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We would like to collect information about the research studies being conducted as part of the 

International School Leadership Development Network. For each study you have conducted (or are 

conducting), please provide the following information: 

 

1. Research team members’ names and affiliations. 

 

Mette L. Baran 

Associate Professor 

Doctoral Leadership Studies 

Cardinal Stritch University 

Milwaukee, WI  

 

Glady Van Harpen 

Assistant Professor 

University of Wisconsin Osh kosh 

 

 

 

 

2. Which project area does your research study address? 

 

       Leadership for social justice 

X 

    Leadership in high-need schools 

 

 

3. Briefly describe the study setting, participants, data collection instruments, and dates of the 

investigation. 

 

One Public Charter Middle School 6-8 school in Milwaukee, WI  

Qualitative Case study  

In-depth Interviews with principal using revised ISLDN Research Protocol 2018 to focus on courageous 

Leadership  

 

 

4. List key findings of the study. 

 
School Background 

The school leader,  who goes by the title of Executive Director, started his educational career at the 

age of 22 through Teach for America teaching history to high school student in a high needs school in Atlanta, 

Georgia. The student body was 100% black, and all were on free and reduced lunch. The graduation was 



dismal at only 50%. Over the course of two years, with a lot of hard work that I'm sure we'll get into in this 

interview, we got 100% of our students to graduate, 100% were accepted into college. This success 

deepened his desire for a career as an educator and he knew that he would never become a lawyer which 

was what his mother had wished for him. At the age of 25 he moved back to Milwaukee, WI and got a job 

working as the executive director. However, while the job was fulfilling and paid well he knew he needed to 

be back teaching.  When he considered his personal and professional goals and how they aligned he knew he 

needed to be back in school.  His desire was to build a school that was non-selective, where most of the 

students were African American, and it would become the highest performing school in the state.  

He joined a program called “Building Excellent Schools” which selects nine or 10 people each year to 

found charter schools. He spent a year going around the country observing the best charter schools and 

started writing the application for Milwaukee Excellence Charter School. The application was approved on 

July 30, 2015 and the school opened in August of 2016. It was a long journey, but that's the background of 

the school. 

The schools mission statement is as follows and the Executive Director noted that it was a simple statement: 

Through rigorous academics and character education, essential for success, Milwaukee Excellence 

Charter School educates sixth through 12th grade students to excel within and graduate from the 

four-year colleges of their choice and to pursue the professions of their choice. He notes that it is 

easy to say, but harder to do. The vision statement is: 

When students enter ninth grade, no matter where they start in sixth grade, that they are then 

performing at or above grade level as assessed by the Measures of Academic Progress, the MAP 

assessment.  

This means that the staff wants students performing in the 50th percentile on the state English 

Language Arts (ELA) assessment, and  in the 50th percentile in math by the time they enter ninth grade to 



be a true college prep high school experience for the students. He noted that a lot of schools say that 

they're college prep, but they have one half of the school on the honors track or the advanced placement 

(AP) track. The other half of the school is doing general math 12, but those aren't the students who are 

being prepared for college. He explained that “We want every single student on that honors track, on that 

AP track.”  

Personal Experiences influencing Leadership  

The school’s Executive Director’s  own background led him to desire the same educational 

opportunities and success for other students. He attended a local high school in Milwaukee and was “lucky 

enough to do the International Baccalaureate program and graduate with a full International Baccalaureate 

(IB) diploma.” Later he entered University of Wisconsin in Madison almost as a sophomore because he had 

earned so many credits in high school. As a result, “college was easy, and it was more affordable.” In 

addition, he received full tuition scholarship. This is what he wants for his students; hence they want to 

afford the same opportunity to them as many of them are low income. By providing these opportunities, 

finances are hopefully not a barrier for them to enter college.  

 Furthermore, the vision is that when the students go off to college, “they'll have such a great 

experience here at Milwaukee Excellence, that they decide to come back and make Milwaukee home. “This 

idea has provided the name of the school, namely, due to the “excellence” that is in right here in Milwaukee 

that “we will exhibit and show excellence in the work that we do and that our students; hopefully, will then, 

once they go to college all over this country, will come back home and do so much of the work that we're 

already doing here. “The ripple effect is what they are seeking.  

High Academic and Behavioral Expectations 

 The culture of the school is one of high expectations, both academics and behavioral. The bar is set 

very high, noted the Executive Director, but staff also “give lots of love”. He further noted that staff and 



teachers are highly involved with the students, they don’t yell, but they make it known that “we want them 

to understand how important the work that they're doing is today and how that has an impact on the rest of 

their lives.” 

Caring Culture 

The atmosphere at the school is very warm. Visitors are greeted in a friendly manner by all staff 

members. Staff use humor to motivate students.  He urges:  

You will see teachers being silly, teachers wearing wigs, all sorts of weird stuff. If you go online, you 

may see me doing raps for our students or different things that I like to do to inspire them and to 

motivate them. You will see students going on trips to Washington, D.C. and Atlanta this year. These 

are opportunities that not many students get. But we want to make sure that the culture of our 

school is one where our students, especially low-income black students, know that they belong in 

this world, that this world belongs to them, and that they can achieve what they want.  

He continues:  

I like to show them any and everything that is possible for them as early as possible. We took all the 

students to Black Panther, to see the movie. Last year we took the whole school to D.C. This year, 

sixth graders will go to D.C., seventh graders go to Atlanta. Next year I want to take the eighth 

graders to San Francisco. So, we can go to Stanford, we can go to Berkeley. So, our students should 

go see the coast, right? There is a big world out there and all doesn't look like 24th and Hampton or 

24th and Fairmont. And so, I want them to go see it. So, the culture is one of high expectations that 

we are not going to lose and that it's OK, like being black and smart is cool.  

Focus on Relationship and Community Support 

The Executive Director spends a great amount of time building relationships. In his own words, he 

“work relentlessly to get those opportunities” with external funders. School trips cost money and he has 



secured funding from Kohl Philanthropies to support the trips and school donations. To build character and 

to show appreciation, student must write thank your letters.  

He has high expectations for the parents noting that it can be a struggle to get them to buy into the 

same philosophy. Parents are expected to sign homework every single day. “If kids don't return it, they miss 

recess and they have to finish their homework. He continues that there is not a problem and that 100% are 

now bringing back signed homework. In addition, there is an expectation that students arrive at school on 

time. He shares that he tells parents that he as the Executive Director must be there on behalf of the 224 

students on time so that they need to respect that they need to have their child to school on time.  

 

 

5. Presentations  

Baran, M. L. & Van Harpen, G. (2018, October). Whatever it Takes: The Journey of a Visionary 

High Needs School Founder and Leader. CIOIE Annual Conference, Lleida, Spain also part 

of Conference Proceedings.  

Baran, M. L. & Van Harpen, G. (2018, November). UCEA Center for the International Study of 

School Leadership: Principals Generating Success in High-Need Schools UCEA Annual 

Convention Special Session, Houston, TX.  

 

Baran, M. L. & van Harpen, G. (2018, November). Successful Learning in a High Needs Inner City 
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