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I

never imagined I would be the director of Powerful Schools for twelve years. All my
previous jobs had lasted four years, tops, then boredom or intractable problems that made me
feel I was in over my head would drive me to move on. Powerful Schools, and the people
who have shaped it, changed all that.
Making school reform work takes a diverse stable of visionaries, pragmatists, and good, oldfashioned workhorses who refuse to give up. Powerful Schools has been blessed with an
abundant stable of caring folks. And that’s why I have enthusiastically saddled up and ridden the
urban range alongside them for so long.
This book captures the key lessons we’ve learned along the way, but doesn’t tell you much
about the thousands of people who played important roles in making it possible. The truth is, so
much goes on behind the scenes that even if space permitted, I wouldn’t be able to acknowledge
everyone because I don’t have a clue who they all were. I only know there were a lot of unsung
heroes and heroines. I will
mention a few, however,
who I know have made this
Making school reform work takes a diverse stable of visionaries,
such a special organization
pragmatists, and good, old-fashioned workhorses who refuse to
for me.
give up. Powerful Schools has been blessed with an abundant
Many board members
stable of caring folks.
have given generously of
their time and talents over
the years, led by outstanding board chairs. Stan Hiserman, founding chair, Andrea Rabinowitz
(who has been my activist partner in nearly every major social cause I have worked on during the
past 23 years), Mary Ann Pelkey Schleer (home-school mom who became a public school
advocate), Rick DuPree (a fellow executive director who always understood), and Marjorie
Hillson, current chair, have all been huge sources of support and guidance over the years. Each
have shared invaluable insights and sweated the details to get the extraordinary results I describe
in this book.
The school principals, particularly the founders Larry Jacobs, John Morefield, Harry Nelson,
and Susan McCloskey, took a chance on this when it was just an untested idea and stuck with it,
in spite of many burdensome hours of extra work. And Principal Carmen Tsuboi Chan for the
past six years has helped our ever-expanding staff and volunteer pool housed at her school and
has been a tireless advocate for Powerful Schools both inside the building and out. Many nights
ended with me visiting her in her office to talk over the day and how to solve the latest prickly
problem.
The staff of Powerful Schools has served as a fount of inspiration for me, with their
boundless energy, enthusiasm, new ideas, and most especially, their practical wisdom. Anne
Mulherkar, Debbie McGibbon, Doris Wong-Estridge Gregg Bauermeister, Helen Maynard,
Jeannie Collins-Brandon, Jennifer Gaer, Joel Isaksen, Jorja Burtis, Tina Keodalah, and Val
Wells, who made up the staff at the time I left, will take the organization to the next level. I will
dearly miss them all. Thankfully, they will be led by the new executive director and founding
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member of Powerful Schools, Rebecca Sadinsky. Nothing gives me greater pleasure and
satisfaction than to know I leave the organization in such capable hands. Not only is this a staff
of superb educators and activists, but you should see them all sing and dance! (I have a video to
prove it too!).
Many people have lent their head and hands to the cause of Powerful Schools and have
helped me enormously over the years. In particular, several members of Social Venture Partners
have generously donated their time and unique talents. Fraser Black served as my confidant and
advisor for the past four years, and Kristine Forbes worked tirelessly to help shape our strategy
and message. And there are so many more: Sarah Alexander, Patti Brooke, Lee Hartwell, Paul
Shoemaker, Erin Hemmings, and Rogers and Julie Weed, to mention only a few.
Several funders helped launch this initiative, and others have stuck with us over many years
to ensure our success: Washington Mutual, Stuart Foundation, US Bank, the City of Seattle,
Kirlin Foundation, Nesholm Foundation, Meyer Memorial Trust, Mannix-Canby Foundation,
Brenneman-Jaech Foundation, the many foundations affiliated with Therese Ogle, Social
Venture Partners, Russell Family Foundation, Seattle Foundation, and the Seattle School
District.
Pat Vadasy, director of the Washington Research Institute, has been a partner with us from
nearly the beginning and a rock of support and advice on the latest research-based strategies that
work for kids. Roxanne Hood Lyons has been another fellow executive director who has been a
consistent source of ideas and enthusiasm and a constant reminder that the people served are the
best ones to decide what is needed.
John Larsen, Roger Rieger, Martha Kongsgaard, Robert and Penny Cabot, Becky Liebman,
Peter Titcomb, Alan Rabinowitz, and Dr. Anne Mize have all steadily contributed their ideas and
great support over many years. Without them, our dream would be greatly diminished.
And special thanks to Judith Yarrow, who guided our first public relations committee in our
earliest years, published our first handbook, and now has edited and published this, one as well.
No one does it faster, better, and with more insight than Judith. I will take her words as my own
anytime!
Finally, I would not have gotten into this work in the first place if it hadn’t been for my
family. My wife still claims she planted the first seed of the Powerful Schools concept late one
night, but I suspect the true culprits are my kids. They both went to one of the Powerful Schools
(both are off at college now, leaving me behind at their elementary school), and encouraged me
to hang around a little longer in the schools, instead of just dropping them off. I have been
grateful to them both ever since. When I really want to know what makes for a powerful school,
they let me know what is essential, and what is fluff.
Greg Tuke
Founding Director, 1992-2002
Mesa Refuge, California
June 2003
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Lessons Learned in Working to Improve Public Schools

Introduction

D

uring the past twenty five years a profound, radical shift has occurred in

education. For the first time in U.S. history a public consensus calls for ensuring
that every child gets a good education. With new state standards in nearly every
state, it is now public policy. To achieve this exceptional goal will require a very
different public education system from the one we have today.
As I write this, the federal government has just passed legislation that could drain
millions of dollars from public schools operating in the poorest communities and send
those dollars to private institutions. Too many middle- and upper-income families from
all ethnic groups are disenchanted with what they believe to be true about public
education and are sending their kids to private, more homogeneous schools. There
continues to be a growing interest in creating brand new schools, starting charter
schools, and creating alternatives to existing public schools. None of these strategies, no
matter how well-intentioned, will get us to our goal of a superb public school system that
ensures a good education for every child.
There is without a doubt a need to create and
maintain strong pressure on the public school
system to change. Social systems resist change,
Experience helps you recognize a
and the education system needs dramatic
mistake when you make it again.
changes in how it operates. Merely creating
—Woody Allen
islands of good schools, however, will not
transform the entire public education system. It
will only create more exceptions to the rule.
The search for strategies that could move us toward the farsighted goal of a great
education for every child was why we created Powerful Schools. When we began
Powerful Schools more than twelve years ago, we were convinced that our schools could
be much better places for our children to learn. We believed that every child could
achieve at very high levels and that if we could create a model for doing it in the most
racially and economically diverse neighborhoods of Seattle, it held great promise for the
schools in any community.
Many of us had watched from the sidelines and had hoped that the growing activity
and passage of new policies in the state and federal capitals might have some substantial
effect on improving schools. We became increasingly frustrated when we saw they did
not. So we decided to try a different route.
We gathered in kitchens, at neighborhood potlucks, and in living rooms to talk late
into the night about our schools. As parents, teachers, principals, local business leaders,
and community activists, we had widely divergent views but shared one thing: a passion
for creating better schools. We were heavyweights on enthusiasm and lightweights on
knowledge of how schools really change, so we visited and researched other schools in
Seattle and around the country for months before deciding on a strategy.
Today, the four schools we have worked with are very different learning
environments from those we started with twelve years ago. Instead of closing at 3 p.m.,
the doors of the schools are now open four nights a week, filled with people from the
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whole community, offering classes ranging from drama and book clubs to dance and
gymnastics.
Instead of teachers teaching alone in their classrooms, we now have some of the
finest artists and published authors in the city coming into our school communities and
working side by side with our teachers in long-term residencies. And we have highly
skilled teachers coaching other teachers not just in auditoriums far from their schools,
but right in their own classrooms.
When once we had scores of students heading into second grade with very poor
reading skills, we now get nearly every student up to or beyond first grade reading levels
by the end of their first year in school. And we work intensively with the remaining
second graders until they’re at grade level, too.
Our schools are now filled with trained volunteers, and guests from the community
are regularly given tours so they can see what schools are really like and what kids can
do, if only given a chance.
This past year, two of our four schools were in the top five percent of rapidly
improving schools, based on test scores. What’s more, all of this is happening in some of
the most racially and economically diverse schools in Seattle.
In the pages ahead, I will discuss the
lessons
learned as I look back over our
There is nothing more important than creating
experience. I am writing for community
powerful learning environments so all children
leaders, educators, and philanthropic
can achieve their fullest potential. We hope
supporters who are committed to making
this book serves as a guide on how to get
our schools better. I am writing for those
there. Our children are depending on us.
of you who have tried to work with
schools but have felt shut out by the
system. I am writing for those who think
public education is a lost cause and that schools can’t change. I am writing for those of
you who are tired of working for public policy changes that don’t seem to have any
effect in the classroom, yet, still have a glimmer of hope that things can be different.
(This book is also intended as an update of and companion to the Powerful Schools
Handbook, written during our fifth year of operation, and available for purchase from
our office.)
I have heard some say that trying to change our school system is like trying to
convert a 1920 plane into a Lear jet while flying it. During my past twelve years
working in the schools, I have certainly felt like that sometimes. Yet my experience has
convinced me that no other workforce is more internally motivated to do a good job than
teachers. Unfortunately they find themselves in a system built to do things that no longer
fit today’s world and in a system resistant to nearly all attempts at change.
I feel deeply grateful to the teachers, principals, and community members who have
taken a chance on trying something different, after seeing too many other change efforts
come and go. School improvement is not easy work, and there are no easy solutions. It
takes years, not months, to transform schools into great learning environments for all
children. But we have seen how it can be done. Not just in this community, but in
communities across this country. Every community has the resources and talents to make
this possible.
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Every community is different; every school is different. But we have found some
principles that seem to apply across the schools we have worked with. We hope you will
benefit from the lessons we have learned and the mistakes we have made in creating the
Powerful Schools model. If this book helps you avoid some of the mistakes we have
made, so you can make your own, it will have served a good purpose.
We are now in the process of working with ten other schools to take advantage of
what we have learned and put it to good use in their schools. In the pages ahead, we will
share with you our own journey and the critical ingredients we see as necessary to being
successful. We hope you will build on this knowledge by testing it out in the schools you
care about. And, like us in the years ahead, we trust you will keep refining and
improving these strategies. We wish you the best in your efforts.
There is nothing more important than creating powerful learning environments so all
children can achieve their fullest potential. We hope this book serves as a guide on how
to get there. Our children are depending on us.

Our Education System Today
No other public system in America touches the lives of nearly every child, for such an
extended period of time, as does our education system. Its capacity for altering the lives
of children in a profoundly positive way is unsurpassed.
Neither of my parents attended
college, nor did anyone in my extended
family, but they knew instinctively the
The day will come when our children are truly
value of education. I remember clearly
first, as demonstrated by our love and caring.
when I had just started grade school, my
The day will come when after harnessing space,
dad coming home one evening, tired from
the winds, the tides, and gravitation, we shall
delivering mail all day. He grabbed a beer
from the refrigerator, pulled me by the
harness the energy of love. And on that day, for
shirt sleeve right up next to him, looked
the second time in the history of the world, we
me in the eye, pounded his finger into my
shall have discovered fire.
chest, and said, “Son, get a good
—Teilhard De Chardin
education. It’s the one thing they can’t
take from ya.” That summer, at the close
of my first business day as a Kool-Aid
stand entrepreneur, my Mom took me to the bank to set up a savings account for college.
A good education can be the great equalizer in a society that anoints some at birth
into wealth, and condemns others to poverty. Although some of our other public
institutions could play a much bigger role in serving all children and truly putting our
children first, they have not done so. Millions of children now come to our schools
hungry, in poor health, and with severe social problems. Schools are then looked to as
the institution in which these problems all get addressed.
Many educators, community activists, and business leaders oppose the multiple
functions of our schools, but we at Powerful Schools do not. Some institution must take
on the challenge of addressing the multiple needs of our children and their families, or
else we will continue to lose countless generations of youth to alienation, violence, and
drugs.
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Helping schools address the multiple needs of children also makes sense from a
strategic standpoint. Schools touch nearly every child and, potentially, every family of
every child. As a public institution, schools, unlike our welfare or social service system,
have fewer stigmas attached to them for most families. As a result, we have a better
chance of engaging the whole family in the education process. This is important because
if we are going to make profound improvements to the education of children, we need
families and extended families as active partners in this effort.
Three factors have dramatically changed the education landscape in the past two
decades. First, our schools today are filled with children very different from the
classmates most middle-aged, White adults knew. In 1970, for example, I attended a
typical Spokane high school, one of the largest in Washington State. We considered it to
be a “diverse” school, since we had two Black students.
In the typical public elementary school in Seattle today, it is common to have at least
eighteen languages spoken in the student body. In fact, we have had one of the largest
waves of immigration in U.S. history in the 1990s, filling U.S. schools with large
numbers of nonnative English speakers. Teachers who were trained for schools in the
1970s face very different classrooms today.
Second, until this last decade, our school systems in America were considered
successful if 75 percent of the students graduated from high school. Today, with the new
state testing benchmarks, we expect 100 percent to graduate.
Third, not only do we now expect all students to learn, but we expect them to learn at
higher levels than ever before, as evidenced by the new testing standards in most states.
Some scholars now say that we are doubling the amount of new knowledge every seven
years, due to new discoveries made possible with technological and communication
advances. And students are just a computer click away from this rich source of new and
old knowledge. If students don’t know how to use a computer and search for information
on the Web by fifth grade, they are woefully behind their peers. One hundred years ago,
a third grade education was adequate, providing all the basic information one needed to
do most jobs. A generation ago, most jobs could be done with a high school education.
Not so today.
So while we lament the shape our public school system is in today, it is important to
recognize how dramatically the landscape and expectations have changed in our
lifetimes. We now expect everyone at the education track meet to successfully jump the
high-jump bar, and we have raised the bar substantially from where it used to be.
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Powerful Schools: A Model for
Sustainable School Reform

S

eattle has the features of many large, urban communities in America.

With a little more than half a million residents in the city, it is surrounded by a
growing suburban area that encompasses another 1.5 million residents. The
population of Seattle has remained fairly steady over the past decade, although it has
experienced a rapid rise in its immigrant population from Southeast Asia, Latin America,
and Africa during the past twenty-five years. The school population currently stands at
nearly 47,000 students. Only 16 percent of Seattle households have a child in a public
school. Twenty-five percent of Seattle households with children send their children to
private kindergarten through grade twelve (K-12) schools.
Powerful Schools began its work in southeast Seattle. Blessed by a geography of
hills and water throughout the city, many neighborhoods, particularly in southeast
Seattle, have a mix of low-, medium-, and high-income households. This also contributes
to less ethnic concentration and a greater mix of ethnic groups throughout the
communities. The 50,000 residents of the
community surrounding the four Powerful
Schools make up one of the most racially and
It is better to shoot for the moon and
economically diverse parts of the city. Voluntary
miss, than aim for a skunk and connect.
bussing was imposed for many years in Seattle,
starting in the late 1960s, to better integrate the
—Roger Erskine
primarily White north-end schools. Bussing was
Former Executive Director
ended in 1995, just three years into the life of
Seattle Education Association
Powerful Schools. As a result, south-end schools
experienced an even sharper rise in the
percentage of poor kids in each school. More
than 60 percent of the students in our four participating schools are poor and eligible for
free and reduced lunch, and more than seventeen languages are spoken in the homes of
families in our four schools.
One constant throughout the life of Powerful Schools has been the continual change
in the external environment. For the foreseeable future, we expect major changes will
continue to buffet us. For example, in the four schools we have worked most closely
with for the past twelve years, eighteen principals, three school superintendents, and
scores of teachers have come and gone.
When we began in 1991 no state education performance benchmarks were in place,
no statewide consensus existed that all children should achieve at high levels, and
Seattle Public Schools showed few signs of changing its status quo. Today, we have clear
state standards that all children are expected to reach, richer assessment tools that better
measure the skills we want in students, and a school district that has gone through
significant changes and is now in the process of selecting a new superintendent.
The elements that contribute to a great learning environment where all children can
learn are not an undiscovered secret. We know what a great school looks like. There are
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many well-documented examples of such schools around the country, even in the
poorest communities. What we have not been able to achieve yet is a system for
changing school systems from mediocre to high performing.
When we started Powerful Schools, we were not interested in creating one more
great school for our own kids, although many of us who had young children in schools
at the time, were definitely also motivated to improve our kids’ schools. Our primary
motivation, though, was to create a model that was not only successful with a group of
schools, but one that could and would be replicated district-wide and, if possible,
nationwide. It was a grand vision of powerful schools for every child in every subject.
We set our sights high in creating Powerful Schools. We wanted to dramatically
improve public education in America.
I once worked for several years with the Washington Business Roundtable, a
civic organization composed of all the major business corporations in the state.
Education was always at the top of their agenda, and much of the Roundtable resources
were focused on the development of sound public policies for school improvement. We
were all frustrated by our inability to have the “new” education policies that were
adopted by state legislative reform make any difference in the schools. Several major
pieces of legislation were developed and passed during my tenure with the Roundtable,
yet the new policies consistently failed to have any
substantive effect on the quality of our children’s
education.
Confusion is the beginning of wisdom.
One summer evening in 1991, before the formation
—Socrates
of Powerful Schools, I was at an outdoor barbecue in
the neighborhood. Because most of us had young
children, the conversation drifted quickly to our kids and their schools. One parent
began lamenting the lack of computers in the school where her child attended. Another
spoke up, “That’s too bad, because at our school we just got a new computer lab, and
the kids love it.” As the conversation progressed, it turned out that the school without
any computers did have some redeeming features. It recycled all its food waste and had
an outstanding environmental curriculum. It also had one of the finest dance teachers in
the city. It also turned out that the schools were located less than a mile from each other.
We all began to talk excitedly about how we could take advantage of each other’s
strengths. The seed for the creation of the Powerful Schools coalition had sprouted.
When we began talking about how we could improve schools, it was a very
confusing time. We started by asking a lot of questions. Where to start? What would
work? Who to involve? A group of us began to coalesce as the guiding leadership,
largely because we were the ones who kept coming back to Stan Hiserman’s home for
the cookies, coffee, and discussions.
Woody Allen’s wisdom here is instructive. He once remarked, “Ninety percent of
life is just showing up.” We were the ones showing up, a group composed of parents,
principals, teachers, and community leaders who talked and then went door-to-door
asking neighbors near the schools we were trying to improve what they would like the
school to do for them and what they had to offer the schools.
In the months that followed, we met with more parents, teachers, principals,
business leaders, and other community leaders and invited them to help us create a
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vision for the school communities we wanted. The interviews all centered around two
basic questions: What do you need, and what do you have to offer as strengths?
From these conversations we developed a rich assortment of ideas, tailored to the
community, about what the school could offer and who could offer it. This formed the
basis for our first after-school Community Schools programs and evening meetings for
the community.
I wish we had also asked more questions about the past: What the school used to be
like, for example, and past perceptions of the school. Roger Erskine calls this “capturing
the best of the past to build out the future.” If we start just with the dream, we miss some
of the foundation blocks from which to build, and we don’t fully see some of the
resistances to change that will soon emerge.
We also trained community volunteers and had them interview teachers, asking about
the strengths and weaknesses of the school and their classrooms. Here again, it would
have been useful to ask teachers, especially those who had been there the longest, and
the principals about the past culture at the school—what the good and bad days of the
school looked like.
More than half of the ideas we dreamed of and ultimately settled on back then are
now reality. (Even my crazy idea of having a fleet of bicycles owned by the schools,
with connecting bike paths between the schools, was partially realized!) Within a year,
the new computer lab had opened up to all four schools and the community, and we had
organized a class for the computer lab teacher to teach other teachers at the four
Powerful Schools how to get the most from computers. The dance teacher also shared
his skills in a four-school “teachers teaching teachers” workshop day we organized,
using students from his classroom to provide instruction and insights to the teachers.

Philosophy of School Change and Improvement
We formed Powerful Schools because we believed every child deserves a superb
education. We decided to focus on elementary schools because we believed that the
earlier the intervention, the better, and
elementary schools are the first public
institution most children encounter that has the
Powerful Schools
potential to reach every child and every family.
Guiding Principals
Our philosophy has evolved over the years,
Set high expectations at home
and today centers on four principles that guide
and at school.
the work and our overall strategy.

•

Set high expectations at home and at
school.

School staff and the adults in each child’s
family must create and maintain a climate of
high expectations. Powerful Schools works
with teachers and parents to develop this
climate, which is the most powerful driving
force for helping students achieve their fullest
potential. We also promote excellence by
surrounding students with the very best our

• Build strong literacy skills as
the foundation for learning.

• Ensure a caring, consistent

adult in the life of every child.

• Use a full range of educational
strategies and performance
measures.
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community has to offer, bringing highly skilled artists and writers into the classrooms to
work with our teachers. We work with the school leadership teams to develop a culture
of high expectations throughout the school. And we acknowledge excellence by
showcasing students’ talents in a variety of public events.
Build strong literacy skills as the foundation for learning.

Every child should attain strong reading skills and read for enjoyment by third grade,
and writing skills should be emphasized throughout so students at the end of primary
school graduate with a strong literacy foundation.
Ensure a caring, consistent adult in the life of every child.

Through parenting classes, teacher training, tutoring, and volunteer mentoring
programs, Powerful Schools helps all children in its school cluster have at least one adult
in their lives who is a caring, consistent advocate for their learning. Children’s healthy
emotional development is critical for scholastic success.
Use a full range of educational strategies and performance measures.

The research in the last twenty-five years is very clear on one point: learning occurs
through a wide variety of means, and students have particular strengths in how they
learn. We need to teach in ways that allow all students to use their strongest ways of
learning.
To understand what a student has learned, we need to measure the full spectrum of a
student’s abilities, not only academically but also socially and emotionally.
Although public officials and leaders in the business community have promoted and
secured legislation that both clarifies and narrows the focus on high-stakes tests, the
general public’s view remains broader. In a national poll recently conducted by Public
Agenda, respondents generally agreed that schools place far too much emphasis on
standardized test scores. As Ted Sizer, national education author and founder of
Coalition for Essential Schools, says, “Our
current predominant form of testing is
extremely time bound and thus unrealistic.
Attitudes Toward Testing
Show me the serious business or military
Percentage of survey respondents
organization or college faculty that makes
its personnel judgments on the basis of
who believe that schools place too
time-driven paper and pencil tests. There
much emphasis on standardized
isn’t one. Only the schools are subjected to
test scores.
that formula.”
Parents
60%
At Powerful Schools, we use not only
Teachers
84%
the annual standardized tests, but also our
Employers
52%
own assessment tools, developed in
Professors
57%
conjunction with leading evaluation
Students
45%
organizations and universities. We use
assessments that help us evaluate how we
Source: Public Agenda
do our work, as well as outcomes for
students.
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How Schools Change
The great difficulty in
improving schools is not in
figuring out what works. We
have a very strong body of
research and evidence over the
past twenty-five years, in
particular, that demonstrate
effective teaching methods and
program strategies that work for
all children. The difficult part is
in shaping and implementing a
progressive strategy to move
from the schools of today to the
high-performance schools we
need for tomorrow. Here is what
we have discovered about
transforming schools.
Drive the change with a
leadership team of both
insiders and outsiders.

Key Lessons
for Changing Schools

• Drive the change with a leadership team of
both insiders and outsiders.

• Use strengths to address weaknesses.
• Fuel organizational change with trusting
relationships.

• Build relationships on the home turf.
• Redesign and create new relationship
pathways.

• Work with clusters of schools and community
organizations, not just one school at a time.

• Work with existing schools, rather than
creating new ones.

• Work comprehensively in schools.
• Initiate the change with the believers first.
• Organizational change takes years.

Saul Alinsky, one of the
finest community organizers of
the twentieth century, provided a
roadmap for thousands of
community organizers who
sought to improve living conditions for the “have-nots” of society. The strategy he
created was based on the premise that to change existing public and private institutions,
you organize people who are outside those systems first, in order to gain enough political
power to get to the table to negotiate as equals. Absentee landlords, mayors who were in
the back pockets of corporate elite, CEOs who were ripping off communities, these were
the common enemies Alinsky successfully organized against.
Several of us who were part of the founding leadership of Powerful Schools came out
of this tradition. We recognized, however, that changing schools presented a different
sort of organizing. To create the kind of learning environment we wanted in our
classrooms required the active participation of teachers and principals, who, for the most
part, seemed to want the same things we did. We saw that they knew what made for a
quality learning environment, but seemed stuck, too, unable to create that environment.
What was needed, we reasoned, was a leadership team on the inside of schools (teachers
and principals) who knew what good learning environments really looked like, and a
team of leaders on the outside (parents, community activists, and business leaders) who
had the most at stake and who could help provide the fuel for change. Opposition, we
knew from our past experiences, comes from individuals who seek to maintain the
current system. In schools, that meant opposition came from people who resisted
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changing the bureaucratic machinery that worked fine for what was needed sixty years
ago, but didn’t fit today’s needs.
Sophie Sa, from the Panasonic Foundation notes that “Study after study has shown
that bureaucracies cannot change from the inside without outside help. So it is with
schools and school systems. In addition to money, they need a good deal of prodding
from the outside; they need technical assistance, professional development, moral
support, and just plain help.” Powerful Schools has provided that prodding, assistance,
development, and support.
Although a leadership team of both insiders and outsiders is one of the most
important features for creating great schools, such a team brings with it some drawbacks.
One is that by having such a mix, the tendency is for the strength of the insiders to
eventually overwhelm the strength of the outsiders. In other words, the outsiders can get
co-opted and begin to identify most closely with the constraints the insiders face. As an
example, occasionally parents became upset with a principal who was not performing as
they wanted. Some asked Powerful Schools to take a stand with them in opposition to
the principal. A request such as this creates a difficult tension, given that to be effective
we must have the support and active leadership of the principal in the school. Thus, the
tendency is to play a mediating role, rather than an outsiderdriven advocacy role promoting change in the principal’s
behavior. An organization that was wholly on the outside
Real change is real hard.
would be able to be a stronger advocate for change in such a
—Adam Urbanki
situation, but would lose the deep knowledge of and
American Federation of Teachers
relationship with the principal that is necessary to create longterm cultural and strategic changes. Without forming an ally
relationship with the key leader in a school, which is almost
always the principal, this model of school change is seriously hampered.
Use strengths to address weaknesses.

Using the strengths—and even the poorest communities have a wealth of skills and
knowledge—available in a community to address its deficits is at the heart of
community-organizing theory. The strategy also works for educators working with
individual students. John McKnight has written extensively on the topic of community
asset mapping in Building Communities from the Inside Out, as has David Hawkins and
his assets-based theory work. Sharing strengths to address deficits was the most
powerful driving force in the development of our multi-school model.
Fuel organizational change with trusting relationships.

The deeper and more trusting the relationships, the greater the capacity for change.
Great ideas are not the fuel, nor are state standards, rewards, or punishments, though
each can play an important and necessary role. Without trust, which gets developed
primarily from face-to-face contact over time and at the school level, little real change
can happen.
In this country we have built and maintained most of our school systems in ways that
promote isolation. Teachers work alone in their classrooms, rarely with other adults.
Principals work alone in an isolated school with no collaborative work with other
principals. Schools work independently, with little contact with other schools or
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community organizations. As one Powerful Schools board member put it, “Collaboration
among educators is treated as an unnatural act.”
Of course there are the occasional visiting artists, school field trips, administrative
meetings, and staff meetings throughout the year. But they are short-term, or are not
focused on the daily struggles faced in doing the work. Businesses that operated this
way, isolating departments from each other, lacking cross-team work, being isolated
from their customer base, and lacking collaboration with their business partners, would
soon lose the agile idea-generating capacity that helps a business succeed. They would
be out of business very quickly. Why do we do it in most public schools? In part, it is
because we are stuck in the old ways of doing things, from a time when schools were not
asked to do as much as they are asked to do today.
Build relationships on the home turf.

Faced with increasing competition, many businesses in the 1980s and 1990s made
dramatic changes to their workplaces. They realized that in a changing environment,
communication up and down the hierarchy and throughout departments was critical for
developing ideas and finding solutions. They eliminated specialized departments and
systemized cross-team collaboration. They eliminated isolated offices and redesigned
workspaces, creating cubicles with short walls and workspaces with no walls, to promote
more interaction among workers. They looked at walking patterns and encouraged
talking in the halls, because this was where some of the best creativity was happening.
In schools, too, much of the most important collaborative work gets done in the
school hallways and lunchrooms, because teachers face the formidable constraint of lack
of available time. Not only are they flying solo in their classroom most of the time for
most of the day, but most still do not have phones or e-mail on their desks. They can’t
even take a break to go to the bathroom during class hours—things that most of us in the
work world take for granted. Building relationships with teachers requires being present
in the lunchroom, in the halls, hanging out, and just being available. We have to be there
when they come up for air, so we can learn what obstacles they face and what we can do
to help—how we can be an integral part of the school team.
Redesign and create new relationship pathways.

Not only do the staff and leaders of change agent organizations need direct contact
with teachers, parents, community leaders, and principals, we have found that we need to
create new links among these groups as well.
One of the key roles of Powerful Schools has been to get people into schools to see
what the schools are really like. The reality is dramatically different from what people
expect to see, based on what they read and what their own school experiences have been.
Powerful Schools has made it a part of our mission to conduct school tours, bringing
people into the classrooms to see firsthand what we are doing and what the school of
today is really like.
Once, in our first year of doing schools tours, we ushered in a group of four adults to
a teacher’s classroom for ten minutes to see what a current classroom looked like. After
we had completed the rest of the one-hour tour, and I’d said good-bye to our guests, I
went back to thank the teacher for letting us come in. She remarked, “It was incredible to
have you all come in. I was a bit nervous. They were the first adults I’ve had in my
classroom in ten years of teaching.”
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In many schools, particularly those serving families in poverty, this isolation from
adults is the norm. But twelve years later, if you walk into any of our partner schools,
you will find a steady stream of adults coming in and out of the school, and many going
into classrooms.
Collaboration just in the hallways and over gulped down lunches is not enough. We
have also created new links among teachers and across schools. We have initiated
meaningful, student-centered, after-school meetings of teachers organized by subjects or
grade-bands and helped schools change their teacher scheduling to allow for more
during-school teacher cluster meetings. We have also created forums for new
communication pathways through the Powerful Schools board and committee meetings,
which regularly bring together a mix of teachers, parents, community and business
leaders, and principals.
Our schools jointly plan shared public events. The students from all four of our
schools perform together. Our principals meet together to share what is working and
what is not and to help one another. As John Morefield, one of the founding principals,
said, “There is now a common sense of identity as we, not just me.”
I first saw this common sense of identity displayed by John in the first year of our
operations. The leader of a university-based, applied-research organization called him to
arrange a meeting. After an extensive conversation, the leader asked if they could write
John’s school into a major four-year grant that would bring substantial resources to his
school to help the lowest-performing kids. John said he would be very interested, but
only under the condition that the other three coalition schools be included as well.
As a result of this symbolic yet defining act, a new culture was born among the
school leaders. The other principals began to include each other’s schools in their
planning. This new culture began to operate with teachers as well, as they got to know
one another across schools and within schools through the new working relationships we
helped establish.
The creation of new and deeper relationships and the accompanying new culture has
changed the orientation of the schools’ leaders. It goes totally against the grain of the
culture that exists in other schools throughout this district and many other school
districts throughout the country. Most schools even when they submit a joint grant,
rarely collaborate on programs. Several years ago, for example, I saw another group of
four schools collaborate on a $28,000 grant application. The schools wrote the grant
requesting $7,000 each to carry out a parent involvement program in each of their
schools, run totally independently from each other and probably quite different in
approach. When the money was secured, the checks were cut, and that was the last time
the schools talked with each other until they had to submit a final report at the end of the
year. Each school wrote up its own report, and the reports were stapled together and
submitted.
The culture in the Powerful Schools works quite differently from this. Typically, we
have representatives from the four schools meet and discuss a grant application—for
example, for a parent involvement program. We might decide to have only one school
apply and pilot the program the first year to refine the strategy and work out the bugs. In
year two, we would expand the program to two of the other schools, to take advantage of
the economies of scale. We might not ever bring the program to the fourth school, due to
its existing strong parent involvement program. This would be fine with all parties
concerned, because a reservoir of trust exists that over the course of the year, the overall
12 Building strong communities

Lessons Learned in Working to Improve Public Schools

budget of Powerful Schools will provide rough parity among the schools, even though
some schools will have more of some programs than of others. This trust, based on the
power of frequent face-to-face relationships, makes a culture of collaboration possible.
Work with clusters of schools and community organizations, not just one school at
a time.

One of the tragedies of school change has been the district’s inability to replicate
success in a systemic way. Most school change work happens either at a district level or
with an individual school. The great disadvantage of changing one school in isolation,
however, is that it is too easy for the district to regard the school’s success as an
aberration—and thus unreplicable—because of an exceptional principal, exceptional
students, exceptional community, or an exceptional teaching staff.
Clustering schools helps to overcome this obstacle. The pre-existing relationships
again provide much of our successful replication of programs. When a program element
is tested and found to be successful, we have been able to rapidly disseminate that
program to the other schools in our cluster. Creating new clusters to further expand the
model has remained a difficult leap, however, which I will discuss later.
School change developed at a district level and then sent down through the schools
rarely gets traction either, due to the district leaders’ isolation from the day-to-day work
in schools. If the Powerful Schools mission was to change not just a school but a school
system, we reasoned, then clustering schools to work together could avoid the typical
isolation. Ideally, a change strategy that combines clustering within a district that is also
engaged in systemic change would have the greatest effect. However, at the time we
started Powerful Schools, being viewed as an organization connected to the central
district office would have been the kiss of
death. Central Administration was seen as out
The Panasonic Foundation has come to see
of touch with the realities of the classroom
the isolation of teachers from other
teacher and as a bureaucracy that imposed ideas
adults and the isolation of schools from
rather than an entity that worked with teachers
other schools as basic pathologies that
collaboratively to develop the best practices.
limit individual capacity.
This is not a uniquely Seattle experience. This
—Scott Thompson, Assistant Director
sense of central school administration being out
Panasonic Foundation
of touch with the schoolhouse is commonly
cited as a huge obstacle in other large urban
districts throughout the country. The system-wide administrators inevitably argue for
uniformity across schools and are seldom voluntarily responsive to community or
schoolhouse requests for unique attention or development.
Ted Sizer, founder of Coalition for Essential Schools, is one of the few national
proponents and practitioners of school clustering. He notes that clustering carries huge
advantages, such as providing protection and support, building in a “critical friends”
challenge component, and attracting resources.
Our model was founded on a belief not only in clustering schools, but also in
bringing outside community organizations to the table as equal partners. We did
this on a hunch, based in part on the experiences of some of the community organization
activists among us. We concluded that we needed the insiders (principals and teachers),
who knew what good education was, to play leading roles in the strategy, but we also
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needed the outsiders (parents, community organization leaders, and business leaders) to
play leading roles in order to provide the stimulus for change. Although we found no
other examples of this kind of multi-school and community organization collaboration
when we began, some additional examples exist today from which to learn.
Scott Thompson, assistant director of the Panasonic Foundation, has focused on
school reform across the country. He notes, “The foundation has come to see the
isolation of teachers from other adults and the isolation of schools from other schools as
basic pathologies that limit individual capacity.” As a result, the Panasonic Foundation
has now built these links into some of its partner schools.
Work with existing schools, rather than creating new ones.

School closings and takeovers, as well as charter schools, are examples of alternative
forms of school change. Although these approaches may sometimes be useful, we
believe they remain gap-filling strategies. Taking these strategies to a scale that would
affect the vast majority of children in America would be both politically impossible and
prohibitively expensive. If we are to achieve our vision of high-performing schools for
all children, we need to engage in major improvements in schools that serve all-income
communities. And that requires, for both political and economic reasons, the changing of
existing schools.
Work comprehensively in schools.

We have clearly seen that program comprehensiveness and system integration is
critical for a school’s success. The Rand Change Agent study, looking at change
strategies in nearly three hundred locations and conducted over a ten-year period, found
that “special projects, or reforms aimed at discrete elements of the education policy
system, are likely to be disappointing…. Special projects also are incompatible with the
realities confronting teachers and administrators on a day-to-day basis. Educators must
respond to multiple simultaneous pressures and demands. The single-focus assumptions
implicit in special projects are inconsistent with schools and classrooms.”
Initiate the change with the believers first.

We tried several times to initiate changes school-wide from the start, but it rarely
worked. We were far more successful when we carefully identified the people already
willing to initiate desired changes and expanded from that core. A longtime colleague,
Bill Mitchell, first introduced me to this principle many years ago. Bill worked at the
Youth Project, a foundation that funded grassroots change work in organizations
working on social and economic justice across the country. When asked what his key
guideline was for grant-making selection, he said, “If it moves, fund it.” We soon
learned, after some mistakes, that this lesson also applied to schools. Our teachertraining efforts are a case in point.
In the earliest years, we knew that teacher training was an important component and
that plenty of talented teachers had strengths to share. We decided to offer teacher
training to every teacher in our four schools in several all-day training sessions. We met
with mixed success. Some teachers loved it, others tolerated it, and still others resented
it. After a couple years of implementation, we concluded that we were failing at
affecting teaching at the classroom level, and some board members thought we should
abandon that part of our strategy. But because we had a few teachers in each school that
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were very enthusiastic about the training, we decided at least not to let them down. They
were the ones ready to “move.” We modified the training to better meet their particular
needs and started doing more work directly in their classrooms. The following year,
more teachers at each school, on hearing about the results of the trainings from the
enthusiastic teachers, started coming to us and asking if the trainings could be expanded
to include their classrooms.
From that point on, we started practicing the principle of “if it moves, fund it” in all
our work. In expanding to new schools, we look not for the neediest schools, but for
those with high need and especially high enthusiasm. Within schools, we rarely start
initiatives now throughout a school, but only in those places and classrooms where the
desire is greatest. And, from the beginning, we have a transparent vision that if a
program works, the intent is to spread it throughout a school, and then through all four
schools, at levels appropriate to each school.
Organizational change takes years.

Most school change theorists say it takes from three to seven years for dramatic
change to occur and a new, dramatically
improved learning environment established.
To achieve change over time requires a
Our experience bears this out. This kind of deep
change requires a tolerance for change over
sustained effort to allow for the necessary
time. There is no quick fix. To achieve change
strong relationships to develop.
over time requires a sustained effort to allow
for the necessary strong relationships to
develop.

How the Powerful Schools Model Works
After discussing the philosophy of Powerful Schools, we often hear, “OK, that all
sounds great, but how do you actually get started doing this, and what exactly would you
change if you did it again?” Although every community is different and needs an
approach tailored to fit, some of the specific things we did, and would do differently,
would be generally helpful for any new community wanting to start a similar program.
Opening the Schools

It is critical that we find ways to engage the public with firsthand knowledge of our
schools. A narrowing percentage of households have children in the K-12 system at any
one time, so more and more people are inclined to believe the prevalent criticism that
our education system is not working today. If we don’t bring more of the general public
into the schools, we will soon face a crisis in confidence that causes the taxpaying public
to throw in the towel on public education. The charter school and voucher movement, as
well as the new federal legislation, “Leave No Child Behind,” are the definitive signs of
this erosion of confidence in public education. (The “Leave No Child Behind” Act calls
for the federal dollars that go to poor schools to be withdrawn and used instead to allow
students to spend those dollars for education in the private sector.)
It is imperative that schools open up their buildings to the community. Two simple
strategies, in particular, accomplish this well. The first is keeping the school doors open
after 3 p.m. for after-school and evening use of the school by the whole community.
Opening the schools is an easy first step and offers an opportunity to reconnect with the
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school’s neighborhood. After-school classes and a place to meet and socialize can be
great resources for community members.
By ensuring that we built in a diversified and strong funding base from the beginning
and by making sure that we hired staff who knew the community and followed up
religiously each step of the way, we were able to slowly build a viable, lively community
school program. We also engaged teachers in the implementation and oversight, hiring
them to oversee the classrooms that were opened up after-school and to make sure the
room was left exactly as it was before each class. Later, we hired parents to do this job,
after we’d established our credibility with the teachers.
The second strategy is organizing small, frequent school tours—including time in
classrooms—for the community (which I mentioned earlier and will describe in greater
detail in the section on raising resources).
Structuring the Organization

The structure of Powerful Schools has worked well over the years. The board
members include a good mix of insiders and outsiders. We have added more at-large
community representatives to the board over the years. Each school is represented on the
board by the principal, one teacher representative,
and two parents. Our two community organizations
also appoint up to two representatives each. The
I think we should have done more
remaining board members, generally another three
work with our board in building
to seven people, are at-large members selected from
cohesion and helping them get a
the community to round out the needs of the board.
deeper sense of our vision and the
Finding the right mix of grassroots school or
education system.
neighborhood leaders and city-wide leaders with an
ability to connect the organization with new
resource links is important. If we were starting over,
I would organize a board with eighteen to twenty-four members, with at least one-third
of them at-large leaders with good city-wide connections.
In retrospect, I think we should have done more work with our board in building
cohesion and helping them get a deeper sense of our vision and of the education system.
This would have deepened their understanding of the role of the board as well as their
understanding of education issues and would have resulted in a stronger and longer-term
commitment to the organization.
The early years, we have found, are critical to an organization’s ultimate
success. High leadership turnover by the board and staff can crush an organization like
Powerful Schools.
Communication is a crucial component in creating a closer connection between the
school and the community. When done well, the public relations function of the coalition
also becomes a vehicle for attracting new resources (skilled volunteers, money,
equipment) and helping the public better understand the education system and the
schools in the community.
Our communications committee was made up of several local professionals from the
public relations field, along with some energetic community activists. We drew up a
three-year strategic plan, targeted at key audiences in the schools, the district, the
neighborhoods, and the larger community. As a result, we attracted local, state, and
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national media attention, and eventually awards. Most importantly, we secured the
resources we needed to carry out our work.
Through our public relations, we have been able to measurably alter the perceptions
of schools in our community, increasing the positive perception of these schools and, to
some degree, our education system in general. A local polling company conducted a
random sample phone and door-to-door community survey for us to get a sense of
community perceptions. Within three years, the survey had shown that we had a
remarkable 30 percent recognition factor within the neighborhood and that the
perception that Powerful Schools was playing a positive role in the local schools and the
surrounding neighborhoods was clearly evident among survey participants.
Running the Programs

We believe in the value of starting early with students and loading up on the front end
of the education system. This is clearly the most cost-effective and most humane
approach.
We did not start our programs in the schools all at once. We have added them over
time, but always with the intention that taken as a whole they would form a
comprehensive strategy. Besides bringing new resources to schools, we helped the
schools strategize how to use existing resources more effectively. Our programs focus on
individual, highest-risk students, as well as whole classrooms and entire school bodies.
We directly serve students, parents, teachers, principals, and community members. As
our credibility has grown, we have increasingly focused on school culture and on
securing full district advocacy for expanding Powerful Schools elsewhere throughout the
district.
Currently we have five major programs: Community Schools offers a wide range of
after-hours classes; Powerful Buddies pairs adults with children who need a caring,
consistent adult in their lives; Powerful Writers focuses on students’ writing skills;
Powerful Arts brings artists and arts organizations into the schools; and Powerful
Readers provides an intensive tutorial reading program to first and second graders (see
the box on pages 18 and 19 for more detailed descriptions of these programs).
How the Powerful Writers program began is an excellent example of the development
of Powerful Schools programs. A parent and former school librarian, Anne Mulherkar,
saw a need at her child’s school for a program that would encourage in the students a
deeper love for writing. She volunteered to create a “publishing center” at the school,
where student books that were being written in some of the classrooms would be bound
by parent volunteers. At the end of the year, she organized a writing festival, culminating
in students reading their books to city leaders who had been asked to come to the school
for an hour and listen to the kids read their books in small groups and to share some of
their own writing with the children. We were astounded by the range of talent shown by
the students and by the broad community participation, from the mayor, television
personalities, and leading business people, to local parents. Anne had some other ideas
about deepening the work with teachers and suggested that this might be something we
would want to introduce to the other Powerful Schools, as well.
Anne is just one example of a skilled parent found in this community. Out of her
passion, a potent program developed in one school and has now been replicated in all
four of our schools. Like Anne, most of the staff of Powerful Schools have been people
who live in the neighborhood or have kids who have attended one of the member

Building strong schools 17

Creating Powerful Schools

schools. The programs we have developed have been based on a comprehensive strategy
that outlines what we know we need. We go about finding the strengths that already exist
in the community for filling that need. The ideas that shape the roadmap for what will
work are taken from around the country and applied through the talent in this
community. Powerful Schools programs have stolen generously from existing research
and programs that we already knew to be highly effective. The Powerful Writers
program, for example, was based on ideas formulated at Columbia University’s Teachers
College and on other available research.
Our experience has convinced us over and over that even in the poorest communities
all of the resources that are needed to create great learning environments can be found.
We just need a way to organize them.

The Powerful Schools Programs
This was the first program we developed to open the schools to the whole
community. It provides after-school classes four days a week, 3 p.m. to 8
p.m., across all four schools, for students, families, and the surrounding community.
Classes range from homework centers to writing, karate, ESL, computer literacy,
gymnastics, and drama. The program is now the largest and longest–running community
schools program in any Seattle public school. Most of the classes are taught by
community residents.
The concept of schools as the hub of a community has a long and positive tradition. As far
back as the 1940s, the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation provided support for community
schools, in order to encourage this strategy in schools throughout the country, helping
hundreds of communities. In the 1960s, it was typical to see most schools open to the
community after 3 p.m., but when funding dried up and crosstown bussing began, schools
began to draw inward. Community schools had all but vanished by the time Powerful
Schools began in the early 1990s. With new federal support, community schools programs
are growing again locally as well as nationally. But for success, these new efforts must
solve the problems of single-source funding and lack of connection to a wider,
community-based strategy guiding the program.
This program, begun in our fifth year of operation, recruits and trains
parent and community tutors to provide a specific strategy of one-to-one
tutoring in reading for the lowest-performing first- and second-grade students. More than
400 students have been tutored through this program, 90 percent of whom achieved grade
level reading or above within 24 weeks of intensive tutoring. The program, designed by a
local research-based educational organization, Washington Research Institute (WRI), was
modeled on reading strategies that proved to be effective when used by trained classroom
teachers. Our unique contribution has been to partner with WRI to develop and test a
model in which the reading strategies are taught to parents and community members in a
way that gets equally impressive results as those of the trained teachers and is
substantially more cost effective. The program has been so successful, it was adopted by
the Washington State Office of Public Instruction, which is now offering it in 23 other
schools throughout the state.
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As of this year, through our Powerful Writers program alone more than 1600 students
and forty classroom teachers have been aided with teacher coaches, writer-in residence
professionals, and trained classroom volunteers.
What hampers a program’s effectiveness is not what you might expect. We have
found that programs do not break down because of the inability to identify skilled artists
or make a good match. The area fraught with difficulty is logistics. Mishandling the
logistics can quickly kill a program. Ensuring that schedules match up and are
maintained between the artists and the classroom teachers takes hours of planning and
careful monitoring. In the end, scheduling will make or break this kind of teacher
collaboration. We have found however, that the time spent on managing the logistics is
well worth the constant effort.

Modeled after the well-respected and well-evaluated Big Brothers/Big Sisters
program, Powerful Buddies offers mentors to students identified by their
classroom teacher to have the greatest need for a caring, consistent adult involved in their
lives. Independently evaluated studies of these kinds of programs have shown the positive
effect a caring, consistent mentor can have on the social and academic development of a
child. It may be the single most powerful factor in determining a child’s success in life.
We began the Buddies program in our second year of operation with 20 Buddy pairs. To date,
more than 350 students have been mentored. Currently we have 60 Buddy pairs and offer
trainings and workshop support groups for the adult Buddies. Each Buddy pair, with advice
from the student’s classroom teacher, outlines a set of Buddy goals for the year, usually
balancing social, emotional, and academic development.
This program recruits the finest artists and art organizations in the community
to engage in long-term art residencies in classrooms. It began after our fourth
year of operation as we realized that the best resources in the community were
not reaching the families in this part of Seattle. Even when students did get exposed to the
best art, music, and theater, it was a one-shot affair. And usually the students had to bus out
of the community to reach the cultural events. We wanted visual artists, actors, dancers, and
musicians to come into our community and engage with us in our work. Some of Seattle’s
leading arts organizations wanted to see that happen, as well. Today, seven schools and more
than 80 classrooms have been served with long-term art residencies. Artists meet with
teachers to plan how to integrate the arts into other aspects of the curriculum so students not
only learn an art form, but are able to use that art form as an entry into learning core subject
matter. We also train the teachers both inside and outside the classroom on how best to use
the arts in their everyday teaching.
This program is a comprehensive teaching development strategy to improve
students’ literacy. We added the program in our fifth year of development.
Staff developers hired by Powerful Schools provide teachers with weekly in-classroom
coaching, daily curriculum ideas for writing workshops with their students, and mentoring
throughout the year. Writers-in-residence are also invited into the classroom to provide longterm residencies so students can learn various writing approaches, from poetry to nonfiction.
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Assessment. Teachers and principals face great pressure to get better results on the
standardized tests. The strategy we have taken at Powerful Schools is to develop
programs that tie directly to the new performance standards and their related tests. But
we also develop additional measures that are richer, more complex, and provide more
ongoing assessments to students, parents, and teachers.
That we now have agreed-upon state outcomes for what we want students to know
and learn at various points along the education spectrum is an important improvement.
At least the goals are now clear and measurable, which is something we didn’t have
when Powerful Schools began. But although the expected outcomes are clearer, and in
some cases richer and more complex, the benchmarks are still far too narrow and don’t
measure all the skills we really want students to have. The assessments should not only
provide information about what students have learned, but also inform teachers on how
they can instruct differently.
Raising the Resources

In schools today, we know hundreds of programs that work for all students. And we
keep starting and stopping them with reckless abandon because of disastrous financing
strategies. Someone writes a federal grant for a research-based reading program with
proven effectiveness and gets funded. The program starts with great enthusiasm, gets
increasingly better results each year as it is refined and tailored to the particular school.
Near the end of year three when the grant will end, the leading staff member on the grant
begins to scramble to find money to keep it going and fails. Teachers get discouraged
and begin to feel that once again the system refuses to support things that work. The next
time a new program comes along, they are less likely to want to put in the time to make
the program work. “This too shall pass” becomes the mantra of an increasingly cynical
staff. Unless we find a better way to maintain financing for effective programs, we will
never get the schools we want.
Our experience at Powerful Schools has shown us that it can be done, but it requires
securing sufficient support before starting the program and placing immediate attention
on securing a diverse funding base. In the Powerful Schools Handbook, we reviewed the
overall fund-raising strategy. At the time of the Handbook’s publication, we operated on
a $300,000 budget. Today, five years later, our operating budget is just under $1 million.
Another organization that serves teachers uses Powerful Schools as its fiscal agent,
which adds another $200,000 to our budget.
Much of this budget growth has been made possible by the growth of our individual
donor base, growth we accomplished by using a successful fund-raising strategy first
developed by Terry Axelrod at a local independent Seattle school serving primarily
African American families. For a complete description of the strategy, see her book,
Raising More Money : A Step by Step Guide to Building Lifelong Donors.
Most of the money raised for charitable causes in this country comes not from
foundations or corporations but from individuals. Individuals give 85 percent of the
money raised each year, more than $200 billion in 2003. And, they don’t give just once.
Unlike foundations and corporations, individuals tend to be a lot more loyal if you are
doing a good job.
We knew this when we began Powerful Schools, but we had not yet developed a
strategy for finding and involving individual financial supporters. Terry helped us
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develop a cost-effective method that complemented perfectly our other communication
strategies.
The model requires three elements to be successful: 1. A Point of entry, a way to
identify potential supporters who cared about our cause; 2. A Cultivation Highway, a
way to find out what people wanted to offer and to increase their commitment to our
cause; and 3. An Asking Event, a cost-effective way to ask people for money. These three
elements have made a huge difference in our ability to finance a growing set of programs
and schools, even during a nasty downturn in the economy.
The Point of Entry. Our point of entry is the school tour. These one-hour events
happen regularly throughout the school year. We invite anyone we think might be helpful
to us in some way to take a school tour. Two things are necessary in the first stages of
identifying potential supporters: personal contact and a passion for the cause. If we know
someone well enough to invite them on a tour, that meets the first criteria.
The tours are simple but finely tuned. Our goal is to communicate the goals and
programs of Powerful Schools, to communicate the key issues confronting our schools
today, and to show that we are making a real difference in changing lives at these
schools. We seek to engage both the head and the heart. We tour the school and show our
guests what students are doing. We
go into classrooms so they see our
work in action. We show a short
Three Stages of Fund Raising
video, and we ask them for their
1. A Point of entry, a way to identify
reactions. When we call each person
potential supporters who care about our
up after the tour to see what they
cause
thought, we learn whether they have
a passion for improving education
2. A Cultivation Highway, a way to find out
and an interest in our work.
what people want to offer and to
The Cultivation Highway.
increase their commitment to our cause
Following the tours, we keep in
3. An Asking Event, a cost-effective way to
touch with potential supporters,
ask people for money
looking for ways to match their
interests with our needs. Some want
more information, which we provide
in newsletters and e-mail updates; some want to get involved by donating equipment or
their time in a particular way. The important thing is to keep their involvement very
tailored to their needs and to match it to our needs. We make sure to invite them to our
public events so they can see the kids in action.
The Asking Event. Although we do ask some people individually for donations,
mostly we solicit funds at our free, annual breakfast. This ninety-minute event is now in
its seventh year. This year at the breakfast we raised $150,000 in general operating
support from the more than four hundred people who attended. People always say as
they leave how great it feels to be part of something like this.
The breakfast relies on table captains (board members, staff, major supporters, and
key volunteers) to invite people they know and folks who have been on the tour to
attend. People know they will be asked to make a contribution of whatever size they are
inclined to give. Amounts range from $25 to $25,000. Students from one or more of the
four schools perform to show what they are learning, followed by a keynote speaker and

Building strong schools 21

Creating Powerful Schools

a short video on Powerful Schools and its programs. We conclude the breakfast by
asking folks to write a check if they liked what they saw.
Then we start the process all over again, with tours for those who have not yet gone
on one and close contact to keep people involved in the ways they want to be involved.
If done well, this segment of the funding base will continue to grow. And it is
relatively stable. Fund-raising experts say that 70 percent of individuals who give to a
cause will continue to give each year if the organization continues to do an effective job
and stays in contact with them. This has certainly been true of our experience at
Powerful Schools.
The model works because it is embedded in a community organization led by
community members as well as educators. Without such a collaborative structure, it is
difficult to develop the necessary outreach for successful fund-raising. It is an important
lesson, and one that will be critical for the success of the movement for sustained school
improvement.

Working with All the Populations in the School
Powerful Schools staff and contractors, like all urban public school educators, have
had to become more cross-culturally competent over the last decade in order to work
effectively with all the students and their families. But the cultures we have had to
become competent in are not limited just to those of ethnic and racial minority students
and parents. We have also had to learn to work effectively with the cultures of individual
schools, school district administration, teachers, and principals, as well as the culture of
the communities surrounding our schools.
Working with Students
Life is like a toy
because it won’t always be yours.
Death is like a tiny bug because you can’t hear it
While we are here, people should treat each
other like roses,
Because it won’t always smell good.
Life is like flowers because sometime
They have to die.
Death is like the sun because it has to go down
When it starts to get dark.
While we are here, people should treat each
other nicely
Because their time is running out.
—Jasmine, 8 years old.
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The greatest joy of this work is found in
working directly with the students. By
working with students in the elementary
years, dramatic changes and improvements
can still be made relatively quickly. Students
can become good readers in a year, in spite
of a lack of literacy development in their
first five years. They can still access their
emotions and communicate extraordinary
passion and ideas through poetry, drama, and
other arts. The scars of failure have not yet
been etched into their hearts and minds. The
most important principles in working with
students, however, are creating a caring
environment and holding high expectations.
Schools that report the highest levels of
success are the schools where students report
that “I feel that teachers care about me in the
school,” and “Teachers expect a lot of me in
school, and believe I can do it.”
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Working with Teachers

Teaching today is a very demanding profession, with working conditions that would
not be tolerated in many other professions. Fully 40 percent of all teachers who enter the
profession, leave it within the first five years. Teachers in schools that serve highly
racially and economically diverse communities are ill-equipped to take on the attendant
challenges, and yet they do. The intrinsic motivation of this workforce to do a good job
is second to none. Yet, it is a workforce under enormous pressure right now, and in many
cases, under public attack. Teachers are sometimes seen as a primary reason for a failing
education system. “If we just apply enough pressure, set
standards, and apply sanctions, we can get these
A teacher is like a bright light that
teachers to teach right,” seems to be a common
makes dim lights glow.
message.
A teacher is like a pencil that never runs
In the early stages of Powerful Schools, we had few
out of ideas.
trusting relationships, with teachers. Those
relationships had to be built over time before we could
A teacher is like a blooming flower that
get to our deepest work. Often times, the initial
makes other flowers be
opposition to new approaches like Powerful Schools
as pretty as any other flower.
seems to come from some of the most senior teachers.
A teacher is like a big bag full of ideas.
These are the teachers who have seen it all. Yet, these
are also some of the teachers, who if won over, become
—Bao, 2nd grade
the most influential and effective advocates for change.
In assessing a school and interviewing teachers, we ask
teachers who they most look to in the school for advice and guidance. This then helps us
determine with whom we might most need to develop a strong relationship early on in
the process.
It wasn’t until our fourth year of operation that I felt we had a critical mass of teacher
support to be able to effectively influence and help improve teaching in the classroom. In
working with teachers, we had a lot of past history of meddlers to overcome. Schools
across the country have a long tradition of programs coming and going, imposed on them
by the district, the state, the feds, or local do-gooders, and Seattle schools were no
different. So teachers had reason to be skeptical. Would we be just one more program in
a long-line of programs that came and went, due to unstable funding and staffing? Or
would we follow through on what we said we would do?
In our early years, we offered opportunities for teachers to observe other teachers, as
a way to build new relationships and learn from each other. A few took up our offers, but
not many. What teachers really wanted, as a way to learn, was for a highly skilled
teacher to come into their own classroom and watch them teach or teach with them under
their daily conditions. This led to the creation of our teacher-coaching component in
Powerful Writers. This spring, one veteran teacher remarked about our teacher coaching,
“In my 10 years of teaching, this is by far the best training I have ever received. It has
made a huge impact on the quality of my teaching.”
As we observed teachers in the first couple of years, we saw many who had superb
skills in particular areas, classroom management, for example or integrating art into the
curriculum or teaching writing by using the strengths of students. We thought if we
offered these teachers a chance to teach their colleagues, they would jump at it, but very
few did. When asked why, many said they didn’t feel comfortable in this teaching role!
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I was astounded. After all, these are teachers. If they aren’t comfortable teaching,
who else would be? I wondered. But it became clear that teaching other adults, in
particular their peers, frightened them. This fear is one more example of the isolation we
keep teachers in. If any place should be a learning community, it is a school, a place
where adults teach adults, adults teach kids, even kids teach adults. But that is not how
most schools are set up.
Our teacher development work is grounded in a few guiding principles. We work first
with teachers in their own classrooms, providing coaching, mentoring, debriefing, and
follow-up assignments to allow teachers to test out new approaches and make
adaptations that fit their own classrooms. We identify and hire highly skilled teachers as
staff developers. The staff developers work with teachers throughout the year and
identify teachers in the school who will be good candidates for a train-the-trainer
program. In this way, we build the capacity of the school to continue this ongoing staff
development when our involvement is reduced after two to three years.
We supplement the in-class coaching and individual debriefing sessions with afterschool workshops that are highly interactive and bring together teachers from all of our
various schools to share strategies and get additional training.
A third dimension of our classroom support of teachers is bringing in writers- and
artists-in-residence. We seek out and then provide training to artists and writers who are
highly skilled in their craft and have an interest in sharing that talent in a classroom
setting. The Powerful Schools staffer then serves as a matchmaker between the teacher
and the artist or writer. Our greatest value is in making good matches between a
teacher’s needs and a particular artist’s strengths and helping the two plan how to
integrate the work into the classroom. We work to create safe environments where adults
can learn from each other.
Working with Principals

Being a principal is a very lonely, very difficult job. So much of what principals are
asked to do today they were not trained to do—develop a budget tied to a strategic plan,
develop strategies for working entrepreneurially with the community, develop a public
relations plan to communicate about the school to the surrounding community, market
the school to prospective families, fund-raise, and engage in organizational development
strategies in a time of high change—none of these things are taught in any systematic
way to principals.
One excellent principal remarked that her involvement with Powerful Schools has
allowed her to observe and participate in strategic-planning methods, see new ways to
hire and supervise staff, and act entrepreneurially with a school. As a result, she was able
to apply much of the Powerful Schools approach to her own work. We never anticipated
this effect on principals as a by-product of our work, but it makes sense, given the
extreme isolation of schools today from the business and nonprofit communities.
We will work only with schools in which the principal gives us full permission to
work at the school as a fully engaged partner. Until this acceptance by the principal
happens, nothing can happen. Yet, once we began in a school, we always stayed, in spite
of the many changes in the principals and regardless of a new principal’s motivation, or
lack of motivation, to be highly engaged in the Powerful Schools programs. Although a
great principal can create a great school, and a school with a mediocre principal but with
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Powerful Schools can be a very strong school, the combination of a great principal
working with Powerful Schools is greater than the sum of the parts.
We have had years when a particular principal rarely showed up at board meetings
and principal meetings or engaged in the events of Powerful Schools. One principal even
failed to show up for a city-wide performance, on stage, with the rest of the principals.
The other principals can and do provide some peer pressure to motivate participation, yet
in the end, an unmotivated principal can be demoralizing to the coalition as a whole. At
times, this has seriously affected program implementation, with principals not
aggressively securing needed tutoring space or not providing the necessary
encouragement for teachers who are working hard to implement a new writing approach.
We have learned over the years that an organization like ours, with one foot inside the
system and one foot out, needs to exert outside leverage more often to get the needed
change. We really are in a position to negotiate with schools. We each bring something
to the table. We have used this leverage in setting up some of our programs.
Pulling out of an entire school for lack of principal support is a difficult decision. But
without the ability to negotiate and balance support with accountability, we have
concluded, the strength of the insider-outsider Powerful Schools model can not be fully
realized.
Working with Parents

Teachers and principals, alone, will not
There is a lack of knowledge on the part of
be able to do the job we want for our
parents about how to be effectively involved
children. Parents and guardians are critically
in the school. It is a two-way street—parents
important but are rarely treated as equal
have to assume responsibility, and schools
partners in the education of their children.
We need to find ways to make it easier for
have to offer meaningful opportunities for
parents to become active partners in their
parents to be involved.
children’s education. Over the years, we
—Shirley Igor, President
have tried a number of unique approaches
National Parent Teacher Association
for creating greater public participation in
schools. Each effort was a way to further the
tie between the school and the family.
One of our earliest programs used family support workers in the schools to recruit
parents who were least involved in the education of their children and parents of
children who were not doing well in school. We had them work as teacher’s aides in
classrooms and help individual students, other than their own. Just having the parents in
the schools increased the level of importance of school in the eyes of both the child and
the parent, and as a result, the children of these parents began to do better in school.
We also had a professional photographer go out to families’ homes and take pictures
of the whole family, and then we mounted the pictures on our school walls. The message
was that we have all kinds of families here, each is important, and school is a place for
the whole family.
We have participated in organizing family dinners with a local community
organization, with hundreds of families coming to the school for the first time to have a
free dinner together with other families and get a brief, educational experience in which
they learn more about how to be part of the teaching team at home with their child. The
great difficulty is sustaining a real home-school connection beyond the dinner.
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One of the greatest difficulties when working with parents in poor communities is the
high degree of family transience. Poor families often move, for a wide variety of
reasons, which leads to further difficulties and instability for the student. Schools can
provide better tracking and follow-up with students, passing on reports to the next
school, and in some cases, altering transportation and school assignment plans to allow
students to stay in one school. Organizations such as Powerful Schools can work with
parents to understand the importance of elementary-school-age students bonding to a
school, but larger forces of society will overpower these incremental steps. A larger,
community-wide strategy that can substantially affect the economic and social health of
a community is needed if we are to reduce family transience.
Working with the Community

Bringing the community into schools and the schools into the community is vital to
our public education system. Some people have argued that a model like Powerful
Schools is a step backward from full public funding for education, that it is just using
private charitable resources to support what should be an entirely public entity. This is
another area in which my views have shifted. I have seen the wide disconnection
between the general public and our schools over these past twelve years. And I have seen
the rapid melting of stereotypes surrounding today’s schools and the rapid rise in
enthusiastic support among people who have entered our schools whether to participate
in one of our programs or just to take a one-hour tour.
Too many people have distorted views of what our schools are like today and the
amazing things teachers are doing to create great learning environments. Many teachers
don’t even know the outstanding work they are doing because they
have no adult reality against which to measure it. Nobody comes into
Recruiting and training
their classroom. Students perform for the teacher and, too often, no
volunteers and professionals
one else.
is a constant theme at
This has to change. We need much more porous schools, where
Powerful Schools.
the community feels welcome to drop in, to interact with kids, to
meet neighbors, to volunteer, to use the school building they own.
Yes, we want full public funding for schools, but even more we need full public
participation in schools, because if we get the latter, we won’t have to worry as much
about the former.
We bring the community into the schools in two important ways: by giving school
tours, which I discussed in the raising resources section, and as volunteers in our
programs.
I must confess, when I began working with schools, I thought the primary problem
was that we would have to do a lot of work to uncover the limited number of folks out
there who could provide resources to help. I discovered something quite different. As I
began talking with and watching the principals, I found that lots of people were already
knocking on the schoolhouse doors wanting to help. Some came with volunteer time to
offer, others brought equipment to share, and still others had money. But school systems
had no organized way to schedule, distribute, and manage the wealth of resources
available. Principals had no staff to do the follow-up work; teachers often didn’t know
how to supervise volunteers in their classrooms; and no one was available to put together
a plan to tie the resources to the most pressing needs. Schools were never organized to
do this. Principals and teachers were never taught how to do this.
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The work of Powerful Schools quickly shifted from developing strategies on how to
find resources, to making the most of what was potentially already at our doorstep.
Volunteers. Recruiting and training volunteers and professionals is a constant theme
at Powerful Schools. Recruiting volunteers is made infinitely easier by first seeking
organizational partnerships, rather than recruiting one person at a time from unaffiliated
sources. The Seattle Engineering Department and the local Rotary are two organizations
among more than two dozen long-term organizational partnerships that have provided a
steady supply of volunteer mentors to Powerful Schools. By working with one contact
within each organization, the quality and efficiency of the partnership is enhanced. The
supporting organization can assist in the recruitment and ongoing support of the
volunteer base and reinforce the importance of the work.
When we began, we sought volunteers to work in a wide variety of ways and
assigned teachers as their primary supervisors. This produced highly uneven results.
After two years, we revamped the entire program and developed more specific roles for
volunteers. We integrated them into our key programs, trained and supervised primarily
by a Powerful Schools staff member. This approach has proven far more effective. Some

Taking the Schools into the Community.

The first community event Powerful Schools hosted was Night at the Rap, a four-school

performance at a new theater in a nearby remodeled high school. We did it for several reasons: to
give students an experience of being in the high school we hoped they would all attend in a few
years, to allow students to perform in a premier, high-quality venue that reinforced excellence, to
get the four schools engaged in their first cooperative event, and to showcase to the whole
community the great things that were already happening in our schools (even before Powerful
Schools began). Ted Sizer, in The Harvard Education Letter, highlights the critical importance of
public performance and the incentive it provides. “If you know that you’re going public and your
mom and dad will be there along with some strangers,” Sizer says, “that changes the nature of the
contract between the kid, the teacher, and the ideas.”
We hoped for at least 75 audience members at our first Night at the Rap. We got 700. We were
completely unprepared. We had underestimated the thirst the community had for supporting the
schools.
Twelve years later, we continue to do this annual event. It long ago outgrew the high school
auditorium, so we now hold it downtown at one of Seattle’s equivalents of Carnegie Hall and
Apollo Theater: Benaroya Hall and the Moore Theater. We send beautiful invitations to our
supporters, inviting them to a reception at the theater just prior to the event to thank them for their
support. The theater is always packed. We provide professional lighting and staging for the
students’ performances. People walk away in amazement that kids this age can dance, sing, recite
their own moving poetry, and act with such outstanding talent. They leave knowing something
good is happening in these schools.
We also have other venues for student performances. Students read their written work, along
with other professional writers, at Richard Hugo House, a quality adult writers’ training facility in
Seattle. And of course we encourage the schools to display student work in the halls and in the
local community whenever possible. All of these events and presentations help the community
recognize the importance of our students’ work.
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teachers are great at making use of volunteers; others are lousy. And by spending time
with volunteers up front, providing consistent, ongoing training, and placing them in
positions with specific roles, we are able to use the volunteers at their highest value in
areas of our greatest need.
This year, for example, we have fifty volunteers whom we trained and then placed in
classrooms engaged in our Powerful Writers program. The volunteers provided one-toone assistance with kids as they wrote poems, fiction, and autobiographies. Nearly all of
the volunteers happen to be writers.
Someone on our staff supervises even those volunteers who do not fit one of our
program areas (tutoring, mentoring, classroom support in writing), but who have a
particularly useful skill (organizational development, public relations, technology).
Working with the School District

When we began interviewing teachers at the formative stage of Powerful Schools, we
wanted to know the strengths and weaknesses they saw in their classroom and in their
school. We also tested out some ideas on how we might be most helpful. Consistently we
heard back, “Sure, we could use some help, but if you are going to be a project coming
out of the central school district office, no thanks!” Too many teachers felt that the
central office had been inconsistent in its help, at best or, at worst, did things that created
a poor learning environment. Clearly, we had to be autonomous from the school district
to have any chance for credibility in the early stages.
We sought what Jules Mondschein, a wise, now retired, professor of Community
Organizing, calls “earning the right to meddle.” But we sought that sanction from the
individual schools themselves and not from the school district. And we sought out only
those schools that would demonstrate a high
commitment to be part of a change process. As
To be successful, change-agent organizations
evidence of that commitment, schools were
need to have a say in the selection of
required to have the principal and an elected
principals in the participating schools, and the
teacher from the staff serve as active members
district needs to develop policies that
of the governing board and commit $500 a
encourage retention of principals at a school
year from their discretionary fund. At the time,
for at least five to seven years, the time
most schools had only $3,000 to $4,000 of
necessary to create lasting changes.
discretionary authority (out of centrally
controlled operating budgets of just over a half
million dollars per school!). This was a significant commitment. Today, now that the
schools have more autonomy over their own budgets, we ask $5,000 per school, plus
additional amounts depending on the programs.
To maintain a credible distance, we did not ask the district for financial support.
Although this strategy has served us well with individual schools, it has hampered our
ability to use the district strengths. With the arrival, in our third year, of a new
superintendent committed to substantial change and improvement, we began to look for
ways to work more closely with the central district administration.
Ideally, if a school district has a demonstrated commitment to serious change and
improvement and that commitment is felt by the teachers, it would be most advantageous
to get a commitment from the district, similar to what we now have with individual
schools, of time, resources, and leadership participation on the governing board. The
district can offer much in terms of coordinated growth strategies, principal selection in
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participating schools, integration with complementary teacher support strategies, and
making positions in the participating schools coveted and high-status.
We anticipated that much of our work in the early years would involve changing
district policies to improve the schools we planned to work with. We thought much of
“the problem” rested with central administration. What we found was something quite
different. In fact, nearly everything we wanted to do could be implemented within
existing policies. It wasn’t until the second half of our first decade of work that we began
to be tripped up by the policies and procedures of the central administration.
One example of district procedures and policies that have hindered us has been in
principal selection. Powerful Schools has been successful in spite of an inability to select
or help retain good principals. We have seen, however, that the combination of Powerful
Schools in a school with superb leadership has the greatest effect of all. To be successful,
change-agent organizations need to have a say in the selection of principals in the
participating schools, and the district needs to develop policies that encourage retention
of principals at a school for at least five to seven years, the time necessary to create
lasting changes.
As is true with principals, few incentives are built into the school system to match the
teachers with the strongest talents to the places they are most needed, and to retain them
once they are there. Training teachers in new methods and building teaching teams that
collaborate take time and depend on the development of strong, trusting relationships.
Teacher and principal transience works against that development.
Working with the State

Without a doubt, a key
The state could do much to help schools. We should
attribute of a healthy business
add more days to the school year, so kids can go to
climate is a sound, statewide
school longer, and teachers can have more paid time to
educational system.
plan together. We need more rewards for teaching staffs,
and ways to recognize schools that are making excellent
progress. And we need more ways to honor teachers, in
order to counter the stress and burnout that is wreaking havoc with our teaching core.
School change requires new money, as well as using current resources differently. Too
often the question of school financing is put in either-or terms. In Washington State, the
business community’s position for many years was, “Show us you can use the existing
money better, and then we will give you more.” The education community said, “Give us
more money, and we will be able to do a better job.” Businesses saw schools as wasteful.
Educators saw the lack of resources to do the job. Our experience is that both positions
have elements of truth. Without a doubt, a key attribute of a healthy business climate is a
sound, statewide educational system, and the state has a role as a funder and also as a
regulator to make sure that all public schools have adequate resources to meet the high
standards it is now setting. In Washington State that means a new look at the public
dollars allocated and the taxing structures that create them. Powerful Schools and other
nonprofit educational organizations add resources to schools that need them, but the
programs we offer could and should be part of the baseline for a school. Schools with
internal fund-raising capabilities through their parent organizations are buying these
resources for their schools. Is this the equitable public education system we prize?
Powerful Schools will continue to set an example of what could and should be in place in
struggling public schools, but we need to partner with state legislative advocacy
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organizations in order to influence state policy so that all schools can offer their students
a full range of educational resources.
Working with the School Culture

We need schools that are highly personal places, where all teachers know their
students deeply, and students feel cared about. I wish we had worked earlier on the
school culture and on being engaged in overall school planning with staff.
Public sector businesses, such as public schools, often overlook such things, for
example, as making sure that school offices present a friendly customer service face to
visitors, something successful private sector businesses work hard at.
I saw the difference a school’s culture can make when a new principal came into a
school that did not present a friendly face at the front office and had, in fact, a very
unfriendly playground culture, too. Through some manipulation of the system, the new
principal was able to staff the office with a secretary she knew who had a clear customer
service ethic. Then the principal worked on getting the school to adopt a new student
discipline policy, a new student recognition policy, and agreed upon covenants on how
the staff would work and interact with each other. Within a year of difficult change, and
a significant turnover of teachers who didn’t like the new culture of collaboration and
the high expectations for students, the school culture had changed significantly. You
could feel it and see it within your first ten minutes in the school.
Working at the level of culture change in a school means working at the core of the
school. It requires the highest level of trust, which must be earned over time. I think we
could, and should, have started on this earlier. We should have moved more assertively
to attend the beginning-of-the-year strategy meetings, where some of this is discussed.
And we certainly could have been working with the principal to plan the discussions
with the staff and help shape the agenda.
One aspect of the school culture in our partner schools has altered dramatically as a
result of our work: the value placed on cooperation and collaboration among the four
schools and the community at-large. With the substantial number of changes in
principals and teachers that have occurred over the years of our existence, the continued
commitment to cooperation and collaboration is a testament to the staying power of the
changes we have helped create in these schools. In some ways, Powerful Schools has
been the most stable aspect of the schools. Instead of the schools closing their doors to
the community with a change of leadership, the new leadership adapts to the culture of
community participation and cross-school collaboration. This is no small feat and is one
modest contribution we have made to preventing backsliding from healthy programs and
culture when new, sometimes less skilled, principals come into our coalition schools.
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Challenges for the Future
Expanding Powerful Schools

We have clearly demonstrated an effective model for rapidly disseminating programs
from one school to the next, especially when the schools are part of a Powerful Schools
cluster. Our attempts to expand by
forming new clusters have been mixed,
however, with a number of very
important lessons learned.
Three Critical Ingredients for
We know that it is too much for a
Successful Expansion
school to handle if we try to implement
Ensure stability in the core
each of our five programs in a school
leadership
team.
right from the start. They are, initially,
difficult to finance all at the same time
Select a highly skilled, full-time
and difficult for a school unfamiliar with
director to staff the effort.
our model to integrate all at once. Most
Secure funding for the first year’s
schools want to start with a single
budget
before hiring staff.
program. Although we do not believe a
single program will transform a school,
we do believe that a single program
should reflect all of our values, which
will make the addition of further programs smoother.
We considered expanding into more schools with just one program as an end in itself,
but rejected that approach as being too limited for several reasons. First, we know a
single program, although helpful, is not transformative. And we know if the initial vision
is small, the vision stays small. If Powerful Schools had started with just a vision of
transforming four schools and with no vision of replication, I believe we would never
have gone beyond those four schools. The vision would have attracted people who
believed in that vision, and when it came time to vote for something larger, the
principals, teachers, and parents of the participating schools would have said, “But there
is still so much to do in our schools. Let’s stay with just these.” The same, I believe,
would hold true with starting in a single school with a single program and no
accompanying vision of a more comprehensive approach.
The difficulty in scaling up education reform strategies is well documented. “Most
reform efforts are too generic and trivial and don’t penetrate the culture of the school
enough to make a difference in the classroom,” says Bill Honig, director of the Center
for Systemic School Reform at San Francisco State University. “Evaluation of James
Comer’s School Development Project, Stanford University’s Henry Levin model of
Accelerated Schools, and Ted Sizer’s Coalition of Essential Schools show that only a
few schools have made significant improvements.” Sizer himself admits that his greatest
disappointment in twelve years of work with the Coalition of Essential Schools is “how
few schools have been able to break through.”
To date, we have helped start four coalitions, each with four to seven schools. Only
two of the coalitions continue to operate today. In analyzing the various coalitions, we
have isolated the following three critical ingredients for success:

•
•
•
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1. Ensure stability in the core leadership team. The founding principals and the
chair of the board (or key community leader driving the process) need to be a stable
group for the first two years. Without this stability of leadership, the group seems to
flounder and can’t get the needed traction to grow.
2. Select a highly skilled, full-time director to staff the effort. The first staff person
selected is the most important decision the coalition will make in its first two years. The
first director should be a full-time position. A half-time position usually attracts a
different talent pool than does a full-time position. The director needs to be a superb
facilitator who can skillfully allow the group to tap into its knowledge and engage its
talents in shaping the program. The director also needs a keen ability to raise money, as
well as engage the leadership in realistic, inspiring strategic planning. The director also
needs staying power, with a commitment to see the organization through its earliest years
of development.
3. Secure funding for the first year’s budget before hiring staff. Raising money with
an all-volunteer force is hard, but no programs or staffing should be started until the first
year’s budget is in the bank. Once that happens, a full-time director can be hired. When
Powerful Schools began, we hired a short-term consultant to work with us for a set time
(four months), knowing that the purpose was to finalize our vision, get a strategic plan
developed, and secure our first grant and the first year’s budget. When this was
completed, the contract ended, and we advertised for a full-time director.
One unanticipated positive consequence of the high degree of transience of principals
and teachers in our school cluster is the benefit to our replication effort. All four new
coalitions and both of the new schools that are slated to be added to the original
Powerful Schools coalition have been stimulated by teachers and principals who once
worked with Powerful Schools and now are leading the efforts at the other replication
sites.
Creating Lasting Change

Although we have made enormous progress with the four original Powerful Schools,
we still have not managed to create deep, lasting change that results in every child
graduating from these elementary schools with a great education. And we have certainly
not expanded the model yet in a way that entire school districts are transformed. To
move to this next level requires addressing the following four major issues.
1. Shaping the overall school transformation process and fully integrating the
Powerful Schools initiatives with the rest of the school improvement process. We have
done an excellent job of adding some important programs to the schools, but have not
played as large a role as needed in shaping the overall school improvement process.
Until we are able to do that effectively, we will never reach the goal of creating a
consistently strong learning environment for every child.
2. Matching the most skilled teachers and education leaders with schools that have
the greatest challenges. We have done very little to attract and retain teachers and
principals with the strongest skills to work in the schools with the most challenging
student bodies. Some things can be done at the level of the local school, but it will
require school district policy changes for programs such as Powerful Schools to have a
significant effect on all schools. Until this happens, we will continually train and then
lose highly talented teachers and principals to other schools, particularly schools with
less challenging school environments.
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3. Securing funding for widespread expansion. Powerful Schools has been far more
successful than most education initiatives in creating a growing, sustainable model. Yet,
particularly in times of economic downturns, expansion is a challenge. The resources are
clearly in abundance in this country,
both in the public and private sector,
but we will need to develop a better
Four Major Issues for
strategy for taking expansion to the
Creating Lasting Change
next level if we are to affect whole
1. Shaping the overall school
school districts.
4. Balancing narrow test score
transformation process and fully
outcomes with other educational
integrating the Powerful Schools
outcomes we value. The measurement
initiatives with the rest of the school
pendulum will continue to swing back
improvement process.
and forth, as it has in the past. But the
2. Matching the most skilled teachers
challenge will be to develop a richer
and education leaders with schools
set of outcomes that the public can
that have the greatest challenges.
understand and that are useful for
measuring progress in a school. We
3. Securing funding for widespread
have yet to do that at Powerful
expansion.
Schools, and as a result, we are at the
4. Balancing narrow test score outcomes
mercy of others to evaluate our
with other educational outcomes we
effectiveness in ways that don’t
value.
necessarily accurately measure
progress on the educational outcomes
we care about.
We know what a powerful learning
environment in a school looks like. We know what programs and school cultures nurture
that kind of environment. We have plenty of examples of schools across urban America,
in even the most desperate communities, that have created the learning environments we
hope for.
We now have a model in Powerful Schools for how to engage schools and
communities in the transformation process, a process that will result in clusters of great
schools. With this knowledge, we enter the stage of demonstrating how to take these
lessons learned and apply them to whole districts.
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Afterword

A Look to the Future
by Rebecca Sadinsky, Executive Director, Powerful Schools

T

welve years after starting up our Community Schools program as a
volunteer, I have come back to Powerful Schools as executive director. I am
fortunate to be able to benefit from the lessons learned by founding executive
director Greg Tuke, other staff, and dozens of effective board members. The foundation
supporting Powerful Schools is based on years of program, organization, school, and
community development, the invaluable relationships formed over those years,
innovation, and reputation. This solid foundation provides the opportunity to build our
next tier of school improvement efforts. I am pleased to lead Powerful Schools as we
move forward—using what we have learned to influence public education beyond our
original four partner schools and two community organizations.
The strongest piece of the Powerful Schools legacy is our core mission—our set of
values and purposes—that distinguishes Powerful Schools and provides its integrity.
Powerful Schools is an earnest and effective partner for challenged public elementary
schools, helping these schools and their communities realize their broadest promise,
their potential to be centers for learning so students can develop academically, socially,
creatively, and emotionally. Our organizational mission statement, developed four years
ago, remains our guide: to build powerful learning communities where all students
achieve their fullest potential.
The key values that form our philosophy and steer our planning are to:
Empower students through literacy skills, which provide the foundation for learning
Offer a full-range of educational strategies that address students’ academic, creative,
social, and emotional potential
Provide caring, consistent adults who serve as critical learning advocates for students
Hold high expectations for all children and for the education they receive, and foster
strong home/school connections
Build the school/community connections to promote excellent public schools as a key
to a healthy community

•
•
•
•
•

Each program has its own mission, as well, which reflects our values and puts them
into practice.
Powerful Writers strengthens student proficiency and confidence in writing by
developing expertise among teachers and by creating a culture of writing in elementary
schools.
Powerful Buddies helps children develop and demonstrate greater self-confidence in
academic achievement, relationship building, and behavior management by providing a
consistent, caring mentor.
Community Schools provides stimulating learning environments outside of
classroom hours that ignite the passions of students, school families, and neighbors and
engage parents in their children’s’ education.
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Powerful Arts advances best practices in education by promoting project-based
learning and creative thinking through integration of the visual and performing arts into
core curriculum areas. Artists and teachers collaborate in the design and teaching of
curriculum units that spark student interests, critical thinking skills, and creativity by
tapping into multiple learning styles and forms of expression.
Powerful Readers provides one-to-one tutoring each day for the students most at
risk of reading failure, cultivating a love of reading and the ability to meet the high
standards expected of their grade level.
Powerful Schools’s best
practice continues to be selfFive Focus Areas for
assessment and revision of our
Powerful Schools’s Future
work. Although unwaveringly
committed to our core mission,
Strengthen the ability of each program to
program missions, and values, we
address and involve all levels of the
are constantly looking for ways to
school community
refine and improve our Powerful
Customize how Powerful Schools works
Schools programs, using the latest
with each partner school
research and persistently gauging
our work against high
Expand Powerful Schools programs to
expectations. We are looking for
more schools
better ways to promote confident,
Develop a new strategy for influencing the
capable writers and readers,
levels above the local community and
students who have arts literacy,
school
and students who are positive
contributors to their classroom
Modify our board structure
and school. Powerful Schools is
Increase our multicultural competence
both a teaching and a learning
organization.
However flush we are with the
years of success with our partner schools and neighborhoods, the students, families, and
teachers, we must make some changes in order to reach our goal of greater influence. As
we move forward we will focus our efforts in five areas.
Strengthening the ability of each program to address and involve all levels of the
school community: students, teachers, neighbors, and school families. Powerful
Schools is highly integrated in the classrooms of our partner schools, working directly
with teachers and students. At the same time Powerful Schools, as a skilled communitybased nonprofit, bridges the wider community and the more intimate school community.
Powerful Schools’s unique contributions are applying the community’s wealth of skills,
knowledge, and resources for the betterment of schools and helping schools perform
better for the students, teachers, families, and community. Principals and teachers cannot
do the work of school improvement alone. Families and community members have a
huge stake in helping schools be successful. Weaving these interests together through
each of our programs makes each of our programs more successful for students and
teachers.
Customize partner school strategies. Powerful Schools has developed its programs
and approaches working closely with four wonderful schools in Southeast Seattle. It
delivers all five programs in the four schools. But we are learning more about the unique

•
•
•
•
•
•
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attributes of each school community, even among these four schools within a two-mile
radius of each other. In the same way teachers work to individualize their approach to
each student, Powerful Schools will need to modify how it works with each school. As we
look to sustain our work in the four schools and expand into more schools and
communities we will customize how we work with each partner school.
Expand rather than replicate. Powerful Schools has the capacity to expand
effectively to more schools, as it learns more about customizing its work with each
partner school. As Greg discussed earlier, in the past Powerful Schools fostered new
nonprofits to conduct school change using the Powerful Schools model in different sets of
schools. Our experience has shown that the business of creating new nonprofit
organizations is unreliable and resource intensive. Currently two of the groups Powerful
Schools has fostered are still developing into Powerful Schools-like organizations. But at
least two other groups did not succeed after trying for several years. Replication is a hard
business for many reasons, especially within the same local funding community.
However, we can address the most immediate goal of our replication efforts—to reach
more students and school communities—by expanding into new communities and
schools, particularly schools with challenges similar to those facing the schools Powerful
Schools works with now.
Develop a district strategy. Until now Powerful Schools has worked to refine its
model for effectively applying community resources to create real outcomes for students.
We have extensively promoted our model in order to present it as a real example for
others to follow. We bring many influential people from the broader community,
including leaders in educational reform, on tours to see what we are doing. We have even
written a “cookbook” on starting up a Powerful Schools organization. Many educators
and community leaders have lauded our approach. However, we have found that having a
well-documented, transparent, and proven model that delivers results for children does
not seem to influence how a school district operates. Ultimately, Powerful Schools must
develop a new strategy for influencing the levels above the local community and school
in order to effectively reach more children and school communities.
Strengthen and revise the board. In order to retain the best of our grassroots base yet
also gain the skills necessary to propel Powerful Schools toward becoming a more
influential organization, we will modify our board structure. Currently our board is made
up of parents, teachers, principals, and neighbors. We plan to build a board that has access
to key educational policy and school district leadership as well as wider access to
significant funders, while at the same time ensuring that Powerful Schools continues to
seek and consider the perspectives of the local community, parents, teachers, and
principals.
Increase multicultural emphasis. Finally, a multicultural focus is fundamental to our
refinement of the Powerful Schools model. Because we work with increasingly
multicultural communities and aim to help all students reach their highest potential in
school, we must continue to learn more about multicultural education, increase our
cultural competency, and participate more fully in creating educational communities free
of bias.
We are entering a new chapter in the Powerful Schools story, but not the final chapter.
We will keep on honing our wisdom through our experience in classrooms and
communities, learning lessons from more fine students and teachers, and sharing what
we’ve learned in the years to come.
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Resources
Organizations
Accelerated Schools, Stanford University (Henry Levin). www.acceleratedschools.net/
American Federation of Teachers (Adam Urbanki). http://www.aft.org/
Annie E. Casey Foundation. http://www.aecf.org/
Center for Teacher Formation. http://www.teacherformation.org/
Coalition for Essential Schools (Ted Sizer). http://www.essentialschools.org
Charles Stewart Mott Foundation. http://www.mott.org/
Cross Cities Campaign for Urban School Reform. http://www.crosscity.org/
The Panasonic Foundation. http://www.panasonic.com/MECA/foundation/
foundation.html
School Development Project (James Comer). http://info.med.yale.edu/comer/
Washington Research Institute. http://www.wri-edu.org/

Books and Articles
Building Communities from the Inside Out, John P. Kretzmann and John McKnight.
ACTA Publications, Chicago, 1997.
Powerful Schools Handbook, Powerful Schools, Seattle. 1995.
Raising More Money: A Step by Step Guide to Building Lifelong Donors, Terry Axelrod.
Boylston Books, 2001. http://www.raisingmoremoney.com/
“The Rand Change Agent Study: Ten Years Later,” M. W. Mclaughlin. In A. R. Odden
(Ed.), Education Policy Implementation (pp.143-156). Albany: State University of
New York Press. 1991.
Rules for Radicals: A Pragmatic Primer for Realistic Radicals, Saul D. Alinsky. Vintage
Books, New York. 1971, revised edition 1989.
The Harvard Education Letter. http://www.edletter.org/
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To order
To order the Powerful Schools Handbook
or
Creating Powerful Schools: Lessons Learned in Working to Improve Pubic Schools

Contact:
Powerful Schools
3301 South Horton Street
Seattle, Washington 98144
Phone 206-722-5543; Fax 206-760-1723
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