“When Calling Parents Isn’t
Your Calling; A Teacher’s
Guide to Communicating With
Parents” (Guest Blogger
Crystal Frommert)
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I have had the opportunity to record a couple of podcasts with
Crystal Frommert and to read an early copy of her book on
communicating with parents. Crystal writes from her
experiences as a teacher, administrator, instructional coach,
and parent. I invited her to share an excerpt.
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Why do we need to value parent interactions?

I worked with a young, no-nonsense principal early in my
career who was wise well beyond his years. As the school
leader of a public junior high with 1900 students in a
building that only comfortably held 1500, he had to work some
sort of magic to keep the school running smoothly. He once
said to the faculty, “These parents are sending you the best
they have. They’re not hiding their good kids at home.” I'11
admit it was a bizarre thing to say, but his point was that
parents were sending their absolute pride and joy to school.
He expected his faculty and staff to remember this in every
interaction with a parent, even the tough interactions. When
talking with parents about their children, it is far more
emotional than talking about any other topic. Sayde Campoamor
noted in an NPR CodeSwitch interview, consider the brain
science behind conversations about people’s children, “.when
you talk to people in general about their kids, you’re talking
to their amygdalas. And an amygdala 1is a part of your brain
that’s the lizard brain that’s like ‘threat, threat,
threat’.” (https://www.npr.org/transcripts/1096469394 NPR
CodeSwitch Podcast hosted by Max Freedman and Mark Winston
Grittith May 4, 2022)

A few times, I had to tell parents that their pride and joy
was struggling in my math class or that they had misbehaved in
class. No matter how they responded to this news, I had to
always remember that if we did not work as partners, I could
not do my job effectively. I needed that parent to support
their child at home, support the work I sent home, and work
toward the same goals for their child’s success. I needed that
parent to trust me as a professional educator and also trust
that I made decisions with their child’s best interest in
mind.

Working with parents within healthy boundaries
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Partnering with parents doesn’t mean catering to their
demands. Like a good doctor would work with a patient toward a
healthy solution, a teacher works with the parent toward a
solution that is best for the student. If an overbearing
parent wants to walk their middle schooler to the classroom
door every day, we have to take a firm stance that this
behavior is not best for their child. If a parent expects you
to spend a disproportionate amount of your resources on their
child, you can set boundaries around what is reasonable. The
hard part is convincing the parent to partner with us on this
decision. Try these sentence stems to get the conversation
started:

» The last time we spoke regarding Joey’s behavior in
class, I appreciated your support in helping him move
forward and correct his behavior. I am hoping that we
can work together again to resolve this issue.

I absolutely see your point of view here that

Additionally, Samantha needs to
develop skills that will help her

»Did Joanna tell you about what happened at lunch
yesterday? I am curious about what you heard at home.

Happy notes

Whether you teach little kids or big kids, many parents want
to hear happy things from their child’'s teacher. Early in my
career, I was given fantastic advice to make sure your first
interaction with a parent is a positive one. If you suspect
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that you will need to contact the parents of a particular
child with a negative message, then reach out very early to
get the positive message out when you can. As a math teacher,
I took the time to write a personalized email to each family
during the first week of school. To save time writing dozens
of similar messages, the bulk of the body of the email was
copied and pasted. I was sure to add something personal to the
email.

Writing an email for each family takes a while, but the
investment of time that you put in during the early weeks will
pay off for the rest of the year. The parents get a good
impression of you as the teacher, and they know that you know
their child.

Sending happy notes to parents throughout the year is one of
the most rewarding ways to spend a few minutes of your day. A
happy note is a short message telling a parent that their
child has done something remarkable. The meaning of remarkable
has a broad range here. The best time to send a happy note 1is
when a child, who typically only receives negative notes or
calls, has shown improvement or has completed a positive task.

Without sounding too transactional, sending messages like this
are like deposits into the parent partnership bank. Like a
bank account, the balance is maintained through deposits and
withdrawals. You want to keep a positive balance.

Partnering with parents can also head off potential academic
and discipline issues. In the book, “No More Taking Away
Recess and 0Other Problematic Discipline Practices,” the
authors include a section titled “Talk With and About

Families.” This section advises educators to “talk to families
early on about your students.” The story told in this section
involves a sixth grade girl whose mother was getting remarried
to a man the child didn’'t like. This life event was causing a
lot of stress for the student. The teacher was in contact with
the child’s mother frequently, therefore, was able to frame
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the child’s display of being distant and critical in a way
that allowed the teacher to support her because he knew the
cause of her behavior. The teacher and the parent partnered to
support the student to use writing as a way to express her
anger in a healthy way. By staying in close communication with
the child’'s family, the teacher was able to redirect the
negative behavior which benefited both the home and the
classroom environment.

Find Crystal’s book here and read more of Crystal’s articles
here.
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thoughts on building the parent/teacher partnership from the
parents’ perspective. That partnership 1is important to
maximize a student’s success in school. When is a phone call
or even a short visit at school a better choice than an email?
Crystal also describes the changing parent role as your
youngster moves from elementary to middle to high school age.

Find Crystal’s book here.
Read more of Crystal’s articles here.
Find Crystal on Twitter: @mrs_frommert

Subscribe to the Steve Barkley Ponders Qut Loud podcast on
iTunes or visit_BarkleyPD.com to find new episodes!

Podcast: Switching Students'’
Focus From Grades to Learning

Steve Barkley Teacher Edition
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OUT LOUD =Ny i Learning

Many teachers get frustrated with students’ questions such as,
“Does this count in my grade?” or “What can I do for extra
credit?” Middle school math teacher, Crystal Frommert, shares
strategies that teachers can implement to encourage students
to focus on learning rather than “getting a grade.” Crystal’s
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goal: making grades more accurate, collaborative, and much
less stressful.

Find Crystal’s article, “Five Ways to Help Students Focus on
Learning Rather Than Grades” here.

Find Crystal on Twitter: @mrs_ frommert

Subscribe to the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast on
iTunes or visit_BarkleyPD.com to find new episodes!

PODCAST TRANSCRIPT
Steve [Intro]: 00:00 Hello and welcome to the Teacher edition

of Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud. The complexity of teaching
is both challenging and rewarding and my curiosity is peaked
whenever I explore with teachers, the multiple pathways for
facilitating student engagement in the exciting world of
learning. This podcast looks to serve teachers as they
motivate and support their learners. Thanks for listening. I’'m
delighted that you’re here.

Steve: 00:34 Switching students’ focus from grades to
learning. Joining us today is Crystal Frommert, a secondary
math instructor who had joined me earlier, a few years back on
a podcast. More recently I read a piece that she had written
in Edutopia and I wanted to invite her back. The title of her
article was, “Five Ways to Help Students Focus on Learning
rather Than On Grades” and it struck a chord with me because
it really connects to the work that I do on promoting student
learning production behaviors. And often, the behaviors that
are focused on grades aren’t the behaviors that students need
to be focused on learning. So I'm excited to have Crystal join
us here.

Crystal: 01:32 Hi. Thank you for having me.

Steve: 01:34 Your article starts sharing frustrations that
arise for you when students ask those questions such as, “does
this count? Is it on the test?” And, “how do I get an A?” And


https://www.edutopia.org/article/5-ways-help-students-focus-learning-rather-grades
https://www.edutopia.org/article/5-ways-help-students-focus-learning-rather-grades
https://www.edutopia.org/article/5-ways-help-students-focus-learning-rather-grades
https://www.edutopia.org/article/5-ways-help-students-focus-learning-rather-grades
https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/steve-barkley-ponders-out-loud/id1254070860?mt=2
https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/steve-barkley-ponders-out-loud/id1254070860?mt=2
http://barkleypd.com

I was smiling to myself because I’ve actually heard those
questions when I'm teaching teachers in graduate level courses
and I get just as frustrated then. So you mentioned that you
found out that other teachers in your school shared some of
that same frustration.

Crystal: 02:10 Exactly. And it comes from parents as well. You
know, some parents have that grade mindset and then it rubs
off on their children. And I teach middle school primarily,
and I have my little middle schoolers thinking about how do I
earn an A, how do I get a hundred on this quiz? And I'm really
making that effort, I'm trying to help them to see that we are
learning here, and this is not for a grade, which 1is really
difficult to undo that mindset, especially if they’re hearing
it from home. And as you said my fellow colleagues are having
the same issue where, how many points off did you take for
this rather than, how can you help me understand what I missed
here?

Steve: 02:52 So I’'ll give you a history lesson.

Steve: 02:57 I started teaching in 1972 in a non-graded
school. We didn’'t have a report card. We had parent
conferences. And using carbon paper at parent conferences, we
wrote notes as we were reporting out to the parents where
their children were at. And I would have this graph where I
would show the parent all the different math concepts we were
covering that quarter and I'd show which ones their child has
mastered and which ones their child was still working on. And
we get all the way to the end and they would always look at me
and go, “what grade is that? And I would have to look at them
and go, I don’t know.

Crystal: 03:48

Steve: 03:51 But it was so embedded and here we are coming up
on 50 years later and the same struggle is still out there. It
is a battle. In your



article, you offered five adjustments that teachers could make
to point students more in the direction of focusing on
learning. And I thought what we could do in the podcast is, I
just mention those one at a time, and you provide us a a
little bit of your thinking around them. So the first one you
mentioned was adjust your language both with kids and parents.

Crystal: 04:34 I think this is the most important one. That's
why I started with this adjusting language because it starts
with me and the change starts with how I approach grade
outlook in my class. So I have stopped using the word grades
as often as I used to. This is my 23rd year of teaching and
way back in the day, I was right in that mindset of you earned
an A or A+ and this is gonna count for a grade and my language
was promoting this grade obsession. So I've made a huge effort
in my class to change my language with kids and parents. I
focus on words like performance or how did you do on this
concept? And avoid the whole grade conversation completely the
best so that I can. When I send an email to parents, or I'm
talking to parents in a conference, I do focus on what the
child is learning, what their progress is like and I try to
avoid the whole number and letter grade conversation
completely.

Steve: 05:36 I'm smiling as I'm listening to you because I
know that waving the grade as the carrot can be so easy at a
frustrated moment to throw out the the threat or the
encouragement for the grade. It could almost pop out — I'd
have to be conscious of holding that back.

Crystal: 05:59 Exactly. One of the things that I do with
parents, if they push, because some are very interested in
grades, and if they push, “well, how did he do? What was the
grade?” Like you mentioned with your story, in 1972, what'’s
the grade? This might be a little sneaky, but I will say,
okay, well, they earned 35 points out of 42 if they’re pushing
for some sort of numer representation. And I know that’s a
little sneaky, because that doesn’t really tell you your



percentage. You have to think a little bit or use a calculator
for that. And I hope not to deceive anyone, but I'm really
trying to deemphasize the whole idea of points and more of the
learning.

Steve: 06:41 So the second suggestion you had was delay the
grade.

Crystal: 06:45 Yes. This is another favorite of mine. And I
avoid talking about grades, but I also avoid putting their
grades on their

papers. At first, my middle schoolers were very annoyed by
this. They get used to it as the year goes on. And I’'ll grade
a test because we have traditional tests in my school -
traditional quizzes, traditional tests, pencil and paper. And
what I do, and I learned this from another teacher, I can’t
take credit for this myself, but what I do is I mark their
test with comments, circles, arrows, notes, but I indicate on
another sheet of paper, separately, how many points were
deducted for that particular error. The kids never see that
unless they ask for it. I think I’'ve had one child in two
years come to me and say, can I see how many points you
deducted on my test?

Crystal: 07:37 But the beauty of delaying the grade is I hand
back their test, they’re looking at their actual performance
rather than a number grade. They’'re looking at my feedback
because there’s research that supports once they see a grade,
they stop looking at the teacher feedback. And my kids have
actually gotten pretty good at this. They will look through
their test, they’ll see my markings and my feedback, they
pretty much have an idea of how they’ve done on this test. And
they’'re starting to use the language rather than “I earned a
95, I earned a 85.” They'’re starting to use the language of I
did not do so well with graphing absolute value functions,
which is — now it’s not perfect. Of course, they’re not all
talking like that, but that’s the goal, is to get them talking
about their actual performance on a concept.



Steve: 08:23 Whenever I’'ve addressed that I use the example
with teachers that you know, imagine your administrator came
in and did an observation, and they just took two pages of
really good notes and feedback suggestions, but when they got
to the bottom of the second page, they had to check a box that
said “outstanding, satisfactory or needs improvement,” I asked
the teachers, how many of you think you’d turn and check that
that box before you read the comments? And then how do you
think having read the box, it would influence the way that you
read through the comments? And everybody agrees — they totally
get that the kids are in effect responding the same way we do.

Crystal: 09:10 Right. And what that does to us. I mean, kids
and adults were not that different. And just seeing that
number grade, psychologically, it can be damaging to say, “you
think I'm a four out of five?” It's too heavy for us. It's
arbitrary in many ways. And think about in corporate world —
my husband works in corporate and he never gets a grade for
his performance. He gets a narrative from his supervisor and a
conversation and that’s very standards based assessment. That
happens in the real world.

Steve: 09:45 The next one that you suggested was lower the
stakes.

Crystal: 09:49 Yes. If you’ve ever taught really high
achieving kids who love grades, love getting their hundreds,
love getting their stickers, you probably have seen tears. And
sadly, I teach middle school math and I’'ve seen tears. You
know, “I earned an 81 and I'm devastated.” That kind of thing.
So I've tried to lower the stakes in a few ways. One is I do
have to give quizzes and to help ease some of the anxiety that
comes with that assessment, I automatically drop the lowest
quiz grade. That right there eases — I can see it in their
face. I can see it in their bodies. They’'re like, okay, I
didn’t know this topic all that well, but it’s right because
the lowest rate is dropped. I get a little bit of a freebie.
And I think that’s really important, even though it doesn’t



really affect their final grade all that much.

Crystal: 10:43 It's very much helping them to realize it'’s
okay to have a mistake. It’s okay to have an off day. It's
okay to not understand something right away, because learning
is obviously not a race. So that’s one of the things that I
do. I also don’t grade homework. And I know that can be a
controversial topic, but I teach middle school and you get
some teachers who will say, well, will they actually do the
homework? There’s so much research that Dr. Peter Liljedahl
does on if it’s a grade, you’ll find that kids are just kind
of mimicking homework or copying homework or faking, and I
want them doing their homework for learning. And I don’t take
a grade on it. If you don’t do it, there’s no penalty on your
grade, but it’s gonna penalize your learning. And I have that
conversation with my kids often.

Steve: 11:31 That really matches when I talk about a learning
production behavior. So if the homework is appropriate, if
it’'s the right homework, it’s reinforcing a learning
production behavior. It’s a practice of a skill or a strategy,
or it’s the exploration of another option, or it’'s a quick way
to get feedback. So nothing should prepare me for the test
like knowing when am I stuck on homework. If I'm stuck and
struggling, I should be checking back in with the teacher. If
I can do the homework all along, then I should be pretty
confident when it comes time to the test if the teacher’s
doing an appropriate assessment.

Crystal: 12:15 Exactly. And I still expect them to do
homework. I have high expectations for my kids. And if I
notice a trend, you know, they’'re not putting in the practice,
I will have a one-on-one conversation with that kid or their
parents if I need to, because I still have that expectation
that the practice is done.

Steve: 12:33 And also, again, the chance for them to get the
feedback. If they’re not doing the homework, you can’t give



them the appropriate feedback to be helpful and supportive to
them.

Crystal: 12:41 Exactly.

Steve: 12:43 I'm guessing that lower the stakes kind of
connects with the next one, which is providing retakes.

Crystal: 12:50 Right. They are connected, and it depends on
your school’s policy on offering retake tests or offering
corrections for points back. And I think this can be a little
bit of a controversial topic depending on the school culture
that you’'re in. But like I said, learning is not a race. So if
a student has to take their chapter four test on Tuesday, but
they’'re not quite ready for that, I still do expect them to
sit for the test and take it. But afterwards, we have a test
reflection time. We talk about, how did you do with this? And
depending on your school and what they allow, you could have
them study the things that they’ve missed, revisit that or
reteach a tutorial session and then come back and retake that
test later, or do some kind of correction for that.

Crystal: 13:41 Because if you are in a traditional grade
school, you do have to give a grade for that test. But why
does it have to be, “did you know everything in chapter four
on Tuesday?” Could it be, “you didn’t know everything on
Tuesday, but with some remediation, some help, he knew
everything mostly on Friday.” And I know that adds so much
more work for the teacher, but it does help the kids realize
this is a growth mindset. This 1is not a deadline of learning
because I'm continually growing.

Steve: 14:12 I worked with a teacher who did retakes, but she
had a requirement and the requirement was you had to document
what you did between the first test and the retake in order to
qualify for a retake. So you couldn’t come and just roll the
dice again. So if you documented here’s the things that I
didn’t know and here’s the help I got, and so now I'm back and



I went back and I reread that chapter and now I’'d like to
retake it, but you had to document there’s something you
learned from not passing the test not doing as well as you
wanted. There’s something you learned that lead you to a
behavior that now qualifies you for the retake.

Crystal: 15:04 Exactly. And that's why I have a test
reflection. And so after each test, every student, they
reflect on — it’'s a metacognitive activity. They reflect on
what did they do to prepare for this assessment. I ask them to
indicate specifically, what did you do well on? And what could
you improve on? And they have to write down, not, I earned a
90, I'd like to earn a hundred. That'’s not the point of that.
It's, I would like to do better with adding negative numbers,
or something like that. So they’re really thinking about their
own learning and what you’re saying, with the teacher who
requires them to reflect on what they’ve done to improve their
learning, that all comes down to this overarching thing of
relationships and having that relationship, knowing your kids,
showing them you care, showing them you want them to learn and
being side by side with them in that journey, I think that
that’s the overarching theme of the whole idea of un-grading.

Steve: 16:03 And your last one allows self grading.

Crystal: 16:06 Yes. So I do get some feedback from you know,
some of my kids — especially the ones who are getting ready
for high school, but grades are so important. I gotta get in
the best college and all of these teachers and parents will
say the same thing, but grades are so important because of
college, because of college. And I'm really tired of talking
about college when it comes to a 13 year olds, because it’s so
far in the future. Don’t worry. They’'re gonna get there.
They’re gonna be alright. And one of the things that I can do
to still give you that grade that everybody'’s looking for, and
everybody kind of wants in the end is have a conversation
about a self assessment. And there’s, a company called Mastery
Portfolio that is a great book system, but it it’s based on



standards based grading.

Crystal: 16:53 And they do have a self assessment feature in
their software, which is fantastic because it’s giving the
children a chance to say, this is how I’'ve grown, this is what
I've learned. And they can help you, you and the child and the
teacher together create a grade for them. And it’s a
collaborative process. So I’'ll give you an example of this
where I met with a student who was struggling with a
particular concept in my algebra class, and we sat together
and discussed, what grade do you feel that you’'ve earned
through this process? And he was really taken aback by this
conversation. Like, what do you mean you want my input on
this? And we talked, we had a rubric based on how much have
you grown? What do you know about this? And he was so honest
about his own learning, and we came together to come up with a
grade that he would earn for this particular test. And this
was a unique situation. But there, there are times that you
can sit with a kid on a project and have a rubric, have them
self assess themselves on a rubric, and then it becomes a
collaborative process of their final grade, if you will.

Steve: 18:02 So, all the way back to my beginning of my career
story with you. I was teaching grade five and six at that time
and we wrote the

parent conferences one on one. Oh. So I would take almost the
full day before parent conferences and meet with kids one on
one, and we’d go right down the different content areas,
looking at their work and coming up with what the report was
gonna be to their parents and you just can’t beat that kind of
time investment with kids.

Crystal: 18:35 Exactly. That is so important to give kids
ownership of their own 1learning, to give them that
responsibility. And I do something similar. We have to do
narrative comments at our school. We write a paragraph for
each child, for each term report card, and I have my students
write their own narrative. Only I see it, it’s not published.



And they write this on a Google form, and I get to see what
they’'re thinking about their own progress and their own
learning in my class for that term and it helps me in turn to
write the narrative comment for them. So it’s student informed
comment that I'm writing to their parents. So it’s not as
ideal as meeting them one on one. I would love to do that if I
had more time, but this comment is helpful because it’'s making
them think about their own progress and journey.

Steve: 19:27 Very cool. Very cool. Well, as we wrap up,
there’s a comment that you wrote at the end of your article
that captured me. So I wanna read it out loud and have you
respond to it. Your comment said that your goal is making
grades more accurate, collaborative, and less stressful.

Crystal: 19:54 Yes.
Steve: 19:56 That’s just an awesome statement.

Crystal: 19:58 Thank you. I think there’s so much research out
there about how grades are inaccurate. We are mixing 1in
handwriting, did you turn something in on time? That has
nothing to do with your learning. Those are behaviors or your
aesthetics of how your paper looks. And the collaboration,
which I just talked about is involving the student in that
conversation of their assessment and their final grade. That
is extremely important, especially for secondary kids. You can
start as young as 10 years old of having that conversation of
your own learning and the stress. The stress is unbelievably
high, at least — I work in an independent school, and we do
have a bit of an obsessive culture with grades. And my goal
is, I'm only a math teacher. I'm only one classroom, but my
goal and many of my colleague’s goals are to make school more
fun, less stressful, and more about learning.

Steve: 20:59 Terrific. Thank you so much, Cystal, for joining
us. What’s the best way that people who are listening to this
can touch base with you with a question? We’ll put the link to
your article in the lead-in to the podcast so it’ll be easy



for folks to find.

Crystal: 21:15 I'm pretty active on Twitter, and my Twitter
handle is @mrs frommert. If you just search Frommert, I think
it will come up. There’s not many teachers with that last
name. And I love to engage on Twitter with questions and
conversations about, especially math education.

Steve: 21:39 Alright. We will post that. Thanks.
Crystal: 21:42 Thank you, Steve. This has been great.

Steve: 21:45 Thanks for listening in folks. I’'d love to hear
what you’'re pondering. You can find me on Twitter
@stevebarkley or send me your questions and find my videos and
blogs at barkleypd.com

Podcast: Instructional
Coaching Experience Prior to
Entering Administrative
Positions
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Increasingly today, many educators are moving from an
instructional coaching role to administrative positions at the
school and district level. Crystal Frommert, a current middle
school instructional coach who will begin a new position next
school year as an assistant middle school head, joins this
podcast. Crystal and Steve explore how she envisions her
instructional coaching experiences 1impacting her new
leadership role.

Read Crystal’s Article on Edutopia, “4 Ways to Maximize the
Benefit of Having an Instructional Coach,” here.

Read Steve'’'s blog, “Why Reach Out For Coaching,” here.

Follow Crystal on Twitter: @mrs_ frommert

Subscribe to the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast on
iTunes or visit_BarkleyPD.com to find new episodes!

PODCAST TRANSCRIPT
Steve [Intro]: 00:01 Hello, and welcome to the parents as

learning coaches edition of the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud
podcast. Parents and caregivers play many different roles, at
times, even somewhat conflicting roles as they support
children’s development. The pandemic has shown a light on the
importance of parents supporting learners. In this podcast,
I'll look to share my experiences as a teacher, educator,
parent, grandparent, and continuous learner that can support
your coaching efforts.

Steve: 00:28 Instructional coaching experience prior to
entering into administrative positions. Joining us on the
podcast today is Crystal Frommert, a middle school
instructional coach from the Houston area. I was introduced to
Crystal when reading an article that she had written that
encouraged teachers to reach out and engage with instructional
coaches. Her thoughts encouraged me to share her thinking and
extend it with some of my own regarding a coaching culture in
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schools. I’'ll put the link to Crystal’s article and mine in
the lead-in to this podcast. When Crystal and I connected, I
found out that she was taking a administrative position 1in a
new school next year. As we talked further, I asked her if she
would join me in this podcast to take a look at how being an
instructional coach is 1likely to influence her new
administrator role. Thanks for joining us, Crystal.

Crystal: 01:33 Thank you. Glad to be here.

Steve: 01:35 I'm wondering if you’'d start by just giving us a
little bit of your background as a teacher and a coach.

Crystal: 01:42 Yeah, Steve. So thank you so much for having me
today. I began teaching in year 2000 and over the past 20
years or so I’'ve taught mainly middle-school math with a few
years of technology classes squeezed in there. I’'ve taught in
public, parochial and international schools, mostly in the
Houston area. I even spent a brief time as a university
adjunct teaching pre-service teachers. So my story
transitioning from being a math teacher in middle school to
being an instructional coach really started by me taking on
roles outside of the classroom. Being a grade level
coordinator, being a mentor to new hires, new teachers at our
school. And I realized that, you know how Marie Kondo says
when, you know, when something sparks joy, you feel your cells
lift. And I noticed that feeling of my cells lifting and that
joy being sparked when I was working with adults in the
community, working with adults in the school and realized this
is really where I want to go.

Crystal: 02:46 So I had a very frank conversation with my head
of school who was very supportive and wonderful, and she
really helped me to seek out opportunities beyond the
classroom. That led to me being a part-time instructional
coach and also teaching math at the same time. And then that
transitioned into a full-time instructional coach position
that I have now. And I have decided that I want to keep going



on this journey and I have accepted an assistant head of
middle school position that I will begin at a new school
starting this summer. So throughout all of these twists and
turns and throughout my career, my heart still remains in
middle school education. So I'm very grateful that I get to
remain there.

Steve: 03:28 Middle school is an exciting place. I recently
recorded a podcast with a gal who who wrote a book called,
“Middl School Matters” and

it certainly does. That's also as a grandparent of a current
middle-schooler. I was wondering as I was listening to you, as
a teacher, did you have many chances to experience being
coached?

Crystal: 03:57 Actually, no. I wish I had, and I listed that
in my article thar you mentioned previously. I think I would
have been a much, much better teacher. I think it was pretty
okay, but I could have been a much, much better teacher if I
had had somebody coming in more frequently into my classroom
giving me feedback that was non-evaluative. I wish I had the
opportunity as a teacher throughout the years.

Steve: 04:22 So how do you think that experience of not being
coached influenced you when you began working as a coach?

Crystal: 04:35 That'’'s an interesting question because, you
know, every time somebody would come into the classroom to
observe me teaching,

I always felt just a little bit of apprehension, nervousness.
But I'm very grateful that I had a math department head. And
in our school, the department chairs or department heads, they
were the ones who did all the observations of our classes. So
I had someone coming into my room who knew the math, who knew
the content, which I think was very important because it
helped me to grow in that area. He also was a phenomenal
teacher and knew a lot about pedagogy as well. And he, when he
came in to observe my classes, he would write down really just



straight notes of what he saw, what he heard. And then he left
it up to me to read those and to interpret what I needed to
work on.

Crystal: 05:24 So I suppose in a way, that is a form of
coaching, even though that was an evaluative observation, but
he opened the conversation to, what do you think about this
lesson? What would you like to work on? What do you think went
well, that set the tone for me as a coach. And I took a lot of
what I learned from him as a math department, head into my
coaching role. But the big difference there is that when I
visit teachers, I'm not coming in for an evaluative role and I
do also try to pre meet with the teachers to ask, what is it
you'd like for me to look for? Is there anything in particular
that you want me to listen for or look for and give you
feedback on? So that’s the main difference between the
evaluation and non-evaluative observations.

Steve: 06:12 As I'm listening, going all the way back to your
statement that you think you could have been a stronger
teacher faster, maybe with coaching and listening to what you
said about your experiences with that with that head of the
department, I'm wondering if the word reflection is the key 1in
that coaching process that you’re describing.

Crystal: 06:40 Right. Right. If I had somebody to come into
the room to, you know, watch what I'm doing to give me
feedback on what I'm doing, I would have had the opportunity
more so, or maybe if I had recorded my own lessons, you know,
with a camera, which I have done a couple of times, but I
never really thought early in my career, oh, this is coaching.
This is part of reflection, right? I didn’t have that
vocabulary yet. So I think that, yes, you're right, that the
reflection piece would have been really helpful and looking
back on, how did that lesson go? And how could I change that
to be better for my kids next time?

Steve: 07:16 Reflection on our own is difficult. And it’s part



of why I’'ve always described the piece of the power of
coaching is that coaching lives on after the coaching session.
So once you engage in that reflection that the coach has kind
of triggered, for the next days and weeks, you have a tendency
to continue that reflective process. And we can all kind of
meander away from it and so our next session with a coach or
with a colleague is our opportunity to to come back to it.

Crystal: 07:51 Right. I also try to bring that reflection
piece into my teaching as well or help the teachers that I'm
coaching to bring that into their classrooms to help the kids
also do reflections on their own.

Steve: 08:03 Yeah. Reflection — key to learning. For the kids
and for us as adults. I'm wondering what mindsets you think
you’'ve developed from your coaching experiences that you’ll
likely carry forward into into your new leadership role?

Crystal: 08:22 Well, as I became a instructional coach, I
really look to — I have a few people that I’'ve been following
that really have guided me through my career and I look to
their work. You, of course being one of them, Jim Knight,
Elena Aguilar, Kim Cofino, Bernie Brown, who everybody loves
and Michael Bungay Stanier. Those are really the people I
follow on social media, I read the books and there’s a common
thread that follows through all of their work and that is the
idea of staying curious. And I take that mindset of staying
curious through my work with teachers, my work with colleagues
and administrators, my work with kids, my work with parents,
and what that means, staying curious is, asking thoughtful
questions, listening deeply — listening’s very difficult. So
putting a lot of effort into listening deeply and then guiding
the person that you’re working with or that you’re having a
conversation with to come to their own solutions.

Steve: 09:26 So you connect right with me with curious and
I've I've written substantially that that’s part of if a coach
will use their curiosity, it drives the work of the coach. And
I've always seen teaching and learning as being so complex



that it creates lots of opportunity for curious, ongoing study
and exploration. I'm wondering in your new administrative
role, how do you see yourself working with an instructional
coach if that position’s there or working with teacher leaders
who have similar coaching roles that might be described as
grade levels or department heads?

Crystal: 10:22 Right. So being a leader in any organization, I
think also, especially in a school, we really do need to come
to our work with a coaching mindset. That'’s staying curious,
that open conversation mindset. And with my new school, we
have curriculum coordinators. So these coordinators, they do
serve a bit of a role of an instructional coach by working
with the teachers on a particular content area. That might be
humanities, that might be STEM content. So by working with
these curriculum coordinators, my goal is to model and to work
with them, with that staying curious, that having questions.
Not the authoritative, this is what we’re going to do, but
let’s come to this together. We are all professionals. We have
lots of wonderful rich experiences. How can we bring all of
that to the table to come up with the best lessons, the best
projects, the best programming that we can for our kids? And
then hopefully, you know, with that work with the curriculum
coordinators, they can bring that to the teachers and their
conversations. I really would love to get that coaching
conversation going throughout all of the faculty and staff and
all of our conversations from all the way from head of school,
to the teachers and then the teachers can use that with the
kids. That’'s what I would like to spark. I’'d like the spark
that fire of staying curious and deep conversations.

Steve: 11:48 So I had a question I was going to ask you about
a coaching and I think that’s what you’re describing.

Crystal: 11:55 Yes.

Steve: 11:56 So what do you think is the how? What would you
see as critical leadership behaviors that you would be



executing in order to bring about that outcome?

Crystal: 12:12 Well, I think about as an assistant head of
middle school, I have three constituencies that I'll be
working with mainly. That will be faculty, parents, and with
kids. And I think about what would I do and how would I bring
myself to working with those constituencies and still
maintaining the coaching mindset? So for example, for
teachers, that would be pre meeting with the teachers before I
observe their classes and having that open conversation,
letting them have the ownership of their, you know, their
observation. What would you like for me to look for, letting
them set their own professional goals. I really hope that when
I walk into the room to do an observation with a teacher, that
there’s not that feeling of anxiety or feeling of
apprehension, but they see me as a person there to help them
grow. And we’'re all here to grow.

Crystal: 13:06 We all have room to improve. That’'s what I hope
to set. And I would build relationships first to hopefully,
you know, ease that apprehension. And secondly, for parents, I
would work a lot with parents as assistant head of middle
school. And a lot of that would look like listening. I’'m
asking the parents, tell me more about what you see Steve
doing at home. And tell me more about how we can support you
and we can partner with you, rather than being the
disciplinarian. This is what we’re going to do. Let’s build
this together. Let’s support your child together. And maybe
even bringing in the child in that conversation, if it'’s
appropriate.

Crystal: 13:58 And for third for the kids, I will be working
with a lot of kids, you know, and perhaps maybe uncomfortable
situations that involve a disciplinary 1issue because let’s
face it, middle school kids do make some weird decisions
sometimes, right? And I hope to bring a coaching mindset to
that conversation as well, that hopefully other faculty will
see that I could model for them. That might look like talking



with the student, asking them what happened, you know, if
there was harm done, coming to the conversation with the
restorative approach. You know, what harm was done and how can
we repair that harm? How can I support you in this? And so
it’s really empowering in giving that child agency and going
forward. I do love to end conversations with my kids by
saying, what will you take away from our conversation today?
Because it really makes them reflect, it makes them
accountable for listening to what we had talked about and
retaining it. And I do that with faculty as well at the end of
the coaching conversation. I’'ll say, you know, what was about
what we talked about today? And it’s a nice cap to the
conversation.

Steve: 14:56 Well, it actually creates an opportunity for them
to give you coaching feedback,

Crystal: 15:02 Right. As we all have room to grow. Yes, yes.

Steve: 15:05 0f what they’re walking away with, this is what
you were hoping they were going to walk away with, it gives
you that chance to back up and rethink how you played that
whole thing out.

Crystal: 15:16 Right.

Steve: 15:17 What's firing through my mind as I was listening
to you talk about working with each of those different groups,
that at times when I've been doing a a workshop for school
administrators and coaching, and I’'ll frequently find,
especially assistant principals, talking about the limited
amount of time that they have to coach. Especially in some of
the schools where they get a lot of discipline that they’re
needing to deal with. I generally work in the conversation
that those disciplines settings are pretty good coaching
opportunities. So if you'’re dealing with the teacher about
what happened and how it happened, you’re coaching the
teacher, you’re coaching the student and as you added, you end



up in a coaching session with with the parent as well.

Crystal: 16:06 Right. And there’s something you said in a
previous podcast of yours that really rang true with me, that,
you know, when there is a discipline issue in the classroom
and the teacher goes straight to the assistant head or
straight to the principal of the school, the principal can
reply back with, have you asked the instructional coach, if
you have one — have you asked the instructional coach to
observe your class? And what would they say about what’s going
on? Because that builds that coaching culture in the school
that gives the instructional coach a role in supporting that
teacher in finding his or her own empowerment with helping
that child. And it also gives, like you were saying with the
time limitations, again, it takes away a little bit of the
time that a principal might have to spend on a discipline
issue when it really could be something that an instructional
coach could help with.

Steve: 16:58 I want to throw you a little curve question here
just because of the time that we’'re in. I'm doing a lot of my
work right now, focusing folks on next year and post-COVID
times in schools. As a leader coming into that school, what
would you think you need to keep in your mind about what'’s
most important to be happening in those first weeks and months
of the school year?

Crystal: 17:25 Yeah, that’'s really difficult to think about
because, you know, with everything changing you know, kids
might be vaccinated, they might not be vaccinated, who could
be close to each other, what’'s the CDC gonna say? But on the
educational standpoint of looking at that, the first and
foremost important thing that we need to keep in our minds as
educators 1is relationships and wellbeing of our kids. Some of
these kids have gone through some pretty rough stuff in the
last, you know, 15 months and some families have gone through
some pretty rough patches. It’s been pretty devastating for
everybody. So really keeping that empathy and benefit of the



doubt for our kids, you know, coming with care with the kids
and this whole idea of learning loss, it needs to be thrown
out the window, right? We can’t keep focusing on that term of
learning loss.

Crystal: 18:18 We have grown in other ways as a human species,
we really have learned a lot in the last year or so. In
keeping the positive mindset in that direction of we’ve grown,
we’'ve learned as humans, how can we support each other? We’'re
all brothers and sisters here to work together and keeping
that in mind and not trying to rush the curriculum, cram it
down their throats. I think that sometimes teachers might feel
that pressure, maybe it’s an external pressure that they're
feeling, but relationship building would be first and foremost
of my mind and building the beginning of the school year
mindset with our kids. And the curriculum, all of that, it can
be paused. They can wait, we don’t need to rush it.

Steve: 19:03 Great. Great. Crystal, how can folks check in
with you follow up with you, maybe provide some questions that
they’ve got from things

that you've said?

Crystal: 19:16 Yeah. So I have a Twitter account that 1is
@mrs_frommert. So I’'ll spell that — it’'s @M RS, FROMM
ERT. Mrs. Frommert. And that’s where I'm pretty active with
sharing and having conversations. So I really welcome anybody
to interact with me there.

Steve: 19:44 Okay. We’ll be sure to add that again, to the to
the lead-in. And I think I'd like to make a date with you for
a year from now.

Crystal: 19:56 I would love that.

Steve: 19:56 We’ll stick it on the calendar a year from now.
We’ll jump back on a podcast and let you tell what what
happened and how it compared

to to what you thought was going to happen in the — I know



you’'ve got a great year of learning and excitement along with
meeting.

Crystal: 20:18 Right. And I'm very interested also in learning
what I will say a year from now, because I really do have all
these high hopes for supporting a coaching culture in my new
school. And I cannot wait to find out how that’s going to play
out and see how much that spreads, because I really do want to
model that for everyone in the school and to work with
everyone. And, you know, through my interviewing and meeting
everyone there, I already know that the faculty there and the
staff there, they already do have this mindset of growth and
of supporting each other. So I think I'm coming into a really
great environment that that’s ready for that.

Steve: 21:00 Terrific. Well, have a great end of this year and
just a terrific start in your new position.

Crystal: 21:04 You too. Thank you for your time.
Steve: 21:07 You bet. Bye-bye.
Crystal: 21:07 Bye.

Steve [Outro]: 21:10 Thank you for 1listening. You can
subscribe to Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud on iTunes and
Podbean. And please remember to rate and review us on iTunes.
I also want to hear what you’'re pondering. You can find me on
Twitter @stevebarkley, or send me your questions and find my
videos and blogs at barkleypd.com.

Why Reach Out for Coaching?

Crystal Frommert, a middle school instructional coach,
recently shared,” Coaches can do a lot to help even veteran
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teachers improve, especially when teachers know what kinds of
support they’re looking for.” Her article presents 4 Ways to
Maximize the Benefit of Having an Instructional Coach. She
proposes that a start is for teachers is to:

= Not wait for the coach to reach out to you.

» Know that no ask is too large or too small.

» Invite the coach to your classroom with a “look for”
request.

= Share your successes.

Here are three of my go-to reasons that teachers should be
encouraged to reach out to available coaches: instructional
coaches, colleagues, and 1in many cases building
administrators. (Virtually, the availability of coaching has
been multiplied.)

Conscious practice: Much of our teaching decision-making, by
necessity, occurs unconsciously. (Similar to driving a car.)
There 1s so much that a teacher is processing that many
choices must be unconscious decisions, such as after I have
asked a question, “Which student do I select for a response?”

Because of the reflection generated by a coach’s questions in
a pre-conference, I can decide that for this observation I
want to focus on which students I call upon and when. Having
done that reflection in the conference, my practice is likely
to be much more conscious, even if the coach has her schedule
disrupted and misses the observation. If my coach is present,
I will be extra conscious throughout the lesson, definitely
influencing my selection of students. I label this as
conscious practice. The coach sharing her observations of the
students called upon will generate reflection and likely lead
to me leaving with a conscious plan for the coming days.
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Consciousness continues beyond the

Consider the comments of Bruce Joyce and Beverly Showers in
the classic article, The Coaching of Teaching, (ASCD 1982)
where the authors examined the parallels between coaching
college athletes and the coaching of teachers. “For both
athletes and teachers, changing what we do even slightly can
throw off our execution. Because a skill was mastered in its
parts and practiced in a simulated environment in a workshop
does not prevent a transfer problem in the game or classroom.
Often the discomfort of awkward implementation leads to a
return to a former smoother, 1if less efficient, performance.
Athletes do not believe mastery will be achieved quickly or
easily. As teachers, we have often behaved as though teaching
Skills were so easily acquired that a presentation, workshop,
or demonstration could ensure classroom performance. To the
extent, we have communicated this message to teachers we have
probably misled them.” Invite a coach to assist you 1in
carrying out the conscious practice needed to internalize new
teaching practices.

Celebrations: The chance for teacher successes (magical
moments) to be seen by a colleague is rare in schools that do
not have a culture of coaching. Peer coaching breaks the
isolation and opens the doors to celebrations that build
perseverance, teamwork, and collective teacher efficacy.
Today's celebrated successes provide strength during
challenging times. Many schools built conscious times for
celebrating into staff meetings during the quarantine as they
saw it as critical to teachers’ social/emotional wellness. We
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need to keep these practices post-pandemic. Celebrating a
magical learning moment that a coach observed is worth the
‘cost’ of coaching.

Frommert suggested that teachers, “Let the coach toot the horn
for you. These victories inspire other teachers with creative
ideas, and before too long, the culture of creativity spreads
like wildfire throughout the school.”

That connects to my third reason.

Gaining Options: Great teachers have an endless list of
options. They succeed not so much by knowing “what to do” but
by always having another strategy to try. Their list of
options outlasts the student’s difficulty understanding or the
student’s resistance to engaging. Working with coaches and
having the opportunity to coach others, I am constantly adding
to my available options.

As an example of the need for options, I began referring to
this illustration of a Rubik Cube during the quarantine.

b i
itof

As a teacher begins a unit of study to address a standard, she
identifies that some students are ready for the learning
process, some will need scaffolding to engage in the learning
process, and some who should accelerate to a different
learning outcome. Then the teacher considers where to use



direct instruction, collaborative, or independent options as
well as whether students should engage asynchronously or
synchronously; and with hybrid options, how might the teacher
blend life and virtual learning activities?

My goal as a teacher is to have the largest number of students
engaged for the greatest amount of time in the most
appropriate learning processes. That requires endless options.
I like the visual of the cube. I see it representing the
complexity and options of teaching. Working with a coach, I
can twist the cube to generate another option in my continuous
focus on maximizing student success.

We need teacher educators, mentors, teacher leaders, and
administrators all extolling and modeling the value of
reaching out for coaching.



