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Chapter 2: Building Staff Crew 

COMMON CHALLENGES 
 
We don’t have time to focus on staff Crew.  
We tend to get caught up in the treadmill of “running the school” and “covering content,” and we 
pack our calendars with the same things every year. But it doesn’t have to be this way. It may 
be scary to admit, but much of the time spent in meetings and prep periods is not spent on 
essential work. “We don’t have time” often really means “We don’t value this enough to carve 
out time for it in the yearly and weekly calendar.” If staff members can experience valuable and 
productive learning and relationship-building during staff Crew, they will be more willing to work 
together to figure out how to shift the schedule to make it possible. Some schools use district or 
parent-raised funds to create paid summer work days, or paid after-school time for meetings. 
Many schools use creative scheduling to free up teachers during regular school hours. But often 
focusing on staff Crew does not require more meetings, but rather simply using meeting time 
differently. If leadership and staff really prioritize it, there is usually a way to make it happen. 
 
Our staff are not comfortable discussing personal or politicized topics.  
This issue should be addressed with respect and care: your staff should not feel pushed into 
discussing things that feel private in contexts that do not feel safe. Learning anything is social 
and emotional, and people shut down if they don’t feel safe, respected, and competent. The 
relationships we build with colleagues and students really matter, and that is personal. Our 
students live with stresses of cultural and gender stereotypes, racism, and financial problems 
that affect their self-image, and that is political. We can’t avoid these topics if we want to work 
for equity and excellence. If someone feels that their job is simply to teach math—not to discuss 
feelings or politics, we need to gently remind them that their job is actually to help students learn 
math, and that much of the time we don’t succeed with that because of these issues. We need 
to carefully help all staff learn to have safe and productive, even if sometimes uncomfortable, 
discussions about these hard topics. 
 
We have a school code and norms but nobody follows them. 
A school code means nothing when it’s just in a handbook or posted in the main office and 
nobody discusses it. Character codes, agreements, and norms are only effective if the staff 
commits to use them on a daily basis with each other and with students. Schools that use habits 
of character and norms effectively have them on the wall in every classroom and common 
space, but most importantly, they also discuss them regularly in staff meetings and classrooms. 
Recognition for admirable behaviors and consequences, reflection, and restorative work around 



poor behaviors are framed around the habits and norms. Staff and students hold each other 
accountable for following them, and time is set aside in meetings and classes for this purpose. 

 
 
If we are honest with each other, bad things will surface 
Most organizations, businesses, and families have touchy issues that no one wants to raise. 
Disagreement and conflict are hard; avoidance is easier. But sometimes we need to be honest 
with each other to move forward. If staff members are not keeping up with shared agreements, 
doing their jobs with integrity, or treating others respectfully, ignoring these issues just builds 
resentment. Staff often wait for school leadership to intervene, but staff culture is more effective 
(just like with students in the classroom) when peers stand up for shared commitments. It’s 
important to follow norms for discussions and keep things safe. Interpersonal issues are best 
discussed in private, and group discussion should not be used to shame individuals but rather to 
allow staff members to voice their issues and concerns honestly. If the climate does not feel 
safe for these difficult conversations, it may be necessary to get the help of an outside 
professional to facilitate this work. 
 
Negative attitudes from some staff members ruin our culture 
When students act or speak in ways that hurt others or the community, it is often because they 
are feeling inadequate, unappreciated, or misunderstood. It’s not that different with adults. 
Some staff members who speak defensively need listening, understanding, and kindness to 
help them get out of their corner. Some staff members who act disruptively are feeling 
threatened by changes, and need help figuring out how they can fit in. But in the end, adults are 
not the same as kids: adults tend to be more deeply hardened in their habits, and it’s not always 
possible to change their attitudes. Schools should almost never give up on a kid, but if a teacher 
is negative and intransigent, he or she should eventually be counseled to find another garden in 
which to bloom. That’s not always easy to do, but if that teacher is damaging the culture for staff 
and students, it’s a priority. 


