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Principals Leading Toward
a Vibrant Culture

Why go this route?

e Because the leadership sets the tone in a school.
“The school leader holds the key to creating a caring
community in which learning flourishes.”

Joanne Rooney, “Principals Who Care: A Personal Reflection”
Educational Leadership, March, 2003.

e Because the leadership establishes a model of behavior
for staff and students.

“Nothing is more important about a school than its culture.
No one occupies a more influential position from which to
influence a school’s culture than its principal.”

—Roland Barth

® Because a positive culture encourages student achievement.

® Because coming to work is a joy when culture is positive.

You’ll know you’ve arrived when...
® |eader and staff both understand the leader’s style, recognize
his/her strengths and compensate for the weaknesses.

e Staff members report feeling heard... and can point to times
when their voices made a difference.

* Nearly all staff members have the experience of telling the
leader what they need to excel at their jobs... and getting it.

e Competency (of many kinds) is recognized, affirmed and
tapped on behalf of the whole.

e Staff meetings include rituals valued by staff members.
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®

®

Construction Zone

* Undertaking this work requires
being prepared to accept
criticism and make personal
changes.

e |t will take time from other
potentially good things. Make
sure it's an investment you're
prepared to keep up, if you start.

* It’s about TIME

e This should be seen as a
year-long commitment. Spread
these tasks over the school
year. If you're using MI-Map
Packet 1-5 “Organizing the
School Year,” add your tasks
to your monthly checklists.

e The regular visits to classrooms
for teacher conversations
should occupy an hour several
days a week.

Potential COSTS

e Possibly professional develop-
ment on team building. Costs
vary from $500 to $1500 a day.

¢ Incentives and appreciations
for teachers and students.
Perhaps $200-400.

e Possibly professional develop-
ment on understanding and
respecting each others’ temp-
erament and style. Costs will
vary from $500 to $1500 a day.
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The Process

A step-by-step guide
to leading culture change

in your school

NOTE: Steps marked with a ‘
are accompanied by one or more

inserts, included in this packet.

Be clear about your own style.

You’ll be tempted to skip this, but we recommend reading Carol Pearson’s

The Hero Within or using MI-Map Packet 5:1 “Knowing Yourself As An Educator” to
identify your own style or temperament. Being able to articulate both strengths and
weaknesses helps set the tone for the kind of clear-eyed self-awareness you want
from staff...and also gives them clear tips on how to work best with you.

Start by observing, listening and gathering information
before attempting changes to the climate/culture.

Use a blank floorplan to track your progress on having one-on-one conversations with
each staff person. Notice what they want to talk about. Ask explicitly what they think
of as doing “excellent work.” Then ask what they need to move up a notch toward
that. Listen for practical things you could make happen. Don’t commit to them yet; just
listen and make notes—but practical notes.

Survey staff to assess perceptions of culture/climate.

Consider organizing a Climate Committee to share decisions about guiding this work.
MI-Map Packet 3:1 “Developing a Climate/Culture Committee” offers a process for
doing that. But if other priorities preclude using a committee to help with this, use
the survey in that packet yourself—as Instructional Leader—to invite staff members to
speak to culture specifically.

o Propose a set of “leader commitments” to staff and ask which

ones seem important to them.

Distill these options from your one-on-one conversations and from your reading of
survey results, as well as your own experience and judgment. It’s important that each
one be something you’re prepared to invest in and make good on... because you’re
going to take their choices as mandates, and there should be enough interesting
alternatives to make those choices meaningful. Your question is: “Where among these
good things should | start?” Pick 1 or 2 to start with. INSERT A for Step 4 includes
some examples of strategies Michigan principals have used. INSERT B for Step 4 is
a draft agenda for this staff meeting.

Keep the faith.

Having publicly committed to these strategies, your credibility and trustworthiness will
depend on your ability to remember, maintain focus on them and deliver observable
results. So take time to build a step-by-step plan for each one and add it to your
monthly (weekly? daily?) To-Do list. The important thing is not a burst of activity, but
sustained, substantive attention. Make a list of the other, individual “needs” teachers
identified, and see how many can be fulfilled.

Consider school-wide initiatives.

INSERTS A-l for Step 6 describe ideas Michigan principals have found to be transfor-
mative. After you’ve built some credibility and trust, consider introducing one of these.
Read INSERT | for Step 6 for creative ideas used in one school to change culture.

Consider rituals for staff meetings.

INSERT A for Step 7 offers some short ways of re-focusing attention on “what’s
important here.”

Share credit lavishly. Help others gain visibility.

Being the behind-the-scenes orchestrator of others’ “showcases” is the role to aim
for. It will pay dividends in eliciting everyone’s best performance. Make opportunities
to recognize and affirm real competence where you see it.
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Getting more mileage
from leading culture change

How building a vibrant culture benefits

your school in regard to the following initatives:

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)

+ ESEASs requirement for rapid, sustained improvement
in student achievement can only be attained by creative,
problem-solving teamwork among professionals who
enjoy their work. Investing in building a “learning
community” among staff may be one of the most
powerful strategies underlying real change in practice
and resulting in achievement gains.

State Accreditation System

* One kind of evidence of continuous improvement is the
degree to which staff functions as a collaborative team
engaged in shared inquiry into their shared practices.
The kind of culture change outlined in this packet is a
pre-requisite toward shared inquiry.

Michigan Continuous School Improvement Process (Mi-CSl)
Michigan School Improvement Framework

Gather Data
Getting Ready
Collect School Data
Build Profile

Student
Achievement
Plan
Develop Action Plan

Study
Analyze Data
Set Goals &
Measurable Objectives
Research Best Practice

Do
Implement Plan
Monitor Plan
Evaluate Plan
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Developing a shared\

vision instills a sense of
direction that motivates and
energizes people, gives
direction, and establishes
specific standards of
excellence. It also creates
a clear agenda for action
creating a strong foundation

for continuous school

—\ improvement.
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Resources

Books, Articles, Websites

The Hero Within

Carol Pearson. Harper, San Francisco,
1998.

Pearson describes six “archetypes”
which run through human choices
Innocent, Orphan, Wanderer,
Warrior, Martyr, and Magician.

The self-test we've included in the
packet will point you toward one

or more. Get the book to help you
understand how people who've
“grown that way” see the world

and what they sometimes don'’t see.

Leading Change in Your School
Douglas B. Reeves. ASCD, 2009.

Lessons learned from
educators who have met the
challenge of change head-on
with impressive results for their
schools and districts.

If You Don’t Feed the Teachers
They Eat the Students

Neila A. Connors. Incentive Publications,

2000.

A book full of inspiration and direction
for educational leaders at all levels.

People

Intermediate School Districts/RESAs
can serve as a resource.

For more information, contact:

Michigan Department of Education

Office of Education
Improvement and Innovation
517-241-3147

School Improvement Unit
517-373-8480

Curriculum and Instruction Unit
517-241-4285

Office of Assessment
and Accountability
517-373-0048

Office of Early Childhood
and Family Services
517-241-3592

Office of Field Services
517-373-3921

Office of Professional Preparation
and Teacher Certification
517-373-6505

Office of Special Education
and Early Intervention Services
517-373-9433

Michigan State Board of Education
John C. Austin, President

Casandra E. Ulbrich, Vice President
Nancy Danhof, Secretary

Marianne Yared McGuire, Treasurer
Richard Zeile, NASBE Delegate
Kathleen N. Straus

Daniel Varner

Eileen Lappin Weiser

Ex-Officio

Rick Snyder, Governor

Michael P. Flanagan, Superintendent
of Public Instruction

Compliance With Federal Law

The Michigan Department of Education complies
with all Federal laws and regulations prohibiting
discrimination, and with all requirements and
regulations of the U.S. Department of Education.
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