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The MI Excel Statewide Field Team at Calhoun 
Intermediate School District proudly recognizes our partners in this work:

Eastern UP Intermediate School District

Gogebic Ontonagon Intermediate School District

Muskegon Area Intermediate School District

We are grateful for their willingness to share their 
expertise with us and the entire state. Thank you!



Who’s in the Room?

● Superintendents
● District-Level Leaders
● Principals
● Building-Level Leaders
● Teacher Leaders/Teachers
● Support Staff
● Other



Session Description

One of the most important conversations that leaders engage in with staff 
is around school culture. Leaders hold a very influential position in 
shaping and cultivating a learning community that is grounded in 

collective responsibility and anchored in a safe and nurturing environment 
for students. In this session, participants will explore the role of district 

and building leaders in crafting conversations around culture and identify 
key leadership competencies necessary to lead these courageous 
conversations. Participants will be provided time to formulate the 

beginnings of a contextualized action plan that will identify next steps for 
leading conversation around culture at the district and building level.



Session Outcomes

Participants will: 
● Explore the role of district/school leaders in cultivating a safe, nurturing, 

collegial, and professional educational community;
● Identify high-impact leadership competencies needed to engage staff in 

courageous conversation around the significant relationship between school 
culture and student achievement;

● Identify what it might look like for district/building leaders to measure and 
monitor the extent to which a safe, nurturing, collegial and professional 
environment is present at scale;  

● Formulate the beginnings of a contextualized action plan that will identify 
next steps for leading conversation around culture at the district and building 
levels.



District Action Planning Template



Dramatic Improvement in Student, Teacher, and Leader Performance in a short amount of Time. 

The Blueprint:
Systematic Reconfiguration



“Seeds of change will 
never grow in toxic soil. 
School culture matters.”

Murphy, J. &Torres, D. (2014). Creating productive culture: Communities 
for students, teachers, and parents. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 



What is Organizational Culture?

● How do we define “organizational culture?”

● How would district/school leaders know if the teaching 
and learning culture is toxic?



Organizational Culture 

● The assumptions, beliefs and values of the organization; 
'the way things are done around here'; the comfort zone.

● Where communication assumes that people share 
common attitudes and values.

McNeil, M. M. (2009). Communication: The key to effective leadership. Emerald: 
Group Publishing Limited. doi:10.1108/09578230910981161



Research-Guided Practice 



What Does Research Say?

● Caring adults, in a caring school community, are the link to 
achievement, graduation, and a future of meaningful options (Murphy 
&Torres, 2014).

● A healthy school culture fosters continuous improvement in student 
achievement (S. Clark, & D. Clark, 2003).

● Positive school culture is an important variable for a change initiative 
to be implemented effectively (Hinde, 2004).

● One common way the leaders influence the school culture at all sites 
is through effective communication skills (Slater, 2008).



What Does Research Say?

● Strong leaders and proactive leadership teams intentionally foster collective 
responsibility by mobilizing structures, strategies, practices and the use of 
resources for the ongoing evaluation and improvement of instruction (Lane, 
2014).

● Leaders in high poverty high-performing schools manage to retain high-
quality faculty and staff using multiple and varied approaches, but they make 
all relationships a priority and establish norms of personal regard and mutual 
respect (Parrett & Budge, 2012).

● Even if a system has established a vision and infrastructure of support, the 
presence of accountable and responsible leaders demonstrates that good 
leaders can accelerate of pace of progress (Sharratt & Fullan, 2009).



What Does Research Say?

Communication

Systemic 
Approach

Positive 
Culture



The Role of Leadership In  
Shaping Organizational Culture



Focused Outcome #1

Participants will: 

● Explore the role of 
district/school leaders in 
cultivating a safe, nurturing, 
collegial, and professional 
educational community.



Guiding Question:

What is the role of 
district/school leaders in 
cultivating a safe, nurturing, 
collegial, and professional 
educational community?



Dramatic Improvement in Student, Teacher, and Leader Performance in a short amount of Time. 

The Blueprint:
Systematic Reconfiguration



The Role of the Leader: Shaping Culture



The Role of Leaders In Shaping Culture
(Group Activity)
● Note the Evidence of Practices (EOPs) located throughout the 

room for the Blueprint’s Foundational Elements.
● In small groups, participate in a “gallery walk.” 
● Discuss and make meaning of your assigned EOPs.
● Record on chart paper the “role of the leader” (actions to 

engage in) for each designated EOP.
● Go back to your original station. 
● Using notes from thinking recorded on chart paper, develop a 

final statement depicting the “role of the leader” for that 
designated EOP.  



The Role of Leaders In Shaping Culture: 
A Summary
Leaders…
● Create the conditions for district/school success.
● Engage in courageous conversation around organizational. 

culture (adult beliefs, values, assumptions about learning).
● Promote collective responsibility.
● Provide opportunities for individual and collective growth.
● Voice the connection between a positive school culture and 

student achievement.
● Foster a safe, orderly, and respectful environments for 

students.



The Role of Leaders In Shaping Culture: 
Outcome Check

Fist to Five…

How comfortable are you with explaining the “role of the 
leader” in shaping organizational culture?

Fist- Not Comfortable  - 5 - Extremely Comfortable 



The Role of Leaders In Shaping Culture: 
Processing

Complete the following processing prompts:

My greatest take-a-way from this section of learning is
____________.

I can apply this back in my district/school by 
_____________.



Leadership Competencies: 
Crafting Courageous Conversation 

Around Culture



Focused Outcome #2

Participants will: 
● Identify the Blueprint 

leadership competencies 
needed to engage staff in 
courageous conversation 
around the significant 
relationship between school 
culture and student 
achievement.



Guiding Question:

Which Blueprint leadership 
competencies are necessary 
to engage district/building staff 
in courageous conversation 
around the significant 
relationship between school 
culture and student 
achievement?



What Does Research Say?

Leading organizational change requires particular 
communication techniques to deliver appropriate 

messages, to solicit feedback, to create readiness for 
change along with a sense of urgency, and to motivate 

recipients to act.

- Gilley, A., Gilley, J.W., & McMilan, H.S. (2009). Organizational change: 
Motivation, communication, and leadership effectiveness. Performance 

Improvement Quarterly, (21)4, pp. 75-94



Scenario Group Activity

● Locate the scenario 
activity prompt on table.

● Work as a table group 
to complete the activity 
prompt.

● Share out as a group.

Photo Credit: https//:pixabay.com/photos



Leadership Competencies: An Overview

Impact & 
Influence

Motivate 
others and 
influence 
behavior

Exert 
influence 
for results



Leadership Competencies: An Overview

Achievement

Strong 
desire for 

results

Create and 
execute 

clear, logical 
plans

Focuses 
conversation 
on improving 

instruction



Leadership Competencies: An Overview

Team 
Leadership

Foster 
collective 

responsibility 
and ownership

System of 
shared 

leadership

Ongoing 
evaluation and 
improvement



Crafting Courageous Conversation With E’s: 
Leadership Competencies

Explicit and 
Purposeful

Impact & 
Influence

Establish 
Urgency 

(Group Goals)

Achievement

Engage In 
Shared 

Ownership

Team 
Leadership



Crafting Courageous Conversation With E’s…

Explicit and 
Purposeful

Establish Urgency 
(Group Goals)

Encourage 
Professional Growth



Leadership Profiles

Access Blueprint Online Warehouse: 
https://blueprinttoolsandresources.com/home/online-warehouse/

https://blueprinttoolsandresources.com/home/online-warehouse/


Crafting Courageous Conversation: 
A Summary
Leaders…
● Create the conditions for district/school success.
● Create readiness for change through purposeful 

communication, feedback, and clarifying change efforts.
● Leverage key leadership competencies to explicitly 

communicate the importance of establishing and maintaining a 
culture that is rooted in collective responsibility and promotes 
a safe and nurturing teaching and learning environment. 



Crafting Courageous Conversation With E’s:
Outcome Check

Photo Credit: https//:pixabay.com/photos



Crafting Courageous Conversation With E’s:
Processing

● What confirmed my thinking in this section of learning?

● What challenged my thinking in this section of learning?

● What contextualized question(s) do I have about the 
content in this section of learning?



Measuring and Monitoring 
Organizational Culture



Focused Outcome #3

Participants will: 
● Identify what it might look 

like for district/building 
leaders to measure and 
monitor the extent to which 
a safe, nurturing, collegial 
and professional 
environment is present at 
scale.  



Guiding Question:

What would it look like for 
district/building leaders to 
measure and monitor the 
extent to which a safe, 
nurturing, collegial and 
professional environment is 
present at scale?



What Does Research Say?

Data driven change requires the commitment and 
perseverance of individual practitioners sustained by the 

focused efforts of the whole school community.

- Welman, B. & Lipton, L. (2012). Got data? Now what? Creating and leading 
cultures of inquiry. Bloomington, IN: Solution Tree Press. 



Shaping Culture: Assessment Tools

● Access Readiness Assessment 
Tools

https://blueprinttoolsandresource
s.com/home/online-
warehouse/bp-tools-resources/

● How might you use the 
assessment tools to craft 
conversations around 
“culture?”

https://blueprinttoolsandresources.com/home/online-warehouse/bp-tools-resources/


Putting It All Together



Putting It All Together…

Assessing Addressing Activating



Putting It All Together…

Assessing Culture
● Engage in regular collection of data to determine the 

extent to which the Blueprint Foundational Elements are 
present in the district/building.

● Utilize the Blueprint’s Readiness and Suite of
Assessment Tools to capture “real-time” data relative to 
district/school culture.



Putting It All Together…

Addressing Culture
● Capture and visually share data from assessments at all 

levels of the organization.
● Courageously lead conversations with staff about the 

“current vs. future reality” of the district/school relative to 
culture.

● Identify strengths and areas for growth as a district and 
school.

● Align “culture goals” to instructional improvement efforts.



Putting It All Together…

Activate Actions To Promote A Positive Culture
● Identify desired “adult actions” that support achieving 

district/school culture goals. 
● Formulate a “plan of action” to address areas of growth 

(leverage the Problem-Solving Driver System). 
● Provide opportunities for individual and collective growth 

through ongoing and targeted professional learning.
● Monitor and collect data of the level of execution of “adult 

actions” through the observation process.



Team Planning Time



Focused Outcome #4

Participants will: 
● Formulate the beginnings of 

a contextualized action plan 
that will identify next steps 
for leading conversation 
around culture at the district 
and building levels.



Team Planning Time

Using the team planning tool provided (or one of your 
choice), work with your building/district colleagues to draft 
an action plan that will outline action steps and supports 

needed to install or enhance a Building Network leadership 
team.



District Action Planning Template



Team Planning Time: Team Processing

Complete the following processing prompts:

What was the most significant learning from today?
____________.

How might you translate your learning from today into 
immediate action back in your school? 

_____________.



Research Citation

Clark S., & Clark, D. (2003). Standards, accountability, and developmental 
appropriateness: A leadership challenge for middle school principals. 
Educational Leadership, 34(4), 56.

Lane, B. (2014). Turnaround practices in action: An analysis of school and district 
practices, systems, policies, and use of resources contributing to successful 
turnaround in Massachusetts’ level 4 schools. Retrieved from 
http://www.instll.com.  

Murphy, J. & Torres, D. (2014). Creating productive culture: Communities for 
students, teachers, and parents. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

Hinde, E.R. (2004) School culture and change: An examination of the effects of 
school culture on the process of change. Essays in Education 12: 61–72.



Research Citation

Parrett, W H., & Budge, K. M. (2012). How high poverty schools become high 
performing schools. Alexandria, VA: ASCD. 

Sharratt, L. & Fullan, M. (2009). Realization: The change imperative for deepening 
district- wide reform. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 



Follow the MI Excel Statewide Field Team on Social Media

Twitter - @Blueprint_SWFT

Facebook - MI Excel Blueprint Professional Learning

Instagram - @blueprint_swft
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