
From  Show-and-Tell  to  True
Collaboration:  A  Team
Leader’s Guide (Guest Blog)

I had the opportunity some years back to work with John Willis
when he was the coordinator for staff development in Gwinnett
County Public Schools in Georgia. John now works nationally as
a coach, consultant, and content creator through his Teaming
Edge channel, focused on empowering teams and getting results.
We reconnected recently around a training piece that John
developed, and I asked him to share his thinking here.

Your team meetings might at times be show-and-tell sessions
where teachers share what they’re doing, then go back to their
classrooms and teach however they want. Meanwhile, students’
success depends entirely on which teacher they get.

Sound familiar? You’re not alone.

I have found that teams who use Steve Barkley’s Theory of
Action break this pattern of “serial sharing” and get on the
same page, taking collective responsibility to ensure every
student  gets  excellent  instruction  regardless  of  which
classroom  they’re  in.
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T
heory of Action is a powerful tool that increases the depth of
collaboration.  When  a  team  sits  down  to  backwards  plan
starting with a student outcome goal, best practice is to
identify key actions that each stakeholder must engage in to
achieve the desired outcome. Student actions have a direct
effect  on  student  outcomes.  Teacher  actions  drive  student
actions. Team actions shape teacher actions. Leader actions
shape team actions.

This  progression  helps  empathize  with  each  stakeholder
resulting in everyone creating a greater capacity to take a
more comprehensive view of teaching and learning. As a result,
we can start to get laser focused on what each stakeholder can
do (or stop doing) in order to best support the chain. Simple
guiding questions can be used while planning.

Student Actions: What should students do in class in order to
increase reading stamina?

Teacher  Actions:  What  can  I  do  to  encourage  and  support
students in building their reading stamina?

Team Actions: How can we work together as a team to support
consistent  practices  that  develop  reading  stamina  across
classrooms?

Leader Actions: What structures, supports, and expectations
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can I put in place to help teams and teachers prioritize
reading stamina?

Where Teams Get Stuck

Jumping straight to teacher actions. Teachers bypass student
actions and jump straight to teacher actions. In fact, it’s
pretty common for teams that are lower on the collaboration
continuum to engage in “serial sharing” of strategies they use
in the classroom.

Try This Instead: It is normal for teachers to overemphasize
what they do in their class because that is what they are
hyper focused on. As a coach or team lead, encourage the team
to pause and consider the student actions that are critical
for achieving the desired outcome. Clearly articulating key
student  actions  will  make  teacher  strategies  much  more
evident.

Giving vague answers. For example, a common “student action”
for teachers and teams that I work with is for students to be
“more engaged.” That will likely mean different things to
different people, none of which will likely be specific.

Try This Instead: It is normal for initial responses to be
vague. Follow these vague answers with “what would that look
like?” or “how would we measure that?” This will help support
deeper thinking. The goal here is to identify student actions
that are concrete, actionable, observable, and measurable.

Skipping meetings entirely. Teachers often feel overwhelmed
and time constricted and meeting to collaborate, learn, and
plan seems like a luxury they don’t have.

Try This Instead: Support teachers in attending collaborative
team  meetings  that  actually  make  a  difference  to  their
professional lives. As the administrator, ensure that you are
providing time in their schedule to meet as well as the space
and  resources  needed  to  make  this  meeting  innovative  and



productive. As the team lead, ensure that you are creating a
space that is psychologically safe to learn and contribute
with team agreements that support voice equity and collegial
conversations. Ensure that every teacher has a voice, a role,
and leaves every meeting with knowledge and skills that will
support their classroom. A key component of effective teams is
that they value learning over business. Provide time for teams
to learn about their students through “Looking at Student
Work”  protocols  and  learning  how  to  implement  targeted
instructional  strategies.  The  collaborative  learning  team
meetings should be a rich place to learn concrete, actionable,
observable,  and  measurable  teacher  actions  that  drive  the
student actions that get results.

Blaming  student  deficits.  We  all  succumb  to  fundamental
attribution error – attributing success to our skills while
blaming failures on external factors.

Try  This  Instead:  When  teams  get  stuck  on  what  students
‘can’t’ or ‘won’t’ do, use the Theory of Action to flip the
script: What teacher actions could drive different student
actions?

Still Not Getting Results?

What if the Theory of Action framework is not working? Teams
lose focus and fail to implement the actions they agreed to
take with their students. I have worked with many teams over
the years and honestly, the results are mixed. I have found
that to get the most out of the Theory of Action framework,
the team must first establish team agreements that support
psychological safety and voice equity.

The key here is accountability. This is where we can leverage
the team’s agreements. I recommend having accountability baked
into the team agreements from the beginning. When creating
team  agreements  you  might  consider  the  following  guiding
questions:



“How will we hold one another accountable for follow through?”

That way, as a team leader, you can hold the team’s action, or
lack thereof, against the team agreements to highlight the
gap. When a team has a voice in creating the team agreements
and has awareness of the gap, they tend to take action to
close the gap because we all want to live and work with
integrity.

Here is a simple way to leverage the team agreements during
each meeting in 60 seconds or less:

At the beginning of each meeting, briefly review the objective
for the meeting. Then ask, “looking at our team agreements,
which agreement(s) will best support us in achieving today’s
objective?”

At the end of each meeting, ask, “which team agreements can we
hold as an intention as we implement our plan this week?”

When  teams  truly  implement  the  Theory  of  Action  with
accountability  built  in,  those  show-and-tell  sessions
transform  into  powerful  collaborations  where  every  teacher
owns every student’s success.

I’d love to connect! Get weekly team protocols and tips on my
YouTube channel and watch “Your Team’s Missing Link” to see
this Theory of Action protocol in action with a real team.
Reach out at john@theteamingedge.com.
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Building,  Implementing,  and
Learning  From  Improvement
Plans

Many school administrators, instructional coaches, and teacher
leaders at this time are engaged in designing improvement
plans  or  beginning  the  implementation  of  plans  that  were
created earlier to achieve school and/or district goals. This
process should be built to guarantee that educator learning is
an outcome along with increased student learning. Educator
learning is more likely to occur if the improvement plans
follows this sequence:

Identify  the  desired  outcome  in  terms  of  student
success.

              Nearly all students in freshman algebra will
achieve a passing grade. 

              Fifth grade students will increase executive
functioning skills to increase readiness for middle school

Identify student learning production behaviors that are
most likely to lead to successful learning outcomes.
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Algebra  students  approach  math  challenges  with  a  growth
mindset. “With effort I can master this”

             Fifth grade students consciously practice
executive functioning skills.

Identify the teacher actions that are most likely to
generate the identified student actions.

Algebra teachers will provide experiences with “real life”
math problems that illustrate students’ mental math problem-
solving abilities.

            Fifth grade teachers will identify, model, and
provide feedback as students practice executive functioning
skills.

Hypotheses should be formed around the desired outcomes
and student and teacher actions. These hypotheses drive
actions,  observations,  reflections,  and  educator
learning as the plan is implemented.

If  building  a  growth  mindset  around  learning  math  is  a
continuous, conscious focus of freshman Algebra teachers, more
students will engage greater focus and effort and increase
learning results creating a positive spiral. (The words that
teachers use when conferring with students are important.)

If fifth grade teachers plan for the instruction and practice
of executive functioning skills, students will develop skills
that  will  increase  their  success  as  they  enter  Middle
school.     

“A hypothesis emerges from a set of underlying assumptions. It
is an articulation of how those assumptions are expected to
play out in a given context. In short, a hypothesis is an
intelligent, articulated guess that is the basis for taking

action and assessing outcomes. Building a culture of effective
hypothesizing can lead to more thoughtful actions and a better



understanding of outcomes. Not only will failures be more
likely to lead to future successes, but successes will foster

future successes.”

Jeanne Ross, “Why Hypotheses Beat Goals”

Leadership Actions

With a hypothesis in place, leadership should examine what
leadership  actions  are  needed  to  begin  and  support  the
implementation  of  the  plan.  While  planning  backwards  the
leadership role is the last piece planned and generally the
first to be implemented. Here are some questions to guide
leadership’s planning:

How confident are we that the identified student success
outcome  (e.g.,  passing  Algebra,  increased  executive
function)  is  meaningful  and  measurable?  A  connected
question: Will we be able to spark teacher passions
around the desired student outcome.
What do we know and not know about the teacher and
student actions that are key to the plan?
How  will  we  communicate  the  purpose  and  expected
outcomes of the plan clearly to teachers and students?
What  leadership  actions  (e.g.,  scheduling,  PD,  co-
planning time) are necessary to launch and sustain the
plan?
How  will  we  monitor  the  implementation  of  teacher
practices  and  student  behaviors  without  being
evaluative?
How will we gather evidence of student behaviors (e.g.,
use of EF strategies, persistence in Algebra) to assess
impact?
What  opportunities  exist  for  teachers  to  reflect
together on what’s working and what’s not?
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Evidence, Reflection, Modify

The learning for educators that will impact student learning
occurs through the ongoing collection of evidence, reflecting
on that evidence and then taking action based on what is being
discovered.  Coaching  observations  by  instructional  coaches,
administrators,  and  peers  can  gather  the  evidence  for
reflection.

Are the suggested teacher actions observable in planning
conversations and classroom observations? If not, what
might  be  necessary  for  teachers  to  implement  the
actions? How are teachers describing their experiences
with implementing the teacher actions?
If the teachers are implementing the hypothesis actions,
how are the students responding? Are the desired student
learning  production  behaviors  present?  If  not  what
modification of teacher actions might be helpful?
Are there initial indicators of student increases in
success as students engage in the identified learning
behaviors?
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What have we learned so far? What don’t we know yet?

Ultimately, the success of any improvement plan rests on how
the design generates learning among educators. When teachers
and leaders engage in testing hypotheses, observing impact,
and  adjusting  practice—especially  through  the  collaborative
structures  of  PLCs  and  the  personalized  support  of
coaching—they model the very learning behaviors we seek to
develop  in  students.  Professional  Learning  Communities  can
provide the space for shared inquiry, dialogue, and collective
reflection,  while  coaching  offers  targeted,  just-in-time
support to deepen practice. Each step—from identifying desired
outcomes  through  reflecting  on  implementation  and
impacts—becomes  an  opportunity  for  professional  growth.  By
centering  educator  learning  as  both  a  means  and  an  end,
schools increase the likelihood that improvement efforts will
lead to lasting, meaningful gains in student learning.

Podcast:  You’ve  Got  to
Believe and They Need to Know
That You Do
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Research  reinforces  that  teachers  providing  feedback  to
students  that  demonstrates  the  teacher’s  belief  in  the
students’ abilities (high expectations) can generate student
learning behaviors that positively impact student’s success.
Additional teacher actions such as active listening, knowing
them  individually,  celebrating,  and  being  accessible  are
additional teacher actions that support high expectations. In
many ways those coaching teachers need to communicate very
similar  beliefs  and  teachers  need  to  know  that  the  coach
believes in the teacher’s abilities.
Read Larry Ferlazzo‘s blog here.
Read Jo Boaler’s article here.
Subscribe to the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast on
iTunes or visit BarkleyPD.com to find new episodes!
Podcast Transcript:

[00:00:00.330] – Steve [Intro]
Welcome to the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast. As
instructional coaches and school leaders, you have a challenge
to  guide  continuous  teacher  growth  that  promotes  student
success. This podcast looks to support you with strategies
from our experienced guests and insights that I’ve gathered
across  many  years.  I’m  thrilled  you’re  here.  Thanks  for
listening.
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[00:00:26.560] – Steve
You have to believe, and they need to know that you do. A
recent post in Edweek from Ron Berger reminded me of our need
to communicate our belief in those we teach and coach. Links
to  his  post  and  all  those  mentioned  in  this  podcast  are
available  in  the  podcast  lead-in.  Berger  pointed  to  the
research study of Daniel Yeager and his colleagues, who looked
at teachers’ feedback to 7th grade students on the first draft
of a five paragraph essay about personal heroes. Teachers
wrote their comments on the students’ papers, but before the
students received the comments, the research team attached a
handwritten note from the teacher to the essays, either a
treatment note or a control note. Both notes were in the
teacher’s  handwriting.  The  treatment  note,  known  as  “wise
feedback,” said, “I’m giving you these comments because I have
very high standards and I know that you can meet them.” Half
the students were in a control group that got a nonspecific
control note that said, “I’m sharing these comments so you
have feedback on your essay.” Teachers handed back the essays
in sealed folders so the teachers couldn’t see which students
received which note.

[00:02:04.630] – Steve
Then the students had a week to revise their essays. The study
showed that students who got the wise feedback note were twice
as likely to revise their essays as those who didn’t. 40%
revised their essays in the control group, but 80% revised
them in the treatment group. The next year, they ran the study
again, and now new students in the same teachers classrooms
were all required to revise their essays. They found that
students  made  more  than  twice  as  many  of  the  teachers
suggested  corrections  when  they  got  the  wise  feedback
treatment note. Although all students benefited overall from
wise feedback, those belonging to minority groups benefited
the  most.  The  feedback  eliminated  racial  disparities  in
students’ revisions. Jo Boaler, the author of Mathematical



Mindsets, reinforces this power of the teacher’s belief in
learners – “Teachers can communicate positive expectations to
students by using encouraging words, and it’s easy to do this
with students who are motivated, who learn easily, or are
quick. But it’s even more important to communicate positive
beliefs and expectations to students who are slower, appear
unmotivated, or struggle. It’s also important to realize that
the speed at which students appear to grasp concepts is not
indicative of their mathematics potential.

[00:03:52.000] – Steve
As  hard  as  it  is,  it’s  important  to  not  have  any
preconceptions about who will work well on a math task in
advance of the students getting the task. We must be open at
all times to any students working really well. Some students
give the impression that math is a constant struggle for them,
and they may ask a lot of questions or keep saying that
they’re  stuck,  but  they’re  just  hiding  their  mathematics
potential and are likely to be suffering from a fixed mindset.
Some students have bad math experiences and messages from a
young age, or they’ve not received the opportunities for brain
growth and learning that other students have, so they are at
lower levels than other students. But this does not mean they
cannot  take  off  with  good  mathematics  teaching,  positive
messages and perhaps most importantly, high expectations from
their teacher. You can be the person who turns things around
for them and liberates their learning path. It usually just
takes  one  person,  a  person  whom  the  student  will  never
forget.”  Wow.  Pretty  powerful  to  think  about  having  the
potential to be that person. In addition to high expectations
and  encouraging  feedback,  consider  what  other  teacher
behaviors  communicate  our  beliefs  in  learners.

[00:05:28.640] – Steve
I turned to Chat GPT for a quick list. What do you think of
these: Personalized support – offering additional support like
tutoring  or  resources  shows  students  that  the  teacher  is



invested in their success. Active listening – showing genuine
interest  in  students  thoughts,  feelings,  and  opinions.
Celebrating – both small and big successes reinforces positive
behaviors and achievement. Allowing students to make choices
in their learning process empowers them and demonstrates trust
in their decision making abilities. Fostering independence –
gradually  increasing  the  level  of  responsibility  given  to
students  shows  trust  in  their  capabilities.  Of  course,
developing relationships is critical. When we take the time to
know students individually and we understand their interest
and acknowledge their challenges, that builds a supportive and
trusting environment. Being accessible to students is big.
Being available for their questions, concerns, or just to talk
to makes students feel valued and supported. Advocating for
students – standing up for students needs and rights in the
broader school context shows that a teacher is on their side.
And  encouraging  peer  support  and  creating  that  learning
community in a classroom is another way to show students our
belief in their capabilities. As I considered that list as to
the ways we communicate our belief in students, it struck me
that it’s a pretty similar list for how coaches communicate a
belief in teachers.

[00:07:31.380] – Steve
So I turned the question and those responses back to Chat GPT
to see if I could find agreement. When I asked how coaches can
communicate their belief in teachers, I got this list back.
See what you think. Active listening – demonstrates a genuine
interest in teachers thoughts, concerns, and ideas. I know
that I’ve always made that a big part of my coaching and
coaching training. Just recently I had a teacher share how
good she felt having had a pre-conference with a colleague,
knowing that that colleague was genuinely interested in what
the teacher was planning to do in her classroom. Specific and
positive feedback – feedback that highlights strengths and
acknowledges  successes.  Positive  feedback  reinforces  a
teacher’s confidence in their abilities. I think it’s a key



problem the amount of time that teachers spend in classrooms
alone not being able to get that kind of feedback. Building
collaborative  problem  solving  –  when  coaches  work  with
teachers  to  identify  challenges  and  then  collaboratively
develop solutions, it builds and fosters a sense of shared
responsibility  for  the  outcomes.  That  really  aligns  with
coaches holding back from being experts who solve problems for
people and instead are collaborators dealing with challenges
with teachers.

[00:09:12.600] – Steve
Personalizing  professional  development  opportunities  is
another way that we demonstrate our commitments to teachers
unique approach to teaching and unique next steps for their
success. Maintaining open communication – communication that’s
honest  and  respectful.  Transparency  builds  trust  and  is
critical  to  communicating  our  beliefs  in  someone  else’s
capabilities. Coaches being visible and accessible available
to  teachers  –  that  availability  that  accessibility
communicates  to  teachers  your  belief  in  their  success.
Celebrating those successes – both small and significant. And
for me, I find the small successes are the ones that teachers
often  overlook  and  many  coaching  conversations.  Assisting
teachers in seeing small successes that will build is critical
to building teachers belief in themselves as well as belief in
their  students.  And  lastly,  encouraging  reflection  –  when
coaches facilitate reflective practices with our questions and
our active listening, reflection encourages self awareness and
personal professional growth. And that growth is what empowers
teachers to believe in themselves. And they know that the
support  for  that  belief  in  themselves  was  aided  by  their
coach. As I was digging through beliefs that coaches could
have, I came across a piece written by Diane Sweeney and
Leanna  Harris.  They  provide  an  initial  list  of  coaching
beliefs that I thought puts us on pretty good footing.



[00:11:16.800] – Steve
Do you agree? Here’s their list: Increased student achievement
for all students every day is why we’re here. It’s not our job
to fix teachers or to be the expert on all things. Everyone
brings varied experience and expertise to the table. The goals
of others drive our work. We can’t tell people what to care
about.  Our  work  is  ongoing.  It  doesn’t  happen  in  single
conversations. Relationship is an important factor, but not
our  goal.  We  are  smarter  together  and  collaboration  is
critical. Everyone is a learner and our work is never done. We
assume best intent. Everyone cares about kids and is doing the
best job that they can. Reading that list, I’ve kind of come
full  circle.  I  started  with  considering  how  focusing  on
building students’ beliefs in themselves by showing that we
believe was applicable to coaching. As I read that list about
coaches’ beliefs, I realized that the list for teacher beliefs
is quite similar. As teachers and coaches, we need to be
checking  our  conscious  and  unconscious  actions  that
communicate  the  message,  “I  believe  in  you.”  Thanks  for
listening to the message. I’d love to hear your thoughts. You
can always reach me at barkley.com. Have a great day.

[00:13:05.200] – Steve [Outro]
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.


