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As you sign into the session today, we’d like for you to complete a reflective response to 
the question below. When responding, consider this: 

Agility is the ability to adapt quickly and easily, in response to internal or external changes. 

How ”agile” was your school’s response to COVID-19?

A. We slowly responded to the crisis, and we did not truly launch e-learning.

B. We responded quickly, and we did launched e-learning that met the needs of some students.

C. We responded quickly, and we had e-learning in place that allowed for some differentiation 
and personalization.

D. We responded quickly, and we continued to adapt e-learning plans to differentiate and 
personalize learning. 
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How agile was your school’s response to COVID-19?

We slowly responded 
to the crisis, and we 
did not truly launch 
e-learning.
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We quickly 
responded to the 
crisis, and we did not 
truly launch e-
learning.

We responded 
quickly, and we did e-
learning that was the 
same for all students 
(without 
differentiation or 
personalization).

We responded 
quickly, and we did e-
learning that could 
be tailored to 
different student 
needs (with 
differentiation or 
personalization).

What’s 
happening 

here? 
What is the 

principal doing?
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Schools exhibiting strong culture, higher levels of collaboration, and strong sense of 
community tend to retain staff and be higher performing. 

What we know from research is that school culture, staff collaboration and staff sense of community makes a 
difference when attempting to retain staff and rapidly improve student performance.  

• Strong school culture is positively associated with high student academic performance and with academically 
improving schools.

• Strong school culture is associated with high teacher retention.
• Strong school culture and teacher collaboration is positively associated with school change. 
• Effective principal leadership that focuses instruction and talent management is associated with stronger school 

cultures.
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Schools exhibiting strong culture, higher levels of collaboration, and strong sense of 
community tend to retain staff and be higher performing. 

In research, school culture has different definitions and is 
measured by different survey items. Meta-analyses of school 
culture studies identified some common features:

• Trust in colleagues and school administrators
• Physical and emotional safety
• Staff engagement together in solving problems
• Mutual accountability and support
• Autonomy to innovate
• Common sense of school mission
• Time to teach and to learn  

CapacitiesRoutines

Students

School 
leadersTeachers

Relationships

Supports

Structures
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Schools exhibiting strong culture, higher levels of collaboration, and strong sense of 
community tend to retain staff and be higher performing. 

In research, school culture has different definitions and is 
measured by different survey items. Meta-analyses of school 
culture studies identified some common features:

• Trust in colleagues and school administrators
• Staff engagement together in solving problems
• Mutual accountability and support
• Physical and emotional safety
• Autonomy to innovate
• Common sense of school mission
• Time to teach and to learn  

During school closures, traditions, practices and policies have 
been interrupted. How can principals restart school culture to 
improve differentiation and personalization for students during 
these uncertain times? 

CapacitiesRoutines Structures

Students

School 
LeadersTeachers

Relationships

Supports



A M E R I C A N  I N S T I T U T E S  F O R  R E S E A R C H ®  |  A I R . O R G 7

Resetting school culture and collaboration: Structural supports now and for the future

Some national organizations and school districts are creating functional teams within schools to personalize and 
differentiate learning through the period of COVID-19. The functional teams are either being created or an existing team is 
addressing the content. 

School leadership team

Personalized, 
differentiated 

student support 
for academic, 

social and 
emotional 

development

Health and 
safety

Teaching and 
learning

Social and 
emotional 
health

Family and 
community 

relations

Previous research on what school principals can do 
to distribute leadership effectively in teams suggests:

• Clarify team responsibilities and responsibilities 
to collaborate

• Set a simple goal focused on equity and 
improvement

• Put the right people in place
• Trust teams to struggle and innovate
• Supply the right information and other resources 
• Over-communicate
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Resetting school culture and collaboration: Structural supports now and for the future
Team Needs Supports

Structures Capacities Routines

School leadership • What’s our school culture like now? 
• What do students needs and what are 

our priorities?

• What supports and information 
will be coordinated among 
teams?

• How can we balance change?
• How can we set priorities to 

equitably meet student needs?

• How can we collaborate and 
coordinate work across the school?

Health and safety • What assets are in place? 
• How well is our school operationally 

prepared? 

• What health screening measures 
should be in place?

• What do we need to know in order 
to respond? Who needs to know it?

• What decision rules prompt our 
response?

• How can we provide a coordinated 
response to preserve safety and 
security?

Teaching and learning • How well did we meet students’ 
instructional needs and what do 
students need now? 

• Who participated regularly and 
advanced, who did not, and why?

• What are scope and sequence 
expectations now?

• What’s the oversight and 
accountability for learning?

• How can online learning capacity 
expand?

• What professional learning do 
teachers need to support and 
expand online learning?

• What talent do we need to provide 
student services now?

• How can grade-level and content 
teams continue to meet together?

• How should learning be 
coordinated, personalized among 
teachers?

• How can we support collaboration?

Social and emotional 
health

• How well are we prepared to support 
students and educator in the long 
term?

• Who will work with students and 
staff to address needs?

• What tiered mental health supports 
need to be in place to restart 
schools?

• What routine can we establish to 
celebrate our accomplishments?

• How can we respectfully support 
educators who struggle with stress?

Family and community • What communications must we 
prepare to provide?

• Who did we reach and not reach, and 
why?

• Who will communicate with 
families and community 
organizations? 

• What diverse “channels” are 
available to listen and speak with 
families?

• How should we respectfully and 
thoughtfully communicate with 
families?

• What partnerships can we leverage 
to support communication?

• How can we increased transparency 
and trust with families and 
communities?

• How can we integrate health and 
education services for the benefit of 
communities?
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Questions for small group discussion

• What has helped you to maintain a positive school culture during school closures?
• What functional groups do you have in place and which ones might be developed to support school restart? 

• Think about…. 
• School leadership 
• Health and safety 
• Teaching and learning 
• Social and emotional health 
• Family and community

• How will the teams’ work be coordinated to support problem-solving in the school?
• How can the teams’ work help to restart school culture?

Resetting school culture and collaboration: Structural supports now and for the future
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Culture and Collaboration 

CapacitiesRoutines

Students

School 
leadersTeachers

Relationships

Supports

Structures

Schools exhibiting strong culture, higher levels 
of collaboration, and strong sense of 
community tend to retain staff and be higher 
performing. 

11
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Collaboration Continuum 
The Coherence Lab Fellowship’s Collaboration Continuum is intended to help 
leaders intentional choices about working relationships within their teams and 
across their organization. 

12
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Compete 

RoutinesCapacities 

Characteristics of the teams that 
compete include: 
• May view their initiatives as distinct 

and/or conflicting
• Low levels of trust 
• Guard information and resources 
• Adept at micro-politics and 

workarounds 
• Do not have regular ways to 

exchange information or work 
together 

• Information moves through 
traditional, hierarchical routines and 
relationships 

13
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Co-exist 

Capacities Routines

Characteristics of teams that co-exist 
include: 
• Operate as independent silos 
• Team members are expected to 

“stay in their lanes” 
• Little expectation to build trust 

and partnership 
• Do not seize opportunities to 

build mutually beneficial 
relationships 

• Decision-making routines vary 
based on leadership styles 

• Information is easily shared 
throughout the department but 
not across departments 

14
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Communicate 

Capacities Routines

Characteristics of teams that 
compete include: 
• Consistently and regularly exchange 

information for mutual benefit 
• High level of motivation to work 

together, though may not regularly 
share resources or work together 

• Transparently provides information 
but does not have clear expectations 
on how the information is used 

• Planning processes may not fully 
explore the capacity needed to for 
coordination and collaboration 

15
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Coordinate 

Capacities Routines

Characteristics of teams that 
coordinate include: 
• May operate in silos but there are 

standing or ad hoc cross-functional 
group efforts to work together

• Efforts to coordinate may depend 
on individuals rather than systematic 
implementation

• Provides access to shared resources 
and information along with 
structural incentives to work 
together 

• Decisions made by leaders are 
transparently shared with staff 

• Shared information is processed and 
is used to make modifications during 
planning processes 

16
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Collaborate 
Routines

Capacities 

Characteristics of teams that 
collaborate include: 
• Cross-functional efforts maximize 

the opportunity for impact 
• Identifies critical interdependencies 

between priorities and initiatives 
• Leaders have shared ownership of 

risks, rewards and responsibilities for 
collaboration  

• Clear decision-making processes and 
routines for collaboration 

• Commitment to continuous 
improvement

• Shared moments of learning and 
reflection 

17
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Culture and Collaboration 
• Want to help someone? Shut up and listen?-Ernesto Sirolli, 

TedxEQChChc

• Empathy Interviews, 
Coherence Lab 
Fellowship 

18

https://www.ted.com/talks/ernesto_sirolli_want_to_help_someone_shut_up_and_listen/transcript?language=en
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Example from practice: Leading data conversations

CapacitiesRoutines

Students

School 
leadersTeachers

Relationships

Supports

Structures

19

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OdG7_ggEBlk

Leading teams with data protocols: 
Capital City Public Charter School

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OdG7_ggEBlk
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Example from practice: Leading data conversations

20

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OdG7_ggEBlk

Leading teams with data protocols: 
Capital City Public Charter School

Routines:    Leading data protocols
Principal and teacher-leader roles
Information sharing/working together

Capacities:  Data sharing
Technology
Teacher training
Trust 
Shared vision and ownership

Structures: Common meeting time
Instructional leadership team

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OdG7_ggEBlk
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Discussion 

21

• As you reflect on the example, what would have to shift in 
hybrid/remote environment and what could stay the same? 
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Resetting school culture and collaboration: Structural supports now and for the future
Resources

American Association of School Administrators (2020). Resolution in support of a safe, healthy, and district-specific reopening process 
informed by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention guidelines. Washington, DC: Author. Accessed: http://aasacentral.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/05/ AASA-Resolution-in-Support-of-a-Safe-Healthy-and-District-Specific-Reopening-Process.pdf 

American Federation of Teachers (2020). A plan to safely reopen America’s schools and communities. Washington, DC: Author. Accessed: 
https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/covid19_reopen-americaschools.pdf 

American Institutes for Research (2020). Educator resilience and trauma-informed self-care: Self-assessment and planning tool. Washington, 
D.C.: Author. Accessed: https://gtlcenter.org/sites/default/files/Educator-Resilience-Trauma-Informed-Self-Care-Self-Assessment.pdf

American Institutes for Research (2020). Educator context and stress continuum. Washington, D.C.: Author. Accessed: 
https://gtlcenter.org/sites/default/files/Stress_Spectrum.pdf

Consortium for Educational Change (CEC) Virtual National Labor-Management Collaboration Symposium, June 29th-July 1st, 2020. For more 
information and to register visit www.cecweb.org. 

Council of Chief State School Officers (2020). Restart & recovery framework. Washington, DC: Author. Accessed: 
https://ccsso.org/sites/default/files/2020-04/CCSSO%20COVID19%20Strategic%20Report%20 final.pdf

Council of Chief State School Officers COVID-19 resources: https://ccsso.org/coronavirus 

https://gtlcenter.org/sites/default/files/Educator-Resilience-Trauma-Informed-Self-Care-Self-Assessment.pdf
https://gtlcenter.org/sites/default/files/Stress_Spectrum.pdf
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Resetting school culture and collaboration: Structural supports now and for the future
Resources

Council of Great City Schools (2020). Ensuring a data-driven approach to reopening schools after COVID-19: Recommendations for research and assessment. Washington, D.C.: 
Author. Accessed: https://www.cgcs.org/cms/lib/DC00001581/Centricity/Domain/313/Data-Driven%20Approach%20to%20Reopening%20Schools.pdf

Council of Great City Schools (2020). Addressing mental health and social-emotional wellness in the COVID-19 crisis. Washington, D.C.: Author. Accessed: 
https://www.cgcs.org/cms/lib/DC00001581/Centricity/Domain/313/CGCS_SocialEmot_Resources.pdf

Council of Great City Schools (2020). Operational issues in the reopening of schools during the COVID-19 crisis. Washington, D.C.: Author. Accessed: 
https://www.cgcs.org/cms/lib/DC00001581/Centricity/Domain/313/Operations%20Report%20Final.pdf

National Association of Elementary School Principals Coronavirus Resources: https://www.naesp.org/ content/coronavirus-resources.

National Education Association (2020). Collaborating in a crisis: Ensuring educator voice when it matters most. Washington, DC: Author. Accessed: 
http://myschoolmyvoice.nea.org/collaborating-forstudent-success/get-the-collaborating-in-a-crisis-guidebook/

Tennessee Department of Education (2020). Reopening schools: Sample social distancing and field operations procedures. Nashville: Author. Accessed: 
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/health-&-safety/Reopening%20Procedures.pdf

Tennessee Department of Education (2020). School reopening toolkit: School improvement. Nashville: Author. Accessed: 
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/health-&-safety/School%20Improvement.pdf

Tennessee Department of Education (2020). School reopening toolkit: Physical health. Nashville: Author. Accessed: https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/health-&-
safety/Physical%20Health.pdf

U.S. Department of Education (2020). Education school climate survey. Washington, D.C.: Author. Accessed: https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/survey/us-department-
education-school-climate-survey-edscls

https://www.cgcs.org/cms/lib/DC00001581/Centricity/Domain/313/Data-Driven%20Approach%20to%20Reopening%20Schools.pdf
https://www.cgcs.org/cms/lib/DC00001581/Centricity/Domain/313/CGCS_SocialEmot_Resources.pdf
https://www.cgcs.org/cms/lib/DC00001581/Centricity/Domain/313/Operations%20Report%20Final.pdf
http://myschoolmyvoice.nea.org/collaborating-forstudent-success/get-the-collaborating-in-a-crisis-guidebook/
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/health-&-safety/Reopening%20Procedures.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/health-&-safety/School%20Improvement.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/health-&-safety/Physical%20Health.pdf
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/survey/us-department-education-school-climate-survey-edscls
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