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Immediate Impact
Make an

on Your School:

Three Things to

STOP
DOING TODAY

Over the last five years, schools have been smothered with initiatives, mandates, and new programs 
thrown at school leaders, teachers, and schools. Many of these initiatives were developed based 
on research, good intentions, and strategy, but they have left many educators feeling like they’re 

drinking water from a fire hose—with little time to catch a breath. From my own educational background, 
research, and current position working with schools across the country, I often worry about the feasibility 
or even practicality of schools being able to leverage time, talent, and resources to implement all or any of 
these new reforms. 

School leaders must learn how to filter external influences, prioritize initiatives, eliminate distractions, and 
maintain an internal laser-like focus on student learning. There comes a time when leaders must spend as much 
time deciding what things to stop doing as they do coming up with new ideas. In fact, a new idea would be to 
systematically review what practices, strategies, or initiatives are expending valuable resources of time, energy, and money which have little or 
no impact on student learning. As Jim Collins suggests in his book Good to Great (2002), leaders should start with a “not-to-do” list. 

From conversations with successful school leaders in Ohio and across the country that have stayed ahead of the curve and maintained an envi-
ronment of student success, this is what we have learned: Many high-performing buildings and districts have the discipline to stop doing things 
they have always done—especially if there is little proof or correlation that the practice aligned with their building/district goals or contributed 
to desired student outcomes. John Hattie (2009) calls this practice of “knowing thy impact” an important strategy in high-performing schools. 
The purpose of this article is to explore three things you can stop doing today that will provide the focus and time to ensure student learning 
remains the priority in your district. 
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Stop Doing: Collecting Lesson Plans 
Schools get stuck in their journey of moving from good to great 
because they have a difficult time shifting their culture and conver-
sations from a focus on teaching to a focus on student learning. In 
buildings that struggle or fail to make the jump to high performing, 
you hear conversations around pacing guides as “racing guides” or 
“I already taught that” or “I have no time to cover the entire curric-
ulum.” First, let me share that pacing guides are an important plan-
ning tool for creating common or short-cycle assessments. However, 
many schools unintentionally allow these guides to pressure teach-
ers to relentlessly cover the entire curriculum, regardless of whether 
students are learning the material or not. Pacing guides should be a 
tool to plan for when assessments will occur and even have built-in 
time for reteaching after students are assessed for “learning.” Teach-
ers should not feel pressure from themselves or school leaders to race 
through their pacing guides without any regard to whether students 
are mastering material or not. 

To move a culture from focusing on teaching to one that focuses on 
student learning, principals could start collecting assessments from 
their teachers weekly (or twice per month). Developing and turning 
in daily lesson plans is much more stressful and time consuming for 
teachers and does not ensure that students mastered any material. 
Instead of collecting lesson plans, school leaders could have teach-
ers create assessments before teaching a unit of study collaboratively 
with other teachers of the same subject or department. The practice 
of developing assessments before designing lessons will have a higher 
impact of ensuring that an aligned curriculum and essential stan-
dards will be covered in the classroom than creating the lessons be-
fore the assessment. What teacher would create an assessment and 
not cover the material that would ensure students’ success?

After assessing students for learning, school leaders should have 
teachers record on the front, right-hand corner of each assessment 
the number and percentage of students who scored an 85 percent or 
higher. While most teachers consider 80 percent proficient, we have 
learned that proficient is not college or career ready. An 85-percent 
standard is more rigorous and is a very good standard to establish 
mastery. More importantly, on the back of every assessment or at-
tached sheet, the teacher should write the names of each student who 
did not get an 85 percent or higher. This philosophy of “name them 
and claim them” increases the responsibility for the teacher and prin-
cipal to know the names of students who need additional reteaching 
and support, instead of just a number or percentage of students who 
need intervention. If a teacher did not give any assessments during 
the week, that teacher is probably still using some level of formative 
assessments. The teacher should still turn in a list with names of stu-
dents who are not mastering material that week. This allows the prin-
cipal and teacher to evolve in becoming a learning leader. Time spent 
focusing on monitoring student learning is time better spent than 
monitoring teachers’ lesson plans and is a higher leverage strategy for 
accelerating student learning.

This approach will also encourage and support teachers to devel-
op common or short-cycle assessments that can be collaboratively 
scored or reviewed as a team to identify students who need addition-
al support or even stretched. Odden and Archibald (2009) discov-
ered that nearly every school that doubled its performance data had 
implemented common or short-cycle assessments. Common themes 
from the Ohio Department of Education’s (ODE) Promising Prac-
tices Regional Workshops, featuring some of the highest perform-

ing districts and buildings across the state, were the use of common 
assessments and teachers analyzing student learning collaborative-
ly. In addition, schools must have a system in place to respond to 
students who are not mastering material. It cannot be left up to the 
classroom teacher alone to respond to struggling students. Many 
high-performing schools have daily intervention/enrichment (I&E) 
or no-new-instruction (NNI) periods built into their daily sched-
ules. During team meetings, teachers make decisions about where 
students may be assigned during this period so intervention is always 
timely (students who need additional support are identified quickly), 
directive (students are assigned to intervention based on need), and 
systematic (school-wide response instead of the individual teacher). 
Schools cannot wait until the grading period to learn which students 
are struggling or need additional support. To ensure that the entire 
building is aware of struggling students at all times, a strategy as easy 
as collecting frequent assessments from teachers can help increase 
the likelihood of all students having success. 

Stop Doing: Enabling Teachers to Work in Isolation
When all professionals are required to come out of isolation and 
work on teams, the impossible is possible. Twenty-three heart sur-
geons from Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont demonstrated the 
success of teamwork when they agreed to observe each other regu-
larly during operations and to share best practices. They collaborat-
ed and observed each other during a nine-month period. Two years 
later, the death rate of their patients fell by an astonishing 25 percent. 
Their success was attributed to the emphasis on promoting teamwork 
and communication, rather than working in isolation. All doctors 
brought about major changes in their professional and organizational 
practices, according to Bob Garmston and Bruce Wellman in their 
2009 book, The Adaptive School: A Sourcebook for Developing Collab-
orative Groups. Many high-performing districts have discovered the 
importance of creating and developing teacher-based teams, build-
ing leadership teams, and a district leadership team, all of which are 
components of the Ohio Improvement Process.

Principals still need to develop their skills to provide feedback and 
coaching to individual teachers. But why not increase all of your 
teams’ effectiveness by spending more time with groups of teach-
ers to review data, have conversations about student learning and 
lessons, and share teaching and intervention strategies? Fullan and 
Hargreaves (2012) put a greater emphases on “social capital” (teams) 
over “human capital” (individuals). In fact, human capital can be de-
veloped through social capital.  

A strategy could be that the principal does classroom observations 
with all of the grade-level teachers during one week. The following 
week the principal meets with the entire team and explores the types 
of feedback and questions he or she observed. Was a majority of the 
feedback at the task, process, or self-regulation level? Were teachers 
asking deep or surface-level questions? If trust is established, the 
principal might even capture a few minutes of video of each class 
and do a lesson study. By taking the time to develop group norms, 
facilitate collaborative meetings, and learn with a team, the principal 
communicates the importance of team work. The principal should 
prioritize these types of meetings in their weekly schedule. In fact, 
depending on the negotiated contract and teachers observed, the 
principal could substitute four individual meetings with each teacher 
for one meeting with all four teachers.

continued on the next page...
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High-performing teams are “multipliers” in a school building. 
Teams can take on challenges and initiatives, test hypotheses, sup-
port struggling teachers, and help the principal become more effec-
tive. 

Stop Doing: Building Your Schedule Around 
Beans, Balls, and Busses
Rick DuFour once joked in a presentation that when Moses came 
down from Mount Sinai, he had a tablet with eleven command-
ments. The eleventh commandment was: “thou shall not mess with 
the school schedule.” For years, principals have built building sched-
ules around lunch, athletics, and transportation. Recently, while 
facilitating a leadership academy in Mississippi, I asked the partic-
ipants, “If I were to look at your school schedule, would I be able 
to identify your priorities?” Not one of the thirty school leaders in 
attendance answered yes. 

Your building schedule should clearly communicate your priorities 
to students, parents, and especially staff.  Every year, educators ex-
press that there is not enough time in the day. However, building 
leaders decide through scheduling how that time is being used. 

What are your building’s priorities, goals, and values?

•	 Improve math and reading scores and growth
•	 Offer students course work that prepares them for suc-

cess in high-growth industries
•	 Make time to address social/emotional growth through 

an advocacy or advisory program or even health and 
wellness activities

•	 Provide more opportunities for extracurricular activities 
or internship or apprenticeship programs

•	 Structure interventions critical for students who need 
additional support

•	 Encourage more students to enroll in rigorous courses/
programs (e.g., Advanced Placement, dual enrollment, 
International Baccalaureate) and provide the structure 
and support necessary for students to be successful

•	 Make available daily collaboration and planning time for 
teachers

•	 Provide job-embedded professional learning time for 
staff

•	 Implement an inclusion model for students with disabilities

No matter your priorities, goals, and values, your school schedule 
should clearly reflect them. Most school schedules can support four 
to five goals. It is also important to build the schedule through a 
collaborative process. It’s not enough to just have more time. It’s im-
portant to focus on making better use of time. 

Some schools have developed schedules to meet the priorities, goals, 
and values above by doing as follows:

•	 Increasing instructional class time for core classes like 
math and/or reading

•	 Using blended or online learning to free up time in the 
schedule

•	 Combining classes like math and science or reading and 
math

•	 Moving courses to another grade level or offering courses 
before or after school or in the summer

•	 Scheduling all students’ elective courses during the same 
time to create collaboration time for staff

Regardless of your building’s goals, high-performing buildings al-
ways have additional time built into the schedule for 1) intervening 
with struggling students, and 2) opportunities for teachers to collab-
orate purposely. This was also reinforced during ODE’s Promising 
Practices Workshops as every building and district had created addi-
tional time in their schedules to support student learning. 

In Summary 
Schools can be improved by stopping what we have traditionally 
done and by focusing on high-impact strategies or practices that 
may even take less time, talent, and resources. The challenge is not in 
adopting new practices, but by abandoning old practices. 
 
To create a high-performing school, stop doing three things now: 

1. Stop collecting lesson plans.
2. Stop allowing teachers to work in isolation.
3. Stop allowing schedules to own you.

By focusing our time and practices on higher-impact strategies and 
abandoning practices that have little impact on student learning, 
school leaders and teachers may find they have more time on their 
hands than ever before imagined. 
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