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Vicki: Today we’re talking with Amber Teaman. Amber is a principal, and I 
have to give a shoutout to my friend Kasey Bell because she told me about 
Amber. Today for Motivational Monday, you have a fantastic very 
transparent story that you told about awards. Would you tell us that story?

Amber: After the end of the school year, you know, you have a couple of 
weeks “downtime” where you just kind of get to clean out your office and 
process. My teachers are gone. My kids are gone. So I just highly enjoy 
this time to purge and reflect, right? And I had a mom e-mail and ask if she 
could come meet with me to talk about just a couple of different things 
about her daughter.  
 
Honestly, Vicki, I was like, “OK. Sure. I WOULD love to meet with you.” But 
of course my head wasn’t there. My heart wasn’t there. But of course I 
scheduled the meeting. She comes in, and she’s coming to talk about (and 
really brag on) the teacher that her daughter had had the previous year, 
and some things that she had done to make her feel good about herself. 
The student struggled a little bit, had some initial tutoring that she was 
doing outside of school, and really, the entire meeting was phrased to make 
me feel proud of my teacher -- and hopefully, make sure that her daughter 
landed in a place in fourth grade with a teacher just as supportive, just as 
reassuring.  
 
In the context of that conversation, she mentioned to me that… You know, 
she said, “We struggled this year. Our student celebrations are difficult. My 
daughter didn’t receive an award the entire year. And that got to be a 
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struggle for our family. And her self-esteem really struggled from that.” 
 
That wasn’t the point of her conversation. That was just an aside that she 
mentioned. I had to pause, and I had to ask her, “OK. Wait. What? She 
didn’t receive an award? The whole year?” 
 
And she said, “No. In fact she actually asked me not to come the last day of 
awards because she was so embarrassed and so ashamed that she knew 
she wasn’t going to get to walk up to the front of the cafeteria. She just 
would rather have not had me there.”

And oh my gosh, I mean, my eyes filled up with tears. I just had to close my 
notebook, where I was trying to take diligent notes, like a good principal. 
And I had to apologize to this mama that I had allowed her daughter to 
have struggled, who had had – ultimately, a very successful year – and that 
we had just failed to recognize her for anything the entire school year. And 
it just broke my mama heart. It broke my principal heart. It was a very 
humbling moment for me.

Vicki: So give us some context. What kinds of things are you recognizing 
at student celebrations?

Amber: Well, my first year when I came in, I’d just left Chris Wejr, who has 
written about the impact of awards and how very dangerous they can be. 
Anyway, so when I came in, I had asked that we change the words from 
“student awards” to “student celebrations”. So I’m just trying to reframe the 
context for my people – of what it looks like, of what it could be about, ____ 
and that kind of thing. So this was last year’s awards.

So we have kind of “saved out” a lot of the awards and we’re trying to focus 
them more on our character development program. Here at Wiley, we call it 
the “Wiley Ways” and every nine weeks, we focus on some particular 
character traits like “Have Respect and Responsibility” in celebration.  
 
So third grade – they do A and B Honor Roll, A Honor Roll, a program like 
an extra math program looking at automaticity in math facts. And that’s 
really all that they do, and then they’ll do some character awards. In their 
classrooms. So on one hand, I was so proud of myself because I’ve gotten 
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rid of gratuitous social studies awards, or gratuitous reading awards, that it 
was just levels of achievement. But I still managed to miss that that still isn’t 
celebrating everyone.

Vicki: Of course there’s a pushback that – you know, it’s obvious that this 
child had tenacity. This child had persistence. There’s obviously some 
character traits that this child has. 

Amber: (agrees)

Vicki: But you know, it’s also so harmful to lie, and give somebody and 
award when they don’t deserve it. I mean, how do you handle this tension 
here, because there’s an honest, genuine tension with this whole thing.

Amber: Absolutely, and I think that I live and breathe in this academically 
successful environment that my kids here THRIVE in. And honestly, our 
culture WANTS that. And so to personally disagree is difficult, and so what 
I’ve learned (in my two whole years as an experienced principal now) is 
that and this is bad, right? I can ask questions. And I say, “How are we 
celebrating each learner? How are we celebrating each student? In what 
ways can that student be celebrated?” We have kids who struggle. If 
there’s a math program that is gauging the quickness that you answer a 
math fact, then if you have any sort of learning disability or a processing 
(strength), you don’t react as quickly. And so it just doesn’t seem fair 
sometimes that you also don’t get an opportunity to be celebrated for those 
things.

But on the flip side, I am not, by all means, the queen of “everyone gets a 
cookie” and thinking that we should hand out shiny trophies to everyone. 
Bu again, going back to that mindset, you can’t tell me that that baby girl 
did not do something, all year long, that she didn’t deserve to be 
recognized.

Vicki: So what are you going to do differently with this?

Amber: I already have a meeting with leadership. My teachers come back 
in just a week and a half, and I have some time set aside for my leadership 
meeting. Instead, again, of coming down and trying to make it the “Amber 
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Team and Way” and the” Amber Team and School” that reflect the way that 
I think. I’m just going to tell them the story. I’m going to say, “What can we 
do? Help me, guys. Help me, you team of leaders on my campus, you 
veteran and amazing hardworking teachers, who I know do not in any way 
or intention mean to hurt children. What can we do to help celebrate babies 
that don’t necessarily perform in this standardized version of what we call 
education?” 
 
And I’m really hoping that we’re going to (do something). Other schools are 
doing it. I know that they are. I’ve reached out to Chris Wejr and we’ve kind 
of gone back and forth on some different things. But looking at ways to 
genuinely celebrate.  
 
My kinder teams have gone away from awards completely, and they just do 
a portfolio-based recognition. So the parents just go to the classroom, and 
they get to sit down with their kid. Their kid’s folder is “I learned my FAT 
words, and “I counted this high,” and “I did X tasks.” It’s personalized, and 
they’re still some celebration there. But it’s individual. 

So it may be that we move to a portfolio-based system campus wide. I 
don’t know if we’re ready for that. But it’s definitely a conversation that I 
want my teachers in. Again, this is not just a random story that I am telling 
from the internet. This is so-and-so’s kid, in such-and-such’s class. They 
GO here.

Vicki: And you know, this is an important conversation. You’re obviously 
moving forward to a much broader conversation by being transparent. But 
you know, there are a lot of principals who are listening to you thinking, “I 
would never admit that I screwed up.” Because, ultimately, right, “Harry 
Truman: The buck stops here.” Right? You’re shouldering responsibility, 
and that’s what’s beautiful about this story, because things happen. We 
can’t control everything. Is it hard for you to admit that this happened? 

Amber: Oh my goodness. No. And yes. I am the queen of only making a 
mistake one time. I will only make the mistakes once. And in my entire first 
year as a principal, full of missteps and rethinks and wishing I could take 
situations back. I’m so lucky that I have a graceful staff who loved me 
through it – and had no problems telling me where I had stepped off the 
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path. I should have rethought some things, and they were very clear in 
some of that feedback, which I have written about on my blog. But the end 
result is that I’m much better. I’m stronger. I’m stronger professionally. Our 
relationships are stronger personally. And that’s the only way that I know 
how to learn. If I didn’t have amazing people -- like Kasey Bell, like George 
Couros – people that I can call and talk to and say, “Oh my gosh. I messed 
this up. Help me fix it.” Or “How have you done this? Can you talk me 
through this?” There’s no manual with my position. There was no, “Here’s 
How to Be a Great Principal.” You just kind of walk in and hope that you 
can figure it out. I’m lucky enough to be connected to some incredible 
people that I can call and say, “Alright. This is what I did this week. Help me 
figure this out.” But I think that also endears me to my teachers – for them 
to see, “I’m not perfect. I don’t expect you to be perfect. I make mistakes, 
and I have bad days. I’m a mom, I’m a wife, I’m a friend. I also have “down” 
times. I don’t expect you not have those things either.” So, hopefully, that 
transparency lends itself to that.

Vicki: I think your transparency is just tremendous.  
 
I also am thinking of three “C’s”.  
 
I think that first of all, you’re being Courageous. You are putting yourself 
out there, and moving the conversation forward, both at your school and 
broader.

You’re being Coachable. This is a hard one for principals, because you 
actually have this relationship with your staff where you’re learning from 
them. And you know there are a lot of principals out there – this would be a 
whole other show that I wish that I could talk about – that two-way street 
that really needs to be there when you’re a successful principal. Everybody 
telling you what to do. The buck does stop with you.  
 
But that listening – just listening – and the Cooperative. I love it that you 
are not saying, “I have the answers.” What you’re saying is, “I have a great 
staff, and I know that we’ll figure out the answer together.”

Amber: Absolutely. And again, I do have incredible people who are 
supportive and who are open to me, too. I don’t come to the table without a 
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skill set. I do have things to offer and things to share. If you are open and 
willing to listen and learn, then I also am willing to listen and learn. And 
that’s just how I want the culture on our campus to be, from kids to 
secretaries to teachers.

Vicki: So, remarkable teachers, this is a Motivating Monday. So get out 
there and apply what you’ve learned.
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