
By Valerie von Frank

At the June Jordan School for Equity in San 
Francisco, staff who had been part of curricu-
lum teams, critical friends groups, and high-
functioning professional learning teams  
  for years found themselves asking, what’s next? 

They answered the question by videotaping their lessons 
and discussing the videos in ways that have led them to 
closely define their practices and reach a new level of profes-
sional learning.

In March 2010, the school’s co-director, Matt Alexan-
der, was reading The New York Times Magazine when he saw 
an article about Doug Lemov and his book, Teach Like a 
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When humanities teacher Katrina Traylor asks students 
to write a goal for the semester, she models by writing her 
own goal on the overhead (“to improve students’ reading 
skills”) and explains how it is not the only thing she wants to 
do, but it is her highest priority. When humanities teacher 
Armon Kasmai asks students to do a close reading of a text 
with annotations, he sits down with them and does the 
reading alongside his class. And when debate teacher Maya 
Gomez asks students to do speed drills where they read a 
speech as loud and fast as possible, she takes the lead and 
does this potentially embarrassing task in front of the class 
herself.
-– An explanation of video segments available on the web-

site for the June Jordan School for Equity (http://jjse.org)
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Champion: The 49 Techniques That Put Students on the Path 
to College (Jossey-Bass, 2010). Alexander read the article 
closely and investigated the book, in which each section 
describes a videotaped teaching strategy, why it’s important, 
and how it works. It was an aha moment. He took the idea 
to the staff.

“Most of these techniques didn’t fit with our pedagogy 
and (the school in the article) was not like our school at all,” 
Alexander said, “but we liked the idea of moving from the 
theoretical subtlety, the complexity of teaching, to being 
able to say, ‘That’s important. What does that look like? 
What are the specific moves?’

“So we said: Let’s do it ourselves in a slightly different 
way.”

Viewing themselves
That way began with teachers volunteering to be video-

taped in lessons they believed they taught well. 
“We said in the beginning that we would just focus on 

strengths, build examples of good practice,” Alexander said. 
“You honor those strengths and build from them.”

The school applied for a local grant that turned an 
AmeriCorps intern into a limited-term staff member to tape 
and edit the lessons. At the start, teachers simply watched 

the video. They didn’t follow a 
formal process; they didn’t use a 
facilitator. They discussed in a staff 
meeting what they saw, Alexander 
said.

“It was like flying blind,” Alex-
ander said. “We knew something 
good would come out of it, but we 
didn’t know exactly how it would 
work.”

As the discussions evolved, he 
said, teachers began to find com-
monalities for what they viewed as 
quality teaching. They had studied 
National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards and the Califor-
nia Standards for the Teaching Pro-

fession, and with those documents in their minds, they began 
to form their own list of what they observed in the tapes.

“Within a couple of months, we were able to outline 
our pedagogy, based on what we were seeing in our class-
rooms, what these videos showed examples of,” he said. “It 
was an inquiry-based process of what existed rather than 
what should exist. We defined the pieces of our pedagogy.”

As the viewing continued, the school’s two co-directors 
and lead teachers from each curricular area worked in their 
weekly leadership team meetings to develop a protocol for 
watching the videos (see tool on p. 6 for an adapted version 
of their protocol). The staff experimented with different 
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WHO OR WHAT IS JUNE JORDAN?

June Jordan was a writer and activist whom author 

Alice Walker called “the universal poet.” In 2003, 

when a group of parents, teachers, and students set 

out to create a different kind of school, they founded 

it in her name. The June Jordan School for Equity is 

a small high school that is part of the San Francisco 

Unified School District. It is structured to ensure class 

sizes of 25 or less and teacher loads of 100 students or 

fewer. Teachers share leadership and participate in key 

decisions about the school’s operation.

The school’s 250 or so students live primarily 

in San Francisco’s southeast neighborhoods and 

are primarily low-income and working-class. While 

African-American families are being displaced by 

gentrification in nearby neighborhoods, the school still 

has the highest proportion of African-American and 

Latino students of any high school in San Francisco. 

Many students who remain in the surrounding area 

still experience significant crime and violence. For 

example, in 2007, a quarter of the city’s homicides took 

place in one of the school’s feeder neighborhoods, 

which houses just about 5% of the city’s population. 

The majority of students will be the first generation to 

attend college. 

The school was founded on the idea that students 

who had experienced trauma, violence, or limited 

opportunities needed a school that would support 

them in overcoming the feeling of disenfranchisement 

and help them meet their potential, according to Matt 

Alexander, who helped found the school. Teachers 

offer perspective and role models through the 

curriculum. A framework for social justice is infused 

throughout the curriculum. For example, students 

studied sexism and patriarchy in 10th grade English, 

giving them a sense of social forces that might have 

influenced their own families. 

June Jordan School for Equity 
San Francisco, Calif.

Grades: 9-12
Enrollment: 250
Racial/ethnic mix:

White:	 4%
Black:	 33%
Hispanic:	 46%
Chinese:	 6%
Filipino:	 6%
Other:	 7%

Limited English proficient: 16% 
Free/reduced lunch: 62%
Special education: 15%
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ways of using video observations. For exam-
ple, during the full staff meeting at the start 
of the second academic year, the three-person 
science team watched a group member’s video 
and deconstructed the lesson “in a fishbowl,” 
allowing other staff members to observe the 
team using a protocol to discuss the video 
segment. The whole staff, then, debriefed the 
experience.

And teachers began to use videos on their 
own. They wanted more critical feedback, Al-
exander said, so they began in their learning 
teams to review unedited footage together. 
They looked at longer segments of lessons, including both 
positives and not-so-great moments, during their regular, 
weekly hour-long common planning times, and discussed 
what they saw based on the four areas they had defined as a 
staff.

This “noticing,” as researcher Elizabeth van Es (n.d.) 
defines it, is a benefit of using video in teacher learning. 

Van Es found that teachers using video began 
focusing more on how to teach a lesson, on 
curricular links between grade levels, and on 
the goals and structure of the curriculum. 
Additionally, she found in her study that “dis-
cussion of student thinking and curriculum 
became more substantive and teachers began 
to collaborate to achieve one another’s goals” 
(in review, p. 14). 

Alexander said continual questioning is 
helping the videotaping idea evolve. “We are 
constantly asking through our curriculum team 
whether it is working and whether teachers are 

having any problems with it so we can adjust,” he said.

Not always smooth
Alexander said the initial emphasis on videotaping 

teachers’ best moments helped defray potential resistance, 
but that did not mean the practice has been without chal-
lenges.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

WEBSITE
The Teaching Channel

This free website aims to “capture 
(teacher) techniques on video so 
that all teachers -- new or seasoned 
-- have a place to find inspiration.” 
The website provides tools to take 
notes, share comments and ideas, 
download supporting materials, and 
build personal workspaces. 
www.teachingchannel.org

ARTICLE
Pause, rewind, reflect: Video clubs 
throw open the classroom doors 
JSD, October 2011

Through video clubs, teachers 
develop professional visions. The 
authors outline the benefits as well 
as guidelines for creating one.
http://www.learningforward.
org/news/articleDetails.
cfm?articleID=2351

TEAM TOOLS

www.learningforward.org/teamtools

With each issue of The Leading 
Teacher, Learning Forward provides 
free sample tools from our books, 
newsletters, and magazines. Selections 
for this issue:

• Guiding questions for analyzing 
classroom lessons
Tools For Schools, May/June 2007 

Teams can use this tool to guide 
conversations when viewing classroom 
instructional videos. 

• Video analysis questions
Tools For Schools, May/June 2007 
This tool can assist team members with 
questions designed to focus attention on 
aspects of teaching. 

• Video analysis into practice:  
Course of action form
Tools For Schools, May/June 2007 
This tool can help teachers reflect and 
develop their own goals by identifying 
specific areas in their own practice to 
improve upon or further develop and 
address after viewing a video. 

• Classroom observation sheet
The Learning Principal, March 2008

Teams can use this observation tool to 
debrief a lesson they taught and viewed 
on video. 

Learning Forward 
BELIEF

Student learning 
increases when 
educators reflect 
on professional 
practice and 
student progress.
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“Some teachers are much more comfortable than others 
doing this,” Alexander said. “Some don’t like seeing them-
selves on video.” 

The co-directors don’t coerce participants. Alexander 
works with reluctant teachers to encourage them to find 
positive examples within their teaching. He said their self-
consciousness sometimes stems from a lack of confidence, 
and some pointed attention can help. He drops into those 
classrooms, notes a positive element, and asks the teacher 
for permission to videotape the strategy.

The administrator’s role is key. Alexander said he at 
first wanted to review each video and discuss the observa-
tion with the teacher as a professional learning opportunity. 
Each teacher is videotaped about every four to six weeks, 
however, and the time needed for that volume made the 
idea impossible. As teachers began using the videos on their 
own in learning teams, it made the idea moot — staff had 
responsibility for their own learning.

Evidence of effectiveness
Alexander admits that it’s hard to quantify the impact 

of the new form of observation on student 
performance, but “I’ve seen a huge change in 
the quality of teachers’ conversations. These 
are the same people. It’s not like people weren’t 
wanting to have these conversations before, but 
the video makes the ideas concrete.

“If you don’t have a video in front of you,” 
he continued, “it’s hard to stay focused on 
the actual practice. When you put the video 
in front of people, they talk about what is 
happening in the classroom, and they can go 
back and look at it again. They can say, ‘What 
were you thinking at that moment?’ ‘What do 
you think the student was thinking?’ You can 
analyze what was happening in a way that all 
the protocols and the trust in the world won’t 
get you to.”

Research shows that video “allow(s) teach-
ers time and space to share with their col-
leagues what they do in their classrooms and 
use their teaching as the focus of their profes-
sional development” (van Es, 2010, p. 58).

Alexander said the staff had tried — and 
failed — before to do personal observations in 

classrooms because time was an issue. He said the results are 
better with the video observations. 

“Even when you do peer observations, the conversations 
aren’t as rich,” Alexander said. “When you’re debriefing 
a lesson, everyone is relying on memory. When you rely 
on memory, you’re often relying on emotional memory, 
especially if it was a stressful moment. Video frees you from 
the emotions and allows authentic conversations about what 

works, what doesn’t. You can take a meta-approach, which 
helps people to think about their body language and their 
tone. That makes a big difference.”

The effects on classroom management became evident, 
Alexander said, when one teacher who was struggling found 
help through peers’ videos demonstrating “Jedi awareness” 
and other identified practices. She worked out the challenge 
through videos and with her team.

“Classroom management is all about personal interac-
tion — about tone, body language, timing — which you 
can only see by looking at it,” Alexander said. 

In research, Sherin (2007) noted that video helps teach-
ers develop their professional vision, “pay attention to new 
aspects of classroom events … (and develop) new tech-
niques for thinking about what they noticed” (p. 387).

Van Es (n.d.) notes that “video records of practice, along 
with collaborative and collegial interactions and discourse 
norms for analyzing issues in teaching and learning repre-
sented in those videos, can provide teachers opportunities to 
hone important skills for teaching.”

Alexander said the greatest effects at June Jordan are 
subtle. “People are talking about each other’s strengths,” he 
said. “It changes the culture.”
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The co-directors don’t coerce participants. Matt 
Alexander works with reluctant teachers to 
encourage them to find positive examples within 
their teaching. He said their self-consciousness 
sometimes stems from a lack of confidence, and 
some pointed attention can help. He drops into 
those classrooms, notes a positive element, and 
asks the teacher for permission to videotape the 
strategy.
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TOOL

Considerations 
for establishing 
a video club

V  ideo clubs can be powerful professional learning 

experiences.  

     Consider these questions in advance to get  

the most benefit from your group.

Source: Van Es, E.A. (2010, February). Viewer discussion is advised. JSD, 31(1), 54-58.

STEP 1 Establish the group and define the goals.

•	 Who will participate? 

•	 What will the group’s goals be?

STEP 2 Videotape and select clips.

•	 Who will videotape in the classrooms?

•	 Who will select and prepare clips for the group to view?

STEP 3 Facilitate the meeting.

•	 Who will facilitate the meeting?

•	 How will the facilitator maintain a clear focus for the group?
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TOOL  

Video
review 
protocol

Use this protocol to carefully 

review, analyze, and learn from 

video segments of a classroom 

lesson. See “Considerations for establishing a 

video club” on  p. 5 to establish goals before 

selecting video segments to view. 

1 Presenter introduces focus question. 2 minutes

2 Presenter gives context for video clip with learning goals.

a.	 Describe the students:  
“Based on what I know about my students ...”

b.	 Present the learning goals for the students:  
“I set these learning goals ...”

c.	 Explain the instructional strategy, materials, and why you chose them:  
“Thus I prepared this lesson ...”

5 minutes

3 Everyone watches a 15-20 minute video of the lesson; participants take 
“observation notes.”

15-20 minutes

4 Participants share out notes. 2 minutes 
each participant

5 Presenters respond.

a.	 Explain which students were successful and unsuccessful in the learning and why:  
“I observed/assessed that ...”

b.	 Share your reflective observations about the success of the learning, what you 
learned about the students, and your next steps:  
“Now, based on what I know of my students ...”

4 minutes

6 Everyone writes silently about the next steps for their own classroom. 5 minutes

7 Everyone shares out next steps. 90 seconds  
each participant

Source: Adapted from June Jordan School for Equity Video share protocol

3
Everyone watches a 15-20 
minute video of the lesson; 
participants take 
 “observation notes.”
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ADVANCING THE STANDARDS  Jacqueline Kennedy 

In their book The Knowing-Do-
ing Gap: How Smart Companies 
Turn Knowledge into Action, au-
thors Jeffrey Pfeffer and Robert 
I. Sutton (1999) discuss the 

reasons why what we do often doesn’t 
match what we know. Although the 
authors’ research was drawn from a 
corporate perspective, I was reminded 
of barriers to professional learning 
and changes in educator practice as I 
studied the Implementation standard 
more deeply.  

The knowing-doing gap mirrors 
what is commonly called the imple-
mentation gap. It is the gap between 
our intended outcomes and actual ac-
tions associated with student achieve-
ment. 

Professional learning that leads 
to changes in educator practice and in-
creases student results is no small feat. 
The gap is a challenge that requires at-
tention by educators and leaders at all 
levels if we are serious about increasing 
educator effectiveness and results for 
all students.  

Pfeffer and Sutton (1999) describe 
three barriers to translating knowledge 
into action: knowing what to do is 
not enough; when talk substitutes 
for action; and when measurement 
obstructs good judgment. 

Within the Standards for Profes-
sional Learning, the Implementation 
standard provides three attributes of 
effective professional learning that 
address these common barriers and 
support the implementation of new 
knowledge, skills, and dispositions 
into practice.  

Apply change research to move 
beyond knowledge acquisition 

In much professional learning, the 
emphasis is on knowledge manage-
ment — getting information on new 
practices into the hands of educators 
to make sure they know about emerg-
ing practices, strategies, and programs 
– instead of learning and implemen-
tation. The cycle of information 
gathering, knowledge sharing, and 
dissemination planning is common, 
yet knowing what to do is insufficient. 
Change research informs us that 
merely knowing about new practices 
seldom results in those new methodol-
ogies being incorporated into ongoing 
classroom practices.  

Change efforts require vary-
ing lengths, degrees of stability, and 
combinations of support. By applying 
change process research, teacher lead-
ers can integrate a variety of differenti-
ated supports for implementation that 
align to teachers’ individual needs and 
goals. Through dialogue and consis-
tent communication, teacher leaders 
can help maintain high expectations, 
gather evidence to celebrate early suc-
cesses, acknowledge challenges, and 
sustain a focus on goals and strategies. 

Sustain implementation to move 
beyond talking

While many “would rather talk, 
conceptualize, and rationalize about 
problems and issues than confront 
them directly,” implementation 
requires a focus on actualizing learn-
ing and sustainability (Pfeffer, J, & 
Sutton, R., 1999, p. 28). Without 

ongoing support, efforts are futile and 
produce little to no effect on student 
results.  

Following a consistent and well-
planned cycle of on-going individual 
and team support for moving profes-
sional learning into practice includes 
planning, implementing, analyzing 
results, reflecting, and evaluating the 
application. 

Teacher leaders promote the shar-
ing and refinement of problems of 
practice when they work closely with 
teachers to integrate new ideas into 
their practice and when they provide 
ongoing support by leading learning 
teams, coaching, modeling, observ-
ing, and guiding reflection and data 
analysis. 

Provide constructive feedback to 
avoid measurement obstructions 

Poorly designed measurement 
practices can be a barrier to moving 

Teacher leaders move colleagues
from knowing to doing
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professional learning into practice. 
For example, the focus may be on 
too many or the wrong behaviors for 
the intended outcomes, or the data 
collection tools may be misaligned or 
undefined. Other common barriers 
include providing no feedback; feed-
back that is received too late, such as 
at the end of the year; or feedback that 
is vague, unclear, or not useful to pro-
mote adjustment to practices. Teacher 
leaders and coaches can assist in this 
area by providing frequent, focused, 
and constructive feedback on clearly 
established expectations and defined 
behaviors that provide educators with 

the information necessary to refine 
their practice. Staying focused on the 
right measures — increases in teacher 
effectiveness and student results — is a 
critical part of implementation. 

Moving educators beyond the 
knowing and into the doing requires 
a level of deliberate intentionality. 
Teacher leaders support implementa-
tion efforts by applying what is known 
about change research, sustaining 
implementation through a variety of 
individualized models, and providing 
purposeful constructive feedback. In 
striving to this end, teacher leaders 
must remain steadfast in their roles to 

build capacity among their colleagues, 
question the “why” whenever neces-
sary, and advocate for a commitment 
to long-term changes in practices.  

Reference
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IN PRACTICE  Eugene Norris

As told to Valerie von Frank

Coaches have three 
challenges teachers 
must work through. 
The biggest is a culture 
that promotes artificial 

conversation and has a social agree-
ment not to talk about “the biggies,” 
one of which is our own practice, 
our successes and failures in our own 
classrooms. A second is the structure 
of time, which makes it difficult for 
teachers to have quality time to sit and 
reflect, to talk with one another in an 
unhurried and systematic manner. The 
third is diversity. Urban teaching is 
about being able to use teaching strat-
egies to treat diversity as a strength as 
opposed to a deficit.

A big part of urban teaching is 
being able to build communities and 
help students get to know each other 
better. That classroom approach paral-
lels what coaches try to nurture at the 
professional level.

I’ve used a walk-through model 

to help. First, we have several staff 
conversations about what teaching 
looks like in this building. We brain-
storm what a snapshot would look 
like of quality teaching and learning. 
From those conversations, I fashion 
a focused walk-through in which I 
spend about 15 to 20 minutes in each 
classroom looking for those elements 
that we discussed as a staff. 

I put the data in a spreadsheet, 
and we reflect on that in a staff meet-
ing. We discuss what we think the 
data will show. I share the data, then 
we analyze it. I ask for reactions, what 
surprised them. We begin the conver-
sation then in a very nonthreatening 
way, looking at how teachers and 
students are experiencing instruction. 
That allows us to discuss as a staff 
what our goals are for instruction and 
which areas might have the greatest 
impact on student achievement. The 
conversation opens up teachers to 
invite coaching — sometimes across 
instructional areas, sometimes within 
a team, or sometimes individually. The 

process is an efficient entry into the 
work.

I have also tried creating a coach’s 
placemat — a paper I put down at 
each place for staff meetings with tips 
on a current issue, such as behavior 
management or information from 
Learning Forward. 
The placemats are 
just there to stimulate 
thinking. I follow up 
with voluntary weekly 
lunches where teachers 
can bring their lunch, 
talk about the issue, 
and brainstorm strate-
gies. The discussion 
empowers teachers. I 
just facilitate or prompt by question-
ing. It’s important as a coach to be 
seen as a nonjudgmental listener. 

•
Valerie von Frank 

(valerievonfrank@aol.com) is an 
education writer and editor of 
Learning Forward’s books. •

Create a culture  
of meaningful conversations 
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The Power of Teacher Teams: 
With Cases, Analyses, and Strategies for Success
By Vivian Troen & Katherine C. Boles

Through richly detailed case studies, this book demonstrates how schools can transform their teams into 
more e� ective learning communities that foster teacher leadership. School leaders will � nd guidelines, 
methods, and concrete steps for building and sustaining e� ective teacher teams. Also included are one 
DVD with video case studies and one CD with reproducibles.

B516, 256 pp. + DVD and CD-ROM, $44.00 members, $55.00 nonmembers
Order online: www.learningforwardstore.org     Phone: 800-727-7288

How to successfully 
improve teaching and learning 

with teacher teams

Eugene Norris (norris.
eugene@gmail.com ) is 
an instructional coach 
with the Educational 
Service Center of 
Central Ohio working 
in the Columbus City 
Schools. 


