my coach 

an email and [my coach] is willing to help me. It’s been great and I do 

appreciate what EduLead has done for me and my career path.    

In effect, the EduLead experience became the source of close friendships, 

professional relationships, and networking opportunities still cherished by the 

administrators who participated in all three components. One principal shared, “I 

am still thick as thieves with the colleagues I went through the LIT program with, 

which is good because I was so overwhelmed at the time.” Another principal 

articulated:

…more than anything it allowed me to identify with the people who 

were very much like me, it was that networking component; it was 

bouncing ideas off one another; it was hearing what are you doing in 

your school to fix this particular scheduling problem or to deal with 
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disciplinary issues; and it was the sharing of ideas among people.

The Partnering for Excellence (PEP) and Powerful Partnerships (P2) programs 

are new in 2011-12. Preliminary anecdotal data finds significant participant 

engagement and division support. One PEP executive partner shared:

Our work together has focused on a structured approach and 

tools to lead change and ensure that there is a program to monitor 

progress. We are excited to bring this work into the school and look 

to continually support the principal in her leadership work within 

Richmond Public Schools.

One principal participating in P2 found the EduLead coaching sessions 

promoted “great conversation on how to improve the coaching that is 

occurring and to consider specific goals for my Associate Principal moving 

forward, not only this year, but the future.” It’s “good to have time to listen to 

others regarding the relationships between principals and Associate Principals,” 

noted another principal.

As the 2011-12 school year comes to a close, qualitative data collection will 

continue for all programs. Participant responses will inform program updates 

and adjustments for the future. EduLead is currently in discussion with all four 

partner divisions regarding continuation of the five leadership development 

programs in the 2012-13 school year. 

 

regional Collaboration Works
At their essence, EduLead programs may be viewed as crucial in succession 

planning and the development of a leadership continuum in the participating 

four metro-Richmond public school divisions: 
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•    Participants explore the theoretical and practical concepts of 

leadership through NGLA.  

•    As school principals, they plan for success in the coming school year 

through the LIT program.  

•    After participation in the LIT program, trained, veteran coaches work 

with new principals and incumbent principals who serve schools that 

face a variety of challenges.  

•    In the P2 program, coaches work with principals to support purposeful 

succession planning as they mentor future school principals.  

•    Finally, through PEP, a reflexive process occurs as the business 

community increases its understanding and appreciation of the work 

that is happening in the city of Richmond schools and principals 

engage with highly successful corporate executives to explore 

exemplary leadership practices that are found within and beyond the 

walls of schools and community businesses.

As school division budgets 

decrease, the need for skilled 

school leaders who can do 

more with less increases. It 

makes good sense to develop 

collegial relationships– involving 

universities, school divisions, and 

the corporate community as well 

as state and national educational 

experts – to develop succession 
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planning for the next generation of public school leadership. Through these 

collaborations, highly skilled school leadership is aided in reaching the goal 

of meeting the needs of all students. EduLead’s work in the metro-Richmond 

area attests to the power of true collaboration for the benefit of children.  All 

school divisions and their educational and corporate communities would surely 

benefit from joint conversation regarding leadership development that supports 

educational leaders, students and learning.
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Michael Neall
Michael Neall is a Professional Development Specialist in Prince 
William County Schools and is primarily responsible for mentoring 
and induction. A National Board Certified elementary school teacher, 
special educator, and former Instructional Consultation Team 
facilitator, Mr. Neall is a doctoral candidate at Walden University with 
research interests in coaching, effective communication skills, the 
connection between improving instruction and reflective dialogue, 
and mentor training. He can be contacted at neallmt@pwcs.edu

Julie Curry
Julie Curry works as a Professional Development Specialist in Prince 

William County Schools and is primarily responsible for mentoring and 
induction.. A former middle and high school social studies teacher and 

department chair, Ms. Curry has worked in the areas of new teacher 
orientation, educator training, and mentoring for 9 years and was 

recognized by The Pennsylvania State University College of Education 
Alumni Society for her accomplishments in her career.  She can be

contacted at curryje@pwcs.edu.

Enhancing Mentor training using Web 2.0

Mentoring is a significant component of new teacher induction programs. Effective 
mentors need effective training on how to best support beginning educators. 
Using web-based technology, we developed a hybrid mentor-training course 
that develops mentors’ skills from the awareness level to that of skill acquisition. 
Preliminary data suggest that the mentor training program is effective. Successes, 
challenges, and recommended changes to the training program are discussed.
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Introduction
In recent decades, teacher quality has been viewed as essential to closing the 

achievement gap, establishing economic security, and providing equitable 

services to all students (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Haycock & Crawford, 2008). 

Increasingly rigorous standards, high stakes assessments, and greater levels 

of accountability have required school districts not only to ensure that all 

currently employed teachers are highly qualified, but that all new teachers are 

provided the support and training needed to become proficient at the craft 

of teaching (Fantilli & McDougall, 2009). New teacher induction programs 

introduce and socialize teachers to the professional world of education, 

enhance instructional effectiveness as measured by student achievement, and 

reduce attrition rates (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Moir, 2009; Nasser-Abu Alhija & 

Fresko, 2010; Strong, 2009). 

Despite widespread use of induction programs, research on the effectiveness of 

induction programs demonstrates inconsistent impact. Ingersoll and Strong (2011) 

conducted a rigorous meta-analysis and concluded that overall the empirical 

evidence supported the use of induction programs for new teachers, but that it 

was important to consider the quantity, content, and context of the induction 

program. Induction programs typically address two specific components: (a) 

new teacher retention, and (b) teacher effectiveness. When implemented well, 

induction programs have been found to effectively reduce new teacher attrition 

and increase teacher commitment, while having a positive impact on student 

achievement (Ingersoll & Smith, 2004; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011). 

In contrast to Ingersoll and Smith (2004), Hahs-Vaughn and Sherff (2008) 

found that mentoring and induction had no statistically significant impact 

on beginning English teachers’ attrition rates. Glazerman et al. (2008; 2010) 
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conducted a large experimental study and found that mentoring and induction 

had no statistically significant effect on teacher attrition, teacher commitment, 

or classroom practices. However, Glazerman et al. found mixed effects with 

regards to student achievement; in the first year of induction, there was no 

impact on student achievement, but in year two there were improvements of up 

to eight percentile points. 

In examining the state of mentoring and induction, Strong (2009) noted that 

there are a “variety of options to teachers in different parts of the country” 

(p.19). The uneven results supporting induction programs may reflect the lack of 

research regarding the effective components of mentoring programs, variations 

in the types of mentoring programs available, and variations in the quality of 

mentors (Fletcher, Strong, & Villar, 2008; Kajs, 2002; Wechsler, Caspary, Humphrey, 

& Matsko, 2010). Creating a strong induction program requires developers to 

construct an integrated support system for beginning educators that includes 

ongoing professional learning, mentoring and networking.

Many induction programs rely strongly on one-on-one mentoring (Ingersoll 

& Smith, 2004; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Strong, 2009). Wong and Wong (2011) 

assert that traditional mentoring programs have proven ineffective because 

they lack coherence, mentors are poorly trained, and insufficient structures 

are in place to support mentors. However, highly trained mentors that provide 

intensive mentoring support through instructional coaching can positively 

affect student performance, accelerate new teacher effectiveness, and improve 

new teacher retention (Howe, 2006; Matsko, 2010; Nielsen, Barry, & Addison, 

2007). Furthermore, when examining the effects of mentor training, Giebelhaus 

and Bowman (2002) found that highly trained mentors had a stronger effect on 

new teacher performance than untrained mentors. Given that the core of most 
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induction programs is a strong mentoring program (Moir, 2009; Wechsler et al., 

2010), it stands to reason that strengthening the quality of mentoring services 

would improve the effectiveness of the overall induction program. 

Mentor Training 
Although numerous researchers have noted that the skills required for mentors 

and coaches are specialized and unique (Anton-LaHart & Rosenfield, 2004; 

L’Allier, Elish-Piper, & Bean, 2010; McGatha, 2008) and high quality mentor 

training is a key principle of induction programs (Moir, Barlin, Gless, & Miles, 

2009), little research has been done on the efficacy of different mentor training 

programs. Webb, Pachler, Mitchell, and Herrington (2007), determined that 

mentors need preparation in two broad areas: (a) practical knowledge, such as 

procedures and policies, and (b) propositional knowledge, or the skills needed 

to be an effective teacher and mentor. Unlike practical knowledge, which can 

be developed easily, developing propositional knowledge requires reflective 

practice and critical thinking. Harrison, Lawson, and Wortley (2005) reached a 

similar conclusion and suggested that mentor training should equip mentors 

with strategies to help protégés critically deconstruct pedagogical practices 

and engage in critical thinking. Mentor training must therefore occur over a 

significant period of time to allow mentors to develop the requisite skills. 

School divisions have few options when considering published mentor training 

programs. Lipton and Wellman (2003) advocate for a mentor training program 

predicated on establishing a learning-focused partnership. Mentors establish 

a learning-focused relationship by using reflective communication skills (i.e., 

paraphrasing, questioning, etc.) to navigate between the three support functions 

of coaching, collaborating, and consulting. Mentors provide support and 

challenge, accelerating the growth of novice educators as they move through 
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different developmental stages. Lipton and Wellman’s training program occurs 

over eight 90-minute learning modules with the aim of mentors gaining the 

necessary propositional knowledge by the end of the program.

Sweeny (2008) offers another framework for designing mentoring training. The 

content of Sweeny’s program is similar to that of Lipton and Wellman (2003). 

However, rather than focus on creating a learning partnership, Sweeny posits 

that mentors should be trained to meet the developmental needs of new 

teachers. Therefore, initially mentors should provide direct instruction to the new 

educator early and then transition to more collaborative and reflective activities. 

Occurring over three days, Sweeny’s training framework is split between how to 

determine protégés’ needs through the concerns-based adoption model (CBAM, 

Hall & Hord, 2006) and effective coaching skills.

A third possibility identified by Strong and Baron (2004) for the training and 

development of mentors is Cognitive Coaching (Costa & Garmston, 2002). 

Cognitive Coaching is an in-depth training that focuses on the use of reflective 

communication skills to navigate between the three support functions of 

coaching, collaborating, and consulting. Although Cognitive Coaching is the 

basis of Lipton and Wellman’s (2003) training program, Cognitive Coaching 

is not focused solely on mentoring and can be applied in multiple situations. 

Furthermore, where Lipton and Wellman complete training in three days, basic 

training in Cognitive Coaching occurs over eight days.

All three training programs develop the propositional knowledge of potential 

mentors using conceptually sound research. However, implementing the 

programs requires time and money. Cognitive Coaching, for example, requires 

a significant investment of time and money to train large numbers of mentors. 
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Sweeny (2008) and Lipton and Wellman (2003) both offer training frameworks 

that are relatively inexpensive, but require several days of training. With school 

district budgets being reduced across the state, technology offers a possible 

solution for training large numbers of mentors. 

Developing online/Hybrid Mentor Training
Background Information
Lead mentors and mentors are full time teachers that are selected by building 

administrators to take on a mentoring role. Mentors receive a small stipend and 

recertification hours as compensation for their services. Similarly, lead mentors 

are also full time teachers and, most typically, former mentors who have taken a 

leadership role in their building.  They also receive a stipend and recertification 

hours as compensation. As a site-based school district, central personnel have 

little influence over the mentor selection process, but have worked to help 

administrators make more informed decisions. In 2009, the school district’s Office 

of Professional Development began to examine the fidelity of implementation 

of the mentor program and its effectiveness. Data indicated that lead mentors, 

mentors, and beginning educators were satisfied with the program; however, 

significant variation existed with implementation of the program. 

  

Central office staff, working with mentoring and induction, identified insufficient 

training and a lack of direct communication with mentors as potential root 

causes. As a large school district, the induction program relied on lead mentors 

at each school to prepare mentors. Preparation typically consisted of sharing a 

few suggestions and covering the required paperwork. Beyond deadlines for 

paperwork, there were no clearly stated expectations. Mentoring and induction 

specialists had opportunities for direct communication and training with lead 

mentors, through quarterly meetings; however no such opportunity existed with 

MEntor training

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 9 No. 1    201266



mentors. To improve the quality of the mentor program, processes for direct 

communication with mentors needed to be established.

The previous mentor training program was a two-day summer workshop that 

focused on important communication skills, attributes of beginning teachers, 

generational differences, and instructionally focused dialogue. Despite content 

based on the principles of effective mentoring as identified by Moir et al. (2009), 

the training only addressed the content at an understanding level (Joyce & 

Showers, 2002). Training included little opportunity to practice the skills and no 

follow-up sessions were scheduled to allow coaching. Therefore participants 

tended to revert to informal or buddy mentoring.

Participants generally rated training useful, but the two-day time commitment 

represented a significant obstacle as participants did not like taking vacation 

time or traveling to attend training. Occurring during the summer, the Mentor 

Institute was considered voluntary and a majority of the participants served as 

lead mentors, with few mentors attending. Contact with mentors was limited 

to the small percentage that attended the Mentor Institute. In shifting from a 

buddy mentoring culture to instructionally-focused mentor support, this gap in 

knowledge and communication with mentors needed to be filled. 

As professional development specialists responsible for the mentoring program, 

we believed that the Mentor Institute was the optimal vehicle for both skill 

development and communication of the philosophy and expectations of the 

induction program. We decided to make significant revisions to the content 

and the structure of the training. The structure needed to provide flexibility and 

efficiency in delivery of content, while the content itself needed to a more solid 

conceptual foundation that allowed participants to reach the skill acquisition level. 
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Developing Mentor Training Content
Mentor training is a complex process that requires mentors to have specific skills 

and knowledge (L’Allier et al., 2010; Strong & Baron, 2004). A comprehensive 

mentor training that provided learning in the areas of instructional coaching, 

reflective communication skills, adult learning theory, generational differences, 

cultural differences, the attributes of new teachers, and the vision of mentoring 

in the school district could easily be a 45 hour course. Ideally, all mentors would 

be trained with such a rigorous course, but it was not feasible to expect potential 

mentors, who also serve as full-time teachers, to make such a large commitment. 

Therefore, our first steps were to prioritize the essential skills and knowledge.

To assist with prioritization of the course content, we selected consultee-

centered consultation (Caplan & Caplan, 1993; Sandoval, 2004) as a conceptual 

framework. Although frequently applied to mental health settings or as a 

part of school-based support system for teachers (i.e., Rosenfield & Gravois, 

1996), consultee-centered consultation (C-CC) is not typically associated with 

mentoring. However, C-CC is applicable to mentoring. An underlying premise 

of C-CC is that that in novel situations consultees get stuck due to a lack of 

knowledge, skills, confidence, or objectivity. A consultant or mentor can help by 

establishing a non-hierarchical relationship and promoting reflection through 

dialogue. Consultants simultaneously challenge and support consultees to 

facilitate reflection and growth.

With consultee-centered consultation as our framework, we determined that the 

Mentor Institute content should address three questions:

•    What are the essential knowledge and skills a mentor must possess?

•    Why is the information important?

•    How do I use the information to support beginning teachers?
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As Wong (2004) noted, mentors needed to have an understanding of the 

vision and mission in the school division. We also included information about 

generational differences, new educator development, and individual change. 

By exploring the mission and vision of mentoring, we addressed why the 

information was important and articulated a purpose for mentoring.

  

To address the how and what questions, we decided that mentors needed 

enhanced training in the skills of mentoring. Therefore, most of the course would 

consist of learning about and practicing reflective communication skills. The 

use of reflective communication skills was essential, but applying them without 

structure for using them posed a challenge for most mentors. Drawing on the 

work of Costa and Garmston (2002), Saphier and West (2009), Rosenfield and 

Gravois (1996) and Lipton and Wellman (2003) we created four conversation 

templates to help guide mentors: (a) a coached planning template, (b) a 

reflection template, (c) a professional-growth template, and (d) an agreements 

template. Each template provided a scaffold that allowed mentors to engage in 

productive dialogue with mentees. 

 

We organized the content into three learning modules with content that would 

be delivered on-line and face-to-face (see table 1). The first module included 

information on the mission and vision of mentoring in the school division and 

basic communication skills. The second module consisted of information about 

generational differences, change, and resistance, and the third module was 

comprised of the conversation templates. The face-to-face session synthesized 

the declarative knowledge addressed in each learning module and included the 

procedural knowledge necessary to engage mentees effectively. Each learning 

module lasted approximately four hours and addressed the first three levels of 

training as described by Joyce and Showers (2002).
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Table 1.
Learning module content
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Developing a Hybrid Mentor Training Structure
Online learning has become more prevalent in education and has been used 

successfully as part of new teacher induction programs (Taranto, 2011). Given 

the potential for online learning to enhance job-embedded professional 

learning and improve cost effectiveness (Ross, 2011) and the need to apply 

specific communication skills, we decided to explore hybrid learning models. A 

hybrid model offered multiple advantages that strictly online or strictly face-to-

face models would not. Since most of the content in the training program did 

not require face-to- face experiences for participant learning, an online format 

allowed participants greater flexibility in viewing and completing assignments. 

Learning modules could be accessed and viewed from any computer with 

internet access, thereby allowing access from home and work. Using videos, 

narrated Power Point presentations, audio files, articles, and other print 

materials, we created a diverse learning experience for participants. 

 

Asynchronous discussions provided course facilitators with the opportunity 

to understand the perspectives and thought processes of all the participants, 

provide feedback, prompt greater reflection, assess training impact, and develop 

a virtual community. During traditional face-to-face sessions, some participants 

contributed frequently, while others rarely contributed. A virtual classroom with 

online discussions required all the participants to contribute, thereby enabling 

course facilitators to assess the entire class’s understandings of the material. 

Finally, the virtual learning modules reduced the face-to-face time requirement 

by half and ensured that all participants had the necessary background 

knowledge. By completing the learning modules prior to the face-to-face 

meeting, participants had time to process and reflect on the concepts.

During the six-hour face-to-face training, participants focused on acquisition 
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and application of skills and theory learned online, thereby developing the 

procedural knowledge needed to apply the information contained in each 

module. In contrast to the original mentor training, little time was spent on 

didactic presentation of the material. Participants practiced discrete skills, with 

a heavy emphasis on paraphrasing and asking reflective questions, before 

working with the conversation templates. By holding the face-to-face sessions 

after conceptual understanding had been developed in the online modules, we 

were able to increase the comfort and skill level of mentors. Furthermore, we 

were able to make direct contact with mentors and begin the process of building 

trusting relationships with them. 

The hybrid professional development mirrors the flipped classroom model of 

instruction (Tucker, 2012) where didactic information is learned offsite and 

then applied in a classroom setting. Web-based tools are not only appropriate 

for use in the flipped model, but can enhance the quality and engagement 

of the learning experiences (Brunsell & Horejsi, 2011). By selecting an 

online structure, we were able to create self-directed and relevant learning 

experiences for the participants. 

     

Although the hybrid model offered several advantages, there were two 

significant drawbacks to using an online format. The first drawback involved 

establishing a learning community by making connections with and between 

participants. On-line learning environments can be somewhat impersonal. 

Participants are not able to physically interact with one another and much of 

the communication is written. Lacking physical and non-verbal cues can lead to 

miscommunication, thereby making it hard to establish a positive environment. 

The second drawback to using a hybrid format was participant discomfort with 

technology. Not all participants in the course were comfortable accessing the 
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course material and therefore started late. Although using common web-based 

tools, other participants did not know how to navigate through the course 

modules or make posts in the discussion forum. 

 

By using peoples’ names in the discussion forum, ensuring and requiring all 

participants to respond using established criteria for writing posts, we were 

able to mitigate the challenges in creating a positive learning environment. 

To enhance the feeling of community, we also included discussion prompts 

that encouraged participants to introduce themselves to one another. To meet 

different technological needs, we sent explicit directions in an introductory 

email, designed a module on navigating the online course, and provided 

individualized support.  Although the drawbacks to online learning can present 

significant challenges, the benefits outweigh the challenges. 

Impact of the Hybrid Mentor Training
An important component for effective organizations is to create feedback loops 

for continuous improvement (Senge, 2000). After several months of conducting 

the hybrid trainings, we developed a consistent data collection process. Two 

types of data were collected for evaluating the effectiveness of training sessions, 

participant ratings and participant responses to open-ended questions. 

Additionally, we have anecdotal evidence from participants regarding the 

effectiveness of the training. 

Participants were asked to evaluate two broad areas (see table 2): (a) 

effectiveness of the presenters, and (b) relevance of the information. Across 

all areas, the Mentor Institute consistently receives high evaluations, with an 

average rating of 4.84/5.00. Participant evaluations fluctuate slightly from 

session to session; average ratings ranged from 4.69 to 5.00.
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Table 2.
Participant Evaluations of Mentor Institute

Item Average
Session facilitators were well prepared. 4.92
Session facilitators were well organized. 4.91
Session outcomes were clearly articulated. 4.87
Session outcomes were met. 4.88
Session facilitators were knowledgeable about the topic. 4.91
The facilitators used strategies to engage me as a learner. 4.76
Session facilitators treated with me as a knowledgeable professional. 4.90
I was given opportunities to be an active participant in the learning experiences. 4.89
The information I learned is relevant to the work I do in the district 4.75
I was provided sufficient time to process the learning experiences with colleagues. 4.79
The learning activities enhanced my understanding of the information or skills. 4.78
Session facilitators established group norms. 4.76
Session facilitators followed group norms. 4.82
 
         Overall Session Average 4.84

Open-ended responses were coded by theme and reflect a general sense 

of positivity about the training. Although simulated practice is often a little 

uncomfortable for participants, the majority of evaluations consider the practice 

to be the most beneficial aspect of the training. The sense of discomfort may be 

due to disequilibrium caused by learning about and applying new information 

and skills; after practicing, participants recognize the value of the practice. 

Participants also frequently comment on the changes that they have made in 

how they interact with their beginning teachers, indicating a greater propensity 

for coaching and reflective questioning. Finally, participants also indicated 

in open-ended responses that this type of training should be available to all 

teachers and administrators in the district.

When asked what should change, the most common response is that the 

training should be completed prior to commencing service as a mentor. This 

MEntor training

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 9 No. 1    201274



comment suggests that the participants found the training useful and saw 

how the information and skills would have helped earlier in the mentoring 

relationship. The second most common response is that participants would like 

more information on how to support second and third year educators. Knowing 

that induction should be a three-year process, this is an area for growth across 

the school district.

Finally, many of the participants provided verbal feedback regarding the 

effectiveness of the training program. One mentor, commenting three months 

after finishing the Mentor Institute, described how valuable she considered the 

course and how she used the skills she learned on a daily basis. Participants 

also frequently comment on the new information that they learned and their 

perspectives have changed regarding how to interact with others. Finally, 

comments in emails and in the online discussion forum indicated that many 

participants changed their thinking about mentoring. In the past, some 

participants had viewed mentors as providing buddy support, but after the 

training saw the value in challenging and supporting the growth of beginning 

educators. Additionally, some mentors worked with beginning educators that 

performed well, had strong instructional skills and were thriving during their 

first year; prior to the Mentor Institute the mentors did not think the beginning 

teacher needed a mentor. However, after the training, the mentors saw the value 

in dialogue and engaging in reflection.

  

A small sample of participants (n=24) completed the Mentor Efficacy Scale 

(Riggs, 2000) before attending and after completing the Mentor Institute. 

Analysis of the data revealed a statistically significant difference between the 

pretest and post-test scores, suggesting that the training program may have 

a positive effect on mentors’ feelings of efficacy.  However, the sample size is 
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small and therefore additional investigation is necessary before drawing any 

conclusions.

    

Cost Effectiveness
Ross (2011) outlined specific financial considerations when developing online 

professional development. Technology, especially hardware and software, 

represents significant costs. By using the online learning platform used by 

classroom teachers, we were able to minimize the overall cost of transitioning to 

an online format. Videos were shot using flip cameras and edited using Camtasia 

Studio (http://www.techsmith.com/camtasia.html), a commercially available 

video editing software. The software and camera represented less than $1000 in 

start-up costs.

Although we developed the course content using current research and best 

practices in coaching, mentoring, and consulting, we decided to use Mentoring 

Matters: A Practical Guide to Learning-Focused Relationships (Lipton & Wellman, 

2003) as a supplemental text. A text would provide additional resources for the 

new mentors after the course ended. Mentors and lead mentors reported the 

text was extremely useful when they encountered difficult situations; however 

including it increased the overall cost of the course.

Finally, additional expenses were incurred from printing materials, food, and 

weekend site fees. Although adding to the quality of the training program, the 

expenses were minimal. Aside from the mentoring texts, the largest expense has 

been the development of additional trainers. In order to meet the demand for 

the training program, we developed a process for training additional facilitators. 

Although much of the compensation is provided through recertification points, 

new facilitators will receive a stipend for each training session.
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In considering all the expenses, the Mentor Institute costs approximately $27 

per person. Future costs are expected to decrease, despite the necessity of hiring 

additional trainers. As the number of trained mentors increases, the frequency 

of training sessions will decrease, thereby lowering food and printing costs. As 

all schools have trained mentors present in the building, we will not have to 

purchase as many mentoring texts. The small cost of training each mentor is 

offset by the savings of not having to hire and train a new teacher.

 

Challenge in Transitioning to Hybrid learning Experiences
Change in a large school division is rarely an easy endeavor. Transitioning from 

an optional face-to-face professional development to a required hybrid course 

posed two significant challenges: (a) problems with technology and (b) attitudes 

towards online learning. With a shrinking budget and few resources, we were 

not able to purchase a platform designed for online training. Therefore, the 

existing school web-hosting program was adapted for this purpose. Although 

the platform had multiple tools for teaching online, such as wikis, blogs, 

videos, and quiz features, frequent issues with the server and software glitches 

occurred, which created unease and frustration for participants. Additionally, the 

platform lacked sufficient accountability measures, making it difficult for course 

facilitators to monitor the completion of the assignments. 

Another challenge with transitioning to a hybrid training model was the 

dramatic increase in participants. Between spring 2011 and spring 2012, we 

had a 300% increase in participants. Historically, far fewer than 100 mentors or 

lead mentors were trained each year through the Mentor Institute. As of March 

30, 2012, we have trained over 300 mentors through the Mentor Institute. This 

required a significant investment of time, which necessitated a reprioritization of 

work related tasks.  
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In addition to the physical time required to facilitate the online discussions and 

provide the face-to-face training, we had to provide additional support to many 

of the participants regarding technology. Teachers with limited technology 

experience expressed discomfort with the online learning format. For example, 

mentors in one school wished to complete the online training in a group face-to-

face, thus negating the advantages of the online environment. Others struggled 

to complete all the course requirements in a timely manner. In respecting the 

demands placed on teachers’ time, we were flexible as course facilitators. As a 

result, some participants, especially those not comfortable with online learning, 

did not complete all the course discussions. Approximately 20% of the mentors 

that completed the face-to-face training did not complete the online training, 

which is higher than anticipated.

Conclusion
As the school district moves closer towards a unified induction system, 

refinement of the training model and content will be imperative. Despite 

challenges in implementing the new training program and a completion rate of 

about 80%, we consider the revised Mentor Institute to be a resounding success. 

More teachers received training in a single year than in the previous three 

years. In reflecting on the process of transitioning to the hybrid model, we have 

identified four specific areas for increased growth.

First, clarity regarding expectations and accountability regarding course 

completion must be communicated more explicitly to potential mentors. As 

suggested by participants and consistent with best practices, all potential 

mentors need to be trained prior to their enlistment as a mentor. Therefore, 

trainings must be scheduled to allow for the majority of participants to complete 

the Mentor Institute in a timely manner. This requires the use of additional 
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facilitators, but increases the flexibility of the training program. Ensuring that 

all mentors are trained prior to the end of the first quarter will help improve the 

quality of mentoring services.

Second, program specialists must seek a new, cost-effective platform for the 

online training to increase ease of use and reduce time spent on troubleshooting. 

Although the course management platform is adequate for the current task, as 

technology improves, the course content changes, and participant expectations 

increase, the software will become outdated. To maintain a high quality training 

program, we need to make the best use of technology.

Third, we need to make stronger connections between mentor training, mentor 

efficacy, and student outcomes. We are in the process of collecting additional 

mentor efficacy data using the Mentor Efficacy Scale (Riggs, 2000) to determine if 

the training is having an impact on mentors. Although initial data appear positive, 

the sample was not large enough to draw strong conclusions. As we continue to 

train mentors in the 2012-13 school year, we plan to collect more data on mentor 

efficacy. Furthermore, even if the training program affects mentors, at the present 

time we have not established a solid connection to student learning. Examining 

the impact on student learning is part of the overall induction program evaluation 

and hopefully this link will be established in the future. 

 

Finally, the content embedded in the Mentor Institute is introductory in nature. 

The information and skills are important and elevate the level of rigor in 

mentoring, but we could improve the quality of mentoring services by offering 

an advanced mentor training. This would include a coaching component 

at the building level, which we are currently working to develop, as well as 

advanced concepts and information. An advanced training could also include 
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components that would address supporting second and third year educators, 

other experienced educators, and teachers in unique situations, such as career 

switchers or visiting international faculty.

Mentoring is a critical component of new teacher induction. Web-based 

technology is a valuable tool with the potential to enhance the rigor and 

availability of mentor training. In addition to providing flexibility and cost 

effective learning opportunities, many of our younger teachers and mentors are 

receptive to online learning. Leveraging technology could maximize resources 

while maintaining a high quality induction program.
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Making ayp:
one rural school’s recipe for success

Introduction
For two years, I lived and worked in Lee County, a small rural community and one 

of the poorest counties in Virginia. I am a career switcher who chose to become a 

special education teacher at an elementary school located in Southwest Virginia 

at the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. I hold a master’s degree in teaching 

with a special education endorsement; in July 2011, I earned an Educational 

Specialist (Ed.S.) degree with a focus on educational leadership and curriculum and 

instruction. Although I no longer reside in Lee County, I feel compelled to share 

my observations and experiences based on my time there, of how one particular 

school remains successful year after year, making Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).

What makes a school successful year-after-year? The article chronicles the 
time I spent teaching at Carter Elementary School in Lee County, one of the 
poorest counties in Virginia. Despite some of the challenges, this school has 
met Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) since 2005. This success was made possible 
by the many teachers, staff, and families who were committed to seeing the 
children succeed.
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History and Demographics
Lee County’s economy is largely dependent on farming and mining coal. 

There are few opportunities outside of these industries except to work at 

the hospital, to teach, to work at a near-by federal or state prison, or to own 

a small business. The county seat is one of seven rural towns in the county. 

Lee County, with a total population of 25,587 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010), is 

the westernmost county in Virginia. According to the Virginia Department 

of Education’s Office of School Nutrition Programs annual report, the 

percentage of students in the county with free and reduced lunches is 61.39% 

(“Program Statistics,” 2011).  In an area where poverty prevails there are many 

considerations and challenges for parents and their children who attend 

school. The total student population in the county’s 13 schools for the 2010-

2011 school year was 3,597 (Virginia Department of Education,  n.d.).

Elements of Success
There are a number of elements that go into making a school successful, including 

a combination of dedicated people, coupled with established processes and 

instructional strategies. In this case study, I will discuss the components that have 

made Carter Elementary School1 (CES) successful. A winning formula starts with a 

well-maintained school and dedicated students, most of whom are willing to learn. 

Other important factors for success include professional leadership, a nurturing 

and safe teaching environment, and the technologies used to enhance learning for 

both students and teachers. With the use of these appropriate elements in place, 

this school continues to be successful year after year. 

School
The small, rural, Title I school services a population of 412 students from pre-K 

through fifth-grade for the 2010-2011 school year (Virginia Department of 

1 The actual name of the school was changed to respect the privacy and identity of the teachers and staff.
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Education,  n.d.), and has met AYP during the years of  2005 through 2012. The 

school faces a number of substantial challenges including, but not limited to, 

frequent lack of coal heating in the classrooms, dwindling or minimal school 

supplies and resources, freezing of annual raises for teachers and staff, reduced 

funding, and educating children from broken or dysfunctional homes. However, 

the educational staff creates a positive learning environment for all of its 

students. Apparent qualities among the faculty include a personal willingness 

to make sacrifices and contribution of time and resources. Teachers take it upon 

themselves to replace supplies and provide remediation, while still exhibiting 

a strong work ethic, and sharing a common vision for success. Even though the 

teachers, parents, administrators, and students face less than ideal conditions, 

collectively and collaboratively, they continue to be successful. So, how are 

difficult conditions and circumstances turned into successful outcomes?

 

The Triad - Teaching With a Purpose
A “Triad” is what makes the elementary school successful. It is the dedication of 

the students, teachers, and principal that creates synergy: these components 

work together to produce an effect greater than the sum of their individual 

parts. As a result, this synergistic force is created within CES with everyone 

collaborating for a common purpose that produces academic results. Other staff 

members also strengthen the Triad, including the well-respected secretaries, 

teaching aides, custodians, cafeteria personnel, paraprofessionals, and many 

counselors (e.g., occupational therapy, physical therapy, speech). No one is any 

more important than the other in his contributions. All have different roles just 

like players on a football team. To use a sports metaphor, a field goal kicker may 

only participate for a few minutes each game, but his contribution is no less 

important than the quarterback’s contribution. It is this community of players

at CES that comprises an ecosystem leading to successful outcomes for all.
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One key to this school’s success is the relationships that are built within the school. 

Communication, sympathy, empathy, collegiality, shared vision of goals, and 

mutual support of each other at every level are visible. When one child, teacher, 

or family suffers, all stakeholders do. According to Shields (2004), educators are 

not helpless against difficult obstacles, they hold the power to influence and 

profoundly affect the educational lives of the students. Positive dialogue must 

become a way of life between teacher and student. Celebrating diversity is the 

lifeblood of the community and drives the principles of social justice and academic 

excellence for all. Carter Elementary is challenged by having the largest number of 

students with learning disabilities in the county system. For the school year 2009-

2010, the National Center for Education Statistics (“Search for Public,” n.d.) reported 

that 742 students in the county (about 21%) had Individualized Education Plans 

(IEPs). Just a couple of years ago, the national average was about 12% for students 

attending high-poverty elementary schools (“The Condition of Education,”  n.d.). 

Learning diversity is embraced within the classrooms. However, regardless of the 

circumstances of the students, unfortunate or diverse situations are turned into 

positive outcomes most of the time. In the end, the “recipe” includes opportunities 

and success for all learners. 

Students
Many educators and students in more affluent areas might be baffled by 

observations of the school. I seldom noticed the students following newest 

trends or clothing fads. For many of the students at the school receiving free or 

reduced meals (62.09%), school breakfasts and lunches are the best meals they 

get during the day (“Program Statistics,” 2011). Additionally, there are families 

that simply do not have adequate resources in the homes to provide regular 

baths or showers, so there are students that come to school unkempt. Even 

though some of them come with troubling circumstances, they are generally 
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happy to be at school. The students have teachers and an administrator who 

love and care about them. Schools in other areas often struggle with many of 

the same issues. Yet this school remains successful in the face of adversity where 

circumstances are not always ideal. It begins with the teachers. 

Teacher Characteristics
What possesses a group of men and women to stay committed to a school 

system that cannot give raises and many of the supplies they need to do their 

jobs? Most of the teachers at this elementary school could simply move to 

more affluent areas, and in some cases, nearly double their salaries. According 

to Payne (2008), teachers and educators are the professionals that help under-

resourced learners become successful. It is through their hard work and 

dedication, often fighting against the odds, that they bring “new ideas, hope, 

skills, and understandings to these people” (p. 149). The words of Ruby Payne 

apply to why educators choose to go to school each day and work hard to make 

a difference in students’ lives.

The teachers at this school choose to live and work in a small community in 

Lee County as teaching professionals. Lack of financial compensation does not 

seem to drive them into other professions or cause them to leave this school. It 

is this dedication and commitment, in part, that adds to successful outcomes—

meeting AYP each year. A history teacher at the school commented that this little 

school is quite unique. She maintains that the positive atmosphere in the school 

makes students feel welcomed. According to her, there is a tight bond among 

the students, teachers, and parents where success stories, as well as concerns, 

are shared. She said that the teachers stick together and try to make sure each 

child receives the best education he or she deserves (personal communication, 

March 17, 2012). Because the school is relatively small, it is easier for teachers 
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to see the fruits of their labor and give more of themselves to the students, 

increasing the likelihood of successful outcomes. A family environment, more 

one-on-one interaction among teachers, students, and parents, add to the 

success of this school. It seems to make a difference. The teaching staff  is a close-

knit community and they look out for one another. On more than one occasion, 

I have witnessed everyone come together to support and lend a hand when 

one of the teachers or his/her family members went through hard times. There 

is a community of unity and camaraderie that exists. This “bond” factors into the 

success of this school. The same history teacher commented that a child does 

not experience this tight feeling of community and support in a larger school. 

She said, “Our working hours may be 8:00-3:30, but our hearts are never off the 

clock!” (personal communication, March 17, 2012). 

Principal Characteristics
Every ship has its captain, every corporation has its CEO, and every winning 

sports team has its dedicated coaching staff. At this school, an engaging, hard-

working, innovative administrator is at the helm. This rural school has its own 

little ecosystem, a microcosm of excellence from which other schools could 

learn. The principal surrounds herself with quality teachers. Not only are the 

teachers educators, but they also are leaders. In essence, the principal is a leader 

of leaders. She does not micro-manage the staff. She simply does what any good 

captain or coach does; she guides with respect, but with strong resolve. She 

also knows when to critique, advise, and steer errant members back on track 

when necessary. She encourages her staff and would never ask a teacher or staff 

member to do something she would not do herself. She is not afraid to get her 

hands dirty and is not someone who simply sits in her office. Because of this, 

other teachers are willing to follow her lead. They too, will do what is necessary 

to get the job done. She routinely helps out with cafeteria duty, sweeping and 
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mopping floors, and performing bus duty. This is inspirational to other teachers 

who look at her and say, “Hey, if she is willing to get her hands dirty and share 

the load, then we should be willing to do the same.” One teacher commented 

that the principal at the school does a wonderful job, giving up much of her time 

in order to allow the teachers to attend to other matters pertaining to school. 

She reinforced that the principal performs morning and afternoon bus duty to 

free up time for teachers. The principal shares in the cafeteria duty because it 

gives her time to interact with the children and gives them an opportunity to 

see her in a positive way, not just when they may have to see her over behavioral 

matters (personal communication, March 17, 2012). The principal is a leader, a 

motivator, and a consummate professional. Her “open door policy” helps create a 

morale boost among teachers, parents, and students, which fosters a successful 

and welcoming environment. Additionally, she encourages her teachers to 

further their educations so they can develop more efficient strategies to use in 

the classroom and to be able to provide instruction to a more diverse learning 

population. It is all about a total commitment and “can-do” attitude that spreads 

to the teachers, to the parents, and ultimately, to the students. 

Instructional Practices – “The recipe”
An experienced English teacher at Carter Elementary with whom I co-taught 

during my second year, shared her personal approach to teaching:

As a teacher of departmentalized English classes, I use a mostly 

holistic approach in my teaching. I strive to use research-based 

practices and writing strategies as tools to implement the Virginia 

Standards of Learning (SOLs) in what is often a writing workshop 

style classroom setting. The students are learning to apply skills in a 

variety of writing projects that are more and more being paired with 

other content area activities and projects. I feel that it is important for 
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our developing young authors to be taught to be good writers for life, 

not just to be test takers. I want them to enjoy writing. It is important 

for these young children to learn to be aware of their thinking as 

they proceed through a very flexible writing process. (personal 

communication, March 17, 2012)

According to Tomlinson and Kalbfleish (1998), three principles from brain 

research—emotional safety, appropriate challenge, and self-constructed 

meaning—suggest that a one-size-fits-all approach to classroom teaching is 

ineffective for most students and harmful to some. At this school, instructional 

strategies offered help ensure that students are met on the individual level at 

which they can be most successful. There can be no “one-size-fits-all” approach 

to success. A fifth-grade math teacher at the school shared her philosophy about 

teaching in the classroom “I believe it is important to provide success for all of 

the students with differentiated instructional strategies in order to help them 

learn in the ways that best meet their academic needs and goals” (personal 

communication, March 16, 2012). 

The English teacher—mentioned earlier also—shared her thoughts on 

differentiation. “Differentiation of instruction is part of our school’s culture, 

whether the classes are led by team teachers in an inclusion classroom 

environment, a resource class, or in a regular education classroom” (personal 

communication, March 17, 2012).  

In essence, the teacher has to see herself (or himself ) as an organizer of learning 

opportunities. According to Tomlinson (2001): 

Perhaps a good way to begin an exploration of differentiated 

teaching is to look at the classroom through the eyes of two 
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broad categories of students—those who are advanced and those 

who struggle. Those two categories, of course, encompass many 

different sorts of students, but they do at least provide a place 

to begin thinking about the readiness of academically diverse 

learners and the range of needs they bring to school. (p. 10)

Tomlinson maintains that in order for the students to learn, the instructor must 

help students learn in different ways. Teachers must develop or maintain an 

understanding that unless a teaching practice works for the individual learner, 

then it is of no value. This is a key point to learning. The teacher must create a 

reasonable range of approaches to learning, so that most students find learning 

a fit most of the time. Additionally,  Tomlinson states that differentiation of 

instruction is vital to successful outcomes, but there are three characteristics of 

the students that help guide responsive teaching:

 

1.  Readiness Levels – Teachers need to assess the levels at which each 

student works; however, it is important to push students beyond their 

comfort zone, forcing them to reach just beyond their grasp. 

2.  Interest Levels – It is crucial for the teachers to engage their students. 

Learning can  be fulfilling if the instruction is geared towards their interest 

levels. Students also like having choices. To create lifelong learners, 

teachers must teach to their interests.

3.  Learning Profiles – Students learn in many different ways, so teachers must 

determine what works best for each student. Culture, intelligence preference, 

gender, and learning style all contribute to students’ learning profiles. Teachers 

simply need only to observe his or her students in order to create teacher-

made tools to aid in teaching to these various profiles (Tomlinson, 2001, pp. 

45-71).
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Part of this philosophy of teaching and learning includes using a variety of 

methods to deliver the instruction. In today’s classrooms, computers and 

educational applications play a crucial role in helping educate children. 

Teachers and students in the twenty-first century are surrounded by 

technology, and it is growing increasingly more important to utilize it in the 

classrooms. The use of technology at Carter Elementary plays a large role in the 

school’s continued success.

Technology
Tomlinson (2001) states that teachers have a “toolbox” in which they keep a 

variety of instructional strategies, “to help them match content, process, and 

product to the readiness, interest, and talents of their students” (p. 31). Successful 

strategies in this rural school’s “toolbox” include the application programs and 

technologies that are available to the teachers and students. A former colleague 

at the school has been very pleased with the available technology in her 

classroom and the great effort the school is making to blend new technologies 

with the English Standards to help students with the elements of the writing 

process. She shared that having technologies like the iPad, SmartBoard, 

document camera, computers, and a set of portable NEO 2 keyboards, have 

been instrumental in achieving successful outcomes at the school (personal 

communication, March 17, 2010).

Although the following list is not exhaustive, it provides a number of examples of 

the tools and programs that enhance the learning experience and success at the 

school.

 1.  Standards of Learning Assessment Resource (SOLAR) – This is a web-

based assessment tool for analyzing and disaggregating student quarterly 

benchmark test data and SOL data. Every nine weeks, benchmark tests 
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are given in English, math, social studies/history, and science. These 

benchmarks provide teachers and the principal with tangible data to help 

in assessing where students are mastering skills and help identify at-risk 

students and the areas in which they may be struggling. Additionally, it 

provides students with practice that will help them with test-taking skills.  

http://www.cssg.com/
 2.  TaskStream – This application is an online professional development tool 

that provides a way for teachers to better collaborate by developing and 

sharing lesson plans. This program is used primarily for two purposes. 

The first is for sending internal emails (TaskStream is the in-house email 

system). The second use is for posting lesson plans and being able to share 

these plans with team and resource teachers. This proves helpful when 

teachers want to collaborate and share plans.  https://www.taskstream.
com/pub/default.asp

3.  Professional Development (PD) 360 – This program is an online 

professional development platform for teachers and educators. PD 

360 is used to research topics related to education. After creating an 

account, teachers are able to view videos covering topics on school safety, 

instructional strategies, classroom management, state standards, and 

coaching and mentoring, to name a few. In addition to becoming better 

informed on a variety of topics, the time spent viewing videos counts 

towards professional development hour requirements.  http://www.
schoolimprovement.com/products/pd360/

4.  PowerSchool – This web-based application was designed as a student 

information system (SIS) and used for real-time grading, attendance, 

and also allows for parental access. This program was used primarily for 

real-time grading. It made entering grades, running progress reports, 

and viewing student information and data much easier than the manual 
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methods used in previous years. http://www.pearsonschoolsystems.
com/products/powerschool/

5.  Technologies
 A.    Computer labs –  There are two computer labs at the school consisting 

primarily of Dell computers. One lab is in a classroom and is used for 

regular computer classes as well as for benchmark and SOL testing. 

The second lab is housed in a different building and used primarily for 

instructional practice, benchmarking, and SOL testing.

 B.    Mobile computer lab (Dell laptops) – The mobile lab consists of Dell 

laptop computers. It is used for multiple purposes and can be located 

wherever computers are needed.

 C.    SmartBoard – Most classrooms are equipped with a Smart Board. 

These “interactive white boards” can be used as chalk boards/white 

boards for general instruction and for “hands-on” lessons, which the 

students love. Interactive white boards are particularly effective with 

the special needs population. Delivering instruction through multiple 

modalities (sight, sound, touch)  is essential for those with various 

learning profiles. The SmartBoard provides many flexible ways to teach 

content. Additionally, these SmartBoards serve as projection screens for 

use with overhead projection devices (e.g., ELMO document cameras 

(http://www.elmousa.com/), LCD projectors), and are useful when 

showing instructional or entertainment digital video disks (DVDs). 

http://smarttech.com/smartboard
 D.    Apple iPads – The iPads are used primarily by teachers as a 

supplemental way to enhance instruction and to stay connected to 

the many applications (“apps”) available on the device. The iPads 

integrate into the Smart Board systems and provide teachers another 

way to deliver instructional content. They are also useful tools to use 
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in meetings for taking notes, checking school email, and sharing 

information stored on the devices (PowerPoint presentations, Word 

documents, etc.).  http://www.apple.com/education/ipad/
 E.    NEO2 – These devices are used for in-class writing. Keyboarding 

skills are becoming more important every year as more of the SOL 

tests are being served online, especially English writing tests. The 

NEO2s connect wirelessly from the device to the NEO Manager on the 

teacher’s computer. After writing assignments are completed, the work 

can be printed from each device. The NEO2 has other features useful 

in a learning environment, but are used primarily for keyboarding 

instruction and writing practice. http://www.renlearn.com/neo/
NEO2/default.aspx

6.  Web-based Applications –  These applications help students build skills in 

the areas of reading, writing, and math:

 A.    SuccessMaker – This program helps build critical skills for reading, 

speaking, and mathematics. This product is used to help elementary 

school learners master content in language arts and mathematics. 

Since the program is very interactive, it helps keep the children 

focused and engaged. It works well with visual, auditory, and tactile/

kinesthetic populations. For the teachers, SuccessMaker provides on-

demand reports to help identify areas of strengths and weaknesses, 

track progress, and meet accountability milestones.   http://www.
pearsonschool.com/index.cfm?locator=PSZk99

 B.    First-in-Math – This math program was designed as an interactive, 

web-based game. The program helps students build and master math 

skills and progress at their own pace. This program was introduced 

during my second year at the school. The students seemed to enjoy 

learning and competing with other students within the school, as well 
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as with other schools in the county, nation, and the world that used 

the program. The program boosts student confidence as they master 

various math skills. They also enjoy incentives (prizes) by participating 

in tournaments and becoming the player of the day/week/month!  

http://www.firstinmath.com/visitor/visitor-aboutus.asp
 C.    Study Island – This is a web-based application useful for instruction, 

practice, assessment, and reporting designed around the Virginia 

Standards of Learning. This program is used to help students prepare 

for SOL testing. The instruction is provided to the student through a 

web-based interface. Teachers create instruction in language arts, math, 

or whatever courses the school purchases. Study Island is primarily for 

language arts and math. The instructional activities (including tests) are 

very customizable. Individual logins are created for each student or the 

content can be displayed, via overhead projection, to the Smart- Board, 

for the entire class to view.  http://www.studyisland.com/
 D.    Interactive Quizzes – This is one of my favorite review web sites for 

language arts, math, science, and social studies. It is FREE and it is tied 

to the Virginia Department of Education Standards of Learning. This 

freeware is often utilized in the computer labs to prepare the students in 

a number of academic disciplines. I highly recommend it and continue 

to use it in my current teaching position at a high school located in 

Washington County, Virginia.  http://www.iq.poquoson.org/index.htm

Even the best instructional practices need to be complimented with the use 

of up-to-date technology and relevant applications for teachers and students. 

As part of a high-quality curriculum, technology can help teachers become 

more able to guide students towards meaningful learning objectives. At CES, 

technology is crucial to the success of the school.

Making ayp
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Conclusion 
To some, it might seem like the adverse circumstances found at Carter 

Elementary School would be a deterrent to success. Even though this small 

rural school may appear “backwoods” to many, it is committed to excellence. 

Starting with a well maintained school, the students are supported with strong 

leadership, a healthy environment in which to learn, and effective technology 

and teaching practices. All of these components factor into a winning 

combination. Strengths are shown at all levels. Teachers, staff, and families help 

make this school a community. Money does not buy success. Success comes 

from this community bound by similar traditions, beliefs, and values. Success is 

made possible by the many who are committed to seeing their children succeed. 

This is why, in the face of adversity, this school continues to meet AYP and 

provide a positive environment for students. 
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The ascd Whole child initiative is 
now 4 years old and going strong!  In 2007, 

ASCD, our constituent groups, and whole 
child partners called on families, educators, 

policymakers, and communities to ensure 
that each child is healthy, safe, engaged, 

supported, and challenged.

Most importantly we continue 
to create and collect free 
resources that educators in 
the field use to ensure that 
each child, in each school, in 
each community in Virginia 
is knowledgeable, emotionally 
and physically healthy, 
civically active, artistically 
engaged, prepared for 
economic self-sufficiency, and 
ready for the world beyond 
formal schooling. We’ve heard 
the calls for more specificity 
about and concrete examples 
of a whole child approach 
to education, and we’re still 
listening. Email us any time at 
wholechild@ascd.org to ask 
questions, share your stories, 
and offer ideas.

Here is a glimpse of what www.wholechildeducation.org 

has to offer so you can learn more, ask questions, 

do more, and be heard.

WholE child rEsourcE links:

What Works to Educate the Whole Child?

How Well Are We Educating the Whole Child?

Can You Make the Case for Educating the Whole Child?

For thE WholE child Educator WE haVE:
   A vibrant website www.wholechildeducation.org 
   An active blog 
   A monthly podcast with leading thinkers, leaders, and practitioners 
   And products from PDF resources and e-books to ASCD Action Tools
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professional learning Visits: 
linking practice to student achievement in 

prince Edward county public schools

“In Prince Edward County [Virginia] we are using the PLV (Professional 
Learning Visit) process to change the culture of our schools and build 
honest, productive professional learning communities. Our teachers 
have taken the lead in building this reflective culture. The teachers 
are doing the looking and coming up with real solutions to everyday 
problems.” – Laura Williamson, Executive Director of Curriculum 
and Instruction, Prince Edward County Public Schools (personal 
communication, March 2, 2012). 

The concept of a quality public education is evolving at an exponential rate, and 
schools across our nation are struggling to keep up with rising standards, changing 
technology, and a widely diverse student body with very unique needs. This struggle 
is played out in an increasingly public forum focused on results. We know that 
the factory model of education is no longer valid in our knowledge-based society. 
Schools that are successful today have taken different paths, but all function as 
learning communities with some common characteristics. Incorporating Professional 
Learning Visits (PLVs) as part of a teacher-driven cycle of improvement provides a 
structure to achieve an effective and sustainable learning community that supports 
excellent teaching and increasingly high levels of student achievement.
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Background
Located on Zion Hill Road, just off Route 15 south of Farmville, Virginia, Prince 

Edward County schools serve the growing needs of the population. Prince 

Edward County Public Schools (PECPS) enroll approximately 2,500 children in 

pre-kindergarten through grade 12. All four schools, Prince Edward County 

Elementary School, Prince Edward County Middle School, Prince Edward County 

High School and the Career and Technical Education Center, are fully accredited 

by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools. Based on the results of 

the 2010-11 state assessments, Prince Edward County Middle School (PECMS) 

and Prince Edward County High School (PECHS) have been designated as Title I 

Schools In Need of Improvement. PECHS receives additional support under the 

Virginia School Improvement Grant (SIG) program.

The district leadership team invited UCLA’s Center X (see pg. 105 for more 

information.) to work with the district during the 2007-08 school year, with the 

intent of building teacher leadership and instructional skills. This collaboration 

focused on introducing and developing a teacher-led classroom walkthrough 

process. This process is characterized by a team of teachers choosing a focus 

question of importance to them related to student learning in their own 

classrooms. Using a structured protocol, they then visit classrooms to observe 

and collect evidence of students working classrooms. A debriefing session allows 

best practices to surface and highlights areas that might benefit from different 

approaches. Teacher participation in this process was voluntary.

A small number of teacher teams continued to actively participate in this process 

during the next three years. During this same period, PECPS underwent a series of 

leadership shifts at the district and school levels. Although there was continued 

support for this walkthrough process, it never gathered enough steam to move 
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up in the hierarchy of concerns. The teacher-

participants were strong proponents, but they 

could not find a way to move beyond this small, 

committed group of ten to twelve teachers.

That all began to change during the 2010-

11 school year. The new superintendent, Dr. 

David Smith, reaffirmed the idea that teacher 

leadership was a key to improving instructional 

quality and ultimately student outcomes 

within the schools. In a series of brainstorming 

sessions, Center X facilitators worked with PECPS 

administrators and faculty to tease out the 

factors blocking widespread adoption of the 

teacher-led walkthrough process, and began to 

design a plan to broaden participation among 

the faculty at all schools.

Under Dr. Smith’s leadership, a few key 

changes were made to district policy that led 

to implementation of the model. First was 

changing the name to Professional Learning 

Visits. As in many other schools, the term 

walkthrough carries some baggage, and not all 

of it positive. The teacher participants felt the 

new nomenclature was a much better reflection 

of the process and their own role in it. PLVs 

stuck right away.

UCLA Center X is a nonprofit 
school reform initiative of the 
Graduate School of Education & 
Information Studies (GSE&IS) at 
the University of California, Los 
Angeles (UCLA). 

Center X is committed to the 
sustainable development of learner-
centered organizations where all 
participants achieve at high levels. 
The mission is to build the capacity 
of communities to maximize 
learning and Center X accomplishes 
this mission by partnering with 
client institutions – public schools, 
districts, community organizations 
and state and federal governments 
– to design, implement and sustain 
research-based models that become 
ingrained in the culture of the client 
organization. 

In 2008, UCLA staff published 
“Breaking Through to Effective 
Teaching:  A Walk Through Protocol 
Linking Student Learning and 
Professional Practice.”   This book 
captures a concise set of protocols 
for conducting walk-throughs, 
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A second key change was defining the time 

and activity required for participants, making 

it less open-ended. Along with this new 

definition was district recognition of the time 

spent, counting the hours as professional 

development credits. Since a minimal 

number of PD hours were already required, 

participating in PLVs was offered as a simple, 

engaging and enjoyable way to fulfill them. 

The third key change was aligning the 

process with the new requirement for 

teachers to set individual goals each year, and 

document the process and results they took 

to achieve them. Although not mandated by 

the district, setting a common grade level 

goal and working towards it together proved 

far more effective (and enjoyable) than 

teachers working in isolation towards this 

new requirement. 

Taken together, these changes laid the 

foundation for a re-energized, intensive 

PLV process at the start of the 2011-12 

school year. Again, Center X and PECPS 

staff put their heads together to design the 

conditions that would ensure a successful 

experience for teachers. 

linking leadership practice directly 
to the improvement of instruction in 
classrooms. 

You can learn more about the work 
of Center X and walkthroughs online 
at uclacenterxnortheast.org or order 
the book directly from Amazon.com 
by clicking the cover below.
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At the start of the school year, administrators counseled teachers into the team 

process when they met together to set their personal and professional goals 

for the year. While participation at the middle and high school levels increased 

incrementally, every grade level teacher  (along with the reading specialists) in 

the elementary school joined their grade level team. 

Time was created for teams to meet and work together. Although PECPS 

teachers participate in common planning time, there was recognition that this 

would benefit from additional, focused sessions. Center X facilitators worked 

with individual teams at three points during the year to help craft a common 

focus, explore resources, and discuss their emerging findings. Facilitators were 

also available by telephone and email for questions and support during the time 

between formal gatherings.

A year-end data fair was announced as the culminating activity, and each team 

was invited to prepare a display board and short presentation that highlighted 

the issue they investigated, the strategies they tried out, and what they learned. 

Again, Center X facilitators helped teams get started and focused on this activity, 

though the teams of teachers quickly took the reins and ran with the concept. 

This video highlights 
the PLV presentations:
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using the Professional learning Visit to Drive a Cycle of 
Continuous Improvement
People use continuous improvement as a process in daily life to achieve 

goals that are meaningful to them. Think about the process of selecting an 

undergraduate college. High school students and their families probably 

read a articles and pamphlets about potential colleges.   While Newsweek 

or the Peterson Guide may inform the decision, they do not provide enough 

information to make a sound choice. Instead, applicants create a unique desired 

future by putting some thought into what careers they are interested in, or how 

close or far away from home they want to be. Applicants gather data on possible 

schools, maybe even conducting their own walk-through by visiting the school 

and talking to current students. 

Likewise, most of us employ some elements of this cycle in thinking about 

professional goals that are important to us. Figure 1 illustrates what we believe 

to be the important elements in a cycle of improvement – and we suggest this as 

way to formalize or structure your discussions about moving your next steps into 

reality and incorporating meaningful, positive changes into the daily practice 

and culture of your school.

Clearly defining and stating a desired future is a powerful way of describing 

what students are capable of achieving. It allows teachers to visualize and 

describe success. It makes a statement about what is important to each 

individual, as a member of a grade or content-level team, or as a member of a 

larger educational community. It is both the starting point and the target for a 

cycle of continuous improvement.
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It can be surprisingly difficult to find words to describe a desired future for 

students. School vision and mission statements can be helpful in the broad 

sense – for instance, statements like, “all students will be productive members of 

society and lifelong learners” might be an appropriate starting point. Sometimes 

the results of large-scale assessments suggest a path to success. In this case, a 

school may have established a goal such as “All students will effectively apply 

basic computational skills to solve mathematics problems.” Each individual’s 

desired future might be even more specific than that – a teacher and her grade-

level colleagues might be struggling to implement a new writing program, and 

her desired future might be that all your students can write a five paragraph 

persuasive essay by the end of the second semester. The fourth grade team at 

PECES expressed a desire to learn more about small group management in their 

classrooms. Fourth grade classroom teacher Sarah Norton explained,

 We need small groups, we know small group instruction is a good 

thing. Yet kids get off task, doodling, throwing papers, and just 

are not engaged. So our question was what evidence do we see 

that students are self-monitoring behavior during small group 

instruction? (S. Norton, personal communication, March 2, 2012)

looking at Current reality 
(See Figure 1 on page 110). Before individuals can move effectively towards 

their desired futures, they need a firm understanding of where they are. 

Gathering data helps one understand and describe the current reality. 

Materials from state assessments, district benchmarks, classroom work and 

teacher professional knowledge are all-important contributors. Evidence 

gathered from a Professional Learning Visit is particularly valuable at this 

stage because it is often the only formal structure we have to collect evidence 
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Figure 1
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of student engagement in their work. The Kindergarten group at PECES also 

used PALS scores from the start and mid-point of the school year to help them 

benchmark student growth in their classrooms.

We tend to think of data as something that is gathered to answer a question. 

However, when we work in an environment of continuous improvement, data 

is likely to generate more questions. The evidence collected during Professional 

Learning Visits and the patterns that are identified often suggest ideas about 

how to improve practice and move closer to the desired future. And all too 

frequently we stop at this point, believing data has provided us with an answer. 

PLV Team ReseaRch QuesTions
Does daily use of PALS provided electronic 
lesson plans with 2nd graders in the 
intervention groups result in greater student 
achievement? (Reading specialists)

What evidence do we see that students 
are engaged in multiple learning styles? 
(PK team)
 
What evidence do we see of students 
engaged in differentiated activities in the 
classroom? (K team)

What evidence do we have that students 
are actively engaged during small group 
instruction? (1st grade team)

What evidence do we have that students 
are actively engaged during small group 
instruction? (2nd grade team)
What evidence do we see that students are 
using academic English in the classroom? 
(3rd grade team)

What evidence do we have of students using 
self-monitoring behaviors during classroom 
instruction? (4th grade team)

What classroom instructional strategies lead 
to better engagement of African American 
male students?  (Middle school team)

What is the extent/impact of tardiness 
and absence on student achievement and 
behavior?  What recommendations can 
we make to improve the situation?  How 
will we know when it is better? (High 
school team)

For further information on any of these action 
research projects, or the process in general, 
please contact Laura Williamson, Executive 
Director of Curriculum and Instruction, at 
434-315-2153 or by email at 
Laura.Williamson@pecps.k12.va.us.
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The middle school team chose to focus on the underachievement of African 

American males in the classroom and conducted Professional Learning Visits 

to hone in on what activities appeared to engage students. They first simply 

observed which types of activities seemed to engage students. On subsequent 

walks, host teachers modeled those ‘favored’ activities while the PLV team had a 

chance to observe students.  Middle school teacher Katherine Brisentine said:

 The students seemed to engage better with hands on activities, 

and participated more frequently when they had the opportunity to 

discuss their thoughts. Responsibility for an end product had a more 

favorable outcome that just taking notes (K. Brisentine, personal 

communication, March 2, 2012).

Incorporate Evidence Based Practices 
In the continuous improvement model, this is the time to structure ideas 

about different ways of working that might have a positive influence on the 

targeted behavior or outcome. It is critically important to tie this idea to the 

positive behavior that is sought, and that the idea arises from a collaborative 

discussion of the data generated. For example, the Kindergarten team at PECES 

hypothesized that increased skill at rote counting will lead to more confidence 

and skill in number identification.

Planning and Implementation 
Here is the opportunity to actually test out a hypothesis by doing something 

in a coordinated, collaborative fashion.  The first grade team focused on small 

group student engagement, and experimented with different structures and 

approaches across their classrooms. Team leader Marianna Dudley noted, 
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We began to notice different configurations of students led to 

different results. There is something about the mix of students, as 

well as the activity, that impacts engagement (M. Dudley, personal 

communication, March 2, 2012). 

It is important to remember that this is a cycle, so at this point, the goal is trying 

out a possible solution rather than implementing a known solution. Colleagues 

may try different activities, in different ways, with different groups of students in 

an effort to identify successful practices.

Time and settings are deliberately built into this process to reflect on what 

has been implemented. It is the time to share successful strategies for 

implementation, certainly, but also to reflect on the original hypothesis and 

see if the team is on the right track towards the desired future. This may be an 

appropriate time to plan another Professional Learning Visit to gather evidence 

to make the reflection process richer and more student-based. It is very likely 

that participants will find themselves going back and forth between the 

implementation and reflection steps in an iterative process until it is clear they 

are on the way to the desired future. This small victory should be appreciated 

and acknowledged.

applying Changes To Your Work 
At this point, a small experiment in changing practice has been attempted, 

probably in different ways with different people, and participants have had the 

chance to reflect on implementation as well as gather evidence on how these 

changes are affecting students. The team may decide it is on the wrong track – 

and it is time to go back and create another hypothesis. More often, the team 

has learned something fundamentally important about delivering instruction 
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and it is time to search for ways to share the good news with colleagues and 

administrators. This is an opportunity to make recommendations and advocate 

for changing practice – and to have a real effect on the culture and efficacy of a 

school.  PreK teacher Cassandra Dyer put it well, “We did it for ourselves, really, 

to learn about different ways of teaching and getting across to our students” (C. 

Dyer, personal communication, March 2, 2012)

are We There Yet?
Clear descriptions of what students should know and be able to do are used in 

virtually every school. Curriculum experts carefully match materials to defined 

benchmarks and pacing guides for each classroom. Professional development 

and instructional specialists work with teachers to provide training, support and 

coaching in how to use these materials to deliver the curriculum to the student. 

Assessment professionals design tasks and exams that measure the end product 

– how close students are to achieving those standards. We measure the gap 

between our expectations of student knowledge and actual student knowledge of 

those standards very carefully. We deliver that ‘gap’ information back to the system 

that created it and ask them to fix it. As Albert Einstein reminded us, “We can’t solve 

problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.”  

Solutions provided in a top-down fashion, often delivered by outside experts, can 

create incremental improvements for a period of time. But they are unlikely to 

foster the kind of transformational change we expect to see in schooling today. 

Simply stated, that is because these outside solutions are designed to fix the 

teachers. Accountability demands are moving the locus of control for instruction 

further away from the classroom. Yet the most sensitive leverage point for 

influencing student achievement is at the place where the student, the teacher, 

and the content come together. 
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Professional Learning Visits enable teachers to get to the heart of what students 

are doing and understanding in a different, and holistic way. The process works 

because it is based on teachers’ own questions about student learning--it 

builds on teachers’ desire to become better educators. Through conversation 

with colleagues, focused talk about individual teaching experiences becomes 

shared learning about effective instruction. Successful participation in 

productive professional conversations increases the capacity of the group to be 

a professional learning community—that safe place to ask hard questions about 

the links between results, content, and teacher practice. Finally, the Professional 

Learning Visits protocol is a tool that a learning community can use to deepen its 

collective understanding of instruction, moving beyond identifying and “fixing” 

problems to identifying and enhancing student mastery of content and skills. 

Middle school teacher Jessica Fortner explained her team’s process: 

The middle school team has noticed, and talked about, the 

underachievement of our African American males for a long time. 

We’d love to say we figured everything out, but now we know it is 

a work in progress. We do know it’s not just the students, but the 

teachers also and the way we approach our students, and how we 

teach. You have to be a reflective teacher to take on this big, big issue 

(J. Fortner, personal communication, March 2, 2012). 

But no amount of data or understanding will, by itself, provide a solution or 

move a system towards improvement in a purposeful way. The energy and 

knowledge generated by Professional Learning Visits needs to be channeled 

into doing something and constantly comparing what you are doing to the 

improvement you hope to achieve. 
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Building on and Sustaining Positive Change
Many teachers today struggle with a sense that they lack control over classroom 

life. Curriculum and program materials are prescribed, with pacing guides that 

align daily lessons across classrooms, schools and even districts. Benchmark 

assessments, district assessments and state assessments are delivered at defined 

times each year, measuring how thoroughly that content has been delivered 

(and inferring, at least, how good a teacher each individual might be). 

Yet teachers do retain a fair degree of autonomy over how they deliver 

instruction, use the results of mandated assessments, and work with students 

on a day-to-day basis.  Improving instructional practice can be the key leverage 

point for accelerating student achievement. Teachers who participate in 

Professional Learning Visits and the resulting discussions learn from one another, 

certainly, but also make important discoveries about their own practice and how 

their students are engaged in learning. 

By focusing on evidence of student learning, teachers have the opportunity to 

thoughtfully implement necessary instructional changes. First grade teacher 

Rachael Mooney noted, “What works for me does not necessarily work for 

my colleague. But to be able to get into her room and see what she does so 

that maybe I can incorporate it into my own practice – that’s powerful.”  Third 

grade teacher Emily Barron continued, “We got to see what other people are 

doing, it was very beneficial and helpful in learning new strategies for my 

own classroom” (R. Mooney and E. Barron, personal communication, March 

2, 2012). For example, teachers who participated documented evidence of 

student growth in letter recognition and rote counting in response to changes 

in instructional practice. Many teachers mentioned the pride and sense of 

accomplishment they took away from seeing how successful most students 
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are – they tend to get bogged down with the students who are struggling and 

sometimes miss the bigger picture.

The Professional Learning Visit process led to many successful small steps for the 

teachers in Prince Edward County. UCLA’s Dr. Juan Lopez summed up the process 

succinctly:

The reason you were so successful was because you were focused. 

Your teams had discussions but you found one question to focus on, 

one treatment you wanted to try, and one outcome you wanted to 

achieve. That is why you were successful – you didn’t go all over the 

place. You took one little bite of the apple. That is what you need to 

do in the future (J. Lopez, personal communication, March 2, 2012).

While the Professional Learning Visit process can have the most immediate 

impact on instruction, it also informs curriculum, assessment, and professional 

development.  The data collected on a visit can help provide evidence about what’s 

working at the classroom level. This evidence can be used by schools and districts 

to re-examine curriculum, develop alternative assessments, and drive professional 

development. This process of managing up gives classroom teachers an 

opportunity to be part of the school and district’s continuous improvement cycle.
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ProfESSIonAL LEArnInG VISITS In PrACTICE …

The teams at Prince Edward County Public Schools used UCLA’s Classroom Walk-
Through Protocol to structure their Professional Learning Visits. This protocol helps 
guide teams through a process of looking at students working in classrooms.

Why a protocol for walking through classrooms?  
Classroom visits or observations have long been a standard part of educational 
practice. Combining visits or observations with a carefully crafted protocol that 
defines HoW we will visit and WHAT we will do with what we observe creates 
comfort with the process and helps assure that something purposeful will result.

Protocols are defined as ‘accepted or established codes of procedures or behaviors 
in any group, organization or situation.’ They are used to structure conversations by 
putting unpredictable results into a predictable frame. The predictable frame guides the 
conversation through a series of steps that are consistent and known in advance to all 
participants.  The predictable frame sets time limits and structures activities so there is 
a beginning, middle and end to each conversation.

Protocols give everyone a chance to participate by deliberately creating space for all 
voices. The structure fosters reflection, dialogue and the type of questioning essential 
to the cycle of inquiry introduced in the previous chapter.

What is the protocol?
This walk-through protocol provides a consistent process for engaging in classroom 
observations and establishes safe, non-judgmental norms for talking and planning 
collectively based on the data derived from the observations. The protocol has three 
components:

Before the walk –  a time for preparation where participants agree on norms and a 
focus question.

During the walk –  a time to collect evidence of students engaged in their own 
learning.

After the walk –  a time to explore together the evidence collected, reflect on its 
meaning, and decide on next steps.

You can learn more about this process at uclacenterxnortheast.org
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IRGINIA

region i Joe Douglas   joe_douglas@colonialhts.net
region ii Daniel Smith Daniel.Smith2@VBSchools.com
region iii Melanie Wyatt mwyatt@cityschools.com
region iV Roberto Pamas Roberto.Pamas@fcps.edu
region V Robert Arnold rarnold@campbell.k12.va.us
region Vi Diane Washenberger dwashenberger@salem.k12.va.us
region Vii Thomas Brewster  tbrewster@me.com
region Viii Connie Puckett cpuckett@mcpsweb.org

DID You KnoW THaT You HaVE SoMEonE 
rEPrESEnTInG You?

ConnECT
With Your 2012 - 2013 regional representatives

Each of the eight regions in Virginia has a Regional Representative 
serving	on	the	VASCD	Board.	These	representatives	serve	YOU.	

They can 
•	 	share	information	about	the	events	and	activities	sponsored	by	

VASCD and ASCD.
•	 help	you	with	membership	questions.
•	 	assist	in	organizing	regional	professional	development	

opportunities that can help you and your school division.
And more……


