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OPPORTUNITY CULTURE® AUDIO 
For Louisiana District, HQIM + Opportunity Culture® Teams Sparks Early Wins 

Charlie Butler: All districts want the best outcomes for their students. So you find innovative ways to make sure that that 
happens. 

Sharon Kebschull Barrett: Welcome to Opportunity Culture Audio. I'm Sharon Kebschull Barrett. For Charlie Butler, the 
superintendent of Madison Parish, Louisiana, improving the district's schools is personal. 

Butler: I was born and raised here. I left when I was 17 to go to college and lived in Baton Rouge for about six or seven 
years and moved to Houston, Texas. You know, it's always your purpose to come back home to see what you can do to 
better the school systems here in your hometown. 

Barrett: Butler came back in 2020 to a persistently low-performing system in an area where nearly all of the 1,300 
students are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. 

Butler: Growing up and also when I was in Houston, I was constantly thinking about how can I make my hometown 
education system better. As a principal in Houston, Texas, I did take a school from an F to a C within a small amount of 
time. So that was always my goal. And then when I came here, you know, I wanted to bring the level of success to 
improve here. 

Barrett: Two years ago, the district became part of a Louisiana Department of Education instructional coherence cohort 
intended to provide extensive targeted support. Through the cohort, district leaders learned about opportunity culture 
staffing design. 

Butler: You know, as a superintendent, you're always looking for innovative ways to improve. And when it was pitched to 
me, it went right along with my focus as a district. First, you know, teaching, learning, and results. This was a way that we 
could keep our good teachers in the classroom and retain them while also letting them be able to lead other teachers 
and help develop those teachers as practitioners. You know, they would be boots on the ground. They would be there 
with the teachers on a daily basis. They'll be able to go to those teachers' classrooms and help develop those teachers. 
So it was just a win-win situation for me as a school district to take this opportunity. 

Barrett: Jesse Unkel, now the Department of Education's Literacy Coherence Specialist, led the instructional coherence 
cohort. 

Jesse Unkel: So in 2023, we began the initiative to really provide more rigorous interventions for persistently struggling 
schools around the state. Historically, Louisiana has been ranked. at the bottom in national education rankings. But what 
we recognized is in order to really change that narrative, we had to really change the perception of these persistently 
struggling schools. These were not failing schools. These were really like future models of excellence. And so that's really 
where we wanted to kind of shift our focus and how can we provide really more intentional and innovative supports to 
these schools so that we could get them on track to improving student outcomes overall. 

Barrett: Cohort districts were required to use curricula designated as high quality, getting Unkel's support in 
implementing the curricula. He saw a need in Madison Parish for creating a shared vision and expectations for the 
student experience, with concentrated teacher support that would also help rural districts, such as Madison, retain 
teachers. Given those goals, he said, Opportunity Culture teaching teams felt like what the district needed. 
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Unkel: We found that it was a really good fit to really help strengthen the structures on the campus so that there could 
be a very narrow focus. There could be those rigorous expectations. There could be building that shared commitment 
from all stakeholders to really meet the expectations and really implement the vision and bring that vision to life. We've 
in the past seen models that were similar to the opportunity culture, but what we've found is that typically they lost 
those structures whenever the funding ran out. And so what I loved about opportunity culture is that from day one, it 
really provides that sustainability model for the schools, for the systems, so that this is not disrupted due to a grant 
ending after five years. And so, you know, and the more I learned about it and the more I interacted with Public Impact 
and everything. I said, this is it. This is exactly what we need to be able to really bring some strong coherence across the 
campuses and just really improve the quality of instruction and to really enhance the student experience. That's what we 
want is like, are we seeing students really receive that grade level instruction? Are they being held to high expectations? 
And are they meeting the demands, the rigorous demands of that grade level curriculum? 

Barrett: When Lucille Lovette first heard about this staffing design, she was finishing up making improvements at the 
high school, where she had filled in as principal, and preparing to become the district's K-12 supervisor. 

Lucille Lovette: I didn't want another canned program. And since I was going to be working with it, I wanted it to be 
something that would fit the nature of the schools. So I did read about the program, and I saw it was a change that 
worked with empowering teachers. So I like that, because that has been one of the key initiatives that propelled me. And 
all my leadership was to change how teachers within the school saw leaders. And if they saw leaders in a different way, 
everybody seems to be a little bit more happy and work a little bit more collaborative together. So I did, I liked what I 
read and I liked what I saw. 

Barrett: So Unkel began helping the district get its structures in place, alongside design and implementation support 
from Public Impact, which founded the Opportunity Culture Initiative. 

Butler: Whenever you do an initiative, the more your leadership team, district team is involved, the better the outcome 
should be. It just forced us to make sure that we were communicating better with our campuses, and we were in most of 
our collaborative meetings because we were learning in the process. 

Barrett: In part, Unkel said, his role was to help the district create a narrow focus for its improvement efforts. 

Unkel: Particularly struggling schools, they feel overwhelmed by kind of all the needs that they have and that they have 
to address everything. And so what they were doing is that they were really trying to throw everything they could find at 
these different issues to try to improve them. And what was happening, it was really diluting the experience for the staff, 
for the students. And so our intention was to help them create a very narrow focus on the highest leverage instructional 
needs on the campus. And so once we've identified what that need was, then we said, okay, this is what our focus is. And 
we're going to put all these other things to the side because we know that if we can improve in this particular area, some 
of those other things are going to get addressed through that. And so what we found is that really the trend across the 
schools was The execution of that high-quality instructional material was not on par with where it needed to be. 
Students were not getting grade-level instruction. Well, of course, when they get to the end of the year and they're 
taking a state assessment, if they have not been given access to that academic language to those questions, they won't 
know how to perform. And so every student needed to have access to that grade level material, even if they were 
reading three grade levels below where they were at. That doesn't mean you don't give them access to that material. 
What we found is at the beginning of the year, two years ago, only about 19% of classrooms were demonstrating 
evidence of intellectual preparation by the teachers. And so then The other thing was the student cognitive engagement. 
So we were looking at what percentage of classrooms are showing that we have 80% or more students really 
demonstrating grade level mastery using academic language that meets grade level performance expectations. And we 
found it was a similar number. So it was about 21% when we first started this with Madison. 
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Barrett: Why was Unkel's team looking at what percentage of classrooms had at least 80% of students demonstrating 
mastery? According to research, he says, achieving less than that signals a core instruction issue that needs to be 
addressed first, through better lesson planning and execution, using high-quality materials. 

Unkel: What we see is that a lot of schools will focus heavily on interventions. Too much, not that those aren't important, 
but too much on intervention. And then the next thing you know, those students are now even further behind because 
the vast majority of the time, instructional time, was spent on below grade level work because the teacher's perception 
of the student is that, well, they're not capable of doing this. So I have to fill these gaps first. But what research has 
shown is that you can do that kind of simultaneously while you are still giving them access to the grade level work and 
they can perform at that level. 

Barrett: So in Madison Parrish, he said… 

Unkel: We began focusing on, okay, how can we improve the intellectual preparation of the teachers, so the lesson 
planning, and then improve the cognitive engagement in the classrooms of the students? And that's what drove really 
our work. And so whenever you really focus on just that curriculum and you focus on aligning, creating instructional 
coherence between those intervention times, the small group supports, and the whole group or the core instruction that 
might be happening in those core lessons, then you start seeing really more significant gains because now they're getting 
that same and repetitive learning and the knowledge and skills that they need in multiple settings and it makes sense to 
them because it is coherent for the student and for the teacher. And so really grounding their focus around how do we 
create that instructional coherence for teachers, for students, and how do we ensure that when we're supporting 
leaders, when we're supporting coaching cycles, when we're supporting everything, the feedback, the professional 
learning, everything is supporting the implementation of HQIM. 

Barrett: Teachers and district leaders came to expect that focus in Unkel's cycles of observations and walkthroughs. 

Butler: His role was to come in and do observations and give feedback. I'll just give one example, which was protect the 
rigor. So we did find some of our more advanced students not even getting the advanced instruction because that 
particular teacher recognized most of the class could have been here and started here. So that was a push from the 
district. No, even though you feel most of your students may be here, we need you to go ahead and teach that tier one 
as the curriculum meant for it to be. And then from there, we're doing our intervention pieces in our small groups and so 
forth. So that was one big push that Mr. Unkel helped identify, and we pushed that, you know, and it helped us to stay on 
focus with protecting the rigor. 

Barrett: Lovette also provides feedback based on regular walkthroughs and observations. 

Lovette: That's one of the things we do almost on a daily basis. We give small, incremental feedbacks. We don't want it 
to become open women, so we're just supporting them. We're attending their small group meeting along with their 
principal so we can see what the implementation problems that occur so that we can iron out those efficiencies. Thus, 
our ultimate goal is improving all our teachers. 

Barrett: With this narrow, though challenging, focus on implementation, the district quickly saw results. 

Unkel: What we found is that there was double-digit growth in the first year, double-digit growth in the second year, this 
past year. And ultimately, this past April, we had over 70% of teachers now demonstrating intellectual preparation. And 
we had over 40% of the students demonstrating cognitive engagement. And then what was most impressive is how that 
correlated with growth in some of the state assessments. I was really proud of Madison this past year, and it was after 
their first year of really implementing their opportunity and culture plan, they achieved over 30% of growth in the 
percentage of K-3 students demonstrating at or above benchmark on the doubles literacy screener. And they ended up 
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being recognized as #2 in the entire state for growth in that literacy screener. So we saw tremendous, tremendous 
impact in a very short amount of time. And so we've been really, really excited about that. 

Barrett: With that student success, Superintendent Butler says, came teacher success. and a greater ability to keep 
teachers in Tallulah, the main town in Madison Parish. 

Butler: In a small, rural community, it's hard to attract already developed and ready, efficient teachers. It's just hard, 
because we don't have anybody looking to move to Tallulah. And a lot of our teachers, because of salary, they do look 
elsewhere after they've become seasoned. So this is just a way to slow that down and keep as many of our effective 
teachers as possible. And then I think our novice teachers and our new teachers, it really helps with their morale because 
now they don't feel that they are on that island by themselves. So it's more immediate support. So I just think it's an 
overall win-win, you know, situation. 

Unkel: We talk a lot about teacher collective advocacy. This is one of the first times I've ever seen it in person, like seen it 
unfold on a campus or across a system where teachers understand their role. They all have shared commitment to the 
work. They have a shared commitment to the vision of the school and the goals, and they are regularly seeing the impact 
of their work. It's remarkable to see the growth in the teachers and the way that they approach the work, the way 
they're committed to the work, and the way that they engage with that data decision-making and with their planning 
and with how they support students more intentionally in those small groups. It is remarkable the amount of change and 
difference we've seen just over a short amount of time. But it's because they're able to see it in both the quantitative 
data, the qualitative data, and just it's, you feel it across the campus. I always want them to have a very big vision. I told 
them from day one, y'all are going to be a model, not a model of excellence, not only for our state, you're going to be a 
model for this country. And that is the level of expectation that I set. That's the type of vision that I have for our 
struggling schools, you know, in the state. And we're doing this because we know our kids are capable to outperform 
others around our state, others around our country. And let's make sure that we're giving them every opportunity to do 
that. 

Barrett: Thank you to all these leaders for sharing their thoughts with us. To learn more, go to OpportunityCulture.org 
and follow Opportunity Culture on LinkedIn. 

 

 

 

 


