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In keeping with the theme of our Fall Institute, this year’s 
newsletters will focus on the 3 R’s.  This late summer issue 

focuses on RELATIONSHIPS. 

Effective Instruction Really 
Matters – Let’s Begin With 

Relationships 
Message from our Co-Presidents  

Dr. Ann Appolloni and Dr. Marcy Hessinger 

As we begin a new school year, we are reminded of new beginnings and a fresh start 
for our students.  The promise of things to come has us reflecting on what really 
matters.  Most of the respected research is consistent on one key school improvement 
issue: effective instruction really matters.  It is the most important element in the 
classroom.  Our fall Institute speaker, Dr. Willard Daggett, promotes that effective 
instruction is further enhanced when rigor, relevance and relationships are present.  
Dr. Daggett's philosophy of education is centered upon these three basic principles. 
When students find their studies relevant, teachers can increase the rigor to meet the 
needs of students. Relationships among all stakeholders in a school system (i.e. 
students, staff, teachers, administrators, parents, etc.) make a school system stronger 
and provide the opportunity to improve achievement.  Our newsletters this year will 
focus on each of these three basic principles and we will begin with the focus of this 
newsletter on relationships.  

Bill Daggett states that, “Relevance makes rigor possible.  The problem is that what is 
relevant to one child is not relevant to the next child, which is why the third R -- 
which is relationships -- is so important. Educators need to know why their students 
are struggling.  What conditions are causing that? In order to do that, they need to 
change how they teach.  It's important for educators to know their students. 
Educators need to know what is interesting to them, whether it is football, baseball or 
the arts.  Those are the ways to engage students.” 

As educators we must find ways to deliver instruction around the area of each 
student’s interest.  What we teach doesn’t have to change but how we teach should be 
focused on the interest and skills of each individual student.  Successful educators 
focus on student interests, learning styles, and aptitudes – not just the standards and 
content we are responsible for.  

Ann Appolloni, Ed.D. and Marcy Hessinger, Ed.D. 
Co-Presidents, Learning Forward Pennsylvania 

www.learningforwardpa.org 
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Dr. Willard Daggett Presents “Rigor, Relevance and 
Relationships” on October 22, 2015 

By Dr. Kate Kieres, Assistant Superintendent, Pallisades School District and  
Mrs. Cathy Keegan, Superintendent, Milton School District 

Learning Forward PA Institute Chairs and Co-Presidents Elect 

 On Thursday, October 22, the annual Learning Forward PA Fall Institute will be held at the Holiday Inn, Grantville 
(Harrisburg-Hershey), from 8:30 AM – 3:00 PM.  Entitled “Rigor, Relevance and Relationships,” educators from across the 
Commonwealth will gather to work with Dr. Willard Daggett.  Dr. Daggett is the Founder and Chairman of the International 
Center for Leadership in Education, and recognized worldwide for his proven ability to move pre K-12 education systems 
toward more rigorous and relevant skills and knowledge for all students.  For 25 years, he has crisscrossed our nation, as well as 
the industrialized world, to lead school reform efforts to effectively prepare 
students for their future. 

While an avid supporter of public education, Dr. Daggett also challenges all of us 
to be more focused on our children’s future than on maintaining the schools of our 
own youth.  His insights and leadership have caused nearly every major education 
association in the country, hundreds of school districts, numerous political and 
business leaders, publishers, and others to seek out his advice and guidance. 

Before founding and now serving as Chairman of the International Center for 
Leadership in Education, Dr. Daggett was a teacher, school administrator, and a 
director with the New York State Education Department.    

He is the creator of the Rigor/Relevance Framework®, which has recently become 
the cornerstone of much of the nation’s school reform efforts.  Dr. Daggett is the 
author of numerous books, textbooks, research reports, and journal articles about 
learning and education.  Both Temple University and the State University of New 
York at Albany have recognized Dr. Daggett as a distinguished alumnus. 

Dr. Daggett has a special commitment to individuals with disabilities.  He and his wife, Bonnie, volunteer their time and lend 
their support to Wildwood Programs in upstate New York.  Wildwood serves the needs of people of all ages who, like their 
daughter Audrey, have neurological impairments/learning disabilities or autism, by enabling them to become the best that they 
can be.  

Educators attending the Institute will have formal and informal opportunities throughout the day to network with fellow 
educators from across the Commonwealth – a hallmark of all Learning Forward PA’s professional learning events.  

If you have not already registered for the Institute, space is limited, and the Institute is rapidly approaching! The registration fee 
of $160 includes the conference fee, continental breakfast, lunch, and annual LFPA membership.  Further details about the 
October Institute, including additional registration information and special overnight accommodation rates for a limited number 
of remaining rooms at the hotel, are posted at www.learningforwardpa.org 
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Relationships: What Have We Learned in Ten Years? 
By Frances A. Miller, Ed.D, Learning Forward Board Member 

 
“We have met the enemy and he is us.”  

During the 2005-06 school year, a colleague of mine 
mumbled this quote under his breath and it caught my 
attention. It’s from the Walt Kelly comic strip, Pogo. 
To this day, it has had an impact on me. My colleague 
was prompted to say this quote while we were 
participating in a graduate class. As school leaders, we 
were discussing the most recent research studies 
regarding relationships within school systems and how 
those relationships influenced a culture of 
improvement.  

The research affirmed what many of us were already 
experiencing; as school leaders, we observed that our 
teachers appeared to be comfortable with collaboration, 
however, that comfort existed only if the collaboration 
focused on surface level conversations.  We believed, 
our teachers possessed a fear of challenging their 
colleagues’ deeply held beliefs; this existed in most, if 
not all of our various educational settings.  

As we reflected upon the research, we realized this; we 
were doing ourselves a disfavor.  Given both the 
content and the configurations we were offering our 
teachers (large group workshops), we weren’t building 
relationships between ourselves as leaders, and our 
staff, or between teachers and their colleagues, and until 
that happened, we might as well be satisfied with the 
status quo.  

The research stated that creating healthy relationships 
were key in building a school’s culture and, without a 
strong culture, improvement efforts would not succeed. 
Teachers needed to feel valued as individuals, and the 
leader needed to foster respect for the teams the teachers 
belonged to.  If the teachers felt valued and respected as 
individuals, as well as the teams in which they found 
their identity, then trust would begin to build.  This 
level of trust would provide a basis for improvement 
efforts to flourish. Then, collaborative conversations 
could occur. (Barth, 2006, Woods, 2002) 

Now that we are in the 2015-16 school year, what have 
we learned in the past ten years about relationships and 
collaboration, and the effect both have on school 
improvement efforts? Are we offering professional 
learning that teaches and promotes collaboration and 
collegial conversations? Do teachers feel valued, 
respected and trusted as a result? Surely, after ten years, 

we should have learned something from these research 
studies? More importantly, are we still our own enemy? 

The answers do challenge our current mindset. The New 
Teacher Project (TNTP) recently published a report 
entitled, The Mirage (2015). This report focused on three 
issues in three large school districts and one charter 
network. Of the issues that were studied, several questions 
within the study focused on teacher performance as related 
to their professional learning.  

Both studies tell us that if we continue to view professional 
learning as we have been, we are going to continue to 
receive the same results.  Issues surrounding relationships, 
professional learning, trust and value rise to the top.  As we 
view the relationship between teachers and their leaders, 
communication seems to be the largest hurdle we have yet 
to conquer.  Teachers report they are unclear as to what it is 
they truly need to do to improve their practice as an 
educator.  As a result, it was difficult to identify the type of 
professional learning needed. This lack of clarity erodes 
trust in the professional learning and/or evaluation system. 
Unfortunately, teachers often see the evaluator and the 
evaluation system as a coordinated relationship (Gordon, 
2013; TNTP, 2015).  

Teachers’ relationships with their supervisor or principal 
truly matter.  Teachers ranked last out of the 14 occupations 
who were surveyed in the Work Environment Index when 
asked if their “supervisor always creates an environment 
that is trusting and open” and “my opinions seem to 
count.”  Shared decision-making and collaboration are now 
an expectation as opposed to an option when teachers view 
the role of a principal. Yet, regarding job satisfaction, 
teachers ranked eighth (Gordon, 2013; NAESSP, 2013).  

As I read this research, I feel a sense of conviction. 
Something needs to be done! We can’t continue to be our 
own enemy!  Here’s what we can do as recommended by 
the research: 

 1. Establish clarity: Engage each teacher in a dialogue 
regarding his or her learning needs.  Keep the conversation 
supportive, yet honest.  Leave with a professional learning 
plan that is measurable, purposeful and one you both 
understand.  
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Continued from page 3...Relationships: What 
Have We Learned in Ten Years? 

 2. Show up:  Demonstrate you care.  Support the 
teachers as individuals and as a group.  Recognize them - 
individually, collectively, verbally, in writing, privately, 
publically, and creatively.  Find a way to share your 
heart with them. 

 3. Listen: Sometimes we learn this the hard way.  Let 
your silence do the talking; lean in and really listen to 
what the other person is saying.  

 4. Search for the conditions and the professional learning 
opportunities that will work for each teacher or teacher 
team and then, seize them!  It is time we begin to break 
that glass ceiling we seem to have that confines our 
professional learning.  

As you work to redefine your vision of professional 
learning and renew the relationships you have with those 
with whom you work, I challenge you to embrace these 
four recommendations.  My hope is that not only will 
you experience a breakthrough in your school’s culture 
but also you will see a measurable improvement 
elsewhere.  

References: 
Barth, R. (2006) Improving relationships within the schoolhouse. 
Education Leadership 63 (4) 8-13. Retrieved from 
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educationalleadership/mar06/vol6
3/num06/Improving-Relationships-Within-the-Schoolhouse.aspx 

Gordon, G. (2013) Principal talent as seen through teachers’ eyes. 
Retrieved from http://www.gallup.com/services/178514/state-
american-workplace.aspx 

Mizell, H. (2014). Three ways to build trust for professional learning. 
Learning Forward, Join the Conversation. Retrieved from 
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/learning_forwards_pd_watch/2014/
05/3_ways_to_build_trust_in_professional_learning.html 

NAESP  (2013). Leadership Matters: What the research says about the 
importance of principal leadership.  Retrieved from 
http://www.naesp.org/sites/default/files/LeadershipMatters.pdf 

Woods, D. (2002). Moving forward: From where you are to school 
improvement that lasts. Portland, OR: Northwest Regional Educational 
Laboratory.  

It’s All About Relationships 
By Dr. Joseph McFarland, Superintendent, Derry 

Township School District 

 
Just as a solid foundation in a house is essential to 
building a solid structure that will withstand the test of 
time and elements, so to is a solid foundation of 
relationship critical in developing a culture of trust, 
commitment to purpose and creation of a healthy 
environment for student learning within education.  
When two or more individuals or groups commit to a 
common goal and develop a relationship with one 
another, this foundation is established and it is built on 
solid ground.  Then, when the “storms” come, and they 
will come, the work can continue because the 
foundation is solid and will not allow the “house” to be 
destroyed.   

We all know that in education there are many “storms” 
that occur each year.  Whether that is from outside 
factors such as new state/federal mandates, or 
initiatives from within an organization, these storms 
can derail a system if strong, trusting, ethical 
relationships have not been built.   

As a district, we have worked to establish this culture of 
strong relationships over the past two years.  We have 
created structures that foster open dialogue and 
communication.  From the superintendent and district 
office level, we have established an open-door policy 
that communicates a message of transparency and 
desire for dialogue.  Through regular meetings with our 
Associations and community we have increased the 
frequency of communication and relationship 
development that has truly enhanced the culture and 
created an environment that ultimately benefits our 
students.  We have established an “Adopt-a-Board 
Member” program that affords Board members an 
opportunity to get to know the staff and administration 
at their assigned school through participation in special 
events, visits and inclusion in the school family.  None 
of these activities or approaches would be successful if 
the foundation of trusting relationships had not been 
established.  With the foundation of relationship 
focused on the goal, all things are possible; without this 
foundation, the organization is like the house built upon 
the shifting sand.  When the “storms” come rolling in, 
the “house” will not survive, the culture will be caustic 
and distrustful and ultimately the students will suffer.  
Our children are our future and their well-being is too 
precious to not put priority on developing healthy 
relationships with all constituents.  It truly is all about 
relationships! 
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Dr. Willard Daggett uses the terms “rigor, relevance, and 
relationships” to improve achievement outcomes for 
students in schools, and these words have become part of our 
shared educational vocabulary. In 2012 he described their 
reciprocal relationship in an interview in an Education Week 
blog with Peter DeWitt.  Dr. Daggett advises that educators 
explore why students are struggling and to get to know their 
students more deeply.  Educators need to know what 
interests students and tap into those interests to engage them. 

In our world of high-stakes testing and college and career 
readiness (which are not always complimentary), Dr. 
Daggett’s advice is timely and sensible.  When teachers 
engage students by learning about their interests, they also 
join those students on their career journeys moving from 
stages of fantasy, interest, capacity, and, eventually on to the 
tentative, crystallization, and specification stages of 
education and career maturity (Super, 1975). 

While the term “rigor” dominated everyone’s focus in the 
midst of the adoption of the PA Core, the Warrior Run 
School District, a small, rural community in central PA, also 
rediscovered “relevance and relationships” while 
researching, planning, and writing our 339 School 
Counseling Plan.  This return to the personal side of student 
achievement came in the form of “spark,” a term coined by 
the late Dr. Peter Benson of the SEARCH Institute of 
Minneapolis.  Spark is loosely defined on the Search 
Institute website as “those activities and interests that truly 
engage kids to be their best.” In his TEDx talk from 2011, 
Dr. Benson explains that students need 3 things to set them 
on a path to, what he calls “thriving.” They first need to 
identify their interests and talents, or sparks; then they need 
mentors to confirm these sparks; and lastly, they need 
experiences and opportunities in the school and community 
to help them develop their sparks.  

Not only are these three “thriving” conditions aligned to the 
attainment of career maturity, but as Dr. Daggett points out, 
there is no better place than the classroom for students to 
find mentors (or “spark champions”) to learn about and 
encourage their sparks. This sets students and teachers on a 
course of thriving, and fosters an environment where 
learning has the potential to be more rigorous and relevant.  

With this in mind, the Warrior Run School District 
counselors and teachers set on a course to explicitly teach 
the meaning of a spark to elementary students and to 
encourage the identification of their early sparks and 
establish their “spark champions.” These early sparks 
become part of students’ career portfolios that travel with 

them. Throughout their school career we continue to 
explore these flexible sparks with our students as they 
move out of the fantasy stage, to sparks that more directly 
impact their learning (relevance) and potential career 
pathways (college and career readiness).  Additionally, 
counselors are beginning to aggregate spark data to 
compare student sparks with our curricular and extra-
curricular offerings, ensuring opportunities to develop a 
variety of interests and skills.  As students enter middle 
school and high school, their sparks are related to their 
results on John Holland’s Personality Type Inventory 
(realistic, investigative, artistic, social, enterprising, and 
conventional), which also links to career clusters as they 
mature (Holland, 1959).  This purposeful plan to promote 
self-discovery and realization from an early age helps to 
build confidence and ultimately serves to better prepare 
them to make smart post-secondary decisions.  

While spark information is invaluable to our students’ 
college and career preparation, it is also essential to the 
relationship-building efforts of classroom teachers who 
seek to prepare rigorous and relevant standard-aligned 
lessons.  Although Dr. Daggett’s work does not refer to 
student thriving, and Dr. Benson’s research never 
mentions rigor, both acknowledge that the key to 
achieving student success in life and in the classroom is 
relationships.  Find their sparks and you will light their 
fires!  

References:  
Benson, Peter. (2011, April 22). How Youth Thrive. Retrieved 
from https://youtu.be/TqzUHcW58Us 

Dewitt, P. (2012, January 4). Rigor, Relevance, & Relationships: 
An Interview with Bill Daggett. Retrieved August 4, 2015.  

Holland, John L. Journal of Counseling Psychology, Vol 6(1), 
1959, 35-45. 

Super, D. (1975). Career Education and Career Guidance for the 
Life Span and for Life Roles. Journal of Career Development, 
27-42. 

www.search-institute.org. (n.d.). Retrieved August 4, 2015. 
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Igniting Sparks in Students 
By Bernadette Ulrich Boerckel, Director of Curriculum and Instruction, Warrior Run School District 
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Reflecting on this quote from Dr. Willard Daggett sent me on a quick trip into my past through my teaching memories.    
“Until you have a relationship with kids, you can’t tell what’s relevant for them, and it is relevance that makes rigor possible.”  
--Willard Daggett.  Here is a story of something I learned a long time ago. 

Jason walked through the front door of the school, clinging to his mother and refusing to look at me, or anyone for that 
matter.  His anxiety was communicated through noises and squeals and his mother’s hand turned white from his finger’s 
death grip.   How could I, a young teacher with little experience, reach a child who did not look at me, who engaged in hand 
flapping and made noises peppered with very little intelligible speech?   This happened over thirty years ago, when the 
diagnosis of autism was not on anyone’s radar.  Students like Jason were considered and labeled mentally retarded, and 
placed in special education classrooms with little interaction with their same age peers.   

Once I began to understand his world, his behavior began to change.  Gradually, he let me in with a sideways glance or by 
using a tangible signal we established to initiate contact.   I learned that he needed routine and repetition, and that his lack of 
emotion should be interpreted differently than it would be with other people.    A relationship developed—but one that did not 
resemble typical norms.  The most important piece to that relationship, and my understanding, is that it allowed me to teach.    
Student achievement increased—and I began to become an effective facilitator of learning.   Thanks Jason! 

I wanted to teach language—but putting that aside and building our relationship first allowed me to get to written and spoken 
language.   I found that written communication supported his oral communication.  I learned about what special visual link 
he might need to help a concept make sense to him and eventually stick.   Now that I had relationship and rapport, I could 
insert the rigor.   

I needed Jason.   I needed to learn to establish rapport, facilitate trust and set boundaries for students while communicating 
caring.  I needed to develop relationships with students first, before I could help them grow and gain the relevant skills they 
would need to find success in the workplace and in daily life.  I needed to learn and grow as much as, perhaps more than they 
did.   And most importantly, I needed to get over myself, my curriculum, my need for order and control, and see the world, 
the school, through the eyes of a child. 

Talk to any adult about their school experiences and you will not hear stories about content and curriculum.  You will hear 
stories about relationships and feelings.   People will first remember how you made them feel---then they will buy what you 
are selling.  Keeping that in the forefront supports our work in putting forward the complex skills needed for success in our 
rapidly changing and shrinking world.   As an educator with 33 years of work experiences, I now have the pleasure of 
thoughtful reflection on my time with Jason as well as many other students, each with their own needs, talents and 
personalities.     As Dr. Daggett notes, Jason needed that relationship to trust that he was being taught things that relate to his 
world beyond school.   I needed the relationship to learn what skills he would need to know in that world.   

Fitting Connections 
By Melissa Flynn, Educational Consultant, Appalachia Intermediate Unit 

Four Ways to Develop Relationships 
By Lynn Fuini-Hetten, Assistant Superintendent, Salisbury Township School District 

 I hope you are as excited as I am that Bill Daggett will be speaking at the 2015 Learning Forward PA Fall Institute!   In 
an interview with Education Week, Bill Daggett said, “I created the term rigor and relevance. Relevance makes rigor 
possible.  The problem is that what is relevant to one child is not relevant to the next child, which is why the third R -- 
which is relationships -- is so important.”  As a teacher for fifteen years, an instructional coach, an instructional support 
teacher, a central office administrator, and now assistant superintendent, my colleagues have often heard me say how 
much I value relationships.  In any organization when we have strong relationships, we can fail together, learn 
together, and succeed together!  Here are 4 ways to develop relationships with your stakeholders (students, teachers, 
parents, leaders, staff members, or board members)! 
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Be visible!  Whether you are a classroom teacher, a building leader, or a district leader, you need to be visible and engage with 
your team members.  Greet students at the door, walk through your building and wish everyone a good morning, attend 
evening concerts or activities, or wave good bye to students as they get on the bus at the end of the day.  Stop in a colleague’s 
office with a cup of coffee and ask about his/her weekend.  When people talk, be present and listen. Avoid the temptation of 
email or text messages for those moments when you are engaging.  Engage with your learners regularly, whether they are 
teachers in a professional development session or students in a classroom. 

 
Provide stakeholders with a voice!  We need to find the relevance for our stakeholders.  Are your stakeholders comfortable 
sharing concerns and successes?  Have you provided them with a forum to do so?  As a principal, do you have an informal 
coffee morning where teachers can drop by for a few minutes?  As a classroom teacher, do you have a venue for students to 
share notes/suggestions/concerns with you?  Do you ask students to complete learning interest inventories or multiple 
intelligence inventories so you understand their interests and how they learn?  Our district’s Superintendent and I have created 

informal communication opportunities for diverse stakeholders.  We make ourselves available for optional teacher 
conversations, student advisory groups, and Community Coffee and Conversation sessions. Create your own venues and really 
seek to understand.   Social media is another venue for communication and sharing. Consider using Facebook or Twitter to 
communicate with stakeholders.  Check out how Salisbury Township used  #stsdlearns to engage stakeholders by sharing 
photos of daily classroom activities.   
 

Build Trust!  Whether you are creating an assessment for students or responding to a parent concern about a bus stop, do what 
you say you will do.  Be honest and fair.  Think about decisions you are making and how they will affect all stakeholders 
positively and/or negatively.  Maintain confidentiality as appropriate, but know when to share information.  Take the time to 
provide honest, positive and constructive feedback professionally; conversely accept feedback.   Ask for help when you need it. 
When you make a mistake, acknowledge it and say, “I’m sorry.”  Learning from mistakes is as important as celebrating 
successes; people will respect your honesty.  Another critical component of communication and developing trust is ensuring 
your body language sends the same message as your voice.  If you are busy on email instead of looking at your 
colleagues/students, you are sending a contradictory message.   When your students or teachers come to you for assistance, be 
consistent in your interactions.  Your stakeholders will know what to expect from you, and you will build more trust. 
 

Recognize and reward successes. Set expectations, support your team members (or students) as they strive for them, and hold 
them accountable.  As a classroom teacher, I learned to provide appropriate positive reinforcement for my students.  If you have 
read any of Carol Dweck’s work on growth mindset, you will understand that we also need to celebrate effort (and failures.)  As 
a leader, celebrate the “messy” lesson your teacher just took a risk on, a successful professional development session, a teacher 
and/or student’s inquiry, an effective presentation at a board meeting, creative brainstorming session, etc. Jot hand-written 
notes, snap a photo and pair it with a positive caption on Facebook/Twitter, create a blog post or newsletter article highlighting 
the success and/or risk, or just stop by with some positive words.   Create a staff member or student “difference-maker of the 
week” so everyone can see and learn about each other’s successes.  Find opportunities to recognize and reward successes of 
your stakeholders. 
 
As you develop strong relationships, you will be able to cultivate the culture you desire in your classroom, school or district.  
Your first step may be to conduct a climate survey.  How effective is your culture?  Are there high expectations for students, 
parents, teachers and leaders?  A strong climate with high expectations will help develop rigor and relevance for your staff and 
students.  To learn more about building culture, listen to a podcast recorded by my colleague Randy Ziegenfuss and me located 
at www.tltalkradio.org in our TLTalkRadio podcast – Episode 14 – 4 Strategies to Build Culture.  I hope you will listen and 
share a comment about how you develop relationships and build a positive culture in your district. 

Continued from Page 6…. Four Ways to Develop Relationships 


