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S.O.S.    (A Summary of the Summary) 

 
The main ideas of the book: 

 
~ The instructional leadership model introduced in this book relies on daily classroom visits as a way to gather 
enough information from the front lines to make the most informed instructional and operational decisions. 
 
~ The goal is not to supervise individual teachers into better performance. Instead, this model is about 
gathering information and sharing it with teachers through evidence-based conversations so they can reflect and 
make the best decisions about their own practice. 
  

Why I chose this book:  
As an educational leader, one of the biggest challenges we face is how to improve instruction. Justin Baeder has realized that 
there is only so much we can do by telling teachers what to do (in the form of feedback, evaluations, etc.)  
 
In response to this, he designed the High-Performance Instructional Leadership model. In a subtle difference from other 
instructional leadership models, this model emphasizes regular professional conversations with teachers in which the leader 
shares evidence from classroom observations, but it is the teacher who reflects on this information to make changes in 
teaching practice.  
 
Furthermore, because leaders visit three classes a day, they gain a wealth of information so they can make the most 
appropriate decisions about resources, scheduling, coaching, professional development, staffing, and more. 
 
Finally, I like that this is an action-oriented book. This book grew out of Baeder’s 21-Day Instructional Leadership Challenge 
in which over 10,000 participants (see www.instructionalleadershipchallenge.com) set daily goals to improve their 
instructional leadership. See the 21 action items here, and you, too, can follow along! 
 

 
The Scoop (In this summary you will learn…) 

  
ü How the High-Performance Instructional Leadership model builds relationships, enhances professional development, and 
drastically increases the amount of knowledge leaders have to make decisions 
 
ü How to develop the habit of visiting classrooms every day and sustain that habit 
 
ü How to visit classes and conduct follow-up conversations in a way that works even with the most resistant teachers 
 
ü How to organize your time and your tasks so you will be freed up to prioritize instructional leadership 
 
ü How to take one action step a day, for 21 days, so you will have a robust instructional leadership model in place by the end 
 
Note that because the book includes action steps at the end of each chapter, The Main Idea has no additional PD suggestions. 
 

Now We’re Talking! 
21 Days to High-Performance Instructional Leadership 

By Justin Baeder (Solution Tree, 2018) 

File: Instructional 
L

eadership 
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Introduction 
 
Principals are not maximizing classroom observations in a way that leads to real improvements in student learning. When principals 
do get into classrooms, they don’t necessarily have the requisite follow-up coaching conversations with teachers. However, they often 
don’t get into classrooms because they perceive this whole process as awkward if not downright conflicted. Given this view, they may 
not feel it is worth it to dedicate the time to these observations and debriefing sessions. 
 
To eliminate the drawbacks described above, this book provides a different approach to instructional leadership. Baeder defines 
instructional leadership as the practice of making and implementing operational and improvement decisions. Because of this 
definition, rather than emphasizing supervision, coaching, or data collection, the High-Performance Instructional Leadership model 
relies on daily classroom visits as a way to gather enough information from the front lines (classrooms) to make the most informed 
instructional and operational decisions about professional development, coaching, resources, etc. Furthermore, the goal is not to 
supervise individual teachers, one at a time, into better performance. Instead, it is about gathering information and sharing it with 
teachers through evidence-based conversations so they can reflect and make the best decisions about their own practice. This is a new 
idea—getting into classrooms to pay attention to help everyone make better decisions. Although this may seem like a subtle change, 
both teachers and administrators find it much more professionally rewarding and relationship building.  
 
This book grew out of Baeder’s 21-Day Instructional Leadership Challenge in which over 10,000 participants in over 50 countries (see 
www.instructionalleadershipchallenge.com) set goals to get into classrooms daily and improve their instructional leadership. As a 
result, this book is organized into 21 chapters, and the hope is that you will complete the action in each chapter daily over the course 
of 21 days. Some of the chapters help you improve your coaching conversations with teachers while others assist you in developing 
the time-management strategies needed to implement a system like this. Here is an overview: 
 Week 1: High-Performance Instructional Leadership Fundamentals—a description of the model and the rationale for it 
 Week 2: High-Performance Habits—time management and organizational habits to help you get into classrooms daily 
 Week 3: High-Impact Instructional Conversations—how to have productive, evidence-based conversations with teachers 
 Week 4: High-Performance Instructional Leadership Enhancement—improving feedback, scaling-up school and district visits 
 

 Week 1: High-Performance Instructional Leadership Fundamentals 
 

Day 1: Understanding Why Instructional Leaders Belong in Classrooms 
Toyota managers and supervisors regularly visit shop floors where the cars are being built. They need to speak with factory workers, 
understand their perspectives, and get to know the work that is being done on the front line in order to make the best decisions. This is 
true in education as well. It is only through visiting classes and speaking with teachers on a daily basis that school leaders can: (1) 
gain decisional information, (2) develop professional relationships, and (3) provide needed professional development. These three 
benefits of daily classroom visits provide the rationale for the High-Performance Instructional Leadership approach. 
 
(1) Gain decisional information: If we go back to the definition of instructional leadership introduced above—the practice of making 
and implementing operational and improvement decisions—it becomes clear why visiting classrooms and having discussions with 
teachers is so important. It is only by observing that school leaders can gather evidence to answer questions such as: Which teachers 
are ready for more challenge and which are at risk of not meeting expectations? Which students are struggling and which students 
need more of a challenge? How much of an impact has the professional development had on teaching? Are we using the correct 
curriculum? Are we deploying resources for maximum impact? It doesn’t make sense to introduce a new curriculum, new resources, 
or new professional development unless you have firsthand knowledge of what is happening in your school.  
 
(2) Build strong professional relationships: It is virtually impossible to create change in your school without first developing strong 
professional relationships with staff. A powerful way to build these relationships is with regular conversations with teachers that 
convey trust and respect. To ensure that these conversations are more than just chitchat, leaders should focus conversations on 
teaching and learning and base them on observations and evidence from the classroom.  
 
(3) Enhance professional development: While visiting classrooms itself yields rich information, what takes this to the next level are 
the conversations that occur afterwards. These conversations provide excellent professional development, not just for the teacher but 
for the leader too! Discussing evidence observed helps to inform the teacher and guide her next steps, but it also gives the leader 
information about what teachers are doing and how they are thinking about their work. This information is vital for strategic planning, 
professional development plans, scheduling, and more.   
 
Day 1 Action Challenge: Determine Your Baseline for Classroom Visits 
Before you can create a regular habit of visiting classrooms daily, you need to step back and take an honest look at your current 
practice. To get an accurate picture of your baseline, answer the following questions (honestly!) with exact numbers or estimates: 

• How many times per year do you visit each teacher informally? How many total classroom visits do you make in a year? 
• Approximately how much time is there between one visit and the next to the same teacher’s classroom? 
• How many days per month do you make no classroom visits at all? 
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Day 2: Following the High-Performance Instructional Leadership Model 
Engaging in daily classroom visits requires a substantial commitment, so if it does not provide professional benefits for both school 
leaders and teachers then there is no reason to do them! To maximize the benefits of these visits and the ensuing conversations, the 
High-Performance Instructional Leadership model ensures that they meet the following seven criteria: 
 
1. Visits are frequent—The goal is to visit each teacher every other week, or conduct about 18 biweekly visits per teacher. This strikes 
a balance between frequency and practicality. If you have a large teaching staff and this is not possible, shoot for three visits a day. 
 
2. Visits are brief—To make this a long-term habit, visits need to be brief. Visiting for one to three minutes is not enough for you to 
gather enough evidence, and the efficacy of a visit after fifteen minutes seems to diminish. Aim for a five- to fifteen-minute visit. 
 
3. Visits are substantive—While visits should focus on issues of teaching and learning, Baeder cautions against the idea that you need 
to make a suggestion for improvement in order for a visit to be substantive. In fact, it will have more of an impact on students to 
discuss the dynamics in the classroom and how these relate to your shared expectations around the curriculum and teaching. 
 
4. Conversations are open ended—Again, this model is a bit different in that the goal is for both the teacher and the instructional 
leader to learn something. Rather than coming in with predetermined ideas about the lesson, it helps for the leader to hear what the 
teacher has to say and together discuss the success of the lesson in relation to the teacher’s aim. To do this, the conversation should be 
open ended with the leader looking to the teacher as the expert. Without listening to what the teacher has to say about the lesson, the 
leader may propose an inappropriate solution. For example, if a lesson successfully helps students achieve the stated aim but that aim 
is not rigorous enough, then suggesting a different instructional technique would miss the mark. Instead, there is a planning issue here, 
and the leader should help the teacher plan around a more rigorous objective.  
 
 5. Conversations are evidence based—If the goal of classroom visits is to attain firsthand evidence, then leaders should take detailed, 
low-inference notes. Not only are these less judgmental, they will help to better inform conversations about practice. The goal is to use 
this evidence to make teachers aware of their blind spots and provide the basis for a rich conversation. 
 
6. Conversations are criterion referenced—Descriptive evidence will only be useful when comparing it to a set of shared 
expectations. These may be from teacher evaluation rubrics, professional standards, a set curriculum, or other shared resources. These 
documents make up the instructional framework that teachers and leaders share. Without anchoring conversations in these shared 
documents, conversations become more subjective. The purpose of the instructional framework is to describe effective practice. One 
of the benefits of referring to an instructional framework is that your role can be more of a collegial one in which you and the teacher 
look at evidence and are on the same side working together to meet the criteria in the framework. This does not mean you should rate 
teachers using this framework after each visit. Instead, use the language of the framework to conduct a professional conversation.  
 
7. Conversations are conversational—In this model, teachers do not improve their practice by accepting suggestions. Instead, through 
evidence-rich, criterion-based conversations, they develop by learning more about the gap between their current practice and the ideal 
practice. To do this, rather than cross-examining and pointing out flaws, you should ensure the discussion is conversational in style. 
 
Day 2 Action Challenge: Find Your Instructional Framework 
Compile the documents that comprise your instructional framework: your teacher evaluation criteria, the curriculum-specific 
instructional practices teachers have been trained to use, and the PD materials that have shaped your school’s understanding of 
effective practice. 
 

Day 3: How the High-Performance Instructional Leadership Model Relates to Other Instructional Leadership Models 
You probably already use some type of instructional leadership model that is informed by district, state, and/or professional 
expectations. Your school may already be implementing formal teacher observations; formal evaluations; mini-observations; data-
collection walkthroughs (either data-collection, feedback-focused, or Downey walkthroughs); instructional coaching; learning walks; 
and/or instructional rounds. There isn’t enough space in a summary to describe each of these processes and why they don’t lead to 
deep improvements in teaching, but here are some issues to consider. If some type of formal observations or evaluations are required 
in your district, could you conduct these in addition to the informal visits and discussions in the High-Performance Instructional 
Leadership model? Perhaps your detailed low-inference notes could inform your more formal reporting. You will probably end up 
using some combination of instructional leadership models. 
 
However, Baeder is particularly interested in changing the dynamic of the quick observation for the sake of trying to correct specific 
teacher mistakes. We can certainly correct small errors made by novice teachers and see modest improvements. However, he argues 
that as teacher experience grows, we cannot possibly catch and correct all mistakes. Instead, we need a model in which we raise the 
level of teachers’ thinking so they can make more informed instructional decisions themselves and take the responsibility for their own 
professional growth. While there are elements of all of the above models present in Baeder’s model, he is concerned that leaders are 
visiting teachers too infrequently, with misguided assumptions (that correcting individual mistakes improves teacher practice), and for 
the wrong purpose (to gather data about teaching by doing walkthroughs).  



 
3 (Now We’re Talking, Solution Tree)                                                                                                                                         © The Main Idea 2018  
 
hjjyffg.ne..net2009 

Day 3 Action Challenge: Review Your Instructional Leadership Models 
Make a list of the current instructional leadership and supervision processes you use in your school and answer these questions: 

• How do the processes you use overlap? How do they impact teachers and how do teachers perceive them?  
• To implement the High-Performance Instructional Leadership model with fidelity, how would that fit with these models? 

 
Day 4: Conducting Your First Two Cycles of Visits 

For your very first cycle, you should plan to visit every teacher you supervise. If you start without a robust plan, it will be harder to 
establish a routine that you follow through with. Following the model presented in this book means you will be visiting about 500 
classrooms a year (about three a day for 180 days), and this cannot be accomplished without a solid plan in place.  
 
Develop a realistic plan—Set a goal of visiting about three classes a day. For administrators who supervise 30 teachers, this works out 
to visiting every classroom every two weeks or so. Of course, you may be worried about the time this will take, but there are ways to 
recoup this time that will be addressed in this chapter and later as well. One suggestion is to spread the three visits out over the course 
of the day, so if you get interrupted you won’t miss all three. Also, schedule each visit right before or after another event on your 
calendar. It’s easy to leave your office a few minutes early for a classroom visit rather than having to interrupt a solid block of 
working time by running out for a visit. It’s helpful to think about the order of your visits as well. If you just do individual visits, you 
might be tempted to conduct the easier ones first. Instead, create a systematic plan in which you visit a whole grade team or 
department in succession. You won’t omit anyone, and you may become aware of patterns across a team.  
 
The first and second cycles—One surprising suggestion Baeder makes for your first cycle is that you not make any kind of formal 
announcement. To avoid the possibility of resistance, make your first cycle of visits all about gaining teachers’ trust and showing that 
you are interested in their work, not trying to catch mistakes. Emphasize that you want to listen, look, and learn. Do not take notes 
during the first cycle. Do not interrupt or question students. Thank the teacher, be encouraging, and find something to compliment. 
These visits will speak for themselves and send a more powerful message than an announcement beforehand which might trigger 
negative reactions. Once you have completed this first cycle and visited everyone, then make a brief announcement. Next, conduct 
your second cycle of visits in the same order. Again, keep this light and don’t take notes or offer suggestions; however, you should 
start your first evidence-based conversations with each teacher. Share observations and ask good questions, but do not become critical.  
 
Day 4 Action Challenge: Visit Your First Three Classrooms 
Complete three brief classroom visits with conversations afterward. See the notes above about what to do on a first visit. After, write 
down answers to these questions: (1) How were you received? (2) What message do you think your presence sent? (3) Was there any 
resistance, and if so, what might you do to lower that resistance in the future? 
 

Day 5: Thinking Ahead to Your Third Cycle of Visits 
Keep in mind that the first cycle of visits should focus on making a good impression and building trust. The second visit, even though 
it will be grounded in your observations, should still remain completely positive. It is only in the third round that you will conduct the 
High-Performance Instructional Leadership model in its entirety. Below are tips to set you up for success in the third cycle.  
 
First, although you may be tempted to jump to conclusions about patterns you’ve seen in your first two cycles, don’t do it. In reality 
you’ve seen a very small percentage of the teaching in the building. Instead, wait to identify patterns until you’ve had a chance to 
conduct your third cycle of visits and the more thorough evidence-based conversations that follow these visits. 
 
Now, to prepare for these visits, it is time to inform staff that you will be coming into classes, taking notes, and having more in-depth 
discussions with them as a way to understand more about their teaching. When you take notes, you may want to take detailed, 
descriptive, low-inference notes, or you may prefer just to jot down a few brief observations. Either way, keep the commentary out. 
Some leaders think teachers find it less intimidating if they take handwritten notes, but these can be harder to share unless you take a 
photo. The simplest way is to type notes and then email them to the teacher. Some schools have an app or other system to take notes.  
 
Another tip to implement this third cycle well is to highlight the instructional framework you will be using. As a reminder, you should 
not be using it to evaluate teachers. Instead, be clear about the vocabulary in the framework so you can emphasize it in your 
discussion. For example, if you use Charlotte Danielson’s framework, familiarize yourself with the phrases and vocabulary in it so you 
can use these terms to describe the evidence you observed. Explicitly refer to your framework: “I was looking over our framework’s 
standards for [criterion], and I noticed [evidence].” This way, rather than having conflicts over educational philosophies, you position 
the framework as the authoritative expert. However, remember not to give a rating. You do not yet have enough evidence. The time is 
better spent letting the teacher do most of the talking. By the end of this third cycle, you’ll be amazed by how much more you know 
about the school’s curriculum, each teacher’s strengths and weaknesses, and what’s happening in all classes.  
 
Day 5 Action Challenge: Visit a Team 
Today, visit three members of the same grade-level or department team. Consider these questions for reflection: (1) What am I 
noticing that I would not have if I didn’t visit members of the same team? (2) What similarities and differences did I notice between 
teachers? 
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Week 2: High-Performance Habits 
 
It is not enough to plan to visit classrooms daily if you don’t keep up this habit. During this week, you will focus on what you need to 
do to be productive and systematic so you can sustain this practice. 
 

Day 6: Making Time to Visit Classrooms 
No school leader has unused time during the day to devote to classroom visits. Instead, you will need to create the time. This chapter 
introduces four suggestions to help you get into classrooms daily. 
 
(1) Reduce Interruptions from Emergencies—You probably get interrupted all of the time for emergencies, but what exactly 
constitutes an emergency? Is it when there’s blood? But what happens when you are at a district meeting? Surely someone takes care 
of a bleeding student. If someone else takes care of this when you are out of the building, then it can be taken care of when you are 
visiting classrooms. To cut down on interruptions, create a clear definition of “emergency” vs. “near-emergency” and let staff know 
when you should be interrupted. For example, if there’s a lockdown, clearly you should be interrupted.  
 
(2) Create Time Through Self-Discipline—Being productive starts with a plan. Take a few minutes each day to map out the next day. 
But if you scrap your plan, then it won’t help your productivity. When issues arise, rather than scrapping your plan, simply modify it. 
 
(3) Schedule Short Blocks of Time for Visiting Classrooms—As was mentioned earlier, it’s better to schedule short blocks of time to 
visit classrooms rather than one longer block, so interruptions only disturb one class visit, not all of them. Also, schedule your visits 
knowing that you will be interrupted. Here’s a simple formula to follow: 
 

Number of desired visits per day ÷ Success rate = Number of needed blocks 
 

For example, if you get interrupted 20% of the time and you want to complete 3 visits per day, then 3 ÷ .8 success rate gives you 3.75 
visits you need to conduct each day (really round up to 4) in order to actually achieve those 3 visits per day.  
 
In one school, the principal knows he has fewer discipline problems in the morning, so he schedules a block of visits from 8:45 to 
9:15am and tries to see an entire department. Then he knows he has recess duty each day at 11:15am, so he schedules another visit 
from 11 to 11:15am and simply leaves his office earlier. In a larger high school, there are two assistant principals who also evaluate 
teachers, so the three of them plan the schedule to ensure that one of them is available in the office and the lunch room each day 
during the multiple lunch periods while the other one is freed up to visit classrooms.  
 
(4) Track Your Visits—To keep track of who you have visited and when, you can use an electronic app (Repertoire or TeachBoost), or 
simply write each name on a notecard, visit the teachers in the order of the stack, and write the dates you visit on each card. 
 
Day 6 Action Challenge: Schedule Your Classroom Visit Blocks 
Use the formula above to determine how many blocks per day you’ll have to schedule to complete your desired number of visits 
(around 3). Then, use the principles in this chapter to block out regular times for visits and choose how you will track these visits. 
 

Day 7: Managing Your Communication Channels 
There is plenty of work waiting for you to do—in your email inbox, voicemail, electronic devices, and more. You certainly should not 
wait until you’ve completed this work to conduct your classroom visits, but you will feel a lot less stressed if you are aware of what 
all of these tasks are. That is, know what work is waiting for you when you go to visit classes. This chapter shows how you can 
streamline your communication channels so it’s easier to stay up to date on the work to be done.  
 
Streamline Communication Channels—Currently, you are probably sent tasks to do via email, voicemail, a physical inbox, a two-way 
radio, group text messages, and other forms of social media. It can be overwhelming if there are too many channels of communication 
or if these channels are used inappropriately. Try to minimize the number of “inboxes” you use and make sure staff know which ones 
to use for each type of communication. They should not be texting you or using a two-way radio for non-urgent matters. Similarly, 
Slack or group text messages can be difficult to organize, so ask staff to specifically use email when they need you to do something.  
 
Process Your Inboxes and Stay Current—If you don’t regularly go through your “inboxes,” then you don’t know what you have to do. 
Processing doesn’t mean that you do everything in your inboxes, it just means that you make decisions about what to do with tasks. To 
do this, go through each task and decide if it can be deleted, done immediately (if it’s a quick 2-minute task), delegated to someone 
else, or placed on a calendar or to-do list to do later. Do not do this halfway—do it until your inboxes are empty! When you have two 
hundred emails in your inbox, you are not current. This leads to uncertainty and anxiety and these get in the way of you getting out of 
the office and into classrooms. Instead, process your tasks each day to get to zero so you can get to classes. 
 
Day 7 Action Challenge: Streamline Your Inboxes 
Make a list of all of your communication channels from texts and the school’s intranet to your physical inbox. Decide which 
communication channels you do not want staff to use for action items and ask them to use another method to communicate needs. 
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Day 8: Managing the Work You’re Not Doing Yet 
To allow yourself to get out of the office and into classrooms, you need to know what tasks you are leaving behind and that they will 
get done later. The problem is that most school leaders have tasks scattered in many places—in emails, in stacks of papers, in 
notebooks, on sticky notes—so they don’t know what or how important these tasks are. If you can organize all of these tasks in one 
central location, you can have the peace of mind to visit classes and be present while you are there. Email does not work as this one 
central place because you cannot prioritize your tasks there. Instead, consider a task-management app such as Todoist (todoist.com). 
With an app like this, you take all of your tasks from all over and enter them in Todoist’s inbox. Then you organize these items into 
lists or your calendar and decide what type of priority they should have (by date, required time, required energy, etc.) To be on top of 
the work that is waiting for you, clear out all of your inboxes every day, and put those tasks into your one centralized app. There is no 
room to describe the app here, but the general concept is that leaders need to have all of their tasks in one place.  
 
Day 8 Action Challenge: Link Everything to Your Task-Management App 
Review what you did on Day 7 to streamline all of your communication channels and spend time putting all of your tasks into one 
centralized place (like a task-management app). When a new task comes up during the day, enter it into the task-management app.  
 

Day 9: Organizing Your To-Do List 
Once you enter all tasks in one place (a task-management app, for example), you will have a long list of items to do. It would be 
completely unmanageable to work from a single list. Instead, you need to break this up into smaller lists and take the items that cannot 
be grouped (miscellaneous items), and organize them by priority level, due date, time required, or energy level, as described below. 
 
Organize by ACTION—You will want to group together as many related tasks as possible. Let’s say each week you create a staff 
newsletter to send out on Sunday evening. As you accumulate items throughout the week that you would like to include in this 
newsletter, you put those items into a sublist (or bucket or project or folder) to be opened when you are ready to write your newsletter. 
These sublists should be as specific as possible. For example, instructional leadership is too general of a topic to organize tasks under. 
 
Organize by DUE DATE, TIME REQUIRED, and ENERGY LEVEL—Even with many carefully organized sublists, some tasks will 
remain miscellaneous items (like items in a junk drawer!). Left unorganized, this list will be too long for you to know when to do each 
item. To address this, most task-management apps will let you assign a priority level (high, medium, low) and a due date. You can 
even go a step further and assign each item a property such as time required, context, and energy level. If you have a list of under-10-
minute tasks, when you have just 10 minutes, you can complete some of these. If one of your contexts is the district headquarters, you 
can glance at this list when you’re at the district and get everything done rather than having to return. Context can also include a 
specific person—if you label all tasks for your administrative assistant, when you meet with him you can have a list of tasks at your 
fingertips. Finally, to maximize your productivity, you can label tasks based on whether they require low or high energy. 
 
Day 9 Action Challenge: Organize Your Tasks Based on Sublists, Due Date, Time Required, and Energy Level 
Right now, create five different sublists to gather tasks. For miscellaneous items, set up fields such as due date or context to prioritize 
which to do next. Note that while you are getting organized, continue your first cycle of classroom visits. As you walk around, use the 
context field to record tasks connected to specific staff members and look at these lists when you encounter these staff members. 
 

Day 10: Learn How Habits Affect Your Ability to Conduct Daily Classroom Visits 
How can you make visiting classrooms daily a habit? It helps to first understand how habits work. Research suggests that over 40% of 
what we do each day is driven by habits. Part of this is because habits require less mental energy. Because brushing your teeth and 
backing out of the driveway are habits, they don’t require any mental energy. However, most of our habits are not intentional; they 
develop accidentally. If you don’t develop the intentional habit of getting into classrooms daily, you will be distracted by other habits.  
 
There are a few ways we can use habits to get into classrooms. First, we can conserve our mental energy by knowing which tasks we 
have to accomplish (see the previous chapters) and then making it a habit to complete the lower energy tasks (like answering emails, 
scheduling, etc.) at the end of the day, leaving the more cognitively demanding tasks (like observing classes), for earlier in the day.  
 
In addition, it helps to understand how habits work. In The Power of Habit, habits are broken into three parts: the cue (what triggers 
the habit), the sequence (the routine that happens after the cue), and the reward. For example, hunger is the cue that signals you to eat, 
which leads to the reward of being sated. If you understand this cycle, you can learn to change a habit by disrupting one of the three 
parts of your habits. For example, if you are wasting time at your desk every time you step into your office (the cue), you might have 
your assistant leave a sign that says classrooms taped to your chair to prevent you from sitting down. This will disrupt your habitual 
response of sitting instead of visiting classes. Another idea is to find a way to institute a reward for visiting classes. Finally, if you 
know you get stuck in your office in the morning because staff often stop by before school and say, “Got a minute?” as you want to 
get into classrooms, try to pre-empt this cue by leaving your office earlier to see classes. Overall, the primary reason most instructional 
leaders aren’t observing classes regularly is that they simply have not developed the necessary habits to get themselves there. 
 
Day 10 Action Challenge: Inventory Your Habits 
Think about the habits that influence your ability to get into classrooms. What do you enjoy about classroom visits and how can you 
emphasize these rewards? What triggers the habits during the day that prevent you from getting into classrooms?  
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Week 3: High-Impact Instructional Conversations 
 
This week the focus is on how to make the post-visit conversations with teachers as impactful as possible. 
 

Day 11: Avoiding Unhelpful Practices: Data Collection and the Feedback Sandwich 
Getting into classrooms and having high-impact instructional conversations has the power to be one of the most transformational 
habits we can develop. However, we need to do them the right way and be careful not to undermine the purpose of this practice. A 
number of schools use classroom visits for data collection which specifically undermines professional conversations with teachers. 
Going into classrooms with checklists, frequency counts, or other quantitative indicators narrows the view of the observer. It is 
impossible to take rich, detailed, qualitative notes at the same time. Not only does data collection prevent the observer from going in 
with an open mind and having a deeper, more genuine conversation with teachers, but it leads to more resistance because teachers 
won’t see themselves as the primary beneficiaries of these inspection-like visits and will feel defensive. 
 
Another thing that undermines our professional conversations with teachers is the feedback sandwich: giving teachers a compliment, 
then a suggestion for improvement, and then another compliment. There are several problems with this approach to debriefing 
classroom visits with teachers. First, the feedback sandwich structure does not allow for two-way conversation. Instead, all of the 
thinking and deciding is done by the instructional leader. In addition, without having the opportunity to hear what the teacher was 
thinking, the context of the lesson (what happened before and what will happen next), and most importantly, the teacher’s goals, the 
leader does not have a full enough picture to make accurate judgments. Finally, leaders feel they have to wrap things up and give 
feedback every time even if there is no clear piece of advice. Instructional leaders are better off resisting the urge to tie up every 
conversation with a suggestion for improvement. 
 
Day 11 Action Challenge: Break the Suggestion Habit 
To begin to conduct more open and genuine conversations, experiment with not giving suggestions for a while. When you have the 
impulse to make a suggestion, remember that teachers are professionals able to direct their own improvement efforts. Look at your 
classroom notes and see what you might share with the teacher to lead to deeper reflection about practice without giving a suggestion.  
 

Day 12: Facilitating Successful Evidence-Based Conversations 
In order for our professional conversations to be successful—that is, to help us learn more about the teaching and learning that is 
occurring in our school and help teachers reflect on their practice—we need to ensure that our questions are genuine and evidence-
based, and that we seek to understand the context of the lesson.  
 
To begin, we need to keep our conversations as evidence-based as possible. Having descriptive, low-inference notes not only helps to 
remove judgment from the discussion, but it is also valuable information for the teacher. Keep in mind that teachers are at more of a 
disadvantage than the observer because they have been too busy teaching to take notes and won’t be able to see what you see! To 
ground the conversation in evidence, make sure to ask questions about the evidence you observed. Below are some examples of the 
types of evidence-based questions that will lead to deeper discussions about teaching and learning: 
 • “I noticed that you _______. Could you talk to me about how that fits into this lesson or unit?” 
 • “Here’s what I saw: _______. How does that compare with what you thought was happening at the time?” 
 • “I noticed that students  _______. How did that compare with what you expected to happen when you planned the lesson?” 
 
If you really want to learn from these conversations, then you need to make sure to ask about and listen to what the teacher’s goals 
were for the lesson and the context of the lesson (what happened before and after the lesson). Conversations will be more productive if 
you understand more before jumping to snap judgments. As an instructional leader, you may be used to coming to quick conclusions, 
and it’s not that these conclusions are necessarily wrong, it’s just that they may be premature without first learning more about the 
lesson. Furthermore, when we make these immediate judgments, we are sending the message that the teacher’s role is to listen and 
comply rather than act as professionals who can think for themselves. This is a particularly insulting approach for more experienced 
teachers. Also, it is likely that teachers have spent a great deal more time thinking about their lessons than we have. Perhaps they have 
already considered various approaches and rejected them for the one approach we observed. It makes sense to hear out their reasoning 
before coming to conclusions and doling out advice.  
 
In order to get a better understanding of teacher thinking, we need to make sure to ask genuine questions—that is, questions for which 
we don’t already know the answers. Instructional leaders often ask questions as a way to fish for “correct” answers. Teachers see 
through this and are offended by this. If we have something to say, we should just say it in a direct manner. Otherwise, we should ask 
genuinely open questions, for which we don’t know the answers, to help us better understand the goals and context of the lesson. 
Although you may enter the conversation thinking that what you observed was unsuccessful, try to ask a good question and at least be 
open to the possibility that your conclusion may be inaccurate. 
 
Day 12 Action Challenge: Refer to Evidence 
When you speak with teachers today, be sure to refer to evidence of what you observed and send the message that you are there to 
understand and learn, not judge, by asking genuine, open-ended questions like the ones introduced in this chapter. 
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Day 13: Bringing a Shared Instructional Framework Into the Conversation 
When debriefing observations, instructional leaders and teachers typically disagree. Why? Because each side has a different incentive. 
The teacher knows he’s being evaluated, so he wants to demonstrate his competency. The instructional leader also wants to 
demonstrate her competency, and she does this by identifying an area for improvement. While this may seem to lead to an impasse, 
there is a way out—bring in your instructional framework as a neutral arbiter in this tug-of-war. As you know, the instructional 
framework provides a common definition of what constitutes good teaching. Remember that the instructional framework is more than 
just the teacher evaluation criteria; it also includes the instructional strategies learned in PD as well as any adopted curricula.  
 
Overall, we want teachers to be the primary evaluators of their own practice. Days 12 and 13 outline some of what we must do to 
facilitate a conversation in which teachers take on this role—we need to keep the conversation genuine, open-ended, grounded in 
evidence, and focused on the teacher’s performance vis-à-vis the instructional framework. It might look like this: 

• After visiting a classroom, share your typed-up notes with the teacher so you both have access to the same evidence. 
• Ask genuine questions about the evidence you observed. 
• Facilitate a discussion with the teacher that explores how the lesson went compared to the teacher’s goals and expectations. 
• Connect evidence from the observation to performance levels in the instructional framework. 
• The teacher may suggest what he could have done differently or next action steps or you may provide suggestions or ideas 
to guide the teacher’s reflections and next steps. 

 
What should you do if there are disagreements about performance levels, particularly if the teacher has an inflated sense of her 
performance? To begin, remember that what you observed in the class does not capture the full story. Be open to the possibility that 
your harsher judgments may be wrong. At the same time, make sure the teacher realizes he also doesn’t possess the entire picture 
because it is hard to observe everything in a classroom when you are teaching. Furthermore, make sure that you take very detailed and 
descriptive notes for just this reason: when a teacher disagrees with your assessment of what happened in a class. In fact, you and the 
teacher might not come to an agreement about performance levels, and that’s fine for now. It will take multiple observations before 
you need to decide on a rating. 
 
Day 13 Action Challenge: Use Instructional Framework Language 
Revisit the documents that make up your instructional framework. While you are conducting your first two rounds of visits, be sure to 
use the language of the framework to describe what you saw and encourage the teacher to use this vocabulary as well. 
 

Day 14: Developing Skills for High-Impact Conversations 
In order to successfully facilitate open-ended, evidence-based, and framework-aligned discussions, you need practice in certain skills: 
how to listen, how to ask genuine questions, how to follow up on questions, and how to foster deeper reflection that results in changes 
in teacher practice. Remember that the goal is not to simply critique a teacher’s past performance—which is what happens when you 
do most of the talking and the focus is on critiquing what the teacher already did in her classroom. To help teachers develop the skill 
of improving their decision making so they can make better instructional choices in the future, you need to listen and let them do most 
of the talking. When they do most of the talking, they do most of the thinking. However, in order to do this, we need to avoid 
approaching these conversations with the goal of critiquing and changing behavior. As a leader, you can aim for compliance or you 
can develop thinking and reflection, but you can’t do both.  
 
Below is a set of steps to structure an authentic conversation. It need not be complicated, and in fact, is simpler than the feedback 
sandwich: 

• First, ask for permission: “Do you have a minute to chat or would later be better?” If now is a bad time, choose another one. 
• Second, ask a question to understand the goal: “What outcome did you have in mind for that part of the lesson?” 
• Once you’ve learned the aim, link this to what you observed: “So, you wanted to make sure students understood how to solve 
the problems on last night’s homework. I saw that you went around checking students’ papers—what did you see as you 
checked their homework?” 
• Next, continue the discussion by referring to other notes you have taken and linking them to the shared framework. Use the 
questions like the ones introduced Day 12 so the teacher can compare her practice to the criteria in the framework. 
• Don’t worry if the teacher has an inflated sense of herself. Continue to gather evidence and let the teacher know that you 
haven’t learned enough to say whether you fully agree with the teacher’s self-assessment.  
• It’s fine if there is no real closure or takeaway—this will be part of an ongoing conversation. It’s fine to say, “Thanks for 
taking the time to talk with me. See you again soon!” 

 
Day 14 Action Challenge: Practice Your Skills in Conducting High-Impact Conversations 
As you continue visiting classes daily, listen more carefully to find out about teachers’ goals and thoughts about their lessons. Take 
note of the questions or phrases that work well in presenting evidence to teachers who are particularly defensive. 
 

Day 15: Handling the Toughest Conversations 
Most teachers respond well to the High-Performance Instructional Leadership model, but there is always a small number who resist 
this approach. Resistance comes in different forms—some teachers may not welcome your presence in the classroom, others welcome 
you in but then resist or derail the conversation after. This chapter explores ways to hand these different forms of resistance.  
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Of course, the best approach to resistance is preventative. Remember to follow the suggestions for the first two cycles of visits—aim 
to gain trust by being supportive and positive, not taking notes, and avoiding any critiques. If some teachers resist your visits after that, 
do not immediately use your positional power to assert your right to be in the classroom. Instead, emphasize your responsibility as an 
instructional leader to get firsthand information about teaching and learning and your inability to be effective without this.  
 
Other teachers may feel comfortable with your visits, but chafe at the prospect of having follow-up conversations. They may say they 
are too busy to talk. This is why it is key to always begin by courteously asking, “Is now a good time to talk?” We don’t want to 
prevent teachers from using the restroom, planning their next class, or meeting with other teachers. If it becomes clear that the teacher 
never wants to meet with you, emphasize that you are interested in learning about the context of the lesson. Most teachers want to 
have the opportunity to explain themselves and their lessons. If they still resist, clarify that it’s an expectation that all teachers meet 
with you (and you’re not singling them out), and in extreme cases, that this is a condition of their employment. 
 
Some teachers find even more creative ways to resist. They put on a dog-and-pony show any time you enter the room. If they make a 
big deal of your presence and stop the class to welcome you, just let them know that the lesson should continue whenever you visit. If 
they whip out an instructional strategy you recently introduced, let them know you don’t expect to see this strategy on each visit. 
Finally, some teachers find ways to resist during the conversation by steering it off track. You can avoid this by refraining from asking 
completely open-ended questions like, “How’s it going?” or “What did you think of the lesson?” Instead, use the evidence-based 
questions introduced earlier. And if teachers steer the conversation toward blaming the students, again, remember to go back to your 
evidence and the language in your framework to keep the focus on their instructional decisions during the lesson.  
 
Day 15 Action Challenge: Prepare for Challenging Conversations 
Identify the teachers who are exhibiting the most resistant behaviors. What types of resistance are you observing: Are teachers 
unwilling to have you visit? Do they have an inflated sense of performance? Are they avoiding follow-up conversations? Are they 
defensive? During your next conversation, be sure to keep the focus on the evidence observed and the instructional framework.  
 

Week 4: High-Performance Instructional Leadership Enhancement 
 

Day 16: Enhancing Your Communication with Precise Written Feedback 
As your face-to-face conversations with teachers become deeper and richer over time, you may find that there is more to say even 
after the chat is over. You may wish to expand your communication through email when appropriate. Written communication allows 
you to delve deeper into issues and provides a record to help when it’s time to write formal evaluations. 
 
When you take the time to give written feedback, you can also be much more precise in your language and meaning. However, writing 
high-quality feedback is demanding. To lessen this burden, consider developing a repertoire of carefully crafted phrases that you can 
use repeatedly. You shouldn’t feel badly about using the same words and phrases over and over because certain teaching situations 
naturally recur in different classrooms.  
 
For example, the language in Charlotte Danielson’s framework for the proficient column of managing student behavior is phrased like 
this: “Teacher monitoring of student behavior is subtle and preventive.” So, in writing feedback for a teacher, you might write, “You 
skillfully redirect students who are off-task using subtle strategies that do not disrupt the rest of the class and you rely on preventive 
strategies such as eye contact and proximity to help easily distracted students stay focused. For example, . . .” This is a difficult 
sentence to write, but you can use it with other teachers as long as the specific example that follows comes from their classrooms.  
 
To be able to write accurately and specifically about teaching in different disciplines and different grades, you will need to be familiar 
with the appropriate professional language which comes from the curriculum, the instructional practices, and other professional 
literature that makes up the instructional framework. Baeder shares that his background was in teaching secondary science, but when 
he became an elementary school principal he had to familiarize himself with the teacher’s guide, curriculum, and other documents to 
be able to use the appropriate vocabulary for giving feedback on reading and writing. When school leaders give imprecise or 
inappropriate feedback, it is often because they aren’t familiar enough with the curriculum teachers are using.  
 
It may seem overwhelming to have to write such detailed feedback, but you can develop a template to provide a consistent and 
efficient structure to use for your writing. A simple template might include: 

• A salutation: “It was great to see your students today during…” 
• A few sentence starters that include evidence of what students and the teacher were doing:“I noticed students were working 
diligently on their lab reports, and you were circulating to keep everyone on track.” “When Dylan seemed to be daydreaming, 
you didn’t call attention to him, but subtly moved closer to remind him to get back on task.” 
• A question: “I’m wondering what other strategies you’re finding to be effective in helping him stay on task?” 

 
Day 16 Action Challenge: Find Reusable Language 
Even if you haven’t started taking notes (this begins in the third cycle), think back to recent conversations with teachers. What 
language have you used that you might want to reuse? Review this as well as other professional language you might want to reuse.  
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Day 17: Balancing Your Formal Evaluation Responsibilities 
While the focus of the High-Performance Instructional Leadership model is not primarily on formal evaluations, the great deal of 
evidence you collect by visiting classes regularly will be of tremendous import when writing those end-of-year evaluations. However, 
you need to be careful because you must find a delicate balance between your coaching and more formal role with teachers. 
 
First of all, although there is a distinction in your mind between the evidence you use to support the teacher and the evidence for the 
end-of-year evaluation, in reality, all information is “fair game” in painting a complete picture of each teacher. For this reason, you 
need to be careful never to claim that the regular classroom visits are nonevaluative.  
 
However, because of how your teacher contract may be written, you need to be sure to work within that contract. For example, the 
collective bargaining agreement states that you cannot use informal observations for the final evaluation. In this case, you may need to 
conduct unannounced formal observations which can look a lot like what is being proposed in this book. Whatever the case, make 
sure you read the teacher contract carefully and speak with supervisors to find ways to make adjustments so the High-Performance 
Instructional Leadership Model fits within what is legal and acceptable.  
 
Another important thing to consider for formal evaluations is that, with all of the information you are collecting, you will gain clarity 
as to which teachers are struggling and which are not. One way to help you prepare for formal observations, once you have sufficient 
evidence, is to classify teacher evaluations as high stakes and low stakes. High-stakes evaluations are for those teachers who are at a 
higher risk of receiving a negative evaluation, while low-stakes teachers are those who have been consistently performing solidly in 
the classroom and are unlikely to receive a negative evaluation. For those evaluations that are high stakes, you will need to put in more 
time and effort to collect evidence and prepare for the possibility that this teacher may not receive a satisfactory evaluation.  
 
While most schools usually have just a few high-stakes teachers, Baeder recommends that you classify a full 20% of your teachers as 
high stakes because it is a lot more work to arrive at the end of the year and find that someone should receive an unsatisfactory 
evaluation and then scramble to gather additional evidence. However, you should make the distinction between high- and low-stakes 
teachers in your mind only because a number of the high-stakes teachers will end up performing well enough to be rated satisfactory 
given that the 20% is a precautionarily large number of teachers. Teachers will not know the difference because you will still spend 
approximately the same amount of public time on both high- and low-stakes teachers; it is just behind-the-scenes that you will put 
more effort into compiling and writing notes for the high-stakes ones. 
 
Dealing with challenging evaluations is beyond the scope of this book, but one thing that helps in writing all evaluations is to use the 
CEIJ format—Claim, Evidence, Interpretation, and Judgment. The key to this structure is that it leaves nothing up to interpretation—
the writing is straightforward. The claim is an overall statement about the teacher’s practice (“Mrs. Smith does not deal effectively 
with student misconduct.”). This statement is backed by evidence (“For example, on 1/31 I observed . . .”). The reason this format 
dovetails so nicely with the model introduced in this book is that you should already have the detailed evidence in your notes from 
visiting classes, and it will not be a surprise because the teacher will also have it from when you shared it. Further, you can use that 
evidence verbatim. Next is the interpretation, or the impact of the claim on student learning (“As a result of Mrs. Smith’s failure to 
handle student misconduct, it is difficult for students to learn.”). Finally, the judgment is simply the rating.  
 
Day 17 Action Challenge: Identify High-Stakes Teachers 
Make a confidential list of the 20% of your teachers who you will currently classify as “high stakes.” Include those who are new, 
struggling, and marginal. Do not treat these teachers any differently but take extra care in collecting and writing about evidence. 
 

Day 18: Reaping the Benefits of Daily Classroom Visits and Conversations 
As you get further into conducting daily classroom visits and conversations with teachers, you will be able to build on a number of 
benefits of this model that were introduced earlier in the book. To begin, this model has a strong impact on relational trust. While 
most school leaders know to be visible around the school, the High-Performance Instructional Leadership model goes even further. 
By having leaders spend even more time observing teachers at their craft and learning more about them through regular one-on-one 
conversations, bonds increase between the two parties. These frequent conversations lead to a clearer and more shared understanding 
of expectations. Rather than the leader imposing a top-down vision for the school, speaking with teachers every day leads to a broader 
and more coherent shared vision for the school.  
 
Finally, as mentioned earlier, this model provides leaders with access to much more information than they would have had without it. 
Clearly, visiting classrooms every day provides rich firsthand information about teachers, students, teaching, and learning. However, 
the improved relational trust mentioned above will result in the sharing of even more information because communication is built 
largely on trust. This increased information will help leaders make better decisions about students, staff, professional development, 
operations, and more.  
 
Day 18 Action Challenge: Identify Your Biggest Insights From Classroom Visits 
From your classroom visits so far, identify six important insights you’ve gained: What aspects of your instructional framework are you 
now more familiar with? What operational decisions can you now make more judiciously? What are some implications for PD? 
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Day 19:  Opening the Door to New Models of Professional Learning 
One of the benefits of regularly visiting classrooms and speaking with teachers about their teaching is that this opens up transparency 
and dialogue when it comes to teaching. Historically, teachers have kept their doors closed and operated independently. But with this 
instructional leadership model in place, teachers get used to teaching in front of observers and discussing their practice regularly. You 
can build on this foundation by increasingly finding other ways to deprivatize teaching and bring it into the public realm. 
 
One simple way to share teaching practices more publicly is through celebrating those practices in meetings and in writing. Try 
building in celebrating rituals such as using the beginning of staff meetings or your staff newsletter to publicly honor teaching 
successes. If you notice successful patterns across classrooms, consider writing an instructional letter to share with all teachers. 
 
Another way to build on a culture that is becoming more open to sharing teaching practices is to have teachers share video clips of 
their teaching. This certainly saves the need to find coverage for teachers to visit each other, and it prevents teachers from needing to 
give up a planning period. More importantly, some teachers will find video sharing to be safer than inviting a colleague into their 
classrooms. It puts the teacher who is sharing in charge of which part of the lesson she wishes to share, and if the lesson doesn’t go 
well, she can always decide not to share the video at all. To ensure that this is a successful practice, have teachers choose a specific 
focus for feedback, simplify the video technology with an app like Sibme, and start with volunteers—don’t mandate video sharing! 
 
Two other ways to deprivatize teaching practice include instructional rounds and shadowing a student for the day. Details about these 
practices go beyond the scope of this book, but the chapter includes references to books you can consult to learn more. In either case, 
the goal of these models is not to evaluate teachers but to share and learn more about the teaching and learning at your school. 
 
Day 19 Action Challenge: Share Teaching Highlights 
Share some successful teaching practices you’ve observed in an instructional letter or at your next staff meeting. 
 

Day 20: Choosing an Instructional Focus for an Observation Cycle 
After finishing your second cycle of observations, you may want to choose a schoolwide focus for your observations. You may prefer, 
instead, to continue focusing on individual teachers’ issues, but there benefits to choosing a schoolwide focus. It unites the school in a 
shared direction for school improvement and builds momentum around that area. 
 
If do choose a focus keep in mind that it should be broad enough to be applicable to as many grades and subject areas as possible. In 
addition, it should be something you will be able to observe at different times. For example, if you decide to focus on whether teachers 
are communicating clear aims, you may not always be able to observe this if you miss the beginning of lessons. It might be better to 
focus on something broader such as issues related to the conditions or qualities necessary for learning, like classroom climate or 
student engagement in focused, purposeful work. These areas can be observed in any grade, any subject, and at any point in the lesson. 
 
In addition, it helps to choose an area that is observable. For example, although coherent unit planning is essential, it is not something 
directly observable in individual classroom visits. On the other hand, you don’t want to pick too specific of an instructional strategy 
otherwise it will be unlikely that you will see it in action and you are more likely to treat your visits as data-collection walkthroughs to 
collect information about this particular strategy rather than broader information that you can use to inform larger decisions. 
 
Day 20 Action Challenge: Choose a Focus for Cycle Three 
Decide if you would like to have a focus for your third cycle of visits. If so, choose something broad enough to observe in all grades, 
subject areas, and at all times. If not, speak with teachers to ask if they would like feedback on a particular aspect of their teaching. 
 

Day 21: Scaling Classroom Visits Across Your School and District 
After you’ve made it a habit to get into classrooms daily and conduct regular professional conversations with teachers, consider 
scaling this practice across your school, district, charter network, or state association. Even if you are the sole administrator, you can 
still spread this practice to others at your school. For example, a school counselor may gain insights from observing certain students 
throughout the day and having conversations with teachers about how to best support these students. If you do have an administrative 
team, you can share this practice with them. After you make it a regular habit, every member of your administrative team can start 
conducting visits and conversations. If you share a common vocabulary as well as notes on an electronic app, the team can greatly 
accelerate learning on the part of the leaders as well as the teachers themselves. To scale this practice further, you can share the model 
and your experiences with it across your district. If you supervise or train school leaders you can create the expectation that they visit 
classrooms daily and monitor the frequency of this practice. As more leaders engage in this practice they will learn more, grow more, 
strengthen relationships, and be better able to make decisions. 
 
Day 21 Action Challenge: Scale Up Your Success 
Connect with a colleague in your school, district, or organization who could benefit from this model and share your successes. 
 
Overall, maintaining the habit of visiting three classrooms a day and engaging in regular professional conversations with teachers will 
greatly benefit your school. You will have gained a wealth of information with which to make decisions, and your teachers will have 
developed the capacity to assess their own learning in relation to a shared instructional framework in order to improve their practice.  


