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Core Values and Foundations 
 

I believe that it is not only important to be able to recognize and notice aspects of your 
own educational practice for the purpose of improving your craft, but to be able to take 
those observations a step further and make your successes and failures transparent for 
others so that they can learn and improve their practice as well. After participating in a 
week of Odyssey events and GSE discourse I have begun to reflect more deeply on my 
own beliefs, values and practices as a leader. 
  
Practice thoughtful inquiry and reflection: 
The first two days of the Odyssey were a full immersion experience in Project-Based 
Learning (PBL). This immersion experience was accomplished through a mini-project, 
called a project slice. A project slice was designed to allow new staff the opportunity to 
experience PBL from a student’s perspective. I think this process was a fun and 
engaging way to introduce project-based learning. My project slice experience included 
development of content knowledge through rigorous reading of text and discourse 
around text. Groups participated in a gallery walk, engaged with protocols to ensure 
equity among group members when sharing ideas, and we participated in both group 
and whole class critique of our work. I had an opportunity to do field research, go on a 
field trip, learn how to use adobe illustrator, and make a final product using a laser 
cutter. It is amazing to think that all of this work was accomplished in two days and we 
were able to have an exhibition to share our learning with a purposeful audience. The 
work was intense, meaningful, and authentic. The audience was a group of students 
who inspired this project during their second grade year. I was surprised at how 
motivated and nervous I was to present my work to this group of thoughtful, curious 8 
year olds.  
 
I interviewed a new staff member to the High Tech organization to see how someone 
else’s experience of Project slice stacked up in comparison to mine. The new staff 
member had the opportunity to experience the development of content knowledge, 
participate in a field trip, to do independent research on a topic of choice, and to create 
an individual project. My interviewee was a little disappointed with the project slice 
experience. He felt like there wasn’t as much opportunity to reflect and critique the work 
being done. He also felt like he was doing the project for himself. He said it didn’t feel 
authentic. He said that he felt like he was just doing the work for himself.  
 
From a leadership perspective, I think that both Project Slice experiences have some 
important takeaways. In terms of the purpose behind the Odyssey, my experience 
appears to be a better representation of project design and reflective of the High Tech 
High mission. I think we want staff who are new to the organization to see exemplars of 
projects and exemplars of project facilitation. It is also important to recognize that not all 
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projects work for all students. Reflection is a really important component of project work. 
Advisory sessions during the Odyssey are a great opportunity to reflect on what works 
in projects and what doesn’t. Advisors can help make new staff’s learning, experiences, 
and reflections teachable moments that can be used for future project planning once the 
school year begins.  
  
Design Equitable Learning Environments: 
What does it mean to learn deeply? Riordan and Rosenstock (2013) noted that, “When 
we learn- really learn- we transform the content, the self, and the social relations of 
teaching and learning” (p.2). This transformation became tangible for me this week, 
particularly in the area of adult learning. I have begun to shift my thinking about equity 
from classroom practices to thinking about how to use the concept of equity as an 
anchor for school change. I also want to explore the idea of using equity to build a 
culture of collegiality and collaboration among staff. 
  
We learned a variety of activities that support equity in learning for adults. These 
activities ranged from the use of protocols to different tools that support relationship 
building in a very structured and safe way ensuring everyone’s voice is heard. In The 
new urban high School: A practitioner’s guide (1998) the authors stated that, “If a school 
is to be a good learning place for students, it must be a rewarding workplace for 
teachers” (p.4). How can we do a better job of creating a rewarding work environment 
for staff? 
  
I appreciate the time that was taken over the course of the Odyssey and the Core 
Values course to develop, discuss, and implement norms for each unique group of 
people working together.  Sometimes the process feels redundant or you think in your 
head, “we are all adults, it shouldn’t be a big deal.” What I noticed after developing 
several sets of norms is that once developed, these norms become a place of “common 
ground” among staff. Meetings don’t always go well and when norms are in place and 
have been created by the participants in the meeting, the team members can always 
refer back to the norms as a way to resolve problems, move forward when the team 
gets stuck on an idea or topic, and ensure all voices are heard. The High Tech norms 
appear to be used and understood by all veteran staff members I met during the 
Odyssey week. There are 5 basic norms but each team has the opportunity to add 
additional norms to ensure the team has effective agreements in place for collaborating 
with each other and creating a comfortable, safe, and productive work environment. The 
five basic norms include: 
  
·   Hard on the content, soft on the person 
·   Be kind, helpful, and specific 
·   Share the air- step, step back 
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·   Listen to understand 
·         Assume positive intent 
  
I had an interesting reflection about these norms. Good norms apply beyond the context 
of your work environment to your everyday life. I was surprised to find myself framing 
some of my thinking over the weekend using these norms.  For example, I was driving 
in the car with my 16-year old cousin and the person in front of us kept hitting their 
breaks. My cousin, who was the passenger, began making comments about how the 
person couldn’t drive. I was thinking the same thing in my head and then I remembered, 
“Assume positive intent.” I said, “maybe they are looking for an address” and we had a 
conversation about assuming positive intent. 
  
One reason I am excited to explore equity in the context of the larger system and in 
developing a culture of collegiality and adult collaboration is because I believe 
educators working in schools have a responsibility to share their practice with others to 
improve the field’s understanding about teaching and learning. In order to share our 
practice, we must be open to the ideas of others, take the time to listen and give 
feedback, and to share an overarching common goal. 
  
Educators have unique opportunities to study and describe learning on a daily basis. 
They can gather valuable data about teaching and learning and use those data to 
inform educational practice on a larger scale. Typically, data gathering is used as a part 
of the individual teachers’ self-development and professional growth. I am interested in 
creating and supporting environments for teachers so that their work can be 
transformative not only for their growth as an educator but also for other educators. 
  
Caillier (2008) defines action research as “…a systematic inquiry conducted for the 
purpose of not just understanding, but improving, organizations and their practices. (p. 
1).  I believe that “teachers as action researchers” is an important concept.  Many 
educators are connoisseurs of teaching and learning but struggle to make their craft 
transparent in a way that others can “re-see” the work because their teaching routines 
are so ingrained in their practice. I think engaging in this work and helping teachers to 
recognize what they are doing well is one way to build a culture of collaboration and 
collegiality. Caillier (2008) says, “As teachers engage in action research with the 
support of the schools in which they work, a new culture begins to emerge—one of 
collaboration, where teaching is a public practice and a shared responsibility, where 
teachers are leaders in efforts to improve teaching and schooling” (Caillier, p. 3). 
Creating a school culture of transparency among staff leads to open conversations 
about effective teaching practices. As teachers engage in action research and have 
opportunities to share their findings with each other, they are able to support each 
other’s practice, push each other to try new ideas in the classroom, and learn from each 



Dr. Kristen MacConnell 

other. As teachers feel inspired by their work and the work of their colleagues, the work 
environment becomes a place of inspiration and curiosity for not only students, but for 
adults as well.   
  
Engage in Leadership for School Change: 
 I am a connoisseur of educational systems. My past experiences have helped me 
understand the vital role that leaders play in shaping the culture of a school. I have had 
the opportunity to work with strong, effective leaders and to work with very kind 
administrators who struggled to provide vision and to cultivate teacher passion. Some of 
the struggle around vision was a result of too many big ideas that lacked detail and 
follow through. Other struggles around vision centered on a lack of shared vision among 
staff. I have seen lots of changes occur in education settings. I have experienced 
change situations where staff input was elicited and I have also experienced top down 
change. I have seen staff regain their passion for teaching and I have seen the passion 
for teaching slowly slip away. Each school has a story.  I believe that it is important for 
the school leader to listen and understand the school’s story. If a leader takes time to 
understand the school’s story and honor the work that has been done you can begin to 
look for, what Heath (2010) refers to, as “bright spots.” 
  

I thought Heath (2010) and Heifetz and Linsky (2002) posed great guiding questions to 
assist in the identification of bright spots. First, Heath (2010) asked, “What’s working 
and how can we do more of it” (p. 45)? Heifetz and Linsky (2002) posed the question, 
“Of all that we value, what’s really most precious and what’s expendable” (p. 12). If 
these questions are answered collaboratively with the staff, respecting their work and 
their voice, you begin to cultivate a work environment that supports collaboration and 
collegiality. I believe that by involving staff in a discussion around these questions you 
are empowering teachers to reflect on their practice, take a step back and look at the 
bigger picture beyond the classroom, and you are honoring the story of the school. 

I aspire to be a leader who cultivates a unique, positive school culture. I am passionate 
about creating an environment that supports both adults and students in their own deep 
learning, that fosters curiosity, and encourages collaboration. I want to explore different 
ways to create this type of environment. As an educator and a leader I hope that I can 
move from being a good listener and a problem-solver to being a good critical friend. I 
want to be able to ask hard questions of my colleagues so I can help them develop and 
grow into their best selves as educators.   

Our conversations about kind, helpful, and specific feedback during the class 
discussions are good starting points. It is so easy to say, “That’s Awesome” and so 
much more meaningful to say “That’s awesome because….” I also found the activities 
around generating interview questions very useful. The way we choose words is very 
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important and can set the tone for interactions. Remembering to ask “how” questions 
and to avoid questions that imply judgment, such as “why…” could make a difference 
when building relationships or engaging in problem-solving activities. 
  
After participating in the paseos, the dialogic interview, and reflecting on my 
experiences from Monday through Friday in my inquiry journal, I was able to develop a 
new understanding about the importance of building relationships in the beginning of the 
year. In my past experiences the relationship-building experiences haven’t felt authentic 
which makes it hard as a participant to be open and reveal your vulnerabilities. 
However, structured and scaffolded well, these types of activities give people tools for 
being better listeners and allow for opportunities to take on different perspectives that 
not only help in the work environment but can be used with students in classroom and in 
your everyday life. 
 

Weissglass (1990) sums up my learning from our work around effective leadership for 
school change. He writes that “Educational change that is sustainable requires that 
educators be empowered; that they examine their values and views about schools, 
teaching, learning, students, and the various subject fields; that they acknowledge their 
implicit theories, think about the problems they face and see the full range of choices 
available; that they develop new understandings and take responsibility for deciding 
what and how to change” (p.365). 
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