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When are you more of a managerial leader verses an inquiry
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PODCAST TRANSCRIPT

Steve [Intro]: 00:00 Hello and welcome to the teacher edition
of the Steve Barkley ponders out loud podcast. The complexity
of teaching is both challenging and rewarding and my curiosity
is piqued whenever I explore with teachers the multiple
pathways for facilitating student engagement in the exciting
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world of learning. This podcast looks to serve teachers as
they motivate and support their learners. Thanks for
listening. I'M delighted you’'re here.

Steve: 00:32 Using Inquiry to set the stage for Student Voice
and Choice. Our guest today is Jessica Vance, an experienced
teacher, instructional coach, workshop leader, and the author
of “Leading With the Lens of Inquiry: Cultivating Conditions
for Curiosity and Empowering Agency.” Welcome, Jessica.

Jessica: 00:54 Thank you so much for having me, Steve.

Steve: 00:57 Jessica, when I read your book, in chapter one,
you make this statement: “inquiry is an approach to teaching
and learning that honors the learner.” And I'm wondering if
you could use that statement and kind of lead us into your
teaching experiences that led to your understanding that
statement.

Jessica: 01:20 Yeah. I think we’'re all in education for the
kids, right? We love kids and so our intention is to do what’s
best for them. And unfortunately, the systems that we have in
most of our modern and current education 1is one that doesn’t
necessarily honor them in that sort of way. And so I love how
inquiry is a stance and mindset and way of being that really
puts our learners back at the center. And what does that
actually really mean? It means actively seeking, actively
listening. I love how Ron Rechart says we need to be
vigorously listening to our learners. That language is just so
beautiful. So with the seeking and the listening, we’re also
taking action with the interest and needs and curiosities of
our learners. And so what does that mean? That means something
as simple as allowing our students to make choices about where
it is that they’'re sitting or where they need to sit when
they’'re walking into our rooms, but then cultivating a
reflective experience for our learners to reflect on whether
or not that actually worked for them.



Jessica: 02:27 I remember when I was teaching third grade, and
I noticed that my kids needed different things, and so I set
up my room to be able to meet their needs where there was pods
of tables or single desks or some pairs coupled up together.
And every day my students would come in and they’d set down
their backpack, and then they made a choice about where it was
that they needed to learn. And when I stood at the door, I
would say, “what do you think you need today? What kind of
learning do you think might best help you of how it is that
you're feeling?” And in that very moment, the students were
able to learn a little bit more about themselves and the
things that they needed. We know as adults every single day
wake up and we need different things too, and why aren’t we
not being really intentional with cultivating, creating those
spaces and those moments of opportunities for our students to
be able to learn a little bit more about themselves?

Jessica: 03:14 And it doesn’t take much time. It’'s just
setting up a system and creating a space for students in order
to do so. There was another time where I noticed that my kids
were not engaged during math stations, and I was racking my
brain and trying to think about all the things. I was talking
to our math coach and I was trying to come up with all the
solutions. And then I remember that I went to a workshop with
David Langford and in his work with quality learning tools,
and he said, “did you ask your kids”? And I was like, bing!
Light bulb moment. And so the next day I went back to my
class, we sat in a community circle and I said, You know what?
I've been noticing that during math stations, you guys aren’t
really engaged or you're just wanting to play around.

Jessica: 04:01 And I lifted up some of the things that I was
noticing. So I was modeling some reflective thinking, my
observations, and I said, “I really am really curious, like,
what would make this work for you guys?” And they had this
huge list of things that they wanted and that they needed. And
of course, games were on there like, what kid doesn’t wanna



have fun and play games? And so instead of saying, well, we
can’t have games, or we can only have one game, I said, “tell
me more about the games. What is it about the games that’s
interesting to you?” And so I really leaned in and asked for
more feedback, and then they helped me redesign all of the
math stations, and I never had a problem again. And we so
often think that we need to have all the answers as teachers,
when in fact, if we’re just flip it around and ask the
learners, the ones who are receiving what they need, then
they’re doing the heavy lifting for us, giving us more time
and space. And then, man, what an amazing opportunity for our
learners to be able to critically problem solve with you and
really showing them that we value and honor their agency. And
then they’re more engaged, right? Because they know that it’s
meaningful for them.

Steve: 05:12 Well, I had a question I was gonna ask you next,
but I think you answered it. So let me check and see see my
answer. I was gonna ask you about the environment, but as I
was Llistening to you, I think I heard three things. Ask,
listen, and act upon what you heard.

Jessica: 05:28 Yes. And I wanna add one more — is evidence the
learning to show that you value the process in the learning
environment. I'm really big on what I call learning walls and
we're not just putting up anchor charts that are connected to
the learning of things that we’re talking about. Yes, those
are very valuable and yes, those are of course anchoring the
learning and resources for the students. But I love creating a
learning wall to show the process of learning as like a
learning journey. So that is putting up student questions or
the observations or the ideas that are happening as the
learning is unfolding together. But if you put it up in a
space with a lot of intentionality, these are artifacts or
evidence of the learning that then invite your learners to
connect, to share. It anchors their thinking of where it 1is in
the learning and you can go back and reference it.



Jessica: 06:24 Here’'s what we used to think three weeks ago,
now where are we thinking? Or now, what questions do you have?
And so I'm a really big proponent of learning walls because of
the invitation that it extends to our learners. 0Of course,
there’s mindfulness that we have as facilitators and teachers,
but also then it creates a space for the students to make
connections that I might not have seen and that I may have
missed. And so I love utilizing learning walls within
classrooms in order to be able to do so.

Steve: 07:00 I smiled as I was listening because I went to the
word evidence before you got there because it’s one of one of
my favorites to guide reflection. Evidence or lack of evidence
or evidence that you weren’t expecting, whatever that is. So I
was trying to play it back — when you described going to your
students with the issue about the centers, it’'s striking me
that there’s evidence that we need to look at with the
students because they offered up ideas for what would what
would improve the process. So now a need to be able to look
for evidence that says, the choices we

made did improve it, or the choices we made didn’t necessarily
improve it.

Jessica: 07:54 And then following it up with a question, and
then, now, what do you think? Or then, now what do you wonder?
Yeah. And inviting student voice in order to analyze and take
a look at evidence. Why are data meetings — oof, that sounds
like such a scary and ugly word — only these things that we
engage in behind closed doors when our students are gone? Why
instead, could we not be a little bit more playful about our
approach at looking at evidence? And it have 1t be this,
again, this invitation that invites and provokes a
conversation. Provocation 1is synonymous again, with inquiry
and, and provokes thinking and wonder and really has us
evaluate what could our possible next steps be with one
another.

Steve: 08:36 I'm wondering if you’d just kind of reinforce for



us that connection of inquiry with the concept of student
voice and choice. I know a lot of people are reading and
getting messages about student voice and student choice. I'm
not sure that inquiry 1is frequently connected to it. So
strengthen the connection for us.

Jessica: 08:58 Of course. So student voice and choice doesn’t
mean asking our students the things that they’re interested in
or the things that they wanna learn about at the start of the
year, and then sticking that into your file cabinet. Really
honoring the voice and choice of our learners means to be,
again, actively engaged and seeking the feedback from our
learners in the form of questions. How do we invite questions
and create space for questions from our learners, not as a way
of checking for understanding necessarily, but as a way to
really leverage the learning and empower our Llearners 1in
regards to what it is that we’re gonna be discovering and
exploring with one another? And I know you might have some
listeners who then say, yeah, but I have to teach the
standards. There’'s no space for our students to be able to
have a choice because I have so many expectations.

Jessica: 09:56 And of course, depending where you are around
the world and what’'s valued within your education system, I
know and feel that pressure. But I’'ll push back and say, there
is space if we’'re really intentional with how and what kind of
thinking we wanna provoke within our learners. So a lot of the
work that I do with educators is designing really meaningful
and connected provocations in order to nudge our learners
thinking in the direction that we need to “go” as it relates
to our standards, but then also invite some space for students
to be able to be curious about something. So we’re able to
Lift up their questions and to connect it in with our
curriculum in a meaningful way. And so we’re honoring their
voice and we’'re giving them choice, but again, we’'re still
teachers and we’re still facilitating in the learning and the
way that we know is best. And so again, 1it’s that



collaborative learning piece that comes together as it relates
to learning and choice isn’t just a seat. Choice is so much
more powerful in, again, with the example that I gave you when
I coupled it with reflection and questioning and giving my
students an opportunity in order to determine what it was or
is that they need in order to learn best.

Steve: 11:11 Jessica, in your book, you share a continuum of
moving from the teacher as a managerial role to the teacher as
an inquiry role. And I'm wondering if you’'d walk us through a
little bit of that from a classroom perspective.

Jessica: 11:28 Yeah. So again, we think that we need to know
and do all the things because if we don’t, what would happen.
And so that’s where we get into these managerial spaces where
we have to set up the design of our room and we have to tell
the students what all the rules are, and we have to go through
the exact systems in order for things to function well. And
while those things are necessary in order to have a learning
space in which that functions, I often will ask teachers and
educators to consider, I wonder where you could give a little
bit. I wonder how your students could do a little bit more of
the heavy lifting. So if we are setting up our classroom,
instead of setting up in a way that meets our needs, is there
a way for us to invite a conversation?

Jessica: 12:18 So getting feedback from our learners about the
things that they need. And sometimes our learners don’t know
what they need because they’ve never been asked. And so if
they don’t give us an answer, man, that's feedback right there
that they don’t have the skills in order to do so. But could
our students co-design what our learning spaces look like? I'm
a really big fan of essential agreements, how we are co-
designing and co-constructing those with our learners, and
then they don’t like sit there and never get talked about for
the rest of the year. We go back and we look at them and we
reflect and we say, okay, how are we living up to these
essential agreements? Is there a way that we need to redesign



them that’s gonna best fit who we are now as learners? And so
we’'re shifting, or we’re moving along this continuum, as
you’'re saying within the book of being managers to being more
of an 1inquiry leader because we’'re inviting space for our
students to be able to direct the learning. And we can still
do it in a way that makes us feel like we have control.

Jessica: 13:19 I know as teachers, we wanna make sure that we
have control because we feel like it’'s a reflection ourselves
if we don’t. Of course I know that then there are our leaders
or other managers that we’'re responding to and that we need to
make sure that we’re doing the things that they’re tasking us
with. But I love this idea of a continuum that we don’t always
live in one space, and that there are times where maybe
safety, we need to tell our students where it is that they
need to go if we have a fire drill or there’s something else
that’s happening that’s not very safe. But then there’s other
times where we don’t need to be the managers in telling our
students all the things, and that we can use questions as a
tool to invite the voices from our learners.

Jessica: 14:06 And so questions are my superpower, Steve. And
they’re ones that I lean into time and time again because they
help me stop and pause and move and shift a little bit more
towards the right of that continuum. But then also, they show
what I really value and I value curiosity and I value a
collaborative space where we’'re all working together. That
continuum is been a really fun one to explore with educators
and leaders and there’s actually this exercise that I invite
your learners to kind of consider. Is it okay if I share it
today?

Steve: 14:41 Sure.

Jessica: 14:42 So I ask educators to jot down 10 things that
are on your agenda for the day or from your schedule for the
day. And then I'll ask them to look at that continuum, the
managerial leader on the left, and the inquiry leader on the



right.

Jessica: 15:00 And I’'ll say, now let’s sort them. Where are
these things on this continuum? And that activity alone invite
such a conversation and a discussion about where it is that it
goes along this continuum. Does it lend itself towards being a
managerial leader or an inquiry leader? And then what I’'ll
nudge educators to do is let’s just choose one and let’s
really zoom in and look at it. And I wonder what would happen
if we were to lead more with a lens of inquiry with this one
task. So if we were designing our class schedule for the day,
or we were creating essential agreements, I’'ll kind of go back
to that. I'm at the start of the year, so of course that'’s
where my brain is at right now. Where could we lean in with a
little bit more inquiry or curiosity or honoring the agency of
our learners?

Jessica: 15:48 And that activity is just such a great
reflection and eye opening experience because sometimes I’'11
have teachers realize, I'm literally telling my kids what to
do all the time. And that’s not their intent, but that’'s just
what'’s happened because they’ve fallen into some habits. And
of course, the system.

Steve: 16:07 Getting stuff done.

Jessica: 16:08 Yeah. Getting stuff done cuz their list is so
long. And so even if you’re able to shift one thing slightly
towards more of an inquiry lens, that in itself is such an
amazing, amazing way for us to be able to honor the agency of
our learners and then also of ourselves too as inquiry and
leaders and educators.

Steve: 16:28 It it really connects — these past couple weeks
I've been working on, on podcasts and blogs about the
management start of the year. I’'ve been zeroing in on the fact
that kids are watching us and they’re learning from us. So if
I made all these decisions and that managerial role, it’s not
only how did feel the kids, but the question is what are kids



learning about that? What are they learning about the concept
of power and control and authority versus what are they
learning about community and responsibility. So it’'s a great
spot for inquiry.

Jessica: 17:11 Yeah. I love that. I love that you lifted that
up. And you know what, it makes me think of a question, Steve.
If students are asking us, 1is this right? And that’s the
question we're hearing from them a lot, then right then and
there, that’'s a moment for you to stop and pause and consider,
are you really cultivating a community of learners? Are you
leaning more towards that managerial side? And if so, what can
you do differently and how can you let go?

Steve: 17:37 Powerful? Well, Jessica, I really appreciate it.
I know there’s gonna be people listening to this that wanna
follow up with you. So tell them the easiest way to do that.

Jessica: 17:46 Yes. So they can find a lot of resources
actually on my website, leadingwithinquiry.com. Actually, this
managerial and inquiry leader sketch that you’re talking about
in the book is there. So teachers can download and perhaps
engage their own reflective exercise that I've outlined here
very briefly. They can also find me on social media, really
active on Instagram and also on Twitter. My handle
@jess vanceedu. I share a lot about my learning about my
learners and the things and work that I'm engaged in and would
love to connect with your teachers and listeners there as
well.

Steve: 18:20 Well, thank you so much and I can promise you
I'll be following you on those sites and I'd love to follow up
and come back and look at another another podcast.

Jessica: 18:32 That sounds so great, Steve. Thank you so much.
Steve: 18:34 You bet.

Jessica: 18:34 It’'s always wonderful to connect with you and



learn from you.
Steve: 18:37 Have a great day.
Jessica: 18:38 Thanks, you too.

Steve: 18:42 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.
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The listening principal, Dr. Kambar Khoshaba, shares how
student voices impacted leadership and staff as well as the
students themselves, all leading to increased equity. Hear how
equity in middle school honors classes was achieved by
focusing on student strengths and possibilities. A personal
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Read the article, “Students Sought Changes at Their Middle
School. Their Principal Listened” here.

Subscribe to the Steve Barkley Ponders Qut 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. I'm thrilled
you’'re here.

Steve: 00:34 Student voices increase equity. Joining us today
is Dr. Kambar Khoshaba, the principal of Western Branch Middle
School in Chesapeake, Virginia, and the author of several
articles around principal leadership. Kambar was featured in a
EducationWeek article titled, “Students Sought Changes at
Their Middle School — Their Principal Listened. I reached out
and I asked that listening principal to join us. So welcome
Kambar.

Kambar: 01:07 Thank you for having me here. It’s an honor to
join you and looking forward to sharing the things that have
worked for us and also hearing ideas from you, what kind of
things you’ve had success with as well. So I always believe
relationships are reciprocal. Let’s give something, let’s take
something and I look forward to this time together.

Steve: 01:28 People told me when I first get into blogging,
that it was designed for learning. That if you blogged, you
learned and when I expanded it to podcasting, the same thing
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has come true. So would you give listeners a little bit of
your background and the work that you’ve done in the area of
school leadership?

Kambar: 01:46 Sure, Steve. I don’t have a traditional path of
coming into education. I started off as a school psychologist,
did that work for a few years and a lot of the psychological
testing, educational testing, projective testing, and quickly
found that while that is rewarding work and necessary work, I
was not having the opportunity to create connections with kids
to the degree that I wanted to. And so I went into teaching. I
taught students who had emotional disabilities at the high
school level and then from there, I went into administration
and this is my 20th year in administration. I’ve spent 11
years at two different middle schools, eight of those years,
I’'ve been as a principal. And then I’'ve also worked nine years
at a high school - two different high schools here in
Chesapeake, all 25 years have been in Chesapeake.

Kambar: 02:35 But yeah, that’s been my journey. There’'s been
opportunities, both at a school level and central office level
for leadership and I don’t know that there’s any one path. I
think we all are kind of figuring it out and trying to do the
best we can to help kids along the way and there 1is no
template. It is ever changing as society and kids change. And
so my current role as a principal Steve, I’'ll tell you, the
best job I’'ve ever had in my life — being a principal of a
middle school, and I'm now getting ready to transition to a
high school in Fairfax and returning home to high school has
also been a dream of mine so I'm looking forward to it.

Steve: 03:18 Talk a little bit about being a listening
listening principal and I have to say, I read quotes from your
students who also used that phrase in describing you as a
listening principal. So how’d you get there?

Kambar: 03:35 My school psychology background didn’t hurt. But
I think a lot of it was, I grew up in a single parent



household with two older sisters. If I didn't wanna listen,
they’d make me.

Steve: 03:45

Kambar: 03:45 Let’'s keep it real. A lot of it, the first
teachers are at home.

Steve: 03:52 You bet.

Kambar: 03:53 And I had some very influential teachers and
I'll tell you in all sincerity, my two sisters were like
mothers to me. I mean, they

doted on me, they encouraged me, they straightened me out when
I needed to be straightened out. My father raised all three of
us. Very unusual situation. He was a guidance counselor, a
public school, high school counselor and I have to attribute a
lot of my perspective of that active listening to him.

Kambar: 04:19 He continues to be a mentor for me. He’'s 86
years old, continues to just be an incredible role model for
me. And so as I’'ve gotten into school, I use a business
mentality of listening to my client to design a customized
product for them. And the clients, of course, are the
students. They’'re the primary clients. Teachers, parents,
community members are also clients, but it’s really the
students, who, if we design programs for them, we need to hear
their voice on whether or not they’re receiving our product
the way we intended it to be. So obviously, it’'s been several
years since I've been a middle school student, so I can tell
you what I think they would enjoy, but they’ll shoot straight
and tell me whether something’s working, not working and how
to make it better.

Steve: 05:10 The article that I read mentioned several changes
that occurred from student voices. And one of them was around
the the dress code. So you want talk a little bit about what
you found there?



Kambar: 05:24 Yeah. We talk about shooting straight — I mean,
I did not have a design of let’s see how we can change our
school. That was not the purpose. I’'ll take you back a couple
of years. As we were in March of 2020 and the pandemic hit and
all of us were thinking we might be outta school for like a
week or two, it turned into much longer than that, of course.
And around that same time, everything that was happening with
George Floyd and Breonna Taylor was happening around our
country and staff members and students were hurting and they
needed to talk. And at the time they needed to talk, the
pandemic happened and they were suddenly isolated. So talk
about frustration. You're feeling these emotions but you have
no one to talk to about it with.

Kambar: 06:06 So I started off with the staff. We created the
social justice council with them. We met for five weeks and
just took an article about leading equity through COVID and
beyond. And we just spent some time talking about it. It went
so well. It was such a resounding success. I said, well, let'’s
see if we can extend this social justice council to students,
not covering the same article, because we’re not talking about
leading equity, but let’s see what’s on their minds and talk
about some social justice issues. And this is where they very
quickly identified our dress code as being racist and sexist.
When you put something out for kids to talk about, check your
ego at the door, because they’re not throwing bouquets at you,
right? This is something where I wanted them to be real.

Kambar: 06:53 How do we get better? So when we started the
social justice council, I just asked them what’s on your minds
as things that we need to improve at our school? Dress code
and the enrollment honors classes were two of their top
issues. And then we talked about a couple of other things as
well, but as we went into it, I told them, well, listen, let’s
not just talk about feelings, who'’s willing to go up there and
find some research for me? They came back — I'm might kidding
you, they came back with like six articles around the country



and not just in Virginia, this is an issue where students of
color are getting hit with more dress code violations than
their counterparts and girls are getting dress code violations
more than boys.

Kambar: 07:39 So how do we address this? And so I asked them
specifically for recommendations of how they would wanna tweak
our dress code. They identified things like we need to
increase the length of the shorts. Like we had it where the
shorts had to go a couple inches above your knee. They’'re
like, we can’t find anything fashionable like that. So we
raised it to mid-thigh. They asked about having the holes in
their jeans. Again, it could only be like an inch above your
knee. They wanted to raise those up because that’s how fashion
was. Girls wanted to wear their leggings without having to
have a shirt that covers them down to the middle of their
thighs. And so things of that nature. And so as we talked
about it, I couldn’'t really disagree with them. I mean,
everything that we approved, when I go to a mall, to indoor
our outdoor mall, I see these people wearing the very clothing
that these girls were talking about wanting to wear and
nothing negative is happening from it.

Kambar: 08:29 So why are we creating a situation that 1is
overly oppressive? One girl told me, and was cited in the
magazine, Natalie, she said, I worry more about being dressed
coded than I am worrying about what I'm gonna learn. And
Steve, I'm telling you, that day was the day in my heart that
I committed that we’'re gonna change the dress code. Because if
I have a student feeling that way at my school, and I allow
that to continue happening, then shame on me for being the
principal of that kind of situation. So I asked them along the
whole way, I wanted to empower them to see that they have
power in their voice. This is the first time that they really
get to practice the democratic process of putting your voice
out there. And I'm not talking about politics, I'm just
talking about getting your voice out there.



Kambar: 09:19 And so they did a presentation for our faculty
and they presented four different dress code items they wanted
to have adjusted. None of the faculty disagreed. I mean,
walking into it, I can’t tell you that everybody was on board,
and after it was over, I can’t tell you everybody was on
board, but nobody voiced a concern at that time. I shared the
results with the parents, asked them to contact me if they had
any concerns, of course worked in collaboration with my
central office. And so we changed the dress code policy. But
the best part was, we have a video recorded morning
announcement program, and I had the four leaders of this
program, the social justice club, they came forward and they
did the presentation to their peers, their classmates, and
they presented the changes. They got all the credit because
they deserved it. And it was an inspiring story to see 12, 13,
14 year olds take a chance and take a risk on putting their
hearts on the line, knowing that these adults who we’ve had
this policy in place for at least two decades, no changes,
they took a chance and it paid off.

Kambar: 10:28 I guess I'm proud that we updated our dress
code, but I'm more proud of the students for putting
themselves out there and seeing the leadership ability that’s
within them.

Steve: 10:39 Well, move on to talk about the students raising
the question about equity and the advanced classes, because
that really jumped out at me when I read the piece.

Kambar: 10:52 Yeah. Well, I had I had heard a couple years
prior of that, one of our central office administrators shared
data with us about the disproportionality data that we had in
most of our schools where certain groups of kids were getting
suspended more than other groups of kids. And it was primarily
our students of color getting suspended more often than their
counterparts. And so we’ve been doing equity work, Steve for
several years, I’'d say six years. And when I have this data,
we were about year three or four. And and again, defense



mechanism kicks in — how could we be having this kind of
problem? I mean, we’'re a school of equity. How are we missing
the boat? Here’s why we’re missing the boat —

Steve: 11:30 I just wanna get this — the kids pointed it out
to you. Correct?

Kambar: 11:33 The kids pointed this part out to me, yes. But
the background was there in my mind. We’'ve got some equity
work that was a blind spot. The academics was a blind spot
because just like the discipline was a blind spot for me
because I was thinking, we’'re doing all this stuff around
student voice and making sure kids are feeling good about
being school. How is it we could miss this? Well, when we got
to the social justice council, the kids said that. They said,
we don’t see any diversity in our honors and gifted programs.
So I got the data and again, they were right. On the year that
we started this, our school was 37% black and our honors
program was 24% black.

Kambar: 12:15 So we had a 13% disproportionality rate with
zero being perfect proportionality, we were minus 13. So how
do you change that? Well, I could tell you one way that it
would not work and this is just philosophical. I don’t believe
we tweak a discriminatory practice and think that it’s gonna
be fine. At the root of it, it was still discriminatory. And
so we needed to pull it out root in stem and start over. And
so that's what we did. Before we were looking at state test
scores and we were looking at that you had to be pass advanced
on the state test score. And you also had to have an advanced
reading level to get in. The third criteria was a teacher
recommendation. And again, these are the three criteria that
led us to being a minus 13%, the second highest
disproportionality rate in our school system for middle
schools. Out of 10 middle schools, we were the second worst.

Kambar: 13:10 So what we did is I asked teachers. I went to
teachers and said, talk to me about the characteristics that



students have in your honors and gifted programs who are
successful. And they came up with seven criteria. I didn’t get
to put a limit on it. Just tell me the criteria that what you
would gauge as being successful. They talked about things like
kids who are organized, students who are independent learners
and ambitious about learning. Students who are avid readers,
not advanced, but they want to read. So we took these seven
criteria, put on a ranking of low, medium, or high and let
teachers, parents, and students rate students on these seven
criteria to get in. So where we started with this, of course,
we promoted that we’re looking for all students to come in,
but we’'re really encouraging students who are in average
classes to try an honors class if you’re making an, A or a B
in there.

Kambar: 14:00 I had zero kids sign up. So then I pulled the
rosters of all the average classes, took the names of all the
kids who got A’s and B’s, and we made individual phone calls.
83 students of color who were not recommended for honors
because we started this process after the course requests were
already submitted in January, February time period. So we
started this like in June, but I didn’t wanna wait a whole
nother year. We’ll save these kids. So we made individual
individual phone calls, 83 kids, and every parent accepted
every parent wanted their child to come in. And the other
thing we changed was that in a middle school concept, we have
teaming going on where the English, Math, Science, and Social
Studies teachers will each take about a hundred kids.

Kambar: 14:50 And the kids rotate those same four teachers.
Then we have another team of a hundred and another team of a
hundred. So in the past, we would require that if you took an
honors class, all your classes had to be honors. Change that
to say you can be honors in one subject and average classes 1in
the other three, which was reflective of the natural tendency,
that some of us has strengths in them and some subjects, but
not in all. So like I said, 83 kids signed up for one or more



new honors classes and at the end of the first semester, 91%
of them had an, A or a B in those honors classes. So why is
that important? We know that we want kids to have as many
doors open when they finish high school as possible. Certainly
college is one of those doors.

Kambar: 15:34 So in order to get into a four year college, as
a freshman going into college, obviously the more AP and
honors classes you have, the more likely you'’re gonna be
accepted. Well, if you’re gonna get into AP classes, you have
to have honors classes along the way before you go in there
and when do you ever start taking honors classes? It gappens
at a middle school level. So I think it’'s critical at a middle
school for all my middle school colleagues out there. We gotta
get kids into these honors classes, not because we’re gonna
put them on track to go to college, because every child
doesn’t need to go to college, every child doesn’t wanna go to
college. Some want to go military, someone go to workforce,
but we are in the business of creating opportunities, not
shutting doors. And so, like I said, college is gonna be one
of those doors we wanna make sure 1is open.

Kambar: 16:13 So that’s where it started. That's where we
needed it to do work. And this year, we went from a minus 13%
under or disproportionate disproportional rate for our black
students, we’'re now plus 2%, over-identified black students in
honors classes. I've had kids come to me this year on an
individual basis saying, is there any way, is it too late? Can
I get an honors? I'm like, yeah, there’s no timetable on this.
It’s all about kids who are ambitious, who want to secure a
better future for themselves and us bulldozing any barrier
that’s in front of them to allow them to realize their
potential.

Steve: 16:50 As I’'ve been listening to you, it just keeps
going through my head of, it’s really defining what what
people talk about when they

say a growth mindset. So this decision isn’t made on what



you’'ve scored in the past, it’s a decision based on potential
that you can illustrate. And if you’ve got a belief in your
potential, we’re gonna have a belief in your potential.

Kambar: 17:17 That's exactly it — hit the nail on the head
there. I never want a student to say, I had this dream of
trying this, but Dr. Khosaba said, no, I couldn’t do it. It's
gotta be the exact opposite of that. I didn’'t believe 1in
myself, but I had a teacher, a secretary, a principal who
said, I believe in you. You can do this. And so I think most
of us share that same mindset, it’s just, how do you break
away from the historical practices of your school or your
school division and start looking at a new system for today’s
kids?

Steve: 17:55 I'm wondering if you’d kind of give some words of
advice, both to to teachers as well as to school leaders
around the concept of tapping into student voices.

Kambar: 18:10 Well, I'm as much of a learner as the next
person, Steve, when it comes to this. But I can tell you
where, where I've found a little

bit of success 1s when we’re asking students about their
beliefs, their feelings, their perceptions of things, that we
are open to changing. For example, I'm not at a point yet
where I feel comfortable with students wearing hoods 1in
school. I'm not judging schools that do because every school
culture is different. In my school, in the Southeastern
portion of Virginia, I worry about being able to tell which
kids are which, and if you have a hood on your face and the
draw strings are pulled, I can’t see your face.

Kambar: 18:57 So I'm not gonna ask kids about whether or not
they wanna change that I might ask them how they feel about it
if there’s some big issue, but I don’t wanna fake them into
thinking that this is gonna possibly change. I ask about their
voice to be heard on things that I'm wondering about that I
feel like have the potential to be changed or updated. We do



it in a variety of ways. I mean, I’ve done something as
technical as running a Cahoot or in our cafeteria kids bring
their devices to the cafeteria. We have TVs in there, post
some questions, kids log on to, like I said, Cahoot or Nearpod
and then they give us their opinion. We'’ve done something as
technical as that, or we’ve done something as low tech as
taking a whiteboard into the hallway with some dry erase
markers and asking kids to just tell us how many teachers at
school do you feel like you can connect to if you had a
problem — 0 1, 2, 3, or four or more? And kids will put check
marks.

Kambar: 19:48 Student voice doesn’t have to be complicated. To
“wow” them, to steal your term from your book, to “wow” them,
I think we just have to ask them how they feel. We have a
student advisory council that we meet with four times a year,
once each nine week period. One of our students said when we
asked the question, how can we improve our student advisory
council? They said the fact that you're just asking us how we
feel, ot means a lot to us. Sometimes you can’t change things
like, you know, one time a student asked me, well, can we get
Koolaid to come out of the water fountain?

Steve: 20:20 .

Kambar: 20:21 Well, I can't do that. So it’s not about
children telling us what to do and I think that’s where some
adults kind of get a little
bit uncomfortable students.

Kambar: 20:30 They aren’t telling us what to do, they’re just
telling us their perceptions. Go back to the business
mentality. If our clients are coming into our restaurant or to
our retail store and they’re buying a lot of gadget X, but not
gadget Y, don’t we want to ask about why gadget Y? Is it just
you don't need gadget Y? Is it too highly priced? But you
gotta ask them, you gotta survey them and you might not like
the feedback in terms of, it’s not gonna make you feel good,



but you can make adjustments so that they buy into the product
and they buy into the service. And that’s what this is all
about. You and I have already had our middle school
experience. That’s done. They haven’t had their middle school
and high school experience, or even elementary school
experience. So why not ask them what we can do to help improve
the service model for them? And I think that’s the biggest
thing to me is talking to them about topics that are
meaningful to them, topics that we are willing to to bend on,
negotiate on, to improve the educational experience for kids.

Steve: 21:27 Well, thank you so much. Would you tell the
listeners how they might be able to connect with you? I'll
post the EdWeek article that I talked about, I’'ll put the link
to that in the lead-in to the podcast, but I'm sure there’s
things you’'ve said that people would like to ask you a
guestion about or find out more details. How can they connect?

Kambar: 21:48 Sure.Well as I said, I'm in the middle of a
transition, so I'm gonna give you my email address. It's
skkhoshaba@fcps.edu. I'm gonna have a Twitter and I’'m gonna
have an IG account, but I don’t have those set up yet so those
will be forthcoming. But for right now, the best way, and you
can also just go to the school website as well, South County
High School, if you go to that website, I’'ll have the link
there for my email address and very soon we’ll have the
Instagram and Twitter accounts there too.

Steve: 22:25 Well, as soon as you get those things set up, let
me know and I’'ll put them back out to folks. I look forward to
checking back in as

you get into your new role and and finding your new learning
as you step in there. Best of luck to you.

Kambar: 22:42 Thank you, sir. Take care.

Steve [Outro]: 22:46 Thank you for 1listening. You can
subscribe to Steve Barkley, ponders out loud on iTunes and pod



B. 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 me your questions and find my videos
and blogs Barkley.



