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Who is Your Learner?
Supporting Leadership Through Inquiry

Learning Forward  Annual Conference
Dallas, TX

December  4, 2018
Session 2213 

Who is your learner? 

PRESENTERS

Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools 

• Dr. Sito Narcisse, Chief of Schools

• Dr. Adrienne Battle, Community Superintendent

• Dr. Michelle Maultsbury-Springer, Executive Director of School
Support and Improvement

University of Washington, Center for Educational Leadership

• Dr. Sharon Williams, Chief Academic Officer, Holmes County 
Consolidated School District (formerly with CEL)

• Dr. Sandy Austin, Project Director, Center for Educational
Leadership (CEL)
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Learning Outcomes
1.Learn how the school support and improvement team established a set of 

common procedures and processes that help to ensure a measure of 
consistency among all Community Superintendents and Executive 
Directors of School Support and Improvement in their work with 
principals individually and in network settings. 

2.Learn about the structures for learning for the school support and 
improvement team and how those structures work to support principals 
and build the leadership skills of central office leaders. Participants reflect 
on their structures for learning and how those structures support 
learning at all levels of the system.

3.Begin to unpack your own high priority instructional practices to create 
shared understanding in order to collaboratively plan for principal support. 

4.Learn why guiding principles are an important starting place to build 
supportive relationships with principals. Start your own beginning list of 
guiding principles and develop a plan to measure your progress toward 
sustaining the guiding principles. 

Our Mission
The Center for Educational Leadership (CEL) is a nonprofit service 

arm of the University of Washington College of Education dedicated to 

eliminating the achievement gap that continues to divide our nation’s 

children along the lines of race, class, language and disability. 
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Equity Is a Key Principle of Our Work

Equal Outcomes

Fairness

Access and Support

Respect for Differences

Achievement of 
Every Student
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Foundational Ideas

1. If students are not learning they are not being afforded powerful 
learning opportunities.

2. Teaching is a highly complex and sophisticated endeavor.

3. Practice of sophisticated endeavors only improves when it is 
open for public scrutiny.

4. Improving practice in a culture of public scrutiny requires 
reciprocal accountability.

5. Reciprocal accountability implies a particular kind of leadership 
to improve teaching and learning.

6. Leaders cannot lead what they don’t know.
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Principal Support Framework

Our Principal Support 
Framework illustrates what 
it means for district leaders 
to support principals as 
instructional leaders. 
The framework defines 
three action areas, each 
with indicators of success:

SYSTEM OF SUPPORT 
FOR DEVELOPING 
PRINCIPALS AS 
INSTRUCTIONAL 
LEADERS

SHARED VISION OF 
PRINCIPALS AS 
INSTRUCTIONAL 
LEADERS

MAKING IT POSSIBLE 
FOR PRINCIPALS TO 
BE INSTRUCTIONAL 
LEADERS

8
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A Shared Vision of Principals as 
Instructional Leaders: Action Area 1

11

To learn from what we know principals need to be 
effective instructional leaders and emerging practice 
across the country.

Action Area 1
Shared vision of principals as instructional leaders
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Principal Role

Instructional 
Leadership
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Action Area 1
Shared vision of principals as instructional leaders
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Instructional Leadership

….. ….. …..….. …..…..

Principal Role

What is instructional leadership, as understood in 
your district?
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Instructional leadership

Instructional leadership

Instructional leadership

Instructional leadership

Instructional leadership

Instructional leadership

Action Area 1
Shared vision what instructional leadership is
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Instructional leadership

Instructional leadership

Instructional leadership

Instructional leadership

Instructional leadership Instructional Leadership

• ………………………….

• ………………………….

• ………………………….

• ………………………….

• ………………………….

• ………………………….

• ………………………….

• ………………………….
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Rationale for Action Area 1

Shared vision and understanding of the principal as an 
instructional leader.

• Clarifies principal expectations and day-to-day work as 
instructional leaders.

• Becomes the basis for professional learning, assessing 
and measuring performance.

• Drives the hiring of principal candidates.

What We Are Learning (cont’d)

Communication in multiple forms is critical:

‒ To the entire central office.

‒ And should be reinforced as much as possible.

17

System of Support for Developing 
Principals as Instructional 
Leaders: Action Area 2
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Goal: Learn from the research the role of central office in 
creating partnerships with principals to help ensure they fulfill 
their role as instructional leaders. 
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Rationale for Action Area 2

• Supervision is an insufficient lever to improve practice.

• Principal professional development is often outsourced, 
topical in nature and led by a variety of departments.

• Few intensive and intentional job-embedded opportunities 
to improve instructional leadership skills.

• Few formal opportunities for principals to collaborate to 
improve their practice.
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Action Area 2 - What We Are Learning

• Starts with the right principal supervisors who possess:

‒ Deep understanding of effective instructional 
practices.

‒ Deep understanding of effective leadership practices, 
especially instructional leadership and human capital 
management.

‒ Adult teaching and coaching skills to help principals 
learn and develop; for example, working from 
evidence, working from problems of practice.

• Much more than a “principal supervisor initiative.”
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What We Are Learning (cont’d)

• Need for principal learning systems that include:

‒Professional development

‒Coaching

‒Mentoring

‒Principal agency               and collaboration

21



12/1/18

8

Making it Possible for Principals to 
be Instructional Leaders: Action 
Area 3
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Goal: Learn from the research the role of central office in 
creating partnerships with principals to help ensure they 
fulfill their role as instructional leaders. 

Rationale for Action Area 3

• Principals need more time for instructional leadership.

• Principals don’t always know what they need from the 
central office.

• Compliance and monitoring are not the same as a strategic 
partnership.

• Central office has the potential to add value to schools!

23

A Major Iteration of AA3

24

Differentiated 
Service Proactive Add Value to 

Principals Learning Org Efficient + 
Integrated
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Action Area 3 - What We Are Learning

• Empathy and responsiveness are not enough.

• Agreement on principal role is critical.

• Must have systems for continuous improvement.

• Too many central office silos.

• Central office staff need professional development.

25

Moving Forward with Action Area 3 Requires

• Central office departments 
functioning as an interdependent 
team vs. an independent team. 

• Central office departments see 
themselves in the logic chain of 
the district theory of action for 
principal support and 
development. 
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The CEL and MNPS Partnership

• Planning

• Retreat

• Central Office Sessions

• Walkthroughs

• Strategy Sessions 
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Partnership Work Product 

• Guiding Principles

• Instructional Leadership Priorities

• Inquiry Tools

MNPS Tools

29

MNPS Tools for Principal Support 

What do you notice 
about the tools?

What do you wonder 
about the tools?
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If you want to go fast, go 
alone. If you want to go 

far, go together. 

“ “

African Proverb

Our Structure:  QUADRANT MODEL 

- Chief of Schools
- Community

Superintendent
- Executive Directors

- Principal  
*District Support Teams

Our Structure:  QUADRANT MODEL 

• Decrease span of control
• Strategically deploy 
resources

• Create structures for more 
conducive collaboration

• Increase opportunities for 
more personalized support
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Phase I

Inquiry Cycle
Center for Educational Leadership

Analyze Evidence to Develop 
a Problem of Practice

Data Reality (2016)
“Our Why”

- TNReady Assessment Data

39%

61%

3rd Grade Literacy Rates

Proficient Non Proficient

41%
59%

8th Grade Literacy Rates

Proficient Non Proficient
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LITERACY

Random Acts 
of Literacy 

Improvement

Our Initiative Reality

Cost of Low Literacy

9
- out of -

10 
high school 

dropouts 
struggled to 
read in third 

grade.

7
times more 
likely to be 
persistently 
poor - youth 
who fail to 

complete high 
school by age 

20.

- The Annie E. Casey 
Foundation

- The Urban Institute

2/3
of all youth in 
the juvenile 
court system 

could not read 
in fourth 
grade.

- U.S. Department of Justice

$3.1
BILLION

spent annually 
to improve the 

literacy skills of 
entry-level 

workers.

- National Commission on 
Writing

Phase II

Inquiry Cycle
Center for Educational Leadership

Determine An Area of Focus
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Quadrant Theory of Action  

Quadrant:  If the principal builds leadership capacity of 
all team members, then principals can prioritize time to 

be efficient and effective instructional leaders.

MNPS: If we focus on building principals’, 
teachers’, coaches’, and central office staff’s 

capacity to improve school culture and ensure 
high quality literacy instruction then we will have 

outstanding academic achievement for all
children.
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Phase III

Inquiry Cycle
Center for Educational Leadership

Implementation and Support 
(Who, What & How)

Tier I 
80% of Schools

Tier 2 
15% of Schools

Tier 3 
5% of Schools 

Who, What & How

CEL Inquiry Cycle

1 2

4 3

Principal and principal supervisor
analyze the results of the instructional 

leadership inquiry cycle.

Phase 4:  ANALYZE IMPACT

Principal and principal supervisor gather 
and analyze evidence to identify student 

learning problems and problems of 
teaching practice. 

Principal and principal supervisor
analyze evidence to identify a
principal instructional leadership
area of focus.

Phase 2:  DETERMINE AN 
AREA OF FOCUS

Principal and principal supervisor engage 
in a series of learning sessions centered 
on the principal’s area of focus.

Phase 3: IMPLEMENT & SUPPORT

Phase 1:  ANALYZE EVIDENCE TO 
DEVELOP PROBLEMS OF 

PRACTICE

Who, What & How
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Who, What & How

Who, What & How

Cross 
Curricular 
Department 
Team
(CCDT) 

Year 3

Core Action 1

Core 
Action 2

Core 
Action 3

Lead 
LTDS

LTDS

Leading 
for 

Literacy 
Teams

Walk-
through

CS
EDSSI

CO

LITERACY 
CAPACITY 
BUILDING

Literacy Pathway 
Through line

48
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LITERACY

Fewer & Aligned Acts of Literacy Improvement

LITERACY
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Phase IV

Inquiry Cycle
Center for Educational Leadership

Analyzing the Impact

Components
Big Picture

Observation & Feedback 
Support & Monitor

Follow up observation
Team Observation Analysis

Informal Feedback Cycle
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• Common Language & Expectation 

• Aligned & Focused Leadership 
Actions

• Shift from technical to instructional 
(adaptive) 

• Informs professional learning for 
principals

(District level perspective)

Our Impact

• Modeling district through line at 

school level (roles/responsibilities 

reorganization)

• Prioritize time spent in classrooms

• Focused observations and 

feedback

• Data Culture 

(Principal level perspective)

Our Impact 
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Student Growth Data

Favorable rating 

increase in area of 

coaching and 

feedback

1

3

Academic Growth 2017 Academic Growth 2018

Our Impact

Teacher Perception Data

• Central Office will continue to re-organize 

• Plan for continuous professional learning for 

quadrant leaders

• Review and revise skill set needed for principal 

supervisors 

Implications for Future Work  

Planning in Your Context 
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What did we learn?

60


