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Personalizing Instructional
Supervision Systems

Five years after individualizing a "packaged"
system, administrators at Loveland, Colorado,

High School see greater teacher autonomy with
increased student learning and experience more

positive relationships with teachers.

A View of Change from the
Practitioner's CornerF ive years ago the administrative

team at Loveland High School,
Colorado, shopped the educa-

tional marketplace for an instructional
supervision system that would provide
for better teaching, resulting in in-
creased student learning. Because we
believe the most important factor af-
fecting student achievement to be the
quality of the instructional staff, we
looked for a model that would help us
design and implement instructional
training to increase teacher effective-
ness. We hoped to find a system that
would function within our existing
organization, without upsetting the
good teaching practices already in use.

What we found were several "pack-
aged" systems that taught us how to
identify, coach, and reinforce specific
instructional behaviors that reportedly
increase student achievement Each
system offered observation and con-
ference techniques to diagnose and
prescribe remedies for deficient in-
structional strategies. Unfortunately,
we soon discovered that our use of a
"packaged" system did not ensure the
use of desired techniques by our
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wachers. Perhaps the reason our staff
didn't voluntarily implement the rec-
ommended practices is that the struc-
tured system provided only superficial
skills for implementation.

Teachers need to be able to adapt
and adopt instructional strategies,
making their own judgments where
appropriate; the process of making
those judgments characterizes the
teaching act We agree with Costa and
Garmston (1985) that the aim of su-
pervision should be to help teachers
make better decisions about instruc-
tion. However, most of the packaged
systems we saw emphasize teaching
and supervisory practices that expect
and reinforce routinized performance.
Our staff prefers a highly individual-
ized and personalized approach. Yet

no single supervisory process pro-
vides enough flexibility to accommo-
date the many teaching styles in our
high school.

Personalizing a Packaged
System
By modifying a packaged system, we
have been able to provide what our
staff wants: an individualized approach
to instructional supervision. We for-
mulated and implemented a plan that
is characterized by four steps.

Step 1: set a goal First we set a goal
that we hoped to accomplish within
five years: to enable teachers to teach
themselves to teach, We wanted teich-
ers to acquire the skills necessary for
correcting their own miscalculations
(Sergiovanni 1984). By increasing
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their repertoire of instructional strate-
gies, we hoped that our staff would be
able to choose appropriate instruc-
tional techniques from an array of
options. We called this goal creating
ibe autonomous teacher.

The implied intent of our goal is
that autonomous teachers will in-
crease students' awareness of their
own learning processes. We wanted
students to look for the objective in a
lesson and to seek an understanding
of why they are doing a particular
activity. We called this implied goal
creating the autonomous learner Our
administrative team then made public
our five-year goal: autonomous teach-
ers creating autonomous learners.

Step 2: create a vision. Next we
needed to establish an attitude condu-
cive to change: a belief that change
would be rewarded with success. Re-
cent research has shown that teachers'
attitudes change with their behavior as
they begin to experience success
(Guskey 1985). However, we had
problems getting teachers to that
point. Our philosophy is a radical de-
parture from traditional practice; high
schools have not been organized for
close scrutiny of instructional prac-
tices. Firestone and Herriott (1982)
have described the constraints of large
staff size, departmentalization, and di-
verse staff goals, which inhibit second-
ary administrators' influence on in-
structional improvement.

Realizing these constraints, we ad-
dressed the problem of a large staff
first by dividing all administrative du-
ties into thirds. This means that each
administrator evaluates one-third (ap-
proximately 25) of the teachers. The
concept of a coqprincpalsbp began to
evolve.

Second, we broke down the walls of
departmentalization. We have found
that we don't need to understand
physics, for example, to understand
good teaching. Our acceptance by the
departments is better when we focus
on specific teaching acts. No longer do
we need to feel inadequate in a class
we personally have never taught.

Third, we attempted to unify staff
goals by publishing our yearly objec-
tives, sharing our five-year plan, and
modeling good teaching practices. De-
partments have begun to adopt goals
that are similar, if not identical, to
building goals.
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Step 3: provide suporr. Attitudes
conducive to advancement are not cre-
ated by simply announcing that expec-
tation. Not only have we declared in-
struction as our priority, but we also
make all our decisions in support of
these efforts. We speak of "advance-
ment" in teaching, as opposed to "im-
provement," which implies remedia-
tion of a deficiency. We have furnished
the necessary resources and opportu-
nities to foster professional growth.
These resources take the form of in-
service taught by our administrators
(together with the district teachers)
and formal college courses taught by
our staff for our staff. We also share the
latest research on teaching and learn-
ing through informal but regular study
groups composed of teachers and ad-
ministrators. Through these efforts, in-
structional supervision has become
one component of a staff development
program.

In addition to announcing and sup-
porting our expectations, we began
using a lesson plan format that incor-
porates the instructional strategies we
adopted from packaged systems. The
strategies we selected are: (1) a per-
ceivable objective, (2) clear purpose
and relevance, (3) an established and
maintained learning set, (4)) learning
activities congruent with objectives,
(5) modeling that provided an exam-
ple of the behavior or content desired,
(6) informal checks for student under-
standing, (7) guided practice of con-
tent and behavior, and (8) an evalua-
tion plan for measuring attainment of
objectives. We periodically collect and
read lesson plans, giving individual
teachers written feedback As a result,
our staff members display increasingly
effective levels of competence in ap-
plying these techniques.

We modified the content of our
packaged system by requiring appro-
priate use of these instructional strate-
gies as the minimal expectation for all
teaching plans; every element is not
needed for every lesson. As teachers
master these techniques, they request
additional strategies. We have added
other elements, such as internal
bridges, external bridges, closure, and
rehearsal techniques (Stahl 1983),
which have been used and shared by
teachers able to tackle more sophisti-
cated practices.

"An intensive
observation/
feedback cycle is the
single most
powerful tool we
use to encourage
staff to translate the
teaching-learning
research into
practice."

we reinforce these strategies by us-
ing them in planning the inservice
courses that we teach. Faculty meet-
ings are an opportunity to practice
what we preach. We model these be-
haviors in our own presentations, con-
veying the notion that skillful planning
is indeed a high priority.

Step 4: reinforce. An intensive obser-
vation/feedback cycle is the single
most powerful tool we use to encour-
age our staff to translate the teaching-
learning research into 'practice. We
adapted the structure of our cycle (fig.
1) from the supervision model con-
structed by Dornbusch and Scott
(1975). Teachers understand the proc-
ess of our cycle; they know the criteria
we will be looking for prior to an
observation.

Our supervision process is charac-
terized by a four-day observation cy-
cle. Each teacher is visited by the same
administrator on four consecutive
days, during the same class, for the
entire period. We set this repeated
sampling as a norm because, like Dar-
ling-Hammond and Wise (1983), we
believe that administrators cannot ade-

quately assess teaching perfmanrce
based on only a few minmes in a
classroom. Also, as Hunter (1985) has
pointed out, many lessons inorporate
only a few elements; an appropriate
strategy one day may not be appropri-
ate the next We want to see if teaders
can judge when and how a particular
technique is appropriate.

With a staff of approximately 75
teachers, our supervisory schedule re-
sults in each adminisrator visiting at
least 100 classrooms per year. This
number increases for our nontenured
teachers, who are observed during
two separate cycles each year. Every
teacher receives oral and written feed-
back about the four observations dur-
ing one-hour conferences with the
administrator.

In addition to establishing a supervi-
sion cycle, we model our belief that
instruction is important by enforcing
two rules. First, if an unforeseen event
interrupts our schedule, we will start
the four-day cycle over again. Second,
we will allow no interruptions (that
we can control) in our schedule of,
observation.

When a crisis occurs during a peri-
od when an observation is scheduled,
the coprincipalship concept enables
another administrator to address the
problem. By consistently announcing
and following this procedure, we
show teachers, parents, and district
personnel that we recognize and sup-
port the importance of instructional
supervision. The coprincipalship ap-
proach has enabled us to modify the
cursory nature of a packaged supervi-
sion system.

What Came from Our
Mod#fied Plan
One consistent outcome of our per-
sonalized plan for instructional super-
vision is the development of a positive
relationship between administrators
and teachers, which we believe has
been fostered by three circumstances.
First. our approach to supervision is
flexible in that we share techniques
we have learned from other teachers.
Our allowance for variation stimulates
teachers to become more adaptable in
what they will accept and implement

Second, our own administrative fail-
ures seem to work in our favor. For
instance, we sometimes expect too
much too soon, have our own teacher
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"The implied intent
of this goal is that
autonomous
teachers will
increase students'
awareness of their
own learning
processes."

favorites, and unintentionally alienate
some teachers. We deal with our mis-
takes by admitting them, soliciting
teachers' input for an analysis of why
we failed, and continuing to work
toward our goal.

Third, our conscious and persistent
effort to build trust helps foster a
positive relationship between admin-
istrators and staff. While an atmo-
sphere of trust encourages teachers to
take risks and share new behaviors,
trying to create it is complex-not a
procedure to be obtained easily from
a packaged system. We try to build
trust by being predictable in our ex-
pectations and actions Once teachers
know how we will react (as coach, not
judge), they are free to try new tech-
niques with confidence in an atmo-
sphere conducive to experimentation.

We are now in the fifth year of our
five-year plan. We have seen our teach-
ers become more autonomous in their
teaching; they are better able to make
correct judgments and appropriate
decisions at "teachable moments." Af-
ter years of experimentation, we be-
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lieve that our personalized approach
to instructional supervision is best for
a complex organization. , Before you
buy a packaged system, consider mod-
ifying one It worked for us.

A View of Change from the
Researcher's Corner
Some of us who have taught instruc-
tional supervision nearby at the Uni-
versity of Colorado-Boulder were
able to study the Loveland High
School administrative team's efforts.
We spent countless hours observing
their staff development practices and
interviewing teachers and administra
tors We can certainly document and
elaborate on the process they have
reported. Beyond that, however, we
wanted to know how far they had
come toward reaching their goal. Had
they developed autonomous teachers
and students?

Our graduate students and the liter-
ature also stimulated questions. Re-
search tells us that teacher evaluation
is not commonly used for instructional
improvement; it is unusual to find
instructional supervision embedded
in an administrator-conducted staff de
velopment effort (Wise and Darling-
Hammond 1984, Guzzetti and Martin
1986) Therefore, we wanted to know
if results had been worth the expend-
ed resources (time, dollars, and ef-
fort) Our graduate students asked
how teachers reacted to such close
scrutiny. What was the effect of a rigor-
ous supervisory cycle?

Our queries concerned the effects
of changing teachers' attitudes and be-
haviors We focused on the conse-
quences of implementation and rein-
forcement (supervision) of that
implementation. Had changes in
teacher behavior affected student per-
formance? Was the assumption that
improved instruction would result in
improved learning a logical one?

How Can We Examine Effects?
Our first thought was to determine
effects by comparing achievement test
scores. However, since Loveland was a
high-achieving school before the staff
development effort and had continued
to maintain that record, this strategy
did not prove useful. We were familiar
with statistical peculiarities (regres-
sion effects) when attempting to show
statistically significant growth with ex-
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"We speak of
'advancement' in
teaching, as opposed
to 'improvement,'
which implies
remediation of a
deficiency."

treme groups Instead, we chose to
use naturalistic techniques to identify
differences that would indicate practi-
cal significance

One researcher conducted audio-
recorded, semistructured interviews
in a private setting with selected teach-
ers. We used a purposive sampling
procedure to identify a range of infor-
mants-from teachers who had been
enthusiastic to those who, in one ad-
ministrator's words, were "not exactly
our fans." We asked teachers to de-
scribe benefits and drawbacks of im-
plementing new teaching strategies, to
identify any differences in students'
performance or awareness of the
learning process, and to appraise the
usefulness of their supervision.

We also conducted audiotaped in-
terviews with small groups of students
in a private setting, asking them to talk
about their teachers' instruction and
their own awareness of the teaching-
learning process. Had they noticed
teachers using instructional tech-
niques that helped them learn? If so,
had these techniques made them
more aware of how to learn? And,
finally, had the teaching made a differ-
ence in their grades?

The Teachers' Report
The teachers described three benefits
resulting from the implementation
and supervision of new teaching
strategies.

1. Inceased suden Pufing. When
asked if student performance had
changed as a result of particular in-
structional methods, teachers re-
sponded that they believe that their
students are learning more, but not
necessarily earning better grades. (In-
terviews with stud&nts reinforced this
perception.) Teachers did report im-
proved student performance on infor-
mal measures, such as essays, assign-
ments, and pre- and postunit tests.

Teachers also related that students
are more aware of the teaching-learn-
ing process. One English teacher in
the building for nine years noted:

Students seem to expect to accomplish
more now Once a few teachers establish
practices like stating objectives, the kids
look for it in other classes. It's a subtle
process; teachers don't say, "Now we're
going to do guided practice." Yet the stu-
dents are very critical of classes where they
don't feel a sense of structure

2. Establisied teacher autonomy.
Teachers, speaking of standards for
their own performance, felt that estab-
lishing a repertoire of instructional

strategies increases their awareness of
what constitutes good teaching They
have increased their accoui aility for
learning through continuous monitor-
ing of student progress and have en-
gaged in substantive conversaions
about instruction with their col-
leagues. They have become attuned to
the craft of teaching. An English teach-
er in the building for eight years
explained:

Teachers are aware of those who put
thought and effort into their prparanio
The status quo has become following the
elements instruction toward specific
outcomes, whereas before the status quo
was each to his own. Before, if someone
didn't give much thought to teading no
one would know the difference. Now It's
different, and I don't mean bad

3. Improved amtzdes tuwdrd s4-
msion Teachers were unanimous in
their appreciation of the obsevation/
feedback cycle. They described this
intense scrutiny (four consecutive
days) as uncomfortable but necessary.
One teacher related the act of watch-
ing teaching to watching a movie; she
explained that it is more difficult to
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FORUM PLUS: Theory-into-Practice
Confer nce on Teaching Thinldng

June 29 - July 1, 1987
Stoiffer Resort - Orlando, Florida

Presenters:
Pe r Greer - U.S. Office of Education,

Dorothy Sisk, Robert Marzano,
Sandra Black

*General sessions on thinking skills
instruction

*Practitioner seminars for teachers and
administrators currently implementing think-
ing skills programs.

*Plus: Two-day training sessions on current thinking
skills programs - July 2 &e 3.
Reviewof thinking skills materials and videos.

Registration: $250 for 3 day conference
Fees.for July 2 & 3 training sessions vary.

Informatioh: Coilntit Sklls Development Associates,
P.O. Box 468, St. Augustine, FL 32085 (904) 824-0648
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watch several 1 5-minute segments of a
film and try to piece it together than it
is to watch the whole two-hour movie
and understand it. The intensive ob-
servation system enables the adminis-
trator to see the whole movie.

Teachers also attributed their ad-
ministrative team's approach to obser-
vation as a factor that fosters positive
attitudes. Administrators' acceptance
of variation in implementation and
teaching style prompts teachers to
willingly try new methods. Other
teachers spoke of the observation-
supervision process as a professional
growth effort for both administrators
and teachers.

The attitude the administrator displays is
one of coeducator, like we're all in this
together The attitude is, "We're here to
help you out; we're not out to get you."

As a result, teachers have come to
expect and respect their administra-
tors' knowledge about the teaching-
learning process:

I can ask them an educational question,
and they can give me ten articles on that.
They're "educator-administrators," not
"administrator-educators"

The Students' Report
Students articulately identified teach-
ers' behaviors that have helped them
become autonomous learners. We
identified three propositions from the
students' taped interviews

1. Students are aware of teachers'
instructionalpractices. Students were
able to identify specific teaching strate-
gies that they find beneficial, although
no effort had been made to train stu-
dents in the language of instruction.
They didn't know labels like "closure"
or "guided practice," yet they we,e
able to describe these techniques. For
example, one senior explained "pur-
pose and relevance" as used by his
physics teacher:

The best teacher I have applies the
lesson to something you do everyday. My
physics teacher installs experiments along
the way and gives examples while he's
lecturing. A lot of teachers relate the topic
to other experiences

Students reported how many of their
teachers gave objectives for the day
and the percentage of those who used
"purpose old relevance." Their com-
ments reveal uneven degrees of im-
plementation (or degrees of effective-
ness) among teachers.

"Once teachers
know how we will
react (as coach, not
judge), they are free
to try new
techniques with
confidence... ."

2 Students benefit from teachers'
organizationalpatterns. The imagery
students used when talking about the
benefits of teachers' organizational
practices is particularly powerful and
illuminating. They spoke of the "tools"
they were given to learn with and the
"atmosphere" teachers set for learn-
ing. One senior stated:

Almost all my classes have a "game
plan." That's very helpful because it sets

boundaries The teacher lets vou know
what you'll be doing, why you're doing it,
and how you're going to be doing it.

3. Students believe good instructioin
affects their learning. Students distin-
guished between learning more and
earning better grades. They believe
that teachers who are implementing
the strategies they described are caus-
ing them to learn more; however,
better grades are not necessarily an
end product. In one junior's words:

I can't say I get better grades because of
a teacher's teaching. Their teaching does
affect how easy it is to get that grade. It's
hard to teach yourself It's easier if they
give it to you to take than if you have to
pull it out.

What Can Research Learn
from Practice?
Researchers, practitioners, and train-
ers can be encouraged by these find-

ings. The Loveland administrative
team's efforts have shown that second-
ary administrators can overcome orga-
nizational constraints to directly effect
instructional improvement. That is,
"packaged" supervision systems can
work if we open the packages and use
the contents in creative ways.l
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