
The restaurant host asked Delores Lindsey if she wanted to be seated or wait for her
guest to arrive. She asked to be seated while she waited. She ordered coffee, opened her
coaching journal, and jotted down a couple of questions for today’s coaching conversa-
tion: As you think about retiring within the next year, what are some things you want
to sustain? What holds a sense of urgency for you and the division this year as you tran-
sition?

Lindsey couldn’t believe Linda MacDonell was announcing her retirement as
assistant superintendent of the Instructional Services Division of the Orange County
(Calif.) Department of Education. Over the years that Lindsey had served as

MacDonell’s leadership coach, MacDonell had talked about retirement only once or twice. MacDonell spoke of her
long-term vision in terms of sustainability, transition, and growth, not retirement. When Lindsey had left the de-
partment to become a professor in education leadership, she promised to be MacDonell’s leadership coach as
part of her continued commitment to public service and to support her vision for leadership development
within the Instructional Services Division. As Lindsey waited for MacDonell to arrive for their regular coach-
ing and lunch conversation, she also knew they needed to write about their experiences as external/internal part-
ners building internal capacity for culturally proficient leadership practices. They needed to share lessons learned from their success
and their challenges as they planned, worked, and reflected together in the best interest of Orange County communities and
schools.

JsD | www.learningforward.org February 2011 | Vol. 32 no. 134

theme ExTERNAL pARTNERs

In 1995, the California Department of Education
convened a commission to develop academic con-
tent standards as part of a long-range plan for
school accountability. California’s standards-based
curriculum and assessment model presented
school districts the opportunity to examine in-
structional practices that focused on raising stu-

dent achievement, especially for students who most often

fell below grade-level assessments. Rigorous content stan-
dards for students were quickly followed by rigorous in-
structional standards for teachers. School districts hoping
to implement these new standards for teachers and students
searched for new and different kinds of professional devel-
opment to support the closing of the educational gap.

School districts throughout Orange County moved to-
ward realigning instructional programs, curriculum mate-
rials, and support resources with standards-based models
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for teaching and
learning. The Or-
ange County De-
partment of

Education Instructional
Services Division responded to district needs by providing
high-quality professional development (NSDC, 2001) to
personnel in 28 school districts. As districts’ confidence in
the division’s capacity to provide standards-based profes-
sional development grew, their requests for additional serv-
ices increased. To meet these increased needs, Linda
MacDonell, assistant superintendent of the Instructional
Services Division, hired additional content specialists who
were also excellent professional developers. She saw the op-
portunity to simultaneously enculturate new members and
develop veteran members of the organization in new ways
of being and of offering services. She envisioned top-qual-
ity professional developers who shared values for serving

teachers and students, especially those students who his-
torically had not been served well and needed to be served
differently. She wanted skilled facilitators who were knowl-
edgeable in content and teaching standards. Furthermore,

she envisioned these specialists as being knowledgeable
about how to support districts in change initiatives

focused on continuous improvement. MacDonell
challenged her leadership team to find a capacity

development model that would move the division
closer to achieving that vision.

BeNeFITs OF gROWINg OuR OWN
To support her vision for professional learning, Mac-

Donell and her leadership team explored various models.
They looked for models that would provide the division
with the capacity to “grow our own” professional develop-
ers. MacDonell reintroduced the leadership team to her
longtime colleague, Bob Garmston. He recommended that
the team explore his adaptive schools and cognitive coach-
ing approaches to serving schools’ professional development
needs. These models were perfect fits and provided a way
to begin the work on academic standards implementation.

In the early stages, MacDonell tried to put the vision
of excellence out front for all to see. However, she had been
unable to communicate her personal passion for the vision
in a way that staff could internalize. During a division re-
treat to introduce adaptive schools and cognitive coaching
as models for capacity development, she agreed to be
coached publicly by one of the retreat trainers. During the
coaching session, she revealed her vision, passion, and con-
cerns about serving historically underserved students. She
voiced her desire for professional efficacy for all involved
in creating change in how all students must be well-served,
especially those identified as underserved. The audience
was spellbound as they listened to MacDonell reveal her
thinking about the well-trained staff and her vision for this
work. She shared that her deepest passion was to focus the
division’s work on student achievement. Hearing her story,
many in the room experienced a breakthrough in their own
thinking about the power of this vision and the potential
for reflective inquiry. Many staff members had tears in their
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eyes by the end of the coaching session.
As the leadership team continued to work with Garmston,

the desired outcome for the implementation of the professional
learning models became clearer. The outcome of “external serv-
ices focused on building internal capacity” would result in
changes in behaviors for the division managers and program co-
ordinators from “stand-and-deliver” highly skilled consultants
to highly skilled professional developers who would facilitate,
coach, and present based on the needs of the schools and com-
munities they served. This outcome was a major shift in pro-
fessional development strategies for members of the division.
The feedback and responses to the first sessions were mixed and
encouraging. However; one thing was very clear: While the di-
vision was using external partners to build its own internal ca-
pacity, members of the division were the external partners serving
to build internal capacity of the local districts and schools as in-
dicated in the figure above. One of the benefits of working with
external partners is the expertise and validity they bring for com-
mitting to the work. When the authors of well-known books
are presenters and facilitators, staff accepts the content. We also
found an added bonus in working directly with experts from
the field: Staff members became extensions of those experts as
we served our local districts and schools. We had immediate ac-
cess to our external partners, as did our clients. The personal
connection to these experts gave us validity and expertise in our
local context. The journey toward achieving a vision for sup-
porting all teachers to teach all students had begun.

BeNeFITs OF DOINg OuR OWN WORK FIRsT:
THe INsIDe-OuT AppROAcH

The original focus of MacDonell’s vision was to develop a
supportive delivery system for standards-based instruction. As
the accountability programs and pressures increased for districts,
the focus for the division work moved to serving underper-
forming schools. MacDonell realized division managers needed
an inclusive and equitable model, or lens, through which to ex-
amine their new work. With this shift in emphasis on students
who had traditionally not been served well, the division’s work
evolved to include the conceptual frame of cultural proficiency.

Kikanza Nuri, a leading voice in organization development and
cultural proficiency, worked with MacDonell to give support
staff an introduction to cultural proficiency tools while cultural
proficiency authors and experts Randall and Delores Lindsey
introduced the tools at the division’s retreat the following year.
The facilitators focused on individual awareness of beliefs and
values, organizational policies and procedures within the divi-
sion, and cross-culturally with the schools and communities the
division served. Division members embraced culturally profi-
cient practices as a mind-set for examining their work with
schools and districts. They were willing to self-assess long-held
values and beliefs about who is well-served by traditional edu-
cational practices. Through skillful facilitation of dialogue and
reflection (Garmston & Wellman, 1999), members of the divi-
sion were able to confront deeply held assumptions and use
breakthrough coaching techniques (Lindsey, Martinez, & Lind-
sey, 2007) to mediate new thinking and implement new be-
haviors in service of their districts.

Districts began requesting services specifically focused on
serving students’ diverse needs and addressing the achievement
gap graphically demonstrated by statewide assessment data. As
division members served districts using the new strategies of
adaptive schools, cognitive coaching, and cultural proficiency,
they reported developing a common language, learning to lis-
ten at deeper levels, reflecting on their own values, and engag-
ing in collaborative work that was making a difference in schools.

BeNeFITs OF TIMe TOgeTHeR THROugH ReTReATs,
ReFLecTIONs, AND ResuLTs

At annual retreats, external facilitators provided supportive
learning environments for instructional division members to use
strategies from book studies about cultural proficiency. Mem-
bers used strategies for personal reflection, goal setting, crafting
breakthrough questions, designing action plans, and assessing
progress in developing culturally proficient practices.

As division members and the leadership team examined the
results of their ongoing professional learning, they observed that
inclusive goals and activities became the outcome of their work
with schools and districts. They also required well-designed agen-

external partners

• offer and develop expertise in:
• adaptive schools
• cognitive coaching
• cultural proficiency

Instructional services Division

• Build internal models of service
and delivery as external partners

• Develop culturally proficient
professional learning practices

Local districts and schools

• Deliver culturally proficient
professional learning practices
and services for internal
development

• Focus on teacher development
and student growth

ROLes OF eXTeRNAL AND INTeRNAL pARTNeRs
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das with clearly stated outcomes as the standard for division
professional development. Content specialists, team leaders, and
support staff practiced and modeled high-quality staff develop-
ment in an inclusive and supportive environment.

Members of the division have experienced their journey to-
ward culturally proficient practices at various levels. At the most

recent retreat, several members experienced deep emotional re-
sponses to learning experiences designed by the cultural profi-
ciency facilitation team. Members noted their responses deepened
their understanding of the moral responsibility that must be
shared by school leaders (Fullan, 2003). By the end of the final
day in retreat, members were able to express what the personal

LessONs LeARNeD usINg NsDc’s sTANDARDs

A
s Lindsey and Macdonell finished their coffee and prepared
to schedule their next coaching appointment, they spread a
clean paper napkin on the tabletop and sketched responses

to this question: So what have we learned about having
external partners to build internal capacity?

start with the standards. Nsdc’s standards for staff
development paved the way for continuing to provide high-
quality facilitation and presentation skills and capacity
development through internal support.

staff development that improves the learning of all students
requires skillful school and district leaders who guide
continuous instructional improvement (Nsdc, 2001).

commit to the journey. Macdonell and her leadership team
were strongly committed to the long-term vision through short-
term goals. The work of the division had always been at a
professional level. Now the work occurs at a personal level with
deep commitment.

(skillful leaders) are clear about their own values and beliefs
and the effects these values and beliefs have on others and on
the achievement of organizational goals. as primary carriers of
the organization’s culture, they also make certain that their
attitudes and behavior represent the values and practices they
promote throughout the school or district (Nsdc, 2001).

connect to the culture. For the vision work to be successful, the
external facilitators were respectful of the organizational culture
and delivered the training in the “OcdE way.”They valued the sense
of professionalism present in the instructional services division.

these leaders make certain that their colleagues have the
necessary knowledge and skills and other forms of support that
ensure success in these new roles. these leaders read widely,
participate in learning communities, attend workshops and
conferences, and model career-long learning by making their
learning visible to others (Nsdc, 2001).

Build internal capacity of the organization to provide
external support. The main purpose of the instructional services
division is to build internal capacity to deliver external resources to

school districts. The internal capacity of the division was already
strong. however, the leadership team realized the members of the
division could be even more effective with a personal commitment
to equity and diversity. such divisions and other external service
agencies are often seen as outsiders by local schools and districts.
Therefore, we must present ourselves and our services as if we are
insiders. we demonstrate these “inside” services and values by:
• how we assess the culture of the schools and organizations we

serve along with how well we know and assess our own
organizational culture;

• how we value the diversity of the members of the school
communities we serve;

• how we manage the dynamics of differences within the
communities we serve;

• how we adapt to diversity of the communities we serve; and
• how we institutionalize the lessons and cultural knowledge we

learn as we serve diverse communities.
successful educators convey through various means the

value and potential that is inherent in each student. they
demonstrate understanding, respect, and appreciation of
students’ cultures and life experiences through their lessons and
daily interaction with students and their caregivers. high-quality
staff development provides educators with opportunities to
understand their own attitudes regarding race, social class, and
culture and how their attitudes affect their teaching practices
and expectations for student learning and behavior (Nsdc,
2001).

the inside-out approach
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journey toward cultural proficiency means to them. Many have
reached an understanding of how the work of equity and access
begins as an inside-out approach. The journey for each person
begins within.

cHALLeNges TO cONsIDeR WHeN WORKINg WITH
eXTeRNAL pARTNeRs

Time and money were the two main challenges in this jour-
ney. High-quality external partners are often expensive, espe-
cially over time. Weeks, months, and years are required to
implement the kind of change we have described. Deep change
requires a commitment to time and resources. People get tired
and easily frustrated when they do not see immediate results or
when they are asked for a long-term commitment of resources,
time, and energy.

An investment in human capital is important and neces-
sary. Not all organizations appreciate the need to develop peo-
ple as a resource. Fortunately, this organization valued its human
resources with the financial commitment to long-term, mean-
ingful professional development. A large part of the investment
in human capital was to develop our own experts. We now have
cognitive coaching agency trainers and adaptive schools associ-
ate trainers. The Instructional Services Division has served as

the home for the Center for Culturally Proficient Practice for
the past five years. We have turned our challenges into oppor-
tunities to generate resources for our own social and human cap-
ital in ways to support our growth and the needs of the schools
we serve.
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