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Harness the potential
of staff meetings

By Joan Richardson

Imost any teacher or principal wouldings. | think they can be very valuable. But we've
agree that faculty meetings are one d€ind of dumbed them down. We've used them as a
the most dreaded and ineffective part45-minute memo,” Murphy says.
of the work week. Instead, staff meetings can be used as tools
“Faculty meetings are a wastelandfor building a learning community among a
Teachers make jokes about them. They laugh absghool’s staff. “Staff meetings are an opportunity
how bad they are,” says Mike Murphy, NSDC’go built unity and community. They're perfect times
director of programs and a former elementartp physically connect with everyone on the staff to
school principal in Texas. make sure that there is coherence and continuity,”

But Murphy also acknowledges that staff meetMurphy says.
ings represent “a chunk of time that is begging to
be used in a productive way.” WHERE TO START

Independent consultant Pam Robbins agrees. Principals who want to make this change must
“More and more principals are finding themselvefirst determine how to disseminate information that
asking where they can find time in the traditionataditionally has been shared in staff meetings.
day to develop the skills within teachers to help Murphy says he designated a bulletin board in
them meet rigorous demands for student accouhis elementary school where he posted informa-
ability.” tion that needed to be shared with the staff. Carole

That has led an increasing number of princBchmidt, a former high school principal, says she
pals to seize the opportunity to transform staffelegated to department chairs the responsibility
meetings into mini-staff development sessions iof ensuring that certain kinds of information
which the entire staff reads, discusses, analyzesached teacheréSee Page 3 for more ideas for
and plans together. alternatives to meetings.)

In schools where time is a precious and lim-  As a principal begins to shift from a traditional
ited commodity, using staff meetings more effecstaff meeting to a staff development meeting,
tively can be a way to “find time” for staff devel-Robbins also recommends that the learning por-
opment. Inmany school districts, teacher contradisn of the meeting comes first. Quoting Kent
already recognize that teachers are obligated to Beterson, she says, “what you pay attention to com-
tend staff meetings on a regular basis. municates what you value.”

“I don’t discount the importance of staff meet- Continued on Page 2
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Continued from Page One ity, teachers can privately identify prob-same standards you would apply to any
STAFF READINESS lems and receive suggestions from coljuality professional development,”
Before changing the staff meetingJeagues about how to address the issug@durphy says.
Robbins says principals must examine thBecause it's done privately, teachers are During one year at his school, for ex-
working relationships among the staff. If dess likely to feel embarrassed about seekmple, teachers decided to they wanted to
staff is not used to working together, shang help. devote staff meeting time to discipline is-
recommends introducing the idea slowly.  Robbins says such an activity, howsues. During a series of faculty meetings,
“You'll doom your collaborative effort to ever, begins to demonstrate to teachers thatchers read articles and watched videos
failure if you use a high-risk activity with atheir colleagues have a great deal of exf simulations and real-life situations of
group that's not ready for it,” Robbins sayspertise. “They can leave the room with 15different discipline issues. Murphy led
When she thinks about schools20, 25 ideas about how to deal with sometdiscussions about what they read and saw.
Robbins divides them into three categothing. It creates an understanding that, Dver time, they generated ideas of what
ries, depending on their readiness and fanly | reach out to my colleague, perhapsould work in their school.

miliarity with collaboration. the answer to my problems exists three to  “Faculty meetings became meetings
Schools with little collaboration: In  four doorways away,” she says. that people were eager to attend,” he says.

these schools, the staff rarely interacts pro-  Schools with high collaboration: In As a high school principal, Carol

fessionally with each other. these schools, teachers already are acc@:hmidt did something similar. During

For these schools, Robbins recomtomed to working with each other —her first year as principal, she listened to
mends “low-risk” staff development meet-through peer coaching and team teachintgachers’ concerns about the scattershot
ings initially. For example, the principal canfor example. efforts at improvement. “What they
invite staff members to a “swap meet” in For those schools, Robbins recomwanted was a common focus. We were
which teachers exchange books, articlemends introducing them to techniques fokilling people with all of the committees
and classroom materials. examining student workSee tool on Page that we had,” she says.

“This gets them used to sharing stuff6.) Again, she cautions that not all staffs ~ Schmidt decided that the entire staff
even though it's physical stuff. No one hasre ready for an activity like this. “Teach-would spend its four staff development
to put their professional skill and knowl-ers might get a little nervous. This can bialf days plus staff meeting time during
edge on the line for scrutiny,” she says.very threatening because other teachetise next year rewriting the school’'s mis-

A notch above is a jigsaw readingare dissecting the actual work that theision, vision, and establishing learning
(See tool on Page 4Bor staffs who are students are doing and that’s a reflectiogoals. She also moved from weekly staff
unaccustomed to talking together, this wilbn their teaching,” she says. meetings to quarterly staff meetings. “Any
give them an opportunity to read a similar A preliminary step might involve time we had the faculty together, we fo-
article and have a substantive convers&aving teachers discuss work done by staused on learning goals for the school,”
tion about it. Such a discussion also bedents in other schools. “This way, theyshe says.
gins the process of recognizing the expetearn the strategy and no one teaching in  “We changed the meeting so it wasn't
tise that already exists in the staff, she saiglour school feels like they’ve been put ofjust a meeting to get together. It was a

“Collegiality must be based on con-the chopping block,” she says. meeting designed for their learning and
geniality and this begins to develop a basic for mine,” she says.
comfort level with one another,” she saysSETTING THE AGENDA Murphy says pulling a staff together
Schools with moderate collabora- To make staff meetings meaningfuto focus on a single theme over a long pe-

tion: Teachers in these schools may ato teachers, Murphy recommends entrustiod helps build a sense of community
ready have done some classroom visiiag teachers with the responsibility for sesamong the staff. “Teachers have been very
and observations. lecting the content in relation to studentsolated from each other. Faculties don'’t
For such schools, Robbins often reclearning goals. just naturally come together. But they're
ommends an activity she calls “Mail Then, the principal needs to assumexpected to work on common goals and
Call.” (See tool on Page 91 this activ- responsibility for planning staff meetings.common needs. They can't do that until

“Treat the meetings the way you wouldschools find ways to bring people to-
October/November 1999 any formal learning experience. Apply thegether,” he says.
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Alternatives to staff meetings

DEPARTMENTAL/GRADE-LEVEL MEETINGS BULLETIN BOARD MESSAGES IN HIGH Every organization mustﬁnd
Advantage: Extends opportunities for TRAFFIC AREAS . ' .
leadership. Advantage: Easy to do. Almost anyone ~ Ways to share information with

Disadvantage:Another meeting gets la- can contribute. Feels less bureaucratic.
beled as being “unproductive.” Not all Disadvantage Difficult to determine if in-
teachers hear the same message in tfoemation has been seen by all who need staff meetings are not the only

same way. it. Not appropriate way to share all infor-
mation. way to do this. Consider which

large groups of employees. But

ROUND-ROBIN MEMOS*
Advantage: Easy to do. INFORMAL CONVERSATION / HALL TALK
Disadvantage:May take a long time for Advantage: Happens more naturally. Re- ;5,11 in your school. Some
the information to reach everyone whajuires no planning.
needs to see it. Some individuals may n@isadvantage:Some individuals could be ideas are more appropriate for
take responsibility for moving the memooverlooked. Message may not be taken as
along to the next person on the list. seriously.

* Write a memo with the information
that needs to be shared. At the top, list tt@NE-TO-ONE CONVERSATIONS
names of everyone who needs to see Advantage: Heightens the listener’s sense
Each person on the list passes the menod importance.
on to the next person on the list. Mak®isadvantage:Time consuming. Message
sure your name is last so the memo comesay not be consistent from conversation
back to you. to conversation.

of these ideas you could try this

particular types of information.

ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATION COPIES OF MINUTES/LETTERS/REPORTS
Advantage: Easy way to quickly share aAdvantage: Easy — just copy and dis-
brief amount of information with a vari- tribute with a note.

ety of people. Disadvantage: If done too often, such
Disadvantage: Some may not take themailings could develop a reputation as
message as seriously. Individuals ovejunk mail and go directly into the circular
loaded with e-mail may overlook. file.

NEWSLETTERS/WEEKLY BULLETINS TELEPHONE CALLS
Advantage: Gets information out to a Advantage: Good way to gauge the reac-
large audience. Presentation of informaion as individuals hear the information
tion allows principal to emphasize the imyou have to share.

portance of various issues. Disadvantage:Time consuming. Repeti-

Disadvantage:The time involved in pro- tive if you must give the same informa-
ducing newsletter will delay the deliverytion to a number of people.
of the message.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES Sources:Adapted fronKeys to
BROWN BAG LUNCHES Advantage: Time saver for recipient. Successful Meetingby Stephanie
Advantage: Voluntary. Disadvantage: Difficult to determine Hirsh, Ann Delehant, and Sherry

Disadvantage:Some may object to giv- who's read it and how they've reacted. Sparks andviining Group Gold
ing up their lunch time in favor of some-Takes more time to summarize effectively by Thomas Kayser.
thing that feels like work. than to distribute minutes or copy articles.

October/November 1999
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“Just as potters cannot teach
others to craft in clay without
setting their own hands to
work at the wheel, so teachers
cannot fully teach others the
excitement, the difficulty, the
patience, and the satisfaction
that accompany learning
without themselves engaging
in the messy, frustrating, and
rewarding ‘clay’ of learning.”

—Roland Barth,

Improving Schools from Within

October/November 1999

Jigsaw reading

COMMENTS TO THE FACILITATOR: A jigsaw provides a good way for staff members to
learn new content and also provides an opportunity for staff members to teach each
other what they have learned.

TIME: One hour.

SUPPLIES: Several articles or selections from books which would be helpful in a school
improvement effort.

PREPARATION: Make sufficient copies of the articles for each participant.
NOTE: Although individuals will only be reading one article, the principal should pro-

vide copies of each article for all staff members. Encourage them to collect the mate-
rial in a folder or notebook for future review.

Directions

1. Provide three to five articles or longer articles that have been broken down into
three to five sections.

2. Divide the school staff into the same number of small groups, trying to have three
to five persons in each group.

3. Have each member of the small groups silently read a different topic.
Time: 10 minutes.

4. Create new small groups from the individuals who have read the same material.
Allow them time to discuss what they have read. Time: 20 minutes.

5. Recreate the original small groups. Have each person teach the rest of the group
about his or her reading. Time: 30 minutes.

6. Conclude with the question: What are the implications of this for our school?

PAGE 4
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COMMENTS TO THE FACILITATOR: This activity encourages staff members to recog- “Th
nize the knowledge and wisdom of their colleagues. e purpose of staff

TIME: One hour. development is not just to

SUPPLIES: Large mailing envelopes, stack of blank index cards, pens of the same color.
implement isolated
Directions

o . _ __instructional innovation; its
1. At the beginning of a staff meeting, give each teacher one of the large mailing

envelopes, a stack of blank index cards, and a pen.
central purpose is to build
2. Onthe outside of the envelope, ask each teacher to describe a problem he or she is
facing in class. Teachers should not sign the envelopes. '
strong collaborative work
3. The principal should collect the envelopes and randomly distribute them among
the staff, ensuring that no teacher receives his or her own envelope. .
J P cultures that will develop the
4. Each teacher should read the problem on each envelope. As they consider the
proble_m, they should Wr_lte their ideas about solving the problem on one of t%ng~term capacityfor change. p
blank index cards. One idea per card. Each completed card should be placed in-
side the envelope. Teachers should not sign the cards.
— Michael Fullan
5. As one teacher completes his or her response, he or she passes the envelope to the
next teacher. This continues until every teacher has had an opportunity to respond
to every problem.

6. At the end of the meeting, each teacher should retrieve his or her own envelope.

Source:Pam Robbins, independent consultant.
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COMMENTS TO THE FACILITATOR: This activity is for a staff that already works well
together and has experienced some peer coaching or team teaching. For this activity to
be truly successful, rotate the teachers who provide the student work.

“Looking closely together at

student work can unveil a
TIME: One hour.

treasure trove ofinsights to SUPPLIES: Either prepare sets of local and state standards for each group or post them
in the room where they can easily be seen by everyone.

guide school communities as PREPARATION: Identify several teachers ahead of time who are willing to bring in
three examples of student work — one each of low quality, medium quality, and high
quality — and to talk about the lessons they taught. The names of the students should
not be revealed. Make enough copies of the finished work to share with each person in
the small groups.

they reflect on their purpose,

assess their progress, and plan
Directions

strategies for reaching all . _ _ : o
1. Divide the staff into small groups, ensuring a mix of disciplines or grade levels

in each group.
children better.”
2. The teacher who is providing the student work should briefly describe the
— Horace, the publication of the lesson that was taught.
Coalition of Essential Schools
3. Each small group identifies the state or local standards that align with the
assignment.

4. Each small group constructs a scoring guide specifically for this assignment.
Using the numbers 1-4, the teachers should identify the qualities of an ideal
piece of work, a high-quality piece, a medium-quality piece, and a low-quality
product.

5. Distribute the student work. Provide time for teachers to examine and consider
the students’ work.

6. Ask teachers to describe — but not evaluate — the work they have seen.
7. Ask teachers to analyze the work and place it on the 1-4 scale.

8. Ask teachers to continue their discussion with some of the following questions:

«  Was the initial assignment clear?

«  What could be done to teach the concept or skill more effectively?

« Was the lesson and assignment appropriately challenging for these students?

+  What would your next step be if you had taught this lesson and this assignment
had been turned in to you?

October/November 1999
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I’'m the principal of an elemen- the idea of talking with each other. Con-
tary school and every teachersider gradually adding these new elements
in my building grumbles about to your staff meetings.
our weekly faculty meetings.® Devote your first staff meeting each
They want me to cut back toyear to having teachers share what they
two meetings a month. But ifhave learned during their summer staff de-
| don’t have these meetings, | never get teelopment experiences.
see all of my staff at one time. Most of the®  Ask teachers who attend workshops dur-
leave right after school is over, except oing the school year to plan to spend no more
days when we have staff meetings. Whthian 10 minutes describing what they learned.
suggestions do you have? B Ifalarge number of teachers attend a
single conference or workshop, turn over
Teachers are probably com-+the staff meeting to them and let them
plaining about staff meetingsteach about what they learned.
because they see them as W Bring in an outside speaker, perhaps
waste of time. If you can usea curriculum specialist from your district
your staff meetings more pro-or your regional service agency.
ductively, my hunch is that teachers wilm Identify an article or a book that your
see value in them and not only stop corrstaff can read together. Make a copy avail-
plaining but begin to treasure them. able for each teacher and provide them
Do you really want to spend morewith questions to consider as they read it.
time with your teachers or do you wantto  Your teachers need and deserve time
spend more time with them in a meaningto work with each other and to learn from
ful way? Adding staff development timeeach other. You may also need to find
to faculty meetings would create a wayime within your own day to do a little of
for everyone to benefit. your own learning.
Since your staff is not used to work-  To steal a phrase, remember that the
ing together, you probably want to starstaff that learns together, improves a
off slowly. Teachers need to get used techool together.

Tools may be copied and used in workshops. Articles may be reprinted with appropriate credit.
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