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APPLICATION
2020–21

TEACHER IMPACT GOALS STRATEGIC AREA OF FOCUS #1
Goal 1: Identifying teacher leaders to build the solutions necessary to change and strengthen the profession and drive transformation 
in schools

SCHOOL/DISTRICT NAME: Ranchos Elementary School, Taos Municipal Schools, Ranchos de Taos, New Mexico

TEACHER IMPACT GOALS STRATEGIC AREA OF FOCUS #2
Goal 2: Asking teacher leaders to embrace and lead necessary reform, such as changes to existing structures and mindsets

OVERVIEW
At Ranchos Elementary School in Taos, New Mexico, good teaching largely occurs in isola-
tion, and most professional development opportunities are led by outside consultants. This 
grant seeks to empower teachers in our Title 1 institution to lead change. Six teacher leaders 
facilitate discussions with their colleagues to analyze their own videotaped instruction and 
support their colleagues with constructive, non-evaluative peer feedback. This job-embedded, 
ongoing professional learning seeks to create connections across grade-level departments 
and recognize the expertise within our building. To create this cultural shift within our school, 
teachers embrace and lead the process that will transform our private instructional practices 
into publicly shared models of effective teaching.
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THE CHALLENGE

What was the challenge you were facing? What goals were you trying  
to achieve?

A few veteran teachers fill teacher-leadership roles in our school, and much of 
our teacher leadership fails to include analysis of classroom instruction. We need 
to identify more teacher leaders to build solutions necessary to drive transforma-
tion in our school. Also, we need teacher leaders to embrace and lead necessary 
reform by building a more collaborative culture that values our instructional 
expertise.

Summarize three points of frustration you faced.
Our professional development opportunities built upon the expertise of those 

from outside our system. We struggle to find the time to meet with one another 
to discuss instruction and the unique needs of our students. We also found that 
even when our district allotted the time for us to collaborate, we needed training 
and guidance about the best ways to structure those times to focus on student 
learning in our very own classrooms.

What strategies were you attempting to use before to solve this problem?
Teachers met informally before or after school to discuss student learning and 

struggles we were having with our instruction. Two of us voluntarily participated 
in the National Board process and learned that analyzing videotaped instruction 
increases reflection. Informally, we shared with our colleagues what we learned, 
but we lacked a structure to expand our influence and positively affect more 
teachers and students.

What was the big “aha” moment when you decided you needed to try something new?
Inspired by our experiences as NBCTs, in 2015–16, six teachers volunteered to use the National Board–Certified Teachers video anal-

ysis questions to evaluate and improve their teaching by collaboratively reflecting on their math instruction. A principal intern facili-
tated the group, and our principal gave us time during our contract day to reflect; however, some of us were required to attend other 
trainings during the times we met. Other problems arose when we had difficulties with the audio connected to our video recording. All 
six teachers who participated proclaimed the time we spent together was the most valuable professional learning we experienced that 
year.

What was the top reason you selected this grant?
This grant emphasized the need to incorporate teachers’ insights into the change occurring within our building. Too much time 

and money has been spent on trying to have those outside our system diagnose our problems and prescribe structured approaches to 
solving our problems. Not enough time and money has been spent asking teachers to uncover solutions to problems within our sys-
tem. This grant provided the opportunity to prioritize teacher leadership through capacity building. Our administrator also allowed us 
to incorporate what we had learned into district-structured collaboration time, and the grant provided funds to compensate teachers 
for beyond-contract time. It also allowed us to invest in the training necessary for teacher leaders to effectively lead their colleagues in 
conversations focused on student learning and address technology needs we identified in the previous year.

Ranchos Elementary School 
Taos, New Mexico

• Rural, Title 1 Elementary school
• 371 students, grades preK–5
•  89% Hispanic, 4% Native American,  

6% Caucasian, 1% other
•  93% qualify for free and reduced-price 

lunch
• 20% special education students
• 12% English language learners
• 28 certified teachers
• 1 administrator
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THE RESPONSE

How has the Teacher Impact Grant work helped you achieve your goals or solve  
a problem?

The Teacher Impact Grant provided the impetus for our school to explore the possi-
bilities of teacher leadership and created opportunities for teachers within our build-
ing to lead by sharing their practice with colleagues. By focusing on student learning, 
teachers shared effective teaching strategies with one another and confronted 
common challenges. This process sent a powerful message to our staff: We can solve 
problems in our school. More teachers began to identify themselves as leaders, and 
importantly, they also reported feeling more connected to their colleagues.

How has it impacted your school/district/teachers/principals/students?
When this project began, we thought our challenge was to get teachers to show 

videos of their instruction to each other. We quickly learned we needed to focus on 
building a culture of collaboration to support sharing practice and teacher leadership. 
As we worked to build this culture within our school, teachers reported learning more 
about their colleagues and feeling more comfortable in our school. In addition, they 
reported learning about specific instructional strategies or approaches they could 
use in their own classrooms. These are important first steps toward creating a more 
collaborative culture within our school. As we learn to support and challenge one 
another, outcomes for students will improve, and other schools in the district may look 
to adopt our model.

How has it helped you to overcome the challenges you had before?
Prior to this grant, a handful of veteran teachers filled leadership roles that had 

little to do with analyzing instruction and instead focused largely on completing 
required paperwork. In addition, staff from other departments did not have structured 
opportunities to collaborate. This grant prioritized our expertise as instructors by 
identifying exciting instructional leadership roles our teachers can play in facilitating 
the learning of our colleagues. We spent more time in vertical teams than ever before 
and recognized the value of that time. This work also sparked important schoolwide 
conversations on teacher leadership, school culture, and teacher reflection. Without 
the structure and funds provided by this grant, the task of expanding our learning from 
2015–16, might have seemed overwhelming. In addition, our connection to the other 
Teacher Impact Grantees throughout the nation brought us into national conversations 
about school change. Bringing those conversations back to our rural school community 
stimulated our learning and helped combat feelings of isolation. As we plan for next 
year, our principal has granted us one hour of contract time per month to continue 
this learning, and we developed a format for reflecting upon shared practice to provide 
more structure. In addition, we have expanded our methods for sharing practice beyond 
video to include peer observation and sharing student work. Six new teacher leaders 
have volunteered to facilitate discussion for cross departmental PLCs. We are ready to 
build on what we learned this year and improve student learning!

End-of-year survey response:

I feel better about coming to work. My workplace is 
more collegial and more professional.

 Mid-year survey response:

Our project is allowing us to gather as teachers to 
improve our professional practices … this was not a 
‘top-down’ dictum—it is TEACHERS HELPING  TEACHERS!
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THE RESULTS

What specific metrics can you share about the impact it had (having data for  
a graph/chart/figure or two is greatly preferred)?

Survey results demonstrated that teachers grew in their feelings of self-efficacy 
and willingness to define themselves as leaders. At the beginning of the year, when 
asked to rate their level of agreement with the statement I am a teacher leader, 10 
percent strongly agreed, 50 percent agreed, 29percent were neutral, and 11 percent 
disagreed. By the end of the year, 29 percent strongly agreed, 43 agreed agreed, and 
28 percent were neutral when asked to rate their agreement to the same statement. 
More teachers defined themselves as leaders after this experience. Interestingly, 
survey results showed that our staff grew in their belief that teacher leaders can 
drive transformation in schools. These survey results are illustrated in the sidebars 
and represent a shift in our staff’s belief that teachers can solve problems in their 
own schools. We look forward to working with these empowered teachers next year.

What is the single biggest reason you would recommend applying for a Teacher 
Impact Grant in the future?

The opportunity to take an idea you have and help it grow into reality is the big-
gest reason to apply for a Teacher Impact Grant. With the financial backing of this 
grant, our school was able to capitalize on the opportunity for teacher leadership 
and teacher learning that would have been more difficult to achieve without funds. 
We learned that we are capable of supporting each other and learning from one 
another. We also confronted challenges and worked our way through communica-
tion barriers with those who might have been less comfortable with the change.

How has this project grown over a year’s time with regard to collaboration 
between teachers and administrators and the two chosen strategic goals?

In addition to allotting contract time for our PLCs to meet, our principal partici-
pated as a learner in our analysis of instruction and provided a sounding board for 
teacher leaders who confronted challenges when facilitating peers. Our assistant 
superintendent also supported the grant’s initiatives by providing financial support 
for leadership training, which allowed for a group of teachers to attend the ASCD 
Empower17 conference using grant funding. Both leaders expressed support for 
our work and linked our efforts to ongoing district initiatives. The number of leaders 
participating in trainings increased from 7 people at the beginning of the project to 
20 people in April who participated in planning next year’s process. In our end-of-
year Survey Monkey survey, two teachers stated a desire to lead learning groups 
about classroom management and issues faced by our students in poverty. Without 
this grant, these volunteers would not have brought their expertise and questions 
to the whole staff—before this year, it just wasn’t done. Our teachers responded 
well to the two strategic goals and are ready to continue the work of transforming 
our school into a better place for student learning.
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CALL TO ACTION

Use your personal narrative reflections and survey data from each reporting period to provide a call to action for professional learning 
and development. What is your biggest takeaway from administering this grant?

NOTE: Reporting period 4 narrative reflection guiding questions should serve as the basis for this call to action.

Call to action: Planning for school change? Don’t forget about school culture.
I have been contemplating school change for quite a while. In this process, I kept reading and learning about school culture. I shied 

away from that concept. It seemed too amorphous, difficult to quantify, and messy. I thought, If I can’t define school culture, how can 
I do anything to change it? Instead I tried to focus on specific actions and behaviors that my colleagues and I could implement to 
improve our school. With a team, I wrote this grant application, and we were focused on convincing our peers to make videos of their 
lessons and share them with one another in PLCs led by their colleagues.

At our first meeting of teacher leaders who were facilitating content area PLCs, it became apparent that there was a hole in our 
plan. We began to have discussions of feelings, unspoken mores of behavior, and expectations—in other words, we began to examine 
our school culture. Specifically, we explored our school culture’s role in limiting the progress of our work. Once we identified that we 
needed to approach this process as embedded in school culture and not just disconnected behaviors, our peers began to respond 
more positively to the learning process. We chose to implement activities that were low-risk and high-reward in order to encourage our 
peers to share with one another, such as our Positive Peer Post-it note observations (which simply involved visiting a peer’s classroom 
and leaving three positive observations). We also met more frequently as teacher leaders than we had previously planned and brought 
the issue of school culture to the forefront at our last training in April attended by 20 teachers.

If we had remained focused on specific actions and failed to adjust our approach to address school culture, this process would not 
have begun to change how our staff feels about coming to work, how they feel about themselves as leaders who can affect change, or 
any instruction in the classroom. We have begun to move forward on these issues because we chose to focus on school culture rather 
than the structure of the original grant plan.

The Teacher Impact Grant Program is made possible by the support of ASCD, the Leona M. and Harry B. Helmsley Charitable Trust,  
and Carnegie Corporation of New York.


