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As teachers assess students’ current levels of skills and
knowledge,  planning  ahead  with  acceleration  rather  than
remediation is critical. Understanding learners is key and you
cannot  understand  individuals  while  focusing  on  group
averages. Coaches cannot plan for the “average” teacher.

Watch Todd Rose’s video here.
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iTunes or visit BarkleyPD.com to find new episodes!
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grow, and achieve. They model an excitement for learning that
teachers in turn model for students. This podcast is dedicated
to  promoting  the  important  aspects  of  instructional
leadership. Thanks for listening. I’m thrilled you’re here.

[00:00:32.880] – Steve
Focusing teaching and coaching on people, not averages. During
the past year, I’ve been exploring teaching with acceleration
versus with remediation. With remediation, the primary focus
is on mastering concepts of the past, things that should have
been  learned  in  previous  grades  or  in  other  courses.
Acceleration, on the other hand, is strategically preparing
students  to  do  the  current  level  of  work,  to  engage  in
challenging material. Rather than focusing on mastering all
the things from the past before I can proceed, acceleration
engages students in the current learning task and provides
scaffolding  to  support  that  engagement.  It  provides  the
necessary previous skills and/or knowledge, but just those
that are necessary to stay engaged in the current high-level
learning activity. This focus on acceleration reminded me of
earlier reading and studying I had done about the problem of
working with averages.

[00:02:06.370] – Steve
I had read Todd Rose’s book, “The End of Average,” and watched
some of his videos that illustrate that the concept of average
almost never applies to the individual. Rose describes how the
military discovered that a cockpit built for the average pilot
wasn’t right for anyone. There is no average pilot. They all
have  what  was  labeled  by  the  military  as  a  jagged  size
profile.  That  knowledge  and  understanding  led  to  the
adjustable  cockpit.  In  another  example,  Rose  illustrates
studies  that  were  done  with  brain  scans  of  individuals
recalling a vocabulary list that they had been taught. When
the scans were combined to form an average brain scan for
recall of vocabulary words, it was identified that none of the
individual scans matched very closely to the average. Rose



states, “You cannot understand individuals while focusing on
group averages. Listen in for a moment on his explanation of
how that applies to education.”

[00:03:48.810] – Todd Rose
In every field that studies individuals, we found the same
thing. There’s no such thing as an average cell. There’s no
such thing as an average genome. There’s no such thing as
average  cancer.  In  what  may  be  the  single  most  important
lesson for education, there’s no such thing as an average
student. Now, of course, if you accept this fact, and my guess
is most of you do, then it’s not hard to see what the problem
is. Our educational system is built on the assumption that
there is an average student. Think about it. Most textbooks
are designed to be age-appropriate, which sounds great, but it
really  just  means  that  they’re  designed  for  the  average
student of that age. Most standardize assessments, like the
SAT or IQ test, are explicitly designed based on a comparison
to a hypothetical average student. No kidding. Most of our
curriculum  materials  prescribe  not  only  a  standardize
sequence, but a standardized amount of time for learning. We
set those sequences and we fix those times based on what we
know about learning on average. Look, it’s no accident how we
got here. Our educational system was originally designed in
the industrial age by people who were absolutely obsessed with
averages because averages seem to work so well in managing
factories.

[00:05:24.540] – Todd Rose
The truth is, their system more or less accomplished what it
was originally designed to do, prepare generations of students
for  standardized  jobs  in  an  industrial  economy.  But  the
world’s changed. Our demographics have changed, the skills
that we need have changed, and our economy has changed. We
know this. We also know that to meet the needs of society
today,  education  must  change.  If  our  goal  is  to  prepare
students for a diverse and changing world, if our goal is to



help each student become the very best that they can possibly
be, then it’s no longer good enough to think about students on
average,  and  to  teach  students  on  average,  and  to  rank
students against an average. Instead, we absolutely must be
able to understand and treat students as individuals.

[00:06:19.960] – Steve
While  students  have  always  had  a  jagged  math  or  reading
profile, the pandemic and quarantining has highlighted that
fact and maybe in some cases, exaggerated the jaggedness. As
teachers  begin  the  year  with  assessment  data  identifying,
“learning loss” as they compare student scores to some should
be  average.  Coaches  need  to  be  encouraging  them  to  look
forward  with  acceleration  rather  than  backwards  with
remediation and playing catch-up. Students need to be engaged
in exciting and challenging learning opportunities, and then
they need to be provided just in in-time scaffolding that
supports that engagement with needed knowledge or skill. I
believe that there is an energy that teachers exhibit as as
they build and encourage students’ engagement in challenging
work. I think that that excitement is missing when teachers
are  remediating,  certainly  not  a  conscious  purposely  or
purposefully. I’m afraid that during remediation, teachers can
exhibit worry or even a sense of struggle that is read by
students,  creating  a  negative  impact  on  that  learning
environment. When engaged in a struggle within acceleration, I
think that there’s a teacher energy, a teacher cheering a
student on, a teacher exhibiting his or her belief that the
learner will succeed that encourages and builds student self-
efficacy.

[00:08:29.050] – Steve
It’s important that in our coaching work with teachers, we
need to have a similar focus on planning for teachers as
people, not for some nonexisting average teacher. This means
knowing the people that we’re coaching, knowing about their
students, knowing about their goals and desires. It means



coaches taking on in their acceleration of teacher growth,
that  same  passion  and  excitement  and  belief  in  teachers,
generating that same energy that we’re looking for teachers to
generate  as  they  accelerate  their  student  learners.  For
certain, the challenging task for teachers to practice their
growth and skill building are present in their classrooms. As
coaches, we don’t have to work to create those the way that
teachers may sometimes have to work and design to create those
learning struggles for students. I found a great quote in
current psychology that I thought can fit here. “Coaching is a
process in which people do not not work on goals that should
be  attained,  but  work  on  goals  that  they  really  want  to
attain. As coaches, know your teachers. Work with them to
identify their goals. Identify the progress that will build
their energy as they accelerate their learning with you. Keep
the focus on people. Ban the average.” Thanks for listening.

[00:10:44.810] – Steve [Outro]
Thank you for listening. 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 at Steve Barkley or send
your questions and find my videos and blogs at barkleypd.com.

Podcast:  Focus  On  People
Rather Than Subjects
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What do we see and hear in a school when people are the focus
rather than subjects? Why is now a critical time for a people
focus?  Leaders  need  to  see  teachers  as  people  and  all
educators need to see students as people. Steve explores these
concepts with Stephen Dexter, an upper school principal at an
American international school in Croatia.

Contact Stephen: stephen.dexter@aisz.hr

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 Steve Barkley
Ponders Out Loud podcast. Instructional coaches and leaders
create the environment that supports teachers to continually
imagine,  grow  and  achieve.  They  model  an  excitement  for
learning  that  teachers  in  turn  model  for  students.  This
podcast is dedicated to promoting the important aspects of
instructional leadership. Thanks for listening.

Steve: 00:29 Focus on people rather than subjects. I recently
posted a blog titled, My Frustration With Catch-up Language”
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and my opening paragraph read like this: My first has grown as
more  and  more  conversations  with  educators  have  centered
around  people  sharing  their  concerns  about  teachers  and
students’ wellbeing. They share concerns about teachers being
stressed  that  contemplate  leaving  the  profession.  They
describe  students,  inappropriate  behaviors  and  lack  of
engagement. And then in this same conversation, they describe
the need for students to “catch up” or to deal with learning
loss. When my blog posted on LinkedIn I got a message comment
from Stephen Dexter. Stephen’s the upper school principal at
the American International school of Zagreb in Croatia. And he
caught my attention. Stephen wrote this: “The old school is a
treadmill metaphor. Thanks for this post. It depends on where
the urgency derives from. Low income areas where internet is
bad and virtual learning weak, the losses are real. Higher
income areas where the losses are based on missing a few weeks
of photosynthesis, not so much so. The focus on people and not
on subjects is so critical now.” It’s that last phrase that
really caught my attention – focus on people, not subjects. I
dropped  a  note  to  Stephen  inviting  him  to  join  us  in  a
conversation on a podcast and I’m delighted that he agreed so
welcome, Stephen.

Stephen: 02:17 Thank you. It’s a pleasure to be here and it’s
great to catch up with you again.

Steve: 02:21 So Stephen, would you give folks a little bit of
introduction to yourself, maybe a little bit of background in
your current role now?

Stephen:  02:28  Sure.  Thank  you.  Well  as  you  said  in  the
introduction,  I’m  the  the  upper  school  principal  at  the
American international school of Zagreb. I’ve been here for
four years. I’m here with my wife, Stephanie and my daughter,
who’s actually in the high school so she holds me accountable.
And I have a son in university and prior to coming here in
2018, I worked in Singapore for three years as upper school
principal there as well at Stanford American international and



then  I  was  I  started  my  international  journey  2009  at  a
boarding school in the Swiss Alps. Prior to that, I worked for
about 13 years in the American public schools in the Boston
area as a teacher and assistant principal.

Steve: 03:20 Great, great. Just to kind of set the stage, I’m
wondering,  since  you  were  there  in  2018,  what  the  COVID
pandemic  impact  has  been  on  your  school  and  staff  and
students.

Stephen: 03:36 Yeah, that’s a great question. And when you
sent out the invite, I’ve been doing some reflecting because
today  or  yesterday  was  our  two  year  anniversary  of  our
lockdown. And it’s hard to believe what’s happened to the
time. And our students have been given the choice to take
their  masks  off  or  to  keep  them  on.  And  it’s  been  very
emotional because we are seeing people in the hallways whose
faces we haven’t seen in months. And I spoke to one student
who kept her mask on and I said, “I’m curious as to why you
decided to keep your mask on.” And she said, “I like to be
able to stare into people’s souls.”

Steve: 04:18 It’s interesting – my my wife landed in her new
school with the pandemic. So this week they’re in the same
spot, they just dropped the mask requirement. So she’s seeing
students that she’s actually never seen their faces and trying
to see whether she recognizes them without the mask

Stephen: 04:38 It’s been really remarkable. Like almost every
other school, and we’re a small school, so we’re able to
manage it probably a lot easier than maybe some very large
schools that had a lot of moving parts, but for us, we reacted
like just about everybody else. We had lots of very long
meetings about logistics and putting lines in hallways and
rearranging the cafeterias and the classrooms and all the
health kits and the thermometers and it was a lot of logistics
and operational decisions. And we basically went into lockdown
for several months, like everyone else, but we were fortunate



to have to only spend a few months in full lockdown and then
we went into a hybrid model for the entire year last year,
which was two days on two days off, switching up the middle
school and high school and we managed to do okay. And then
this year we did full in person with measures in place, and we
just managed around the people that had to be quarantined and
and so on. So we adapted it, we revised like just about
everybody else did.

Steve: 05:40 So talk a little bit out the statement that you
made of school as a treadmill and where that metaphor comes
from and how you see it
being applied.

Stephen: 05:52 The first thing I think about the treadmill,
because I had to spend quite a bit of time on one, trying to
keep myself in
shape during the quarantine is that, you never catch up. You
never catch up when you’re on the treadmill. You, you can
press that button faster or slower.

Steve: 06:09

Stephen: 06:10 You know, I think it’s that famous intro – I
think it’s the Jetsons.

Steve: 06:16 When she’s walking the dog.

Stephen: 06:23 You know, that’s how I feel. And I really, one
of the first presentations I gave to the students is when in
the dark days of shutting down is that this is an opportunity
for us as a school. It’s not something to feel terrible about.
And so if we’re gonna try to catch up on a treadmill that
we’re never gonna catch up on, then I share your frustration
because we’re not gonna catch up. We have to look forward and
we have to make adjustments for people that really need help
and missed out on a lot of things. But the treadmill is just
something that – there are things and learning loss and gaps
and things that you’re just simply gonna have to move forward



and not backwards, or you’re never gonna catch up. And as you
send an introduction, it’s just gonna create a lot more stress
and anxiety on everybody.

Steve: 07:09 I ended up working with one school that was
school district in the states that was closed for eightteen
months. So their students went a year and a half without being
able to be actually within the buildings. And then the first
time that they got to open up was for a six week summer school
session. And so I had a chance to to work a little bit with
the staff before they opened. And that’s when that really
caught up with me that I needed teachers to be looking long-
term. So if you’re gonna see kids for six weeks this summer,
what would you do with kids for six weeks this summer that is
likely to have an impact on their life 10 years from now? And
my guess is, it’s not got a whole lot to do with the math
lessons that they missed or, you know, the content that they
didn’t  get.  And  I’m  not  saying  at  all  that  that’s  not
important. It’s got it’s place here, but it’s gotta be weiged
and measured in the bigger picture and my fear is people are
go going back to some short-term measure.

Stephen: 08:22 Yeah. Well, if you’ve got six weeks that we
have to reorient them with the joy of learning and creativity
and the things that give them confidence as learners, I’ve
seen such a huge loss of confidence in things like working
together with other people or providing a performance. People
are so used to working in isolation that they’re losing their
grip on how to work together. You know, just a couple of days
ago,  I  tried  to  organize  a  celebratory  assembly,  a  big
accomplishment that we had in the school and people literally
didn’t know how to get together and celebrate. They didn’t
know how to cheer, they didn’t know how to line up, they
didn’t know how many people should be in the room. And we’ve
lost the plot on so many things. Just the simple habits of
mind, of being confident in your own creative process and
having an open mind to new ideas and being imaginative. I



think those are the basic principles that I see that have
really have really diminished a lot more than how many units
of math or history that you missed out on.

Steve: 09:30 Do you think those same things impacted staff at
some level?

Stephen: 09:35 Very much so.

Steve: 09:37 Efficacy and agency?

Stephen: 09:38 Yeah, I think a lot more than, than we realize.
We have collaboration periods built into the school day and
we’ve had a lot of opportunities for people to work together,
but that’s been lost for a long period of time. People have
gone into their own shells, and they’re just literally trying
to design what a virtual lesson looks like, how to work with
the kids now that we’re doing this thing called high flex,
where you have students in front of you and students at home,
and they’re just trying to get through the day. They’re just
trying to deliver a product, let alone be able to think for a
minute on what they’re trying to achieve. So I definitely see
that. I’ve seen there’s been a lot of trauma in people’s
personal lives as well, and it’s impacted their professional
lives and that’s really been something that’s impacted us as a
school.

Steve: 10:29 So I love the phrase that you use about focus on
people not on subjects. And I’m wondering if you could expand
a little bit if you walked around your school or somebody
else’s school and that was in play, that people were more
focused on people than on subjects, what is it that I might
see or hear in in that kind of an environment?

Stephen: 10:56 So a couple of the things that came out of this
experience over the past year and a half is a realization that
we  were  working  in  isolation  and  that  people  were  not
developing or designing a greater experience of learning that
went beyond what they were just trying to do in 45 minutes or



an hour in their classroom. So, one example that came out of
this and that you would see that we’ve been working on during
the  pandemic  for  example,  was  that  our  outdoor  education
classes could take a virtual day when all the kids were at
home and take students out of their house and go do something
for an entire day because everybody was at home, they’re just
taking  the  outdoor  ed  kids  and  they’re  doing  something
exciting. And what was amazing is that we didn’t have to fill
out a thousand field trip forms.

Steve: 11:50

Stephen: 11:50 It was the easiest thing we ever organized. We
just said, well, all these kids are sitting at home, so let’s
take them
outdoors. And it’s things like that, tha we focused on those
people  and  not  how  we’re  gonna  make  the  virtual  learning
environment better. And it was probably one of the best things
that we did last year.

Steve: 12:14 Let me try to check on something as I listen to
that. As a staff, everybody agreed that that was important. I
think  you  were  starting  to  describe  when  the  things  that
didn’t  happen,  there  wasn’t  complaints  of  what  kids  were
missing  when  they  were  part  of  the  trip,  which  I  know
definitely in an upper school – I mean, I’ve heard it, “do you
believe  she  took  them  to  that  museum  and  they  missed  my
physics class?”

Stephen: 12:45 That’s right. That’s right.

Steve: 12:47 But there was a focus on everybody realized the
kids needed that virtual trip.

Stephen: 12:51 Absolutely.

Steve: 12:52 And therefore we came together to make it happen.

Stephen: 12:57 Yeah, absolutely. That’s right. Another thing



that you will see that we’re actually actively working on is
that the intensity of the diploma program, we have the IB
diploma program and what it really did is it really gave us
very clear evidence to the students that needed a different
learning  journey  and  different  learning  path.  Because  if
you’re not completely invested in IB diploma, physics, or IB
diploma program business management or chemistry, you’re not
gonna be able to do it in a virtual environment. And so what
this has done is this provided us in our opportunity to really
design  and  look  at  a  different,  in  a  very  robust  and
meaningful  learning  experience  for  students  for  whom  that
academic framework is just not something that is gonna give
them a path for success that they want to do. And that really
became evident during the pandemic. And so that’s something
we’re also also working on.

Steve: 13:56 So focus on people. It’s sounding like it means
we have to have doors open for other options.

Stephen: 14:05 Yeah. One of the things that we had to do
overnight during the pandemic is we had to redesign our entire
timetable because it wasn’t suitable for a pandemic. It was
very complex, fast moving, and it just simply wasn’t gonna
work in a virtual universe. So we completely changed it into
something very simple. And then it made us think about, well,
what does this do to our programs and the kind of offerings
that we have for students that, that were not invested in what
our timetable was giving them. And so that led to another
thing.  And  now  we’re  having  conversations  around  how  we
redesign time, but how we redesign experience.

Steve: 14:41 It sounds like you learned you can do it.

Stephen: 14:44 Yes.

Steve: 14:46 That’s what the crisis in some ways created.

Stephen: 14:50 That’s right. That’s right.



Steve: 14:52 We learned that we can make that happen.

Stephen: 14:55 Yep.

Steve: 14:56 It’s very interesting. I have a granddaughter
who’s finishing middle school and headed into high school in
the fall and where, where she where she lives, they have two
different high schools in the district that run different
programs so the kids get to to select, but then they they also
have the option of picking a program in another neighboring
school district if her district doesn’t have the program and
the schools will trade off. And interestingly enough, she came
to the conclusion in conversations with her Mom and Dad that
she was gonna build her own program rather than get stuck in
one, She saw I’m gonna make this decision now going into high
school, and then I’m locked into it. And I can take from here
and take from there. And I got excited by it that – I can see
her having much greater buy-in the more that she decides that
she’s built and made choices in her program rather than having
to make one selection that locked her in.

Stephen:  16:06  That’s  so  interesting.  And  also,  the
opportunities that this opens up is also thinking about the
purpose of a, a teacher and what they do with their expertise
during the day. And I interview a lot of people and I talk to
them about the things in their CV that look interesting and
their experiences and then I stop talking about it when I hire
them as a history teacher. All I talk about is their common
assessment.

Steve: 16:37 That’s a great example. You almost forget who
they are as people.
Stephen: 16:44 You forget about the people. And then when I
say something like, you know what, we need an outdoor garden
and then I’ll have five people say that they ran this project
in their school, they’re an environmentalists, they used to be
a professor in ecology and I didn’t even know these things.
And I have to remind myself that they’re not subject machines.



And when I’m training people, all I think about is you need to
be trained in the new chemistry curriculum. You need to be
trained  in  differentiation  of  something.  And  I  just  keep
forgetting the talents and the imagination and the creativity
and the different experiences these people offer. And that has
really  been  exacerbated  by  this  time  that  we’ve  been  in
isolation.

Steve: 17:29 Powerful. Powerful. Well Stephen, I’m wondering
if you’ve got some thoughts on ideas for school leaders to
look at how they how they build that focus on people. I’m
thinking teachers and students, and I think I’m also seeing
parents kind of linking in my mind too.

Stephen: 17:50 Yeah. Parents are a big piece. I mean, it’s
very difficult to say that when we talk about educating our
parents, it makes everybody’s shoulder sag, because it feels
like another giant enterprise, but it doesn’t have to be so
much professional development for parents as it is celebrating
and building opportunities for community. It’s very simple. I
mean, that’s one thing – I like to think about this time
period as like – and I’m gonna sound really old right now, but
we picked up the needle off the record player, and now we’re
just putting it back down. And I don’t want to think about it
like that, because that means we’re just going to the way
things were before. But one of the things we do need to go
back to the way things were before is pulling the community in
and celebrating with them and showing them the great stuff
that that we’re doing.

Stephen: 18:40 And that sounds like a very like a very simple
thing. The thing that we’re also looking at is how we use
time.  You  know,  one  of  the  things  for  administrators  and
school leaders, it’s very simple to flip back to the way
things were and just pretend that the last two years didn’t
happen. But there’s such a great opportunity to redesign how
we use time and what we do when people get together. For
example, if I have five classes running at the same time, and



they’re  all  different  subjects,  do  they  all  need  to  be
teaching separately or is there something that we can do to
pull them together and do something unique and different? And
those are the opportunities that we’re looking at instead of
just time tabling like we always did and make sure the music
didn’t have a conflict with PE and then we’re back to the same
blocks that we had before. And so, I would say really thinking
about the use of time and what people are together when, and
then as I mentioned earlier, the types of PD that can be
offered around wellness and around supporting people and not
just the mechanics of teaching.

Steve: 19:46 Just a a response on the time one, I worked with
quite a few high school when they were all experimenting with
different schedules. So I was always being asked the question,
what’s the best schedule. And my answer always came down to,
if the learning opportunity is driving the schedule, you’ve
got the best schedule. If the schedule’s driving the learning
opportunities, you got the wrong schedule. So to focus on
people, I think you nailed it. Time has to be one of the
elements and time has to become the flexible element, not the
fixed element, if your focus is on people.

Stephen: 20:33 I’d be curious to see what’s gonna happen to
the wellness initiatives, because that became a real focus and
a real interest and I feel that it was somewhat ill defined.
It was all things to all people. And now that we’re getting
back to the busy work of schooling and everybody coming back
together, and it’s gonna get really busy again in an person
environment,  I’m  really  hoping  that  the  foundation  of  a
wellness program, whatever it means in whatever school is
preserved  and  not  just  something  that  is  a  nuce  to  have
instead of a need to have.

Steve: 21:08 I think you just laid out an assignment for
yourself. .

Steve: 21:11 And I’ll tell you what hits me first is, you’re



gonna have to get your staff to define what wellness is for
them just the way they need to get the kids to define what
wellness is. I mean in too many cases, we tried to come up
with a wellness program that was designed – again, it’s gonna
come back to your statement. We designed the program without
the people. And then we brought the program to the people
versus really digging into the people and the people have
gotta  figure  out  what  wellness  is  for  them.  And  then  as
leaders, we have to find ways to make it happen.

Stephen:  21:49  Thank  you  for  putting  my  assignment  into
context.

Steve: 21:54 t’s a tough one. And just as tough for you, the
administrator looking at that with staff as it is for the
staff, because it’s one thing to say, focus on the people,
focus the students, but we’re gonna have all those subject
things  hanging  over  us.  So  there’s  no  there’s  no  easy
decision, but how do you make that decision with the students
becomes critical.

Stephen: 22:23 Yeah.

Steve: 22:24 Well, Stephen, I appreciate the the time you gave
us here. I’m wondering, are you okay if we get an email from
you that listeners
could touch base with you if they’d like?

Stephen: 22:38 Yeah, sure. It’s stephen.dexter@aisz.hr.

Steve: 22:50 Alright. We’ll be sure to stick that in the lead-
in to the podcast.

Stephen: 22:53 Sure.

Steve: 22:54 Thank thank you so much for your time. Really
appreciate it.

Stephen: 22:56 Yeah, it was a pleasure. Thanks.



Steve  [Outro]:  22:59  Thank  you  for  listening.  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.


