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Colleagues Jacobē Bell and Amber Smith discuss their work in educational consulting, with the Teaching Matters Network community of middle schools working together to ensure all students are prepared for high school and beyond, through the integration of culturally responsive-sustaining practices and continuous improvement methods.

Jacobē: What has been one of your biggest aha moments from your continuous improvement work? 

Amber: So often in the world of education, there is not a lot of time for people, just to like check in, like, “How are you doing?” Or to learn more about like the multiple identities that everyone in the room carries with them. By keeping that time sacred with teams and teachers, we oftentimes would go deeper because of that time to really check in and get to know each other. We actually went and talked to students and asked them questions. And I found that for a lot of teachers, that not only built empathy but also centered the humanity of the student. Sometimes it's easy to like, “Oh, they're young,” but they have needs and wants and experiences that have shaped who they are as 11, 12, and 13 year olds. Have you had any big aha moments from your work?  

Jacobē: An aha moment I've had is surrounding data. Sometimes, school improvement can feel very rigid and not humanizing, and data can be used for that purpose. I also thought about how to use data for equity. Something that's been nice is using our culture responsive survey that students take and then utilizing what they're saying. That's been helpful shifting certain narratives.

Amber: Are there any other ways that equity intersects with continuous improvement work? 

Jacobē: I think at the most fundamental level, it's working to change the status quo that we know is racist, classist, and everything else and is trying to do it in a way that is in partnership with the schools we work with. I think about how do we integrate students into our continuous improvement work at the school level. They’re who we're serving. Right now, we talk about change ideas. What would it look like to also have students in on that conversation like, “Oh, here are the change ideas that we think would work well in our classroom.”

Amber: Students have a different lens. They see school. They see their environment in ways that we don't see it as adults. And I'm thinking back like in history of all the times that there's been really amazing ideas or inventions or social movements that have been started by 12, 14, 16 year olds. And so it's exciting to me to think about having students be a part of continuous improvement work. 

Jacobē: The excitement I feel every week is checking in with each of you and hearing about how, like the identity questions has helped increase engagement. That’s exciting to me, and that's why we do this work. It's what keeps me going.  
