[image: image1.jpg]



 Weber Elementary

The Story of An Evolving School

Preface

Underlying the change and growth at Weber Elementary is the foundational relationship between the principal, Matt Flores, and the instructional coach, Judy Heinz, based on mutual respect and trust.  This is a partnership born out of shared leadership and the shared belief that we can guide collaboration, not control it.  Matt and Judy regularly and continually reflect together, using each other as touchstones for success.  This reflection starts with planning together.  We plan for the entire year in a big-picture way, setting benchmarks for teacher behaviors and student advancements we would like to see during the year.  We understand the importance of these benchmarks to measure progress and keep us on track.  We regularly and privately celebrate meeting these milestones, then reflect upon next steps.  Short term planning occurs weekly, and it is not unusual to have daily check-ins with reflections and revisions to plans.  We challenge each other’s thinking and in the process come to understandings that allow us to work and function as a team.  We view the challenging work of building an adaptive school with a collaborative culture as our underlying foundation, and all other work builds from this.  None of this work is done in isolation and it is not a linear process, but it remains our focus and we are relentless in its pursuit. 

History

Weber Elementary School, in the suburbs of Denver, Colorado, has a long and proud history in Jefferson County Public Schools.  Recent events have brought Weber to the forefront of dealing with change.  

Spring of 2007 found Weber in a position familiar to many schools.  Teachers operated as islands, isolated from others in the building, working mainly with their grade level teams, taking sides against each other as to where to lay blame whenever there were differences of opinions or disagreements.  Weber was also isolated from its District, choosing not to use recommended resources and procedures in place in the majority of schools.  Outsiders saw the school as argumentative and confrontational.   Then, on the morning of what was scheduled as the last day of the school year, an event happened that forced change upon Weber.  A student from the local high school, a former Weber student, a student of many current Weber teachers, broke into the school in the early morning hours.  He entered through a skylight, carefully crafted a pile of flammable materials, and started a fire.  Sirens, lights, confusion, unknowns, and rumors marked that day.  Fire, smoke, and water damaged the entire building, and prevented staff and students from putting closure to their school year.  As details emerged revealing the role of a former student, the devastation turned personal for many teachers.  Staff contact and discussions during June and July were procedural and based on materials: what made it through the fire, how can I recover what was saved, how can replacements be ordered.  Then, two weeks before school was to start in August, one week before teachers were to report, the principal resigned.  Weber’s destruction was complete.

The new school year (2007 – 2008) started with uncertainty and unknowns.  Two retired administrators had been hired to share duties as interim principals through December. One would then assume full-time duties as the interim principal until the end of school in June.  Teachers and students were “guests” in three different elementary schools while Weber was rebuilt.  This was a time of grief, confusion, and uncertainty.  Teachers had few materials, were frantically borrowing things to use with students the next day, and were making frequent trips to a central recovery site to go thru soggy, dirty, smoky remnants that had been salvaged from their school, trying to find what might still be usable.  Teachers were physically and emotionally separated from each other.  The few staff meetings that were held during this period were for the purpose of coordinating the move back to Weber.  Teachers during this time were emotionally raw.  Administrators and the coach made daily rounds of the three locations in order to be visible and available.

At the end of October, Weber teachers and students returned to their new building.  There was a collective sigh of relief, a sense that finally we were home.  This also brought about a new sense of loss.  Boxes were finally unpacked and teachers began to realize exactly what had been destroyed.  This sense of loss would continue all year long, as teachers began preparing for a new unit of study only to discover missing resources that had been destroyed.  Teachers never truly realized the total impact of the fire until the end of the year, as they reflected back upon the cumulative losses.  The focus for that year was recovery.  Administrators (temporary for that year) and the coach (new to Weber that year) were spending the majority of their time listening, building relationships, supporting teachers working through grief, and working through a sense of uncertainty for the future.  Many teachers were intently following the legal processes of the arson charges brought against the former Weber student.  Eventual resolution of these charges brought a sense of closure to the event and the implication of permission to move on.  All parties saw this year as being in a holding pattern for a new beginning the following year.  A new principal was hired for the next year, and the school year ended with a sense of hope for a new beginning, but uncertainty over what that would actually be.

Getting Started

Matt and Judy began their partnership at Weber with a clear purpose – to build a new culture from the ground up.  The staff was battered emotionally, had unproductive patterns of behavior, and was aching for positive leadership.  We valued a culture of collaboration and learning, and what became Phase I of the new Weber was marked by Matt modeling what he valued.  He put forth structures that would foster collaboration and exhibited an openness he wished to see in his staff.  Staff meetings were held weekly, and began with celebrations and sharing successes, however people were defining success.  Team meetings were put into place twice a month and were held regardless of the topic (or lack of topic) for discussion.  Committees were designed to function autonomously and collaboratively, without the principal attending every meeting, and open to all interested parties at any time.  Matt spent time communicating his expectations for group work and his expected focus of each committee, so all would function under the same philosophical umbrella.  All teachers received 1:1 time with Matt to be listened to, and he valued all voices and opinions.  Judy became a sounding board, for both teachers and the principal, and teachers were regularly encouraged to take their complaints and wonderings directly to the principal instead of expecting someone else to fix the problem.  When Matt made decisions he asked for input early, was transparent in his reasoning and thinking, and shared what had influenced his decision.  He then stood by his decisions and was not swayed after the fact.  A Leadership Advisory Team was formed, per teacher’s contract, to develop a trusting, ongoing relationship rather than relying on a needs-based adversarial group.  A team was formed for the purpose of helping to plan professional development.   The school budget was refined so all teachers received a personal instructional budget, a change from budgeting all grade level teams equally, regardless of size.  Teachers began to see a different style of leadership, and soon realized Matt didn’t play games and valued everyone on his staff.

Matt’s first act as the new principal of Weber was to take the staff to play miniature golf on the first reporting day of the year.  Random drawing of playing cards determined teams as like numbers grouped together.  His introduction of the process included the intended joking phrase, “If you don’t like your team, tough.”  As Matt and Judy reflected on the grumbles and dirty looks that followed, we realized we had inadvertently stumbled upon a real issue among the staff.  Thankfully, the issue was now out in the open and could be acted upon.

In late Fall of 2008, we took the first group of staff members to Adaptive Schools training.  This new learning gave our leadership tools and vocabulary to fine-tune what Matt had begun to put into place at our school.  Staff meetings became more focused and at the request of the staff were devoted to professional development, with business items being handled via email.  Strategies were used to put teachers into a variety of groups for the purpose of dialogue and collaborative projects.  Teachers began to value professional development as the reason to come together as a staff.  Relationships among staff members began to change, as more teachers spent time in the staff lounge rather than isolated in their rooms.

Throughout that first year (2008 – 2009), Matt and Judy began to notice certain happenings that would develop into a pattern.  As we talked to teachers, offered ideas, and encouraged different ways of doing things, we encountered resistance.  Not giving up, we tried different language and tactics for the same purposes.  Slowly, we began to notice our own language coming back to us from teachers.  They were enthusiastically presenting new ideas and asking for changes.  We realized that we had been planting ideas that teachers were thinking about, accepting, and embracing as their own.  We recognized the power of this ownership and began looking for ways to intentionally get ideas out in public.  By not aggressively pushing change we were encouraging a deeper level of commitment by teachers.  We began to listen for and celebrate our words coming from other people as an indicator of success.

Trust

With collaborative structures now in place, our focus turned to trust.  Lack of trust in each other was a prevalent issue among the staff, clearly and specifically stated in their language.  Matt again turned to modeling.  He began labeling his mistakes, demonstrating learning from them and moving on.  He also modeled the internal ownership of trust by trusting his staff as capable and competent educators, and being trustworthy in his own actions and interactions.  Data was carefully analyzed and critiqued, but always as a grade level team.  Individual teacher names were attached to disaggregated data in private.  However, teachers were named to specifically celebrate improved data.  Participation in Adaptive Schools training was helping to develop an awareness of group dynamics, and with encouragement people’s behaviors began to change.  The professional development committee was working on facilitation skills and soon began facilitating staff meetings.  Their efforts began tentatively, with much practice and encouragement with the coach.  As small introductions and explanations of procedures at staff meetings were well received, they began to encourage each other to speak up and participate.  The team came up with the idea in the Spring of 2009 for a Share Fair, where teachers would present one thing they were doing in their classroom that others should know about. It was decided to group 2 teachers as partners to lower the risk, and have everyone both share and be a learner.  This event required a lot of preparation, and many teachers worked with the coach to develop their sense of comfort.  As everyone on staff took the same risks and became both a teacher and a learner together, this Share Fair was a huge success in setting new cultural norms.  This has been a big factor in improving trust, as the staff saw each other taking risks and learning.  Transparency of thinking and equitable treatment of all staff members contributed greatly to re-establishing relational trust.

Perhaps the most defining practice of the 2008 – 2009 school year was the selection of a new reading resource.  In his first interviews with the staff, before he officially assumed the daily work as principal, teachers asked Matt for a new reading resource that could be used systemically.  He promised to do this, and we took the entire year to make a selection.  We actually used the selection process for many purposes.  Content-wise, we delved deeply into District literacy documents to come to common understandings of good reading instruction.  All teachers needed to understand reading instruction in order to choose a resource that would fit these purposes.  We also were becoming more aligned with our District expectations.  Perhaps more important than the content of reading were the processes we used.  We placed teachers in as many different groupings as possible to encourage conversation.  For a staff that had previously found fault with each other, this was a challenging expectation.  As some teachers kept questioning, “Why do we have to talk again?” we continually responded, “Our purpose today is to listen to each other and understand different opinions.”   The staff talked, listened, and talked some more for at least 6 months before looking at any resource options.  When teachers began looking at and trying out new resources, Matt and Judy realized the specific resource selected was no longer important.  What had been gained from the year of learning to respectfully listen and talk to each other far outweighed the benefits of any individual reading resource.  To model how much he trusted the staff’s selection of a resource, Matt wasn’t present when the final choice of our school-wide literacy resource was made.

Weber teachers still talk about these two events – the Share Fair and selecting a new reading resource – as benchmarks for changing their culture. 

Certain grade level teams began to emerge as benchmarks, also.  One grade level team quickly developed problems.  Two new teachers and two veteran teachers had very different ideas about working together as a team.  Differences over not using the same activity became accusations of not respecting each other and turned into not speaking to each other except to shout personal faults.  Two of the teachers were talking to the coach and were finally persuaded to ask for a formal intervention for the entire team.  Matt and Judy facilitated together on three occasions and followed up separately with individual teachers.  Over the course of the year, this team came to understand that working as a team doesn’t mean every classroom looks the same, and that all members have ideas to share with each other.  They discovered a respect for each other as teachers, and learned how to respectfully disagree and still work productively together.  By the end of the year this team had become a benchmark for collaboration.

Over time, a different team has become the benchmark for team meetings as a whole.  However, at first this first grade team was not in favor of team meetings and set about to sabotage the practice.  They “forgot” team meeting days and had to be rounded up at the last minute.  They came to the meeting but just sat and refused to say anything.  On one occasion they left the building, to return after 35 minutes with coffee to find Matt and Judy still waiting for the meeting in their classroom.  Conversation, when it happened, was general as they refused to talk about instruction, students, or data.  They finally got to the point where they decided to do their weekly planning since they were there anyway.  Then, they brought papers to grade and allowed us to help them.  That first year ended with team meetings still happening, consisting of gentle conversations on planning and student performance.

Spirit of Inquiry

With trust improving and new relationships being forged among staff members, the next step in growing a new culture became learning with each other.  Towards the end of 2009, Weber was invited to participate in a group of 8 elementary schools (the HT/VT group), that would study horizontal and vertical structures and the collaborative work of PLC groups, the first indication that our District was noticing changes at Weber.  This group of four teachers, coach, and principal began to learn and think about collaboration with the support of District personnel and other schools.  Besides learning from others, this larger district group has provided Weber with perspective on our progress, and support groups for the coach and principal.  As a result of participating in this group, we received a Professional Development resource on writing instruction from Regie Routman.  During the 2009 – 2010 school year we used this resource to further transform our culture.  With the staff now used to working in small groups and talking together for professional development, we were able to use the content of Regie Routman in Residence to look at our writing instruction.  We learned from Regie, tried things in our classrooms, took risks and shared results, and worked openly with the coach.  Teachers began to talk about how they were changing what they were doing in their classrooms.  Common behaviors and values were being noticed by all.

This second year also brought changes to team meetings with our first grade team.  There were only minor open grumblings about meeting.  Real conversations about student learning and data were occurring, although topics were initiated by the principal.  While not overly enthusiastic, the team was actively participating in team meetings.

During this time, Matt and Judy intensified their role of listener, adding naïve listening to the skill of using naïve questions to draw people out.  We continued questioning data, not teachers, and kept discussions on the cognitive level, trying not to slip into the affective realm.  Professional development began to include guiding questions to increase depth of learning.  This learning focus highlighted the natural use of the Seven Norms of Collaboration.  Presuming positive intent was heard as a sentence starter as teachers talked to each other and challenged thinking.  Staff members began to create their own learning opportunities – a book study open to all staff, the K-2 team deciding to take on a new organizational structure for Literacy instruction and supporting each other with a weekly meeting.  Teachers were broadening their definition of collaboration beyond their own grade level team.

At the beginning of August, 2010, teachers came to the coach asking about Daily 5, a structure to teach student independence during literacy instruction and maximize the instructional power of the teacher.  After reading the book, the K-2 teachers decided to implement this structure.  They carved out a weekly time to meet with Judy as a support group to encourage and keep each other on track, and problem solve as needed.  This group met weekly for the entire school year, a commitment that resulted in collaborative learning and successful implementation of a new instructional structure.  Upon seeing the success of the K-2 group, the third grade team joined in mid year, using the same model of implementation and support.

Collective Efficacy

Nearing the end of our third year (2010 – 2011), the focus has become building a sense of professional trust and integrity.  Much of the professional development opportunities are in vertical teams, with problem solving for better learning and instruction happening across grade levels.  Matt and Judy give constructive feedback for improvement that is being received as professionally helpful, not on an emotional level.  Celebrations are now specifically linked to individual teachers and celebrated by all, a change from broad celebrations of previous years.  The work on collective efficacy is becoming widespread, as teachers openly discuss other teacher’s instructional success and question how to improve their own practices.  Teachers are coming to know each other as educators, and so are beginning to accept that all teachers at Weber are working hard for student success, and we are all learning from each other.

Our first grade team is also changing.  Team meetings are now being anticipated by the teachers, and they come with their own topics to discuss.  Meetings have a definite problem solving feel.  Teachers come prepared with data, and ask for and implement specific intervention strategies.  While they will still say they don’t like giving up the time for team meetings, this team clearly states meetings are helpful and productive.  First grade teachers, as a benchmark team, have shown clear progress in three years.

Another Unexpected Change

As the 2010 – 2011 school year began to wind down, and Weber began that transition stage of ending things for this year and planning where to pick up again next year, we were informed of a District decision.  A neighboring school was to be closed, and Weber would absorb half of the students and teaching staff into our community.  This news put a halt to all planning for next year and our planned endings for the current year.  We realized that “the Weber” which had been evolving was at an end, and the new school year would see us again building a new culture among the staff and students.  We began talking about change, ending our current culture, and building a new culture.  Teachers quickly began talking this way, too.  It is indicative of how far we have come with collective efficacy that teachers began requesting the participation of our new staff when planning for next year.  We stopped formal professional development for a time to welcome new staff and students to Weber.  We made specific plans for intentionally ending our current community, and talked about how to begin as a new Weber.  Our professional development team took the lead as we planned celebrations, get-togethers, and joint staff meetings.  We talked about the difficulties of change and the importance of getting ourselves ready to accept change and transition to new circumstances.  The staff was doing well talking about this and moving forward until assignments for next year were announced.  Changing grade levels and/or changing room locations put all the merger talk into the personal world of our teachers.  They now had to deal with how this would affect them personally.  The preparatory work of the previous few weeks, and the previous three years, had laid good foundations, and with support teachers are moving forward again.

Conclusions

The unexpectedness of absorbing part of another school has forced us to pause, reflect, and change our plan for Weber.  We have a three year journey towards collaboration that we can look back on and use as a blueprint for creating our second new culture.  Because we have done it before, all parties are seeing this as a next step, a doable challenge, not an impossible task.  Teachers are stepping up to lead the change and discuss possibilities. There is a sense that we have done this before, we know how to move out of chaos towards a true community, and we can do it again thoughtfully and intentionally.

Shared leadership opportunities are evident throughout our story.  Creating teams to attend Adaptive Schools and the HT/VT group was done with intentional crafting.  Teachers already perceived by others as leaders were not selected first; others were given the opportunity to rise and become leaders.  Groups never included teachers at the same grade level, and a mix of primary/intermediate and classroom/support teachers was desired.  We promote everyone as a leader and encourage those interested to acquire a Principal license and step into a Principal or Assistant Principal job.  Matt, our principal, is an example that you lead best by sharing the leadership.

Perhaps the biggest indicators of how far we have come are illustrated by two events that happened in May, 2011.  A group of our teachers were in a meeting also attended by a group of teachers from another school.  Weber teachers were shocked by the affect of the other group.  They took an adversarial position, were very confrontational, and showed a clear lack of trust.  This is not the way the Weber teachers are used to conducting business, although it could have described Weber teachers five years ago.  The second event involves teachers coming to our school in the new school year as a result of our merging with another school.  Upon joining the Weber community, our new staff members unanimously shared how welcome and accepted they feel.  These sentiments represent a big turn-around from the pre-2008 Weber Elementary School, and a solid foundation for growth and success as a collaborative and adaptive school. 

For more information about Weber's involvement with Adaptive Schools, contact Matt Flores, mdflores@jeffco.k12.co.us or Judy Heinz, jheinz@jeffco.k12.co.us. For more information about Adaptive Schools training, contact Lisa Joseph at the Center for Adaptive Schools, ccclj@aol.com.
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“”…we took the first group of staff members to Adaptive Schools training…. Relationships among staff members began to change…”





“Real conversations about student learning and data were occurring…”





“Team meetings are now being anticipated by the teachers, and they come with their own topics to discuss… Teachers come prepared with data, and ask for and implement specific intervention strategies.”
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