
Learning-Focused Partnerships
A Team-Based Approach to Continuous Improvement

Statewide Field Team ISD/ESA
Systems Support Network

November 17, 2020



Facilitator: 
Angela M. Jack
Coordinator of Professional Learning

Network Support Partner: 
Carrie Johnson
Coordinator of Professional Learning



The 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 with the entire state.  Thank you!



Where would you like to 
spend this weekend?

1 – Beachfront Resort

2 – Road Trip Across the Country

3 – Big City Adventure

4 – Nature Adventure



Connector Activity Directions
• Adjust video to off position. 

• Respond to the question based on the 
number of your interest by turning your 
video on.

• After being acknowledged as a group, turn 
your video back off. 

• At the end of the activity, place the number 
that aligns with your response in front of 
your name.  



Goals for Today’s Session
• Takeaway some key concepts to use in real-time to 

support Michigan school districts 

• Explain the benefits of district leaders creating and 
sustaining learning-focused partnerships

• Apply the key characteristics of a learning-focused 
partnership to the continuous improvement process

• Map a contextualized plan for supporting district 
leaders with engaging in learning-focused 
partnerships



Engage!



Collective Commitments
• Remain active.

• Respective this as a safe space for dialogue.

• Honor diverse perspectives.

• Respond to ideas, not people. 

• Enjoy this time to network with colleagues.







Network Partners 

Thinking about the district(s) you support, 
what rationale do you use when introducing 

the importance of “intra-district” 
collaboration (intentionality in decision-

making between central office and site-level 
leaders)?



The Case of the Puzzled Principal
Lakeland Public Schools

Scenario Link





Setting the Stage:
What Does the Research Say About Team-

Based Leadership and Continuous 
Improvement?





Commonality of Language

Leadership 
Network

(Blueprint Districts)

Improvement 
Networks

(Improvement Science)

Team-Based 
Leadership 
Approach



Challenges to Continuous 
Improvement
• Who is responsible for continuous 

improvement? Central office or site 
level?

• Improving teaching and learning 
district-wide is a systems problem.

• Tug and pull over where control for 
decisions about how to improve 
teaching and learning ought to 
reside.

Knapp, M.S., Copland, M.A., Honig, M.I., Plecki, M.L., & Portin, B.S. (2010). Learning-focused Leadership and Leadership 
Support: Meaning and Practice in Urban Systems. The Wallace Foundation.



Research
1. Cross-functional teams working together created the learning space 

that allowed school and district-level leaders to overcome the 
territorial boundaries that inhibited cultural change. Working 
together can lead to a stronger spirit of collaboration and a sense 
that leaders are on the same team (Smith et al., 2020). 

2. Teaching and learning improvements at single schools and multiple 
schools depend not only on what happens in schools but on how 
school district central offices create and implement supports for 
change (Honig et al., 2010).

3. Supportive conditions at the district level are important to successful 
implementation and sustainability of whole- school reform (Honig et 
al.,, 2010).



Bottom Line

The real question is not at what level, 
rather how to improve teaching and 

learning within and across levels 
(Honig et al., 2010).



(SISEP & NCSI, 2019)



Guiding Questions for Today
● What are learning-focused 

partnerships?

● What actions encompass learning-
focused partnerships that promote 
continuous improvement at the site-
level?

● What actions do external support 
partners engage in to support building 
the capacity of district leaders to 
engage in developing and sustaining 
learning-focused partnerships?



Leadership Network:
Learning-Focused Partnerships



Learning-Focused Partnership
What are learning-focused 
partnerships?

Innovative relationships between 
school principals (site-level 
leaders) and central office 
administrators to intentionally 
support teaching and learning 
improvement in schools. 

Knapp, M.S., Copland, M.A., Honig, M.I., Plecki, M.L., & Portin, B.S. (2010). Learning-focused Leadership and 
Leadership Support: Meaning and Practice in Urban Systems. The Wallace Foundation.



Learning-Focused Partnership: 
“Big Buckets”

Responsive

• A main point of 
continuous 
contact 
between 
central office 
and site-level 
leaders

Differentiated

• Target 
particular, often 
different, 
improvement 
needs within 
each school

Focused

• Various 
sources of 
data drive the 
working 
relationship 

Improvement 
Driven

• Discussions are 
anchored in 
teacher, leader, 
and student 
improvement

Knapp, M.S., Copland, M.A., Honig, M.I., Plecki, M.L., & Portin, B.S. (2010). Learning-focused Leadership and Leadership Support: Meaning and Practice in Urban 
Systems. The Wallace Foundation.



Learning Focused Partnership: Blueprint Systems

Knapp, M.S., Copland, M.A., Honig, M.I., Plecki, M.L., & Portin, B.S. (2010). Learning-focused Leadership and Leadership Support: Meaning 
and Practice in Urban Systems. The Wallace Foundation.



Learning Focused Partnership: Central Office Support Activities

Knapp, M.S., Copland, M.A., Honig, M.I., Plecki, M.L., & Portin, B.S. (2010). Learning-focused Leadership and Leadership Support: Meaning 
and Practice in Urban Systems. The Wallace Foundation.



Leadership Equation

Central Office 
Differentiated, 
Responsive, 

Focused, and 
Improvement-

Driven 
Relationships With 
Site-Level Leaders

Collaborative 
Decision Making 
and Distributive 

Actions

Team-Based 
Approach to 
Continuous 

Improvement



Learning-Focused Partnerships:
Group Activity



Breakout Group Activity
● Review slides 23-27.

● Network with colleagues about 
the information shared. 

● Capture your thinking and 
takeaways about the practice of 
learning-focused partnerships in 
a way that makes sense to you. 



Let’s Take a Break
(5 Minutes)



Scenario, Reflections, & Connections



Lakeland Public Schools

2 Years Later…

Lakeland Public School District has 
created a learning-focused 
partnership to focus on improved 
teaching and learning through 
collaborative leadership partnerships.

How might the scenario read 
differently with this in mind? Discuss 
with your network partners.  



Reflective Questions

Thinking about the districts you support:

● How do you imagine learning-focused 
partnerships supporting a district’s 
continuous improvement efforts?

● In your opinion, what options might exist 
as to how this leadership practice might 
look when executed effectively?

● How might you support a district in 
capturing, describing, and communicating 
the “look likes” (documenting the 
system)?



Connections to MICIP
How do you imagine using the 

launch of MICIP to engage district 
central office leaders in discussions 

about learning-focused partnerships 
and its role in continuous 

improvement?



Action Planning



Your Path To Action
3 – Determine Your Key Ideas 
(Takeaways)

2 – Record Your Facilitative 
Strategies

1 – Identify Your Immediate Next 
Step



Wrap Up



Goals for Today’s Session: 
How Did We Do?

• Takeaway key concepts to use in real-time to 
support Michigan districts 

• Explain the benefits of district leaders creating and 
sustaining learning-focused partnerships

• Apply the key characteristics of a learning-focused 
partnership to the continuous improvement process

• Map a contextualized plan for supporting district 
leaders with engaging in learning-focused 
partnerships



Let’s Chat!

What topics specific to supporting districts 
with creating and sustaining leadership 

networks might you want to see addressed in 
our networking sessions over the course of 

this year?



Departing Words…

“The meaning of life is to find your gift. The 
purpose of life is to give it away.”

– Pablo Picasso



Calendar Us In!
2020/21 Network Meeting Dates

• January 12, 2021

• March 9, 2021

• May 18, 2021

North/West Region: 10:00am – 12:00pm

East Region: 1:00pm – 3:00pm
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