
J o u r n a l  o f  
Transformative Leadership
& Policy Studies 

June 2014 
Volume 4, Number 1 

1  ........................ Letter from the Editors 

ARTICLE 

3  ........................ Imagining Alternatives: The Educational and Public Nature 
of Assessment 
 Viki L. Montera 

REFLECTIVE ESSAYS 

20 ...................... A Community College District Chancellor’s View on 
Transformational Leadership 

Francisco Rodríguez 

26 ...................... An Inner City Superintendent’s View on Transformational 
Leadership 
 Ramona Bishop 

PEDAGOGICAL PERSPECTIVES 

31 ...................... Embracing American Indian Ways of Educating: Restoring 
Culturally Embedded Practices While Building Pathways Towards 
Student Success 

Rose Borunda and Crystal Martinez-Alire 

BOOK REVIEWS 

40 ...................... “Public Policy and Higher Education: Reframing Strategies for 
Preparation, Access, and Success (Core Concepts in 
Higher Education)” 

Reviewed by Lisa Romero 

43 ...................... “Pathways to the Common Core: Accelerating Achievement” 
Reviewed by Bryan Rogers 

46 ...................... “Understanding Community Colleges” 
 Reviewed by Sarah M. Graham and Brandon J. Jouganatos 

STEM DOCTORAL FELLOWSHIP REPORT 

50 ...................... Factors Promoting Inclusion and Success for Underrepresented 
High School Students in STEM 

Randy A. Kilmartin and Katrina K. Pimentel 

Doctorate in Educational Leadership Program  | College of Education  | California State University, Sacramento 



Journal of 
Transformative Leadership 

and Policy Studies 

Volume 4 • Number 1 
June 2014 

Executive Editor 
Carlos Nevarez, Ph.D. 

Executive Director • Doctorate in Educational Leadership Program 
California State University, Sacramento 

Sacramento, California 

Editor 
Porfrio Loeza, Ph.D. 

Professor • Graduate and Professional Studies in Education 
California State University, Sacramento 

Sacramento, California 

ISSN: 2151-5735 
© 2014 Doctorate in Educational Leadership Program, 

College of Education, Sacramento State 



 

 

www.csus.edu/coe/academics/edd/jtlps 

About the Journal 

Editorial Board 
Carlos Nevarez, Executive Editor 
Director and Professor, Doctorate in Educational Leadership Program 
CSU Sacramento 
Porfrio Loeza, Editor 
Professor, Graduate and Professional Studies in Education 
CSU Sacramento 
Mark Rodriguez, Associate Editor 
Associate Professor, Graduate and Professional Studies in Education 
CSU Sacramento 
Steven O’Donnell, Creative Editor 
CSU Sacramento 
Cynthia Eldridge, Assistant Editor 
CSU Sacramento 
Katrina K. Pimentel, Assistant Editor 
CSU Sacramento 
Joan Bissell 
Director of Teacher Education and Public School Programs, 
California State University Ofce of the Chancellor 

Review Board 
Samer Batarseh, Sacramento City College 
Joan Bissell, CSU Ofce of the Chancellor 
Rosemary Blanchard, CSU Sacramento 
Rose Borunda, CSU Sacramento 
JoLynn Britt, William Jessup University 
Daryl Camp, Riverbank Unifed School District 
Miguel Ceja, CSU Northridge 
Chia-Jung Chung, CSU Sacramento 
Viridiana Diaz, CSU Sacramento 
Claudette Engblom-Bradley, University of Alaska, Anchorage 
Bernardo Gallegos, National University, Los Angeles 
Ana Huidobro, Oakley Union Elementary School District 
Su Jin Jez, CSU Sacramento 
Jason D. Johnson, Middle Tennessee State University 
Jonathan Knolle, CSU Chico 
Roza Leikin, University of Haifa 
Frank Lilly, CSU Sacramento 
Randal Lindsey, CSU Los Angeles 
Porfrio Loeza, CSU Sacramento 
Albert Lozano, CSU Sacramento 
Bal Chandra Luitel, Kathmandu University 
Swapna Mukhopadhyay, Portland State University 
Antonia Olivas, CSU San Marcos 
Ron Oliver, CSU Fullerton 
Daniel Orey, Universidade Federal de Ouro Preto 
Reza Pegahi, CSU Sacramento 

Jennifer Porter, CSU Sacramento 
Jim Riggs, CSU Stanislaus 
Lisa Romero, CSU Sacramento 
Maurício Rosa, Universidade Luterana do Brasil 
Milton Rosa, San Juan Unifed School District 
Lorri Santamaria, University of Auckland 
Tod Shockey, University of Toledo 
Gabe Simon, Dry Creek Elementary USD 
Kathryn Singh, San Diego  State University 
Natalie Tran, CSU Fullerton 
Andrea Venezia, CSU Sacramento 
Lisa William-White, CSU Sacramento 
J. Luke Wood, CSU San Diego 

The Journal of Transformative Leadership and Policy Studies (JTLPS) is a 
peer-reviewed journal sponsored by The California State University and 
the Doctorate in Educational Leadership Program at California State 
University, Sacramento. JTLPS accepts articles that focus on current 
research promoting and documenting work in P-20, an integrated 
education system that extends from pre-school through higher 
education. 

Address all correspondence to: 

Journal of Transformative Leadership and Policy Studies 
Doctorate Program in Educational Leadership 
College of Education, Sacramento State 
6000 J Street, Sacramento, California 95819-6079 

Email: jtlps@csus.edu 

Journal of Transformative Leadership and Policy Studies - Vol. 4 No. 1, June 2014 ii 

mailto:jtlps@csus.edu
www.csus.edu/coe/academics/edd/jtlps


www.csus.edu/coe/academics/edd/jtlps 

Educational Leadership Ed.D. 
IN THE CSU 

JTLPS Advisory Board 

CSU Bakersfeld 
Dr. Danny Whetton 
P-12 and Community College Specialization 
(661) 654-2210 

CSU East Bay 
Dr. José López 
P-12 and Community College Specializations Director 
(510) 885-3559 

CSU Fresno 
Dr. James Marshall 
P-12 and Community College Specializations Director 
(559) 278-0427 

CSU Fullerton 
Dr. John Hofman 
P-12 and Community College Specializations Director 
(657) 278-8302 

CSU Long Beach 
Dr. Anna Ortiz 
P-12 and Community College Specializations Director 
(562) 985-4998 

CSU Los Angeles 
Dr. Lois Andre-Bechely 
P-12 and Community College Specializations Director 
(323) 343-4330 

CSU Northridge 
Dr. Miguel Ceja 
P-12 and Community College Specializations Director 
(818) 677-2403 

Cal Poly Pomona 
Dr. Ron Leon 
P-12 Specializations Director 
Dr. Dorothy MacNevin 
Community College Specialization 
(909) 869-3060 

CSU Sacramento 
Dr. Carlos Nevarez 
P-12 and Community College Specializations Director 
(916) 278-5557 

CSU San Bernardino 
Dr. Donna Schnorr 
Dr. Louie Rodriguez 
P-12 Specialization Co-Directors 
(909) 537-5651 

San Diego State 
Dr. Ian Pumpian 
P-12 Specialization Director 
Dr. J. Luke Wood 
College Specialization Director 
(619) 594-5871 

San Francisco State 
Dr. Robert Gabriner 
P-12 and Community College Specializations Director 
(415) 405-4103 

CSU Stanislaus 
Dr. Katherine McKenzie 
P-12 and Community College Specializations Director 
(209) 664-6543 

San Jose State 
Dr. Arnold Danzig 
P-12 and Community College Specialization 
(408) 924-4098 

Sonoma State 
Viki Montera 
Joint Doctoral Program w/UC Davis 
(707) 664-3255 

CSU San Marcos 
Dr. Frances Contreras 
Dr. Patricia L. Prado-Olmos 
Joint Doctoral Program w/UC San Diego 
(760) 750-4304 

Journal of Transformative Leadership and Policy Studies - Vol. 4 No. 1, June 2014             iii 

www.csus.edu/coe/academics/edd/jtlps


 

www.csus.edu/coe/academics/edd/jtlps 

Table of Contents 

1 ............................ Letter from the Editors 

ARTICLE 

3 ............................ Imagining Alternatives: The Educational and Public Nature of Assessment 
Viki L. Montera 

REFLECTIVE ESSAYS 

20 .......................... A Community College District Chancellor’s View on Transformational Leadership 
Francisco Rodríguez 

26 .......................... An Inner City Superintendent’s View on Transformational Leadership 
Ramona Bishop 

PEDAGOGICAL PERSPECTIVES 

31 .......................... Embracing American Indian Ways of Educating: Restoring Culturally Embedded Practices 
While Building Pathways Towards Student Success 
Rose Borunda and Crystal Martinez-Alire 

BOOK REVIEWS 

40 .......................... “Public Policy and Higher Education: Reframing Strategies for Preparation, Access, and 
Success (Core Concepts in Higher Education)” 
Reviewed by Lisa Romero 

43 .......................... “Pathways to the Common Core: Accelerating Achievement” 
Reviewed by Bryan Rogers 

46 .......................... “Understanding Community Colleges” 
Reviewed by Sarah M. Graham and Brandon J. Jouganatos 

STEM DOCTORAL FELLOWSHIP REPORT 

50 .......................... Factors Promoting Inclusion and Success for Underrepresented High School 
Students in STEM 
Randy A. Kilmartin and Katrina K. Pimentel 

Journal of Transformative Leadership and Policy Studies - Vol. 4 No. 1, June 2014 iv 

www.csus.edu/coe/academics/edd/jtlps


www.csus.edu/coe/academics/edd/jtlps 

Letter from the Editors 

The Journal of Transformative Leadership and Policy 
Studies (JTLPS) is a system-wide, open access, and online 
journal with a print edition representing the California 
State University System. The journal’s focus on support-
ing and disseminating applied research pre-kindergarten 
through higher education uniquely positions the journal 
among the varied body of educational journals. Realizing 
the complexities that underscore educational organiza-
tions, the journal aims to inform practice via the develop-
ment of wide-ranging types of academic genres, includ-
ing, but not limited to, exploring issues of equity and 
achievement, STEM in education, and exemplifying how 
leadership and policy infuence educational change. 

This volume includes two refective essays that speak 
to transformative leadership and the policies needed for 
transformative change to occur in both public schools 
and community colleges. Francisco Rodriguez, the newly 
appointed Chancellor of the Los Angeles Community Col-
lege District, met with members of the editorial team for 
an intimate and transparent question and answer ses-
sion on transformational leadership. He provides a critical 
perspective on the leadership policies he will consider to 
mediate change for the nine-campus district. According 
to Rodriguez, to promote institutional change you need 
the “Three C’s”– Courage, Conviction and Coraje (valor and 
boldness). This refers to having the courage to facilitate 
conversations about social justice aimed at redressing ed-
ucational disparities. Ramona Bishop, Superintendent of 
the Vallejo City Unifed School District, provides a leader-
ship perspective on the need for transformational leaders 
in inner-city schools. Her testimonies allude to her own 
leadership skills and approach to transformational leader-
ship. She speaks to her role as being a fastidious facilitator, 
unselfsh community-builder, an approachable intellect, 
and most importantly, a compassionate listener. Bishop’s 
use of quotes, particularly from Horace Mann, the frst 
Secretary of Education, vividly brings alive practices that 
underscore school transformation. 

The Viki Montera article provide insights to issues of 
assessment, curriculum and pedagogy reform for a more 
equitable and accountable educational system. The au-

thor illustrates one school’s efort to expand assessment 
and accountability activities through the use of assess-
ment research literature and dialogue throughout the 
school community. In turn, Rose Borunda and Crystal Mar-
tinez-Alire point to pedagogical practices that embrace 
Native American cultural values. Five developmental 
theorists cited in this concept paper speak to pedagogical 
practices shown to be in alignment with American Indian 
cultural orientations and advance educational success. 

Three book reviews are included in this issue. Bryan 
Rogers reviews Pathways to the Common Core: Accelerating 
Achievement. An overview of the possible arguments both 
for and against the new Common Core State Standards 
(CCSS) are discussed. The prose of the introduction and 
discussion is lighthearted and persuasive towards viewing 
the CCSS as a golden opportunity to rebuild and retool 
education modes and assessment means. Lisa Romero re-
views Public Policy and Higher Education: Reframing Strate-
gies for Preparation, Access, and Success (Core Concepts in 
Higher Education). Romero applauds the authors for their 
eforts to develop a resource for higher education aimed 
at explaining the relationship between political ideology, 
policy decisions, and outcomes afecting college opportu-
nity, access and success. Sarah Graham and Brandon Jou-
ganatos review Understanding Community Colleges. Their 
analysis provides a comprehensive analysis from a critical 
and theoretical perspective of scholarly research on how 
to improve access to students. The authors recognize that 
in order to infuence the diverse populations they serve, 
instructors must be aware of how to teach the skills need-
ed in a way that meet the needs of diverse learners. 

This volume includes a STEM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Math) report based on a California State 
University (CSU) doctoral fellowship. The authors, Ran-
dy Kilmartin and Katrina Pimentel, provide insight into 
practices that infuence underrepresented minority high 
school students’ participation in STEM. The report is un-
derscored by practical recommendations that may assist 
policymakers, industry leaders and educators in advocat-
ing for equity and inclusion in STEM education. The Edi-
torial Board of JTLPS would like to thank the authors, the 
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Chancellor’s Ofce of the California State University, and 
the College of Education at California State University, 
Sacramento for their support of this journal and the feld 
of education. The editorial team especially would like to 
recognize the journal’s editor, Porfrio Loeza, for his own 
transformational leadership in guiding the production 
of this volume. JTLPS invites scholars and practitioners to 
submit papers on a range of topics pertinent to leadership 
and policy studies in education and STEM education. 

Carlos Nevarez, PhD 
Executive Editor 

Porfrio Loeza, PhD 
Editor 
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ARTICLE 

Imagining Alternatives: The Educational and Public 
Nature of Assessment 
Viki L. Montera, Sonoma State University 

ABSTRACT 
Assessment and accountability are words that have 
become synonymous with standardized testing. This 
view has narrowed the curriculum and limited the na-
ture of learning and schooling experiences for children. 
This narrow focus has also driven educational practices 
away from ideas found in current learning theory. The 
following case study illustrates one school’s efort to ex-
pand assessment and accountability activities, to bring 
assessment practices in line with recommendations in 
the learning and assessment research literature and to 
encourage dialogue throughout the school community 
regarding the school’s program and students’ learning.  
Using a narrative constructed from data from one of the 

school’s assessment activities, the author, who was also 
serving as the school principal at the time of the event, 
discusses the complexities and potential of making stu-
dent learning public and involving the public in assess-
ment. Creating a public forum to explore ideas and con-
ceptions about schooling and learning among adults 
and children links school accountability to awareness 
and understanding of school purposes and pedagogy. 
This democratic aspect of assessment and accountability 
may hold power to infuence school reform and imagine 
educational alternatives beyond the reliance and accep-
tance of standardized testing as the gold standard. 

Imagination is not only the uniquely human ca-
pacity to envision that which is not, and there-
fore the fount of all invention and innovation. In 
its arguably most transformative and revelatory 
capacity, it is the power that enables us to empa-
thize with humans whose experiences we have 
never shared. 
– JK Rowling, 2008 

In a review of 10 years of research on assessment, 
Broadfoot and Black (2004) state that it is “impossible to 
imagine” assessment processes in formal schooling that 
challenge prevailing current practices that are “born of 
the modernist assumptions and educational needs of the 
nineteenth century” (p. 20). Yet, that may just be what is 
required. According to Rowling, imagination provides a 

means for seeing possibilities diferent from those that 
we know. Heckman and Montera (2009), in their work 
on school reform, argue that imagination and invention 
are needed in the work of transforming our schools. They 
further state utilizing imagination provides opportunities 
for moving beyond our long accepted taken-for-granted 
“modernist assumptions” of the nineteenth century. 

Assessment and accountability have become syn-
onymous with standardized testing. This view ignores the 
broader meanings embedded in these two words. The 
negative implications of this narrow view of assessment 
and accountability on student learning and educational 
outcomes have been well documented and argued, in-
cluding a narrowing of the curriculum to what is tested 
and students’ misapprehension of their success as mea-
sured by the test. (Lemann, 1999; Koretz, 2008; McNeil, 
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2000; Mintrop, Heinrich, & Suderman, 2009; Ravitch, 2010; 
Sacks, 1999; Sirotnik, 2002; Smith, 2004). In 2001, Cizek 
looked closely at the testing issue from both positive and 
negative impacts. In his piece on the unintended con-
sequences he argues for a much needed debate, “High 
stakes tests: we do not know how to live with them; we 
cannot seem to live without them” (p. 26). 

However, despite these calls for debate and argu-
ments to limit their use, standardized testing, as the pri-
mary means of assessing students and holding schools 
accountable, continues to prevail and hold center-stage 
(Au, 2007; Honig, 2006; Weaver-Hightower, 2008). The 
latest version of Federal Policy called Race to the Top is 
cast as an opportunity to gain waivers from No Child Left 
Behind requirements. This policy, however, continues and 
expands the use of standardized test scores in assessment 
and judging schools’ efectiveness. The policy calls for 
linking standardized test scores to not only student and 
school performance, but also to teacher and principal per-
formance (McNeil & Klein, 2011). 

Continuing the argument against this narrow focus 
on testing as the gold standard for assessment and ac-
countability is important for educators and researchers. 
However, equally critical is the need to simultaneously 
create and advocate for what Sirotnik (2002) calls “socially 
responsible” systems of assessment and accountability 
built upon current principles of learning. Sirotnik (2002) 
describes assessment as the gathering of data and ac-
countability as what is done with the data. Currently, data 
are narrowly defned as test scores. Assessment is seen as 
gathering those data (test scores). Accountability is then 
seen as posting of those scores for the public and others 
to use in making judgments and educational decisions 
about the value of school programs and school person-
nel. Instead of this scenario, Sirotnik (2002) argues for the 
development of a “socially responsible” assessment and 
accountability systems. Such systems would utilize mul-
tiple indicators (quantitative and qualitative) of student 
performance “that are sensitive to the needs of each indi-
vidual and to the purposes and complexities of schooling, 
including contextual conditions…” (p. 666). The system 
would incorporate many forms of performance assess-
ment and embrace democratic participation of students, 
educators, and community members. It would also be 
consistent with current knowledge about child develop-
ment and learning. 

Eva Baker (2007), in her AERA Presidential Address, 
entitled “The End(s) of Testing,” extends Sirotnik’s (2002) 
argument. She advocates for the use of a variety of mea-
sures and means for designing assessment processes. Like 
Sirotnik (2002), she raised the concern of the “…evidential 
disconnect between test design and learning research…” 
(p. 310). The disconnection between learning theory and 
assessment practices is a common concern throughout 
the research (Bransford et al., 2000; Broadfoot et al., 2004; 
Pelligrino et al., 2001). As Baker (2007) concludes: 

…unless we fnd something tangible, beyond a 
test score, that engages and fulflls students and 
teachers, education will continue to shrink and 
shrivel, and with it our chances to balance our 
hopes and aspirations with the comfort of ac-
complished learners” (p. 315). 

Baker (2007) calls for attention to new means of as-
sessment that focus on current learning theory. This call 
is consistent throughout the literature on learning and 
assessment (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000; Broad-
foot and Black., 2004; Pelligrino, Chudowsky, & Glaser, 
2001). Herein, lies both an opportunity and a challenge 
for educational leaders—to seize the intense focus on as-
sessment and accountability and reframe the views and 
practices of assessment and accountability. And, in the 
process, also possibly re-frame our schools. 

Carl Glickman and Derrick Alridge (2001) present an 
idea that may advance Sirotnik’s call for responsible ac-
countability and Baker’s and others’ pleas for multiple 
means of assessment that grow from current literature on 
learning. Their idea, simply stated, is “going public” with 
student learning – making learning much more trans-
parent to students, educators, families, and community 
members, in other words, to the public. Democratic ideas 
are not often refected or encouraged in educational as-
sessment and accountability methods. Perhaps, recog-
nizing and reconciling this omission may move schools 
and their assessment and accountability practices toward 
some of the goals called for by Sirotnik, Baker and others. 

Developing alternative assessment and accountabil-
ity processes may also provide a necessary forum for the 
examination of long-held taken for granted “modernist 
assumptions” about schooling and learning. These con-
ventional ideas are embedded in the mental schemata of 
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those who make up the school and its community. By its 
very nature, public education in a democracy is a politi-
cal undertaking involving the polis (educators, politicians, 
parents, community members). The key to reforming 
schools may lie in our ability to simultaneously reform the 
conceptions of schooling of the polis’s members, while 
also reforming schools. Creating experiences that bring 
educators and citizens together in exploring and debat-
ing understandings (mental schemata) about schooling 
may hold promise in advancing school reforms (Heckman 
& Montera, 2009). Assessment processes can provide a 
means to ‘go public’ with children’s learning and provide 
a forum for public examination of our “modernist assump-
tions.” 

“Going public” moves assessment and accountability 
away from national policymakers and corporate interests 
to the interests of individual students, schools, and com-
munities. Three aspects of ‘going public’ frame this work. 
First, ‘going public’ means a focus on local assessment tied 
to classroom and school programs. ‘Going public’ chal-
lenges educators to move assessment and accountability 
away from annual reports presented in newspapers to on-
going and in-depth descriptions and discussions of stu-
dent learning at the school site with many constituents. 
In section I, Going Public: Focus on Local Assessments, the 
background and development of the process undertaken 
at the school will be presented. 

Second, ‘going public’ means engaging in interactions 
with stakeholders around and about students’ learning. 
It brings together stakeholders in school and classroom 
settings to democratically account for and assess student 
learning and school programs. In section II, Gong Public: 
Engaging Stakeholders, a narrative of one assessment ex-
perience is presented. This narrative was constructed from 
empirical data gathered during the events and processes 
of one assessment activity. Engaging in the narrative taps 
into the ability to “envision alternatives—to conceive of 
other ways of being, of acting, of striving” (Gergen as cited 
in Bruner, 1990, p. 109-110). This narrative may be a way to 
tap into imagination and provide an opportunity to bring 
others vicariously into an alternative school culture to ex-
pose and examine ideas about learning and assessment. 

Third, and most importantly as a result of engage-
ment, ‘going public’ means democratically developing com-
mon conceptions and values for learning within a school and 
community. Opportunities are created to collectively ex-

amine taken-for-granted ideas (mental schemata) about 
learning in order to reform conceptions guiding a school’s 
program and practices. In section III, Going Public: Devel-
oping Common Conceptions, seven key ideas emerging 
from the literature on learning and assessment are used 
to discuss the narrative and consider how these ideas 
infuence the development of an alternative assessment 
process and common conceptions about learning. 

This article presents an empirical case study of one 
school’s eforts to develop an alternative assessment pro-
cess that reconciled the external uses of assessment with 
its central role as a tool in the teaching and learning pro-
cess by “going public.”   What is presented is an “instrumen-
tal case study.” It is an instrumental case study that has a 
clear purpose to “accomplish something” (Stake, 1995, p. 
3). The principal and the teachers set out to develop an 
alternative assessment process to counter the growing 
reliance on standardized testing. This case study grew 
from “lived experience” (van Manen, 1990, p. 9) wherein 
the researcher (the principal) had the opportunity to “ret-
rospectively” (p. 10) understand and identify the implica-
tions of the experience. Empirical evidence was gathered 
and analyzed in describing this work and in constructing 
the narrative presented here. More detail regarding the 
methodology of this research is presented at the conclu-
sion of the article. Importantly, the development of this al-
ternative assessment process called on the imagination of 
those who were a part of this project and their willingness 
to take a risk. Understanding this alternative will happen 
as the reader imagines being a part of this creation. 

Going Public: Focus on Local Assessment 
Rock City School, in California, was established as a 

K-8 “alternative” school in the fall of 1973 within a pub-
lic school district. The genesis for the school came from 
a group of community activists seeking a school where 
non-authoritarian, non-competitive, non-sexist methods 
would be emphasized.  

Over the decades, however, the school lost its way as 
the context surrounding it changed. When many in the 
district wanted the school closed, the superintendent saw 
the school as an opportunity. He challenged the staf and 
me, as the new principal, to create a program built upon 
the latest and strongest research on learning and child 
development. In designing the school’s instructional pro-
gram, the teachers and I also had to address the issue of 
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assessment and accountability. Traditional approaches to 
assessment would not match the dynamics we were pro-
moting in the learning process. 

With a great deal of discussion, debate, and explora-
tion of the literature on cognition, learning, and assess-
ment, we set out to create assessment processes that 
would match the dynamics we were promoting in the 
learning process. To guide in the development of assess-
ment practices and activities, we frst identifed our over-
arching goal for assessment. Recognizing that assessment 
serves several purposes, we then determined our primary 
purposes of assessment. Finally, we developed guiding 
principles that would be used in creating the activities that 
would eventually make up the assessment process. 

Overarching Goal 
In establishing the overarching goal, it was important 

to state the core objective of the assessment process, as 
well as what was not going to be the focus. The following 
overarching goal was established: 

Our goal in assessment is to understand and 
know the complexity of each child’s develop-
ment rather than to compare children with each 
other. If we are to uphold the tenet that each 
child is unique, then it is imperative that this be-
lief be refected in our practices of assessment, 
as well as instruction. (Rock City School, 2013, p. 
12). 

At the heart of this goal was focusing the assessment 
processes on seeking insights and learning about stu-
dents’ knowledge and development. It brought attention 
to the children’s growth and knowledge, rather than on 
their ranking or on comparisons among them. This goal 
put the emphasis in the process squarely on the individual 
child’s development. 

Primary Purposes 
Establishment of the overarching goal was followed 

by decisions identifying the primary purposes for the as-
sessment process. Assessment serves many purposes and 
audiences. Of these purposes, the teachers and I agreed 
upon which of these would be the focus of the work. The 
purposes identifed were: 

Purposes of Student Assessment 
• To increase student, teacher, and parent awareness of 

a child’s strengths and growth. 
• To gain insight into child’s thinking and understand-

ing. 
• To assist children’s authentic development of self-

knowledge. 
• To inform teachers about the need for programmatic/ 

instructional changes or activities. 
• To increase students’  and teachers’  thoughtfulness 

about their work. 
• To communicate to children and families expecta-

tions and standards. (School Handbook, p. 12). 
Each of these purposes was grounded in the litera-

ture on learning and assessment. We wanted to identify 
a child’s strengths and build on their existing knowledge 
(Bransford et al., 2000; Gonzales, Andrade, Civil, & Moll, 
2001; Vygotsky, 1978). By gaining insight into and under-
standing a child’s thinking, we would better be able to ad-
just instruction and provide support as needed (Langer, 
1997). The development of one’s self-knowledge has long 
been identifed as critical to one’s success (Pintrich, 2002). 
The information would be helpful in developing the school 
program and instruction. Finally, helping children and fami-
lies understand the school’s program and its contribution to 
learning was vital in addressing the accountability aspect 
of our program.  

In their review of the literature on assessment, Pel-
ligrino et al. (2001) identifed three main purposes of as-
sessment in schools. These are to: 
a. assist learning 
b. assess individual achievement 
c. and provide information upon which to evaluate pro-

grams (p. 37-40) 
The purposes developed by the school staf are con-

sistent with these three main purposes identifed in the 
literature. Table 1 compares the school’s purposes with 
these three main purposes of assessment found in the lit-
erature. 

This comparison and connection to the research lit-
erature on assessment helped guide our decisions regard-
ing the development of the assessment process. It also 
ensured that we were meeting the multiple purposes em-
bedded in assessment practices. 
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Table 1 
Comparison of School Purposes with Research Literature 

Purposes of Student Assessment Common Purposes 
(Rock City School) (Pelligrino, et. al., 2001) 

To increase student, teacher, and parent awareness of a b. assess individual achievement child’s strengths and growth 

To gain insight into child’s thinking and understanding b. assess individual achievement 

a. assist learning To assist children’s authentic development of self-knowledge b. assess individual achievement 

To inform teachers about the need for programmatic/instruc- a. assist learning 
tional changes or activities c. evaluate programs 

a. assist learning To increase students’ and teachers’ thoughtfulness about b. assess individual achievement their work c. evaluate programs 

To communicate to children and families expectations and c. evaluate programs standards 

Guiding Principles 
From these purposes, guiding principles were de-

veloped to direct the design of the school’s assessment 
process and activities. Again, the research on learning was 
used in deciding on these principles. The “Guiding Prin-
ciples” established by the staf are identifed below. 
• The assessment process/activity will be child-cen-

tered. The focus will not be on the outside knowledge 
given to a child, but what the child is coming to know, 
understand, and do. 

• The assessment process/activity will be interactive in 
nature. It will involve discussion, conversations, and 
writing with students, teachers, and parents. 

• There will consistently be an opportunity for chil-
dren’s self-assessment. The teacher will help guide 
this process, but the child will be an active participant 
in the assessment activity rather than a passive re-
ceiver of an outside evaluation. 

• The assessment process/activity will focus on a child’s 
assets and growth. 

• As much as possible the assessment process will be 
contextualized, in that it will take place within the 
process of learning-in-action rather than solely [fo-
cusing] on a fnal product. 

• The assessment process/activity will be on-going 
throughout the child’s time at the school. This process 
will be qualitative and will involve both formal and in-
formal assessment opportunities. 

• Assessment will be linked to the goals/standards 
identifed in the [school] handbook. 
These guiding principles will be discussed in-depth in 

the third section entitled Going Public: Developing Com-
mon Conceptions. 

Formal Assessment Process 
From the guiding principles, a formal assessment pro-

cess was developed. The process and activities that made 
up the formal assessment process spanned the school 
year, with a Fall Family Conference at the beginning of 
the school year, a Mid-year Assessment Activity, and a f-
nal end of the year Spring Narrative. Each of these is de-
scribed below. 

Fall Family Conferences 
Prior to the Fall Family Conference, students planned 

for the event by reviewing their work from the previous 
year and considering areas of development and future 
growth they would like discussed with their teacher and 
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family members during the conference. Students took an 
active role in describing and explaining their progress and 
plans for the school year. In planning for the conference, 
students refected on previous work and growth. They de-
veloped goals for the year that would be used by them, 
parents and teachers throughout the year in assessing 
their progress. A student’s teacher moderated each indi-
vidual Fall Family Conference, however, the student was 
the focus and the critical participant in the event. 

Mid-year Assessment Activity 
The Mid-year Assessment Activity varied as we tried 

out numerous means to integrate learning, assessment, 
and school-family-community interactions. It was our 
hope that this efort to strengthen our assessment process 
at the school would be intimately connected to our day-
to-day work with children. We also hoped it would reveal 
to students, parents, teachers, and others outside of the 
school what children were learning in ways that we felt 
traditional methods (test scores and report cards) could 
not reveal. The creative and imaginative activities devel-
oped continued to evolve as we learned more and more 
about ways to enhance our assessment practices and de-
velop student and community learning. An illustration of 
one of these events is presented in the next section. 

Spring Narrative 
Each spring, prior to the end of the school year, fami-

lies received a “comprehensive narrative assessment” 
(School Handbook, p. 15) of each child’s development. 
This narrative was tied to the school’s program and iden-
tifed goals. It was also tied to students’ identifed goals 
from the Fall Family Conferences. This was the student’s 
summative assessment of their work and development 
during the school year. Teachers developed each narrative 
from data gathered throughout the school year on the 
child’s performance. Students contributed to the narrative 
with their own self-assessment. These narratives were pro-
vided to families prior to the end of the school year to en-
able further discussion of a child’s growth. They were also 
used in the Fall Family Conferences the following school 
year. These annual narratives captured the child’s devel-
opment throughout their time at the school. 

We worked to create an assessment process that em-
braced the multitude of factors that infuence children’s 
learning and engendered discussion and learning about 

this complexity with all stakeholders. The assessment 
process developed incorporated both formative and sum-
mative methods. Formative assessment occurred during 
the learning processes that led up to the completion of 
students’ projects. Much of what was presented during 
the Fall Family Conferences and the Mid Year Assessment 
Activities was formative in nature as will be illustrated in 
the next section. Summative assessment did happen dur-
ing the school year upon the completion of a project or 
assignment. However, the formal summative assessment 
occurred with the Spring Narrative. 

In the next section, a narrative of one of the Mid-year 
Assessment Activities is presented to illustrate how some 
of the complexity of the learning and assessment process 
was revealed and utilized to build understandings of the 
learners and of the learning process within the school. 
This example also illustrates the kind of discussion that 
emerged throughout the assessment process. 

Going Public: Engaging Stakeholders 
Imagine you are invited to your neighborhood school 

for an afternoon to talk with children about their work. 
You don’t have any children in the school, but, as a neigh-
bor, you have become acquainted with the principal be-
cause you have raised issues about the high decibels of 
sound emanating from the school playground—some-
times overpowering your own music. You have also talked 
to the city police about the trafc congestion before and 
after school. Yes, you are an involved citizen and, perhaps, 
not exactly thrilled with this school in your front yard. 
The principal invited you to this event suggesting that 
you were quite informed about what happened outside 
of the school and thought it might also be important for 
you to become acquainted with what goes on inside of 
the school. 

You enter a large classroom flled with 7 to 10 year- 
olds, their family members, and teachers. Everyone gradu-
ally takes a seat. Several teachers take turns in stating the 
purpose of the gathering and the process. They encour-
age everyone to seek and share information about stu-
dents’ learning and thinking. 

You are then directed to your assigned group made 
up of 3 children, their guests (parents and family mem-
bers), and a teacher. The children know this is their time 
to talk about and share their work with others. Prior to the 
meeting, they have been given the opportunity during 
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their school day to decide what they want to share and 
talk about – many of the projects chosen are in-process, 
not yet completed work. 

A nine-year-old boy starts by sharing a writing proj-
ect he has been working on. He talks about where he got 
his ideas, reads a part of the story to the group and then 
explains where he thinks the story is going next. An adult 
asks what he does when he can’t think of an idea. The 
boy talks about his own process of dealing with writer’s 
block, which includes “taking a break” or “visiting with his 
friends.” Another adult asks about a fnished product. “Do 
you ever fnish a story? What do you do to fnalize it?” 

The boy talks about conferencing with others and 
then says, “I follows the steps.” 

“What steps?” another adult asks. 
“The ones on the chart!” the boy responds as he jumps 

up, runs across the room, and takes a hand-made chart of 
the wall, which the children created to assist them in their 
writing process. He returns to the group and quickly be-
gins to explain each step on the chart. The teacher notes 
his explanation and how he is using this tool to develop 
his writing. 

His mom, sitting next to you, seems surprised by her 
son’s expression and leans over to you and says, “I’ve never 
heard him talk like this. I had no idea he was working on 
this in school!” 

The conversation about his writing ends with him 
sharing where the story might go next. 

The next student brings a diorama to the table she 
has created to represent a scene from a book she is read-
ing. The construction is clearly the work of her 7 year-old 
hands. After explaining the story and her scene, her teach-
er who knows reading has not been a favorite activity for 
this student asks her a question about her reading, “How 
did you choose this book?” The child shares why she has 
chosen the book and continues to read this book. 

As the child answers the teacher, other questions 
come from the adults in the group: “What do you think 
about as you read?” “What other things have you read?” 
“What is the best part of reading?” All of the questions 
were seeking the child’s considerations about her own 
reading style. 

Then, a parent, who knows that the child struggles 
with reading and has previously questioned the school’s 
reading program, asks, “Do you ever get to a word you 
can’t read?” 

“Oh sure,” the girl responds without hesitating. 
“What do you do?” asks the adult. “How do you fgure 

it out?” 
Again, without hesitating, the child responds, “I skip 

it!” 
There is a moment of silence, a few adults exchange 

glances. The teacher does not respond right away and an-
other child jumps in, “Sometimes you can get help, but it 
slows you down.” 

Two adults, including the one who asked the ques-
tion, lean forward into the group. One says, “Aren’t you 
worried about missing a word?” 

“If I keep seeing it, I might ask for help,” the girl re-
sponds as the teacher makes a note to explore this idea 
further with the child. 

The third child, who has been enamored with ships 
for the past year, has chosen to talk about his recent dis-
coveries about the types of ships used in World War I. He 
presents and explains, in detail, several of his drawings. 
His attachment to and interest in the topic are evident. 

“What do you think you are learning by studying and 
drawing these ships?” asks an adult. 

“Well, I like to see the parts that are on them and how 
they work,” he then pauses briefy, “but my parents said I 
have to choose something else next time.” 

His parent quickly responds. “We just want you to 
learn about other things.” The teacher notes the interac-
tion. 

After the initial presentations, the teacher asks if there 
are other questions for the students. As the conversation 
goes on, the children’s participation increases. They begin 
to ask each other questions and jump in when it looks like 
a peer needs help. 

Next, everyone returns to the large group to share 
their thoughts about what they have learned and ques-
tions they still have. Parents voice surprise by the inter-
actions and thoughts the children expressed. Others still 
wonder if their child is progressing, as he should. You, 
along with the other adults, are given a survey to capture 
your thoughts, questions, and concerns. You are asked to 
return it to the school the following week. 

This assessment event existed within an on-going 
process. In the days following the event, teachers met 
with the children to ask them what they thought, how it 
felt, what they discovered and might do diferently. They 
also followed up on information that arose during the as-
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sessment gathering meeting with a student or having an 
informal conversation with a parent. 

During the group debriefng with students, students 
expressed nervousness, pride, and discovery about what 
their fellow students were working on. 

“I had no idea Jamie was writing a mystery, I want to 
read it!” 

“It felt weird like they were judging me, but when I 
used to get my report card, I didn’t think about it!” 

“Two parents made me feel like I hadn’t done my 
research and survey according to logical reasoning and 
made me feel like I needed to start over…. My insight was 
that I get too carried away sometime and I forget what is 
logical.” 

Teachers also met to share their learning about the 
children and the process. Their notes were reviewed and 
activities modifed. Small actions were taken, such as fol-
lowing–up with a child or parent or making a program-
matic or instructional change. 

The surveys that were given to the parents and com-
munity members were carefully reviewed to learn about 
parents and community views, and their concerns and 
questions. This information was used to create and build 
other experiences in other venues, from developing ar-
ticles for the weekly school newsletter to providing items 
for parent forums or community education nights.  

Finally, a report about the event was written by the 
school staf and sent to the school community, district of-
fce, and school board. 

Going Public: Developing Common Conceptions 
This section explores both the educational and public 

nature of assessment. In this frst section, The Educational 
Nature of Assessment, the previous narrative is analyzed 
through the lenses of seven key ideas from the literature 
on learning, cognition, and assessment. These seven ideas 
are critical aspects to consider in developing assessment 
processes linked to student learning. Here each idea is 
elaborated fully and then connected back to the school’s 
developing assessment process and guiding principles. 
The second section, The Public Nature of Assessment, out-
lines how this process of assessing student learning may 
also provide a democratic forum for all stakeholders to 
assess and reconsider their assumptions and understand-
ings of student learning and schooling practices in order 
to promote school reform. 

The Educational Nature of Assessment 
Prior to developing the alternative assessment pro-

cess, the school staf identifed several Guiding Principles 
to be used designing of the activities that made up the 
school’s assessment process. These Guiding Principles cor-
respond to seven key ideas that emerged from the litera-
ture on learning and assessment. 

The seven key ideas identify the importance of: 
1. Eliciting explanations and making thinking visible. 
2. Utilizing communities of learners. 
3. Developing metacognition and self-assessment. 
4. Recognition of existing knowledge. 
5. Attending to process and context. 
6. Embracing complexity. 
7. Linking learning and assessment. 

Examples from the assessment events described ear-
lier illustrate a relationship between these ideas and the 
enactment of the school’s assessment principles. Table 2 
illustrates the relationships between these key ideas from 
the literature and the guiding principles developed by the 
school staf. 

The key ideas and the assessment process are dis-
cussed in each section below with supporting literature. 
As with so many aspects of learning and assessment, the 
key ideas are interrelated and overlapping. 

Key Idea 1 
Eliciting and Making Thinking Visible 

The creation of opportunities for students to express, 
reveal, and make their thinking visible has been identifed 
as critical in the learning and assessment process. Elicit-
ing these expressions enables adults to understand stu-
dents’ sense-making and better assist them in furthering 
children’s development. Also, by drawing out the learner’s 
thinking, the learner gains insights about his/her own un-
derstanding, which is often hidden from them (Black & 
William, 1998, Bransford et al.; Pelligrino et al.; Furtak et 
al., 2008). 

The frst guiding principle focused on students’ think-
ing and knowledge. Children’s thinking was made visible 
throughout the process and in multiple ways and settings 
in students’  classrooms and assessment events. Initially, 
students were asked to refect on their classroom work 
during the time leading up to the assessment event. They 
then prepared what they would like to share with others 
during the assessment activities. This process of refection 
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Table 2 
Research Literature’s Key Ideas in Relation to the School’s Guiding Principles 

Key Ideas Identifed from the Literature Rock City School’s Guiding Principles 

1. Eliciting and making thinking visible The assessment process/activity will be child-centered. The 
focus will not be on the outside knowledge given to a child, 
but what the child is coming to know, understand, and do. 

2. Utilizing communities of learners The assessment process/activity will be interactive in nature. 
It will involve discussion, conversations, and writing with 
students, teachers, and parents. 

3. Developing metacognition and self-assessment There will consistently be an opportunity for children’s self-
assessment. The teacher will help guide this process, but the 
child will be an active participant in the assessment activity 
rather than a passive receiver of an outside evaluation.  

4. Recognition of existing knowledge The assessment process/activity will focus on a child’s assets 
and growth. 

5. Attending to process and context As much as possible the assessment process will be contextu-
alized, in that it will take place within the process of learning-
in-action rather than solely focusing on a fnal product. 

6. Embracing complexity The assessment process/activity will be on-going throughout 
the child’s time at the school. This process will be qualitative 
and will involve both formal and informal assessment op-
portunities.   

7. Linking Learning and Assessment Assessment will be linked to the goals/standards identifed in 
the school handbook. 

occurred during the school day with teachers and peers. 
During the assessment event, students discussed their 
work and responded to questions about that work from 
their audience made up of family and community mem-
bers. For example, the student writer revealed his writing 
process and use of the writing ‘chart.’ The student reader 
expressed her thoughts and strategies for reading. The 
ship historian spontaneously voiced something on his 
mind that may be troubling him. 

Finally, in their debriefng groups, the next school 
day, students were again asked about what they were 
thinking in relationship to the process and the discover-
ies they made about their thinking during the assessment 
event. As children spontaneously responded to questions 
in these debriefng discussions, educators gained insights 
about each child’s views and understandings. Subse-

quently, in follow-up classroom projects and activities, 
they used those insights to further expand the children’s 
knowledge and encourage their growth in these areas. 

This idea of making thinking visible in assessment and 
learning activities was also present for the adults as they 
experienced these assessment activities and discussed 
them with other adults prior to and after the events. This 
process helped reveal adults’ conceptions and views of 
the assessment and learning processes at the school. 
These revelations provided an opportunity for them to ex-
amine their mental schemata with each other. 

Key Idea 2 
Utilizing Communities of Learners 

The research literature conveys the importance of 
learners’  interactions with peers, teachers, and other in-
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terested adults in making arguments, elaborating ideas, 
considering alternative points of views. Adults and chil-
dren acquire and restructure their knowledge through 
discourse and interaction with others (Brown & Palincsar, 
1989; Cobb, 1998; Furtak et al., 2008; Pelligrino et al., 2001). 
Vygotsky (1978) stated, “…interactions provide a source of 
development” (p. 90). He argued for the recognition of the 
social nature of learning and the “process by which chil-
dren grow into the intellectual life of those around them” 
(p. 88). This social nature of learning happens as each per-
son reveals their thinking to others, thus, assisting them-
selves and others in developing their ideas and thoughts. 

The second guiding principle addressed the impor-
tance of social interaction in the assessment process. A 
great deal of interaction happened during and after these 
assessment events, fostering the development of a com-
munity of learners among teachers, students, family and 
community members. For example, during class planning 
for each assessment event, students consulted with each 
other about what they planned to share in their groups. 
They frequently wrote about their plan and discussed it 
with their peers and teachers. During the school day, stu-
dents also had multiple opportunities to collaborate with 
each other on a class project or assignments such as their 
writing projects and group science projects. 

Numerous forums provided opportunities for the 
adults to also reveal and examine their own concep-
tions of schooling and learning. Prior to and after many 
of these assessment events, teachers came together and 
examined and discussed the data they had been gather-
ing about children’s work and the children’s developing 
learning and thinking. For example, in the assessment 
event illustrated here, a parent was surprised by her son’s 
work and his explanation of his writing. She had not ex-
perienced him doing this kind of work and talking about 
it as he had done during the assessment event. Later, she 
and the child’s teacher considered ways that she could 
possibly extend the conversation (and learning for both 
of them) at home. Several parents also had opportunities 
to reconsider their views of what was involved in reading. 
What were the consequences of skipping a word? Is read-
ing more than knowing every word? This developed into 
a conversation beyond the assessment event that con-
tinued and infuenced understanding of the act of read-
ing and the school’s reading program. In other situations, 
family members met with teachers following an explora-

tion in the classroom. They discussed their observations 
and questions about what they experienced in interacting 
with and observing their children in this process. 

Surveys given to the adults following an event, 
sought the adults’ views of the alternative assessment 
process and activities regarding what they learned and 
what information they felt was missing in the process. 
Faculty used these data in planning other events and de-
veloped ways to highlight and address questions arising 
about the assessment process or school’s program. These 
ideas were addressed in presentations at a PTA or site-
council meeting, and in a follow-up story in the school’s 
weekly newsletter. Information from the surveys was also 
used in writing a report of the event and sending it to 
the district ofce. The sense of community was extended 
beyond those directly involved in the school by inviting 
community members from the neighborhood to partici-
pate in the event and to keeping members of the district 
administration and school board informed of the assess-
ment activities. 

Key Idea 3 
Developing Metacognition and Self-Assessment 

Throughout the learning, cognition, and assessment 
literature researchers note the importance of develop-
ing and encouraging metacognition and opportunities 
for self-assessment (Bransford et al., 2000; Pelligrino et al., 
2001). Urging learners to explain and evaluate their think-
ing and reasoning greatly assists in the development of a 
learner’s understanding and expertise (Bereiter & Scarda-
malia, 1989). Ericsson and Simon call this a “think aloud 
method” (as cited in Shavelson et al., 2003, p. 15). In addi-
tion, this activity of thinking aloud about one’s thinking 
and assessing one’s own work assists teachers in knowing 
frst-hand how students are making sense of concepts so 
the educators can improve their instruction and assist in 
student learning (Bereiter and Scardamalia, 1989). 

The third guiding principle highlights the critical 
importance of involving students in metacognitive and 
self-assessment activities. In preparing for the assess-
ment events, children were asked to refect on their daily 
classroom work and progress. Students chose what they 
wanted to present at the event. During the assessment 
event, students were asked to share their thinking and 
strategies for fguring out what to write about or how to 
read. They also explained what they knew, how they knew 
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it, and why they had chosen a topic or plan of action in 
the project they were presenting. Together these kinds 
of activities assisted students and the adults in recogniz-
ing and understanding students’ thinking, what may be 
infuencing students’ understandings, and how the stu-
dents saw their development. For example, one student 
shared how the questions adults asked her during the 
assessment activity made her rethink her strategy about 
how she had conducted what she thought was a “logical”  
research project. 

This idea of student self-assessment was repeatedly 
built into the school’s on-going assessment activities with 
students’ central involvement in their self-assessment dur-
ing the Fall Family Conferences and culminating with their 
contributions to their individual Spring Narrative at the 
end of the school year. As one child explained, “It’s good to 
share what you know, not what the teacher knows about 
you.” How the child sees this “as good” was part of the con-
tinued exploration. Together, these interactions engen-
dered metacognition and self-assessment. 

Key Idea 4 
Recognition of Existing Knowledge 

All humans construct knowledge, mental schemata, 
of their world. They use these schemata in making sense 
of the world. This existing knowledge, often termed prior 
knowledge, serves as a foundation on which individuals 
build new knowledge. Just as this prior knowledge assists 
in learning, it can also hinder interpretation and develop-
ment of new knowledge. This aspect of learning leads to 
the importance of educators and children identifying, un-
derstanding, and embracing a student’s existing knowl-
edge, their views of the world and the ways that they 
think about them (Bransford et al., 2000; Gonzales et al., 
2005; Vygotsky, 1978). 

The fourth guiding principle places the focus on 
the identifcation of a child’s assets and growth. We cre-
ated opportunities for children to be expressive and make 
choices about their learning and assessment. In that pro-
cess, educators discovered a great deal about students’  
existing knowledge and how students use that knowl-
edge to made sense of the world. For example, a child ex-
plicitly expressed his understanding of a writing tool (his 
chart), another shared her increasing interest in reading, 
and another child expressed what he knew about ships, 
how he built his knowledge about ships overtime, and a 

barrier he faced with his parents’ eforts to re-direct this 
interest instead of following his interests. 

Each of these examples provided expanded conversa-
tions about students’ understanding and learning, as well 
as the adults’  views of that learning and the school’s pro-
gram. Embedded in the process were multiple opportuni-
ties to explore, to question, and to imagine alternatives. 

Key Idea 5 
Attending to Process and Context 
Learning is not an event, but rather a process of build-

ing and creating knowledge and expertise (Sternberg, 
1997). In the learning process, as previously presented, 
learners actively construct knowledge. The context in 
which this knowledge is constructed can enhance the 
learning or interfere with that knowledge development 
(Bransford et al., 2000; Edelson, Gordon, Douglas, & Pea, 
1999). Context has been described as the variety of forms 
of engagement and situations in which an individual 
participates (Pelligrino et. al). These contexts – the one 
that exists within the school/classroom and the one with 
which the learner is familiar in his home or community – 
infuence sense-making (Spillane et al., 2006). Contexts 
provide the learner with cultural artifacts, tools, and lan-
guage that “mediate” their learning and cognitive devel-
opment (Wertsch, 1998). 

The ffth guiding principle recognizes the process of 
learning and the infuence of context on that learning. 
To acknowledge learning as a process rather than event, 
multiple settings were established to provide students, 
educators, family and community members with oppor-
tunities to assess student learning. Mid-year activities, as 
the one described here, often focused on student work in 
process. This allowed the demonstration of a student’s on-
going development rather than focusing on the quality 
of a fnal product. It also allowed students to exhibit their 
distributed knowledge (Gonzales, Moll, & Amanti, 2001) 
in the assessment process. Students responded to ques-
tions such as, how they use resources, what meaning do 
tools have for them, what knowledge and other resources 
do they draw on in making predictions or plans for next 
steps, and what barriers do they encounter. 

Family and community members were invited to 
become part of the learning context of the school in nu-
merous ways. The events in which they participated in-
fuenced their sense-making of the school’s program and 
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a child’s learning in this alternative environment. As one 
parent wrote, “the alternative assessment process gives 
students and their families authentic information about 
progress toward educational goals.” Others identifed how 
it assisted in their understanding of the school program. 
And others voiced concerns about the lack of information 
gained on the ranking or specifc leveling of children. They 
felt this was needed to help them know ‘where their child 
is’ in comparison to others. These contexts led to other 
contexts for discussing adults’ comments and questions. 

Key Idea 6 
Embracing Complexity 

Rapid economic, social, and technological change 
characterizes the world today. New knowledge and infor-
mation are increasing at rates not experienced during the 
previous century. The world students will navigate in the 
future is largely unknown today (Friedman, 2005). Captur-
ing and promoting this unpredictability and complexity 
about an ever-changing world requires a multi-faceted 
assessment process, which is why researchers have ar-
gued for developing multiple means of assessing student 
knowledge and learning (Baker, 2007; Black & William, 
1998; Pelligrino et al., 2001; Shepard, 2000). 

Many factors infuence the learning and assessment 
processes (Bransford et al., 2000). Assessment of an in-
dividual’s knowledge at any one point in time is only an 
approximation of that knowledge (Pelligrino et al., 2001). 
Creating multiple opportunities and settings for children 
to exhibit and develop knowledge over time allowed us 
to embrace this complexity and the long-term nature of 
learning. These assessment opportunities also promoted 
students learning by providing a clearer picture of what 
and how students thought. They also revealed a closer ap-
proximation of the child’s knowledge development than a 
one-time summative assessment activity. 

The sixth guiding principle establishes the impor-
tance of embracing complexity by creating an on-going 
and multi-faceted assessment process. In the assessment 
events discussed here, respect for children’s ideas was 
center-stage. Children’s responses and thinking were ex-
plored rather than evaluated. These events contributed to 
adults’  understanding of the complexity of the learning 
process from highlighting children’s own sense of efcacy 
in building skills and knowledge to their interests in proj-
ects they chose to explore. The open nature of the activi-

ties allowed for the complexity and the many interesting 
issues in learning and schooling to be revealed and ex-
plored in a community of learners rather than controlled 
and directed. By embracing the complexity and the devel-
opmental nature of the work, adults examined diferent 
perspectives. They learned from each other. The educa-
tors made adjustments in their programs and the parents 
began to better understand how this alternative program 
helped their children learn by building on the current re-
search knowledge of learning to change the school’s prac-
tices and children’s experiences. 

Key Idea 7 
Linking Learning and Assessment 

Linking learning and assessment seem obvious. Yet, 
too often, assessment is viewed as an end rather than 
part of the process of learning (Baker, 2007). Pelligrino 
and his colleagues concluded learning is an iterative and 
not a linear process (Pelligrino et al., 2001). Bransford et al. 
(2000) identifed assessment as one of the critical features 
of efective learning environments, arguing that learning 
environments must be assessment-centered, as well as 
knowledge-centered, learner-centered, and community-
centered. Throughout the research literature, the plea is 
made to build assessment on a model of learning and 
cognition—a connection that is too often missing (Baker, 
2007; Pelligrino et al., 2001; Shepard, 2000). 

Pelligrino et al. state, “A model of cognition and learn-
ing should serve as the cornerstone of the assessment de-
sign process” (2001, p. 3). Therefore, it remains critical that 
educators strive to link learning with assessment and to 
conduct assessment activities within the same conditions 
and environments created in the classroom to encourage 
student learning. This idea is pervasive throughout this 
analysis. 

The fnal guiding principle developed by the faculty 
established the importance of linking learning goals and 
assessment processes as an element of the assessment 
design. The framing of this last guiding principle served 
two purposes. First—politically—to send clear messages 
to the larger community that the school’s goals/standards 
would serve as the criteria upon which the assessment 
process would be built. Second—educationally—while 
this guiding principle largely identifed the connection 
of the assessment process to school goals/standards, in 
practice it served as a reminder for the educators as they 
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designed an assessment process that grew out of the 
learning program they established. Designing assess-
ment practices that were consistent with the instructional 
program was the impetus for this alternative assessment 
work. As evidenced in this analysis, the ideas presented in 
the learning and assessment research literature did serve 
as a foundation for the development of the alternative as-
sessment activities discussed in this article. 

The Public Nature of Assessment 
At the beginning of a comprehensive report on ed-

ucational assessment entitled, Knowing What Students 
Know, the editors state: 

The central problem addressed by this report is 
that most widely used assessments of academic 
achievement are based on highly restrictive be-
liefs about learning and competence not fully 
keeping with current knowledge about human 
cognition and learning. 
(Pelligrino et al., 2001, p. 2) 

The process of ‘Going Public’ shows how this one 
school attempted to close the gap between its assess-
ment practices and the insights gained from “current 
knowledge about human cognition and learning.”  In the 
process, “highly restrictive beliefs about learning” (p. 2) 
and schooling were revealed and explored. 

Radical change in the conduct of student assessment 
is deeply connected to the conduct of school (Baker, 2007; 
Bransford et al., 2000; Sirotnik, 2002; Pelligrino et al., 2001; 
Popham, 2001; Shavelson et al., 2003; Shepard, 2000). Yet, 
the reform literature tells us that when reformers urge a 
shift in schooling practices—there is often resistance from 
those within and outside of the school (Tyack & Cuban, 
1995). This resistance often arises out of a lack of under-
standing about a reform efort. Spillane and his colleagues 
(2006) attribute this lack of comprehension or embrace of 
the new to one’s existing mental schemata. When new 
knowledge does not match the old knowledge there is 
often confict with and rejection of the new policies and 
practices. 

We knew we could not merely give up testing with-
out a public and community outcry. Instead, in this as-
sessment process, we replaced the ‘giving up’  with ‘going 
public.’  ‘Going public’ ofers three guides for educational 

leaders in addressing alternative assessment and school 
reform. First, focus on local assessment. Work with school 
colleagues to develop a local assessment process linking 
learning and assessment. Second, engage stakeholders. 
Increase the transparency of your work. Invite stakehold-
ers to interact with students and hear directly from them 
about their ideas, understandings, and learning. In ad-
dition, create opportunities for stakeholders to debrief, 
debate, and explore their understandings and questions. 
Third, in doing this, communities of learners can be estab-
lished to develop common conceptions and understand-
ings about the learning and assessment process. Ironi-
cally, the principles and key ideas presented in section III, 
Going Public: Developing Common Conceptions, regarding 
assessment are also those that educational leaders should 
consider and incorporate in transforming schooling prac-
tices. Keeping these seven key ideas in mind will provide 
guidance in transforming our schools. As educational 
leaders, it is important to elicit and make students’ and 
adults’ thinking visible within a community of learners. 
This process engenders metacognition and refection on 
the part of the students’ and adults. It allows others in the 
community to recognize each other’s existing knowledge 
and understandings. This should be done overtime with-
in the context of children’s learning in multiple venues. 
Educational reform and learning are complex processes 
that are symbiotically linked. Embracing these principles 
and key ideas will engender an environment of learning 
for children and adults, which will provide openness for 
educational reform away from our “modernist assump-
tions” (Broadfoot & Black, 2004, p. 20) and “highly restric-
tive beliefs” (Pelligrino et al., 2001, p. 2). In order to shift 
our assessment and accountability practices, we will need 
to create opportunities such as these to simultaneously 
reveal, explore, and shift the mental models of the polis 
(Bransford & Black, 2009; Broadfoot et al., 2004; Heckman 
& Montera, 2009; Pelligrino et al., 2001). 

Conclusion 
Assessment has three major purposes: to assist learn-

ing, to assess individual achievement, and to provide in-
formation for program evaluation (Pelligrino et al., 2001). 
Some have argued that an assessment activity cannot 
adequately serve more than one of these three purposes 
(Pelligrino et al., 2001). Thus, it was important to develop 
an assessment process incorporating multiple means and 
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opportunities to embrace rather than limit the multiple 
purposes of assessment. Doing this engaged the public 
in the assessment process. These purposes bring atten-
tion to the role that “responsible accountability” (Sirotnik, 
2002) can play in advancing more efective schooling 
practices. As Sirotnik concludes, such a system “…ac-
counts in ways that do not stress on-demand, high stakes 
tests…but that focus instead on a broader array of indica-
tors and resource-rich educational environments charac-
terized by all the good conditions and practices known to 
facilitate better teaching and learning” (p. 670). Engaging 
in local assessments and local discussions about student 
learning does ofer “a broader array of indicators” and al-
ternatives to the commonly accepted focus on test scores. 
Understanding the educational and public nature of as-
sessment provides insight and opportunity for education-
al leaders to infuence public conceptions of the learner 
and the learning process, and, in turn, possibly transform 
our schools and schooling practices. 

In his address to the John Dewey Society in 1975, 
Lawrence Cremin argued that, “The proper education of 
the public and indeed the proper creation of publics will 
not go forward in our society until we undertake anew a 
great public dialogue about education” (p. 11). The ideas 
presented here on alternative assessment engender that 
dialogue, which may be more needed today, than in 1975. 

“Going public” (Glickman & Aldridge, 2001) ofers a 
way to think about the development of local assessment 
that is socially responsible (Sirotnik, 2002) and utilizes 
multiple means of assessment (Baker, 2007). It also in-
corporates features of assessment that have been widely 
called for by researchers – features that are rarely experi-
enced in current school settings, despite their well-estab-
lished value (Pelligrino et al., 2001). Lastly, it provides an 
opportunity for all stakeholders to rethink their ideas of 
schooling and, perhaps, reframe their schemata guiding 
their views about schooling (Heckman & Montera, 2009; 
Spillane et al., 2006) by eliciting and making transpar-
ent everyone’s thoughts and actions. Inviting the public 
to interact with and hear directly from learners increases 
awareness of the insightful thinking of children in ways 
not evident in traditional assessments. Questions raised in 
the process can then serve as invitations to learn and cre-
ate together, to imagine and co-construct a new school 
environment democratically. 

The evidence and discussion provided here is a call for 
many more eforts to imagine what we do not yet know 
while inventing new means of capturing and promoting 
students’ learning and examining adults’ understanding 
about that learning. Creating opportunities throughout 
an educational organization to deconstruct current sche-
mata regarding schooling and schooling practices may 
open imaginations to new alternatives. As Rowling states, 
“We do not need magic to change the world, we carry all 
the power we need inside ourselves already: we have the 
power to imagine better” (p. 7). 

Author’s Note on Research Methodology 
The “applied qualitative research” of this study (Bog-

dan & Biklen, 1992, p. 199) was conducted largely for ap-
plication in this one setting to advance the learning and 
development of the ideas in this one school. In this sense, 
the study is action research. The researcher and the school 
staf set out to be refective, observant, and analytical of 
their own practice in order to learn from their work and 
make future adjustments in their thoughts and actions. 
Action research “is designed to bring about social change”  
(Bogdan et al., 1992, p. 223). The social change desired in-
volved the development of the school’s assessment prac-
tices in order to enhance students’ learning and to invite 
community understanding of the school’s program and 
children’s learning processes. Action research was used in 
this setting to “expose the practice in order to change it”  
(p. 229). In this case, the research was used to make trans-
parent and examine the various educational and political 
dimensions of an alternative assessment process. 

One of the challenges in developing assessment and 
accountability processes is designing means that capture 
the complexity of student learning and the situations or 
programs that are to encourage this learning (Bransford 
et al. 2000; Pelligrino et al., 2001). The same challenge is 
true for capturing how this alternative assessment and ac-
countability process was developed at the school in this 
study. 

A case study is one means of capturing the complex-
ity of a situation (Stake, 1995). It includes rich descriptions 
that engage the reader in a “vicarious experience of hav-
ing been there” (Merriam, 2009, p. 258). Descriptions are 
provided less for the representation of truth and more for 
discovering meaning (Eisner, 1981). In this sense, readers 
are provided with “raw material” upon which to make their 
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own conclusions about the nature of the activity (Stake, 
1995, p. 102). The researcher’s task is not to convince, but 
to present a plausible argument (Bogdan et al., 1992, p. 
190; van Manen, 1990, p. 65). This is similar to James Po-
pham’s (2001) suggestions to administrators for rethinking 
assessment and accountability, “…the administrator must 
assemble a solid array of accurate, convincing evidence 
culled from a variety of sources” (p. 142). Popham encour-
ages school administrators to ‘build a powerful case’ much 
like Perry Mason as the renowned U.S. TV lawyer. 

The goal here is to present a description of an alter-
native assessment process that engages the reader vi-
cariously for the purposes of “open communication about 
education with the public” (Clark, 1990, p. 337). This can 
illuminate the complexity of the educational process and 
identify areas not previously considered by reformers and 
educators working to create more powerful and produc-
tive learning and assessment opportunities. 

Researcher Role 
In action research, the researcher is the primary in-

strument of data gathering (Stake, 1995, p. 29). This partic-
ipant-observer role can vary from peripheral involvement 
to complete involvement in the activity being recorded 
and studied (Spradley, 1980, p. 58). The Adlers (1987) dis-
tinguish between an active member role and that of a 
complete member, “sharing a common set of experiences, 
feelings and goals” (p. 67). In this work, the author was a 
complete member, serving as the principal of the school 
at the time of the events and was intimately involved in 
the efort being reported and studied. 

Data 
The data for this study consisted of feld notes taken 

by the researcher (principal), participants’ collected re-
membrances (Bartlett, 1932) including notes and charts 
gathered during the planning sessions, and feld notes 
from staf members engaged in this process. The notes 
and other documents focus on assessment events and fo-
cus- group discussions surrounding the development of 
the assessment process. They come from the school hand-
book, student debriefng interviews, family/community 
surveys, and school newsletters to the school community. 
These were used to present the process of development 
of the alternative assessment process and to construct 
the narrative of one of the assessment events, which is 

presented here to illustrate what happened at the assess-
ment events held at the school involved in this research. 

The quality of evidence in qualitative research contin-
ues to be debated. Lincoln (2002 as cited in Freeman et al., 
2007) developed standards of evidence for qualitative re-
search. These standards can be used to assess the quality 
of the research presented here. First, researchers should 
be closely involved in the setting and action. The research-
er here was intimately involved in the role of school prin-
cipal as revealed previously. Second, there should be dis-
tance from the “phenomenon to permit recording action 
and interpretations free of the researcher’s own stake.” 
These data were reviewed and the analysis was conduct-
ed two years after the researcher moved from the school 
and community and no longer served in an administra-
tive capacity in schools. Third, “claims should be based on 
an adequate selection of the total corpus of data.” While 
much of the data is presented here to provide a context 
for the action research project, the specifc event present-
ed in the narrative came from one event of the many as-
sessment activities that occurred at the school. This event 
was chosen for its revelation of the many competing ten-
sions and possibilities in alternative assessment. The cog-
nition, learning, and assessment literature was then used 
to formally analyze the signifcance of the process. This is 
presented in section III, Going Public: Developing Common 
Conceptions. 

The fourth area Lincoln urges, is that the data partly 
come from “publicly accessible records.” At the time of the 
project, some of the documents (School Handbook and 
newsletters) cited were publicly accessible through the 
school website, newsletters or school board minutes. The 
original documents remain in the researcher’s database. 
The school has continued to develop and modify its work; 
however, a recent review of the school website reveals a 
strong relationship with what is presented in the public 
documents cited. Lastly, Lincoln states that the analy-
sis of the data should include a description of “concrete 
phenomenon” as well as “inferences and interpretations” 
(Freeman, de Marrais, Preissle, Roulston, & St. Pierre, p. 28). 
How well this was done in the analysis and discussion sec-
tion, is certainly a matter for the reader to conclude. 

Timeline 
This process took place over a period of two years 

with planning and pilot eforts conducted in the frst year. 
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During the summer, the staf worked to formalize and 
document the components of the process for inclusion in 
the school handbook. The process was formally launched 
with the students and the school community in the fall 
of the second year. The event presented here took place 
mid-year of the second year. 
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REFLECTIVE ESSAY 

A Community College District Chancellor’s View on 
Transformational Leadership 
Francisco Rodriguez, PhD, Chancellor, Los Angeles Community College District 

Editor’s Note: Francisco Rodríguez was recently ap-
pointed as chancellor of the Los Angeles Community College 
District. Editors from the JTLPS interviewed Dr. Rodríguez on 
issues around leadership and transformative change in the 
twenty-frst century. This is a themed transcript culled from 
an extensive interview with Chancellor Rodríguez. 

Chancellor Rodríguez on his Vision for the Los 
Angeles Community College District 

JTLPS: What is your vision for the district and how will 
you know when you have actualized it? 

Rodríguez: My vision is in time to be leading the high-
est performing community college district, and I recog-
nize it is going to take some time and efort to get there. 
Let’s do an interview a year from now, and you can ask, 
“You said this a year ago, now what have you found?”  or 
“You aspired to do these things, now what have you found 
to be the case?”  And what is the state of the urban com-
munity college district?  You have to be humble in this 
role and not be over-confdent. Whether you are leading a 
smaller college, as I did at one time at Woodland Commu-
nity College with 3,000 students, or the largest commu-
nity college district, your style and approach has to have 
corazón (heart) driven by a sense of true authenticity. In 

You have to be humble in this role and not be over-
confdent. Whether you are leading a smaller col-
lege, as I did at one time at Woodland Community 
College with 3,000 students, or the largest commu-
nity college district, your style and approach has to 
have corazón (heart) driven by a sense of true au-
thenticity. 

two weeks, I am going to an event sponsored by the col-
lege foundation at Los Angeles Southwest College where 
the community is raising money for student scholarships 
and recognizing the 100th anniversary of the LA Chapter 
of the NAACP, the longest serving civil rights organization 
in the country. Our work as educators is not only about 
structure and vision of an organization, but it is also about 
emotion, conviction and coraje (courage) – that is, to un-
derstand that inequities still exist and that it is our job, as 
many did before us, to redress them. 

Allow me to share a bit more about the vision that I 
have: 
1. I would say I have an initial vision for when I get there 

to assess and strengthen the capacity of the orga-
nization, to support those who have invested their 
entire careers there, and to listen in an authentic and 
meaningful way. However, I do suspect that that vi-
sion will be enhanced, augmented and perhaps even 
reshaped because as a new member, I do not want to 
appear nor do I pretend to have all of the answers – I 
don’t, but I have ideas. My vision includes raising the 
level of educational attainment by looking at rates 
of student success, particularly completers and the 
experiences that made them successful. How will we 
know if our students are achieving at the rate of the 
best community colleges in the nation? In part, we 
will know by looking at the metrics of student success 
at various junctures. 

2. To have a faculty, staf, and administration that is rep-
resentative of the diversity of the entire metropolitan 
region – at every level and not just representation at 
the custodial, food services, and clerical levels. We 
need to look at the presidents, vice presidents, deans 
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and senior professors at each of the nine campuses 
that make up the district. And if it’s not there and 
there is a disparity, we need to peel back and push for 
an answer as to why, why aren’t we attracting, hiring, 
retaining, and promoting candidates? And that could 
be a measure as to where you begin, and in turn, sig-
nal where you want to head. 

3.  We need to have an ethos that values inclusiveness, 
diversity and equity in a way that shapes and forms 
the campus climate and culture of the colleges and 
district. This is the qualitative piece. A lot of work has 
been done on “climate” and the chilly environment for 
women and people of color. It is important to assess 
campus climate and to ask such questions as, “Do you 
feel afrmed and respected here? Are there opportu-
nities for advancement and promotion? If not, what 
are we missing?” It is important to assess the capac-
ity. There are a lot of strengths in the district and I am 
inspired by the people who are there, by the sense 
of community, and by the identity and sense of place 
that exists. It’s inspirational. 

4.  Where are the resources going and what are we in-
vesting in? Out of a $1.1 billion operational annual 
budget at LACCD, let’s say 80% plus is going to hu-
man resources fxed costs. So the question is how are 
we distributing these resources that allows for the 
growth and development of our most important as-
sets – our people and students? We need to look at 
the attrition rates, at what actuarial studies say about 
retirees and leadership succession patterns. LACCD, 
with over 10,000 employees, could grow their own 
leadership academy and I am interested in exploring 
that. To have people vested to live in South Los An-
geles and to be proud of being from Watts, East Los 
Angeles and West LA, and to have our colleges in the 
heart of those communities is very powerful. Our col-
leges are beacons of opportunity and centers of our 
community. So they are not just campus buildings, 
they are testaments to the future of what a person 
can be and can become. 

Chancellor Rodríguez on his Role as Leader of the 
Largest Community College District in the US 

JTLPS: As the leader of the largest community college 
district in the United States, how can you facilitate institu-
tional change beyond consensus and the status quo and 

encourage and support people to provide access beyond 
current expectations? 

Rodríguez: Great question! Frankly, I am inspired by 
this challenge and I am terrifed! This is the question of the 
21st century as it relates to leadership. Let me answer it in 
the following way. 

To promote institutional change you need the “Three 
C’s” of Courage, Conviction, and Coraje (valor and bold-
ness). This refers to the courage to lead and to facilitate 
conversations and speak out for social justice and equity 
and get people to follow their convictions and to redress 
the disparities. This is important because leadership is 
not done by an individual but by a movement of change 
agents and by those committed to morally just causes. 
Change requires persistence and you have to stick to it for 
the long haul.  Best practices may not work right away and 
it may take a long time to germinate into systems that al-
low for change and improvement to occur. Coraje is tied 
to the notion that things aren’t right and maintaining a 
sense of urgency. It’s simply not right that there are a dis-
proportionate number of people who are poor, in prison, 
and are the lowest-performing in our schools. To state it 
diferently, it’s unacceptable! You have to work with others 
who believe that, too. 

Currently, if you look at the LACCD student profle, 
more than 70% of entering students need basic skills re-
mediation. If you then disaggregate the data by gender, 
ethnicity, neighborhoods, socioeconomic status and zip 
code, this disparity and inequity exacerbates. More than 
50% of the more than over 150,000 students served by the 
district are poor and 85% of them come from traditionally 
underserved and underrepresented communities. 

To be a leader in such a diverse district is very attrac-
tive for me, as I am committed to the common and public 
good as an educator. I respect the tremendous challenge 
that lies ahead, but I am not daunted or dissuaded by it. 
It reminds me a bit of 9/11 when the brave frefghters 
were running into the burning buildings. We need people 
running in as educators to these districts that could stand 
to be improved, not out of them. I look forward to being 
engaged in dialogue with the district, the nine college 
presidents, the faculty and staf, and the governing board 
to foster a common vision and expectations for student 
access and success. And I am proud to be a part of that. 
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Chancellor Rodríguez on Success and Faculty 
JTLPS: You mentioned urban community college dis-

tricts in the nation could be doing better. Talk about how 
your leadership is going to take your district to a whole 
other level. How is your leadership an exemplary model 
for other districts to follow? What is going to get you 
there? 

Rodríguez: I have long held that the best and most ef-
fective student retention and success strategy is to hire, 
train, and support excellent faculty. Persistence and suc-
cess are fueled by great teaching and learning environ-

So we need to ask, why? Sometimes, we – con-
sciously or unconsciously – look for a replication of 
models we are comfortable with, a profle or por-
trait that we recognize, instead of one that might 
be more inspirational and tenacious, perhaps even 
non-traditional. Excellence comes in many forms. 
We need to look not at who the person is today but 
who they can become with the support of the in-
stitution! 

ments…punto! (period!) It doesn’t matter what structure 
or system is in place if you don’t have exemplary instruc-
tion going on. So, if we are not shaping, reshaping, and 
reimagining our teacher preparation programs and doc-
toral education programs, our leadership eforts for the 
21st century in the United States will fail and fall way short 
of bridging the educational outcomes between high and 
low-performing students. 

One of the most enjoyable things I have been able to 
do over the last 11-15 years is to recommend outstanding 
faculty to the board to hire. That process to attract, recruit, 
hire and then once those faculty are here to ensure they 
are nurtured and supported, and not just stay as they are 
today, is one of the most important activities of a senior 
leader. My role is to provide the space for faculty to grow, 
and to challenge and support them. Again, it is not who 
the faculty member is today, but who the faculty member 
can become with the support and encouragement of the 
institution. 

If we don’t hire teachers that understand the needs 
of our students we are serving, we are replicating same-
ness and actually exacerbating disadvantage. With the 
high number of faculty projected to retire soon, there will 

be multiple job openings to fll. However, we cannot just 
expect the good ones to show up. You have to be inten-
tional about it and say, “This is the profle and characteris-
tics of the instructor we are looking for that would serve 
this district well.” At the screening and interview table, 
you sometimes hear, “Oh, we just don’t have a diversifed 
pool of faculty for a particular position.” But I believe the 
strong pool of candidates is out there; some are just not 
advanced to the next level and they are not always select-
ed. So we need to ask, why? Sometimes, we – consciously 
or unconsciously – look for a replication of models we are 
comfortable with, a profle or portrait that we recognize, 
instead of one that might be more inspirational and te-
nacious, perhaps even non-traditional. Excellence comes 
in many forms. We need to look not at who the person is 
today but who they can become with the support of the 
institution! 

Chancellor Rodríguez on Supportive Leadership 
Rodríguez: Leadership is more than just being able to 

run a program or provide a service. It is my belief that the 
mark of an excellent leader is when you depart an organi-
zation, things continue to function well and continue to 
build on the foundation that you and others have helped 
to construct. Remember, leadership is not driven by an 
individual; it is a team efort. You may have charismatic, 
iconic leaders like César Chavez or Martin Luther King, but 
their true impact and legacy continues because the social 
or political movement embraced by the community is 
larger than any one individual. 

LA has very distinct areas and neighborhoods, and 
an ethnic ethos that is palpable and powerful. So when 
speaking to the leaders of the various communities that 
make up the rich diversity of Los Angeles, I am going to 
need to understand the historical tenets of those commu-
nities and understand their leadership experiences with 
government, school systems, and society, in general. 

Chancellor Rodríguez on Transformative Leadership 
Rodríguez: I read once that to be a transformational 

leader you have to have both the skills of an analyst and 
those of a social architect. I believe this to be true and that 
the best leaders can do this while being activist-educators. 

Come June 1, when I assume my new responsibilities, 
it will be the frst time in my close to 30 years in California 
higher education that I will not be on a college or universi-
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ty campus. I will now be located at a downtown district of-
fce and those who know me know I dig hanging out with 
students, so this is diferent for me.  While I don’t know 
how that is going to be just yet, I do know that the suc-
cess of any leader is with and through others. So part of 
my job will be to understand the heart and motivation of 
the college presidents of the nine institutions, so that I can 
support them and support the governing board in their 
fduciary responsibilities as elected ofcials. My job is to 
empower and nurture, to remove obstacles and barriers, 
and to provide the resources that can help their respec-
tive campuses be successful. I believe you lead people and 
manage things. It is not the other way around. You need 
to lead people through inspiration, example and provide 
them with support. 

Chancellor Rodríguez on Resistance and Challenges 
Rodríguez: The notion of being personally centered is 

important in leadership. You have to know what your own 
moral compass is and understand what guides you. In ad-
dition to strategic plan or fscal plan, I believe you have 
to have an emotional plan, too, to stay grounded during 
times of resistance, because this is tough work. This is 
where ethics, courage, and fnesse come into play. Resis-
tance is always there. If you are personally centered you 
can deal with the personal attacks that may come with 
organizational change and leadership. Just remember 
that as long as your family loves and respects you, you are 
okay. 

I have to manage my own expectations because I 
want change to occur and to occur now.  I have a sense 
of urgency about these issues. Ideas and efective prac-
tice need time to germinate and become sustainable over 
time. Sometimes it’s difcult to know if your leadership, 
practices and policies are working and getting traction. 
That’s why the quantitative side is so important because 
you have to have some way of critically measuring prog-
ress at key junctures. You need metrics or performance 
standards. It is important to ask: Are the current policies 
in place actually and inadvertently producing dysfunction 
and disadvantage? A colleague of mine once shared that 
there is a diference between being happy and being suc-
cessful and they are not always the same. You could be 
wholly successful, but if you are not happy, then it is not 
worth doing it. 

Chancellor Rodríguez on the Intersegmentality of 
K-16 as a Continuum 

Rodríguez: With over 40 cities that we serve in the re-
gion, there are multiple school districts that feed into the 
Los Angeles Community College District. Those students 
who are in kindergarten today are future community col-
lege, California State University, University of California 
students. So we have to look at this educational contin-
uum through an intersegmental lens. There is promise 
around the new K-12 curricular standards of common 
core. Although this is not my area of expertise, I will be 
knowledgeable about what K-12 teachers are doing in 
their classrooms so that I can better understand the con-
nections to our sector. 

What is invigorating to me about my role as Chancel-
lor is that it interfaces with the City of Los Angeles, the Los 
Angeles Unifed School District, and the County of Los An-
geles, amongst others. The region includes the University 
of California, several Cal State Universities, private univer-
sities, and multiple other political and social agencies. We 
all aim to support, empower, and assist people through 
education, public services and policy. As Chancellor, I am 
honored to be a part of this circle of education and public 
service. 

I want the community to know that they have an-
other person on their team who is invested in the urban 
core and success of Los Angeles. If people leave away from 
the urban core, I don’t think it is good for the health and 
vitality, and the democratization of this country. So being 
a part of a major urban center and ensuring its success is 
critically important from many vantage points. 

JTLPS: So, how are you connected as Chancellor to the 
K-12 system? How do you get the K-12 folks to see higher 
education in the same light? 

Rodríguez: First and foremost, I am an educator, so 
hopefully that will provide some credibility with my K-12 
colleagues. Everywhere I have been I make it my business 
to get to know the superintendents of the feeder school 
districts intimately. I become interested in the success of 
their schools, learn what their challenges are, and fnd 
opportunities to work collaboratively to resolve them. 
Through faculty and administrative collaboration, I’ll seek 
structural opportunities to better understand and col-
laborate around curriculum, particularly in English, math 
and reading courses, because these are the “gateway” dis-
ciplines for students. 
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I expect functional partnerships to occur and a posi-
tive relationship to emerge in Los Angeles. The LA school 
district is so large they have regional superintendents. I 
have already met the superintendent from East Los Ange-
les at an event I attended recently and we had an imme-
diate connection of common purpose. We did not need 
a formal introduction. As veteran educators, there were 
things that we knew that were unspoken. I was essentially 
told, “Welcome, brother, to the region and let’s get start-
ed.” I will connect with the other educators as well. 

JTLPS: We know the University of California President 
Janet Napolitano has just created what they are calling a 
position that talks to a K-16 philosophy. It is about edu-
cating the individual because what happens in one sector 
impacts the other. We all have articulation agreements. 
We have our structures, our own curriculum, our own poli-
cies and they are very diferent across the system and it’s a 
disservice to our students not to articulate across the K-16 
spectrum. How do we bridge the gap all along the K-16 
continuum?   

Rodríguez: I couldn’t agree with you more for the need 
for this. We need to have a mindset of intersegmentality 
and not just cooperation. We need a seamless, well-de-
signed and articulated transition between K-12 and high-
er education. 

But this is easier said than done. How do we institu-
tionalize, in the best sense, and embed cooperation? What 
are the evaluation systems of both K-12 and colleges or 
universities that can help to incentivize this cooperative 
behavior? Currently, there is no systemic way to cross-pol-
linate between our systems. If it occurs, it occurs happen 
stance. We seem to be entrenched in parochial behavior 
to focus in our areas only and there seems to be no real 
way to shape the standards in play, only to comply. The 
systems we currently have seem to be an archaic struc-
ture, not one positioned for the twenty-frst century, so 
something needs to change. 

JTLPS: So how do you get administrators to convince 
our K-16 faculties to treat those gateway courses as prom-
ises and not as gatekeepers? How do you change the cur-
rent paradigm so that the so called “gate keeping courses” 
become gateway courses? Ultimately what we are talking 
about is access. How do we foster and promote access? 

Rodríguez: It is access, but it is also about success. In 
the 1960s, the California Master Plan for Higher Educa-
tion was designed as a blueprint for every Californian to 

be able to receive an afordable, high-quality education. It 
was a beautifully-imagined, three-tiered system of higher 
education that was the envy of the country. Back then, ev-
ery Californian, irrespective of where they were located, 
would have access to a high quality public education. 
And at that time, the State of California funded seventy to 
eighty percent of the entire system. Now the University of 
California is funded by the State of California to the tune 
of about eight to ten percent. The funding for the Cal State 
Universities is more than that, but far less than what the 
system needs. The community colleges are also depen-
dent on state funding, as is K-12. So while we have to be 
vigilant that public colleges and universities are refective 
of the demography of California, the focus of education 
today is on success and completion rates. 

It is important for K-12 to understand that their job is 
not done when their students graduate from the district in 
the same way that our responsibility does not begin when 
those students arrive at the community college or univer-
sity. The fact is that many students won’t leave their native 
areas to obtain a higher education. Seventy-fve percent 
of African American and Latino students stay local and go 
to community colleges across the nation, so we have to 
work together to craft that collective vision between K-12 
and higher education to provide access and success. 

JTLPS: So what could educational leaders do to sup-
port this? 

Rodríguez: Most of this can be done by providing in-
centives and redesigning and reimagining what merit is. 
Here in California at the university level, research, teach-
ing and public service serve as the three pillars or columns 
for faculty merit. But these are not weighted equally and 
as a result faculty of color or progressive faculty who en-
gage in a high amount of public service can be disadvan-
taged in the tenure and merit process because they don’t 
divorce their craft from their work with the community. 
What is your merit incentive at the University of California 
or at the CSU? Teaching and public service is the least of its 
focus. Both the UC and CSU privilege research over teach-
ing and public service and balancing them out would be 
better. 

Administrators can recast and redesign the value sys-
tem so that merit has a broader and more holistic view. It’s 
not only about how many articles you published or how 
many books you have written. That’s clearly important, 
too. But in addition to that, we need to look at the other 
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qualitative features that suggest who you are as a teacher, 
an academic scholar, and a practitioner. I can recall in my 
undergraduate years and at the University of California, we 
had exceptional faculty, academic leaders and activists, 
but when they got to the cusp of tenure they were gone. 
The merit system was not conducive to moving them for-
ward. They were not advanced by their peers who were 
only interested in particular characteristics and narrowly-
defned academic portfolios. And those were the people 
who were mentors and advisors to folks like us and that 
spoke out about social justice, sexism, homophobia and 
racism. Yet for some reason as brilliant as they were in the 
classroom, they weren’t advanced to tenure. So part of ad-
dressing this dilemma is how you defne and reward meri-
tocracy into the system that is broader and more inclusive 
of teaching efectiveness and public service. 

JTLPS: In a year we will ask you this same question: 
There is disproportionality in outcomes between the nine 

It’s not only about how many articles you 
published or how many books you have writ-
ten. That is important too. But in addition to that, 
we need to look at the other qualitative features 
that suggest who you are as a teacher, an aca-
demic scholar and a practitioner. I can recall in 
my undergraduate years and at the University of 
California. We had exceptional faculty, academic 
leaders and activists, but when they got to the 
cusp of tenure they were gone. 

community college campuses in your district. While there 
may be access, the outcomes as measured by transfer 
rates between groups are disproportional for certain eth-
nic groups. How will you grapple with this to provide a 
more meritocratic system that serves all students? 

Rodríguez: I have been giving this vexing issue some 
thought and I suspect I will continue to do so throughout 
my tenure. I was talking to my son, Andres, recently about 
the achievement gap and he said, “Dad, it’s not about 
achievement, it is about opportunity, because not every-
body starts at the same place. So how can you expect the 
same outcomes to occur?”This is a wise observation from 
a young scholar. He’s right – all people do not start at the 
same place. And what are the metrics you use to measure 
this? There is a disproportionate impact on those that are 

poor, those that are frst-generation, and those that are 
known as linguistic minorities. That’s why data are impor-
tant here. We need to disaggregate the student success 
data by looking at the zip code, gender, income and other 
demographic factors. We need to see where the real edu-
cational disparities are and you will see that the resources, 
or lack thereof, usually follow disproportionate engage-
ment and outcomes. 

Resources are not only money; it’s about people, 
functional connections, and common purpose. One great 
resource is the CSU. The CSU is the largest provider of 
educational practitioners in the country and certainly in 
the state to urban schools. Intersegmental cooperation 
works best when faculty is talking and working with one 
another. Administrators can set the tone and structure the 
conversation, provide resources, and allow for profession-
al development. Ultimately, however, it is going to be our 
faculty that produces the results. We need to incentivize 
good faculty behaviors around a common purpose and 
goal to raise student achievement and improve student 
outcomes. 
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REFLECTIVE ESSAY 

An Inner City Superintendent’s View on  
Transformational Leadership 
Ramona Bishop, EdD, Superintendent, Vallejo City Unifed School District 

Editor’s Note: In Dr. Ramona Bishop’s refective essay, 
she intersperses quotes from long ago by Horace Mann, 
our frst Secretary of Education, and ponders over factors 
that are transformative of schools and classrooms in K-12. 

Education as the Great Equalizer 
Education then, beyond all devices of human 
origin, is the great equalizer of the conditions 
of men, the balance of social machinery. 
– Horace Mann, 1837 

In the mid-nineteenth century, seeing universal 
public education as “the great equalizer,” Horace Mann, 
the frst Secretary of Education, began to build what 
would become one of the frst national educational sys-
tems in the world. Secretary Mann felt that education 
was the antidote to crime, poverty, violence and fraud. 
He established the frst public normal school or teach-
er’s college, ffty high schools, and numerous teacher 
institutes. He was also responsible for making the 
school year six months long. He believed that through 
education crime would decline sharply as would a host 
of moral vices like violence and fraud. In short, Mann 
felt there was no end to the social good which might 
be derived from a common school. He sought to rep-
licate this notion of public schooling across the nation 
(Cremin, 1957). 

As the Superintendent of the Vallejo City Unifed 
School District, a K-12 district in Vallejo, California, and 
the most diverse city in the United States (Vallejo Times-
Herald, July 11, 2013), I can attest to the fact that educa-
tion transforms lives. I am convinced that Horace Mann 
would be proud to see that public education works to-

day. Though it works, its role as “the great equalizer” has 
yet to be realized. Still, highly skilled teachers, and school 
and district administrators, who have high expectations 
for all students in spite of their circumstances, and who 
take responsibility for the facilitation of student improve-
ment, show that education can be the great equalizer. It is 
in these isolated places where we tend to fnd transforma-
tional leaders at work. These leaders stand out amongst 
their peers in that they serve the same students and they 
achieve better results: higher student achievement in ad-
vanced coursework, higher overall grade point averages, 
higher percentages of students passing exit exams, high-
er graduation rates, or some combination thereof. These 
leaders with the necessary will, vision, and skill-set are 
able to set up systems where all students improve. These 
leaders succeed in spite of the inequities that may exist in 
schools. 

There are certain educational practices that challenge 
transformational leaders in making a diference in schools 
and classrooms. It is well-known that there are diferences 
in support systems between low-funding and high-fund-
ing districts (Tyack, 1974). In cases where leaders work in 
a low-funding district there exists additional stresses and 
challenges when facilitating the successes of the schools 
they serve. For example, the phenomenon known as “the 
Matthew Efect,” identifed by sociologist Robert K. Mer-
ton, appears to be at play in many educational systems. 
Based on the biblically authored principal that the “rich get 
richer and the poor get poorer,” when applied to schools, 
it explains why some subgroups of students consistently 
perform well and others do not. The verse from the Gospel 
of Matthew (13:12) posits that “for whosoever hath, to him 
shall be given, and he shall have more abundance: but 
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whosoever hath not, from him shall be taken away even 
that he hath.”  Sociologists observe that advantages tend 
to replicate the possibility of advantage, and in turn, dis-
advantage further impacts group attainment. The net out-
come is that it ends up creating perpetual gaps between 
those with more and those with less (Rigney, 2010). Hor-
ace Mann’s concept of public school as “the great equal-
izer” relies on educators being able to create systems that 
strategically interrupt this social phenomenon. A transfor-
mational leader is needed and can thus be defned as an 
interrupter of the status quo. 

Successful Transformational Leaders 
Let us not be content to wait and see what will 
happen, but give us the determination to make 
the right things happen. 
- Mann, 1837 

When remarking about the honor of having been 
portrayed by Denzel Washington in the “George McKenna 
Story” (TV movie, 1986), Dr. McKenna often states, “Why 
make a movie about me? My story should not be the ex-
ception.” Because of historical patterns of failure in schools 
serving large percentages of students of color, transfor-
mational leaders such as Dr. McKenna are singled out as 
heroes. They are seen as outliers who are beating the odds 
in classrooms, schools and districts that have yet to nor-
malize success for other similar student populations. 

Only a few educational leaders can claim that they 
have interrupted the status quo in classrooms, schools 
or school systems like my friend Dr. McKenna. When they 
do, the flmmakers come calling with highly regarded ac-
tors such as Denzel Washington. There have been numer-
ous movies like Freedom Writers (2007), Stand and Deliver 
(1988) and Lean on Me  (1989) in which the protagonist is 
successful either teaching or leading a school and delivers 
results in “inner-city” schools. The truth is that more work 
is needed to account for the numerous untold stories of 
successful educators throughout our country. More work 
is to be done to ensure these stories tell tales of educators 
who are truly committed to educating all students. 

Unfortunately, stories like that of Jaime Escalante, 
Erin Gruwell, Joe Clark and others, yet to be spotlighted 
as talented educators, are being mufed by stories where 
the leader has no choice but to be successful. While stories 
like that of Dr. Lorraine Monroe are inspiring and relevant, 

her tale is a familiar one, one in which she creates a suc-
cessful magnet for select students as opposed to a public 
school where all neighborhood students are invited to 
attend. Regrettably, it appears that the concept of edu-
cation as the great equalizer is gradually being replaced 
with the notion that students must qualify or win a lottery 
to obtain a quality education. 

As the newly hired principal of Bret Harte Elemen-
tary School in Sacramento, I was surprised to fnd when 
school started that, in addition to the bus that transported 
students from Oak Park to our school in the more afu-
ent Curtis Park, there were also buses to take students to 
basic schools in the district (www.scusd.edu). Though the 
schools are tucked in the heart of Sacramento neighbor-
hoods, they were not necessarily accessible to neighbor-

State and national reports tend to hold these and 
other basic schools as models based on their high 
performance, while not understanding the back 
story. It is important to understand that the en-
trance criteria is used to ensure that “good kids” get 
into the school and stay there. 

hood students. In fact, these basic schools have entrance 
criteria and provisions for students to be released if they 
do not uphold agreed upon standards of performance, at-
tendance, student behavior and parent involvement. As a 
neighborhood school, we accepted all students and were 
still successful in moving our school from a similar school’s 
ranking of four to an eight. 

As the proud principal of Bret Harte Elementary 
School, a school that was continually celebrated for mak-
ing signifcant improvements in all areas of performance, 
I continued to fnd myself explaining to prospective par-
ents why our scores were not comparable to the basic 
schools. State and national reports tend to hold these and 
other basic schools as models based on their high perfor-
mance, while not understanding the back story. It is im-
portant to understand that the entrance criteria is used to 
ensure that “good kids” get into the school and stay there. 
In turn, students who do not perform according to basic 
school standards are transferred to other schools. 

The notion of student body selection branded as 
“basic schools” in Sacramento City Schools takes difer-
ent forms in other school districts. One example is the 
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selective school concept in Chicago Public Schools. As 
parents prepare their children for high school in Chicago, 
they receive information from the school district on their 
children’s 7th grade iSAT scores as well as seventh grade 
fnal grades in reading, math, science and social studies. 
This information is used to determine the eligibility of pro-
grams into which students can apply, and whether they 
qualify for selective enrollment into magnet, military, ca-
reer technical education or international baccalaureate. 
In addition, students who wish to enter a selective enroll-
ment elementary or high school program must take and 
pass an additional academic exam (www.cps.edu). 

The student body for selective enrollment high 
schools in Chicago is built on a complex tier system, with 
the goal of ensuring that students from all socio-econom-
ic backgrounds have opportunities for admissions into 
the best high schools. Thirty percent of the seats go to 
the highest performing applicants regardless of where 
they live in the city. In other words, students who do the 
best academically have the best chance of getting into 
one of the top six selective high schools in the city. These 
students tend to live in wealthier areas populated by 
highly educated residents. More specifcally, in 2012-13, 
Lane Tech High School, a top-performing selective enroll-
ment high school had 1000 seats. They took the top 300 
of the highest performing students from across the city. 
They then took the top-scoring 175 students from each 
of the other tiers. Chicago Public Schools creates the tier 
map utilizing the city’s census and geographic informa-
tion. Students from the more afuent tier 4 score between 
839 and 861, while students from the poorer Tier 1 areas 
had scores between 737 and 856 (http://cpstiers.openc-
ityapps.org/about.html). The question is: What happens 
to the students who are left in the neighborhood school 
once the selection processes is complete for these selec-
tive high schools where test scores are a part of the con-
sideration for admissions? What is the composition of the 
staf and what kinds of supports are in place to ensure 
that all children have an opportunity to learn and not only 
those with the highest test scores? 

Transformational leaders must take the helm of 
schools and districts where there are no entrance criteria, 
no special assessment for admissions and no ability on the 
part of the administration to remove students for not ad-
hering to certain policies. The central questions become: 
Where are the examples of leaders that have actualized 

Horace Mann’s dream? Where are the leaders who have 
the will and the skill to make a diference systemically, in-
stitutionally and socially? 

Transformational Leadership 
Be ashamed to die until you have won some 
victory for humanity.  
- Mann, 1837 

Perhaps due to the absence of predictable patterns of 
success in schools or school districts, researchers seem to 
be stuck in defcit modes of thinking as well, studying pat-
terns of failure, diagnosing all possible contributing fac-
tors that serve historically underserved students. Of late, 
politicians and advocates for privatization and vouchers 
have utilized negative perceptions of public schools’ abil-
ity to educate all children as evidence to support their ef-
forts at creating more charters or give vouchers to parents 
seeking a “better education” for their children. The trans-
formational leader in these sagas is the recent college 
graduate that has “chosen” to be a teacher or a principal 
in the “toughest neighborhoods.” Their goal is to enhance 
underserved communities. 

The charter school movement is just old enough for 
researchers to have determined that they are not the silver 
bullet or a panacea. The achievement gap persists in these 
schools as readily as it does in “regular” public schools (Au, 
2011). There are schools, “charter” and “traditional public,”  
that are breaking historical patterns of underachieve-
ment and there are schools of both kinds that have yet 
to achieve the desirable results. It is the case in Washing-
ton D.C. Public Schools that the charters are beginning to 
gain a competitive edge as far as student performance. 
Yet it appears that the fact that underperforming schools 
are closed when they do not perform well has helped 
the overall achievement levels in charter schools (www. 
credo.stanford.edu, 2013). The answer is creating systems 
with organizational synchronicity, as measured by their 
results over time, that focus on strong student-centered 
indicators of success. These indicators include attendance, 
student achievement, graduation rates and parent-com-
munity participation. This is the challenge before us, the 
venue through which a transformational leader enters. 

As a leader, I have been described as a fastidious fa-
cilitator, an unselfsh community-builder, a lover of peo-
ple, an approachable intellect, and most-importantly, a 
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listener. The efective leader is best described in Good to 
Great as a Level 5 Leader, a humble driver who focuses on 
“getting the right people on the bus in the right seats” and 
maintaining a focus on results (Collins, 2001). 

The elements of leadership Collins posits as essential 
for getting results are needed in the schools that have not 
had strong student outcomes. Schools that have institu-
tionalized strong student outcomes tend to have some 
benefts that may be invisible to the layperson. The inter-
ested party may compare the school with strong student 

As an educator who has enhanced student out-
comes in urban classrooms, schools and districts, I 
have been accused of being rebellious, an “out-of-
touch” dreamer and an outsider who just doesn’t 
understand “these kids”. My drive is fueled by the 
fact that I was educated in urban public schools 
and I have real examples of the system working for 
all students. 

outcomes to those with poor outcomes based on enroll-
ment criteria or lack thereof, zip code, free and reduced 
lunch count, percentages of students by NCLB subgroup, 
etc. When these comparisons are made, researchers are 
often stunned to fnd the achievement gap is more perva-
sive then imagined. Indeed, they fnd that the opportunity 
gaps in urban settings are persistent, generational and of-
ten steeped in institutional and bureaucratic mediocrity. 
The aforementioned Matthew Efect becomes more of a 
reality than we would ever like to believe. 

For Education to Truly Become the Great Equalizer… 
Education then, beyond all devices of human 
origin, is the great equalizer of the conditions of 
men, the balance of social machinery.  
- Mann, 1837 

The voice of all stakeholders matter in communities 
of wealth, and there is no alternative but to have high ex-
pectations of all students because their families are right-
fully entitled to demand the best for their children. What 
if the same were true for those who need more of our care 
and concern? What if we did this for the poor, immigrant, 
speakers of other languages and other disenfranchised 
members of our society?  

The parents in wealthy communities know how to 
navigate educational systems to get what they want from 
them. Specifcally, through their informal communica-
tion networks they know who the best teachers are in the 
school and arrange for their children to have those teach-
ers. Teachers and school administrators that do not have a 
good reputation often do not last long in wealthy schools 
or somehow get the classes flled with students who do 
not have active advocates. What if the same were true for 
those who need more of our care and concern? 

When students from wealthy families fail, there are 
tutors and mentors assigned to them, whether through a 
community network or a private company. The students 
will receive the assistance they need to graduate and 
matriculate into postsecondary opportunities or other 
family-planned pathways. What if the same were true for 
students who need more of our care and concern? 

The transformational leader is the one who creates 
the space for all children to have what children of privi-
lege have. As an educator who has enhanced student 
outcomes in urban classrooms, schools and districts, I 
have been accused of being rebellious, an “out-of-touch” 
dreamer and an outsider who just doesn’t understand 
“these kids”. My drive is fueled by the fact that I was edu-
cated in urban public schools and I have real examples 
of the system working for all students. I know executives 
of major organizations, attorneys at law, entrepreneurs 
and other professionals who matriculated through the 
system and are doing quite well. I am also driven by con-
stant reminders of students who were as intellectually 
capable as my professional friends and who were tragi-
cally underserved by the very system that served me so 
well. The needed transformational leaders is the one who 
goes beyond the talk of transformation and actualization 
and ignores others while they watch, shaking their heads, 
and point their fnger in protest. Transformational leaders 
are visionaries that can see beyond our current circum-
stances and who still have hope for the future. I have seen 
and met many transformational leaders on their way up. 
They make it only so high before politics and timing pulls 
them down. The challenge is for us all to create the politi-
cal space for transformational leaders to do their work so 
we can have more movies about excellent educators like 
George McKenna. 

The fact is that there are teachers and leaders in our 
systems right now that can be tapped to transform our 
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schools. As superintendents and college presidents, we 
must be intentional about our eforts not only to tap 
those talented leaders but to support them as they take 
the reins. Because the transformational leaders are work-
ing to change the status quo, the employee will need 
strategic support and understanding from a supervising 
mentor who helps them as they navigate the politics as-
sociated with the change process. The careful selection, 
training, support and coaching of these leaders is what it 
will take to ensure that all children have great educational 
experiences. All our children deserve this! 
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PEDAGOGICAL PERSPECTIVES FOR  TRANSFORMATIVE LEADERSHIP 

Leadership Embracing American Indian Ways of Educating: 
Restoring Culturally Imbedded Practices while Building 
Pathways towards Student Success 
Rose Borunda, Sacramento State University 

Crystal Martinez-Alire, Enrolled Member of the Federally Recognized Miwok Tribe 

ABSTRACT 
American Indian cultural traditions and practices 
are presented for their merit in promoting student 
learning within the K-12 educational system.  Spe-
cifc culturally imbedded practices are provided as 
examples by which student learning can be enhanced 
while honoring First Nation’s teaching and learn-
ing practices. Five developmental theorists noted in 
this concept paper speak to pedagogical practices 

that are in alignment with American Indian cultural 
orientations and that support their inherent value for 
application in the classroom. This paper asserts that 
by valuing and promoting American Indian culture 
and practices in the K-12 curriculum, that the United 
States would make greater strides in not only afect-
ing the achievement gap, but in taking steps toward 
equity and achieving social justice goals. 

Educators in the K-12 classroom who seek to engage 
the minds and hearts of American Indian students should 
frst consider this population’s experience of public educa-
tion and the history of Indians’ traditions, values, and ex-
perience. Under the pretense that American Indian ways 
of educating were inferior, U.S. education policies directed 
that “education was presented to American Indians as a 
value system to be substituted for their traditions and as a 
mechanism to destroy traditional Native American ways” 
(Grinde, p. 29, 2004). This historically embedded devalua-
tion and persistent attack on their worth have negatively 
impacted American Indian communities (Ball, 2004; Loew-
en, 1995; Ogbu and Simmons, 1998; Sanchez, 2007). The 
assumed inferiority of American Indians has perpetuated 
negative stereotypes and images to those who have come 
to call the United States their home. When children in 

public schools learn about American Indians in textbooks, 
they are exposed to harmful perceptions “represented by 
distortion, omission, over-representation, romanticized 
portrayals, and tokenism” (Barclay, 1996; Caldwell-Wood & 
Mitten, 1992; Costo & Henry, 1970; Sanchez, 1996). 

Countering this historically embedded legacy re-
quires concerted efort in extricating the persistent deval-
uation, negative images, and practices from our curricu-
lum and pedagogical practices. Furthermore, educators 
can reverse this toxic legacy by creating and implement-
ing curriculum and pedagogical practices that not only re-
spect American Indian culture, history and traditions but 
appreciates how this orientation may beneft all students 
in the classroom. 

This conceptual paper ofers several examples of 
American Indian cultural traditions and makes a call for 
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schools to be inclusive of curriculum and pedagogy that 
incorporates American Indian cultural values. These are 
ofered as a starting point by which to consider alignment 
of curriculum with cultural practices and knowledge that 
would further engage American Indian students in our 
public schools. 

Despite the disparagement of traditional American 
Indian value systems, there are developmental theorists 
(Crain, 2011; Erikson, 1959, 1963; Froebel, 1887; Hart, 
1979; Montessori, 1948, 1966, 1969) who promote an 
educational philosophy that is in alignment with cultur-
ally grounded American Indian worldviews. In learning to 
value American Indian orientations and way of education, 
the common themes from these developmental theorists 
are discussed as their orientations underscore the value 
of not only how “children grow and learn on their own”  
but emphasize children’s capacity for “inner growth and 
spontaneous learning” from an environmental perspec-
tive (Crain, 2011, p. 1). 

The authors examine the psychological and cultural 
disconnect for American Indians in our current education-
al system, engaging the reader by describing the main 
elements of fve developmental theorists and how they 
align with American Indian cultural values. 

Psychological and Cultural Disconnect 
The U.S. Department of Interior and the Bureau of In-

dian Afairs (BIA) estimate that there are 564 tribal entities 
that are recognized and are eligible for direct funding and 
services from the Bureau of Indian Afairs (BIA) by virtue 
of their status as Indian tribes (Department of the Inte-
rior, 2010). California alone has 112 federally recognized 
tribes and an overall Native American population of 1.9% 
(Humes, Jones, & Ramirez, 2011). 

Most American Indian children attend public schools 
where disparities occur both at the K-12 and at the post-
secondary levels. During the 2010-11 school year, there 
were 378,000 American Indian and Alaskan Native (AI/ 
AN) students in the U.S. public school system, comprising 
0.7% of the total public school population (Aud, Hussar, 
Johnson, Kena, & Roth, 2012). In comparison, during this 
same time period, there were 49,152 students in Bureau 
of Indian Education Schools (Bureau of Indian Education, 
2011). The high school dropout rate for Native American 
students is alarming and in previous years has refected a 
rate as high as 50% (Herring, 1992). 

More recent research indicates that American Indian 
enrollment, retention, and graduation rates are lower 
than any other ethnic group (Harrington & Harrington, 
2012). While estimates show some improvement for AI/ 
AN having earned a high school diploma or equivalent, 
the fgures still speak to their trailing behind their Euro-
American counterparts by 12% (BIA, 2011). Also in 2008-
2009, 40% of AI/AN students as compared to 33% of white 
students attended a school that did not meet adequate 
yearly progress (Ross, Kena, & Tahbun, 2012). 

Between 2005 and 2011, the achievement gaps be-
tween AI/AN and non-AI/AN fourth graders and between 
AI/AN and non-AI/AN eighth graders did not change for 
reading, but widened in the subject of mathematics. The 
breakdown of fgures in 2011 indicate that 66% of AI/AN 
students at grade four and 55% at grade eight performed 
at or above the basic level of mathematics; however, the 
overall percentages of students that advanced increased 
by 1% (Institute of Education Sciences, 2011). These per-
sistent outcomes refect signifcant disparities that need 
to be addressed within our educational system. Doing so, 
however, requires an awareness of the underlying histori-
cal factors that exacerbate the constant psychological ten-
sion for American Indians children in order to correct it. 

Despite the fact that American Indians existed upon 
this land thousands of years before the United States ex-
isted, the U.S. education curriculum is remiss in recogniz-
ing their contributions to the development and identity 
of the United States. An example of specifc content that 
should be included in the K-12 curriculum relates to the 
Iroquois Nation who demonstrated an early form of lead-
ership directly related to the formation of a confederacy. 
In the years prior to the existence of the United States, 
“Franklin called on the delegates of the various English 
colonies to unite and emulate the Iroquois League, a call 
that was not heeded until the Constitution was written 
three decades later” (Weatherford, 1988, p. 136). Although 
major components of the Iroquois Nation’s governmental 
structure and philosophy were emulated, borrowed, and 
adapted to create the United States’ governmental sys-
tem, the attribution is rarely noted. “The standard works 
regarding the United States Constitution and the Articles 
of Confederation do not credit the American Indians with 
having contributed to their origins” (Payne, 1996, p. 605). 

This was one of the earliest developments of leader-
ship and governance yet is not mentioned in K-12 curricu-
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lum. In light of historical cultural invasion, the omission 
of First Nations history, culture, and contributions persists 
(Freire, 1995).The failure to recognize American Indians at 
all, underscores the psychological experience of American 
Indian students who are one of the subgroups most rep-
resented in the Achievement Gap (Institute of Education 
Sciences, 2011). 

Other factors contributing to the cultural and aca-
demic difculties among the American Indian students 
are described by Hufman and Ferguson (2007). The au-
thors explored the communities’ disposition towards edu-
cation based on the historical trauma enacted upon the 
American Indians during the conquest and colonization 
of the people who frst lived on the land now called the 
United States. Historically, the federal government, in the 
attempt to strip away Native cultures, created an educa-
tional system for American Indian children that included 
boarding schools which did not honor or value the child’s 
culture, language, and traditions (Ball, 2004; Grinde, 2004; 
Hufman & Ferguson, 2007). 

One of the reasons for the adverse psychological re-
action to U.S. education is due, in part, to the boarding 
school experience in which American Indian children 
were forcibly removed from their homes. The teaching 
of American Indian languages was banned, their cultural 
context and style denigrated, and many schools outright 
disgraced and dismissed the Native community and their 
cultural beliefs (Robinson-Zanartu & Majel-Dixon, 1996). 
These experiences negatively impacted Native communi-
ties as the historical trauma still informs tribal communi-
ties’ perceptions of mainstream education (Ogbu & Sim-
mons, 1998). Additionally, many of the school personnel 
in the boarding schools were extreme in the mistreatment 
of children and denigration of their home culture. This, in 
turn, fomented a distrust of the educational system in 
which many American Indian families perceived educa-
tion as harmful and as a place that did not allow Native 
students to feel valued or accepted (Grinde, 2004). 

Developmental Theorists: Native Worldview 
Alignment 

In order to better understand the value for adopt-
ing and implementing American Indian orientations we 
examine the frameworks promoted by the following de-
velopmental theorists whose orientations refect an align-
ment with American Indian world view. The themes that 

are derived from each of these developmental theorists 
are their emphasis of learning and being in relationship 
with nature as well as relationships with others. The value 
of “existing in the natural world” is referenced earlier in 
this paper as well as the value of collectivism. These are 
inherent values in traditional American Indian culture. 
The table is followed by an examination of the frst listed 
theorist, Froebel, who focuses on the benefts of engaging 
children learning within the natural world. 

Friedrich Froebel 
Developmental theorists repeatedly emphasize the 

inclination and the benefts of children learning and en-
gaging within our natural world. German Educator, Fried-
rich Froebel (1887) “believed that children had a desire to 
comprehend the extent and diversity of the world in or-
der to better comprehend their own place within it” (Hart, 
1979, p. 336). Froebel explores the need for “the harmony 
and unity of the natural world and a child’s desire to grasp 
this unity in order to develop a sense of inner unity.” In oth-
er words, connection to the natural world creates balance 
with oneself. This forces us as educators to ask: How does 
a child perceive the world and how would a child’s natural 
inquisitiveness be heightened by a greater relationship to 
the natural world? Froebel intones that children develop 
a greater use of critical consciousness and thinking when 
the child relates to the world. This relationship, in turn, en-
hances the child’s sense of self in the world while deriving 
value and worth from their conscious and acknowledged 
presence. The next theorist to be examined is Maria Mon-
tessori who also stressed the benefts for children to learn 
within natural settings. 

Maria Montessori 
Maria Montessori, an Italian physician and educator, is 

one of the most renowned developmental theorists whose 
teachings have produced a host of schools throughout 
the world. The curriculum she created to promote the in-
nate learning capabilities of people was founded on ex-
posure to learning environments attuned to four diferent 
developmental stages that she referred to as “planes of 
development” (Montessori, 1969). The curriculum design 
was intended to respond to internal characteristics that 
Montessori perceived to be universal. These characteris-
tics include “Activity…Orientation…Exploration… and 
Manipulation (of the Environment)” (Montessori, 1966). 
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During the stage of development that encompasses ages 
12 through 18, Montessori valued children’s learning to 
occur in a manner that promoted their engagement with 
the environment. Subsequently, she called for schools 
serving this population to be situated in the country and 
close to nature. 

Her observations of children just learning to walk and 
who are encouraged to explore and study nature have 
multiple levels of growth when allowed to foster this in-
timate engagement with their surroundings. Montessori 
ofers from her observations of children in their earliest 
stages that “nature seems to fll a vital emotional need” 
(Montessori, 1948). While this theorist provided ample 
reason for vitality in learning that would fulfll the needs 
from a developmental perspective, she also observed 
that the direction taken in modern life “separates children 
from nature so thoroughly that their powers of observa-
tion and feelings of love for the world just wither away” 
(Crain, 2011, p. 86). As we examine the nature of learning 
that tends to take place in most public school settings, 
there is a tendency to not only confne the child within 
the restraint of four walls but a large scale movement is 
underway in which children’s learning is being encour-
aged through the use of electronic mediums (Baskette & 
Fantz, 2013). 

While there is no doubt that competence in comput-
ers, tablets, and other devices is vital for anyone living in 
and engaging in the global market and arena, founda-
tional development and an appreciation for nature are 
neglected when children are denied access to the natu-
ral world. Montessori’s observations of children’s optimal 
learning conditions prompted her to “articulate ways in 
which contact with nature helps children develop, sug-
gesting it increases children’s powers of observation and 
gives them a sense of unity with the world” (Crain, 2011, 
p. 389). To this end, Montessori ensured that her schools 
made room for children to have access to nature. This is 
similar to American Indian culture in that nature was the 
frst learning environment to teach tribal children. From 
those early teachings about the relationship to earth, 
children learned their responsibility of taking care of the 
planet. When referring to mother earth the relationship of 
connectedness is signifcant since a high value in Native 
culture is placed on the circle of life. 

Heinz Werner 
Children’s optimal learning conditions are discussed 

by Austrian Psychologist Heinz Werner who poses the 
concept of eidetic imagery. This ability which is often 
found in children refects a heightened ability to recall or 
reproduce visual images with vivid memory. Furthermore, 
children have an expansive capacity to perceive the natu-
ral world from a physiognomic orientation. This capacity 
refects a reaction to the dynamic, emotional, and expres-
sive qualities of the natural world that is generally applied 
to interpreting the emotions and behaviors of other hu-
man beings and animate objects. For children, however, 
their physiognomic abilities apply to the world, including 
that which is inanimate, as “full of life and emotion” (Crain, 
2011, p. 102). A sense of relatedness with the earth, in-
cluding stones, trees, land, etc. enhances one’s personal 
connection to the world. This relatedness being an implic-
it value imbedded in traditional Native America culture 
in which the concept of interrelatedness with the world, 
animate and inanimate, stems from a physiognomic ori-
entation. Subsequently, a sense of reciprocity with the 
world implies a stewardship: “When we show our respect 
for other living things, they respond with respect for us” 
(Arapaho Proverb, Cleary, p. 16). 

Similarly, a physiognomic orientation also demystifes 
and endears us to the world in which we live. Children’s 
eidetic capacity as well as their physiognomic orientations 
can be further enhanced rather than diminished by op-
portunities to engage with the world around them. This 
sense of familiarity with the world promotes a personal-
ization that fosters stewardship and a pro environmental 
and ecological orientation. By developing children’s in-
nate capacities in these two areas, the vastness of our for-
ests, oceans, lakes, valleys, and mountains may be viewed 
not so much as just a “resource” to conquer and exploit, 
but more so as limited and irreplaceable forms of life that 
deserve protection and respect. This sense of familiarity 
and personalization is conveyed in the following quote, 
“For the Lakota there was no wilderness. Nature was not 
dangerous but hospitable, not forbidding but friendly” 
(Luther Standing Bear, Lakota Sioux, Cleary, p. 17). 

While Luther Standing Bear and Werner lived in dif-
ferent parts of the world and in diferent times, they both 
value a personalized relationship with nature so as to 
develop a sense of care which is then translated to one’s 
relationship with all living things. In development of this 
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relationship the consistent theme of trusting children’s in-
nate capacity to grow and learn is only enhanced by ac-
cess to nature. The following theorist who also explored 
the value of connectedness and interdependence is Erik 
Erikson. As a developmental theorist Erikson delineated 
various stages of life from birth to death while learning 
from his observations of child rearing practices of various 
Native American communities. 

Erik Erikson 
The Stages of Life that were defned from a psychoan-

alytic theory of development and created by Erik Erikson 
expands on concepts that allow us to further understand 
how the child encounters the social world in which they 
live. Erikson’s research of Native American communities 
enabled him to make cross cultural comparisons. In par-
ticular, Erikson’s observation that the United States “values 
emphasize independent achievement to such an extent 
that people become exclusively involved in themselves 
and their successes and neglect the responsibility of car-
ing for others” (Erikson, 1959, p. 97). This sense of “care”  
would be reasonable to expect of people as they emerge 
into the 7th of the 8th stages delineated by Erikson which 
is Adulthood. However, in the 5th Stage, Puberty, which is 
when children are attempting to establish an identity, the 
innate need to develop their place in the world can cre-
ate extreme behaviors that are not only exclusionary but 
cruel to others who are not like them. Here, perceptions 
of people are based upon a “worth” that lends itself to not 
only quantifying others but of fomenting the devaluation 
of humanity and a form of objectifcation. 

One example of valuing others was observed when 
Erikson surmised that, in comparison to Euro-American 
culture, the Lakota culture raise their children with a “long 
and indulgent period of nursing” in which they seek to 
promote their children’s capacity “to trust others and to 
become generous themselves” (Erikson, 1963, p. 134-140). 
This quality of relatedness with others is not encouraged 
in United States culture, where independence is highly 
valued and free mobility away from one’s family and place 
of origin is encouraged. As adolescents are developmen-
tally striving to fnd an identity in the larger social world, 
the cultures that promote connection, in all forms, pro-
vide value in how our children can learn to relate to one 
another and to the larger world. Erikson observed that “In 
the United States in particular, our values emphasize inde-

pendent achievement to such an extent that people can 
become too exclusively involved in themselves and their 
successes and neglect the responsibility of caring for oth-
ers” (Crain, 2011, p. 294). This concept of relatedness and 
care for others is further expanded upon by theorist, Mar-
garet Mahler. The last theorist to examine focuses on the 
sense of belonging and the child’s learning environment. 

Margaret Mahler 
Hungarian by birth, Margaret Mahler espoused the 

position that children should have opportunities to devel-
op “rootedness” with natural surroundings in order to pro-
mote a sense of belonging. With experiences that connect 
children to the environment, in its’ most naturalistic set-
ting, they can see themselves as part of something great-
er, outside of a social context, that enhances their sense 
of well-being. Subsequently, belonging in nature provides 
a place in which children can seek refuge for a budding 
ego that seeks validation, acceptance, and nurturing. The 
belonging that is derived from a oneness with nature was 
evident from studies in which children were observed in 
natural settings (Crain, 2011). Mahler’s theme of “belong-
ing” which is derived from a relationship with nature is 
in alignment with American Indian beliefs of respect for 
the natural world. It is important for all children to feel a 
sense of belonging, and when examining American Indi-
an student success in the classroom, this becomes a more 
critical component. A curriculum that includes culture by 
respecting tribal communities allows for acceptance to a 
population that has been hurting for centuries. 

All fve of these theoretical frameworks provide a ra-
tionale for student learning that would be enhanced by 
aligning curriculum and pedagogy with American Indian 
orientations.  In order to meet the needs of American In-
dian students, it would be ideal to understand their cul-
tural background. Specifc examples that could be instru-
mental in eliminating the cultural disconnect are ofered 
as new approaches which need to be included in the K-12 
educational curriculum. For this reason, we examine the 
benefts of integrating First Nation orientations within our 
mainstream curriculum and pedagogical practices which 
would enact restorative justice initiatives, so that the prac-
tices of storytelling and other culturally responsive peda-
gogy and curriculum would engage student interest in 
the classroom. The next section will further develop and 
explore the importance of American Indian storytelling 
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Table 1 
Developmental Theorists 

Theorists Description Cultural Ties to American Indian 
Orientations 

Froebel Harmony and unity to the natural Enhances child sense of self in the 
world. world 

Montessori Curriculum designed to take place in Learning in nature produces greater 
the natural world. learning outcomes 

Werner Enhancement of children’s perceptual Relational capacities with the earth 
capacities.  translates to relational capacities with 

humans and animals, building on 
relationships 

Erikson Disadvantage of extreme 
individualism. 

Collectivism and Interdependence 

Mahler Sense of belonging derived from being 
in nature. 

Oneness with nature 

and how this could be a teaching technique for the class-
room. 

Including American Indian Cultural Practices in the 
K-12 Curriculum 
Storytelling 

A primary cultural practice signifcant to many Ameri-
can Indian tribes relates to early teachings and verbal 
histories handed down to each generation. Storytelling 
encapsulates this tradition and is a culturally imbedded 
practice familiar to American Indian students. This peda-
gogical approach has always been one signifcant way in 
which Native elders share life lessons with their children, 
while also modeling the value and art of communication. 

Many of the lessons shared by elders afrm cultural 
values and traditions while also acknowledging the his-
torical connectedness to the land. For example, hundreds 
of years ago ancestors of the Sierra Miwok found a fat 
meadow in the wooded foothills, near grinding holes 
used for acorns with distinct petroglyphs. This area known 
as Chaw-se Grinding Rock (State Park) is one example of 
tradition that forms a historical connection to the land 
(Eagle, 2008). Through the sharing of these stories, all chil-
dren would feel connected and have a sense of related-

ness to the earth, stone, and trees which enhances ones 
connection to the world as conveyed by Werner’s rec-
ommendations for best practices for engaging children’s 
learning capacities. 

Prior to colonial contact the bulk of education in 
American Indian cultures was communicated through oral 
story-telling, and was to be remembered, and passed on to 
the next generation (Grinde, 2004). Grinde indicates that: 

Native Americans had educational systems long 
before 1492, with Native teachers and scholars 
imparting knowledge to children and adults on 
a day-to-day basis both before and after white 
contact. Elders as well as people knowledgeable 
about specifc ideas and techniques instructed 
members of their societies about a broad range of 
topics including history, religion, arts and crafts, 
literature, geography, zoology, botany, medicine, 
law, political science, astronomy, soil science, and 
theater. Since American Indian models of instruc-
tion centered on oral tradition, Europeans often 
typifed Native American education as “primitive,” 
defective, or nonexistent. (p. 25). 
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In contrast, the written form of communication is 
relatively recent. When speaking with elders and other 
members in the community they all share the same value 
when communicating about the importance of storytell-
ing as it has played a vital role in passing down knowl-
edge. Another important value inherent to Native culture 
is learning from and respecting elders. This mode of learn-
ing is already being utilized in Canada; community elders 
share their knowledge and wisdom in classroom teach-
ing and learning. This is an example of cultural synthesis 
(Freire, 1995), the antithesis of cultural invasion, in that it 
not only embraces Indigenous orientations but is regard-
ed along with Euro-western theory, research, and practice 
(Ball, 2004). These eforts provide a model for mainstream 
educators in the United States to discuss American Indian 
culture, and to also be inclusive of these traditions in their 
methods of instruction in the classroom setting. 

Freire’s banking method of education refers to the 
fact that students are not called upon for what they know, 
but rather are expected to memorize the contents nar-
rated by the teacher (p. 80). This pedagogical approach 
inhibits creative thinking. Freire also refers to educa-
tion as the practice of freedom and promotes the idea 
that students learn best when they are challenged and 
when content is interrelated so as to better understand 
the world (p. 81). One of the most signifcant approaches 
in understanding life’s lessons is from prior experiences 
which is inherent with the use of storytelling. This form of 
teaching has been used by many Native tribes for centu-
ries, and was an early form of sharing information which 
challenges student’s thoughts and promotes creativity. 
Using storytelling as a method of transmitting localized 
knowledge enables students to be pro-active in problem 
solving as well as to develop their critical thinking skills. 
The use of this medium enhances student’s ability to view 
all perspectives from a holistic orientation that promotes 
informed decision making. Storytelling, an early form of 
teaching, allows us to draw from lessons of the past and 
apply them to the present. The knowledge that is deliv-
ered through storytelling is stored in the “core mentalizing 
network (ToM),”  which aids in the process in the recovery 
of information (Mar, 2011). 

Sharing of Collaboration and Knowledge/Shared Vision 
Another area of cultural tradition that should further 

be explored for its’ added value is the importance of com-

munity in relation to the child and family. Generally, when 
there is a family or school issue it becomes a shared con-
cern within the American Indian community. This is also a 
preferred approach towards leadership and decision mak-
ing, and also relates to the area of collaboration as well as 
the integration of shared knowledge. “One foundational 
value, of leadership from the American Indian perspective, 
is a shared vision and responsibility. Although there may 
be individual or tribal diferences among familiar groups, 
this perspective is a consistent cultural view” (Portman & 
Garrett, 2005, p. 284). 

Many American Indian communities believe that 
unity is critical to the success of its people and students. 
Recognizing the history related to the mass destruction 
that much of the Native population encountered, would 
promote an understanding that American Indians sur-
vived by working collaboratively. Overcoming concerted 
eforts to annihilate an entire population called upon 
their resilience in the face of adversity. It is because of this 
shared purpose and vision for all to live in harmony, that 
tribes are still resilient today. Collaborating became es-
sential for collective survival and when applied regressing 
to pedagogical practices, collaborative learning is a basic 
technique that can be valued and applied in the class-
room. As ofered by multiple researchers (Grinde, 2004; 
Ogbu & Simons, 1998) countering the negative percep-
tions of American Indian’s requires exposure to American 
Indian forms of teaching. This entails utilizing Native tribal 
forms of collaborative teaching which exposes children to 
early forms of Native traditions in which elements of sci-
ence, engineering, and math are evident. For example, the 
beadwork and the construction of the ceremonial dance 
house are both important aspects of tribal traditions. 
Through the course of life it was best to learn in natural 
settings and to teach each other within the community; 
as a member within the tribal community stated, “Nature 
is your true teacher” (Martinez-Alire, 2013). It is with this 
understanding that children and community members 
developed problem-solving skills. 

Concluding Thoughts 
The aforementioned developmental theorists have  

studied practices and learning contexts that enhance chil-
dren’s learning. The common themes point to an alignment  
with values inherent in traditional American Indian culture.  
Subsequently, the development of culturally responsive  
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curriculum and pedagogy would serve the dual purpose 
of enacting restorative justice initiatives while implement-
ing curriculum and pedagogy that promotes greater learn-
ing outcomes for all children. Educational leaders who are 
willing to serve a community that has been marginalized 
after years of violent oppression must also seek to engage 
the scholarly community to enact transformative educa-
tional practices and policies. Standing on the foundation 
of American Indian orientations, supported by the recom-
mendations of educational theorists, and moved by the 
need to create learning environments that promote the 
best in all children’s outcomes is a goal that not only mini-
mizes the Achievement Gap but one that promotes heal-
ing of our nation’s historical violations. 

Educators are positioned to transform the experience 
of “education” for all children by promoting inclusive cur-
riculum and pedagogical practices that promote equity 
for all students. This entails acceptance and inclusion of 
tribal histories so that all students can feel validated in our 
classrooms. To this end we know that “Education is a strong 
value and is a source of future hope for Native children 
and communities. In sending children to public schools, 
American Indian communities have entrusted that future 
systems will respect the children they serve and that these 
systems must assume a new role in locating and contra-
dicting the source of disrespect in order for students to 
feel accepted” (Robinson-Zanartu & Majel-Dixon, 1996). 
Once educators have forged partnership with American 
Indian communities and sought their input, they will have 
taken frst steps in modeling respect for their culture. In 
doing so, the public school system will create conditions 
that will foster student success in the classroom which 
will lead to transformational change and outcomes within 
mainstream education. 
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At few times in our nation’s history has higher educa-
tion faced the breadth of policy challenges that we see 
today. Edward St. John, Nathan Daun-Barnett, and Karen 
Moronski-Chapman (2013) provide an insightful and 
timely analysis of the sociopolitical environment facing, 
and shaping, higher education in Public Policy and Higher 
Education: Reframing Strategies for Preparation, Access, and 
College Success.  The authors detail the profound shifts in 
political ideology, beginning in the 1980s and continuing 
today, that have impacted higher education and the im-
plications for college preparation, access, success, and de-
gree completion. The authors contrast the national, pro-
gressive framework that dominated 20th Century higher 
education policy with the current global, market-driven 
framework that dominates today. Whereas the progres-
sive paradigm viewed education both as a social good 
and as important to economic development, the current 
paradigm views education as an individual good with in-
dividual choice and economic entrepreneurialism para-
mount (Harvey, 2005; Polyani, 2001; St. John, 2003). Using 
a policy frames approach and state case studies as arche-
types, the authors argue compellingly that this “radical”  
shift in ideology and discourse implicitly breaks the social 
contract (Rawls, 1971) and has translated into federal and 
state policy with outcomes that have increased inequities 
in higher education. 

Geared primarily to graduate students and scholars of 
public and higher education policy, this book can also be 
instructive for policy makers and useful for policy analysts 
concerned with the efects of policy on higher education 
outcomes. Additionally, it can serve as a resource for high-
er education activists and others seeking to understand 
the relationship between political ideology, policy deci-
sions, and outcomes afecting college opportunity, access 
and success. 



 Book Review Public Policy and Higher Education 

The book is divided into three sections. The frst chap-
ter introduces the reader to the central premise of the im-
pact of changing sociopolitical ideology on higher educa-
tion policy and outcomes, as well as providing an outline 
of the organization of the book. Part I (chapters 2 through 
6) addresses “The National Policy Discourse” about higher 
education. Part II (chapters 7 through 12) provides case 
studies of six states: California, Minnesota, Florida, Indi-
ana, Michigan and North Carolina. These case studies pro-
vide an evidence-based approach to illuminate how fed-
eral policy and fnance infuence state decision-making as 
states respond to federal incentives, pressures, and man-
dates. The case studies also make clear the importance of 
context and how state ideology and policy frameworks 
result in divergent higher education policy, and outcomes 
in each state. Finally, Part III (chapters 13 and 14) turns to 
“Reframing Strategies,” and suggests ways to move for-
ward and reincorporate notions of social uplift and equal 
opportunity in spite of the prevailing global economic, 
market-driven paradigm. 

The frst two chapters of Part I (Chapters 2 and 3) pro-
vide important historical context about the federal role in 
higher education policy, especially the federal funding of 
institutions and students. The authors describe the nature 
and repercussions of the shift in political ideology from 
social progressive values to contemporary neoliberal and 
neoconservative values. They explain, for example, how 
the switch from a “national progressive” framework to 
a “global corporatization” framework manifests itself in 
college access, afordability, and equity. Under the pro-
gressive framework, student tuition was subsidized by 
taxpayers through scholarships and grants. Under the 
global corporate framework, student loans have replaced 
student grants, efectively shifting the burden from broad 
and difuse support by taxpayers to a heavier burden on 
students and their families. Chapters 4 thru 6 cover issues 
of preparation, access, and degree completion, respec-
tively. Each of these chapters provides an overview of the 
policy discourse surrounding the topic, followed by a re-
view of the research literature. 

In Part II (Chapters 7 thru 12) the authors provide case 
studies of six states -- California, Minnesota, Florida, Indi-
ana, Michigan, and North Carolina -- with a chapter devot-
ed to each state. The case studies show the variety of state 
responses to growing federal involvement in education in 
the form of policy and fnancing. The chapters contextual-

ize state education policy at the collegiate level and im-
portantly consider state secondary school policy that im-
pacts higher education outcomes (i.e. requirements that 
students take upper level math or science classes in high 
school). The authors then evaluate each state based on 
trends and common outcome indicators, including mea-
sures of preparedness, completion and diversity. 

The authors move from case studies back to a macro-
view in the third and fnal section of the book (Chapters 
13 and 14). Chapter 13 focuses on reframing policy deci-
sions, drawing on social justice theory from Sen (2009). 
They also urge that higher education policy be evaluated 
based on outcomes rather than intention. Correspond-
ingly, in Chapter 14 the focus turns to reframing the social 
good. Here St. John et al. argue for a new, broader under-
standing of the social good, incorporating a human capa-
bilities approach profered by Nussbaum (2011). The fnal 
chapters explore avenues to reframe higher education 
discourse and policy in order to reincorporate vital no-
tions of social uplift, social good, and equal opportunity 
into the current global, corporate paradigm. 

This book has much to recommend. It provides criti-
cal historical context, links prevailing sociopolitical ide-
ologies to federal and state higher education policy, and 
ultimately to student outcomes. Where some studies of 
public policy read like a chronological laundry list of leg-
islation and court cases, St. John and his colleagues pro-
vide a strong theoretical framework that makes sense out 
of what we are seeing. It provides an accurate and much 
needed critique of the prevailing market model, and its 
consequences -- intended and unintended -- for higher 
education outcomes, students, their families, taxpayers 
and the greater social good. More specifcally, they point 
to the growing inequities in higher education that have 
stratifed the academic community, both racially and eco-
nomically. The result is that community colleges and less 
prestigious four-year universities serve students of color 
and those with limited economic resources, while the 
more prestigious four-year universities serve a more elite, 
predominantly white and Asian, population. 

Another strong aspect of this book is its purposeful 
consideration of K-12 state policy. The authors make clear 
the incontrovertible link that quality secondary educa-
tion and policies such as graduation requirements have 
on higher education issues such as student preparedness, 
equal opportunity and postsecondary success. The au-
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thors are to be commended on their union of state higher 
education policy with secondary policy. It is a refreshing 
and much needed break from the siloed world in which 
educational scholars, policy-makers, and practitioners 
typically dwell. As the authors clearly show, outcomes are 
not neatly siloed, and K-12 policy has important implica-
tions for higher education, and for students and families 
with plans and aspirations for their children. 

The authors also present a useful array of indicators 
that can be used to quantify the efects of higher educa-
tion policy. Using nationally available data, the authors 
constructed indicators of high school preparation for col-
lege, continuation and completion rates at both two-year 
and four-year institutions, and equally important, student 
diversity. These indicators make it possible to assess policy 
outcomes and examine the efects of new policies, as well 
as compare outcomes across states. An appendix docu-
ments how these indicators are calculated, making it pos-
sible for students, scholars, or concerned policymakers to 
evaluate their own states. Although this book ofers much 
to recommend, it could beneft from a more thorough 
editing and vetting process. For instance, within the dis-
cussion of “Current Issues in California,” the authors ofer 
a critique of the California DREAM Act that is misleading. 
In analyzing the legislation, the State of California is criti-
cized for not providing a path to citizenship. The authors 
write: 

In 2002, the state legislature passed a version 
of the federal DREAM Act that provided access 
to in-state tuition at the California State Univer-
sity (CSU) and the California Community College 
(CCC) systems. It did not, however, go as far as to 
provide undocumented students a path to citizen-
ship, which was the language proposed at the fed-
eral level. (p. 148, italics added) 

This assertion is repeated in the following paragraph: 

California’s commitment to the DREAM Act is 
consistent with its liberal approach to college ac-
cess and opportunity. However, failure to open 
state fnancial aid to undocumented students 
and the omission of a legal path to citizenship are 
both notable limitations. 
(p. 148, italics added) 

While surely the authors are aware that citizenship 
is granted by the federal government and not under the 
purview of states, students and other readers may not be 
so sure. Additionally, it leaves one wondering what else 
the authors might have gotten wrong. 

Overall, St. John, Daun-Barnett and Moronski-Chap-
man provide a compelling and well documented argu-
ment about changes in higher education that currently 
have, and will continue to have, consequences for our na-
tion. Notably the book provides a needed bridge between 
K-12 policy and higher education outcomes. The case 
studies also add value by providing context, making clear 
the variance in state higher education policy, and also by 
providing outcome indicators based on publicly available 
data. In spite of its occasional lapse, the book adds value 
to the literature on higher education policy. Increasing 
stratifcation cannot be a long-term beneft for a diverse 
nation that preaches opportunity for all and that relies on 
an educated citizenry to be competitive in the world. 

Further Reading 
Nussbaum, M. C. (2011). Creating capabilities: The human 

development approach. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press. 
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In her book, Pathways to the Common Core: Accelerat-
ing Achievement, (Calkins, Ehrenworth, & Lehman, 2012) 
Lucy Calkins presents an overview of the possible argu-
ments both for and against the new Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS). The prose of the introduction and dis-
cussion is lighthearted and persuasive towards viewing 
the CCSS as a golden opportunity, encouraging the reader 
to view them as a chance to rebuild and retool education 
modes and assessment means.  The author is clear in her 
acknowledgement that while we may see the great op-
portunity of the CCSS; how it will be implemented is still 
an unwritten chapter in the book of modern education 
reform. 

The adoption of the Common Core State Standards 
in 45 states across the nation, including the District of Co-
lumbia and four American territories, represents a large 
scale change in curriculum and assessment goals aimed 
at better preparing America’s K-12 students for success 
in college and careers (National Governors Association, 
2012). The new mandates require an increase in literacy 
skills for all students K-12 in every academic discipline. 
The guidelines of the Common Core State Standards in-
dicate students will be assessed using adaptive testing on 
an open-ended response style of questioning that mea-
sures literacy mastery and the ability to explain the “cor-
rectness” of their responses on multiple topics. Students 
who have previously been trained and assessed on their 
ability to look for the best-ft answer and make educated 
choices will soon face a testing environment that does not 
match the way they have been taught or assessed previ-
ously. 

This translates into a requirement for the students to 
adapt to new modes of content delivery, assessment, and 
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very likely, a completely diferent learning experience in a 
fully implemented CCSS classroom. Similarly, it is a clear 
change in the working environment and charges teach-
ers to produce deeper lessons for students, with higher 
expectations of performance specifcally connected to 
literacy mastery. According to Calkins, Ehrenworth, and 
Lehman (2012), “…the Common Core marks a return to 
the kind of reading that was promoted in the thirties and 
forties through New Criticism. New Criticism put text at 
the center and equated reading with close analysis of the 
text” (p. 26). 

The main focus of the book is on the theory and im-
plications of three parts of the CCSS: reading standards, 
writing standards, and speaking and listening standards. 
In each of the sections the authors break down the stan-
dards and painstakingly illuminate the connections with-
in and between the standards, as well as how each stan-
dard stacks upon the previous school years in a threaded 
fashion. The text in each of these sections is descriptive 
and at times repetitive with commentary regarding re-
sources that can be obtained from the authors’ company. 
In a few areas, the author seemed to be more interested 
in describing the difculty only to follow up with their 
company’s answer for how to approach the challenges of 
implementation. 

The book is strong on explaining the relationships 
and rationales of each of the three standard areas dis-
cussed. The structure of each of these areas is well de-
fned for interrelation and theory. The goal of reading 
for meaning and how to blend that concept into writing 
for meaning are developed in each section and at times 
the connections are very clear. They cite the research on 
“close reading” as a means to help students engage in the 
lessons for intrinsic reasons, which is common in current 
CCSS training sessions. The examples in the reading sec-
tions using the book Charlotte’s Web are very good but 
limited to certain grade levels. 

The narrative mentions a limited number of possible 
methods to actually apply the standards to a classroom 
setting and the examples that are presented are from 
the elementary school level. There were very few discus-
sion pieces that give mention to high school level imple-
mentation suggestions. The implementations suggested 
also come from a perspective that the educator reading 
the book is most certainly working with a group of other 
teachers in collaboration. The assumption of a profession-

al learning group or team working on implementation us-
ing the book as a guide comes across as a hidden message 
that the task is too big for one teacher with one group of 
students. It would be wonderful if teamwork and consis-
tent collaboration was the norm at every school site, but I 
would argue the authors’ perspective  on this is not a uni-
versal truth. 

The authors make multiple references to purchas-
ing new books and materials for students to read but this 
seems in opposition to the reality of current school bud-
gets and the very real concern of the costs of implement-
ing the standards and assessment pieces that they briefy 
cover in the introduction. In addition, the depth of study 
required for implementing text, reading, and speaking 
analysis as they suggest would be problematic with the 
current hours of school required for attendance, which is 
a largely unaddressed concern in their narrative. 

The primary weakness in the book is the lack of con-
nection between the literacy strand and all of the aca-
demic disciplines. Reading, writing, and speaking, while 
very important skills, are not the only academic topics 
covered in school and by leaving out the other disciplines 
in this book the authors may have missed a key area of 
practical need for educators. 

The book concludes with a very useful and thorough 
discussion of the two consortia that are developing Com-
mon Core assessments, the Smarter Balance Assessment 
Consortium (SBAC) and the Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC). The explana-
tions of philosophy and the diferent style of assessment 
to be ofered by each of these groups is well written and 
are quite valuable resources to address concerns about 
the new assessment model. 

In summary, Pathways to the Common Core: Accelerat-
ing Achievement provides a solid discussion of the theory 
behind the Reading, Writing, and Speaking and Listening 
standards. The narrative is incomplete, as it does not con-
nect to literacy standards across all disciplines, such as 
mathematics, science, and social science. Educators in the 
elementary and 7-12 English Language Arts will fnd the 
detailed theoretical breakdowns of the standards useful 
in understanding the purposes, but will still be left with 
the question of how to implement the standards fully.  The 
case for collaboration to address this change is assumed, 
but nevertheless represents what may be the only pos-
sible way for full implementation to work. Although this 
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book would be a good source for starting the conversa-
tion about implementation and how to adapt to CCSS in-
struction, it represents only one part of the story to be told 
in this new era of education reform. 

Further Reading 
Calkins, L., Ehrenworth, M., & Lehman, C. (2012). Pathways 

to the common core: Accelerating achievement (1st 
ed.). Portsmouth, New Hampshire: Heineman. 

National Governors Association (2012). Common core state 
standards initiative: Preparing America’s students for 
college and career. Washington, DC: National Gover-
nors Association. 
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Understanding Community Colleges 

edited by John S. Levin and Susan T. Kater 

Routledge, 2012, 288 pp. 
ISBN 13: 978-0-415-88127-2 
$48.95 

A greater understanding of community college dy-
namics is vital in order for emerging leaders to make efec-
tive decisions. Understanding both operational and struc-
tural functions allows leaders to make decisions that are 
refective of the past and focus on the future. Understand-
ing Community Colleges, edited by John S. Levin and Susan 
T. Kater, provides a comprehensive overview of the history 
of community colleges and gives insight to meeting their 
mission. The various authors of this edited book provide 
suggestions for improving access for students and rec-
ognize that in order to infuence the diverse populations 
they serve, instructors must be aware of how to teach 
the skills needed in a way that meet the needs of diverse 
learners. Understanding Community Colleges provides a 
comprehensive look into the theories that leaders utilize 
in their practice, the fnancial background of the business 
and profers suggestions for community college leaders. 

This book tenders a relevant and fundamental col-
lection of theories and practice on a series of important 
topics within community colleges. It provides a compre-
hensive analysis from a critical and theoretical perspec-
tive of scholarly research that sets a precedent for future 
scholarship in related felds. Although timely, the need for 
more analysis in these areas is overdue, as political, social 
and fscal issues have emerged within colleges. In light of 
these factors, the text uniquely reviews topics including 
student success, diversity, leadership, and governance. 

Given this, the book was reviewed using what is 
known as a transformational leadership lens to evaluate 
the applicability of these topics to the emerging needs of 
community college leaders and scholars interested in this 
topic. Transformational leadership is a collaborative style 
of management that empowers individuals within the or-
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ganization in such a way that they often give more than 
what is required of them. Transformational leaders lead by 
example and exemplify the value and expectations that 
they seek from their employees (Kuhnert & Lewis, 1987). 
Utilizing this lens to review the book will provide a unique 
look into whether it applies such a practice to theory and 
vice versa. 

As reviewers, we realize there are numerous leader-
ship styles (e.g. transitional, authoritarian, and transac-
tional), the transformational leadership lens was strategi-
cally chosen due to the impact such a style can have for 
emerging college leaders making institutional changes. 
As Nevarez and Wood (2010) state, “The need to prepare 
a new kind of community college leader is of the utmost 
importance, as the roles and duties of community college 
leaders have changed greatly from previous generations”  
(p. vii). We have selected four of the ffteen chapters of the 
book to review using this lens. These chapters were cho-
sen as they provide vital issues for efective educational 
leadership and they directly correlate to the American 
Association of Community College’s core competencies 
for community college leaders (American Association of 
Community Colleges, 2005). 

Chapter Synthesis 
Chapter 2, Student Diversity in Community Colleges by  

Lindsey E. Malcom, examines the trends and challenges 
associated with diverse student populations among com-
munity colleges. Malcom highlights social, economic, and 
policy factors that create a wide range of student popu-
lations with varied levels of academic preparation and 
educational goals, which ultimately challenge community 
college leaders, faculty, and staf. A theoretical framework 
is presented to explicate the pathways associated with dif-
ferent student populations and their relationship to con-
textual factors impacting community college enrollment. 
Furthermore, an emphasis is placed on diversity and eq-
uity, which further analyzes the need to consider past and 
present outcomes of the various diverse student popula-
tions citing issues of access and historical “risk factors.” 

Next, Chapter 6, Teaching Academically Underpre-
pared Students in Community Colleges by Dolores Perin, re-
views the characteristics of academically underprepared 
students, discusses various ways community colleges cur-
rently support these students, and concludes with two 
strategies leaders can consider when organizing a college 

wide approach to services. Community college leaders 
looking for best structural tactics to incorporate in order 
to beneft academically underprepared students will fnd 
approaches that can be implemented efectively if done in 
a systematic and collective manner. From an instructional 
view, Perin (2013) explains in great detail the issue of “con-
textualization” and describes it as a student-centered ap-
proach to teaching. Finally, suggestions are provided for 
implementing the strategies given to support underpre-
pared students. 

In turn, Chapter 9, Leadership: Community College 
Transitions  by Marilyn J. Amey, delivers a synopsis of vari-
ous leadership styles and informs the audience of sig-
nifcant efective and inefective characteristics of the ap-
proaches discussed. Amey posits the need for community 
college leaders to be refective of one’s own beliefs, one’s 
leadership style, and the culture of the college. Multiple 
theory-based suggestions are ofered for consideration 
in respect to hiring leaders, training future leaders, and 
developing a leadership style. In addition, information is 
provided on how current leadership must vary from past 
leadership styles due to the current diverse functions of 
community colleges. 

Finally, Chapter 10, Deconstructing Governance and 
Expectations for the Community Colleges by Carrie B. Kisker 
and Susan T. Kater, discusses the literature related to com-
munity college governance. The chapter begins with 
an explanation of the approaches community college 
leaders have taken in the past. Kisker and Kater provide 
greater specifcity on the various styles of governance and 
the stakeholders who are involved within each model. 
Yet, they recommend that scholars explore more recent 
governance styles which are more conducive to modern 
community college environments. Specifc attention is 
given to Federal Systems, Unifed Systems, Confederate 
Systems, Confederated Institutions, and P-16 systems; 
each is explained with relevant examples of application 
and discussion as to how the systems afect the college 
stakeholders. Kisker and Kater conclude with a more re-
cent theoretical explanation pertaining to how and why 
the governance of a college afects its ability to achieve 
its objectives. 

Signifcance of measurement 
The authors of Understanding Community Colleges  

ofer discussion questions at the end of each chapter as 
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Table 1 
Transformational Leadership Matrix: Degree of Focus 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sampled Chapters Primary Secondary Absent 

Chapter 2 

Student Diversity in Community Colleges 

-

-

Utilize Theory 

Informed 
through practice 

-

-

Innovative 

Empower 

- Intrinsically 
motivate 

- Support 

- Inspire 

Chapter 6 

Teaching Academically Underprepared 
Students in Community Colleges 

-

-

Utilize Theory 

Informed 
through practice 

-

-

-

Innovative 

Empower 

Inspire 

- Intrinsically 
motivate 

- Support 

Chapter 9 - Utilize Theory - Empower - Inspire 

Leadership: Community College Transitions - Informed 
through practice 

- Intrinsically 
motivate 

- Innovative - Support 

Chapter 10 - Utilize Theory - Innovative - Support 

Deconstructing Governance and 
Expectations for the Community Colleges 

-

-

Informed 
through practice 

Inspire 

-

-

Empower 

Intrinsically 
motivate 

their approach to the practical application of their book. 
To evaluate each chapter and the questions found at the 
end of each of the selected chapters, we used the follow-
ing matrix to analyze whether the attributes associated 
with transformational leadership were applied. 

The matrix evaluates whether each of the selected 
chapters’ questions bring forth discussion involving the 
seven attributes that are consistently used to describe a 
transformational leader (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Nevarez 
& Wood, 2012; Kuhnert & Lewis, 1987; Kotter, 2007). The 
attributes are: empowers, intrinsically motivates, inspires, 
supports, innovates, utilizes theory and informs through 
practice. We classify each attribute as either primary, sec-
ondary or absent in the discussion questions for each 
chapter. Primary suggests the attribute is one of the pri-
mary focuses of the discussion. Secondary proposes that 

the attribute is secondary in the discussion. And fnally, 
absent indicates the attribute is not visible within the dis-
cussion at all. 

Critical Analysis 
The fndings from the matrix suggest the authors 

of the selected chapters do a thorough job providing 
questions that invoke both the utilization of theory and 
informed through practice attributes. Both attributes of 
a transformational leader were primary focuses of the 
discussion questions in all 4 chapters analyzed. Theory 
being a primary focus in all 4 chapters contributes to the 
book’s structure because the book supports diferentiated 
models of practice throughout. However, being informed 
through practice is not covered signifcantly and there are 
few examples in the chapters we reviewed. We found the 

Journal of Transformative Leadership and Policy Studies - Vol. 4 No. 1, June 2014 48 



 Book Review Understanding Community Colleges 

authors included 6 of the 7 attributes in each chapter’s 
discussion questions as either a primary or secondary fo-
cus. Having included 6 of the 7 attributes ensures emerg-
ing leaders receive some exposure to transformational 
leadership. 

In light of the emerging demand for well-equipped 
educational leaders with a greater understanding of com-
munity colleges, the need to balance the historical and 
theoretical contexts with practical and dynamic applica-
tions of transformational leadership would strengthen the 
book’s intent to “motivate future scholars to continue the 
comprehensive, critical, and empirical study of commu-
nity colleges…” (Meier et al., 2013, p. vii). Specifcally, the 
inclusion of relevant case studies from practitioners such 
as chancellors, presidents, and vice presidents would in-
troduce progressive models and other strategies (See, for 
example, the Transformational Leadership Inventory by 
Nevarez, Wood, & Penrose, 2013). We believe such compo-
nents would enhance the richness of this book. 

Synopsis 
As educational leaders at all levels face unprecedent-

ed institutional issues both internally and externally, a 
greater understanding of U.S. community colleges is es-
sential. Future leaders require a comprehensive review of 
historical and theoretical contexts to support emerging 
issues amongst community colleges. Equally as impor-
tant, the profession of educational administration and 
leadership has become multifaceted and places a heavy 
emphasis on student success. Other issues come into play 
such as politics, community college missions, governance, 
leadership theories/models, and praxis. As stated by Ne-
varez and Wood (2013), given the multiplicity of issues, a 
greater need to develop the analytical thinking and prob-
lem-solving skills of educational leaders is needed. Under-
standing Community Colleges provides this analytical lens. 
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A STEM DOCTORAL FELLOWSHIP REPORT 

Factors Promoting Inclusion and Success for Underrepresented 
High School Students in STEM 
Randy A. Kilmartin, California State University, Sacramento 

Katrina K. Pimentel, California State University, Sacramento 

ABSTRACT 
The focus of this study was to ascertain the best prac-
tices and policies for school leaders in recruiting, sup-
porting, and retaining underrepresented students in Sci-
ence, Technology, Engineering and Mathematic (STEM) 
courses while encouraging STEM related career felds. 
This report synthesizes empirical research at two com-
prehensive high schools in Northern California funded 
through a CSU Doctoral Research Fellowship. The policy 
implications from this study are central to promoting ac-

cess and inclusion in STEM education and future career 
pathways. Schools need to market and advertise their 
STEM programs and begin recruiting within their school, 
particularly at the middle school level. It was clear from 
this research that the initial “curiosity” that is promoted 
by the STEM curriculum needs to be fostered so that stu-
dents continue to be interested in STEM once they get to 
high school. 

Editor’s Note: This research was conducted through a 
California State University (CSU) STEM doctoral research fel-
lowship. STEM, as a paradigm, focuses on the integration of 
the related felds of Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics. 

Meeting the challenges and fulflling the promises of 
integrating STEM programs within diverse student popu-
lations are central to a democratic and equitable soci-
ety in our new marketplace (State of the Union Address, 
2011). The 21st century poses to be the century where 
technology and innovation lie at the fore of transforma-
tional change in a globalized marketplace. Schooling also 
has to embrace this focus. In a clear sense, Science, Tech-
nology, Engineering and Math or STEM has become the 
beacon for this change in educational settings, a change 
that must permeate K-12 and higher education. A corre-
sponding challenge in our urban schools is providing ac-

cess and inclusion to underrepresented students, which 
includes racial and ethnic minorities and women, particu-
larly as it relates to STEM. The factors which correlate to 
degree completion and STEM career success have been 
researched and agreed upon by many in the emerging 
STEM felds. These factors range from what has been called 
instrumental aspects of schooling such as access to tech-
nology and instructional materials to other aspects that 
are known as expressivist and include issues that are more 
pedagogical in nature. As with other aspects of schooling, 
leadership can infuence minority students and women 
in STEM career felds and has yet to be investigated in 
depth to determine best practices and school policies 
that promote access and inclusion. This report synthesizes 
empirical research at two comprehensive high schools in 
Northern California. This report summarizes the factors 
that promote access and inclusion for underrepresented 
students in STEM. 
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A big movement nationwide is to incorporate a 
“Pathway to Engineering” curriculum. This curriculum 
has been piloted and industry supported to be incorpo-
rated into middle and high schools to assist with closing 
the achievement gap for all students, but especially for 
underrepresented students. One such curriculum is the 
coursework entitled “Project Lead the Way” (PLTW). This 
curriculum is the pathway into an engineering paradigm 
shift in schools and provides the experience needed to be 
successful in a college engineering program. By incorpo-
rating relevant project-based, hands-on and communica-
tion strategies from design to implementation of a reso-
lution of a problem for the 21st century worker, students 
enrolled in PLTW “are introduced to the scope, rigor and 
discipline of engineering, technology and biomedical sci-
ences and provided with a foundation and proven path to 
college and career success in STEM-related felds” (Plant-
ing the Seeds for a Diverse US STEM Pipeline, 2010, p. 64). 
PLTW teachers are highly motivated and are mandated to 
seek certifcation and recruit local practicing subject mat-
ter engineers to mentor PLTW students. All PLTW teachers 
receive intense training in their certifcation courses. They 
do every assignment and project that students will be ex-
pected to complete, allowing them to know the curricu-
lum well and eliminate non-critical items if time is a fac-
tor in the school year. PLTW students pursue coursework 
projects from project identifcation through completion 
with justifcation presentation to the industry mentor. In 
addition, this curriculum supports the state’s transition to 
the Common Core State Standards for the oral and written 
communications portion of English Language Arts, the 
Career and Technical Education portion, as well as math 
and science yet to be fnalized in the application of these 
core subjects, and will assist in preparing all students to be 
college and career ready. In turn, the PLTW curriculum can 
assist our state and nation to meet the needs of the global 
economy by flling highly skilled positions with qualifed 
workers. It also supports traditionally underrepresented 
students in STEM and afords them both access and inclu-
sion as they pursue STEM programs at the college level. 

The Nature of the Study 
Given the current economic trends in our globalized 

economy, competition for jobs in STEM felds has intensi-
fed as the global market will fnd those who are already 
trained and available at a cost that makes corporate eco-

nomic sense. STEM has become a hybrid or composite of 
knowledge, skill and disposition that permeates across 
each of the respective felds of math, science, engineer-
ing or technology. This requires a new curriculum that em-
beds these discrete areas of knowledge into a composite. 
As an emerging discipline, STEM is grounded in the tradi-
tional disciplines of science and math and creates a dis-
ciplinary hybrid that caters to the needs of our emerging 
new technologies. 

The focus of this study seeks to ascertain the best 
practices and policies for school leaders in recruiting, 
supporting, and retaining underrepresented students 
in STEM courses while encouraging STEM related career 
felds. Several questions were asked in this study. How 
are districts/schools recruiting, supporting, and retaining 
students who are underrepresented in STEM classes and 
does this make a diference in terms of career choices? 
How does the school leadership view PLTW and what are 
their perspectives on this program as an opportunity for 
their school, staf, community, and most importantly, their 
students who ft the above criteria to assist with narrow-
ing the achievement gap and enter a STEM career feld? 
Lastly, what is the student perspective of the efective-
ness of their recruitment, on-going support, and factors 
which resulted in their persistence and retention in STEM 
while comparing their STEM involvement and metrics to 
the school’s general population for common themes or 
discrepancies? 

Perspectives on STEM 
A brief review of the literature, such as GPA, SAT math 

scores, and a student’s perception of academic abilities, 
provides a framework for understanding student success 
in STEM and related career felds. By understanding the 
challenges and opportunities that afect both access and 
inclusion of students, especially underrepresented stu-
dents, we can infuence public policy and programming 
in order to provide gateways to successful STEM careers 
and the opportunity to contribute to meaningful STEM in-
novations. 

“The United States is losing its competitive edge be-
cause of insufcient investments being made in education 
and research and because only a small number of Ameri-
can citizens are entering STEM felds” (Ehrenberg, 2010, p. 
887), which the “National Science Foundation defnes as 
computer science, mathematics, life sciences, physical sci-
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ences, behavioral and social sciences, and health-related 
felds” (Malcom, 2010, p. 31). Without replenishing this 
workforce, “the U.S. will face a major talent defcit in felds 
typically associated with experimentation and techno-
logical advancement” (Schneider, Judy, & Mazuca, 2012, p. 
62), especially when considering the vast number of cur-
rent STEM workers that will leave the workforce for retire-
ment over the next thirty years. Therefore, “Policymakers, 
industry leaders, and educators must improve the qual-
ity of mathematics, science, and technology education at 
K-12 levels and increase the number of students who are 
interested in STEM felds” (Greene, Destefano, Burgon, & 
Hall, 2006, p. 53). 

The new STEM workforce must be diverse as “Many in-
ventions, breakthroughs, and signifcant leaps in science-
related understanding and applications are less likely to 
happen under conditions of homogeneity of thought and 
perspective” (Greene et al., 2006, p. 53). White and Asian 
males have and continue to dominate the STEM profes-
sions leading to the underrepresentation of women and 
ethnic minorities in STEM (Schneider, Judy, & Mazuca, 
2012). This homogenization has contributed to a lack of 
diverse role models and “diversity in science classrooms 
and laboratories [which] is not only socially unjust but 
also compromises the vitality and creativity of STEM en-
deavors” (Greene et al., 2006, p. 430). In fact, “all racial and 
ethnic minorities combined receive only 28%, 24%, and 
21% of the total number of bachelor’s, master’s, and doc-
toral STEM degrees, respectively, awarded in the United 
States (…); [and] although women occupy almost half the 
jobs in the U.S. economy, they hold less than 25% of STEM 
jobs” (Dailey & Eugene, 2013, p. 683). 

Increasing access and inclusion to these diverse pop-
ulations potentiates a solution to the STEM crisis both 
quantitatively and for the purpose of innovation. “Racial 
and ethnic minorities were responsible for 91.7% of the 
U.S. population growth between 2000 and 2010[...]and 
50.4% of the children born in 2011 were part of a racial 
or ethnic minority” (Dailey & Eugene, 2013, p. 683). This, 
coupled with estimates by the US Census Bureau, which 
projects that by 2023 more than half of all children in the 
United States will be children of color” (Linley & George-
Jackson, 2013, p. 97), is a strong indicator that attracting, 
recruiting and retaining these individuals in STEM felds 
will both replenish and diversify the STEM workforce 
needed for a healthy U.S. economy. 

Recruitment and programming eforts must be delib-
erate if they are to attract, recruit and then support and 
retain underrepresented students in STEM. This mean that 
the exposure to STEM-issues and to diverse STEM role 
models must begin early in K-12 education as “children 
as young as ages six to eight years begin to eliminate ca-
reer choices because they are the wrong gender, [and] by 
early adolescence, students already have strongly defned 
gender-role expectations about work [that is] infuenced 
by parental socioeconomic status, parents’ occupations 
and education levels, and parental expectations” (Tolgia, 
2013, p. 15). Summer programming has been shown to be 
efective in exposing children and adolescents to the sci-
ences as well as in providing mentorship by STEM profes-
sionals. This is extremely important for underrepresented 
students who may not have been aforded the exposure 
to diverse career options and role models as their more 
represented peers; “Seeing and interacting with success-
ful fgures enables adolescents to envision themselves in 
similar roles, thereby strengthening their identities” (Syed, 
Goza, Chemers, & Zurbriggen, 2012, p. 906) as science 
students. High-schools can serve as beacons for attract-
ing and recruiting students to the STEM felds. Providing 
pathways to STEM through course counseling and advis-
ing, college campus visits to help students envision life af-
ter high school, and fnancial aid guidance are extremely 
important for individuals from lower socioeconomic back-
grounds and those who have a lack of insight regarding 
navigation through college systems (Schneider et al., 
2012). 

Academically, to be successful in STEM students must 
be aforded “the exposure to coursework in middle and 
high school that would prepare one for advanced-level 
math and science” (Abdul-Alim, 2010, p. 10). However, un-
derrepresented racial minorities may have “limited expo-
sure to rigorous math and science courses in high school, 
lack of nurtured interest in STEM, and poor performance 
on college entrance and placement exams” (Strayhorn, 
2010, p. 1). These issues of access are extremely important 
as “high school experiences determine students’ academic 
preparation, educational expectations, and career knowl-
edge; all of which are critical for postsecondary success” 
(Schneider et al., 2012, p. 62). For example, “high school 
AP classes and higher SAT scores were found to enhance 
persistence to graduation in STEM feld majors” (Erhen-
berg, 2010, p. 890). To promote access, it is imperative that 
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underrepresented minority students receive academic 
supports such as faculty mentoring and tutoring that will 
increase their efcacy and persistence in STEM courses. 

Students choosing one of the pathways of STEM must 
be supported for their retention and success in the pro-
gram. “The transfer function of community colleges is par-
amount to increasing the representation of women and 
underrepresented racial minorities baccalaureate degrees 
in STEM felds” (Jackson, Starobin, & Laan, 2013, p. 70), as 
“about 50% of college students started their postsecond-
ary education at two-year public institutions” (Jackson, 
Starobin et al., 2013, p. 69). In addition to access, inclu-
sion is extremely important for underrepresented minor-
ity students as they experience unique challenges related 
to familial and cultural responsibilities and expectations 
and often generational diferences which challenge their 
success while pursuing a college degree, in comparison 
to their peers (Reyes, 2011). This means there must be a 
“mutual sense of responsibility and commitment by com-
munity colleges and universities for ensuring the transi-
tion and success of women and ethnic/racial minorities 
in STEM disciplines” (Jackson et al., 2013, p. 74), as many 
of these students experience transfer shock their frst 
year at four-year institutions. Transfer shock is the phe-
nomenon in which underrepresented minorities thrive in 
community college, but experience a drop in academic 
performance in the university environment (Reyes, 2011). 
Reasons for this include feelings of “Isolation, invisibility, 
and the sense of not belonging, along with the academic 
pressures of bigger classes, rigorous requirements, and in-
sufcient attention to individual students [and] often lead 
women and underrepresented minorities to switch out 
of STEM majors or to switch within STEM” (Jackson et al., 
2013, p. 71). Therefore, it is critical that both social and ac-
ademic supports be made available during and following 
the transfer from the community college to the university 
(Hurtado, Newman, Tran, & Chang, 2010). 

“Persistence in STEM education not only requires 
mastering the technical skills needed to be a scientist, but 
also entails a social psychological process by which stu-
dents begin to see science as a salient part of their iden-
tities” (Merolla & Serpe, 2013, p. 580). “Having a strong 
sense of identity as a science student may be particularly 
important for underrepresented minority students given 
the immense barriers they experience pursuing careers 
in STEM” (Syed et al., 2012, p. 906). Enrichment research 

programs (Merolla & Serpe, 2013) and “structured under-
graduate science research opportunities have shown to 
positively impact persistence and identity development 
as a scientifc researcher” (Hurtado et al., 2010, p. 12) as 
they allow students to work on STEM-related issues and 
with STEM peers and faculty. This is important because 
“when students are able to view themselves as a mem-
ber of the STEM enterprise, they are able to commit to the 
challenges and obstacles that are presented as a result of 
their identifcation within the feld” (Jackson et al., 2013, p. 
74). Moreover, research indicates that “a student who par-
ticipated in research during half of his or her undergradu-
ate career is about 171% more likely to attend graduate 
school compared to a student that never participated” 
(Merolla & Serpe, 2013, p. 589). For underrepresented 
minority students, STEM faculty members were found to 
have signifcantly infuenced their persistence in STEM 
and higher education. By “serving as teachers, facilitators, 
coaches, confdants, and mentors who developed a vest-
ed interest in [their] success, cared about his/her develop-
ment as a young, emerging professional, and with whom 
[they] had developed trust” (Strayhorn, 2010, p. 5), they 
were able to develop both the knowledge and an identity 
integral to succeeding in STEM. 

Meeting the academic and social needs of under-
represented students is crucial if access and inclusion, 
and their ultimate success in STEM felds, are to become 
actualized. “At both precollege and postsecondary levels, 
much efort is needed to create and implement power-
ful STEM curricula, prepare and support highly qualifed 
teachers, deliver efective instruction, and give diverse 
groups of students rigorous and engaging STEM educa-
tional experiences throughout their school years” (Greene 
et al., 2006, p. 54). This however necessitates the need for 
the professional development of STEM faculty to ensure 
that STEM students receive equitable and diversity sensi-
tive instruction and support. “No assumptions about the 
multicultural competency of faculty should be made. All 
faculty need to be provided with resources and support 
on issues of diversity and diference” (Linley & George-
Jackson, 2013, p. 101) in order to better support all STEM 
students, but especially those traditionally underrepre-
sented. This is vitally important as “teacher behavior and 
attitudes can provide the greatest infuence on their stu-
dent’s success in achieving equity in the educational and 
occupational spheres” (Tolgia, 2013, p. 17) of STEM. 
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Table 1 
Informal Interview Responses for STEM 

Note. The table data summarizes fnding out about STEM and subsequent choosing, recruiting, and retention. 

Categories Find Choose Recruiting Retain 

Teacher 12 2 7 3 

Friend 1 3 3 1 

Parent 5 2 5 6 

Counselor 0 0 0 0 

Other 2 
Building/robotics/enjoy 
it/family are engineers 

13 
4 Career and interest 

12 

Scope of the Study and Approach 
This study focused on two high schools in two North-

ern California cities. As such, this was a comparative study 
to ascertain how two distinct schools promote inclusion 
and success for underrepresented students in STEM. Spe-
cifcally, the focus will be on understanding leadership 
perspectives, perceptions, recruitment practices, support, 
and retention of underrepresented students in their STEM 
programs. For the purposes of this paper, the frst school 
will be referred to as Access High School and the second 
school will be Central High. Although Access and Central 
High are located in Northern California, they are actu-
ally located in two separate geographical regions. Access 
High is in its second year of implementation and can be 
considered a start up program and uses a STEM curricu-
lum developed by a mechanical engineer for his students. 
In turn, Central High uses a Project Lead The Way (PLTW) 
curriculum. This allows for an interesting comparison as it 
juxtaposes curricular diferences on the implementation 
of STEM. “PLTW is the nation’s leading provider of rigorous 
STEM education programs. The nonproft organization 
partners with middle schools and high schools to prepare 
students to become the most innovative and productive 
in the world (Planting the Seeds for a Diverse US STEM 
Pipeline, 2010, p. 64). ““PLTW is a rigorous four-year pro-
gram of honors-level math and science, plus engineering, 
culminating in at least pre-calculus and advanced science 
classes, along with an intensive, hands-on collaborative 
engineering project” (Cech, 2008, p. 39). The hands-on, 

project-based program engages students by showing 
them how what they are learning in mathematics and sci-
ence applies to the real world” (Planting the Seeds for a 
Diverse US STEM Pipeline, 2010, p. 64). Students in PLTW 
programs outperform non-PLTW students and are ef-
fectively closing the achievement gap, thereby making 
high school graduates college and career ready (PLTW 
Fact Sheet, 2010). Both the Mechanical Engineering and 
PLTW teachers play a signifcant role in student success by 
working closely with students to provide academic sup-
port and exceptional mentoring (Planting the Seeds for a 
Diverse U.S. STEM Pipeline, 2010, p. 64). 

The research strategy for this analysis is both explor-
atory and explanatory using a qualitative method ap-
proach. This strategy investigates the structure and es-
sence of experiences of PLTW school leaders and teachers, 
and the experiences of underrepresented students while 
in the STEM, PLTW curriculum. The value of this qualita-
tive approach will be enhanced by persistent observation 
spread over two schools and triangulated with the com-
mon themes emerging from the data. To increase valid-
ity and reliability parameters, quantitative measures in a 
broad sense will be used. Three sources of qualitative data 
will be used. A standardized, open-ended interview tech-
nique will be used to reduce researcher bias and increase 
reliability. The second qualitative source of data will be a 
student questionnaire. This questionnaire will ask STEM 
related questions regarding their recruitment, support, 
and retention in their STEM/PLTW curriculum. The third 
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Table 2 
Student Indicators of English, Writing and Math Support for STEM Classes 

Note. Gender requests for math support are about the same percentages as math is seen as “gateway” into retaining students in 
STEM curriculum and future careers. 

Status 

No 

English Spt 

Freq % 

16 84.2 

Writing Spt 

Freq % 

13 68.4 

Math Spt 

Freq % 

11 57.9 

Female 
Freq. 

3 

Gender: Math Support 

Male % Freq 

50 8 

% 

61.5 

Yes 3 15.8 6 31.6 8 42.1 3 50 5 38.5 

method will utilize participant observation by maintain-
ing a journal to record refections throughout the study. 
These feld notes were both descriptive and interpretive. 

Understanding the Data 
The analysis of this data was conducted by triangu-

lating between a series of interviews, a questionnaire and 
feld observations at each of the two schools. First, data 
analysis was conducted by carefully evaluating all of the 
qualitative data collected from the three sources of data. 
A linear descriptive summary of the data will be provided 
followed by a synthesis that addresses how this research 
informs access to STEM for underrepresented minorities. 
The frst phase of analysis consists of defning variables in 
the student data and will be analyzed using the Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences, version 22 (IBM Corpora-
tion, 2013). It will generate frequency tables to assist in 
determining student perspectives regarding their recruit-
ment, support, and retention in the STEM related pro-
grams. The nature of the analysis will be both descriptive 
and inductive. 

The participants of this study attended one of two 
schools sites. Access High had 15 students participate 
while Central High had 4 participants. All together there 
were 13 male participants and 6 female participants in 
this study. A summary of the participants is provided in 
Table 1. This summary lists how students became aware 
of the program as well as their recruitment and retention 
into this curriculum. From the beginning of this project it 
was evident that the major factor afecting recruitment 
was teacher contact with individual students. Choosing 
to enter a STEM program seems to revolve around their 

interests, wanting to build, enjoying the robotics aspect of 
the curriculum, and their wanting to become engineers in 
the future. Recruiting students into the STEM program is 
infuenced by teachers and parents while retention in the 
program is a career or natural interest which parents play 
a signifcant role in as well. 

Policy Recommendations that Promote Access to 
STEM 

Policymakers, industry leaders, and educators should 
take notice of this study’s results.  

The signifcance of the fndings can assist in advocat-
ing for equity and inclusion of all STEM students, but es-
pecially for the underrepresented. Society and its future 
economic base and stability depend on replenishing and 
diversifying a strong STEM workforce. Future jobs and be-
coming economically viable while in a global market can 
provide opportunities for underrepresented groups to 
excel and thrive here and abroad, thereby redressing dis-
parities and social injustice. Therefore, the commitment 
by key stakeholders to both providing access and inclu-
sion of these students will narrow the achievement gap 
and encourage others to do the same if it is presented as 
another viable opportunity available to all groups. 

The potential to improve practice is also a key aspect 
of the study. As our graduation rate is 70% nationwide, it 
seems to reason we need to look at current practices of 
“teaching to the test”, lectures, and overall lack of building 
student engagement, and a student’s prior knowledge. 
This study’s fndings could lead to some insight on how 
PLTW curriculum could assist all teachers with key strate-
gies for increasing student achievement. As a result, con-
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tinued replication and use of the new strategies could re-
sult in key policy changes that could further narrow the 
achievement gap of future generations. PLTW embraces 
the funds of knowledge students possess with family and 
life experiences, combined with past and current course-
work, and provide the foundation for the opportunities to 
solve proposed coursework problems thereby increasing 
understanding and applicability of STEM issues. In addi-
tion, PLTW’s distributed learning opportunities for both 
teacher and student provide exponential growth as stu-
dents work as a team to solve complex problems while 
the teacher is a “guide by the side”. 

Teachers have a signifcant role in informing districts 
on the classes a school ofers and is where school districts 
and schools need to direct their energies to begin mar-
keting their programs. Students overwhelmingly choose 
to enter STEM curricula because they have the “need to 
build” or “Bob the Builder” mentality. They enjoy this as-
pect of STEM immensely. The robotics club or robotics 
embedded curriculum is the carrot to bring students in 
to further investigate the possibilities. As expected, teach-
ers and parents play a critical role in recruiting students 
into STEM curricula for a possible STEM career in the fu-
ture. They have the most direct infuence over the student 
while at school or while at home. Lastly, students stay in 
the program because it is a future career choice and an 
interest they want to pursue. Parental infuence is still a 
strong motivator in encouraging their student to stay in 
the program as well. 

Recruitment eforts must be deliberate if they are 
to attract students and increase the number of STEM in-
terested students. A somewhat surprising fnd was that 
friends and counselors have little to no infuence on STEM 
recruitment, support, or retention. Peer pressure and pro-
gram knowledge aside, this fnding contradicts what one 
would expect in friends and signifes that the counselor’s 
knowledge of programs are not being sought out or are 
ignored. Friends do play a small role however, and the re-
searcher suspects with more subjects and the completion 
of the student questionnaire results, there might be some 
hope yet for these two viable options in the future to in-
crease our underrepresented student populations into a 
future STEM career. The more visible the STEM programs 
are, the more attractive and popular as a career they will 
become. Consequently, schools need to advertise or mar-
ket them more to get the word out about the innovations, 

career options and pathways to STEM. Opportunities for 
educating students and parents and creating excitement 
about the STEM felds include open houses, back to school 
events, and robotic events and competitions. There is 
nothing like being able to advertise and market your own 
program by observing the students involvement within 
the program and the activities they do. 

Academic supports are integral to student’s success 
in STEM. Writing and math were subjects that the partici-
pants responded they sought extra assistance with. Con-
versely, there were no requests for reading or science sup-
port as indicated on a survey. The sample size (n = 19) was 
small, but it seems a reasonable response overall. In order 
to enter and perform in a STEM program, one needs to 
have the ability to read and have science analysis skills to 
maintain their ability to work within cooperative groups 
and perform tasks asked of them. This will be especially 
true as California transitions into the Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS). The integrative testing module using 
the Smarter Balanced question database will require solv-
ing problems asked using the assimilation of all core sub-
jects and prior knowledge attained in and out of school. 
This will be a transition from the state standardized mul-
tiple choice exams measuring test taking strategies to us-
ing actual core subjects for solving real world problems 
with a project based mentality. 

This project-based approach was observed in the  
feld notes during two observations at each school. During 
each visit the class was provided instructions on what was 
to be done and within their assigned groups were asked 
to work on the assignment at their pace with a due date 
set ahead of time. All students were participating at difer-
ent levels and within their assignments. They needed to 
know key mathematical equations and scientifc theories 
and perform calculations in order for their project to be 
operational. In addition, the ability for students to com-
municate orally and in written format was a defnite ad-
vantage. This will also be helpful to them in the future as 
21st century employers prefer team collaboration, com-
munication skills, critical thinking, and a can-do attitude. 

Conclusion 
The policy implications from this study are central to 

promoting access and inclusion in STEM education and 
future career pathways. Schools need to market and ad-
vertise their STEM programs and begin recruiting within 
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their school, particularly at the middle school level. It was 
clear from this research to the initial “curiosity” that is pro-
moted by the STEM curriculum needs to be fostered so 
that students continue to be interested in STEM once they 
get to high school. Recruitment eforts must ensure that 
STEM programs are made visible to all students. Outreach 
opportunities can and should be encouraged with news-
letters, back to school nights, open houses, parent teacher 
associations, school web sites, schools’ Facebook pages 
and any other avenue. It is important to continue encour-
aging teachers, parents, and students to ask questions 
and provide them with information on the STEM curricu-
lum ofered at school. This also needs to be done more ef-
fectively on the part of high school counselors. They need 
to be knowledgeable about both STEM curriculum and 
know their students well to determine if STEM is a good 
ft for the student.  

Academic programming must be made available to 
support STEM students. Tutoring support in the areas of 
math, writing, and English, are extremely important if un-
derrepresented students’ retention and success in STEM 
classes is to occur. Lastly, schools need to recruit under-
represented minority students and provide incentives to 
explore the pathways to STEM in their program oferings. 
These actions have the potential of infuencing a student’s 
future career pathways in STEM and for resolving the dis-
parity related to the STEM felds critical for US competi-
tiveness in our new global economy. As seen in the litera-
ture review, there is no defnitive research in a leadership 
defned role in the recruitment, support, or retention of 
underrepresented students in STEM coursework or career 
felds in their own perspective and school practices. This 
study identifed some practices and policy changes need-
ed to increase underrepresented minorities in STEM. Pro-
moting inclusion for those underrepresented is an issue of 
equity and social justice that schooling and programming 
must address along the K-16 continuum. 
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