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BOOK STUDY IN A BOX

FACILITATOR’S GUIDE TO

Professional Book Study

The National Center for Systemic Improvement (NCSI) has created this Facilitator’s Guide and 
accompanying materials to support state education agencies in undertaking a book study for 
the book Coherence: The Right Drivers in Action for Schools, Districts, and Systems, written by 
Michael Fullan and Joanne Quinn (2016, Corwin Press).

INTRODUCTION
Successfully navigating the shift that “moves the 
needle” on measurable outcomes for children with 
disabilities and their families requires states to accurately 
assess needs, priorities, and capacities of program 
infrastructures; engage in strategic, collaborative, and 
integrated improvement planning; and implement 
carefully selected evidence-based practices. Fortunately, 
there are numerous improvement models that seek 
to guide the efforts of education leaders as they build 
the capacity of their systems to bring about the kind 
of successful and sustainable change that will lead to 
improved outcomes for all students, including children 
with disabilities. These models include Implementation 
Science (see, for example, the work of Dean Fixsen, 
Sandra Naoom, and Karen Blasé from the National 
Implementation Research Network); Improvement 
Science (see, for example, the work of Bryk, Gomez, 
Grunow, and LeMahieu); the Four Domains of Rapid 
School Turnaround (see the Center on Rapid School 
Turnaround at WestEd); and the Coherence Framework 
(see the work of Fullan and Quinn). The National Center 
for Systemic Improvement (NCSI) develops resources 
and provides technical assistance to support states in 
transforming their systems to improve outcomes for 
children and youth with disabilities. This Book Study 
in a Box series will introduce state leaders and their 
staff to several improvement models, beginning with 
Coherence: The Right Drivers in Action for Schools, 
Districts, and Systems by Michael Fullan and 
Joanne Quinn.

A Book Study is a popular method of capacity building 
in schools, districts, and systems; however, sometimes 
the thought of planning and developing the materials 
for a formal Book Study with colleagues can seem like 
an extra task. But we hope you will find that much of the 
hard work has been done for you in this Book Study in 
a Box resource from the NCSI. This Book Study in a Box 
resource can be used by staff at the State Education 
Agency to engage in professional learning at the system 
level and can be also be shared with leaders of local 
systems interested in learning about comprehensive 
improvement models as they learn and lead their way to 
better school systems and improved student outcomes.

In this Facilitator’s Guide, you will find:

• A description of Book Study as a powerful strategy 
for professional learning and capacity building

• Descriptions of the roles (required and optional) 
needed to conduct a successful Book Study

• Strategies for generating interest in engaging in a 
Book Study on coherence and suggestions for the 
sequence and timing of sessions

• Guidance for preparing for the Book Study  
sessions, including:

 » A pre-session to prepare for the Book Study

 » A session-by-session process agenda for 
each session, including response prompts 
and step-by-step instructions

 » A Participant Packet (PP), including note-taking 
guides, tools, and activities to support learners 
as they build the knowledge and skills needed to 
foster greater coherence in their organizations
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BOOK STUDY AS A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING 
AND CAPACITY-BUILDING ACTIVITY

One type of professional learning is a professional Book Study or 
Book Talk (Duval Schools, n.d.). A Book Study is an effective form 
of professional learning because new learning can be immediately 
applied in the workplace (Donohue, VanTassel, & Patterson, 1996; 
Florida Department of Education, n.d.). Book Study members 
are involved in multiple sessions over time, in which there is 
continuous discussion around a relevant topic that has arisen from 
the organization (United Federation of Teachers, n.d.). A Book 
Study can be a powerful way for professionals to build their own 
and each other’s capacities because it employs the principles of 
adult learning (Knowles, 2005).

What is a professional Book Study?

A professional Book Study is:

• An opportunity for professionals (such as educators, SEA staff, 
and LEA staff) to engage in professional discourse around a 
specific topic related to their field (e.g., teaching and learning, 
organizational leadership, systems change/coherence, collective 
impact).

• Typically, members read books or portions of books or articles in 
preparation for each meeting (Bach, Hensley Choate, & Parker, 
2011) and may come prepared with questions, ideas about, 
or explanations of the reading. One individual in the group 
prepares for and serves as facilitator for the discussion during 
each session.

• Individuals committed to reading and discussing a selected 
book are guided by an overarching question: “How will this 
book influence my professional practice and practices of others 
in my organization?”

Principles of Adult Learning

• Adults have accumulated a 
foundation of life experiences 
and knowledge.

• Adults are autonomous and 
self-directed.

• Adults are goal-oriented.

• Adults are relevancy-oriented and 
practical.

• Adults (all learners) need to 
be respected.

• Adults are motivated to learn by both 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.

• Adults learn best when they 
are active participants in the 
learning process.

• Not all adults learn the same way.

• Adults learn more effectively 
when given timely and appropriate 
feedback and reinforcement 
of learning.

• Adults learn better in an environment 
that is informal and personal.
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Why is a professional Book Study 
powerful?

A professional book study is powerful because it is 
a learning activity that incorporates adult learning 
principles (Lawler & King, 2000):

• It initiates the opportunity to examine and discuss a 
professional topic selected by a cohort of peers.

• It encourages community dialogue on diverse 
educational, leadership, and systems issues that 
impact student achievement.

• It maintains staff interest in contemporary issues, 
topics, programs, and theory.

• It offers the opportunity to constructively contribute to 
identified areas of interest.

• It offers a supportive environment for staff members 
to engage in job-embedded practices for personal 
and professional growth.

Incorporating these adult learning principles increases 
the chance for buy-in and change (Gravani, 2012). 
Gravani’s study of educators found that unless 
participants were allowed to direct their own learning 
and that, moreover, the learning was immediately 
applicable to their workplaces, the participants were not 
committed to implement what was introduced.

When is a Book Study useful?

Professional book studies are useful when:

• A group of professionals wish to explore a topic in 
which they all share a common interest.

• There is a need to examine and discuss an 
organizational issue lending to change in policy, 
practice, or process, or the implementation of a new 
instructional focus.

• There is a need to bring staff together to examine/
study a topic from different perspectives.

DESCRIPTIONS OF THE ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 
OF BOOK STUDY ATTENDEES

For your Book Study to be successful, attendees must 
be committed to fulfilling their roles and responsibilities. 
Typically, attendees include a facilitator and participants 
(Florida Department of Education, n.d.). Optional roles 
may include a recorder, a reflector, and a timekeeper 
(Duvall Schools, n.d.; UFT Teacher Center, n.d.).

What are the roles and responsibilities of 
the facilitator?

Once the Book Study is up and running, the facilitator 
role is often rotated among the Book Study attendees 
to help build their leadership capacity. A facilitator must 
shape and guide the discussion and ensure that others 
have listened to and understand the group members’ 
insights and contributions to the discussion. The 
facilitator should establish themselves as a co-learner 
and not an expert on the material selected for a group’s 
study session.

The facilitator for the coherence Book Study is 
not just the lead learner, but also does the following 
(Fullan, Quinn, & Adam, 2016):

• Clarifies the purpose of the work together: building 
awareness of the concept of coherence, mastering 
the framework, analyzing the organization’s 
coherence, and identifying ways to achieve greater 
coherence in the organization

• Establishes a set of norms for working together

• Organizes the sessions: dates, times, and locations

• Distributes the PP

• Prepares for each session ahead of time: reads the 
material to be discussed, reviews the process agenda, 
prompts, and activities, and makes any revisions to 
the materials/activities

• Guides the group discussion and keeps the group 
discussion focused on the main points, ensuring that 
everyone has an opportunity to participate in the 
dialogue

• Pays attention to nonverbal communication and body 
language and helps resolve conflicts or issues
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• Keeps to time: The time allocated to the studies 
should be known to everyone before the discussion 
begins. While there is little value in rushing a Book 
Study, it is important for the group to learn to express 
their ideas succinctly and as briefly as possible so that 
many ideas can be expressed and discussion does 
not get bogged down.

What are the roles and responsibilities of 
participants?

Attendees of a study group seek transformation; they 
want to make what they study not only something 
they understand, but something they may use in their 
work. The study group thus acts as a bridge, helping 
people move from passive to active learning. The 
group’s dialogue revolves around getting to a better 
understanding of the issues presented, the applications 
of the material to personal and professional experiences, 
the implications for professional responsibilities/
roles, and individual reflection and commitment as the 
participants apply their learning to their lives and/or 
work. Participants have several key roles as part of the 
Book Study team (adapted from Fullan, et al., 2016):

• Represent a range of perspectives

• Share expertise

• Be transparent

• Participate fully

• Makes sure everyone has time to do the closing 
activity, which involves a reflection on their learning 
and a commitment to try something from this learning 
before the next session

• Limits the group size to 8-12 members to make the 
group easier to manage and gives each person in the 
group an opportunity to contribute to the discussion 
and feel heard.

If assigned, what are the roles and 
responsibilities of a recorder, a reflector, 
and a timekeeper?

Recorder:

• Captures the discussion process using the 
participants’ own words and phrases

• Records decisions and tasks assigned to individuals

• Provides a clear, legible record of all aspects of the 
meeting, which must be approved by the participants 
before becoming a permanent, public record

Reflector:

• Analyzes the processes of the meeting (did the group 
follow established norms?)

• Identifies strengths and weaknesses of the process

• Communicates how well the set agenda was followed

Timekeeper:

• Reminds the group of time limits set to tasks

• Ensures that the group adheres to starting 
and ending times
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STRATEGIES FOR GENERATING INTEREST IN A BOOK STUDY ON COHERENCE

The context of your organization will determine who you 
want to invite to your Book Study and how you invite 
them. You may want a role-alike study group and may 
invite the colleagues who perform similar responsibilities 
within your office/division. For example, you may be 
responsible for special education monitoring and may 
want to invite your monitoring colleagues. Note that, 
if your organization conducts joint monitoring across 
special education, federal programs, and/or fiscal 
programs, you have an opportunity to spread awareness 
of coherence making across several parts of the system. 
Alternatively, you may want to invite your colleagues 
from across the special education division to participate 
in the Book Study. Ideally, given the importance of 
leadership in linking the right drivers together to develop 
greater coherence, inviting system leaders to participate 
is a must. Perhaps you are a leader in the organization 

and want to encourage your staff to participate. It is 
important for you to model how to be a leader-learner 
and be an active and regular member of the Book Study. 
There are several strategies you can use together or 
alone to publicize your Book Study:

• Word-of-mouth

• Putting up flyers on SEA notice boards and in 
common areas

• Using internal communication systems, such as 
email and listservs

• Making the Book Study a strategy in your wider 
professional learning offerings and providing 
dedicated staff time to complete the Book Study

• Providing information about the concept of coherence 
in advance (see Fullan, May 2011).
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GUIDANCE FOR PREPARING FOR BOOK STUDY SESSIONS

In NCSI’s Book Study in a Box, you will find a detailed 
process agenda for the introductory pre-session and the 
seven Book Study sessions (see Implementation Guide).

PRE-SESSION MEETING

The pre-session agenda covers the logistics for the 
Book Study. These include establishing the frequency 
and timing of the sessions, establishing meeting dates 
and a location, determining roles, establishing norms for 
working together, and specifying individual and team 
goals.

Frequency, timing, dates, location, and 
roles

Sessions can range from a one-hour study group for 
each chapter to a full-day retreat to cover the book more 
quickly. It is entirely up to the Book Study members to 
determine what works best for them. In the process 
agenda, the sessions are planned for 60 minutes, but 
facilitators should be flexible about timing to meet the 
needs of the group and ensure adequate time for deep 
dialogue. Note that some chapters are more complex 
and lengthier than others, and the Book Study members 
may need more time to cover and engage deeply with 
the content. Book Study members should also establish 
and commit to meeting dates for the entire Book Study 
in the pre-session meeting and determine the location 
of the meetings. It may be necessary for the facilitator 
to reserve a meeting room in advance. During the pre-
session, members should decide if they will rotate the 
role of facilitator between each members or if the person 
currently in the role will perform it through the life of the 
Book Study or only during the early sessions.

Establishing norms

The pre-session is the place to establish norms for 
working together. Group norms exist whether developed 
intentionally or non-intentionally (UFT Teacher Center, 
n.d.). Establishing group norms will ensure that group 
meetings are pleasant and productive. Once established, 
norms should be monitored (“Shall we work according 
to our norms during this meeting?”), evaluated (“How did 
we do on our norms today?”), and updated (“Do we need 
to amend our current norm on _____?”) as group needs 
change (Florida Department of Education, n.d.; UFT 
Teacher Center, n.d.).

Norms:

• Express the values of the team

• Form a process to resolve conflict

• Guide discussion of new ideas

• Direct the flow of communication

• Set limits on all team members

• Define the roles of team members

• Provide guidance for behavior of the team

• Help the team to evaluate its performance

• Support the needs of the team and the organization

It can be helpful to provide some sample norms (UFT 
Teacher Center, n.d.). For example, it’s okay to:

• Ask questions

• Say “I don’t know”

• Expect Book Study members to come to the meeting 
prepared to participate, share, and discuss the chapter 
for that session

• Disagree — as long as it is not an attack

• Take the time to understand everyone’s point of view

• Come to consensus

• Compliment team members on contributions

• Recognize different strengths in different people

• Learn from each other and the professional literature

Specifying individual and team goals

During the pre-session, it can be helpful if team 
members jointly develop one or two goals that they 
hope to achieve as a learning community. These learning 
goals can be added to the group norms and progress 
toward achieving these goals can be assessed during 
the Book Study. Additionally, individual members may 
have their own learning goals that they hope to achieve 
by participating in the Book Study. It can be helpful to 
record these goals before embarking on the journey and 
to revisit and refine them during the activities and at the 
completion of the Book Study.
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FRAMEWORK FOR AN EFFECTIVE BOOK STUDY

Donohue and colleagues (1996) developed a framework 
for professionals to follow for holding an effective Book 
Study. Each week, members of the book study group 
read the chapter or chapters assigned before the 
meeting. At the beginning of each Book Study session, 
time is allotted for members to discuss how they have 
applied the knowledge gained from previous chapters in 
their work. Then, each person is given the opportunity to 
discuss what they feel to be one of the most significant 
ideas from that week’s reading, why it stands out, and 
the connections they made with the text, either 
personally or professionally. Next, the group members 
reflect and discuss the implications of that week’s 
readings on their professional responsibilities or roles 
within the organization. Finally, time is provided for each 
person to journal their ideas about what they learned 
that day and what they will do differently based on this 
new knowledge. Book Study in a Box largely follows this 
framework, but has added a reinforcing learning activity 
to be conducted in-between sessions. Each session 
follows a similar process (see Box 1).

Sessions 1–7 Implementation Guide and 
Participant Packet Materials

In the Implementation Guide you will find guidance for 
facilitating the Book Study pre-session amd each of the 
Book Study sessions:

• Pre-session: Planning, Logistics, and Expectations

• Session 1: Chapter 1: Coherence Making (pp. 1–14)

• Session 2: Chapter 2: Focusing Direction (pp. 17–45)

• Session 3: Chapter 3: Cultivating Collaborative 
Cultures (pp. 47-75)

• Session 4: Chapter 4: Deepening Learning 
(pp. 77–108)

• Session 5: Securing Accountability (pp. 109–126)

• Session 6: Leading for Coherence (pp. 127–138)

• Session 7: Bringing It All Together

The Implementation Guide includes response prompts 
and suggested processes to support active engagement 
by all members. In addition, each session includes an in-
between-session activity meant to reinforce the learning 
from the session. Members will have the opportunity 
at the beginning of the next session to reflect on the 
learning activity before diving into the content of the 
next chapter. However, the group can choose to use 
these in-between activities before the session in order to 
prepare for discussion of the chapter.

In the PP you will find:

• Participant agenda

• Fillable meeting schedule

• Participant note-taking guide for each session and the 
in-between-session learning reinforcement activity for 
that session.

• Group norming tool

FINAL THOUGHTS

The audience for Coherence: The Right Drivers in 
Action for Schools, Districts, and Systems includes 
leaders at all levels of the system — school and 
community, district and regional, and state levels. 
As Fullan and Quinn point out, people at the SEA 
level have a double agenda: to use the framework 
in their own actions and create the infrastructure 
of policy, budget, capacity building, monitoring and 
accountability, and partnerships at the local levels to 

sustain whole-system improvement. Our intent with this 
Book Study in a Box is to take care of the preliminary 
and preparatory work necessary to conduct a successful 
Book Study. This means that the Book Study members 
can enjoy a common learning experience, engage in 
deep discussion, participate in critical thinking about 
the coherence in their organization, and, as a result, 
build capacity for meaningful action and whole-system 
improvement.

Box 1: Session Format at a Glance

• Purpose of the session

• Reporting on results (10 minutes)

• Insights from the reading (15 minutes)

• Ties to personal/professional experience (15 minutes)

• Implications for professional responsibilities/roles 
(15 minutes)

• Now what? Individual reflection and commitment 
(5 minutes)

• Reinforcing learning activity

• Assigned reading for the next session
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