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progress, and help teams reallocate and match resources to
ensure all students learn.
Perhaps the most effective way to monitor teams is through
work products and artifacts. Schools have found creating
TUFF (Teachers United For Focus) notebooks facilitates
the collection of artifacts. Each TUFF notebook contains
sections for the team’s SMART goal(s) for the year, a copy of
team norms, meeting agenda and minutes, and examples of
any work products the team has generated in response to the
critical questions of learning. The TUFF notebook is kept
in a central place so it is always available for review by the
principal and members of the team. Teachers in Allen Parrish,
Louisiana, have found TUFF notebooks are an effective way
to keep their teams focused on student learning while si-

multaneously collecting examples of the work products and
artifacts generated during their team meetings.
Finally, some schools have adopted the use of specific tools
designed to structure team meetings and agendas. In The
Collaborative Teacher, a graphic organizer is described
as one such tool. The organizer has a place for teams to
record their SMART goal, team norms, purpose and nonpurpose for the meetings, and an outline of the team’s past
work. The organizer also includes a section titled “Next
Steps.” Teams are encouraged to end each meeting by
describing (in writing) what was accomplished and what
do they plan to accomplish the next time they meet? At
the very bottom of the meeting organizer there is space
for teams to identify an area of concern, request specific
training, or simply ask a question of their principal. Once
forwarded to the principal, this organizer establishes an
effective way for principals and teams to communicate.
We know about the importance of creating structures
for teams, but successful principals also embrace their
responsibility to monitor the work of teams. They recognize that “a critical step in moving an organization from
rhetoric to reality is to establish the indicators of progress to be monitored, the process for monitoring them,
and the means for sharing the results throughout the
organization.” (DuFour et. al., Learning By Doing, page
27) Instead of allowing teams to “slip slide away,” these
principals keep their teams on solid ground by regularly
monitoring the work of teams in systematic ways. 

During the course of a career spanning more than 30 years, Dr. Tom W. Many has served as a classroom teacher,
principal and superintendent—all at the elementary level.
Susan K. Sparks is an educational consultant based in Broomfield, Colorado. She helps teams and districts develop more
successful schools through facilitation, training and coaching.

References
DuFour, R., DuFour, R., Eaker, R. & Many, T. (2010). Learning by doing: A handbook for professional learning communities
at work. Solution Tree: Bloomington, IN.
Graham, P. & Ferriter, B. (2008, Summer). One step at a time. National Staff Development Council. Journal of Staff Development. Vol. 29. No. 3. p. 38. http://www.plcwashington.org/introduction/resources/seven-stages-of-professional-learningteams.doc.
Sparks, S. (2008). Creating intentional collaboration. In C. Erkens, C. Jakicic, L. G. Jessie, D. King, S. V. Kramer, T. W.
Many. et al., The collaborative teacher: Working together as a professional learning community (pp. 31-55). Bloomington,
IN: Solution Tree Press.

TEPSA News

		

www.tepsa.org

2

TEPSA News
Texas Elementary Principals
& Supervisors Association

Serving Texas PreK-8 School Leaders September/October 2011 Vol. 68, No. 5 www.tepsa.org

Best Practices/Tom W. Many, Ed.D.
Reports from the Precinct Commanders:
Using Results to Drive School Improvement

Historically, the school district, like most school districts, was addicted to formal rules and procedures and subject
to an occupational culture that had proven itself to be particularly resistant to change.
Sound familiar? Perhaps, but if one substitutes the words ‘police department’ for ‘school district’ you have a description of
the New York Police Department (NYPD) during the 1990s.
During the mid 90s, New York City was considered one of
the most dangerous cities in America. Just 10 years later, New
York was considered one of the safest big cities in America.
What triggered this amazing turnaround? What helped New
York move from one of the deadliest to one of the safest cities? The answer lies in a results orientation that relentlessly
focused on the achievement of organizational goals.
The NYPD responded to the rising crime rate by instituting a practice that required precinct commanders to publicly report the most current data on crime and indicate
how they were planning to improve the current situation.
The reports, using data benchmarked against internal and
external sources, were delivered publicly in front of peers
who shared the responsibility to ask clarifying questions,
make suggestions or add information from their own
experience. The goal of the meeting was not to find fault or
place blame but to identify policies, practices and procedures that would reduce the crime rate.
The strategy worked. From 2000 to 2001, New York City
showed a 12.01 decline in major crime (murder, rape, robbery, felony assault, burglary, grand larceny and GLA). The
two-year trend showed an 18.88% decline in major crime
and amazingly, the eight-year trend showed a 63.17% decline in major crimes. (O’Connell, 2001)
A similar story can be told regarding student achievement
in Kildeer Countryside School District 96. Since 1999, student achievement has steadily improved to the point where
more than 96% of all students now meet or exceed state

standards. Such a pattern of sustained improvement over
an extended period of time was based in part on a strategy very similar to the one used in the NYPD. Structures
were created that made the regular use of data and the
sharing of best practices a routine part of the District’s
results oriented culture.

Applying a Results Orientation in Schools

Like the NYPD, the school district recognized that data
needed to be gathered and analyzed in a timely manner if
changes in instructional strategies were to be successfully
implemented. And like the precinct commanders in the
NYPD, principals were invited to participate in meetings
where they were required to report and react to buildinglevel achievement data.
During these job-alike meetings, principals met with the
superintendent, central office administrators and the
other building principals to discuss results of the most
recent assessments. The goal of the meetings was to determine if current instructional strategies were working to
improve student learning. The foundation for these quarterly meetings was built upon 1) access to timely data,
2) responsiveness to results, 3) use of effective teaching
practices, and 4) relentless follow-through.
Within two weeks of quarterly benchmark assessments,
principals were expected to analyze the results and prepare
a description of the current reality in their school. They
also prepared a description of what was being done to
improve student learning and a timeline for implementation. The proposed response was scrutinized by colleagues
and held against the standard of what was known to be
best practice. Transparency was non-negotiable and all
appropriate data—good and bad—was openly shared. The

focus of the meetings was on providing feedback and finding solutions. Everyone was expected to work together to
improve student achievement.

Tangible Benefits of Data Meetings

There were many benefits of data meetings, but first and
foremost the school district found that institutionalizing
this practice fostered the development of a more authentic
results orientation. The meetings provided a context for
the sharing of craft knowledge, promoted the development
of new norms around best practice and identified policies,
practices or procedures that needed to be changed in order
to maximize student learning.
The data meetings emphasized collaboration and the
interdependence of relationships. Principals were provided
an opportunity to share their experience, the curriculum
director was expected to offer suggestions for new methodologies, the business manager understood the rationale
behind requests. These results-oriented discussions between central office administrators and building principals
developed into regularly scheduled meetings whereby all
levels of the administration were required to attend and expected to participated in a process to identify achievement
trends, allocate resources, and assess the impact of various
instructional strategies.
The meetings also resulted in better communication
among and between administrators. Not only did the
dialogue improve existing lines of communication between
and among administrators, it also created new ones. For
example, for the first time in his career the business manager sat in on discussions about instruction and thus, had
a clearer understanding of the rationale behind request for
resources.
Communication improved in several other ways. First, the
data meetings generated more frequent and focused communication about teaching and learning. The data meetings
served as a reminder that learning —not teaching—was the
fundamental purpose of the schools.
Next, the data meetings facilitated more effective communication. While the district had used different reporting
mechanisms to manage and monitor learning, the previous structures were the equivalent of “a series of one-way
streets running parallel to one another. Today, thanks to
[the data] meetings, communication channels have been
converted to two-way streets – broad two-way highways
with several lanes of traffic running in different directions
at the same time.” (O’Connell, 2001)
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Finally, the data meetings emphasized communication
about the right things. The data meetings were focused on
results and led to changes in instructional practice. Data
was shared for the express purpose of collaboratively developing new and more effective strategies. By examining
the relative performance of each school on the basis of the
quarterly benchmark assessment results—using one school
to the other as the basis of comparison—the administrative
team could determine efficiently and effectively whether or
not an instructional strategy was succeeding.

A Result Oriented Practice Transforms School Culture

Perhaps the most significant feature of the quarterly data
meetings was that data on student achievement was used,
not just meticulously compiled. Too many departments,
grade levels or teams focus on the task of gathering data
without a conscious effort to talk about what the data
means. Therein lies the primary problem with the use of
dashboards and scorecards at the classroom and team level. Besides being time consuming and complicated, these
reporting mechanisms can, and often do, shift the focus of
teachers' time, energy and attention away from using the
data to the meaningless task of compiling the data.
By utilizing data generated by internal benchmark assessments and promoting open dialogue—even an occasional
debate—about best practice, the data meetings transformed the school district into a learning organization that
could ‘analyze, reflect, learn, and change based on experience.’ (O’Connell, 2001) 

During the course of a career spanning more than 30 years,
Dr. Tom W. Many has served as a classroom teacher, principal and superintendent—all at the elementary level.
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1. The mathematically accurate value of an F is 59, not 0.
2. It is almost impossible to overcome zeros in a grading period.
3. Just 2 or 3 zeros are sufficient to cause failure for an entire
semester, and just a few course failures can lead a student to drop
out of high school.
4. Most sentences for punishment ultimately come to an end, while
grades of zero on a 100-point scale last forever.
5. If our lowest score was a 59, many would still fail, but many more
would believe they can overcome their low averages.
Ken O’Conner, 2010

Student A

Just as we wouldn’t want an “A” to have such a huge
and inaccurate effect, we don’t want an “F” (or a zero)
to have an undue, deflationary, and inaccurate effect.
Maintaining zeroes as an option on a 100-pt. scale is
just as absurd as the scale seen above.
Ken O’Conner, 2010

86
86
86
0
86

Mean = 68.8%
Does this accurately reflect what
the student knows and can do?

Median = 86%
Mode = 86%

Mean calculated with
50% instead of 0 = 78.8%
Ken O’Conner, 2010
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Making
Diamonds
Top-Down Pressure and Bottom-Up Support
“Educational leaders must provide both pressure and support if they are to play a
role in improving their schools and districts.” -Richard DuFour
Last summer a principal shared his frustration with
his school’s lack of progress implementing Professional
Learning Communities (PLCs). He said, “It has been
drilled into me that if teachers do not buy into an idea,
the idea is doomed to failure. But what if they just don’t
want to change? Do I force them to become a PLC or
be patient and hope they eventually come around?”
His question resonated with me because for years I
was also told that substantive change must reflect a
nearly universal buy-in by the faculty. But what if,
as this principal lamented, the faculty liked things
“just the way they are” and did not see the need
for change? Should principals wait and hope that
some kind of spontaneous enlightenment will come
upon the faculty or should they press forward with
what they believe is best for kids—regardless of the
consequences?
Rick DuFour posed a similar question of principals
when he asked, “What drives your school
improvement efforts—evidence of best practices
or the pursuit of universal buy-in?” The answer,
according to DuFour, is that “educational leaders
must provide both pressure and support if they are to
play a role in improving their schools and districts.”
Put another way, if principals intend to shift the
culture of their schools from teaching to learning,
they must be willing to “make diamonds.” And just as
diamonds are not created
unless and until

they are subjected to significant pressure deep within
the earth, neither can a school’s culture be changed
without significant top-down pressure and bottom-up
support from a savvy principal.

Making Diamonds in Our Schools

To appreciate the analogy of “making diamonds” in
our schools, it’s important to recognize that top-down
pressure need not be conveyed through heavy-handed
tactics or overbearing directives from the principal.
Top-down pressure can come in the form of great
clarity, careful guidance and consistent direction by
the principal. In fact, the principal who doesn’t apply
such pressure must recognize that there are costs and
consequences in failing to do so. A lack of top-down
pressure—as manifested by a lack of clarity about
what is important—can result in teachers embracing
questionable initiatives that generate only marginal
improvements in student learning.
Principals must recognize that a part of their role is
to exert positive pressure by clearly and consistently
communicating what is important while simultaneously
providing the necessary guidance to direct legitimate
school improvement efforts. Shirley Hord and Stephanie
Hirsch echoed this notion when they said, “A PLC
expects that individuals will have a voice and choice in
their work together, but they will need guidance in how
to exercise their new opportunities.” Principals provide
that kind of guidance by relentlessly pressing for greater
and greater clarity around those practices that benefit
student learning.
Of course, exerting pressure from the top will be
fruitless if the faculty does not have sufficient
support to respond to the challenges that the
pressure creates. Teachers have a right to
expect, even insist, that principals provide
the support they need to succeed. Support
can take on many forms, such as increased
time for collaboration or specific training on
new protocols for data analysis and lesson design.
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