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PERSONAL BESTS
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The heroic human journey is to function as you are supposed to
function, to achieve your personal best.
—George Sheehan, Personal Best
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n and off for more than five years, I have referred to myself as a
runner. I’m not very fast, I don’t always stick to a routine, and I
certainly don’t stick to a healthy diet, but most weeks, I end up running.
My greatest running accomplishment is that even though my
times were slow, I have completed three marathons. In fact, my times
were so slow that in 2011 an 80-year-old runner, Ed Whitlock, ran the
Toronto Marathon 1 hour and 40 minutes faster than my fastest time.
That is, I’m almost two hours slower than someone who is 23 years
older than me. The good news is that my time did beat Fauja Singh,
a 100-year-old who also ran that Toronto marathon.
So, I’m not that fast and I am rounder than your usual runner, but
I keep lacing up my shoes and going out on the road. Actually, I do
more than that. I’ve had a personal coach help me develop some basic
routines for my running. I’ve attended a running retreat at Furman
University to learn more about my diet and cross training and the
difference between speed, tempo, and long runs. I’ve tried diets, read
numerous books, and run on trails, in the mountains, beside three
different oceans, and down the country road behind our cabin.
The one question people ask me most about my running is one
I struggle to answer. Why? Why do I keep running, trying to set a
© 2013 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743307083 • CO7083
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personal record at 57, to maybe, just maybe, someday qualify for
Boston. I’ve finally come to believe the answer is simple: I just want
to get better. Indeed, I believe all of us feel a need to be doing just
that—get better. We’re wired to do that.
I began thinking about our universal need to get better after reading George Sheehan, the poet laureate for runners around the world.
Sheehan, the author of Personal Best (1989), writes convincingly and
beautifully that running is much more than a simple form of exercise.
Running is a way to achieve a happier, more authentic, fully realized
life. For Sheehan, running is a way to achieve a “personal best”:
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My end is not simple happiness. My need, drive, and desire is
to achieve my full and complete self. If I do what I have come
to do, if I create the life I was made for, then happiness will
follow. (p. 21)
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Sheehan’s thoughts, of course, are not just about running; they
apply to any discipline. Indeed, the research being conducted by
Richard Ryan and Edward Deci (2000) into self-development theory
confirms Sheehan’s beliefs that we are all wired to strive for personal
bests. Meaning and happiness, these researchers are finding, arise
from the struggle to improve, no matter what we do. Sheehan could
be summarizing Deci’s research when he writes that the struggle for
excellence motivating a dedicated runner is also at the heart of a
dedicated writer:
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“I am writing the best I can,” said the author of some bestselling popular novels. “If I could write any better I would. This
is the peak of my powers.” It matters little that she cannot
write any better. It matters, more than life, that she is doing it
with all her might. (p. 22)

This quest for excellence that Sheehan and Deci describe is also
alive in the hearts of great teachers. When teachers strive with all
their might, their quest is to do all they can so their students can experience as much growth, joy, power, and learning as possible. This
quest is no small thing. “It matters more than life,” to borrow
Sheehan’s phrase, that teachers embrace the challenge to achieve a
personal best every day, in every class, for every student.
The rewards of challenging ourselves are enormous. When we
pursue excellence, we gain a deeper understanding of our purpose, a
fuller knowledge of the contribution we make, and the satisfaction
that comes from doing work that makes us proud. When teachers
CO7083 • 9781743307083 • © 2013 Hawker Brownlow Education
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strive to be the best they can be, they have a more positive impact on
the lives of children, and their actions encourage their students to
start their own journey—to strive for their own personal bests.
This book is a toolkit for teachers who know that “it matters more
than life” to strive for personal bests.

Support for Personal Growth
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If teachers desire to be excellent, then why, some might ask, does it
seem some are no longer interested in that quest? Why aren’t more
teachers excited about their opportunities to learn?
One reason why many teachers are not striving to be their best is
that poorly designed professional learning can actually inhibit
growth by de-professionalizing teachers, treating them like workers
on an assembly line rather than professionals doing emotionally complicated knowledge work (Knight, 2011). If we are to get the schools
our children deserve, we need to start by treating teachers as professionals. Fortunately, there is much we can do to recognize teachers as
the professionals that they are.
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In my previous writing, I describe a type of school in which all professional development has an unmistakable impact on teaching excellence
and student learning—an impact school. In such a school, everything
is structured so that teachers can do the important work of striving for
personal bests so that students can strive for their own personal bests.
Four factors make it possible for a school to become an impact
school. First, professional learning must embody respect for the professionalism of teachers, by involving teachers as true partners in
their professional learning. Second, professional learning should provide a clear focus for sustained growth, and teachers should be collaborators in writing their school improvement plan to ensure that
everyone (a) understands, (b) agrees with, and (c) is committed to the
improvement plan. Third, teachers should have sufficient support to
help with implementation of new practices, often provided by
instructional coaches. Finally, instructional coaches, principals, educational leaders, and teachers need to have a deep knowledge of highimpact instructional strategies that have a significant, positive impact
on students’ behavior, attitudes, engagement, and learning.
This book describes those high-impact instructional strategies.
However, the other factors, which are described in detail in my two
© 2013 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743307083 • CO7083
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reflect what is critical in and about the content to be learned.
You can shape these critical questions by asking yourself what
is really critical for all students to know and understand in
whatever course, unit, or lesson you are planning to teach.
How can learning outcomes be cast as critical questions that
capture the essence of what students need to learn? And just as
importantly, what are the central or big ideas that tie all of the
information together? (Lenz, Deshler, & Kissam, 2004, p. 62)

Creating Excellent Guiding Questions
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Developing the questions, assessments, and learning maps for a unit
is as creative an act as writing a song, painting a watercolor, or writing a short story, and up front, it presents opportunities and challenges as significant as those confronted by any artist. In her book
about creativity, The Creative Habit (2005), choreographer Twyla Tharp
describes how she feels just before she starts to develop a new ballet.
On the day of the first rehearsal, she goes to her studio early so she
can sit and experience the empty workspace before the dancers and
other artists arrive. Tharp writes:
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To some people this empty room symbolizes something profound, mysterious, and terrifying: the task of starting with
nothing and working your way toward creating something
whole and beautiful and satisfying. It’s no different for a
writer rolling a fresh sheet of paper into his typewriter (or
more likely firing up the blank screen on his computer), or a
painter confronting a virginal canvas, a sculptor starting a raw
chunk of stone, a composer at the piano with his fingers hovering just above the keys. Some people find this moment—the
moment before creativity begins—so painful that they simply
cannot deal with it. They get up and walk away from the computer, the canvas, the keyboard; they take a nap or go shopping or fix lunch or do chores around the house. They
procrastinate. In its most extreme form, this terror totally
paralyzes people.
The blank space can be humbling. But I’ve faced it my
whole professional life. It’s my job. It’s also my calling. Bottom
line: Filling this empty space constitutes my identity. (pp. 5–6)
When they begin writing units, like other creative artists, teachers
may feel the paralysis and even fear that can inhibit creation. This

© 2013 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743307083 • CO7083
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fear, which author and creativity expert Stephen Pressfield (2002) has
named “The Resistance,” can stop teachers before they start. Shayne
Coyne summarizes Pressfield’s ideas about this resistance as follows:
Call it writer’s block, artistic agita, or general malaise, that
malignant internal entity that keeps us from our calling can be
a killer. Painting, writing, starting a new business venture,
doing charity work, or even just putting everything into the
work we’re already doing is waylaid again and again by that
chattering critic inside our heads. (2012, p. ii)
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Step one for teachers, then, is to set aside their fears and dive in
and begin to identify the knowledge, skills, and big ideas their students will learn. Writing a unit, like writing anything, is more about
editing than it is about creating a stellar first draft. Ultimately, the
construction of formative assessments described in Chapter 3 and the
development of learning maps described in Chapter 4 will refine any
guiding questions. But to create a great unit, we have to start somewhere, and for many the starting point is the guiding questions. After
all, not writing out a unit because we’re afraid it won’t be perfect
doesn’t make it perfect. It just hides our own misunderstandings.
Better to write out a first draft of our guiding questions so at least we
have a place to start. I’ve included the following suggestions (see
Figure 2.1) to guide teachers as they go about the challenging and
important creative work of writing guiding questions.
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Address the Standards. Starting with standards, in most cases the
Common Core State Standards, may seem like the last thing a creative
person would want to do. And certainly, a slavish focus on the test,
with little attention to the importance, relevance, or joy of learning, is
a recipe for disaster. But ignoring the standards is equally ill advised.
To do so risks failing to prepare students for the learning they will
experience in future grades or wasting students’ time by teaching
them content or skills they have learned before or will encounter later.
Like it or not, each class is not an island, and understanding the standards ensures that students learn in ways that best prepare them for
the learning they will experience in other classes and that course
content addresses foundational learning that everyone should master.
Larry Ainsworth (2004), Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe (2005),
and others have described strategies teachers can use to unpack standards. The principal strategy is deceptively simple: When teachers
dig into standards, they will discover that most nouns describe
CO7083 • 9781743307083 • © 2013 Hawker Brownlow Education
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responses to plan instruction that would make it easier for her students to succeed. Assessment for learning helped Sarah understand
that there were better ways to ensure her students mastered what was
being taught, and it led her, as Michelle said, to “think really deeply
about the content.”
“When teachers don’t know how well their students are learning,” Michelle says, “they are just teaching. They don’t know what
the students are learning. They are just covering content.” By using
assessment for learning as part of her daily teaching routine, Sarah
obtains a clear understanding of how well her students are learning,
and her students understand how much they are learning. Now
before every lesson “she sits down and figures out, what exactly am
I targeting on this lesson, and how exactly am I going to know that
the students know it.” “Sarah,” Michelle says, “gives the kids a
chance to let her know what they know every single day.”

Defining Assessment for Learning

©

Ha

wk

er

Br

ow

nlo
w

The simple ideas that Sarah was implementing are the basic components of formative assessment: (a) knowing how well her students
were learning, (b) ensuring her students knew how well they were
learning, and (c) using the data she gathered from the assessments to
modify her teaching to ensure students mastered their learning.
Several definitions have been offered for formative assessment (see
Wiliam, 2011, p. 37, for a summary of the definitions). For our purposes, we will adopt the definition proposed by the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) that formative
assessment is “frequent, interactive assessments of students’ progress
and understanding to identify learning needs and adjust teaching
appropriately” (Looney, 2005, cited in Wiliam, 2001, p. 38).
Formative assessment, then, is a collection of strategies teachers
employ to get clarity on what they will be teaching and to assess how
well students have learned what they are teaching. The understanding
teachers gain from formative assessment then serves as the foundation
for teachers to make adjustments to the way they teach so students
will learn what is being taught. Formative assessment is also a way for
teachers and students to monitor students’ progress toward mastery.

Why Use Formative Assessment?
We can learn a lot about formative assessment just by watching children
play a video game. As most parents can tell you, children would play
© 2013 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743307083 • CO7083
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Figure 4.22  Complete Learning Map
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has progressed through the unit. Unlike the study guides sometimes
handed out at the end of a unit, this study guide is one that students
have helped create and interacted with throughout the unit. By the end
of a unit, a complete learning map, such as the one in Figure 4.22, will
have been reviewed so many times that it should be as familiar as an old
friend when students open it to study for the end-of-unit assessment.
Most teachers have their own way of conducting end-of-unit
reviews prior to the final unit assessment. Learning maps simply
make it easier to conduct that review. Teachers can integrate learning
maps and guiding questions into their end-of-unit review by dividing
students into cooperative learning groups and giving each group one
guiding question to answer. Then students should be prompted to
create a learning map that summarizes their answer. Students who
have learned about the structure of learning maps can be asked to
first identify what kind of map is most appropriate for their answer,
(a) sequence, (b) description, (c) problem-solution, (d) compare-contrast, or (e) cause and effect, and then start the process of creating an
appropriate map that summarizes their answer.
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Source: This learning map was first created by Jeff Baxter, Leavenworth High School, Leavenworth, KS.
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Turning Ideas Into Action
Students
1. Give students the Tripod survey to see how they feel about their
experiences in the classroom. The survey identifies care, control,
clarify, challenge, captivate, confer, and consolidate as critical
variables that correlate with effective teaching.4
2. Prompt students to complete exit tickets or other informal surveys
that ask about their interest in learning. If student interest is low, it
may be because students don’t feel they have real control over
their learning.

Teachers
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1. Video record yourself to observe how your physical actions communicate that you care about your students and that you are in control.
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2. Observe other teachers to see how they communicate care and
control.
3. Watch videos of presenters on websites such as www.Ted.com to identify communication skills presenters use to convey care and control.
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4. Experiment with different ways in which you can give your student
more choice and monitor students to see if choice changes their
interest in learning experiences.
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Instructional Coaches
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1. Use the various engagement assessment tools described below
and available at the book’s companion website at www.corwin
.com/highimpactinstruction to monitor the impact of the freedom
within form strategies described here.
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2. Develop a video library of teachers implementing the strategies
described in this book so that they can see many examples of the
freedom within form practices.
3. Offer to interview students to see if they truly do feel autonomous
in their classroom.

Principals
Lead a book study with teachers around this chapter. Consider discussing such questions as these:
• How important is choice for student motivation?
• Will students be motivated to learn if they don’t have choices about
what they learn?
• What choices are possible? What are nonnegotiables in the classroom?
(Continued)
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