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Research Article

Ignorance is Not Bliss; It Is the Fastest Way to Litigation: What
Principals Need to Know about Special Education
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Abstract

This study investigated the foundational knowledge and skills new building leaders need to navigate
special education aspects of their roles. A survey of 104 special education professionals in Minnesota
ranked 18 topics related to special education on their importance for principal preparation programs.
The top priorities were discipline issues involving students with disabilities, the principal's role in IEP
meetings, integrating students with disabilities, and special education law. The findings recommend
enhancing principal preparation curricula with comprehensive training on IEP processes, discipline
protocols, inclusion strategies, and continuous professional development on special education law.
Practicum experiences requiring special education processes are advocated to be included in
preparation programs.
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According to the National Center for
Education Statistics (2023), during the 2021-22
school year approximately 15% of all students
aged 3 to 21 received services under the
Individuals with Disabilities Act. Some states
and territories exceed the average with New
York and Pennsylvania both reporting 20% of
students requiring special education services.
Puerto Rico identified over a third of its
students as needing special education services
(NCES, 2023).

A recent article in AASA’s School
Administrator spoke to “the troubling lack of
special education know-how” among practicing
principals on addressing special education
issues in their buildings (Hughes, 2024).
However, this is not new and has continued to
be an ongoing concern.

Prior research reported that principals
do not have the experience or knowledge to
competently lead efforts to create learning
environments where students with disabilities
can be successful (Katsiyannis, Conderman, &
Franks, 1996; Parker & Day, 1997). A 2003
study of principals identified information about
and implementing special education as their
area of greatest need (D1 Paola, Tschannen-
Moran, & Walther, 2003). According to Di
Paola, Tschannen-Moran, & Walther (2003),
many principals lack the necessary coursework
and field experience to lead special education
programs effectively.

Principals need a solid understanding of
disabilities, special education laws (e.g., IDEA
and NCLB), and more information on research-
based instructional practices to support students
with disabilities and special education teachers.
A study by Praisner (2003) focused on
elementary-level principals and similarly
reported that special education issues were only
considered within a small portion of the
curricula within administrative preparation

programs. Sun & Xin (2019) found in their
study of principals’ preparedness to address
special education issues that those principals
surveyed “didn’t have enough knowledge of
special education and haven’t been fully
engaged in special education” (p. 110).

The Minnesota Administrators for
Special Education (MASE) presented to the
Minnesota Board of School Administrators
(BOSA), the state organization responsible for
licensing school administrators, in October
2021 to encourage BOSA to put more emphasis
on the needs of children with special needs
during the principal preparation process.

The MASE presentation identified
several reasons for why principal preparation
programs need more special education content
including that many difficult decisions
principals face are related to special education
or Section 504 accommodations. (Klaber, et al.,
2021). Horrocks, et al. (2008) seem to have
raised a similar concern that special education
is not included in preparation programs as it is
not required.

The lack of preparation appears to not
be limited to the United States. Garner and
Forbes (2013) reported that professional
development programs for school leaders do
not include emphasis on inclusive education
and that lack of preparation leads school
leaders to avoid crucial special education
decisions. Sider, et al., (2017) conclude that
there was a lack of special education support in
preparation programs via a small qualitative
study of 15 principals and five other
educational stakeholders including a parent and
a student. Sider, et al. (2017) felt additional
pre-licensure and ongoing professional
development in dealing with students with
special needs was needed by school
administrators. One of the few outliers was
Wakeman, et al., (2006), in their study of 362
members of the NASSP, they found that
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principals reported being “well informed in
fundamental [special education] issues” p. 153.

Background

In the past twenty years, there has been little
scholarly review of the needs of aspiring
principals regarding students with special
needs. There is little in the literature
specifically on point about what aspiring
principals need to know about special
education as they prepare for building
leadership. Goor, Schwen, and Boyer (1997)
wrote that principals should be able to address
four areas of concern regarding special
education students: classroom management and
discipline,-effective and frequent instructional
feedback, use instructional materials with low
error rates and high correct response rates, and
allowing students some control over their
learning environment.

They suggested including ten specific
items within case studies for aspiring leaders
including the specific needs of parents in IEP
meetings, eligibility requirements for services,
and concerns from general education student’s
parents about service delivery in the classroom
(Goor, Schwen, & Boyer, 1997). In 2002,
Principal magazine included several articles
about the need for the principalship to be
reworked considering the changes being
brought about due to No Child Left Behind
(NCLB). Unfortunately, none of those articles
addressed working with students with special
needs (Kennedy, 2002; Quinn, 2002, Murphy,
2002).

Horrocks, et al., (2008) focused on the
needs regarding principals and autistic students.
However, their results appear to be
generalizable to all students with disabilities.
They emphasized the lack of special education
related preparation for principals stating it is
essential for principals when making placement
decisions for children with special needs. They
recommended revising certification programs

to require mandatory coursework and
practicum experiences in special education
particularly focusing on autism and other
severe disabilities.

In 2008, Principal magazine produced a
special issue with a focus on how principals
can collaborate with special educators. It
included articles on collaborating with special
education administrators, working with
students on the autism spectrum, and working
with students with disabilities (Green, 2008;
Reynolds, 2008; & Zirkel, 2008). The-article
subtitled, “Inclusion shouldn’t be seen as a
threat to a school’s learning environment”
(Reynolds, 2008) generally supported the need
for regular and special education staff to work
as a team.

There was an emphasis on the need for
collaboration and a view that “organized
special education services were an integral part
of the school structure” (Green, 2008, p. 14)
and not simply an appendage to core
programming. While the articles did not
provide specific processes to follow to better
embrace children with special needs and their
support staff, they were generally encouraging.

Cobb (2015) articulated the challenges
of principals in special education and the
necessity for professional development
programs that prepare principals for their
multifaceted roles in special education
leadership. He raises concerns about outdated
coursework, a lack of real-world applicability,
and insufficient internships and mentoring
related to special education within leadership
preparation programs. According to De
Matthews, Kotok, & Serafini (2019), many
leadership programs lack a strong focus on
special education and inclusive practices,
leaving principals underprepared to lead
inclusive schools effectively. As late as 2016,
one new principal preparation program
highlighted in literature as a “model for
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developing an interdisciplinary program” didn’t
even mention students with disabilities or
special education issues (Smith & Somers,
2016).

Methodology

The research question then became: What are
the foundational knowledge and skills that new
building leaders need to be able to navigate the
special education facets of their instructional
and managerial roles? Wakeman, et al., (2006)
used five common areas of special education
principal knowledge, 1) professional practice,
2) “all teachers teaching all students” (p. 155)
or inclusionary practices, 3) Characteristics of
disabilities, 4) legislation, and 5) learning
differences. These were based on materials

primarily from the Council for Exceptional
Children.

They additionally added current issues
or the reaction to innovations in practice. Such
a current example would have been the shift to
remote learning which occurred during the
COVID-19 pandemic. As a Minnesota-based
researcher, it seemed practical to use the
Minnesota BOSA competencies as a starting
point for identifying core topics to ensure they
were covered. Those topics were then shared
with several collaborators with special
education expertise including those connected

to MASE. A list of 18 topics was ultimately
identified (See Table 2, page 11). Those topics
were then included in a survey sent to all the
members of MASE who had an active email
address. Participants were asked to rate each
topic from Vital (5) to Unimportant (1) on a
five-point Likert scale. Additionally, the survey
offered participants the chance to add
additional topics they felt would be vital (5) or
important (4). One final open-ended question
asked for any other insights or feedback that
would be helpful to revise principal preparation
curricula.

Findings

One hundred and four respondents took the
survey. The survey began with several
demographic questions. The result of previous
education experience as a classroom teacher or
principal is presented in Table 1 (page 8). Most
respondents were current special education
directors or in similar roles (85%), eight
percent were building principals or assistant
principals, three were superintendents, one was
an assistant superintendent and one a director
of teaching and learning. Two worked for state
agencies. The largest group of respondents had
been in their role between four and ten years
(46%), with 41% having served less than four
years. Twelve percent had served more than ten
years.
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Table 1

Previous Educator Experience

Served as a PK-12

Served as a Building Principal

Teacher
Yes 79 32
No 23 69

The 18 topics were ranked by the
respondents on a five-point Likert Scale
ranging from Vital (5) through Important (4),
Useful, but not immediately necessary (3), nice
to know (2), to Unimportant (1). The topics
were generally ranked towards importance with
a range from 4.48 to 2.48 with a standard
deviation of SD =.499.

Among the topics, Discipline issues for
children with special needs & Manifestation
Determination was considered the most
important topic with 82% of the respondents
identifying it as a vital (5) topic and all others
identifying it as important (4). It had a Likert
score of 4.48 out of a possible 5.0. It was the
highest rated item by those who had served as a
principal (4.17) or those who served as a
classroom teacher (4.38). It was the only topic
scored overall as two standard deviations about
the mean. It was the only item rated 4 or higher
by all respondents. The second most important
topic was identified as the Principal’s role in
the IEP process. How to integrate students with
typically developing peers and Special
education law completed the top four topics
among all respondents as well as those who had

previous experience as a classroom teacher and
or as a principal. These four topics were ranked
more than one standard deviation about the
mean by all respondents as well as those with
classroom teaching experience. They were the
four highest rated topics by those with principal
experience as well.

The most important topic elicited 25
comments. Many included the terms “crucial,”
“very important,” or “vital” within their
response. The key issues included the need to
work around the ten-day suspension rule, the
need to fully understand the concept of
manifest determination relating to their
disability, and the need to work collaboratively
with special education staff. One person wrote
that it was important to remember that
“discipline is a consequence and not a
punishment.” Several comments throughout the
survey, and not simply related to this topic,
commented on the need for principals to
specifically understand the needs of students
with emotionally and behaviorally disturbed
(EBD) students and that their behaviors were
due to medical or emotional issues and not a
simple desire to act out.
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The topic of the Principal’s role in the
IEP process saw 29 comments from
participants. Those comments can be
summarized in the following: Principals play a
crucial role in the IEP process by understanding
IEP components, legal requirements, and their
responsibilities as district representatives. They
need to support and advocate for students with
disabilities, ensuring that general education
teachers follow IEPs and provide necessary
accommodations. Effective collaboration with
special education staff and active participation
in meetings are essential for creating tailored
plans for student success. Understanding
financial resources, such as funding and
Medicaid billing, and how these influence
special education services is vital. Ultimately,
principals must create an inclusive
environment, valuing teamwork and parent
engagement while maintaining awareness of
due process and timelines.

How to integrate students with typically
developing peers received 24 comments.
Overwhelmingly, they focused on the need for
principals to understand the concept of “least
restrictive environment: and having the ability
and desire to support such placements. One
respondent wrote “Advocating and supporting
special education teachers is integral to
upholding Least Restrictive Environment
standards. Having ideas to support this is very
helpful.” Others wrote that principals need to
support the benefits of inclusion and integration
of students with special needs into regular
programming. One response was “[principals]
Don't need to know all the specifics of how but
need to create a culture that doesn't tolerate
ableism.”

Special education staffing elicited 33
comments. The comments were grouped under
five themes. The first was the need for
principals to understand what constitutes a
high-quality special educator; they also need to
fully understand how licensing works within

special education. Caseloads and staffing
models were another issue specifically
mentioned. Particularly how low-incidence
disabilities can impact caseloads. A fourth issue
was collaborating with district administrators to
effectively utilize staff and other resources was
another theme mentioned regarding staffing.
Under additional topics to cover, several
comments were made that spoke specifically
for the need for principals to understand
effective ways of using paraprofessionals and
when they were appropriate to be provided
within the scope of effective practice. One
comment read “Paras are over utilized and a
tremendous drain on resources in most
traditional school buildings. Other than to
support medical needs or assist level 3 or
higher students to mainstream, paras waste
district resources.”

The topic of Special education law
attracted a wide range of comments. The
related topic, Current legal issues and litigation
regarding special education, ranked 10
overall. Overall, 25 special comments were left
regarding Special education law. Twenty-six
addressed current litigation. One respondent
wrote that “Ignorance is not bliss; it is the
fastest way to litigation.” Understanding that
the law constantly changes and the need to rely
on directors of special education to keep
principals informed was a common thread. The
need for regular updates for principals on
changes in special education law and
regulations was articulated in several places
throughout the survey. Several comments
specifically addressed the concepts of direct
service minutes, compensatory services, and
extended school year (ESY) services.

The relationship between 504 plans and
1IEPs, Curriculum modifications and
adaptations, Continuum of alternative
placement, and Transition services filled out
places six, seven, eight, and nine in the overall
ranking of topics. These topics received 15, 18,
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17, and 23 comments respectively. The
comments regarding 504 plans and IEPs
focused on the fact that principals need a broad
understanding of 504 plans, recognizing them
as legally binding documents akin to [EPs.
They should understand the differences and
similarities between 504 plans and IEPs,
supporting their implementation and ensuring
compliance. Further comments suggest relying
on the expertise of school counselors and
special education teams is crucial. The need for
principals to be cognizant of changing laws and
qualification requirements was reinforced as
well.

Relating to the modification, placement,
and transition topics, respondents commented
that principals must understand and enforce the
implementation of accommodations and
modifications by regular education teachers.
Holding regular education teachers accountable
while fostering a supportive culture for diverse
learners was a primary concern. As
instructional leaders, they should guide
teachers through differentiated instruction and
collaborate closely with curriculum and special
education departments to ensure effective
practices. Principals also need a solid grasp of
the process and requirements for moving
students to more restrictive settings, ensuring
decisions are data-driven and support-focused
and are not emotional or based upon staff or
parent pressures. They repeated the desire for
collaboration with special education experts
and leadership. Several mentioned that
transition was only a topic needed for high
school principals.

The item ranked as 11 was
Understanding the grief cycle some parents of
children with special needs experience. This
seems low considering it was a key point of the
MASE presentation to BOSA in October 2021
(MASE, 2021). The 14 comments related to
this topic were somewhat bifurcated. Overall,
50% of the respondents identified this topic as

10

important (4), while 16% found it vital (5) and
13% identified it as nice to know (2). The
majority of comments emphasized the
importance and benefits of understanding the
grief cycle particularly as it related to building
positive relationships with parents. Some
comments felt that a basic understanding of
empathy and social skills would serve
principals just as well. One special education
director wrote “I've been in the field of special
ed for 38 yrs. I'm not sure I understand the grief
cycle, it's so different for each individual.”
Another comment was that they felt this was a
more important issue for early childhood
administrators who are dealing with parents
who may still be adjusting to their child’s
issues.

Types of disabilities under the law and
Related services (OT, PT, SLP, etc.) were
ranked as 12 & 13. Types of disabilities only
generated nine comments among the
respondents. Related services gathered 21
comments. The comments under Types of
disabilities were summed up by this comment,
“Need exposure to the frequently identified
categories and a broad understanding of
qualification.” Related services comments
generally identified that principals could rely
on special educators to support these services
but that they should understand the basics of
the types of services offered. As most such
providers are itinerant, moving between
multiple buildings, it was mentioned that
principals need to make these service providers
feel welcome and part of the staff.

The topics ranked as least important
overall were Understanding and being able to
calculate maintenance of effort needs, Assistive
technology services, Understanding special
education funding, Engaging with external
resources for parents and families, and Sources
of funding, federal, state, and local. Those with
principal experience rated understanding
Assistive technology services several places
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higher than all respondents or those with
classroom experience. With the current
explosion of generative Al-based tools, it
seems like assistive technologies should be on
the radar of aspiring principals as well as all
educators. Another place where those with
principal and classroom experience differed
was in rating Transition services.

KOverall, Transition services was rated
as the 9" most important item, but those with
principal or classroom experience both ranked
it lower at 12, The low ranking of the finance
items is, in the researcher’s opinion, as
principals rarely make most of the related
financial decisions. It should not be assumed
that the low values assigned to those topics are

Table 2

Rankings of Topics by Respondent Groups

11

due to financial abundance in special education
programming. Pulkkinen & Jahnukainen (2016)
identified that 78% of principals in their survey
said that special education needs were much
greater or somewhat greater than available
resources. Lieberman’s article in a 2023 issue
of Education Week found that the federal
government is having difficulty meeting its
mandatory 40% of funding for special
education programming due to the increase of
students identified as having special needs.
Lengreo (2022) found that the special
education funding system is “fundamentally
broken.” Leaving administrative preparation
programs to make sure aspiring principals
understand how to work within the current
financial system.

Rank by
Those who those who Those
Rank served as served as who Rank by those

Topic All All Principals Principal Taught who Taught

Discipline issues for children with 44 1 4.17 1 4.38 1

special needs & Manifestation 8

Determination

Principal's role in the IEP process 41 2 3.81 4 405 2

8

How to integrate students with 41 3 3.89 2 4.01 4
typically developing peers 7
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Special Education Law 40 4 3.83 3 402 3
7

Special Education Staffing 3.7 5 3.56 6 3.74 5
8

The relationship between 504 plans 3.6 6 3.61 5 355 6

and [EPs 2

Curriculum modifications and 3.5 7 342 8 3.51 7

adaptions 9

Continuum of alternative placements 3.4 8 3.50 7 346 8
9

Transition services 33 9 3.11 12 324 12
4

Current legal issues and litigation 33 10 3.33 9 328 9

regarding special education 1

Understanding the grief cycle some 3.3 11 3.31 10 3.27 10

parents of children with special 0

needs experience.

Types of disabilities under the law 32 12 3.19 11 324 11
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Related services (OT, PT, SLP,etc.) 3.2 13 2.97 15 3.12 13
2

Sources of funding: federal, state, 3.1 14 2.97 16 3.02 14

and local 4

Engaging with external resources for 3.0 15 2.83 17 2.98 16

parents and families 1

Understanding special education 3.0 16 3.00 14 3.01 15

funding 0

Assistive technology services 29 17 3.03 13 2.88 17
4

Understanding and being able to 24 18 2.53 18 239 18

calculate maintenance of effort 8

needs

Open-ended Results for Additional

Vital Issues

Thirty-six respondents responded to the
question Other topics you feel would be “5-
vital” for new principals. Those responses
could be grouped into eight categories, building
alliances and collaboration, understanding
disabilities and student behavior, policies and
practices, roles and responsibilities including
the use of paraprofessionals and parent and
family engagement. Most of these issues were

generally restatements of the articulated topics.

Under the general heading of roles, one
special education director commented that
principals need to understand, “What THEIR
roles are versus what the special ed director's
role is (how to stay in their lane and what's IN
their lane to know about).” That was supported
by comments elsewhere about the need for
principals to collaborate with special education
administrators.
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Another more positive spin on the
concept was represented by “The importance of
building a strong alliance with their special
education coordinator or director. These
partnerships protect not only students/families
but also the school district.” The need to further
understand the role of paraprofessionals came
through with a representative comment being
“Paraprofessionals. More is not better.
Supervision pieces—how to address personnel
issues and support staff. ESPECIALLY for
special education.”

When asked for additional “important”
topics, 18 respondents provided additional
topics for consideration. They were more
varied with 14 categories among the 18
responses. Those that were not represented
among the “vital” topics included billing and
transportation issues along with how students
qualify for extended school year services
(ESY), the importance of progress reporting
and relating those to the IEP process, and early
childhood education. That response stated,
“many principals lack understanding of Early
Childhood Special Education, which is
typically not covered in administrative
licensure programs.”

Recommendations

Administrative preparation programs should
emphasize the importance of managing
discipline issues and understanding legal
frameworks, as these were highly valued across
all groups. Given the significance placed on the
principal's role in the IEP process, preparation
programs should provide comprehensive
training on this topic to ensure principals are
well-equipped to handle these responsibilities.

Including requirements for practicum
students to engage in IEPs seems like a
reasonable requirement to ensure aspiring
principals are prepared to lead IEP meetings
once they secure a leadership position. Training
on effective inclusion of students with

14

disabilities into general education settings
should be prioritized as principals learn to
understand the full continuum of placement
alternatives. Principals need to understand that
they are charged with being responsible for all
children within their school including all the
diverse needs that students bring each day. That
needs to be emphasized throughout the
licensure process.

The need to collaborate with special
education administrators and utilize them as
resources needs to be repeatedly pointed out
throughout their coursework and practicum
experiences. Principals should be required to
spend some portion of their practicum working
with special education administrators to better
understand their roles and responsibilities.

Principals need to understand the role of
paraprofessionals and their scope of practice in
instruction and other ways of supporting
students. Many preparation programs focus on
ensuring principals can supervise certified staff,
but in many cases, working with clerical,
custodial, and paraprofessional staff members
is not addressed. Another issue that should be
covered is ensuring that principals are prepared
to train paraprofessionals, as well as to train
regular education and special education
teachers to work with paraprofessionals and
how to co-teach.

Though only mentioned twice in the
survey comments, indeed, most programs do
not include exposure to early childhood
programming, yet many elementary principals
will work in buildings that include some type
of early childhood program. Within the
practicum experience, aspiring administrators
should receive some formal exposure to early
childhood and preschool programming.

Continuous professional development
on special education law and current legal
issues must be provided to keep educators and
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administrators updated on the latest special education law and regulations. By
developments. Due to the fluid nature of case addressing these topics, preparation programs
law and the constant addition of new statutes can better equip administrators to meet the
and regulations, both pre-service institutions needs of students with disabilities and ensure
and employing districts must emphasize the effective and compliant special education
need to continuously keep up to date with practices.
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Abstract

This article is an evidence-based practice piece that proposes Learning Labs as a useful approach to
teachers’ professional learning about how to foster discussions. We share examples from two research
projects involving different iterations of Learning Labs for Social Studies that supported teachers in
promoting student learning through talk. We argue that Learning Labs can offer school leaders and
practitioners a helpful approach to supporting teachers as they develop their professional practice and
promote a shared culture of discourse.
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Introduction

Discussions represent a hallmark method for
social studies instruction (Cuenca, 2021;
NCSS, 2013), offering strong potential for
practicing and sustaining democracy in schools.
When done effectively, such discussions
support the development of civic reasoning
(Conklin et al., 2021) and skills, knowledge,
and dispositions for democratic citizenship and
civic engagement (Hess & McAvoy, 2014;
Parker, 2010). We argue that schools can
promote more valuable discussion while
strengthening instruction and professional
development (referred to as PD)—powerful 3-
for-1 payoff. By discussion, we mean dialogue
that centers students’ voices in response to
open-ended questions, where students build on
each other’s ideas. We see this as distinct from
teacher-centered talk that can be evaluative or
emphasize “correct” responses.

Student-centered discussions remain
rare, particularly in low-income elementary and
secondary schools. Many teachers avoid
discussions in social studies, citing concerns
about classroom management, students’
emotional safety when discussing controversial
issues, and the amount of time needed to
prepare (Ho et al., 2017). In some states,
simply talking about social and political issues
is risky. Education scholar Rich Milner (2017)
points out that such avoidance teaches anti-
democratic lessons, keeping schools and
educators complicit in ongoing harms.

Part of this avoidance may stem from a
frequent challenge: fostering a culture of trust.
Without trust there can be little meaningful
talk. Teachers committed to discussion often
work in isolation, and students without
opportunities to discuss important topics risk
apathy towards social studies content. This
absence of discussion in social studies does
little to alleviate broader societal polarization
and democratic disengagement. Just as
conversation is shared, so too must discussions

19

be a school-wide practice. Teachers need
support navigating their roles and decisions
during the incredible pace of student-centered
discussion facilitation. To sustain democratic
dialogue in schools requires educational leaders
and teachers to cultivate the will, trust, and
models best suited to their context.

Thus, we argue that educational leaders
play a key role in strengthening and building
schoolwide cultures of discussion. One
promising path forward is bringing teachers
together into classrooms to collectively work
on discussion facilitation with students.
Learning Labs—originally developed at the
University of Washington in the context of
elementary mathematics (Kazemi et al., 2024;
Kazemi et al., 2018)—offer one approach.
Learning Labs involve cycles of collaboration
amongst educators where they can learn new
content, co-plan, co-teach, and reflect together
on student learning. Like discussions, Learning
Labs require both talk and trust among
participants. Below, we present two practical
examples of Learning Labs supporting
teachers’ successes in sustaining classroom
discussions and building broader cultures of
trust.

Why Discussions?

Learning in democratic societies depends on
transforming habits of talk. Moving from top-
down models of knowledge transmission—
in professional development or K-12
instruction—requires shifts towards
collaborative leadership and participation
practices.

Student-centered discussions support
this shift in both content and form, positioning
students and teachers as democratic
participants, and not as distanced commentators
(NCSS, 2013). Formats such as deliberation,
debate, town meeting, and mock trial allow
students to experience procedures and forms of
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policy deliberation and consensus-building.
With careful facilitation, explicit norms, and
roles for participation, students authentically
grapple with open issues and contemporary
controversies. They can also bridge their
experiential knowledge with enduring political
themes. By centering student voices,
discussions allow for more inclusive and public
patterns of knowledge construction. They can
encourage students to talk through the
challenges that come with living together in
pluralistic societies and schools.

With practice, and critical teacher and
group reflection, such discussions also
strengthen skills and dispositions for
democratic citizenship (Hess & McAvoy,
2014). Students learn to transcend polarization
to build shared understanding of key issues and
evidence. Teachers and students can
individually and collectively reflect on
participation patterns, and which voices were
amplified or ignored. Structures that support
equity (e.g., turn-taking and participation
norms) position all students as key
participants—especially those from
marginalized communities, whose experiences
of democratic dysfunction and resilience are
necessary for collectively seeking justice.

Why Learning Labs?

In our experience, Learning Labs have been a
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supportive structure for fostering a trusting
environment where discussion can happen
amongst students and educators. Learning Labs
are site-embedded professional learning
experiences where teachers and PD facilitators
collectively come together to co-plan a lesson,
enact this plan through co-teaching, debrief
student learning, and reflect on takeaways for
their teaching (Ghousseini et al., 2022; Kazemi
et al., 2024; Kazemi et al., 2018; Kavanagh et
al., 2022).

This iterative learning cycle engages
teachers in public deliberation before, during,
and after instruction, allowing them to engage
in their own inquiry alongside students. Below,
we share a graphic of the teacher learning cycle
embedded in Learning Labs for Social Studies
(Figure 1). Unlike lesson study, which also
includes collaborative planning and debriefing,
Learning Labs involve shared lesson
facilitation amongst teachers and flexible
planning done in a short timeframe (30-45
minutes). This flexibility is key because it
creates space for teachers to experiment and
make modifications while teaching the lesson.
Learning Labs have been used to support
teachers and students throughout K-12 across
different subject areas including math, ELA,
and social studies (Caasi et al., 2023; Gibbons
et al., 2017; Kazemi et al., 2021; Monte-Sano,
et al., 2023).
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Figure 1

Teacher Learning Cycle on a Learning Lab for Social Studies Professional Development (PD) Day

_::_

STUDENT TALK,
' ' t THINKING & WRITING

The Learning Labs Cycle graphic was adapted by Chauncey Monte-Sano and the Read.Inquire. Write. team at the
University of Michigan. The original version was created by Elham Kazemi and the Teacher Education by Design team at
the University of Washington. The originals are licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial 4.0
International License by the Read.Inquire. Write. team at the University of Michigan, 2025. We use these materials with
permission.

Through Learning Labs, teachers can engage in Learning Labs that achieve these goals, one
discussions as a routine practice to support example embedded across one school year in
inquiry, ongoing collaboration with other one district, and the second is an adaptation of
teachers, and a school culture that supports Learning Labs for a summer learning institute.
discussion and collaboration. Such regular

opportunities to collaborate, understand and School Year, District-based Learning
apply theory and practice with inquiry have Labs for Social Studies

strengthened teachers’ enactment of open-
ended and critical social studies discussions.
Here, we share two different iterations of

Learning Labs for Social Studies (LLSS),
adapted from the original approach (Kazemi,
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2018), supports social studies teachers with
inquiry and equity-oriented teaching and
learning (Monte-Sano, et al., 2023). Sarah Day
Dayon worked on a research team, led by
Chauncey Monte-Sano and Mary
Schleppegrell, that partnered with 18 middle
school social studies teachers. These teachers
worked within a large Midwestern school
district where approximately half of the
students in the district qualified for English
language support services at the time of the
study.

We used the Read.Inquire. Write. (RIW)
curriculum to establish a shared framework and
language for inquiry teaching and to have a
common, supportive anchor for Learning Lab
PD days. Through one year of collective work
with a shared purpose to support students’
learning via inquiry teaching, we observed
teachers increasingly center students’ talk as
they tried new ways to facilitate discussion
with each other’s support.

The examples we highlight below focus
on data collected from one district-wide LLSS
PD day, when teachers worked in cross-district,
grade-level groups in 6-8th grade host teachers’
classrooms (see Figure 1 for Schedule).

Throughout the PD, teachers worked in
grade-level groups to co-plan lessons that they
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then co-taught in a 6th, 7th, or 8th grade
classroom. Sarah Day, a former high school
history teacher and graduate research assistant,
video recorded and transcribed the 6th grade
group’s conversation and co-teaching. The 6th-
grade host teacher at EIm Middle School, Ben,
oriented the group to where the class was in an
inquiry unit about water inequality in and
around Mexico City.

Based on this information, the teachers,
district staff, and facilitators refined the lesson
and decided in advance who would teach which
segments of the lesson. They also identified
opportunities for Teacher Time Outs (Gibbons
et al., 2025), or moments to pause, think out
loud about what they’re noticing in students’
thinking, or confer together about next steps
during the co-teaching.

Teachers co-taught the same lesson
twice to two different classes, then debriefed
while analyzing student work.

We ended the day with a whole group
reflection and future planning for social studies
teaching in the district.

Focusing on student talk and student
thinking was woven throughout this PD, and
facilitators’ questions reflected this common
goal.
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Table 1

Learning Lab for Social Studies PD Day Schedule

Hour Activity
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1 Learn new content: Centering student thinking; Develop a structure for co-teaching
and “Teacher Time Outs” to discuss student thinking and instructional decisions

Co-plan the lesson in grade level groups (6th-grade)

2 Co-teach the lesson to Ben’s 2nd Hour Class of 6th-graders

3 Analyze student thinking (discussion and student work) and debrief co-teaching

Co-plan the lesson based on what we learned

4 Lunch Break

5 Co-teach the lesson to Ben’s 5th Hour Class of 6th-graders

6&7 Analyze student thinking (discussion and student work) and debrief co-teaching

Debrief experience across grade level groups and identify next steps for teachers’

inquiry and student learning

At the end of PD day, teachers named
the importance of co-teaching, collective
learning, and supporting and looking for
student talk and student learning as key parts of
LLSS. In the first hour, some of the 6th grade
teachers expressed hesitation, worried that
there were going to be a lot of adults in the
room during co-teaching. For example, Badia
shared she was excited but it also “might be
overwhelming” for teachers and students.

Reflecting at the end of the day after
two rounds of co-teaching, she shared: “This is
such a supportive and cordial space, usually in

another situation, maybe I’d be a bit nervous,
something about it, the norms you set up, just
made me feel very much at ease.” The norms
facilitators set up before co-teaching included:
1) press for meaning and not just surface level
talk, 2) counter tendencies to label themselves
or students as being low-skilled or not
competent, and 3) create safe spaces where
people can engage with content, teaching, and
learning.

Other teachers echoed the value of
engaging in discussion with diverse groups of
students, having a collaborative environment to
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learn with other teachers, and having that
learning situated within their colleagues’ actual
classrooms.

Teachers deepened their trust of each
other, and strengthened student discourse with
the debrief following the first round of co-
teaching and using Teacher Time Outs during
the second round. During the first debrief,
teachers examined the student work they had
collected from the first class.

Teachers noticed that students made
connections to what they had learned in a
previous class. They also identified places
where they wanted to provide additional
support to students in their next co-teaching
hour by modeling how to read and analyze a
map. Teachers asked small groups of students
prompting questions about the maps to support
students’ understanding.

During the second iteration of co-
teaching, one teacher named Hassnah, asked
the host teacher, Ben, if she could ask students
some additional questions during a discussion
of one of the sources they were reading about
water inequality in Mexico City. When he
obliged, she asked students “Making
connections to what just happened this past
summer to our city. What happened? What
failed in our city?”

Several students responded by
discussing the flood in their city, which was
caused by clogged sewers and pipes. Students
further shared the impact of this flood on their
school and homes. Her question moved the talk
away from right-answer questions and into
more expansive reasoning, allowing students to
share personal experiences of a local water
crisis, when their streets and basements
flooded. Ben’s openness to this pause
demonstrated vulnerability and a building of
trust with fellow co-teachers. Here, educators’
actions supported a climate of trust and
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reciprocity, while strengthening their approach
to student talk. Through modeling, public
deliberation, and feedback, teachers engaged
with each other and students in a collective
learning process.

Developing a culture of trust amongst
teachers, school-wide and district-wide, was
essential for cultivating collaboration.
Teachers’ debrief emphasized the value of
positioning each other as experts, in contrast to
PDs where teachers cannot witness or
implement new approaches in practice. The
facilitator reiterated, “I don’t think this PD
model will work if that isn’t true... climate and
trust.”

The invitation to publicly make
mistakes or be unsure of what steps to take next
as a teacher also enabled collective learning. As
Hassnah explained, “Thank you for not being
critical or judgmental. It’s okay if we make
mistakes, and there's room for growth as
professionals.” Teachers’ real time feedback
and willingness to experiment with new
instructional approaches underscored the
benefits of discussion. It also made the teachers
shared learning process visible to the students
in the classroom. The students could see their
teachers learning collaboratively from one
another and having discussions parallel to the
inquiry that students were engaging in.

One of the final activities of the day
was a post-it note reflection where facilitators
asked teachers what was supportive and not
supportive of the day. Twenty-three post-its
were placed on the “supportive” wall that
mostly spoke to: the values of collaborating
together in-person with other social studies
teachers, co-teaching and reflecting on the co-
teaching, and supporting student thinking and
talk. Only nine post-its were on the “not
supportive” wall, and those comments reflected
wanting more district-wide, in-person PDs like
this earlier in the school year. They also
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thought it would be useful to have opportunities
throughout the day to learn across grade-level
groups.

Teachers’ professional learning was
also supported by the presence and active
involvement of school and district leadership.
The district social studies coordinator, Barbara,
supported the logistics for planning the
Learning Lab PD day and was present and
engaged throughout the sessions. Barbara
facilitated the final session of the day, which
focused on curriculum mapping and a
professional learning plan for the following
year.

When asked to identify their top three
priorities for future professional learning, every
group of teachers from all three grade levels
spoke about wanting to continue co-teaching
via Learning Labs, and cross-district
collaboration. We saw this eagerness from the
teachers and the district to continue engaging in
Learning Labs, even beyond our university
partnership, as indicative of the possibilities of
supporting a greater culture of classroom
discussions.

In our Learning Labs for Social Studies
PD Day, there was space for teachers to not just
talk about supporting student discussions
hypothetically. They could witness and actively
engage in a process of centering student talk in
the classroom alongside other educators.
Learning Labs can provide useful opportunities
for educators to work on their professional
practice as discussion-facilitators and
encourage discussions as a routine practice.

Given teachers’ enactment of and
reflections about Learning Labs, we saw
increased potential for a district-wide culture of
teacher collaboration, and more specifically,
teacher collaboration that supports student-
centered discussion.
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Summertime, Cross-District Learning

Labs: DISCUSS

DISCUSS is a multi-year research project
housed in two university-based teacher
education programs, aiming to promote and
sustain discussion facilitation practices of
social studies teachers. Timothy Patterson leads
the DISCUSS project with Abby Reisman, and
Jenni Conrad, A.J. Schiera, Andrew del Calvo
are part of its team of scholars from various
institutions. For two summers, we brought
together new teachers (in their 1st-3rd years)
from nearby districts with roughly 100 high
school youths for week-long Learning Labs on
a college campus. Since our Learning Labs
were during the summer, inviting youth was
essential for supporting teacher learning about
discussion.

In our first Learning Lab, participants
were grouped by subject (e.g. U.S. history,
world history, etc.) and tasked with developing
a unit of instruction to teach in the coming
school year. The participants rehearsed
discussions with a group of youth, received
feedback from them, and iterated their plans
based on youth feedback. We aimed for
activities that centered participants’ agency and
triggered exploration of their identities as
teachers.

Given the challenging nature of
discussion facilitation and vulnerability our
participants would likely feel, it was crucial we
create a safe environment in which they could
explore (Kaplan et al., 2014). We accomplished
this by positioning students as experts and
inviting their feedback. This framing of student
expertise required participants to trust and
support each other in developing and iterating
their units of instruction. Likewise, students
had to feel trusted that their ideas were taken
seriously by the participants and us as teacher
educators.
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The second Learning Lab took a
different approach, explicitly positioning the
teachers as researchers of a dilemma they faced
when facilitating discussions. First, the group
discussed and revised draft norms for working
together based on Free Minds, Free People’s
guidelines, including “we are all teachers and
learners,” the need to “be aware of power and
voice in the room,” and together “ensure this is
a safe and respectful space.”

Teachers then identified dilemmas of
practice meaningful for them, which the
organizers used to form groups. Groups
developed a shared inquiry question to explore
through various “activities co-investigating
teaching” with youth, all supported by teacher
educators, to help them explore their dilemmas
with students. Organizers prepared the students
for their role by watching a sample clip of
teacher facilitation, discussing its strengths and
limitations together, and ways of offering
constructive feedback to teachers.

When teachers and students first came
together, each group started by appreciating
students, and their role in teacher learning:
“you have expertise in teaching, even if you
don’t know it!” For 12th grader Jacky, this
experience involved youth from different
schools “coming together to help improve and
provide feedback to teachers so they can
improve their teaching methods.”

Both Learning Labs were successful,
but the second’s focus on discussion as a
phenomenon, rather than delivering an
effective lesson, allowed for deeper exploration
of teacher practices and reflection. While both
versions included icebreakers and team-
building activities (e.g., bingo), the
intentionality and time for norm-setting and
teacher identification of shared goals and
dilemmas in the second also seemed to foster
deeper collaboration and trust.

26

Learning Labs typically take place
across one department, while our participants
worked in dozens of schools. However, the
presence of local district leaders helped buoy
teacher enthusiasm and align learning. Two
social studies curriculum supervisors facilitated
activities with the teachers and supported their
reflections.

Two teachers, Maddie and Erica,
worked in the same school and department and
frequently collaborated. Both advanced their
practice to the point where their students serve
as discussion facilitators, with Maddie and
Erica on the periphery of discussions. This
signals the potentials of Learning Labs for
sustaining teacher collaboration and trust with
discussion facilitation. In an interview during
her second year of teaching, Erica credited her
and Maddie’s persistence in cultivating fully
student-centered discourse by saying, “I don’t
think we would have tried discussions without
DISCUSS.”

Implementing Learning Labs: Key

Ideas for Getting Started

Learning Labs can be logistically demanding,
but many schools, from the most to least well-
resourced, have found ways to implement them
meaningfully. Several projects using Learning
Labs have developed common principles for
supporting teacher learning (Dutro et al., under
review).

Teacher Education by Design (TEDD)
offers free examples, a planning guide, norms
protocol, and more at https://tedd.org/learning-
labs/. RIW includes free Learning Lab
resources for social studies at
https://readinquirewrite.umich.edu/. Some key
planning elements include:

e Provide subs and common planning
time for teachers. Support teachers’
full participation in Learning Labs.
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e Establish norms and create
structures for support. See the links
above. LLs can support the shifts from
teacher-dominated talk to more
meaningful student-centered discourse.

e Organize teachers in ways most
supportive of their learning. Grade-
level teams, subject-specific groups
across grade levels, within a single
school building, or across a district can
be used.

e Coordinate opportunities over time
with different learning environments
and collaborations. A Learning Lab is
not something that should only be done
once, and it will not fully address
teacher learning needs. Rather, it is an
approach that can be integrated and
coordinated with other learning settings
and experiences to support teachers to
develop their practice in relation to their
own students (Kazemi et al., 2024).

Conclusion

These examples speak to the possibilities that
emerge when teachers are given the time,
space, and support to work collaboratively to
learn with one another and improve upon their
discussion facilitation skills, through continued
practice, in context, with students. Learning
Labs for Social Studies (LLSS) provided a
district and site-embedded example during the
school year.

The teachers’ debrief about the
Learning Lab demonstrated a collective
commitment to continued inquiry and working
with colleagues in the context of their
classrooms to foster greater discussion culture
and teacher learning. While teachers shared
initial hesitations and fears, we saw a shift in
framing and an eagerness from the teachers and
the district to continue engaging in Learning
Labs on their own, even when the university
partnership was coming to close. DISCUSS
was a summer professional learning experience
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for early career teachers and demonstrated the
significance of having a PD focused on
dilemmas of practice when facilitating
discussion.

The project also emphasized the value
of youth participation in summer professional
learning. Both projects showed how teachers
could work collaboratively to support
discussion rather than avoiding the practice
altogether or attempting to facilitate in isolation
without support. They also highlighted the
importance of having school/district leaders
and curriculum supervisors engaged in
professional development alongside classroom
teachers.

The two cases shared from LLSS and
DISCUSS are snapshots of larger empirical
studies that examine inquiry and discussion in
social studies classrooms and teacher learning.
Here, we focus on teachers’ and school/district
leaders’ involvement and reflections on the
value of Learning Labs for building trust and
sustaining discussion.

Elsewhere, we and our colleagues have
offered more detailed examinations of these
Learning Labs at work, with a particular
emphasis on the role of youth in informing
teachers’ evolving ideas on student talk and
civic discussions (e.g. Jay et al., 2022; Jennings
et al., 2022; Monte-Sano et al., 2023; Monte-
Sano et al., under review; Schiera & del Calvo,
2025).

Learning Labs offer one powerful way
schools and districts can embed and sustain
discussions and trust within their instructional
cultures. The positive experiences of the
teachers, school leaders, and students across
both our projects suggest the promise of
Learning Labs as an approach for supporting
teachers’ professional learning and building a
larger culture of discussion. These insights
provide practical examples that might be of
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interest to teachers, schools, districts, teacher
education programs, and educational
researchers seeking to build stronger cultures of
classroom-based discussions. Rather than
putting the onus on individual teachers to
facilitate discussions in isolation, this approach
offers an integrative approach to teacher
professional learning, improving instructional

28

practice, and engagement with inquiry and
discussion. Knowing the limited presence and
oftentimes absence of discussion in schools, we
encourage school and district leaders to not shy
away from discussion, but instead, work with
teachers and create space for teachers to come
together for collaborative learning.
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Leveraging Learning Out of a Crisis: Focused Journaling as a Precursor
to Debriefing
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Abstract

This paper proposes a process that can be applied before, during and after a crisis through the use of an
organizational messaging app in order to make certain that a district’s strategic governance team
(senior district leadership and elected board members) assesses what has been learned and applies
those learnings for the benefit of the team and the district as a whole. A model for how to broach the
idea of a reflective and collaborative digital forum and consensually move it forward is presented. An
example of one possible approach that includes specific folders for reflections, new ideas and
personnel follows. The article then discusses research on human memory and what can be learned from
public health research concerning administrative communication during a crisis. It follows with a
preparatory activity using the model for a post crisis debrief with an eye towards takeaways and
lessons learned that compel new actions or investigations. The paper concludes that the proposed
model can help leaders recognize and understand organizational cultural shifts, get ahead of them and
give leaders a different lens through which to understand what really drives the people on their teams
as individuals and the thinking that fortifies their guiding principles.
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The nation's post-pandemic tense social
climate and sharp political discord have left
Americans not only with frayed nerves but in a
deep conceptual divide that began through
mask mandates and much like the virus,
quickly spread to other polarizing issues. In the
fall of 2022, Jochim et al. (2023) found 51
percent of school district leaders nationally
identified conflict over COVID-19 related
matters, critical race theory, LGBTQ+
questions, or a combination of these issues as
impeding their district’s capacity to educate
students.

As of the fall of 2021, in 45 percent of
these districts there were increases in Freedom
of Information Act (FOIA) requests (Jochim et
al., 2023). Appeals for book removals or
instructional opt-outs for contentious topics
particularly in low-poverty districts also have
become more prominent (Jochim et al., 2023).
Finally, written or voiced threats to educators
when covering polarizing issues in class
content was reported in 31 percent of districts
and more likely to occur in either low-poverty
districts or places where the political preference
of the majority locally ran counter to the larger
state preferences (Jochim et al., 2023).

A more polarized public has
consequently led to more polarized
representatives. Kitchens and Goldberg (2024)
found that although school board elections
generally feature candidates that do not affiliate
themselves formally with a political party, the
attitudes of many school board members reveal
strong partisanship.

An analysis of board actions in the
context of school reopenings in the fall of 2020
indicated that politics, teacher union power,
and proximity to private school options were
stronger predictors of the resumption of in-
person instruction than the prevalence of the
virus in a particular locality (Hartney & Finger,
2020).
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These conflicts naturally have led to
more contentious school board elections and
ultimately more polarized boards. Research has
found that a school district’s culture is
significantly impacted by the comportment of
board members and the superintendent (Dennis,
2024). There is also evidence that when trust is
an issue or there is a pattern of unprofessional
behavior, student achievement can suffer
(Dennis, 2024).

When dealing with frustrated and
sometimes angry parents challenging library
books, school resources, curriculum, restroom
policies, and new initiatives, it is easy to see
how a district’s focus on instruction can suffer.
The increasing nationalization of these issues is
also undeniable (Hartney &Finger, 2020) and
has impacted where some of these battles are
coming from. Today, such challenges do not
always start with a phone call or email placed
to an individual with institutional authority —
nor do they always originate with parents. A
snapshot or video on social media shared with
an activist group can set off a firestorm that
suddenly demands and consumes the time and
energy of school board members and district
staff alike.

Beyond that, there are many other forms
that a crisis can take in a school or school
district -- from the sudden loss of a staff
member to the emerging awareness of a past
event that brings lingering negative attention to
the organization, from a school where there is
widespread and unremitting failure in student
achievement to a community that is suffering
the shock and heartbreaking devastation of a
school shooting. Generally, when we think of
the term “crisis” we assume that there’s a
certain level of imminence requiring swift
attention to relieve the calamity -- but
sometimes the immediacy is not seen and other
times when it is, the appropriate response is not
clear.
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Defining Crisis

The definition of the term crisis as it would
apply to an organization, includes, “... an
emotionally significant event or radical change
of status...” or, “...an unstable or crucial time
or state of affairs in which a decisive change is
pending...” particularly when it may have,
“...the distinct possibility of a highly
undesirable outcome” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.).

Although most crises are relatively
short-lived, some will extend for days or
possibly weeks. When a crisis like the COVID
pandemic extends far beyond weeks, the
situation morphs from crisis to a new state of
existence. Whatever the case may be, based on
the definition offered, the key characteristics of
crisis can be said to include high emotions,
uncertainty, and concern or fear of an outcome.
These are precisely the same dynamics that
cause people in organizations to resist change
(Hubbart, 2023).

Don’t Let a Crisis Go to Waste

A crisis is an opportunity. It precipitates new
circumstances and problems that demand
considering different ways of doing things.
Leaders have a responsibility to develop their
organization’s capacity to make sense of
emerging circumstances, learn, and grow.

The refrain of, “Don’t let a crisis go to
waste,” has been credited to both British Prime
Minister Winston Churchill (Phillips, 2021)
and former Obama Chief of Staff Rahm
Emanuel (Weidinger & Sprunt, 2022), both of
whom understood crisis and how it creates a
certain malleability in discourse when
searching for solutions. For this context it
refers to the organizational payback that can be
netted from reflection in the aftermath of a
crisis.

One form of reflection is debriefing.
Research shows that quality debriefing is an
“informative dialogue” and a “dynamic action”
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that develops reflective, problem-solving skills
and helps individuals understand their thought
process and the thought processes of others
with an eye to sharpening judgment and
reasoning (Bradley et al., 2020).

However, the practical circumstances
and behaviors that accompany the beginning
and ending of a crisis often conspire against
meaningful reflection. Just as quickly as a crisis
hits, it abates — and with it the individuals who
were charged with managing the situation
move on, highly driven to catch up on work
that has accumulated through the emergency.
Given this challenging environment what
strategies can be employed before, during, and
after a crisis to make certain that a school or
district leadership team assesses what has been
learned and applies those learnings for the
benefit of the team and the district as a whole?

The research of Nansubuga and Munene
(2013) on adaptability to turbulent work
environments through reflection can be
foundational in the formulation of a practical
answer to this question. The authors found two
specific processes for developing an
individual’s capacity to examine the emerging
conditions they face, draw conclusions and
formulate responses tailored to those
conditions. These processes are “adaptability to
[the] work environment” and “reflection”
where the latter serves as a key facilitator of
learning new strategies for the former.

In their work with Ugandan public
service leaders in district local government, the
authors found adaptability consists of
“environmental scanning” and “interpretation
and planning”. Nasubuga and Munene (2013)
relied on Choo (2001) to define environmental
scanning as “... obtain[ing] information about
events, trends, and relationships from the
organization’s external environment and
us[ing] that information to plan a course of
action that will respond to the work
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environmental changes” (p. 167).
“Interpretation and planning” was based on
efficiency and responsiveness and consisted of
recognizing “changing community needs and
program-related critical issues (social, political,
and cultural),” as well as, “identifying
beneficiaries’ strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and threats; and involvement of
clients in setting of goals and measurable
objectives that address the critical issues”
(Nasubuga & Munene, 2013, p. 166).

With respect to measures of reflection,
the research of Nasubuga and Munene (2013)
found four variables: “proactive thinking,
framing and reframing, action profiling and
unlearn and relearn” (p. 166). The authors
applied the definition of Parker, Bindl and
Strauss (2010) for proactive thinking, which
they described, “as an ability to take control
and make things happen rather than watching
things happen” (Nasubuga & Munene, 2013, p.
166).

“Proactive behavior” includes hands-on
refinement and enhancement of approaches to
work, preemptive problem solving, taking
initiative, “making ideals and proactive
feedback seeking...anticipating events and
thinking ahead in terms of averting future
challenges, as well as instituting plans for
mitigating the anticipated challenges”
(Nasubuga & Munene, 2013, p. 167). “Framing
and reframing” consists of simplifying
complicated issues through formative
performance assessment which empowers
individuals to set personal improvement and
growth goals based on past accomplishments.

Throughout this process, an individual
will seek meaningful conclusions through their
observations to solve problems. “Action
profiling” refers to individuals using the
experience of their workplace interactions to
“define knowledge and skills” of others for the
purposes of constructive assessment that will
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allow for precise feedback yielding
improvement. “Unlearn and relearn” gauges an
individual’s responses to problems and their
methods for dealing with problems with an eye
towards analyzing trends or patterns in their
behavior that provides predictive insight to how
they process adversity. (Nasubuga & Munene,
2013).

The Nasubuga and Munene (2013)
study proved that the reflection process is
strongly related to an individual’s adaptability
to their work environment. More specifically,
the study identified both the interrelated nature
of “proactive thinking”, “framing and
reframing” and “action profiling” to
“environmental scanning” as well as the
interconnectedness of “unlearn and relearn” to
“interpretation and planning” (Nasubuga &
Munene, 2013).

What follows is a proposal for a system
of digital dialogue at a senior administrative
level that structurally reflects the relationships
at play between reflection and adaptability to
make certain that a school or district leadership
team assesses what has been learned and
applies those learnings for the benefit of the
team and the district as a whole.

Organizational Messaging
Organizational messaging apps like Microsoft
Teams, Slack, and a host of others have
become a regular part of the workplace
environment. They provide quick messaging,
easy collaboration tools and document storage.
They also provide a vehicle through which
individual reflection can be used as a powerful
point of entry to a collaborative dialogue.

Before the Crisis

Broach the subject

At a district level, the Superintendent/CEO
would be wise to open a conversation
individually with members of the cabinet and
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the Board chair regarding the launch of a
digital forum for reflection and collaboration.

e Start the conversation by recalling a
past crisis and the value of a structured
and easy method for collecting one’s
thoughts.

¢ Discuss the idea of a digital framework
within the organizational messaging
app.

e Be clear about its purpose as an open
and safe forum for reflection, dialogue,
and collaboration to chart a way
forward.

e Solicit opinions concerning what people
believe would work and what would
not.

e Apply those opinions to help develop
any ground rules that may be necessary.

Put the digital forum on the agenda

After discussions have been held and feedback
has been considered, develop a presentation
demonstrating where exactly the forum will
reside, what it will look like and how it will
work. At this stage, the folders and files could
be set up as part of the demonstration.

e Be clear about its purpose.

e Check if what people see matches their
expectations. Gather feedback for
further adjustments.

e Discuss an implementation date.

e Open the door to a non-crisis “test
drive”. This could be a low-profile,
non-controversial issue that nonetheless
requires some time, consideration, and a
solution.

Open the dialogue and let the

reflection begin

Once consensus has been reached, put the
digital framework in place and start reflecting.
The Superintendent/CEO should be attentive to
the emerging content and follow up where
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necessary, as necessary to refine the discussion,
probe deeper or encourage the path to adaptive
decisions. Miciak (2021) advocates for
reflection as, “...a key competency for
advancing evaluation practice because it helps
us improve our responses to situations and
contexts, both in the moment and afterwards”
(p. 102). There is also evidence that the act of
writing can lead to reflection and that this can
help develop an individual’s “autonomy,
metacognition, critical evaluation, and self-
awareness” (Boutet et al., 2017, p.11).

Reflection space could be designated
for issues within the larger topic at hand where
an individual could start their post or entry by
naming the issue and following with their
reflection. Conversation threads can be
developed for each issue raised.

Encourage people to contribute in a
variety of different ways including providing
links to relevant reading materials, considering
alternative approaches, drawing analogies to
other matters within the organization that seem
similar, delving into school culture, relevant
decision-making processes, asking follow-up
questions and anything else that sparks
conversation. This would not displace the
existing organizational decision-making
structure but create a systemic means of
opening conversations.

The posts can be as brief or as detailed
and involved as the poster has time and thought
for. They may be limited to a simple statement
like, “I sense a growing apathy in our service
responses to the community as a whole, which
may have contributed to the emergence of our
latest problem concerning Mrs. Smith’s public
statement at the Board Meeting.” From there,
the poster may return to expand on their
thoughts after further reflection. In the
meantime, others are free to respond to what
they see or ask for clarification.
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There are any number of ways to create
reflective digital space within the
organizational messaging framework based on
what was learned from the research of
Nasubuga and Munene (2013). Here are a few
possibilities:

Taking initiative

One “folder” could be named “Taking
Initiative”. Based on “proactive thinking” as
defined by Nasubuga and Munene (2013), this
folder could include next level folders on
“Refinements,” “Ideals,” and “Feedback.”
Within “Refinements” there could be three
additional folders for “Policies,” “Procedures,”
and “Practices.”

These would be spaces where members
of the administrative team could raise questions
or simply start conversations with respect to
how, why or where improvements might be
made in any of these areas. For example,
during COVID-19, many district protocols
required anyone who felt unwell with typical
cold and flu symptoms to stay home from
school initially. This could give rise to an idea
to test whether extending similar practices in a
non-pandemic environment would ultimately
lead to less transmission of cold and flu illness
and a net gain in overall attendance,
particularly in the typical November to
February stretch of cold and flu season.

Discussion around this topic would
likely revolve around both the methodology of
data collection through the student information
system and what post-pandemic illness
protocols should look like. Other factors like
post-pandemic practices for non-attending
students could also be part of the discussion.

For instance, if the entire school was
now using a common organizational messaging
system, students who were going to be away
for a day or two could be expected to keep up

36

with assigned work in part because they could
now be connected to the class synchronously.

“Ideals” is a direct response to
Nasubuga and Munene’s (2013) assertion that
“proactive thinking” included “making ideals.”
Next level folders could consist of “Alignment”
and “Challenges.” The “Alignment” folder
could be used to discuss where policies,
procedures and practices—or at a minimum the
way something was being done needed to be
more closely aligned with organizational ideals
as expressed in its mission, vision, and strategic
planning.

The “Challenges” folder could be a
place for open discussion concerning whether
an existing ideal or the way it was being
defined operationally still was something that
the organization wanted to continue to support.
This could certainly be a dicey forum, but
adaptability requires an ability to be critical and
open to conversations that could lead to
change. Nasubuga and Munene (2013) list
“proactive feedback seeking” as a characteristic
of “proactive thinking.”

The “Feedback” folder is a good way to
send the message to the leadership team that
listening is important and seeking feedback is
encouraged. This is a situation where a lack of
activity makes its own statement. If this folder
were to stay empty for a long time, the
Superintendent/CEO would certainly be
justified in asking why. A simple prompt for
this folder could be, “What do they think? How
do they feel?” This ensures the conversation
will include perspectives rooted in logic and
reason as well as emotion and concern for
others, both sides of the Myers-Briggs Type
Indicator (NERIS Analytics Limited, 2024).

Problems
A second major folder could be labeled
“Problems.” This folder has several
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foundational influences from Nasubuga and
Munene’s (2013) work. “Proactive thinking,”
“framing and reframing,” and “unlearn and
relearn” all include indicators that are based on
either problem solving, anticipation and
avoidance (Nasubuga & Munene, 2013).
Appropriately, next level folders in “Problems’
could include “To Be Solved,” “To Be
Anticipated,” and “To Be Avoided.”

b

Helping people grow

A third major folder could be called “Helping
People Grow.” In Nasubuga and Munene’s
(2013) research indicators of “framing and
reframing” include formative performance
assessment for growth and goal setting, “action
profiling” features constructive assessment
culminating with precise feedback for
improvement, and “unlearn and relearn” calls
for behavior analysis for the purpose of
predictive insight of how an individual
processes adversity — all fundamental strategies
for professional skill development.

Next level folders could include
“Feedback” and “Personnel.” Within the
“Feedback” folder, there could be two
additional folders “For Improvement” and “For
Alignment” where the former would be used
for discussing common skills and competencies
that the administrative team would like to either
develop greater staff capacities in or perhaps
address an anticipated need for developing
capacity due to a coming staff change. The
“For Alignment” folder would be used to
discuss practices aimed at creating greater
consistency in constructive assessment
practices. This might include streamlining
assessment feedback terminology or sharing
and broadening assessment feedback strategies
within the administrative team.

Another folder that many organizations
might find useful would be titled, “Personnel.”
The next level folders could be labeled “For
Mentorship” and “For Mentoring.”
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The “For Mentorship” folder would
include discussion concerning highly capable
personnel who exhibit strong problem-solving
skills, are efficient and responsive in their work
product and interactions, capably manage their
own professional development, set high
standards for their performance and seek
continued improvement (Nasubuga & Munene,
2013).

The “For Mentoring” folder would be
for discussions in support of staff that have not
yet reached the level of proficiency exhibited
by the first group. The intent of this structure
sets the table for mentorship pairing, which
could consequently lead to a third folder
identifying the pairs.

Any folder created for the discussion of
personnel requires clear ground rules based on
its specified purposes. In the post-pandemic
period, matters of succession planning are at a
premium, as organizational demands are
outstripping the available talent pool for many
districts.

There is clear evidence of a national
teacher shortage which leads to administrative
and other personnel shortages. A national study
of the many factors that impact on the nation’s
teacher capacity estimated that as early as
2015-2016, the nation needed somewhere
between 47,000 and 80,000 teachers to meet
demands (Sutcher et al., 2019). Estimates for
the teacher shortage in 2017- 2018 came in at
112,000 (Sutcher et al., 2019).

As well, school systems seem more
agile in identifying different approaches to
providing both direct education and indirect
support services. Dallas ISD serves as one
example of how school districts have used
ESSER funds for innovative purposes
(Education Resource Strategies, 2022). Crisis
situations bring talent into view in ways that
might otherwise not have shown themselves.
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For these reasons, it is a good idea to
have a forum for collecting and discussing what
leadership team members learn about an
employee’s talents or capacity that may not
otherwise be known. This is not the place for
negativity or complaints about a particular
individual. There are well-established channels
for such issues and in a setting where one might
be concerned about the possibility of this kind
of discussion creating a forum for negative
responses about staff, it would be prudent to
review the processes in place for dealing with
any individual staff performance matters with
everyone involved in the reflective forum.

During the Crisis

Once a crisis 1S on, time becomes an even more
scarce commodity than it is under normal
conditions. School district and campus building
administrative offices are high demand settings
at the best of times. When an unexpected
problem starts taking the oxygen out of the
room, it is initially hard to see how there is a
way to make time for reflection. However, as
the mechanic from the old FRAM oil filter
commercials would say, “You can pay me now
or pay me later.”

One recent study from the University of
Toronto tested human memory capacity by
asking subjects who had been exposed to a
hospital audio tour to recall their experience.
Two days after the tour, the average person
recalled less than a quarter of what they had
experienced (Diamond et al., 2020). Such work
and what most of us know about our own
memory capacity highlights the need for the
Superintendent/CEO to find ways to keep what
is collecting in the back of people’s minds at
the forefront of their thinking, especially
throughout a crisis.

Taking the time to discuss, plan and
create a digital structure to reflect on that which
we experience makes an organizational
statement, but doing the work to create routines
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of mindfulness will be a critical point in
establishing a culture of reflection amongst the
strategic leadership team in the same way that
the medical profession has cultivated the
practice of deliberative reflection to increase a
physicians’ diagnostic performance (Mamede
& Schmidt, 2022). It is also congruent with
recent advice that has come out of public health
administration recommending that
communication in times of crisis needs to be
effectual and based on clearly established
communication guidelines (Remley et al.,
2020).

The lessons learned from administrative
communication during a crisis from public
health suggests that routines should be
leveraged to facilitate more broadly-based
communication throughout the organization,
using start and close of day “situational
awareness briefings” between “preparedness
staff” and emergency operations personnel to
gather, organize and disseminate important
information (Remley et al., 2020). This is good
advice that educational leaders can use in their
organizations as well.

The efficacy of a digital reflection
forum at the strategic leadership level would be
enhanced by making time for an awareness
briefing to discuss postings either weekly or at
a more immediate time when critical
information comes to light. This will help to
reinforce the commitment to reflection in
leadership work. In the medical profession,
where precision is at a premium,
communication breakdowns account for 60-70
percent of significant patient mishaps. Not
surprisingly, team situational awareness is seen
as a vital prerequisite for optimal performance
(Weller et al., 2024).

It is also true that often in a crisis,
communication to the organization becomes
limited or ceases entirely for a duration. This
forum could well be helpful in regard to
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assisting the leadership team in good
communication with its stakeholders, a critical
feature of leadership at all times but most
particularly in difficult times.

No doubt, there are situations where not
communicating may be necessary, but at other
times communication stops when the high
demands and pressures that senior leadership is
subject to and the awareness that all
communication in the time of a crisis is
scrutinized conspire together to produce
hesitancy. These circumstances cannot be an
excuse for failing to communicate with
timeliness and clarity.

Remley (2019) asserts six key
principles to effective crisis communication
that, in her experience, help develop trust,
diffuse dissension, and build collaborative
allies in the workplace. These principles, based
on the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention's manual and tools on “Crisis &
Emergency Risk Communication (CERC)”
which Remley (2019) identifies are: “(1) Be
first, (2) Be right, (3) Express empathy, (4)
Promote action, (5) Show respect, (6)
Demonstrate transparency.” (Remley, 2019, p.
208)

After the Crisis

Beyond the routine reflection check-ins that
take place throughout the crisis, it is important
to set aside an appropriate amount of time
afterwards for a final debrief. The main
function of this meeting is to give people the
opportunity to voice any thoughts that they
think are of value in the context of, “So what?
Now what?”

A good preparatory activity for this
meeting is to get everyone to review the forum
discussions, comments and journals with an eye
towards takeaways and lessons learned that
compel new actions or investigations. Of
course, the nature of the crisis the organization
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has just been through, and the normal ebb and
flow of work will help inform when such a
reflection should take place and what amount
of time to commit to it. With this, there is some
flexibility. Our recent work on human memory
does indicate that while we may only retain a
fraction of what we experience in a relatively
short period of time, what we do recall is on
average over 90% accurate (Diamond et al.,
2020).

Organizational cultures are about the
realities we create through the interplay
between the nature of the work done, the
processes that support the work, and the
prevailing ethos. In my more than 30 years in
the education profession, I have witnessed the
cultural shifts and individual struggles that
come to challenge what people within an
organization believe is true and real, clarify
what they will put their trust in and reveal what
will erode trust between individuals.

Using our digital messaging
infrastructures to make dialogue and reflection
an intuitive way of bringing people together
can help leaders recognize and understand
those cultural shifts and get ahead of them. It
can also provide you as a leader with a different
lens through which to understand what really
drives the people on your team as individuals
and the thinking that fortifies their guiding
principles.

Creating a space within a school or
school district’s organizational messaging app
to have a collaborative dialogue is simple.
Forming the relationships and trust between
individuals that will precipitate the authenticity
that generates a better sense of the most recent
crisis and moves the organization forward
productively is far more complex.

Regardless of where a school or
district’s leadership team or even some
individual members may be in terms of their
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relationships with one another, a reflective how individuals act, evaluate and even how
writing forum can be a means to improve they experience. As such, it is the fulcrum
communication and understanding which can through which personal change takes root and
significantly increase your team’s capacity to therefore worth pursuing.

serve its stakeholders. Reflection can influence
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