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The Coaching for Improvement Academy was designed to provide educators with practical
training in

o Strategies for continuous improvement

¢ A human-centered approach to the design of solutions

o Facilitation and coaching skills

e The application of an equity lens to improvement processes

Last fall and winter, a team from Jefferson County School District attended the Academy
together, including Georgina Monrean-Fugate, a high school science teacher who served this
year as the grant coordinator for the district’s School District Collaboration Fund (SDCF) grant.
Like many who attended from a variety of districts, Monrean-Fugate and her colleagues came to
the Academy expecting to try out the skills and strategies they would learn on the typical work of
the SDCF grants: restructuring systems of professional learning and creating new opportunities
for teacher leadership.

However, it wasn’t long before the focus began to change. Monrean-Fugate saw that the grant
committees back in her district were progressing well in their work on professional learning and
leadership already. Instead she became convinced that it was actually the district’s equity work
which could benefit from the skills and strategies taught at the Coaching Academy. As Monrean-
Fugate described it after the first two days of training:

Early on, | changed my focus. Initially it was on high-functioning PLCs, the work of the
grant. | thought that would be the problem of practice. However we are in a very diverse
district, and | wanted to improve our system for all of our learners. I, along with others in
the district, wanted to focus on disparity of outcomes. And that became the main focus
for me. | realized other things were already being well-supported by the grant
committees. So | wanted to support the district’s Equity Team.

Although 71 percent of Jefferson County’s students are racially and ethnically diverse (primarily
Latinx and Native American), only 12 percent of its teachers and none of its administrators are."
The cultural and linguistic gap between students and the people providing their education
means that educators need to make an additional effort to understand and bridge the gap and to
ensure that their own cultural background doesn’t blind them to the strengths and needs of the
students they serve.

Over the ensuing months, Monrean-Fugate worked with the district’'s Equity Team to figure out
both the specific focus of their collaborative work and what solutions they would explore. The
team was new to these methodologies, and Monrean-Fugate found it helpful to remember (and
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to share with the team) that they all had permission to explore solutions that might not work well
the first time.

The most profound thing is | really appreciated the permission for it to be messy, the
“possibly wrong and definitely incomplete” approach; I really needed to hear that. | had
some anxiety around that and like things to be linear. Knowing you sometimes jump in
without knowing everything, that it is a journey and you can adjust things, it was nice to
hear. So that philosophy felt really important. If we learn something and it is not what we
thought, that’s okay too.

While early in the process, the permission to be messy and make mistakes was crucial for
enabling the group to move forward, in time she came to believe in the importance of the tools
adapted from improvement science and human-centered design.

The most important is that human-centered understanding and knowing everyone has a
story that should be valued as part of the experience they bring to the table. It is one of
those things you may think you believe in, but to learn that it really is okay to put people
first and take actions for that. And | have the skills now—though | am still learning—and
the confidence to be able to say, we all care about kids; that is why we are here. But
let’s look at our system.

She acknowledged that talking about racial and ethnic disparities was uncomfortable for most
people, and the Academy also helped give her language, and more importantly, confidence, to
speak up about these difficult issues.

Leading equity work: It gave me the courage to speak to what | was already
noticing. | started more formal learning about it with their presentations, and added to
that with the National Equity Project. | gained more knowledge and learned about how to
bring up these tough topics without triggering people’s defensiveness. | think most
teachers here are here for kids, and they understand there is racism, but they don’t want
to see themselves as part of the system; that is hard.

Working with her colleagues attending the Academy and with the Equity Team, Monrean-Fugate
examined data about student experiences at school. They felt that all the educators in the
district could benefit from learning to apply an equity lens, so they collaborated to write a
proposal for Innovation Grant funds. They were awarded the funds to create a bigger team that
now includes members from every school in the district. They brought technical assistance
providers from the National Equity Project to the district and conducted listening sessions with
the local community, asking them how they were—or were not—serving the community’s
children.

Out of this broadly inclusive work, the team created a Leadership for Equity plan and designed
an Equity Academy for staff to attend right after the end of the school year in June 2019.

Not only did this process result in the district plan and Equity Academy, but the broad
involvement of staff across buildings meant that the continuous improvement skills and
strategies were spread to many more individuals than the three who attended the Academy.
Monrean-Fugate expected those skills and the equity focus to be something that would endure
well beyond this school year.
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We have [team] members in almost every building, who are often involved in other
types of leadership roles, so | hope that will carry on. It is just part of our process now.

She added—and Randy Bryant, Jefferson County’s human resource director concurred—that
district administrators had embraced the continuous improvement approach

For the most part, the administration has embraced it. | think they see value in the
improvement science method. | think they all value the equity work. Of course they have
a different lens as far as how hard it is to make change to a system, and the whole
infrastructure and everything it actually takes to make a change. And they know the
institutional history in a way | do not.

Bryant added that there was a growing commitment to using human-centered design and
continuous improvement strategies to make changes in the way the district worked.

[Going forward], | would hope that as a district, we would use the improvement science
model as a way to work. So instead of a top-down decision-making structure, we would
have more of a teacher voice, we'd be starting small [to try out solutions], and all the
ideas of improvement science would inform decision-making in our district.

When asked to summarize how her participation in the Academy and the resulting SDCF work
had impacted her district, Monrean-Fugate pointed to several things. Her improved
measurement capacity meant that she could bring meaningful data from teachers to the
district’'s executive team, she said. This meant that teacher voice was better represented when
decisions were made, which in turn improved the culture of trust and collaboration between
teachers and district office. She also noted that she and the committees she worked with had
learned to focus on improving systems, making them human-centered and considering the user
(in this case, “users” meant both teachers and students) when designing solutions. She also a
personal change: she now felt comfortable leading groups of fellow teachers, a task that used to
intimidate her.

But as much as the capacity to use improvement science and to skillfully facilitate groups of
adults mattered to Monrean-Fugate, what she most cared about was the way all of the work had
been applied to the crucial question of equity for the district’s students.

We have been working on this [equity issue] the whole year. | always knew this was an
issue here; it is the reason | wanted to come to this district. But | didn’t have the capacity
to really pinpoint it or develop an action plan. The Academy really helped me have a
better understanding of how to gather data, look for needs, make an action plan and test
the ideas. And it has built my confidence to take the next step, | could not have done that
without the Academy.
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