
 
The teacher was skeptical about 
SMART goals.  She had been through 
planning and goal-setting before.  She 
expected SMART goals to be another 
addition to her workload that would 
offer little or nothing to improve what 
she cared about most, her instruction 
and her students’ learning. 
 Her middle school set a 
schoolwide SMART goal of reaching 
85% proficiency on the statewide 
math assessment by 2008.  Then, the 
7th grade math teachers set their own 
grade-level SMART goal.  She re-
spected her colleagues and she hon-
estly evaluated her teaching to deter-
mine what she could do to help the 
team achieve its goal. 
 To be faithful to the SMART 
goals process, the team had agreed to 
do several benchmark assessments 
before the statewide assessment.  
She knew that if too few of her stu-
dents were proficient on those assess-
ments, she would need to reteach. 
 And that’s when it all began to 
make sense to her.  She discovered 
that her focus on a few key objectives 
meant that her students understood 
concepts more quickly.  So, instead of 
dwelling on some concepts for days or 
even weeks, she could move on.  That 
meant her students were learning 
more efficiently and she was able to 
move more quickly through the cur-
riculum. 
  

 
 Although she had been worried that 
SMART goals would consume more of her 
time, she discovered that using SMART 
goals actually created more time for her. 
 This teacher’s discovery should not 
be surprising.  Businesses have long used 
SMART goals as a way to cut through the 
morass of conflicting priorities and focus 
their energies on goals that would make a 
difference to their work.  Although SMART 
goals did not seep into the education lexi-
con until the 1990’s, the power that they 
bring to school improvement work is the 
same.  SMART goals can focus a school’s 
or district’s work and determine whether 
the work is making a difference. 
 Anne Conzemius, who has been 
working for more than 10 years with 
schools and districts to set SMART goals, 
said goals that schools set for themselves 
are more empowering for administrators 
and teachers than goals that are set for 
schools by external forces.  “Mandates just 
don’t carry the same life with them.  When 
teachers engage with their grade-level col-
leagues or other teachers in their buildings 
to create meaningful goals, that makes a 
difference,” said Conzemius, who with co-
author Jan O’Neill wrote The Power of 
SMART Goals (Solution Tree, 2006).  
They are founders of Quality Leadership 
by Design, an educational consulting firm 
in Madison, Wis. 
 “One reason a lot of goals were 
never useful is because they didn’t satu-
rate into the classroom.  For goals to make  
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 a difference to teachers, teachers have to 
be engaged in the process of developing the goal 
so they own the goal.  That means teachers have 
to look at the data and design a goal that makes 
sense to them.  The goal becomes power4ful 
when teachers use it to inform their practice,” she 
said.  
 
CHALLENGES OF SETTING SMART GOALS 
 For a long time, Conzemius and O’Neill 
had to work to sell schools and districts on the 
idea that setting goals was an essential part of the 
improvement process.  That’s no longer neces-
sary, they said.  Schools and districts get that part 
of the message. 
 The problem now is not that districts lack 
goals.  “It’s that they want a goal for everything,” 
Conzemius said. 
 O’Neilll agrees.  “We walked into one dis-
trict where there were literally hundreds of goals.  
One school might have several dozen goals.  
When you have that many goals, nothing is guid-
ing your improvement work,” she said. 
 “In a lot of places, the strategic part gets 
lost but the true power of SMART goals is in that 
first criteria.  It’s the strategic nature of SMART 
goals that results in breakthrough improvement.  
When goals are strategic, they’re focused on one 
or two academic breakthrough areas,” O’Neill 
said. 
 “It’s almost impossible to make significant 
improvement if you’re trying to focus on multiple 
goals,” O’Neilll said.  “You will be doing a lot of 
data gathering on key measures, studying new 
instructional strategies, assessing student pro-
gress on closing gaps in all areas if you focus on 
deeply improving just one area.” 
 The pair also have learned that goal set-
ting needs to start at the top of the organization.  
That means that the superintendents and their 
cabinets should be involved in the process.  “If 
there is little coherence in the system overall, it’s 
almost impossible for a school to be successful 
because they need the support of curriculum, 
technology, and professional development to 
achieve their goals.  At the system level, the su-

perintendent and others need to model and communi-
cate the importance of strategic  goals and priorities,” 
Conzemius said.   
 Once district goals are in place, schools can 
write goals to complement those district goals.  Then 
grade-level or content-area teams can align their 
goals to support the school goals.  The classroom 
teacher can write his or her SMART goals to blend 
with the grade-level or content-area goals.  When that 
happens, Conzemius and O’Neill said systems start to 
make real progress. 
 
Taken from Tools for Schools, an NSDC publication, No-
vember/December, 2007 
 
 
The Center for Excellence’s High Performing Teams note-
book has more SMART goal information.  For more infor-
mation call 989-774-7678 or visit our website and go to the 
HPT notebooks button. 
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The staff of the  
Center for Excellence would like 
to take this opportunity to wish  
all of you the best of Holidays 

and a  
wonderful New Year! 

 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Our Kids Deserve Both! 

  
 Recently a colleague said to me, “With 
all the cyber-bullying and hateful behaviors 
aimed at and taking place between and among 
students, we really shouldn’t be teaching math, 
language arts, social studies, and science.  We 
need to teach kids how to be good, kind, caring 
people.”  I disagree, I think we need both! I 
believe that our students deserve nothing less 
than educators who help them become caring, 
productive members of their world AND edu-
cators who intentionally teach students critical 
thinking skills, the ability to problem solve, 
and foster thinking capable of developing crea-
tive solutions to real-life issues. 
 Sadly, the internet highway has quickly 
become littered with thousands of ways to in-
flict poisonous, hateful pain on others.  And as 
Howard Johnston frequently reminds us, edu-
cators need to be in the business of creating 
good kids, good people.  Our classrooms and 
schools need to be places where students re-
ceive care, respect, and support to become car-
ing adults.  Schools must be places that do not 
tolerate hateful actions for ANY subgroups.  
For if we raise brilliant citizens who are able to 
simply find new ways to poison society and 
the world that we live in with painful word and 

actions, then we will have failed and the results 
will be catastrophic.  Sadly, some of history’s most 
brilliant leaders have been some of the world’s 
most wretched, cruel individuals.  Individuals with-
out a moral or social conscious; people who have 
been hurt and respond by hurting others. 
 I am convinced that if we could provide lov-
ing, caring, kindness to every child, young adoles-
cent, and teen in the world, we would, in fact, 
change the course of history.  There is no substitute 
for instilling “goodness” in the lives of the 21st 
century’s young people. 
 AND, producing a generation of caring, lov-
ing, kind citizens is not enough!  Our world is 
filled with difficult, pressing economic, social, and 
environmental problems that demand that the pre-
sent generation of students be able to think crea-
tively, globally, and critically in order to solve dif-
ficult, pressing issues that threaten our very exis-
tence.  Poorly educated, kind, caring adults will not 
be able to develop new ways to treat disease, un-
derstand complex international issues, or solve en-
vironmental problems plaguing the world. 
 NCLB, with all of its flaws, has forced edu-
cators to find ways to help ALL students learn at 
high levels…..that is because adults recognize that 
learning is crucial to our world….to our future.  To 
fail to teach basic thinking skills in all areas, is to 
fail to respond to our charge as educators AND it is 
a virtual sentence of doom for the next generation 
of adults. 
 We absolutely need both caring, nurturing 
schools that help student learn to be “good” people 
AND who are well-educated and capable of think-
ing critically.  That’s why we need Rigor, Rele-
vance, and Relationship.  That’s why we must have 
schools that create a culture of care and have aca-
demic excellence.  Our students deserve nothing 
less than BOTH!!! 

Pat’s Perspective…..Pat Benson, Director, Center for Excellence in Education 
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work: 
• Allow time for reflection and debriefing.  Allow 
enough time at each meeting for thoughtful consideration, 
but not too much time to discuss sub-issues.  Put discussion 
items that emerge on the next meeting’s agenda.  Debrief-
ing is for group reflection, not action. 
• Consider introverted and extroverted personalities.  
Some team members will prefer individual reflection and 
others will prefer group debriefing; encourage both.  Three 
common individual reflection or team debriefing questions 
use shapes to launch each team member’s thinking: What 
“Squares” with my thinking? What’s still rolling around 
(circle) in my mind?  What do we need to change (triangle 
for delta)? 
• Don’t avoid tough issues.  If team members only focus 
the debriefing on the niceties, they are not engaged in hard 
work and do not have a trusting climate.  If tough issues 
emerge, focus on the issue and not the persons involved.  
Paraphrase and ask clarifying questions to get to the es-
sence of the concern.  Encourage a balance of problem 
identifying and the problem solving by putting the issue on 
the next meeting’s agenda for resolution.  Emphasize learn-
ing together, even through failures, mistakes, and miscom-
munication.  Be an example—inside and outside of the 
meeting—of listening, learning, and leading through con-
flict. 
 
 Team learning occurs through selecting the right 
teambuilding activities and then reflecting and debriefing 
on each.  Yet effective teambuilding alone is no replace-
ment for the goal and actions of the team in changing 
school and classroom practices.  By incorporating the role 
of facilitator alongside their roles as leaders and managers, 
principals can help teams achieve goals and accomplish 
more on behalf of improving student learning. 

 
Adapted from The Learning Principal, October 2006 

Leadership Lifeline…. 
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Principals as Facilitators 
 Developing a small group of people into a lean, 
mean, decision-making team is neither easy nor quick.  
Random acts of teambuilding have served principals well 
as “climate changers” – icebreakers and warm-ups for 
3:35 faculty meetings.  What you may need, though, is 
long-term climate change—a figurative global warm-
ing—to move from random acts to habitual actions of 
teambuilding. Transforming a team to take on the respon-
sibility and accountability for improving the school re-
quires a principal who can lead teams that can eventually 
lead themselves.  
 
The Principal as a Facilitator  
 

Principals who elect to transform a team and em-
power it to make decisions are facilitators who help the 
team achieve results.  In working with a team as a facili-
tator, you move out of the “deciding and doing” role to 
helping the team decide, take action, and evaluate results. 
 Richard Weaver and John Farrell (1997) describe 
how leaders handle multiple roles of leader, manger, and 
facilitator.  “If the task is setting direction for a group—
helping group members see the bigger picture—then the 
leader role is best,” they state.  “If the task is setting lim-
its on the work, delegating or defining deadlines, then the 
manager role should be the choice.  If the task is more 
complex, requiring the assistance of a number of other 
people to complete, then the facilitator role is best.  As a 
practical guideline, for a given work session or meeting, 
one primary role should be used.”  
 Facilitators help teams achieve their goals and 
accomplish their tasks.  They clarify the team’s purpose, 
provide resources for the work at hand, and laud the 
team’s accomplishments along the way. 
  
Reflections Skills  
 

Another key to teambuilding is to reflect individually 
and debrief collectively regarding each teambuilding 
strategy.  Reflection and team debriefing builds the ca-
pacity for organizational learning, a concept paramount 
to school improvement.  As you facilitate the team’s 



Last month in this column, the Center for Excellence 
shared the “What, How, and Why” of some of the 
strategies that we frequently used during our seminars 
and professional development sessions.  Because we 
often receive requests for descriptions of these power-
ful instructional and management strategies, this month 
we are including three more strategies.  We hope you 
will find these useful with both adults and students. 
 
Attention First 
Educational researchers report that the average class-
room teacher can lose up to twenty days each 
year….just getting students’ attention and redirecting 
their focus as they transition from one activity to the 
next.  The good news, however, is that teachers can 
recapture eighteen of those lost days through the con-
sistent use of an attention first signal. 
The Center generally uses a “hand-up” signal and asks 
that when adults or students see the teacher or facilita-
tor’s hand go up that they put their hand in the air and 
finish their sentence, and not start a new paragraph.  
The key to the success of this strategy is the CONSIS-
TENT use of whatever attention first strategy that you 
use.  It is important to wait patiently until everyone has 
stopped talking….it will speed up over time!  So, if you 
feel that you are losing too much valuable time on task, 
give the attention first strategy a try. 
 
Minute Fingers 
Ever have students working in cooperative groups and 
need to know how much time each team needs to finish 
their work?  Minute Fingers is a great strategy to pro-
vide the teacher with feedback to guide his/her decision 
about moving forward with the lesson.  It works this 
way…. The teacher asks each group to come to consen-
sus about how much time they need to complete their 
work….The key is to give the groups parameters about 
how much time they may request.  For example they 
may signal with a closed fist indicating that they do not 
need more time; with an index finger raised if they 
need one more minute; or  two fingers for two more 
minutes.  Always give groups a maximum number of 
minutes that they can request.   

Once each group has raised their hands indicating the num-
ber of minutes they need, the teacher or facilitator calls out 
each, saying “I see one minute; I see zero minutes; I see 
two minutes; I see one minutes, etc.  So, we are going to 
take 1 minute 15 seconds more to complete your work.  It is 
important to call out the “minute fingers” because it allows 
everyone in the room to gage how every group may be at a 
different place in the work.  The strategy also allows teach-
ers/facilitators to honor the need for more time to complete 
quality work. 
 
 
Corners 
Corners is a Classbuilder strategy according to Kagan, and 
classbuilders are a way to get the entire group to stand, 
move around, and engage with others throughout the room.  
The Center often uses Corners as an “opener” or at the be-
ginning of a session.  Corners involve posting different 
words, pictures, quotes, or statements, etc. on large pieces 
of paper around the room.  Each individual is then asked to 
choose one that appeals to them and one about which they 
wish to have a conversation.  For example, a teacher might 
post statements about different aspects of a country (such as 
economic system, government, physical features, and cul-
tural traditions) and ask participants to choose one and 
write down on a piece of  paper along with why they wish 
to discuss it.  Then students go to “their” corner and discuss 
the topic with their classmates who chose the same 
“corner.” 
Corners is a good way to get students or adults up and mov-
ing around the classroom as they engage in standing con-
versations around a chosen topic.  It can be used to begin a 
topic or unit or as a review at the end of a lesson.  Teacher 
sometimes use corners as sentence starters and prompts to 
“prime the pump” for students’ writing.    

Teacher Topics……. Teacher Topics……. Teacher Topics……. Teacher Topics…….     

Page 5 

 

More Strategies That Work in the Classroom 

        December “Freebie” 
The first three people to contact us will 
receive one of three books…”A Different 
Kind of Classroom”, “Classroom Instruc-
tion That Works with English Language 
Learners” or “From the Inside Out”. 
 

Call 989-774-1198 or email duval1p@cmich.edu 
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Among the Hidden, by Margaret Peterson Haddix 

 Luke Garner just wants to be like eve-
ryone else.  He wants to go for a ride in a car, 
play outside, go to shopping malls, and meet 
the neighbors.  But he can’t.  It is illegal for 
him to be alive. 
 
 Among the Hidden is an exciting story 
set in the future, at a time when the popula-
tion is controlled, and each family is limited 
to two children.  Reminiscent of China’s one 
child policy, adults in this society are forced 
to conform and keep their family size small.  
Luke Garner is the third child in his family, 
which means it was illegal for his parents to 
have him. Consequently, Luke spends his 
days hiding inside the house, envying his 
brothers, wishing he could go to school…
even longing to do chores if it means he can 
go outside. 
 
 Then one day Luke’s life changes dra-
matically.  During his usual morning routine 
of watching the neighborhood through one of 
the vents in the attic, he notices a child in 
one of the houses.  But it is at a house that 
has two children who have already left for 
school… could it be another “third” child?  
Luke is intrigued. When he investigates, 
Luke finds he is not the only “third” out 
there!  In fact, there appears to be another 
whole world out there that Luke had never 
even dreamed of.  With the encouragement 
of a courageous new friend who is unwilling 
to stay hidden, Luke’s sense of adventure 

grows, and this eventually leads him to a 
whole new life. 
 
 The author of this exciting story has a 
talent for bringing readers right into the pages 
of the book!  Young and not-so-young readers 
will enjoy the descriptive style of Haddix’s 
writing.  The book lends itself easily to discus-
sions about governmental control, human 
rights, and overpopulation, and helps readers 
of all ages explore their feelings on such is-
sues. 
 
 Stop by your library to pick up a copy of 
this thrilling adventure.  You will want to read 
the first in this series to find out how Luke fi-
nally sneaks out of the house to meet the 
neighbor girl, how his overly-protective par-
ents react to his decisions, and how this 
changes his life forever!  This book is written 
for grades 5 – 8, but high schoolers and adults 
will enjoy the story, too.  Once you’ve become 
hooked on the writing of Margaret Peterson 
Haddix, be sure to read her other books about 
“shadow children,” in-
cluding, Among the Bar-
ons, Among the Betrayed, 
Among the Brave, Among 
the Enemy, Among the 
Free, and Among the Im-
posters. 
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Population Control 

What do you know about population control?  
In the book, Among the Hidden, the protagonist 
Luke Garner is a victim of the population con-
trol being enforced in his society.  In the cur-
rent day most people have heard of the One 
Child Policy in China, but do you know how it 
all began? 
 
In 1978, Deng Xiaoping took power in China 
and declared he was going to focus on strength-
ening China’s economy.  He said he was con-
cerned about how poor all of the people were in 
China.  Realizing that the food supply could not 
be expected to provide for the population 
growth, he began to focus on birth planning, 
encouraging families to have only one child to 
control the population.  While it started out as a 
suggestion, it soon became an enforced policy 
in an effort to strengthen the economy and pro-
vide more resources for each person in China. 
 
Since the one child policy, China estimates it 
has three hundred million fewer people today 
than they would have without the policy in ef-
fect.  Chinese authorities consider the one child 
policy a great success that has helped the econ-
omy.  Some people believe that education is a 
better way to control the population; they be-
lieve that letting people know about the poten-
tial food shortage is a more humane way of 
controlling the population than forcing people 
to limit their family size by whatever means 
necessary.  What might be some of the pros and 
cons of each way of limiting population 

growth? 
 
Human Rights advocacy groups are ex-
tremely opposed to the one child policy.  
Some people are especially worried about 
girls in China, since the country generally 
favors males and may look down upon a 
family that doesn’t have any male children.  
The one child policy gives us a lot to think 
about.  Consider the following questions: 
 
 
• What kinds of problems might exist in 
China because of the one child policy? 
• What might be some of the problems that 
come with overpopulation? 
• What might be some of the positive out-
comes of the one child policy or other ef-
forts toward population control? 
• Do you think there is any difference in 
the number of female babies and male ba-
bies being born in China?  Why? 
• What effect might the one child policy 
have on Chinese parents and grandparents 
as they get older? 
What might be some of the outcomes of be-
ing a child who does not have sisters, broth-
ers, or cousins? 
 
Consider devoting some time to finding out 
more about China’s one child policy or a 
policy in the USA or another country that’s 
of interest to you. 
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Welcome new Center members 11/1/07—11/27/07 
• Summit Academy Schools 

• Edwardsburg Middle School 

• Richards Middle School 

• Kenowa Hills Middle School 

• Sashabaw Middle School 

• Fenton Area Public Schools 

• Charyl Stockwell Academy 

• Rockford Public Schools 

• Elkton-Pigeon-Bay Port Laker Schools 

• Galesburg Augusta Community Schools 

• Central Middle School, Midland 

• Saline Middle School 

• Charlevoix Middle School 

• E.F. Rittmueller Middle School 

• Leslie Middle School 

• Armstrong Middle School 

• Franklin Middle School 

• Swan Valley Middle School 

• Mt. Pleasant Public Schools 

• Union City Community Schools 

• Chippewa Hills School District 
 

CMU professor is Michigan Professor of the Year! 
 Dr. Norma Bailey was named Michigan Professor of the Year.  
The award is given out yearly by the 
Carnegie Foundation for the Ad-
vancement of Teaching. 
 Dr. Bailey is a professor in 
the Teacher Education & Professional 
Development department.  Her em-
phasis is middle-level, however she 
teaches an introduction to teaching 
class for all levels. 
 For more information go to 
our website under news button. 

  
We are currently reviewing the Schools to Watch applications 
and will be conducting site visits in January, 2008.  Stay tuned 
to find out which schools become Schools to Watch in the State 
of Michigan! 

What’s Upcoming 
• MAMSE Annual Conference, March 13-14, 2008, Saline 

Middle School, Contact person: Gretchen Knight 734-677-
5678     

• Michigan Schools to Watch Conference, May 7, 2008 at 
Central Michigan University    

• Michigan ASCD Middle School Summit,  February  27, 
2008, Kent ISD.  There will be several speakers from our 
Center.  Pat Benson is scheduled to be the Keynote speaker.
     

• National Schools to Watch Conference,       Washington 
DC, June 19-21, 2008 

 

Our new website is up and running!! Be sure to check it out.  
We are very pleased with the new look and hope that you will 

like it also.  We are still adding to it, so please be patient with us.  
The address is www.centerforexcellence.cmich.edu  

Holiday Hours 
The Center will be closed from December 20th through 

January 2nd for the Holidays. 

Leadership Coaching 

The Center for Excellence provides ongoing Leadership Coach-
ing. Educational research has shown that intensive technical 
assistance offered by a trained and experienced Leadership 
Coach can be invaluable to a school during the improvement 
process.  

 CEIE’s Leadership Coaches fill a variety of roles, tai-
lored to fit the needs of the schools they serve.  At various times, 
they might serve in any of the following capacities: as trainers, 
teaching new skills and guiding educators in practicing and ap-
plying new knowledge; as facilitators, helping the leadership 
team to identify norms and to remain focused on goals; as me-
diators of thinking, assisting educators in clarifying goals and 
making planning decisions; 

The Center for Excellence’s cadre of Leadership Coaches con-
sists of former teachers, principals, curriculum specialists, pro-
fessional development coordinators, and assistant superinten-
dents. Each of our Coaches has spent years working with K-12 
students and studying and implementing best practices in school 
improvement.   

Schools receiving leadership coaching: Rogers City K-12, Mt. 

Morris Jr. High, Mt. Morris Central Elementary, Marion Jr/Sr 

High, Midland Central Middle School, Lakeville, Blanchard Ele-

mentary, Atlanta K-12, Vanderbilt K-12, Bay City Central High 

School, Davison Alternative Education, and Bay-Arenac High 

School. 

 
Contact us for further information. 



Quote 

“The fact the captain of the ship can clearly see  the 
port is of no use if the crew continues to paddle in  

different directions.” 

 

...Unknown 

 

The Center for Excellence in Education 
“Center for Excellence in K-12 Professional Development” 

Michigan Schools in the Middle 

Central Michigan University 

207 Ronan Hall, Mount Pleasant, MI 48859 

989-774-7678 Fax: 989-774-7684 

Director: Patricia P. Benson 

Kids are the Kids are the Kids are the Kids are the Center Center Center Center of all we do.of all we do.of all we do.of all we do.    

www.centerforexcellence.cmich.edu 


