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Executive Summary:

Background:

The Charter School Growth Fund (CSGF) is a national nonprofit that invests in education leaders
who are building high-performing networks of public charter schools. To date, CSGF has funded
over 1,600 schools and served over 725,000 students nationwide, with approximately 83% of
these students identifying as Latino or Black and 73% coming from socioeconomically
disadvantaged backgrounds. Beyond funding, CSGF provides strategic support to ensure school
success, foster innovation, and increase impact. One of their key focus areas is character and

culture.
By 2027, the Character and Culture Team at CSGF aims to:

e Scale or launch 12-15 national exemplars of "thick" character practice across various
school models.

e Enable 50+ CSGF portfolio members to make substantial progress towards thicker
character practice.

e Foster deeper, intentional conversations about character and culture practices within their

entire portfolio of 150+ charter networks.

Problem of Practice:

To establish national exemplars of character and culture, the Character and Culture team at
CSGF created a "Thick Practice" Cohort in 2022. To have a thick practice, schools must work
towards aligning all practices to their vision and values. The more aligned practices a school has,
the “thicker” the school’s model. These practices aim to foster character development and human

flourishing.
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The cohort offers a range of support, including a character and culture convening, technical
assistance from an external consultant, professional development, and additional funding. While
some participants in the Thick Practice Cohort have made significant progress, many have yet to
attain the level of national exemplar status, despite substantial investment from CSGF.
Moreover, a formal evaluation of schools within the cohort or the program design itself has not
been conducted. This project aims to capture a snapshot of how school-based staff perceive the
implementation of thick practices within their schools and to gather feedback from cohort

participants to improve the program and support CSGF in meeting their established goals.

Methodology

This project focuses on school leaders who have participated in the Thick Practice Cohort as well
as the teachers and school-based leaders within their respective schools. It involves interviewing
network leaders about their cohort experience and its impact, as well as surveying teachers and

school-based leaders about the implementation of thick practices in their schools.

Project Questions
This project aims to assess the implementation of thick cultural practices in CSGF's Character
and Culture Cohort and evaluate its impact on human flourishing and character development.

The questions are

1. In what ways are the participating school networks of the Character & Culture Cohort
program exhibiting thick cultural practices as experienced by teachers and leaders at the
schools?

2. What are the perceptions of participants regarding the experience of participating in

CSGF’s character and culture cohort?
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Findings:

e Participants in the Thick Practice Culture Cohort overwhelmingly reported positive
experiences and significant benefits. School leaders valued the opportunity to connect
with peers, share resources, and build community.

e Leaders are grappling with challenges primarily related to organizational growth. Despite
their commitment to fostering a strong culture through thick practices, staff turnover
and/or staff expansion present ongoing obstacles.

e School leaders and organizations have a clear purpose and a set of values, but the
strategic plan and theory of impact either do not exist or are not visible.

e Adults demonstrate the organization's purpose and values with students and families, but
their alignment of purpose and values in interactions with colleagues and in their personal
lives is less clear and/or consistent.

e Schools effectively integrate core values into classroom instruction, but opportunities for
students to practice these values outside the classroom and demonstrate character

development progress are limited.

Recommendations:
e Develop measurement tools and specific metrics to assess the implementation and impact
of thick cultural practices in school AND hold schools accountable for meeting them.
e Create a logic model for the Thick Practice Cohort Program in order to establish and
visualize the program's theory of change and identify key inputs, outputs, and outcomes.
e Require school networks and/or schools in the cohort to engage in strategic planning

and/or incorporate thick cultural practices into their strategic planning process.
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¢ Provide multi-year support and guidance to schools tailoring assistance to their specific
stage of implementing thick practices.

e Solidify and leverage the cohort structure to foster creativity and community and provide

a natural sense of accountability.

By addressing these recommendations, the Charter School Growth Fund can further strengthen
the impact of the Thick Practice Cohort and help schools create learning environments that lead

to human flourishing.
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Introduction

The Charter School Growth Fund (CSGF) is a national nonprofit organization that supports high-
performing public charter school networks. With a focus on growth and impact, CSGF invests in
education leaders across the country who are building and scaling networks of charter schools.
To achieve its goals, CSGF provides support to schools and networks in various areas, including

growth, innovation, and capacity building.

In recent years, CSGF's Character and Culture team has identified a subset of charter
schools that demonstrate exceptional success in cultivating a thriving school culture. These
schools prioritize "human flourishing," a concept that encompasses happiness, mental health,
purpose, character and social relationships. Initially, CSGF believed that a "design blueprint"
was sufficient for creating such schools. However, they realized that effective implementation
requires strong leadership capacity and supportive conditions. To address this need, CSGF
established the Character and Culture Cohort, a program designed to help schools develop and
strengthen their cultural practices. Participants receive executive coaching, site visits, and

professional development opportunities.

While the cohort has shown promising results, CSGF recognizes the need for further
development of their offerings in areas such as building leadership capacity and ensuring long-
term sustainability of thick cultural practices. The point of this study is to investigate the extent
to which schools in the Character and Culture Cohort are implementing thick cultural practices,
how the program is thought to affect human flourishing and character development, and what

problems might arise when implementing thick cultural practices.
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Organization Context

The Charter School Growth Fund (CSGF) is a national nonprofit that makes multi-year,
philanthropic investments in education leaders from around the country who are building
networks of public charter schools. In 2023 alone, they distributed 203 million dollars for
organizational growth, capacity building, impact and innovation and facility loans. Thus far, they
have made investments in more than 200 charter school networks and helped them to grow and
scale over 1,600 schools serving over 725,000 students across the nation. About 83% of these
students are Latino and Black and 73% are socio-economically disadvantaged.

CSGF is committed to helping existing schools and networks navigate the challenges of growth
and expand their impact. In particular, they aim to grow great schools, serve as a catalyst for
innovation and build the capacity of each organization. The CSGF organization comprises a
variety of teams, three of which are specifically dedicated to serving schools in the portfolio in
the areas of seed, scale, and impact. The Seed team identifies and supports emerging school
leaders who are in the early stages of founding or expanding high-performing public charter
schools. The Scale team identifies and supports school leaders who want to expand their high-
performing public charter schools by growing to serve roughly 1,000+ additional students in the
next 3-5 years. The Impact team works to build and leverage their portfolio’s expertise in key
practice areas, including academics and character, talent, finance and operations, and

college/career access.

In recent years, the Character and Culture team (a division of the Impact Team) discovered a

subset of charter schools in their portfolio uniquely designed to pursue the goal of “human
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flourishing.” The team adopted the concept of "human flourishing" from a Harvard program that
defines it as encompassing five key domains: happiness, physical and mental health, purpose,
character, and strong social connections. (VanderWeele, 2012) . These schools have a rich

culture and boast high staff retention, student retention, and strong student outcomes.

Initially, the character and culture team believed that these schools' “design blueprint” was key to
their success. As a result, they made investments to help other schools develop what they refer to
as “thicker” character and culture blueprints. The blueprint included a plan for culture and
student character development that is at the center of every school element, from hiring and
curriculum to student life and family engagement. However, they came to realize that a blueprint
alone is insufficient. Schools also need to have the conditions and the capacity to bring the

blueprint to life.

From 2021-2024, CSGF has had nine schools/networks participate in their Thick Practice
Program. These leaders participate in an annual Character and Culture convening and partner
with Transcend, an external consulting firm to conduct an audit of their culture practices.

Leaders also host one site visit during the year and engage in a few virtual sessions throughout.

The area where they are looking for additional insight is how to build the capacity of senior
leaders and their teams to foster a culture that leads to human flourishing for students and staff.
In addition, this work must be systematized and maintained so that when founding leaders leave
and/or as the organization expands, the hallmark practices of that school’s community and
culture remain. Currently, CSGF is making tremendous financial investments, but it is unclear if
this approach is financially sustainable or replicable, given the scale of impact that they are

hoping for across their portfolio.
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By 2027, the Character and Culture Team at CSGF plans to invest in scaling or launching 12-15
national exemplars of the “thickest” character practice across different school models. They also
want to enable 50+ CSGF portfolio members to make significant progress towards thicker
character practice and begin to foster and deepen intentional conversations about character and
culture practices across their entire portfolio of 150+ charter networks. Ultimately, they want to
shift the vision of excellence and success in schools, not just for their organization but also

across the nation.

Problem of Practice

Many of the schools in the CSGF portfolio are struggling with staff retention and student
retention. Plus, there has been a significant increase in mental health concerns among
adolescents and less positive social interaction due to the presence of social media and other
societal factors. However, culture and character elements are usually either relatively unattended
to, trusted to transfer with key staff, or codified in a *handbook’ and assumed to transfer that
way. Some believe that human flourishing is neither attainable nor the responsibility of CSGF or
the schools. The character and culture team is combating a lack of value and understanding
within the organization and the field at large. As a result, they are on a mission to prove the
possibility of human flourishing in schools and speak to its impact on student outcomes: socially,
emotionally, and academically. To do so, they want to ensure that their investments are both

sustainable and meaningful.

The issue that they are facing is that, while a few of the participants of the character and culture
cohort are further along in their journey, many are not yet national exemplars of thick character

practice, despite significant investment from CSGF. Moreover, there has yet to be a formal



Cultivating the Capacity to Lead Culture and Character 12

evaluation of schools in the cohort or the program design. This project intends to get a snapshot
of how school-based staff perceive thick practices being implemented in their schools and to
gather feedback from organization leaders regarding the experience of participating in the Thick

Practice Cohort.

Synthesis of Evidence

In the landscape of K-12 schools, the intersection of leadership, culture, and character
development plays a pivotal role in shaping the educational experience and outcomes of students.
The leadership within schools serves as a driving force in fostering a school culture that nurtures
students' character development. Understanding how leadership influences the cultivation of an
environment that is a catalyst for character growth and how to develop that type of leadership is
essential in maximizing the impact on student success. This literature review aims to delve into
the relationship between leadership, culture, and character development in schools and shed light
on the practices and strategies for funders to support the growth of leadership that can contribute

to the culture of schools, the holistic development of students, and other positive outcomes.

The Case for Character Development

For centuries, there has been an ongoing debate regarding the purpose of education. Are
we preparing young people to enter the workforce or are we preparing students to grow up and
become engaged citizens? Once upon a time, character education was central to the design of
schools and valued as one of education’s primary intentions. Some theorists believed education
was of utmost importance to create a compassionate, courteous, and self-disciplined society.
Without this foundation, having intelligent people was perceived as of limited value (Jeynes,

2019).
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As Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (1947) said, “Intelligence plus character—that is the goal of true
education (pgl0).” For students to succeed, they require more than knowledge and academic
habits. They also need social and emotional skills to support their academic and other life
endeavors, such as self-regulation and the ability to collaborate with others (Duckworth, 2005).
Moreover, success is defined not merely by the accumulation of college degrees or even by a
large bank account. The ultimate goal is human flourishing, which encompasses a broader range
of outcomes such as mental and physical well-being, happiness, a sense of purpose, strong
character, and meaningful social connections (VanderWeele, 2017). Ultimately, we want our
children to be well and do well (Aristotle, 340BC).

Today’s education has increasingly become focused on academic achievement and high-
stakes testing, even though we know that our present and future challenges in society can only be
met by citizens with good character (Jeynes, 2019; Dabdoub, 2021). The "no-excuses" model of
charter school education has become a popular approach for urban youth, emphasizing strict
discipline and academic rigor. While this model has shown some success, it faces limitations
when it comes to character development. There is often a tension between its emphasis on strict
discipline, rule-following and the more progressive ideals of critical thinking and decision-
making. The constant adult surveillance of students, focusing on behaviors unrelated to learning,
combined with the assumption that students who act independently are misbehaving, and the
demeaning treatment of students by adults can have negative consequences. While rules can
provide a sense of security, they can also stifle student initiative and ambition if not balanced
with opportunities for choice and self-regulation (Goodman, 2013).

Additionally, many schools prioritize performance-based character strengths (ie. grit or

teamwork) and communicate them to be merely as tools for achieving academic success rather
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than as intrinsic values (Dishon & Goodman, 2017). Moreover, they often ignore the social,
intellectual, and moral-based virtues potentially hindering the development of strong moral
character (Jubilee Center, 2012). The significant differences between the highly structured
environment typically found in charter schools and the diverse real-world situations where

students will need to apply their character strengths further exacerbate these issues.

The Significance of Culture

Several organizational theorists have highlighted the importance of prioritizing culture as
a key leadership responsibility. When an organization's beliefs, values, attitudes, expectations,
and behaviors are misaligned or inconsistent, it creates internal challenges and can impact the
organization’s outcomes (MacNeil et al., 2009). Schools are no different. Nurturing a positive
school culture is paramount to fostering a thriving learning environment. A strong school culture
not only boosts teacher morale and reduces turnover but also directly impacts student outcomes.
When teachers feel valued, supported, and inspired, they are more likely to be engaged and
effective in the classroom. This, in turn, leads to improved student achievement, increased
motivation, and a more positive school climate overall (MacNeil et al., 2009).

Not only does a strong school culture impact student achievement; it can also play a
significant role in character education. In the same way that we speak about the character of a
person, communities also have character. This character is defined by its culture, which includes
mission or values that drive the community, the quality of the relationships, rituals, etc.
(Dabdoub, 2021). Implementing a character education curriculum on top of an existing culture is
insufficient to produce social-emotional development in children. A positive and productive

school community can foster character virtues, the academic curriculum can explicitly teach
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them, and students can actively seek them out through experiences both inside and outside the
classroom (The Jubilee Centre Framework for Character Education in Schools - 2022, n.d.)

In the end, the school's identity and purpose must prioritize character development, which
should receive constant reinforcement both within and outside of the school day (Seider, 2012;
The Jubilee Centre Framework for Character Education in Schools - 2022, n.d.). This implies
that the school contextualizes and intentionally constructs its program and design to align with its
desired culture and mission. Educational institutions like this are rare, yet effective in producing

both strong academic and social-emotional outcomes in children (Seider, 2012).

The Role of a Leader in Organizational Culture

While many factors contribute to a strong organizational culture, the leadership of an
organization is the most significant (Tsai, 2011). Leaders play a crucial role in shaping,
nurturing, and sustaining the desired organizational culture. They are responsible for the design
of an organization and the direction and development of the employees. They set the vision and
model expectations, and they must have the ability to inspire and influence others to follow their
example (Leithwood et al., 2004; Al Ariss and Guo, 2016). A leader's primary role is to create a
nurturing and supportive environment where teams and the community can thrive (Granville-
Chapman et al., 2024).

School leaders are no exception. Principals are the ultimate designers and drivers of the
school’s culture and/or climate. Their ability or inability to create positive working conditions for
staff and students has an impact on teacher retention, student absenteeism, student discipline and
academic achievement (Grissom, 2011; Grissom 2021). Generating a culture that promotes the
character development of students requires a certain kind of leadership that may not fit the

typical mold (Dabdoub, 2021). These leaders must not only have technical abilities; they must


https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9381403/#CR2
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have an abundance of emotional intelligence and normative skills. They must demonstrate an
aptitude for what could be referred to as spiritual values, such as humility, honesty, patience,
forgiveness, gratitude, peace and love (Frisdiantara & Sahertian, 2012). There are a variety of
leadership theories that fit this profile. Transformational leadership and its related approaches,
such as authentic, servant, ethical, and responsible leadership, are grounded in strong ethical,
moral and even spiritual principles that prioritize the well-being of the people within the leaders’
care (Kumar and Vij 2014). Essentially, leaders must be “flourishing” themselves to both model
and guide staff and students toward their own holistic development and achievement.

This doesn’t mean that leaders should not also be technically savvy. To effectively
implement organizational strategies, leaders must possess strong strategic thinking skills, the
ability to navigate complex issues, and the interpersonal skills to build consensus and gain buy-in
(Matthews 2008). They must also be adept communicators, capable of articulating the strategy
clearly and inspiring employee engagement (Cote, 2023). Furthermore, leaders must be skilled
problem solvers, capable of identifying and addressing obstacles to strategy implementation.
They must also prioritize human resource management and align it with the organization’s
strategic goals. Effective change management is another critical skill, as leaders must
communicate changes effectively and ensure smooth implementation. Finally, investing in the
development of future leaders is essential. Leaders must identify and nurture talent, providing

clear career paths and opportunities for continuous learning (Matthew, 2008; Cote, 2023).
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Funders as Catalysts for Cultural Transformation

While leadership of the organization is the most significant factor in developing and maintaining
organizational culture, funders can play a pivotal role. By providing strategic support, financial resources,
and guidance, funders can empower leaders to navigate the complexities of cultural transformation. In
addition to financial resources, funders can offer technical assistance by facilitating access to expert
consultants and creating platforms for the exchange of ideas and experiences. To optimize technical
assistance, programs should be flexible, goal-oriented, and continuously monitored (Lyons et al, 2016).

To further support leaders, funders can invest in leadership development programs that focus on
transformational leadership skills, emotional intelligence, and cultural competence (Genis, 2008; Support
Center for Nonprofit Management, 2008). Workshops and seminars can also equip leaders with the
necessary tools and strategies to assess and influence organizational culture. By creating collaborative
networks, such as peer learning groups and communities of practice, funders can facilitate knowledge
sharing and innovation among leaders from different organizations (Bartczak, 2014; Lave and Wenger,
1991).

By funding research and evaluation, funders can help organizations assess their current culture,
identify areas for improvement, and measure the impact of change initiatives. Funders can also help bring
about positive change and make sure it lasts by helping leaders make strategic plans and holding leaders
accountable for progress in cultural change through performance metrics and regular reporting (Lyons et
al., 2016; Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors; Dunst et al., 2019).. Ultimately, by providing
comprehensive support, funders can significantly impact leaders’ efforts to create more positive,

productive, and inclusive organizational cultures (Wong et. Al, 2024).

Consideration for Quality Improvement:
To enhance school quality, a focused approach is needed. It’s crucial to pinpoint the exact

problem and its underlying reasons. Employing a fishbone diagram can help identify and address
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root causes of specific problems. Additionally, the adage “we cannot improve at scale what we
cannot measure” underscores the importance of data-driven decision-making. By tracking both
outcomes and primary drivers, educators can gain valuable insights and make informed
adjustments (Bryk, et al, 2015). One versatile tool that can support data-driven decision-making
and leadership is the logic model.

Logic models offer a structured approach to program planning, implementation, and
evaluation. By visualizing the connection between a program’s inputs, activities, outputs,
outcomes, and impact, these models help ensure that all critical components are considered. They
promote accountability among stakeholders, identify data needs, and provide a framework for
interpreting program information. Furthermore, logic models can help prevent program failures
by addressing organizational, management and other challenges (Goldman & Schmalz, 2006).
They integrate research-based practices with practical knowledge, allowing for comparisons
between ideal and real-world program operations. By clarifying resource allocation priorities,
enhancing communication, and justifying resource investments, logic models contribute to more
effective and efficient programs (Goldman & Schmalz, 2006).

In addition, leveraging the power of cohorts, or networked communities, can
exponentially increase capacity through shared learning and knowledge exchange (Bryk, et al,
2015). Fostering social capital and setting common targets and measures further strengthens the
collaborative effort, ultimately leading to improved educational outcomes and stronger

leadership (Basom et al, 1995; Teital, 1997).

Conceptual Framework
The Charter School Growth Fund has developed a framework to define what they mean by

“thick practice” and its contribution towards character development and human flourishing. As
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you can see in the image below, the organization’s ‘why’ is believed to be foundational to
developing a school culture that leads to character development. The leader and organization
must be clear and deeply convicted about the mission and values of the organization. Then, the
organization’s purpose and values must be lived out among the adults and intentionally
implemented and engaged throughout all aspects of the school.

The CSGF developed this conceptual framework for thick practice (see Figure 5.1). I
want to draw your attention to the bottom of the framework because it all starts with laying a
strong foundation. At the heart of thick practice is a clear and compelling vision for the school
and its students. This vision is articulated through a well-defined mission, core values, and a
portrait of the graduate. The mission outlines the school’s purpose, while the values guide
decision-making and behavior. The portrait of the graduate serves as a roadmap, painting a
picture of the ideal student who embodies the school’s mission and values.

Once the foundation is laid, the focus shifts to the adults within the organization. Leaders
and staff must model the values they espouse. This means embodying the values in their daily
interactions with students, families, colleagues, and in their personal lives. It’s about building
strong relationships, demonstrating empathy, and fostering a positive and supportive learning
environment.

To ensure that the values are not just lip service, they must also be intentionally

embedded into the school’s systems and structures. This includes:

e Sacred Time: The daily schedule should provide opportunities for students to practice

the values.
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e Curriculum: The curriculum should be designed to explicitly teach and reinforce the
school’s values. There is a shared vocabulary that is utilized in relation to the school’s
values and purpose.

o Rites of Passage: Students and adults have the opportunity to demonstrate their progress
toward character development.

o Systems and Rituals: School-wide systems, policies and practices reinforce the values

and create a sense of belonging.

By focusing on these foundational elements and systematically implementing them, schools
can create a culture where character development and human flourishing thrive. Thick practice is
not just about adhering to a set of rules or policies; it’s about living the values, modeling the

behavior, and creating a space where students can learn, grow, and become their best selves.

Figure 5.1

What We Mean By “Thick Practice”

Human Flourishing/Character Development

Sacred Time Ahcg:i?c::r: . ites of Eessaee Systems & Rituats
Students and adults have the School wide systems (student
opportunity and challenge to behavior, rituals, reward,

demonstrate their progress compensation, etc.) reflect and
through completing milestones are aligned with the
(performance tasks, badges, organization's values and
capstone, etc.). purpose.

School day, outside/inside the Curricula is aligned to the
classroom, provides intentional organizational values
opportunities for staff/students (intentional text selection to

to engage with the values and reinforce values). There is a

work toward purpose. shared, well-understood
vocabulary.

Adult Work and Relationships

Adults model the organization’s values and purpose in the community—with other adults, with kids, and personally.
(Evidenced in: Leadership, deep relationships; approach to developing/ managing adults; hiring and selection processes; org. chart; family engagement)

| Intentional Vision & Values: The Organization’s “WHY”

The leader and organization have a clear purpose and set of values.
(Evidenced in: Mission and vision statements, authentic values, theory of impact, graduate aims, Founder's story, ultimate plan for impact)
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Project Questions

This project assesses the extent to which the nine participating charter school organizations are
implementing thick cultural practices in their schools as defined by CSGF and the perceived
impact of participation in the Character and Culture Cohort at CSGF with respect to human

flourishing and character development.

Project Questions:

1. What are the perceptions of participants regarding the experience of participating in
CSGEF’s character and culture cohort?

il. In what ways are the participating school networks of the Character & Culture Cohort
program exhibiting thick cultural practices as experienced by teachers and leaders at

the schools?

Project Design: Data Collection
This project targets the school leaders who have participated in the Thick Practice Cohort thus

far and the teachers and school-based leaders who work in their schools. It consists of
interviewing network leaders regarding their participation in the cohort and its impact (See
Appendix A), and surveying teachers and school-based leaders regarding the implementation of
thick practices in their schools (see Appendix B). Of the nine schools and school networks that
have participated in the Thick Practice Cohort, I had the opportunity to interview at least one
representative from seven networks who participated actively in the cohort experience with

CSGF. The other two school networks are no longer part of the CSGF portfolio (See Appendix
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C). I asked these leaders to disseminate the survey to school-based staff, and I received survey
results from about six of those organizations. One of the barriers to delivering the survey was
time of the year. September is the start of the school year, and this would have been best
delivered at the end of the school year; however, I had 191 respondents to our survey, with the
majority of respondents coming from schools that are a part of the Gem Prep and Washington
Latin school networks. 59.2% of respondents are teachers, 12.6% are school-based staff, and
13.1% are school-based leaders, which include deans, assistant principals, and principals. The
remaining ~15% of respondents consist mostly of school-based operations staff,

paraprofessionals, related service staff members, and network staff.

What charter school organization do you work for?
191 responses

@ Washington Latin
@ Gestalt Academy
Chattanooga Prep
@ Santa Fe South
| @ Elan Academy
' ® Gem Prep

@ Atlanta Unbound Academy

Figure 6.1

Data Analysis & Findings:

During the semi-structured interviews, I posed open-ended questions to gauge the
benefits and impact of partnering with CSGF and any challenges with implementing thick
cultural practices in schools. I also invited participants to provide constructive feedback

regarding their experience and the framework that CSGF created to define thick cultural

22
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practices. Each interview occurred during July and August 2024 and took about 30 minutes or
less. Interviews were recorded on Zoom and then transcribed to Microsoft Word via Descript. 1
used an inductive approach to code the interviews to determine the perceived impact of CSGF on
these leaders and their schools and identify common challenges with implementing thick
practices in their schools. For each question, I coded the themes arising from each question and,
for each interview, noted if there was a new theme or repeated theme. I reviewed each interview
3-5 times to ensure that all themes were captured. Here is the data that I gathered below along

with the relevant findings.

Finding # 1:
The Thick Practice Culture Cohort provided valuable learning opportunities for school

leaders.

As one can see below in Figure 7.1, participants in the Thick Practice Culture Cohort
overwhelmingly reported positive experiences and significant benefits. Every leader noted that
the CSGF does a great job of putting like-minded leaders in the same space and cultivating a
sense of community. They also valued the ability to see models of thick practices and share
resources across schools. As a part of the program, leaders were also partnered with an
organization called Transcend that conducted an audit of the organization by gathering artifacts
and conducting interviews and provided the school leader with a codification of their values and
insight to the areas where they were misaligned with their values. In some cases, there were
different values that rose to the top than what was written in their charter. Leaders truly valued
that process and saw it as helpful feedback. Many participants leveraged that information to be

more intentional in their planning and their communication both internally and externally. Lastly,
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leaders noted that the check-ins that they received from Transcend and members of CSGF’s

Character and Culture Team provided them with some accountability.

Figure 7.1.
Benefits of participating in Character & Culture Cohort
# of
Code participants Example
who
mentioned
Community & “CSGF does an amazing job of putting leaders in the same space and
Connection 7 cultivating that sense of like community within being a charter
school.”
Codification “that audit, the interviews and the artifacts started to come up with
7 common themes that are really the central part of our culture. And
we could not have done that internally”
Feedback “took a step back and look at some of our practices, which we
7 thought were thick or those that we didn't consider being thick
practices around the culture of our school”
Accountability " just the technical support of having someone and and Kiana, um,
6 there and checking in with the team and our progress as we went
along.”
Models/Resource 5 “It’s amazing to learn from other charter schools doing the same
Sharing type of work”
Intentionality "if we're saying we're lifelong learners, how are we increasing the
5 amount of joy that students are finding in academics, like where
they're confidently mastering the learning, but they're also
expressing some type of self-driven curiosity about the world...”
External “but thanks to the grant that we got, we made films of each of the
Marketing 4 principles, and we are using those and adding more support around
the website..”
Finding #2:

Leaders are facing challenges that are more associated with organizational growth.

As demonstrated in Figure 7.2, the most common challenge hindering schools’ ability to

implement thick practices across the organizations was organizational growth. As leaders expand

their organization, they have seen some of the hallmarks of their culture either wane or differ
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from site to site. Moreover, with the expansion of an organization comes hiring and the
onboarding of staff. This is in addition to the typical staff turnover. The increase as well as the
changing of staff contribute to schools’ inability to retain and maintain their culture. Some of the
pioneers of these organizations who were instrumental in establishing their unique culture have
moved on and their presence feels irreplicable. Lastly, the issue of time and timing came up a
few times in the interviews. While schools are invited to the character and culture convening on
an annual basis, the financial support and partnership with Transcend are limited to one year.
Leaders reported a desire to extend their partnership with the Character and Culture Team at
CSGF. They believe that a year is insufficient to see the fruit of their labor. Some are concerned

about their ability to make further progress without the additional support and accountability.

Figure 7.2.
Challenges with “Thick Practice” Implementation
# of
Code participants Example
who
mentioned

“We're at this like this juncture where if we keep growing and
Growing Pains 6 expanding, we're gonna lose who we are because it just gets
watered down a little bit more and a little bit more every time”

“the landscape of education right now, we're consistently
Onboarding of 4 getting a lot of new teachers, and we're, You know, some of

Staff our leaders have, who started with us, who had some of those
just innate skills to carry out the school culture, they're no
longer with us.”

"I think you need more than a year to get some outcomes
Time/Timing 3 around character and I would say the cohort should be two
years in order for you to kind of see the labor of your work.”

The survey data was explored to determine what trending successes and/or opportunities for
growth exist across organizations that have participated in the thick practice cohort. The majority
of the survey data is positive, although there are varying degrees of agreement depending on the

specific question. These nuances in the data provide us with additional insight into the areas
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where CSGF can continue to support schools and networks in their pursuit of developing thick
cultural practices. In order to analyze the data more efficiently, I color-coded each school’s level
of agreement with each statement in the survey. If 75% or more staff agreed with the statement, I
color coded the data green; if the 50-74% of staff agreed with the statement, I color coded the
data yellow and if less than 50% agreed, the data is color coded as red. See below for the results
of the survey.

Finding #3:

Intentional Vision and Values: School leaders and organizations have a clear purpose and a
set of values, but the strategic plan and theory of impact either do not exist or are not
visible.

While schools demonstrate a strong understanding of their vision, mission, and values, there are
gaps in strategic planning and the theory of impact, two interconnected concepts. In Figure 7.3,

we see that while most schools have a clear portrait of a graduate, only three of seven have a

well-defined and well-communicated theory of impact, and five appear to lack a formal strategic

plan.
Figure 7.3
The school There is a L
The school | The school The has a clear strategic plan The principal's
has a clear | has a clear | school portrait of a for de\?elop in core values
mission and | purpose has a graduate that thick cultsra? align to the
vision and set of | theory of | aligns with L school’s core
. practice in the
statement values impact | purpose and school values
values
School A 91.18% 91.18% 67.65% 76.47% 70.59% 79.41%
School B 80.00% 80.00% 80.00% 60.00% 80.00% 80.00%
School C 90.48% 90.48% 61.90% 76.19% 66.67% 90.48%
School D 92.31% 92.31% 92.31% 76.92% 69.23% 84.62%
School E 95.56% 97.78% 68.89% 91.11% 66.67% 86.67%
School F 93.75% 93.75% 81.25% 87.50% 81.25% 81.25%
School G 87.50% 81.25% 50.00% 81.25% 56.25% 75.00%




Cultivating the Capacity to Lead Culture and Character 27

Finding #4

Adult work & Relationships: Teachers demonstrate the organization's purpose and values
with students and families, but their alignment of purpose and values in interactions with
colleagues and in their personal lives is less clear and/or consistent.

School staff members report that teachers consistently align their interactions with children with
their purpose and values and for the most part demonstrate strong alignment with families (see
Figure 7.4). However, interactions among colleagues and personal alignment with the school's
purpose and values show some gaps. While at least three schools report inconsistencies in
colleague interactions, the least agreement is observed in personal alignment, with many

respondents choosing neutral. This may indicate a lack of awareness or a conscious effort to

maintain professionalism.

Figure 7.4

Teacfhers: . Teachers: Interactions Teacfhers: . Teachers: In their

Interactions with ith coll Interactions with i

students] with colleagues families personal lives]
School A 94.12% 82.35% 85.29% 58.82%
School B 80.00% 73.33% 73.33% 66.67%
School C 85.71% 57.14% 76.19% 61.90%
School D 92.31% 84.62% 84.62% 53.85%
School E 97.78% 91.11% 91.11% 48.89%
School F 93.75% 87.50% 81.25% 56.25%
School G 87.50% 68.75% 81.25% 50.00%
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Finding #5

Adult work & Relationships: Leaders demonstrate the organization's purpose and values
with students and families and mostly with colleagues, but the alignment of purpose and
values in the areas of people management, hiring, org structure and in their personal lives
is less clear and/or consistent.

Similar to teachers, school leaders’ interactions with students and with families are mostly
aligned to the schools’ purpose and values. We see less agreement with the statements in the
areas of people management, hiring, and organizational structure, as well as in leaders’ personal

lives. It is important to note that the schools that indicate less alignment in the work with

colleagues are 2 of the 3 schools noted in the teacher section.

Figure 7.5
intoractions| Interactions | Le20ers: | S |, o jore;| Leaders: | Leaders: | Leaders:
. - Interactions ) People Hiring and Org:
with with ith famili personal PD t lecti truct
students | colleagues with families lives management | selection | structure
School A| 91.18% 79.41% 91.18% 47.06% | 73.53% 67.65% 79.41% 64.71%
School B| 93.33% 86.67% 86.67% 66.67% | 93.33% 80.00% 66.67% 93.33%
School C| 95.24% 71.43% 85.71% 76.19% | 85.71% 61.90% 61.90% 66.67%
School D| 100.00% 84.62% 100.00% 69.23% | 92.31% 84.62% 92.31% 84.62%
School E| 93.33% 84.44% 91.11% 55.56% | 77.78% 77.78% 73.33% 75.56%
School F | 81.25% 87.50% 81.25% 56.25% | 81.25% 75.00% 81.25% 81.25%
School G| 75.00% 68.75% 68.75% 56.25% | 81.25% 68.75% 43.75% 50.00%
Finding #6

Sacred Time & Curricula: While schools effectively incorporate core values into classroom
instruction, they provide limited opportunities for students to practice these values outside
of the classroom. Places where the curriculum is not as tightly aligned to the core values
have intentional opportunities inside and outside of the classroom for students to engage
with the core values.

As seen in Figure 8.6, all schools intentionally integrate core values into classroom activities,

and all except one demonstrate strong agreement with the statement that there is a shared, well
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understood vocabulary related to core values and character development across the school. Only

three schools offer opportunities outside the classroom for students to engage in work around

core values. It is important to note that these schools have curricula that is seen as less aligned to

the core values and purpose of the school. The opposite is also true. Schools that have a more

tightly aligned curriculum to the school’s values have less alignment outside of the classroom.

Figure 7.6.
intentional There is a shared,
Intentional I . ves . . well-understood
" ntentional opportunities for staff Curricula is
opportunities o . g vocabulary related
for students opportunities for to engage with the aligned to the to core values and
inside of the students outside | school’s core values school’s core character
classroom of the classroom and work toward a values development
common purpose across thz school
School A 85.29% 82.35% 88.24% 70.59% 70.59%
School B 86.67% 66.67% 93.33% 86.67% 86.67%
School C 85.71% 85.71% 95.24% 66.67% 76.19%
School D 100.00% 76.92% 84.62% 69.23% 84.62%
School E 84.44% 57.78% 86.67% 82.22% 84.44%
School F 87.50% 56.25% 93.75% 75.00% 87.50%
School G 81.25% 43.75% 68.75% 81.25% 75.00%
Finding #7

Rites of Passage, Rituals & Systems: There are rituals and traditions that are reflective of
schools’ values and purpose. Opportunities to demonstrate progress in character
development are limited for students and even more limited for the adults. There is
evidence of some misalignment between student behavior systems and structures and
school values.

As you can see in Figure 7.7, all schools except one have a strong alignment of rituals and

traditions with the schools’ purpose and values. In most schools there is also alignment of

student behaviors, but opportunities for staff and students to demonstrate progress in character

development appear to be limited, especially for the adults.
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Figure 7.7
Adults have the There are student There are rituals
Students have the opportunity to behavior systems ae
. and traditions that
opportunity to demonstrate progress | and structures that reflect and are
demonstrate in character reflect and are . .
. . . aligned with the
progress in character | development through aligned with the )
. ) school’s values
development completing school’s values and
. and purpose
milestones purpose
School A 44.12% 35.29% 58.82% 82.35%
School B 60.00% 26.67% 80.00% 86.67%
School C 76.19% 57.14% 71.43% 80.95%
School D 76.92% 76.92% 84.62% 100.00%
School E 62.22% 53.33% 77.78% 75.56%
School F 50.00% 50.00% 75.00% 81.25%
School G 56.25% 31.25% 43.75% 56.25%
Recommendations

1. Identify measures of success & hold schools accountable to those measures.

While CSGF has provided a frame and description of thick cultural practices, there is no

guidance on how to measure implementation or its impact. As we saw in the findings, schools

are unclear on how to measure progress towardscharacter development for staff and students.

Moreover, this survey was the first attempt to gauge how schools are implementing thick

practices in their schools. Currently CSGF considers strong staff retention and student retention

as relevant indicators, but these indicators are only a portion of the story. There are many schools

with strong staff and student retention that are not implementing thick cultural practices. What

are the key performance indicators that school leaders and CSGF can use to see how well thick

cultural practices are being used and how they are having an effect?
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Moreover, CSGF should measure schools’ progress toward these goals on an annual basis at
a minimum. Schools participating in the thick practice cohort receive multiple benefits, including
financial investment in their growth and success. CSGF should not feel shy about expecting a
return on their investment. These expectations can be communicated upfront so that those who
apply to participate understand what full participation entails.

It's crucial to remember that we don't want to adopt a dogmatic approach or succumb to
excessive monitoring, which can contradict our goals. However, effective leaders understand the
importance of tracking results. They can articulate clear definitions of success and transparently
report on progress toward organizational goals. Accountability goes beyond numbers on a page.
It's evident in the dedication of employees and the overall positive energy of the
organization. Despite the unique design and specific contexts of schools, we can still establish
common expectations for outcomes. CSGF can partner with school leaders to develop key
performance indicators that are relevant to the context of the school but still aligned to the
framework.

2. Craft a logic model for the Thick Practice Cohort.

As research indicates, logic models are valuable tools for planning, implementing, managing,
evaluating, and reporting on programs. They help clarify a program's goals, the steps to achieve
those goals, and the expected outcomes, guiding evaluation efforts and resource allocation
(Goldman & Schmalz, 2006). While schools perceive the cohort experience as beneficial, they
are not yet achieving the desired outcomes as envisioned by CSGF. We know that systems are
designed to yield the results you are getting. Currently, schools are excelling in areas such as
having a clear mission and vision, while participants feel that CSGF has made an impact in areas

like community building and connection. These outcomes are directly connected to activities that
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CSGF has designed as part of the thick practice cohort programming. A logic model will test
CSGF’s assumptions about its own programming and ensure that not only are there key
performance indicators for schools but also for themselves (Goldman & Schmalz, 2006). If
CSGF wants to see growth in other aspects of their framework, there may need to be some
refinement of current practices and/or development of new experiences and activities as part of
the cohort experience.

Moreover, you cannot improve at scale what you cannot measure. CSGF has a desire for this
work on character and culture to impact their portfolio and hopefully the entire charter school
industry. As they seek to expand and refine their programming, developing a logic model is a

critical step to ensure that CSGF is yielding outcomes from their investment of time and money.

3. Require school networks and/or schools in the cohort to engage in strategic planning
and/or incorporate thick cultural practices into their strategic planning process.

We have heard of the saying, If you fail to plan, plan to fail and it is true. After the process of
codification and feedback, CSGF in partnership with Transcend should work with schools to set
goals and identify concrete next steps towards thicker cultural practice. Schools will not be able
to make progress towards thick cultural practices without establishing goals and leader actions
and a timeline for implementation. Leaders reported that they have been more intentional in their
work after the codification process, but the survey data for the theory of impact and strategic
planning suggests that there is either a gap in the planning or in the communication. When each
department and team understand the organization’s larger strategy, they too can contribute
intentionally toward these goals (Cote, 2020). This would ensure not just progress, but steady

consistent progress towards the measures of success that CSGF will establish.
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4. Extend program engagement.

While participants generally view the CSGF program positively, many leaders desire a
longer engagement. Survey data reveals a wide range of school needs, from 4 to 14 areas for
growth. Depending on their current level of thick practice implementation, schools may require
more than a year of sustained support to achieve optimal results.

To maximize impact, CSGF should consider a long-term engagement model with schools
and networks, broken down into phases. By assessing schools' needs and progress, CSGF can
tailor the length and intensity of support, ensuring that even schools closer to exemplar status
receive adequate assistance to solidify their systems and structures. While rapid progress is
possible, significant transformation and lasting outcomes may take several years. It's important
to recognize that schools' needs and capabilities can evolve over time, necessitating ongoing
evaluation and adjustment of support strategies.

5. Utilize the cohort structure.

CSGF's current "thick practice cohort" model, while beneficial, has the potential to be even
more impactful. Participants report that they enjoy being in the presence of other school leaders
and have benefited from seeing other models and sharing resources. Providing a more robust
cohort experience would not only increase these existing benefits but also build on them. By
fully leveraging the power of a cohort model, CSGF can foster stronger collaboration, shared
learning, and accountability among participants (Barnett & Muse, 1993; Basom et al., 1995;
Teitel, 1997). Every year, CSGF partners with 2-4 organizations that vary in size and may be in
different stages of implementing thick practices. To maximize the benefits of a cohort model,
CSGF could expand the cohort to create a more diverse and dynamic learning community,

facilitate deeper connections through regular virtual and in-person meetings, workshops, and
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collaborative projects, involve frontline leaders such as school principals to ensure a deeper
understanding and implementation of thick practices, and leverage technology to facilitate
communication, knowledge sharing, and collaboration among cohort members, regardless of
their geographic location.

By using these strategies, CSGF can make a stronger and more significant cohort model that
leads to big gains in student achievement and leadership development not only in each school but

also across the CSGF portfolio and maybe even in the whole charter school industry.

Conclusion

This study aimed to investigate the implementation of thick cultural practices within
schools participating in CSGF's Character and Culture Cohort and assess the program's impact
on human flourishing and character development. Through interviews with network leaders and
a survey of school-based staff, key insights emerged.

Participants generally reported a positive experience in the Character and Culture Cohort,
valuing the opportunities for community-building, shared learning, and feedback. However,
challenges in implementing thick cultural practices were identified, including staff turnover, time
constraints, and measuring impact. To further enhance the cohort's impact, CSGF may consider
providing long-term support, tailored assistance, leadership development, data-driven decision-
making tools, and deepening community engagement.

Future research should explore the long-term impact of thick cultural practices through
longitudinal studies, conduct in-depth case studies to identify best practices, compare the impact

across different school contexts, and evaluate the effectiveness of leadership development
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programs. By addressing the challenges and building upon the strengths identified in this study,
CSGF can continue to support schools in creating thriving learning environments that promote

human flourishing and character development.
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Appendix A:
Interview Questions For Participants of Thick Practice Cohort

. What are your organization’s core values?
. How do each of these values show up across your organization?
. What are some challenges you are facing regarding the implementation of thick practices

in your school or organization?

. Are there any elements missing from the criteria of thick practices?

. What support have you received through CSGF?

. What has been the impact of that support?

. What support do you still need to implement thick practices and/or see the outcomes you

want?
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Appendix B:
Survey Instrument for School Staff and School Leaders

Using this scale, to what degree do these statements describe your organization?
(Scale: 1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Agree)
- The school has a clear mission and vision statement
- The school has a clear purpose and set of values
- The school has a theory of impact
- The school has a clear portrait of a graduate that aligns with purpose and values
- The school has a strategic plan for developing thick practice in their school (s)
- The Leader’s core values align to the school’s core values
- To what extent do teachers model the school’s values and purpose in the community
in the following:
- Interactions with students
- Interactions with colleagues
- Interactions with families
- In their personal lives
- Leaders model the school’s values and purpose in the community in the following:
- Interactions with students
- Interactions with colleagues
- Interactions with families
- In their personal lives
- Professional Development
- People management
- Hiring and selection
- Organizational structure

- There are intentional opportunities for students to engage with the school’s core
values inside of the classroom

- There are intentional opportunities for students to engage with the school’s core
values outside of the classroom

- There are intentional opportunities for staff to engage with the school’s core values
and work toward a common purpose

- Curricula is aligned to the school’s core values

- There is a shared, well-understood vocabulary related to core values and character
development across the school

- Students have the opportunity to demonstrate progress in character development
through completing milestones (performance tasks, badges, capstone, etc.)

- Adults have the opportunity to demonstrate progress in character development
through completing milestones (performance tasks, badges, capstone, etc.)

- There are student behavior systems and structures that reflect and are aligned with
the school’s values and purpose

- There are rituals and traditions that reflect and are aligned with the school’s values
and purpose
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Appendix C:
Participants in the Thick Practice Cohort
Year Participants
SY 21-22 | Washington Latin, Fugees Academy*
SY 22-23 | Washington Latin, Gestalt, Atlanta Unbound, Tulsa Legacy*
SY 23-24 | Chattanooga Prep, Gem Prep, Santa Fe South, Elan Academy

* School no longer a part of the CSGF Portfolio




