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Teacher Impact Grants: Case Study
Fauquier County, VA Cedar Lee Middle School, Bealeton, Virginia
FCPS Collaborative Teacher Leaders

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

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

OVERVIEW
Collaborative time for teachers has traditionally been during school or district professional development activities or shared planning 
time on a grade level, resulting in a minimum of collaborative exchange. Teachers share many instructional and organizational con-
cerns and would benefit from the opportunity to meet during the school day to collaboratively plan research and problem-solving 
strategies to try during the school year. This ASCD Teacher Impact Grant funded collaborative time during the school day throughout 
the year and financed professional books and conference opportunities for participants from the five Fauquier County Public Schools 
(FCPS) middle schools. Four of the five schools had representatives volunteer to explore facets of a student engagement question: 
“What can we do to help students develop independent learning engagement skills?” Many students know how “to do” school, yet 
others do not—for a variety of reasons. Each participant took the idea of engagement in different directions, and a Google Drive folder 
was established as a repository for reflections and shared materials. Participants created a podcast at the end of the school year that 
summarized their explorations and common outcomes. Professional development sharing and activities will be ongoing as the group 
moves into the 2017–18 school year.

THE CHALLENGE

What was the challenge you were facing? What goals were you trying to achieve?
The challenge was—and continues to be—to increase communication among middle school teachers. The collaborative question 

for 2016–17 centered on student engagement with a focus on what teachers do to help students develop independent engagement 
skills.

Summarize three points of frustration you faced.
It was difficult to balance the grant exploration with everything we (teachers) do on a day-to-day basis. Although grant goals were 

kept in mind throughout the year of planning and implementing instruction, the avenues for communicating were minimally accessed. 
We had a shared file on Google.Docs but found it difficult to establish a routine of checking it and adding to it. Second, the grant 
expectation of social media tweets and postings did not happen regularly simply because of time. Last, the grant provided funds for 
participants to attend a conference of their choice. Participants were veteran teachers and finding conferences that were appealing and 
manageable to attend proved to be difficult for several reasons. Conference time frames need to match both specific learning objec-
tives and the timing of being away from the classroom during the school year. Several participants are planning to attend a conference 
this coming year using the grant funds because it’s more manageable to fit it in when approaching the instructional year rather than 
looking at it during an instructional year.

It’s important to keep a balanced frame of reference in mind. A teacher’s first and foremost responsibility is high-quality teaching. 
Developing different avenues for teaching student self-engagement skills is a creative process that happened within the framework of 
the entire school year. That gradual progress, along with balancing teaching with research and professional development, pushed limits 
on our collaboration.
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What strategies were you attempting to use before to solve this problem?
Student engagement has typically focused on “what is the teacher doing.” Typically, teachers examine their lesson planning and look 

for creative ways to meet student needs. We were pushing the edge and trying to focus more on “what is the student doing.” The two go 
hand in hand, and it takes a measured analysis of a lesson or the teacher’s interactions with students to pinpoint what supports each 
individual student needs for both managing and building engagement skills. As our related arts teacher found, some classes and teach-
ing methods automatically increase student engagement due to high student motivation factors. The subject areas where students 
experience difficulty or disinterest present more complexity regarding individual student engagement skills. Hence, our participants 
who worked with project-based learning, Accelerated Reader, teaching specific study skills/work habits, and teaching with choices 
embedded in the student work explored an array of methods that commonly depended upon really knowing the individual student 
strengths and weaknesses and developing productive relationships with students.

What was the big “aha” moment when you decided you needed to try something new?
Each time we met, our conversations centered on individual nuances of interactions with both individual students and instructional 

groups. We shared stories of what we would say to coach a student, what we would say to prompt redirection, or what we would say 
when a class needed thinking or learning connection prompts. Students don’t necessarily connect their performance to specific skills or 
learning. They simply want to know, “What is my grade?” The “aha” is that some students need to be explicitly taught that their engage-
ment and effort have an influence on learning. Part of this understanding is dependent upon maturity. Many students truly believe the 
teacher “gives” grades, not understanding that the grade is a reflection of everything done both in and out of class. Although we were all 
working with different types of student activities, we commonly were coaching students for behavioral or social development learning 
engagement skills. There was a lot of affirmation exchanged as we shared stories of how we respond to students who are not engaged 
to their best ability.

What was the top reason you selected this grant?
This grant really allows teachers the opportunity to shape their own professional development. The flexibility to move at a pace 

that matches the instructional pace of the classroom, the opportunity to collaborate with teachers at other middle schools within the 
county, and the shared focus of a professional development question—all supported with funding for release time and professional 
materials/conferences—was a great opportunity.

THE RESPONSE

How has the Teacher Impact Grant work helped you achieve your goals or solve a problem?
The TIG funding enabled one of our group to attend the ASCD Empower17 conference in Anaheim, California. Two members of our 

group are planning on attending a national social studies conference in the fall (2017), and other group members are also appreciative 
of conference funding. The chance to go to a professional conference at the state or national level is notable in so many ways.

Second, the shared collaboration of a common research question among members of our group is an unusual opportunity, espe-
cially to have release time during the school day funded for such activity.

The grant support truly kept everyone moving along with the shared professional inquiry.

How has it affected your school/district/teachers/principals/students?
We all have conversations with colleagues about student motivation, and it may seem silly, but saying that we’re working with a 

grant on the subject gives it more weight. Interesting, yes? People pay attention more when they realize that there is an interest beyond 
our grade level, school system, and county in investing in work on the topic.

Thus, the grant work prompted more conversation!
Our group wouldn’t have put together a podcast as an end product if it weren’t for the grant. The grant gave more direction and 

weight to our collaborative work.
The grant work is sustaining itself as continuing conversations are scheduled with administrators at FCPS Central Offices. 
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How has it helped you to overcome the challenges you had before?
Having the TIG as a foundation and support for our work with student motivation has contributed to sustained attention and follow 

through. Our work has been individual, yet with the opportunity to meet during the year, attend conferences and purchase professional 
books, and create a podcast as the end product, we maintained a strong collaborative process. We all have our eyes on opportunities 
for next year, and our role as teacher leaders has developed.

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)?
In addition to the chart included here, a podcast has been posted to the TIG folder on ASCD EDge.
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What is the single biggest reason you would recommend applying for a Teacher Impact Grant in the future?
A TIG gives monetary support for professional projects that a county may not otherwise be able to fund. Second, it goes directly to 

the teachers, so it’s funding ideas at the front line of our profession.

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

To be honest, we’ve taken only a baby step toward greater collaboration. Teaching takes such an incredible amount of focus and 
work that collaboration falls in priority, even if we want to keep it higher on the to-do list. It may be a general perception that teachers 
have a lot of time because of the shorter student day; however, curriculum work, lesson planning/prep, and all the tasks that go into 
making a class/course run productively over a year’s time take a huge amount of time beyond being with students in the classroom. 
Collaboration drops off as those tasks consume a teacher’s focus.

However, when we met as a group, there was an immediate strong connection between us and keen collaborative thinking. One of 
the things the group suggested as a change for next year would be to meet 1/2 days once a month. That’s the next step!

CALL TO ACTION

My colleagues and I have always had open mindsets about trying new ideas. Our project compliments professional development in 
our county. The option for teacher research has been there, but hasn’t been used. When it was, it was on your own time, which limited 
teacher engagement. We’ve exchanged ideas about directions for next year. We’re all committed to promoting continued collaboration 
and we are taking our thoughts to our central administration. The true “call to action” will be to keep the collaboration happening—on 
all levels.

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.
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