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A Tale of Two Schools, or 
The Role of a Principal in a Collaborative Culture
Debbi Laidley, California

How do the decisions and actions of a 
school principal determine the degree 
to which a faculty chooses to work 

collaboratively? In my work with administrators 
and their staffs in a large urban district, I’ve seen 
firsthand two very different approaches. These prin-
cipals’ stories give life to the research observations 
of author Warren Bennis, who said, “Management 
is getting people to do what needs to be done. 
Leadership is getting people to want to do what 
needs to be done. Managers push. Leaders pull. 
Managers command. Leaders communicate.”

In one school (fictitiously named Parktown), I 
watched teachers make a tremendous shift: they 
began opening their doors and breaking down their 
isolation, co-planning and co-teaching, examin-
ing student work and sharing teaching practice. 
Meanwhile, in another school (fictitiously named 
Brighton) less than 5 miles away, the teachers 
expressed a sense of fragmentation and continuing 
isolation as they struggled to reorganize into small 
learning communities and implement new lesson 
designs in English and algebra classes.

At Parktown School, the English department 
spent most of this past school year piloting three 
sets of standards-based 
designed lessons, tak-
ing notes on their 
implementation of the 
curriculum and on 
the modifications they 
made to meet students’ 
needs. In October, 
these teachers started 
out demonstrating 
strong resistance to 
the use of the teaching 
units that were pro-
vided to them. Despite 
their resistance  within 
a few months, they 
had begun examining 
students’ work (initially 
alone or in very small 
groups with the litera-
cy coach) and provid-
ing feedback and ideas 
for revision to the con-
sultants who had designed the units. 

The school’s second-year principal listened 
to their concerns, discussed the units and shared 
teachers’ feedback with district personnel, and 

supported the literacy coach in her work with the 
teachers in the English department. In mid-January, 
the literacy coach became one of the first in the 
district to begin consistently co-teaching the les-
sons with a colleague, planning and reflecting on 

both process and 
progress together. The 
principal, an assistant 
principal, and the 
coach offered the 
teachers additional 
paid time to meet 
together to collabo-
rate on the shared 
lessons. Perhaps most 
importantly, they all 
backed off when the 
teachers resisted the 
opportunity to work 
together.  

By March, the 
tone of the Parktown
teachers’ interac-
tions had begun to 
change. They brought 
student work to pro-
fessional develop-
ment meetings and 

shared with colleagues from other district schools. 
They provided district staff with samples of revi-
sions they’d made to the lessons; citations of other 
resources they had used to augment the designs 
in order to provide necessary scaffolding for stu-
dents; and copies of entries from their reflection 
journals.  In June, the principal participated fully in 
two days of professional development along with 
the teachers. She and the literacy coach joined the 
classroom teachers in writing, sharing, and revis-
ing short memoirs. By the end of the second day, 
the principal approached district leaders with her 
teachers’ request: “We’d like to come in for a full 
day of planning, a week after school is out, before 
people leave town for vacations and before some 
of us start teaching summer school. Is the funding 
still available?”

A few miles away, Brighton School’s veteran 
principal juggled the demands of multiple initia-
tives required by the central district: conversion of 
the large school into small learning communities; 
implementation of designed lessons in algebra; 
and incorporation of 
required reforms that 

Hip-Hop...
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indicates wealth and inherited importance. Yet 
he also proves elemental and powerful like 
rain from the heavens. Rain as an image is both 
ordinary and holy because it defies human 
control, gives life, and yet forms an integral 
part of everyday existence. Craig Mack comes 
into the music community from a position of 
authority, as a sheriff and through the strength 
of his groove, defeating all challenges…

Hip-hop and its concomitant culture expose 
us to the underbelly of the poor urban experi-
ence. hip-hop presents, explains, and unapolo-
getically exposes the lived experiences of urban 
east coast and west coast youth and their families 
and their communities. It is those lived experi-
ences portrayed in their raw form that repel us. 
It is the engaging music, rhythms and beats that 
engage us. hip-hop music expresses a complex 
dichotomy which simultaneously speaks of love 
and hate; the high and low of human existence; 
the sacred and the profane. In spite of our 
annoyance with the many ways in which the lyr-
ics and gestures of the rappers, Hip-hop dancers, 
“MCers” and “DJers” and other players and cre-
ators of the hip-hop culture and its music assault 
our sensibilities, in just as many ways the beat 
and the rhythm and the lyrics compel us and 
hold us in awe.    

As an “old head,” in hip-hop jargon, I am 
proud of the bridges I have been able to build 
between me and my love for jazz and the hip-hop 
generation. It is with the exchange of ideas and 
wisdom that reach across generations that I am 
able to make connections between teaching and 
learning, rigor, critical pedagogy and disengaged 
African American high school students. 

In order to embrace hip-hop culture, we must 
come to grips with its cooptation. The worst images 
of a very complex art form are nurtured and pre-
sented for public consumption and “enjoyment.” 
The media powers, who regulate what sells and 
gets airtime, are dominant culture folks who have 
their own agendas that have nothing to do with 
the uplifting of the black race. A critical study and 
analysis of hip-hop and the powers who promote it 
with our students would allow us to build a strong 
literacy program that would develop the skills and 
competencies of our reluctant, disengaged urban 
learners. Are we willing to be disturbed for the sake 
of the urban learner in 
our classrooms?     

and one of the facilitators of the first CFG training 
in Houston, co-facilitated with Donna Reid and 
Tim Martindell. Thirty-five area coaches partici-
pated in a full-day program that allowed for people 
to reconnect with each other as well as recon-
nect with the work. The morning session included 
Connections, a text rendering of “Am I willing to 
reclaim time to think?” by Margaret Wheatley, a 
Chalk Talk with the prompts “What role do CFGs 
play in your professional life?” and “What barriers 
and obstacles do you face?”, and an introduction 
to Discourse I and II.

The afternoon session of the CFG Reunion 
focused on the dilemma “How do we build capac-
ity to deepen and sustain CFG work in Houston?” 
By combining the Issaquah protocol with the 
Charette, the participants not only practiced ask-
ing questions and surfacing assumptions, but took 
ownership of the dilemma and offered solutions.

As a result of that reunion, CFG facilitators 
in Houston are changing the model used for sup-
porting CFG coaches. Instead of offering a series 
of stand-alone clinics throughout the year, we will 
sponsor CFGs for coaches, both new and experi-
enced, where they can bring their own coaching 
dilemmas and build relationships with critical 
friends from across the region.

Reforming Schools Summer Institute 
The Houston A+ Challenge also nurtures CFG 

habits such as collaboration and reflection by host-
ing the Reforming Schools Summer Institute (RSSI). 
During this annual institute, almost 400 teachers, 
administrators, parents, and community members 
gather for two days in July for new learning in 
seminars as well as smaller home groups or learn-
ing communities. Facilitated mostly by experienced 
CFG coaches, these learning communities model 
how to build professional relationships.

One participant summed up his RSSI experi-
ence this way: “I learned that change (reform) must 
come from within. Whether the focus of that change 
is a school district, a campus, a department, a les-
son, or a student’s own achievement, no expert 
can walk in and say, ‘Here is your answer.’ Instead, 
change is a process initiated and followed through 
by the stakeholders themselves.”

The 2006 RSSI featured keynote addresses from 
Tony Wagner, author of Change Leadership and 
George Thompson, from the Schlechty Center, which 
recently published 
Working on the Work.

Changing the Work...
(continued from page 8)
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condoms on a street corner in Bloomington! 
During my junior year in high school, my mom 

planned a kind of Swiss Family Robinson experi-
ence for my sister and me. I took study courses 
from Harmony while camping in Jamaica for seven 
months. This experience changed the course of all 
of our lives.

I built on this experience as a senior, designing 
an independent study as my semester-long senior 
project. I studied German, then lived in Switzerland 
and Austria for several months, implementing a 
series of community service projects there. Since 

my high school career 
had afforded me so much 
international travel, I 
decided to spend a col-
lege semester in El Paso, 
Texas, studying border 
issues. Harmony School 
trained me to be a self-
directed learner and to 
cast a wide net in seeking 
learning experiences in 
diverse places.

The connection 
between Harmony 
School and NSRF makes 
sense to me. Harmony 
is backed by 30 years of 
community building and 
has a strong dedication to 
kids and families. 
 
What is the work that is 
most satisfying to you? 

The organization comes to life when we begin 
to plan the Winter Meeting. It is the time when 
all the work we do coalesces into direct support 
of our membership. We have conversations with 
those planning the event for thousands of com-
mitted CFG coaches. We see the support we offer 
people who are directly impacting the lives of 
students. That is both satisfying and rewarding. 
Reading the evaluations makes it all worth it.

Our staff has been together for five years, so 
we know how to work together effectively. What 
is difficult for us is that as the work deepens and 
expands, we are experiencing growing pains. The 
organization has so many fluid definitions of its 
work in various places, yet as we grow it would 
benefit us to establish a 
common language the 
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NSRF’s Living History: An Interview with Heidi Vosekas
Peggy Silva, New Hampshire

NSRF’s Living History is a series of interviews with 
members about our past, our present and our 
hopes for the future. In this issue we hear from 
Heidi Vosekas, NSRF National Center Coordinator, 
as she shares her story with Peggy Silva of New 
Hampshire for Connections.

Two-year old Cecilia Campbell Vosekas raced 
across the room to blow out the candles on 
NSRF’s 10th Anniversary cake, completely 

convinced that the party was being held in her 
honor. Cecilia has been an important visitor to the 
Winter Meetings, in the company of 
her mom, Heidi, our National Center 
Coordinator. We wanted to bring 
Heidi out from behind the desk at 
Winter Meeting to get to know her 
work on behalf of NSRF National. 

Please talk about your history with 
NSRF. 

Since travel has always been my 
primary goal, I never thought that 
I would be working in my home-
town, back in the Harmony School 
from which I had graduated. I had 
returned home after graduating from 
Earlham College, a Quaker school in 
Richmond, Indiana, and was washing 
dishes in a restaurant when I learned 
of a job at the Harmony Education 
Center in 1999. Shortly after I arrived, 
my temporary job evolved into a 
chance to create a national center for 
NSRF. I vividly remember the excite-
ment brewing as we dreamed about the future of 
NSRF. Two of us staffed the office in 2000; we grew 
to six people, and now there are four of us who 
support NSRF’s work across the country.

So few of us have had the opportunity to visit 
Harmony School. Please describe your school 
experience as a student there.

There were twelve students in my graduating 
class, many of whom had attended Harmony for 
their entire school experience. The courses that made 
the most lasting impressions on me included a ninth 
grade course in Greek and Latin roots, and a health 
class in my senior year. We were required to teach 
our peers the information we had learned during the 
first semester of that health course. I still remember 
dressing like queens with a friend and handing out (continued on page 19)

had resulted from district- and state-supported 
evaluations of the school’s instructional programs. 
Resistance to the reforms was widespread and 
deeply rooted. Members of one entire department 
at Brighton School informed a literacy coach that 
he “should not even think about coaching anyone” 
in their department.  

Even though nearly 25 percent of the teaching 
staff and the administrators had been trained as 
CFG coaches, a large number of teachers remained 
resistant to using protocols for looking at student 
work, or to examining student learning data in 
any way. A number of teachers and CFG coaches 
have expressed frustration about the way the CFG 
work is being implemented: the principal requires 
all faculty members to participate in monthly CFG 
meetings held during school time; all CFGs face a 
mandated reorganization at the end of each school 
year, with the members being reshuffled, neces-
sitating months of work developing trust among 
newly-formed groups. Some staff members were 
happy with the reassignments, because their CFGs 
had been only moderately effective, or even dys-
functional, all year. Other faculty members were 
highly disappointed about the changes in member-
ship, because they felt they were just beginning to 
get past the “getting-to-know-you” stages, and were 
starting to do some substantive work together. 

The initial phase of development of the small 
learning communities at Brighton was described 
by one teacher as “very similar to picking softball 
teams when we were kids: the people who were 
considered weak players were picked last. We’ve 
put into place a system of tracking the teachers 
even before we figure out which students will be 
part of any of the SLCs. I’m afraid we’re going to be 
tracking the kids, too.”

At Brighton, there was high motivation to do 
the right things for the students. The principal and 
his administrative staff put forth tremendous efforts 
and committed substantial resources to professional 
development and to well-grounded research-based 
approaches. They consistently communicated a 
sense of urgency around the need to do a better 
job for the students in their school. Often, though, 
it seemed that in the fervor to get “the right things” 
in place immediately, there was not sufficient time 
to make sure that there was a sense of ownership 
of the changes among the people who would carry 
out the work (or not). 

What principal moves may have contributed 
to the differences in culture at these two schools?  

The framework below from Ulrich, Zenger and 
Smallwood, Results-Based Leadership, may offer 
some insights:  
What do successful leaders do?

 Summary of Leadership Attribute Frameworks
• Set Direction
 (vision … future)
• Demonstrate Personal Character
 (habits, integrity, trust, analytical thinking)
• Mobilize Individual Commitment
 (engage others, share power)
• Engender Organizational Capacity
 (build teams, manage teams)

At Parktown, the principal set direction by 
communicating a clear focus on the importance 
of examining data and student work to inform and 
improve instructional practices and decision mak-
ing, including her own. She mobilized individual 
commitment by celebrating innovation and effort, 
and giving people the space and the confidence to 
take the initiative to make their own improvements. 
She demonstrated personal character and habits 
of leadership by analyzing data, including student 
work, as one of many tools to provide needed 
information, and by encouraging others to chal-
lenge and question the data along with her. These 
conversations about what’s going on with our 
efforts for our students were conducted formally in 
faculty meetings, and informally in the hallways. 
Additionally, the fact that their principal dedicated 
time to learn right along with the faculty deliv-
ered a significant message to the teachers about 
the importance of the work in which they were 
engaged together. She engendered organizational 
capacity by practicing the patience necessary 
to allow teams to become ready to form, rather 
than mandating that pseudo-teams must give the 
appearance of working together.  

As a result, the literacy coach has begun to 
collaborate with the math coach at Parktown and 
with the literacy and math coach at another school 
to incorporate lesson study into the practices of 
both the departments at both schools. The two lit-
eracy coaches have enrolled in a summer Critical 
Friends Group Institute to gain the tools and the 
habits of thinking that will support the work they’re 
starting with the lesson study model. (They recog-
nized the need for specific processes for focusing 
the observation and feedback sessions, and for 
learning from student work. Such processes had 
not been provided in 
the lesson study train-
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Cecilia Campbell Vosekas 
and Heidi Vosekas
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What do I as a middle class, baby 
boomer, African American 
female, former high school 

teacher of English, current NSRF National 
Facilitator and school coach from Brooklyn 
need to know and be able to do in order 
to interrupt the predictive factors of race, 
class, and gender on the success of African 
American males in school and in life? 
That is the essential question I grapple 
with every day in my work and in my life. 
Grappling with that question engages me 
in forging difficult alliances across genera-
tions, across gender, across cultural differ-
ences, and it engages me in going to the 
heart of my own fears. For much of my 
teaching career, I have turned a blind eye 
and a deaf ear to hip-hop music. For years I have 
been put off, disgusted by the rhetoric, demeaning 
lyrics, gestures and misogynistic gangsta’ postur-
ing that accompanies the hip-hop culture and 
those who create, sustain and market it. I conve-
niently blamed all the ills and/or lack of  academic 
achievement of poor black males on THAT MUSIC! 

Over the last couple of years I have been 
enlightened by young African American males who 
have taken it upon themselves to “educate” me. 
First there were many long and difficult conversa-
tions about hip-hop. Then there were the times 
when I listened to certain hip-hop artists that they 
admired. My young male friends gave me six CDs 
containing their favorite hip-hop music. Listening to 
those CDs, with their politically conscious messag-
es and positive black male affirmations, triggered 
the start of my self-reflective exploration of hip-hop.

But the turning point for me was when I had an 
opportunity to sit in on a hip-hop class at Drexel 
University conducted by Dr. James Patterson. 
During that class, a Socratic discussion focused 
on Dr. Gwendolyn Pough’s book Check It While 
I Wreck It: Black Womanhood, Hip Hop Culture, 
and the Public Sphere (2004), I noted the promise 
of the engaged, analytical minds of young black 
male students at work; I was forced to seriously 
reexamine my views about hip-hop.  

During my intense reflection I had an opportu-
nity to spend the afternoon with Brooklyn College 
professor Dr. Pryia Parmar, who, with Dr. James 
Patterson, coauthored a hip-hop curriculum for 
high school students. I also had a meeting with Dr. 
Imani Perry after reading his book, Prophets of the 
Hood (2004).  

The insights of both my student friends and 
their author/professor allies have transformed me 
from someone who disliked hip-hop music and 
the culture that produces it, to a hip-hop novice 
embracing the beat, the message and the power of 
this complex art form.

Spreading the Word
If we espouse the belief that each student must 

be able to read for understanding, think critically, 
problem solve and reason; if we espouse a focus 
on developing the literacy skills of each student; 
and if we choose to engage marginalized students 
who are our most reluctant readers, then we need 
to incorporate hip-hop into our curriculum as a 
valid form of written, linguistic, and aesthetic art. 
Analysis of hip-hop, both critical and affirming, 
must become an integral part of our classrooms. 

There has been much discussion around the 
notion of critical pedagogy. I propose that critical 
pedagogy is that learning that goes to the heart of 
a culture’s lived experience in whatever format it 
is manifested. Critical pedagogy for poor African 
American males disengaged in our high school 
classrooms and dubbed “reluctant readers” must 
deal with identity, the study of difference, and the 
study of racism. hip-hop is the vehicle, the criti-
cal pedagogy, with the ability to engage all stu-
dents, particularly poor urban African American 
males, and I might add all youth since hip-hop has 
become a global phenomenon, if only we are will-
ing to acknowledge its powerful potential.  
Our Task

The challenge in 
using hip-hop as a 

Hip-Hop: A Crucial Addition to the Curriculum
Camilla Greene, Connecticut

(continued on page 19) (continued on page 20)

ing they had attended.) The English department 
members have completed their all-day summer 
meeting, and are now primed to implement the 
first designed unit and to use the lesson study 
approach as a vehicle for their collaborative 
work.   
 In the words of their literacy coach… The 
doors are always open for anyone to come in 
and talk, regardless of who it is. Our leaders are 
approachable and want to help. The administra-
tion ensures that there is ample time for teachers 
to meet and discuss instruction… The principal is 
an instructional leader in every sense…

Brighton’s principal also set direction for the 
work of the school by communicating a sense 
of urgency around the need to improve student 
achievement results. He put great effort into 
engendering organizational capacity through 
the huge investment in professional development 
for more than 30 CFG coaches. Further support 
for that effort was evident in the consistent com-
mitment of school time for the groups to meet. 
The fact that the principal himself participated in 
the week long CFG coaches’ seminar provided 
additional evidence of the depth of his desire 
to see the school start to become a professional 
learning community. Several teachers, however, 
demonstrated a lack of buy-in for the mandated 
CFG participation, so that the CFGs’ potential 
positive school wide impact instead became a 
missed opportunity for the principal to mobilize 
individual commitment.

If Warren Bennis is correct in his observation 
that “Management is getting people to do what 
needs to be done. Leadership is getting people 
to want to do what needs to be done,” then it 
appears that both principals are good managers, 
while Parktown’s principal is the more effec-
tive leader. How might district leaders design 
ways for principals to share, reflect upon, and 
collaboratively improve their practices, so that 
students benefit equitably from effective leader-
ship at all schools? How might school principals, 
like the teachers did at Parktown, create their 
own structures for this type of collaborative lead-
ing and learning to take place?     
      

Debbi Laidley can be contacted at 
dlaidley@smp.gseis.ucla.edu
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medium for analysis is two fold. First of all, most 
educators of all colors working in urban high 
schools are not familiar with hip-hop, and what 
little they do know repulses them. Second, hip-
hop is complex. It is not readily decipherable. As 
with a Toni Morrison novel, the reader must work 
to understand the text and its plethora of mean-
ings and interpretations. It is in our best interest 
and in the best interest of those of us who want to 
engage poor, young, black urban youth to refuse 
to be deceived by the image of hip-hop that is pro-
moted. We must do our homework and research 
for ourselves the power, complexities, and engag-
ing literacy of hip-hop music and its culture. We 
must inform and reeducate ourselves so that we 
can in turn provide a hip-hop curriculum that is 
simultaneously engaging and academically rigor-
ous for poor black urban males. Once we have 
engaged the poor, black urban males in embrac-
ing an academically rigorous curriculum that 
will lead to success in school and in life, it then 
behooves us to use the same curriculum to engage 
all of American youth. I propose that hip-hop has 
become a global phenomenon which bridges all 
cultures and all continents in ways that no other 
art form has. 

Among the excellent resources I’ve found to 
assist us in connecting the study of hip-hop to the 
development of literacy skills for reluctant and 
struggling readers, the following two stand out: 

• Dr. Alfred Tatum’s Teaching Reading to Black 
Adolescent Males (See “It is not Rocket 
Science”, Connections, Winter 2006) 

• Dr. Imani Perry’s Prophets of the Hood: Politics 
and Poetics in Hip Hop. 
Chapter 5 “B-Boys, Players, and Preachers: 

Reading Masculinity” describes the juxtaposition of 
the sacred and the profane and the complexity in 
Hip Hip artistic expressions. For example, Dr. Perry 
explains, 

In ‘Get Down’ Craig Mack rhymes:
Imma reign
Reign forever
Rain like bad weather
Reign like whoever never
A brand new sheriff that’s in town
Getting down
Leavin’ bodies in the ground

Using the homophone reign/rain, he puts a 
multiplicity of meanings in the oral space of 
his self-identifica-
tion. His “royalty” 

Hip-Hop ...
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