
It all starts with an essential 
question.   
What do we want our students to 
know, do and become?  This 
question is to be asked and an-
swered at all levels of the learn-
ing community. If our answers to 
this question do not fit the reali-
ty, then we must reflect on our 
systems for educating all of our 
children.  As a leader of a school 
that has engaged in these deep 
reflective questions, I am re-
minded of a typical exchange I 
would have with visiting mem-
bers from other school districts.  
Over the few years, a number of 
schools and districts would come 
to visit and see our standards 
based educational model.  Often 
times I would ask a very simple 
question, “why are you here, 
what is the outcome that you 
would like to have as a result of 
your visit?” This was a question 
that we asked prior to any ex-
change of information or class-
room visits.  The most popular 
answer was… we need to produce 
a standards based report card.  
Aside from a state mandate, this 
is not a compelling and deep 
reason to change a system of 
instruction to meet the needs of 
all students.  There’s a discon-
nection in these teachers minds 
as related to identifying the right 
solution or even the problem.  
However, by lunch time these 

same teachers and leaders would 
realize the depth of change they 
were seeing.  I do believe they 
returned to their districts with a 
better sense of what the change 
needed to encompass. 
So are you and your district 
on the right track?  We 
thought we were, until we started 
to look ourselves and our system. 
Why we working so hard, yet our 
students are not making the 
gains that we believe they should 
be making?   
This statement brought to light a 
system that needed to be 
changed… not any one program 
or teacher… but the whole sys-
tem.  You probably work in a 
district that was similar to ours.  
We had RTI (response to inter-
vention), 504, IEP’s, PBIS, 
AIMSweb, NWEA, PLC’s and 
UBD.  How could we align these 
silos?  What could we align them 
to? 
Well to start off with we needed 
to make the following promises 
for every child. 

 Understand how a student 
learns best and have a 
strong voice in their learn-
ing. 

 Have students work at their 
instructional level to engage 
and accelerate their learn-
ing. 

 

 Offer clarity and transparen-
cy so that students can navi-
gate and monitor their 
learning. 

 Finally build a system where 
students are driven by their 
passion and realize their 
potential. 

Sounds great, but many times 
the journey away from the reality 
of our current situation to the 
vision of the promise is too diffi-
cult to even take a first step.  
Transformational change is diffi-
cult and deep, it requires an un-
derstanding of individuals, sys-
tems and the culture of an organ-
ization.  I often reflect on Phillip 
Schlechty’s quote, “Structural 
change that is not supported by 
cultural change will eventually 
be overwhelmed by the culture, 
for it is in the culture that any 
organization finds meaning and 
stability.” Schlechty, Shaking Up 
the Schoolhouse: How to Sup-
port and Sustain Educational 
Innovation (2001), p. 52 
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Marzano’s Hierarchical Structure for High Reliability Schools.   
This is a very interesting organizational concept in that it 
relates to the idea, “the public expects fail-safe performance, 
successful organizations adjust their operations to prevent 
failures.” Thomas Bellamy.  Just this statement alone 
demonstrates the need to view learning organizations and 
their cultures in a very different way. 
The hierarchical structure places factors that influence stu-
dent learning in relation to each other as schools work to 
enhance their effectiveness.  In order to progress to the next 
level schools will need to build sustainable capacity at each 
level.  In order to have and instructional framework that 
develops and maintains effective instruction, you will first 
need to provide a safe and orderly environment. 
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One Thousand 
Districts Realizing 
Their Unique Vision 
of Excellence 
 
RISC’s Mission ~ 
Partnering to 
transform education 
systems using a 
comprehensive 
school reform 
framework set up as 
a performance-
based system 
comprised of four 
components: 
 
Shared Vision 
 
Leadership 
 
Personal Mastery 
 
Continuous 
Improvement 

 Our experience working 
with districts, demonstrates 
the need to start with a solid 
foundation of beliefs that 
must be put into action.  
This moral purpose or burn-
ing platform is the first step 
in building a shared vision 
and intentional leadership at 
all levels.  The system that 
we are seeking to change is a 
one that most of our com-
munity members has experi-
enced in their lives.  There is 
a level of understanding and 
intimacy that parents have 
with the education of their 
children and their own expe-
riences.  They see a report 
card and it is familiar to 
them.  When we seek to 
change our system, we may 
be treading in these familiar 
areas, there is a need for 
common ground and under-
standing as to “why” a 
change may be needed to 
transform our entire system. 
Here are some key areas that 
require focus, support and 
capacity to activate and sus-
tain the change that is re-
quired to level up this hier-
archy.  Keeping in mind that 

this is not a checklist, it is 
however a guide to trans-
form your organization, it 
will require checking, adjust-
ing, monitoring and measur-
ing.  If we are to reflect on 
this idea of an organization 
as a living thing, we need to 
understand its inner work-
ings, the parts that make up 
the whole.  When thinking 
about learning organizations 
we are thinking about the 
policies, practices and pub-
lics that we serve.   
The first portion of the list 
addresses the Why of the 
change and is directed pri-
marily at building a culture 
to support and initiate 
change.  Through the pro-
cess of alignment and priori-
tization, members of the 
learning community will be 
given a voice and choice into 
the change, that sense of em-
powerment and shared lead-
ership allows the transfor-
mation to move forward 
through the thoughts, ac-
tions and beliefs of every 
member of the organization. 
 

Shared Vision and Moral 
Purpose (Why the change)  
With the focus on student 
standards in the public educa-
tion field, often we are asked 
what role does a shared vision 
play in relation to student 
standards. When considering 
that standards play a signifi-
cant role in the system de-sign 
of schools; driving what is 
taught, learned, measured, and 
reported, it makes sense that 
the more stakeholder input is 
aligned to students outcomes 
the better. When students, 
staff, community members, 
and other partners believe in 
the learning outcomes for stu-
dents, an openness to learn 
and support the learning is the 
result. 
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A Year in Review– Essential 

Learning for your Journey 

To Learn more please visit 

our website: 

www.reinventingschools.org 

Collective Responsibility/ Relationships (Who does what?)   

When a system is in deep change the monitoring 
and measuring are important and must be tied to 
the larger vision and core values of the organization. 
It has to be “the compass” that guides each individu-
al in an organization to the same end point. Ambigu-
ity, tension and risk taking are not seen as obstacles. 
The people who really do the best are those who ac-
tually sense, [and almost enjoy], lack of definition 
around their roles. This would be the “true sharing” 
as indicated by the continuum of collegiality, Judith 
Warren-Little. (1982) 



The RISC 

approach can be 

replicated 

anywhere, by 

anyone, for any 

student, under 

any set of 

circumstances. 

This system 

represents a 

dramatic shift in 

education, a 

literal 

reinvention of 

what schooling 

looks like.  

Strategic Leadership 
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Strategic Planning (How)  
 
It is easy to say the words, “all 
kids can learn…” but how do 
our system and culture create 
this outcome? This idea denotes 
a basic, yet foundational prem-
ise around what is important. 
Many times we need to under-
stand the “why” before we dis-
cuss the “how.”  
The ideas of precision, strategic 
design and high yield strategies 
based on and aligned to an or-
ganization’s core values. These 
values identify the moral pur-
pose of the organization and 
therefore can direct and sup-
port transformational change.  
Leadership Plan- this plan 
must identify the key compo-
nents above and their relation-
ship to the shared vision. As the 
leader identifies the “what” and 
the “why” of their plan, they 
must now build the capacity to 
do the work. Each item must 
have a clear expectation, meas-

urement and time-line. 
Transparency Shared 
Leadership 
(Accountability and 
Alignment)  
 
We all understand the im-
portance of creating a culture 
that can support change. So 
what practices can contribute 
to supporting collective re-
sponsibility and efficacy? 
Research supports practices 
that build trust, reinforce 
comfort with ambiguity and 
develop a shared sense of 
power and autonomy. Hope-
fully, we are beyond the need 
to control the people and ide-
as, relying on the compulsion 
offered by moral purpose and 
direction of the shared vi-
sion.  
So, if we know we are to 
come together to ensure stu-
dent success, why is it so 
hard?  Change is the process 
of letting go of something 

and moving toward something 
else. Think of change needing 
momentum, therefore letting go 
gives direction and energy. In our 
minds, accepting 
change is a valida-
tion of a failure.  
You remember the 
old saying, “Don’t 
fix what ain’t 
broke!” 

Learner Centered Culture!    
What if schools understood their role as building leaders and problem 
solvers?  For students to see the importance of the work they must be willing to invest in their 
own learning. How can we prepare students for a future that we cannot predict?  The age of infor-
mation has created a world that is ever changing.  The learner’s tool box for success in life, school 
and employment is very different that it was a decade ago.   
This transformation is from a factory model to a model of student learning that is personalized, 
with students as engaged thinkers and leaders of their own learning.  Teacher’s roles, as well as the 
role of the students, curriculum, and assessment are in a state of transformation.  These changes 
will stretch our thinking and evaluate our instructional practices based on student 
outcomes and data. This requires the role of the teacher, student, curriculum and 
assessment to change to in the following manner.  
The idea of design must begin with the needs of the student (customer), and result 
in added value to the student.   

 Value- There needs to be a reason involved with the assignment for them to 
invest their time in their own progress. Need to connect with their interests.  

 Commitment - Students need to see the importance of the work in order to 
be committed to it. Getting them "into" the work creates commitment.  

 Persistence - Work needs to be challenging (a step above their level) in order 
for students to complete it. It adds value when they have to think further.  

 Gratification- Easy/busy work does not motivate them to try, create a growth 
mindset! 

Culture is Key! 
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”When students, 
staff, community 
members, and other 
partners believe in 
the learning 
outcomes for 
students, an 
openness to learn 
and support the 
learning is the 
result.” 

 The system ensures learning 
targets are transparent and 
navigable by all. All are en-
gaged in the process of as-
sessment, progress monitor-
ing and goal-setting. If this 
system is established, learn-
ing is owned and accelerat-
ed. In other words, people 
would be MOTIVATED to 
achieve.  This is an evolu-
tionary process that can oc-
cur in stages.  Assuming as a 
starting point, the district’s 
current curricula would re-
flect the content area stand-
ards.  There is intention to 
align learner outcomes to 
these standards.  Here is the 
progression that would build 
off of this traditional view of 
curriculum. 
Standards- referenced- 
there are direct and inten-
tional references to stand-

ards in content areas cur-
ricula. 
Standards-Based would 
be the next logical pro-
gression-  curricula is 
based on what the stu-
dents should know and be 
able to as expressed by the 
content and cognitive re-
quirement of the standard.  
Standards- Driven- 
here the standards are 
driving the learning de-
sign and outcomes.  The 
system is designed as a 
learning progression that 
goes beyond chorological 
age or systems that are 
time based.  The standard 
is driving the placement, 
pacing and leveling of stu-
dent learning.  
Competency- Based 
(Personal Mastery)- 

this 
stage is 
very 
similar 
to the 
above 
stage 
except 
ex-
change 
the 
idea of the standard as the ac-
celerator and put in its place 
the learner. Students move 
onto the next standard or level 
as they demonstrate mastery of 
the skills and knowledge.  The 
learner can independently nav-
igate and monitor their path-
way.  This requires transparen-
cy and continuous feedback so 
that the learner can lead and 
guide their learning. 
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Transparent and Rigorous 

Standards 

Above: 

RISC Personal Mastery 
infographic.  

The message: Personal 
Mastery Learning is essen-
tial for students to succeed 
in their future! 

 

Instructional Framework 
Personal Mastery- how does a student 
response to instruction!  By definition, a 
personal mastery system is one in which 
all ‘master their learning at a personal 
level’. This begins by ensuring a learner-
centered environment with a solid foun-
dation of safety and efficiency. All are en-
gaged in the development of culture to 
support learning. Building learning sys-
tems with the students at the center re-
quires the schools to identify the systems 
and structures that promote the following 
instructional components. 

 Effective classroom management 
techniques 

 Effective instructional strategies 

 Effective classroom curriculum de-
sign. 

Designing in a personal mastery system 
requires alignment of the standard, as-
sessment and instructional strategy with 

respect to the 
capacities of 
the learner. 
The engaged 
learner, 
working at 
their pace 
through a 
transparent 
learning progression, is the very heart 
of a personal master system. Provid-
ing opportunities for students to draw 
upon their own self-knowledge and 
strengths in order to delve more deep-
ly into the learning is a critical com-
ponent to the success of this system.  
The school leader needs to ensure that 
all students have guaranteed access to 
the critical content and skills through 
effective instructional practices that 
engage the learner and promote per-
sonal mastery.  



“The RISC 

Approach to 

Schooling is 

the most 

comprehensive 

and well-

articulated 

approach to 

standards-

based reform 

in the country.” 

Robert J. 

Marzano 
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Systemic operationalization of your shared vision. The idea of contin-
uous improvement comes from the Japanese word, “Kaizen (Marzano 
2005).” It is considered a critical aspect of incremental improvement 
by all members of an organization.  A leader must invite continuous 
improvement into the organization and keep it alive by keeping the 
goals of the organization up front in the minds of employees and 
judging the effectiveness of the organization in terms of the goals.  
According to, “The Marzano School Leadership Evaluation Model,” 
the leadership framework has Five Domains;  

 Data-driven focus on student achievement 

 Continuous improvement of instruction 

 Guaranteed and viable curriculum 

 Cooperation and collaboration 

 School climate 
A highly reliable organization must identify their capacities to initiate 
and sustain second order change at all levels of the organization in 
these domains.  Whether you are a Superintendent who is developing 
a SMART goal to monitor and measure the impact of a change or a 
second grader who is developing a learning goal for themselves based in numerical operations of 
base ten.  Everyone in the organization is in a constant state of progress!  This is a learning organi-
zation as it is modeling continuous improvement.  As you build your leadership ca-
pacities, remember the idea of continuous improvement to ensure systemic change in 
all domains that leaders need to monitor.  These are the leadership areas, behaviors 
and actions that require time, data and reflection to bring about the deep change re-
quired to be a high reliability school. 
One measure that offers the most important indicator of influence and impact is con-
tinuous improvement of instruction.  It is essential for schools to ensure that all stu-
dents have the opportunity to learn through intentional instructional practices. As 
leaders, there needs to be clear expectations of teachers as well as ongoing monitor-
ing and measuring of instructional impact on student learning.  By promoting a 
growth mindset and monitoring the impact of our systemic change based upon our 
vision we will be checking and adjusting all of the time. 

Data Driven– Continuous Improvement 

Building Competency-Based Systems Workshop - June 24-25, 2014 

Join presenters, Robert Marzano of Marzano Research Laboratory and Re-Inventing 

Schools Coalition Directors, Rick Schreiber, Wendy Battino and Kim Hanisch to: 

Explore the key components of competency-based systems within the High Reliability 

Schools Framework.   

Plan for actionable leadership behaviors that will support the design and delivery of compe-

tency based system. 

A gap analysis of your current system and a future system 

Next step plans to continue the work. 

Cost: $490 per attendee 

The first 10 people to register will join a special lunch with Dr. Marzano! 

To reserve space for your team, please contact Sean Duncan at 303-766-9199 ext. 

334 or training@marzanoresearch.com. 



Michigan 
Kenowa Hills Public Schools, Grand Rap-
ids 
Maple Valley School Dist, Fuller Street 
Elem. 
 
Massachusetts 
Kehillah Schechter Academy, Norwood 
 
New York 
New York City Department of Education -
  IZone 
 
Maine 
Maine Department of Education 
Regional School Unit 4, Sabattus 
Regional School Unit 3, Unity 

Alaska 
Highland Tech High Charter School, Anchorage 
 
California 
Barack Obama Charter School, Los Angeles 
Ingenium Schools, Los Angeles 
Lindsay Unified School District, Lindsay 
Klamath River, Early College of the Redwoods, 
Klamath 
Sierra Charter, Fresno  
 
Montana 
Lame Deer Public Schools, Lame Deer 
Bridger Alternative Program/Bozeman Public 
Schools, Bozeman 
 
Colorado 
Adams County School District 50 

Regional School Unit 2, Hallowell 
Regional School Unit 12, Whitefield 
Regional School Unit 14, Windham 

Raymond School District – Windham,  

Regional School Unit 18, Messalonskee 
Regional School Unit 57, Waterboro,  
Auburn School Department, Auburn,  
Sanford School Department, Sanford,  
 
South Carolina 
Red Bank Elementary School, Lexing-
ton 
Charleston County School District, 

Charleston 

 

 

Re-Inventing Schools Coalition 

1322 North Pioneer Peak Drive 

Wasilla, Alaska 99654 

Phone: 907.357.9080 

Fax: 907.373.6557 

Toll Free: 1.877.357.9080  

E-mail: admin@reinventingschools.org 

The Re-Inventing Schools Coalition (RISC) is a nation-

al nonprofit foundation established to transform edu-

cation systems around the world and produce dramati-

cally improved learning environments and achieve-

ment results for all children. We are committed to re-

inventing schooling as we know it so that all students 

are successful in school and life, regardless of their 

background, their culture, their home life, or their pre-

vious educational experiences. 

Stay in touch with us….. 

reinventingschoolscoalition 

 

@riscschools 

 

reinventingschoolscoalition 

 

This newsletter is developed by 

djoseph@reinventingschools.org 

Re-Inventing 

Schools Coalition 

Re-Inventing Schools Coalition and growing…… 

One Thousand Districts Realizing Their Unique Vision of Excellence 
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