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Podcast Transcript:
[00:00:00.290] — Steve [Intro]

Welcome to the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast. As
instructional coaches and school leaders, you are tasked with
guiding continuous teacher growth to create student success.
This podcast looks to support you with strategies from
experienced guests, as well as my own insights that I’'ve
gathered over the years. I'm thrilled to have you with us.
Thanks for tuning in.

[00:00:30.710] — Steve

Helping teachers see hope and possibilities with their
students. Our podcast guest today is Angie Freese, the founder
of the Meant For More Collaborative, an organizational network
committed to rejuvenating school systems by igniting
creativity, inspiring hope, and investing in the power of
human connection. As a former classroom teacher, school and
district-level leader, Angie now spends her time working
alongside educators across all levels of organization, from
classroom to boardroom. She works as a facilitator, coach,
practitioner, and mentor. Angie empowers educators’ efforts to
interrupt antiquated and ineffective practices that only work
for some by revitalizing collaborative teams with the
competency, skills, and tools required for sustainable growth
and performance for all. Angie is also a Gallup-certified
global strengths coach and the author of a recent book, “Meant
for More: Real Talk About Classrooms Built on Dignity,
Authenticity, and Connection.”
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[00:01:46.980] — Steve

Welcome, Angie.

[00:01:48.610] — Angie

Thank you, Steve. I'm excited to be here today.
[00:01:51.570] — Steve

I'm wondering if you’d start with what led you to write meant
for more.

[00:01:58.620] — Angie

This book was on my heart for a while, and I needed to write
about the experiences that I was having working elbow to elbow
with educators across the country because we are truly this
fierce and bold and brave cohort of people who are relentless
in our service to students and families that we’re so blessed
to serve. And I wrote this book because I wanted to provide
some refreshed thinking, new ideas, and even some
encouragement and momentum to help our educator cohort reclaim
and revitalize the true dignity of our profession, to mobilize
our shared efforts, and to actually realize these visions of
creating inclusive, brave spaces for each and every learner
that we serve. And to do that, there needed to be some
important questions asked. For example, do we know why our
school is working for some kids and not for others? Do we know
how to identify and then sustain practices that are working so
that as leaders, we’re not mistakenly reallocating resources
away from those efforts to improve other areas of our
practice? Do we know how to take action to improve our
effectiveness? And so these are just some sample questions
that I wanted to put in the space and simply just start a
conversation about it.

[00:03:40.940] — Steve

Well, the subtitle of your book is “Real Talk About Classrooms



Built on Dignity, Authenticity, and Connection.” What does it
mean for coaches and principals to guide real talk with the
staff?

[00:03:57.330] — Angie

Well, one of the things that’s important to me is that we want
feedback that we provide to students or adults to actually
feed a meaning and productive way forward. So the idea of real
talk emerged from my own experiences, having to navigate
nuances and attempt to interpret what was actually being said
in particular situations, which unfortunately, actually led me
to overthink and spend my energy trying to interpret what
someone was really saying versus we’'re spending that same
energy on the good work of collaboration and teamwork and
monitoring our impact. So the whole essence of meant for more
and what it means to be a meant for more classroom and what it
means to be a meant for more leader is fundamentally grounded
in the ideas of authenticity and bravery and dignity. When we
talk about real talk, it’s validating experiences of others,
honoring what is good and right and true in a system, and
learning, intentionally designing spaces where we celebrate
our wins, and we know what patterns of thinking and behavior
enabled those results to happen. And similarly, we also know
what'’s hindering our work and blocking our progress. But we
didn’t always know how to talk about it.

[00:05:19.320] — Angie

We didn’t know how to talk about it with truth and grace. And
sometimes we are unsure how to talk about it with solution
orientation, because what we see in front of us 1is the
problem. And we sometimes are hesitant to turn around and see,
well, what is it that’s really the root of that? And so how do
we dig up that metaphorical dandelion, if you will, rather
than just keep mowing it over in our practice to get rid of
it? So the book is intending to create this necessary space
for people to engage in patterns of thinking and behavior that



truly create empowered and inclusive and brave classrooms for
both students and adults.

[00:06:03.280] — Steve

So your book is based on six chapters that carry the critical
focus points that you explore. And I’'ll just name them off
here for the listeners. Embracing Authenticity, Fostering
Connection, Cultivating Curiosity, Empowering Voice, Nurturing
Resilience, and Giving Grace. I'm wondering if you identify
what you see as some of the most important items in those
chapters for leaders to be modeling in their interactions with
staff.

[00:06:41.370] — Angie

Sure. Let’s explore a few of these ideas more deeply. Let’s
first start with this idea of authenticity, the idea of going
beyond just be yourself and be who you are and everyone
belongs here, by, as leaders, being intentionally
intentionally inclusive, being intentionally inviting, and
being real focused on creating these opportunities to bring
people, meaningfully, into community together. One strategy
that I have enjoyed to do this, and I actually use this often
with new clients and new teams that I'm working with, is this
idea of a four-square share. Now, don’t get too excited about
the title because this is certainly one of these ideas that
just organically developed as I was having a conversation with
a team, and my brain just put it into four squares and then
one of the participants referenced it as the Four Square Share
and so the name was born, right? So I wish I could say that
there was something wrong about that, but there wasn’t. So
anyway, I love this idea because it actually comes from some
opportunities to process what we’'re learning about each other.
So many people are familiar with tools like the Myers-Briggs
or Disk or Color Theory or even something that I tend to lean
towards, which is the strength finder tool from Gallup.



[00:08:17.740] — Angie

But I invite teams to consider four areas. The first is, what
assets do I bring to this team? What’s my value? What do I
already know about myself that’s nurturing into this space?
The second area is, in what ways might I be misunderstood?
Third, what are my hot buttons? Things that maybe upset me or
frustrate me or really get me going, whether it’'s in
collaboration or professional learning or whatever
professional environment. And then the fourth square is, what
do I need to truly be at my best? And so when we’re going
through this exercise, I invite people to do that four square
individually. Then we start crafting our list together and
reflecting back on, wow, look at all of the assets that our
team brings to this space. Look at the needs that we have. And
the way I draw it is so that the Assets is in the top left
corner, and then the diagonal to the bottom right corner 1is
the Needs. And so a reflective conversation to close is often,
what assets are already in the room that would empower you and
enable your needs to be met? Because my need might be someone
else’s asset.

[00:09:39.090] — Angie

And similarly, then if we put the misunderstandings in the top
right quadrant and connect it to the bottom left quadrant at
the diagonal, which is the hot buttons, what ways am I
misunderstood? Or I'm saying I think I misunderstood that
actually is a hot button for someone else. And so that
intentionality of the structure, the design, again, these
things emerged organically, but it was just this powerful
moment for this team. And now I love to recreate that
experience with particularly new teams that I'm working with.

[00:10:12.820] — Steve

My experience would say that it’s way too uncommon for schools
to look at tapping into colleagues as resources and strengths,



and that in way too many schools, people are unaware of the
strengths that their colleagues have that they could be
tapping 1into.

[00:10:43.090] — Angie

Yeah. Isn’t that interesting? Isn’t it interesting that places
that were designed to build community and foster relationships
and prepare learners for whatever’s next, isn’t it interesting
that places truly designed for community would not be curious
about the members of their own community? And so these
intentional conversations and dialog and the things we learn
from those can only make us stronger.

[00:11:16.270] — Steve

Another area you’'d be encouraging school leaders to be
modeling for their staff, those same elements that you think
are critical in a classroom.

[00:11:29.850] — Angie

Sure. Let’s go with this idea of connection. One of the most
curious things to me is how principals, leaders, coaches, even
superintendents walk into buildings and know kids by name, not
just the adults, but they know the kids by name. And I think,
Gosh, how did they do that? Well, it was an intentionality to
be able to, first of all, be present in a space so that you
can learn more than just who people are, but also what people
are about, and to be able to think about the connections that
you might be making with each individual. A strategy that
actually the Making Caring Common Project out of Harvard
University talks about and formalizes this strategy that
perhaps we’ve all become familiar with, this idea of mapping
student relationships relationships and really looking by name
and by picture, who are the kids on our campus that have
relationships with adults? What do we know about these
learners? More than just their name. Sometimes I go into
campuses and we map student relationships, and we know the



name and we know the need, or we know the name and we know the
label associated. But beyond that, we’ve not yet had the
opportunity to learn about who that kid actually is.

[00:13:07.440] — Angie

What are their interests? What are their things that excite
them? What are their passions? And similarly, we would want to
do the same with each other as colleagues to move ourselves
from this collegial and congenial relationship to being truly
collaborative. So this idea of mapping student relationships,
I explain it in more detail in the book, but this idea of
really being crystal clear on which kids are being served
through the power of connection in our campus and which do we
need to be more intentional about creating those relationships
with.

[00:13:43.600] — Steve

A key word that I frequently go to in my work is being known
and knowing that you’re known. So the fact that you know me
isn’t enough if I don’t know that you know me.

[00:13:57.330] — Angie

Well, and just to continue this conversation, how many times
do we hear kids say, “you don’t know me,” right? When they’re
in a conversation with an adult, and often it’s a more
constructive conversation with adults, but you don’t know me.
And in truth, the kid is right.

[00:14:17.610] — Steve
They called us on it.
[00:14:18.740] — Angie

Yeah. They did. And you know what? As adults, we don’'t like
that. We often have a more quick reaction, and perhaps It’'s a
reaction that we are not always proud of. But this idea of



fostering connection as leaders, we as a principal, as a
district director, you’'ve got to model that, whether that'’s
wheeling around the Keurig and bringing people coffee in the
morning and It’s getting to know people more than who they are
as the educator, or it’'s creating these intentional moments
throughout the year. Again, not just this performative action
of connecting with folks at the beginning of the year and then
letting everybody do their work. It’s truly building this
connection. We don’t all have to be best friends at work. I
think sometimes we spin the pendulum too far, and we really
try to build these deep and meaningful friendships and we
sometimes mistakenly ostracize folks who just don’t want to
participate in the milk and cookies that we’re having together
at 4:00 PM on Friday or whatever it might be. I think there
can be a healthy balance of how we foster these connections
and relationships and how we define what that means and how we
know that it’s good and true.

[00:15:39.920] — Steve

A lot of the listeners to this podcast are instructional
coaches. I'm wondering if your work across all the buildings,
and I'm sure you’'re in buildings with instructional coaches,
if you identify some special roles that you would see
instructional coaches playing in building the school
environment that you’'re imagining?

[00:16:02.460] — Angie

Yeah. I'll actually keep this one real simple. I think as
instructional coaches, we’'re there for a reason. We’ve often
been master teachers or we’ve had success implementing certain
strategies, demonstrating mindsets and skillsets that are in
alignment, not just with the mission, but also we’re seeing
the return on investment in our student performance and
growth. But the simplicity here with the instructional coach
is that in spite of the number of hats they wear or the
misinterpretation of their position, we just want them to



create a relationship with teachers so that they can learn
together and grow together. That's it. So if we can identify
something that we want to learn about together and we
normalize learning, that we’re not expecting just because we
all came out of university or college, and we all have the
teacher degree, that we’'re all equally or equitably prepared
to respond to the needs of the students and families in front
of us. So if we can identify something that we want to learn
about together and then create this partnership and set a
goal, then we can grow together. And now we get away from that
evaluative or judgmental mindset that erroneously is placed
upon, instructional coaches.

[00:17:29.430] — Angie

But rather, we invite in this partnership. And when we learn
together, good things happen. And just the conversations and
the dialog that can come from that are truly powerful and
truly meaningful because it creates this value to the
relationship. It’s not just we’re in connection together, but
it’s a valuable partnership, and we’'re both taking something
away that's meaningful and that brings us joy from the
experience. So this idea for our coaches to learn together and
grow together with our teachers, and even to learn and grow up
with your principal are really important ideas for us.

[00:18:12.610] — Steve

You've really provided a reinforcement for me because from
time to time, I'm working with a system that’s hiring
instructional coaches. And so their question will be what to
look for. And the top of my list is somebody who exhibits in
the interview their excitement about what they’re going to be
able to learn when they step into this position. So it's less
about everything you know that you’re bringing to it and more
about that learning. And so that instructional coach getting
excited about the learning him or herself, I think is very
similar to the teacher in the classroom getting excited about



what we’re learning as a class.
[00:18:57.120] — Angie

Yeah. It’s a dangerous place to be in if we think that we’ve
arrived. If we’re not sure that we have more to learn and that
we’'ve peaked in our knowledge, that’s a dangerous place. And
so to practice and model that humility that I have something
to learn. I might have something to share with you, but I will
also have something to learn from you that will help me be a
better coach to someone else as well. Those ideas are really
important.

[00:19:25.130] — Steve

I'm wondering if you might provide a few important questions
that school leaders should be asking themselves in order to
assess where their school is at and where it should be going.

[00:19:41.480] — Angie

My experience has revealed districts and schools and teams do
a great job, actually, of asking questions. It just might be
that they’re not always the right questions or the most
productive questions that will give us the answers that will
truly inspire action and mobilize us to be able to move in the
direction that we’re seeking. Perhaps let’s consider this from
this question to that question as we engage in this part. For
example, rather than asking what’'s wrong, let’s ask what'’s
right. What'’s working? Why is it working? And how do we
identify the patterns and then further nurture those patterns
to embed this work into our practice? That’'d be a great first
one to start with, because people get excited to do more of
what they’re celebrating. And we want to do more to sustain
these practices that are working. A second inquiry we might
have is this idea of moving from, well, what data do we
collect? What evidence do you have? To, how is the collection
of that data benefiting students and improving educator
practice? Because we have all the data in the world, and it’s



all right there. There’s data, right? But it’s, how 1is that
data feeding us?

[00:21:13.130] — Angie

How is that data informing us for what our next moves might
be? And then perhaps here’s.. I'm not sure how much I want to
end with a zinger like this, but I’'m just going to go for it,
Steve because I think one of my biggest curiosities 1is why we
keep saying the kids are at risk, or we keep identifying kids
that are at risk when it’s the system that’'s at risk. The
system is getting the results it’'s designed to, and that’s an
old adage from years ago, and it’s still holding true today.
So my assertion is that we would want to consider redirecting
our language from the kids being at risk to actually examining
and accepting how it may very well be our decisions and our
policies and our protocols that are actually creating the very
risk that we’re identifying for our students. And so asking
ourselves what is it that we’re doing that’s putting our kids
at risk is a very intense question. It is a meaningful
question, however, and it is one that we must choose to
acknowledge both what's working and what’s risky about our
decision making, our protocols, our system at large, so that
we can try to interrupt that.

[00:22:45.780] — Angie

And so when we ask these types of questions, we might not
always know exactly what to do right away. But now, at least,
we have a starting place for what we need to be more curious
about as we explore this idea of system system improvement and
truly creating these brave and inclusive spaces for adults and
kids alike.

[00:23:07.320] — Steve

So I'm big on the word hypothesis, and I'm thinking that’s the
outcome of those kinds of questions you’ve just described. We
may not know an answer, but we arrive at a hypothesis.



[00:23:21.810] — Angie

Yes. In chapter one of the manuscript, actually, is called,
“Building Awareness to Rehumanize Our Profession.” Again,
quite intentional with the language there. But towards the end
of that chapter, I developed what I'm calling just a seven A’s
protocol. And it really invites the reader to take some
conversation back to their team that allows teams to
authentically discuss inequities and systematic challenges.
And I think the most important part of this tool is that the
language is there on the page for us to lift into the dialog,
right? Because these are hard conversations, and it’s really
easy to get caught up in the “right” words to say or the
actual language that we need to use, where a tool like this
can just help to really kickstart a conversation and to lift
the value of this dialog forward for all the teams and school
leaders. And even I use this tool with the Superintendent as
well as we think about truly addressing inequities or
systematic challenges. And then it helps us outline not just
what needs to be changed, but a truly authentic reason for the
change, and then how kids will benefit when we make this
change.

[00:24:50.460] — Angie

Those experiences, again, it’s in the very first chapter of
the book, just as a protocol for interrupting those inequities
and systemic barriers that we be facing.

[00:25:01.890] — Steve

Well, early in our conversation, I heard you use a word two or
three times, and I decided to write it down because I was
going to come back to it. And I think this is the right spot
to come back to it. You use the word, “bravery” and the
necessity for bravery. I’ve wondered if you might close us out
with some thoughts around that word.

[00:25:25.500] — Angie



Sure. Well, let me first start by saying that I don’t have the
definition of bravery. I mean, we can look it up in the
dictionary. We can find a thesaurus to figure out other words
that mean similar things to bravery. But for me, and how I
offer this word and this idea into the meant for more
classroom is to be bold enough, to be confident enough, and
truly to understand that if I don’t engage in this space, in
this conversation, that the risks of not having a conversation
far outweigh the challenges I might face because I’'ve done so.
And I have to decide, what are the moments, what are the parts
of the infrastructure that I'm working in that give me pause?
And what are those moments where someone deserves to be
emboldened and empowered and brave enough to step into a space
and just create the spark to ignite the conversation? And
truly, that is the intention behind Meant For More. This book
is not a playlist from front to back. If you do all these
things, you’'re going to have great classrooms, right? Or
you’'re going to have great schools. But it is the evoking of
ideas.

[00:27:06.290] — Angie

It’s intended to create perspectives and to generate ideas.
And some of the stories that are captured in here are from
brave educators who defied past practice, who ascended beyond
status quo, and found themselves in these uncomfortable
situations. But the risk of not doing something was just
simply unacceptable. And so when we talk about bravery in this
space, it is that. It’'s feeling so called to engage, to
connect, to ask the question that the consequences of that are
things that we’re willing to overcome.

[00:27:54.880] — Steve

Yeah, it matches for me. Thank you. Thank you. I appreciate
that. I've just loved the conversation, Angie. I wonder if
you'd take a minute to tell listeners the best way they can
follow you, find out more about your work and be able to find



your book.
[00:28:11.660] — Angie

Sure. Absolutely. I would love to connect with folks, and you
can find me on LinkedIn. I have a new Instagram handle that is
a play off the title of my book. It’s called the Instagram
handle is @meantformorementum. And you can also access me
through the book. You can find that on the SolutionTree
website as well as on Barnes & Noble and Amazon. I know Steve
will be thoughtful about providing my contact information at
the end as well for people to feel free to connect with me
online. Send me an email. I would love to develop a
partnership with you.

[00:28:52.720] — Steve

Thank you very much. Have a great day.
[00:28:54.470] — Angie

You too.

[00:28:58.510] — Steve

Thanks for listening, folks. I'd love to hear what you’'re
pondering. You can find me on Twitter or LinkedIn at Steve
Barkley, or send me your questions and find my videos and
blogs at barkleypd.com.



