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The Department of Educational Leadership, Research and Technology (ELRT) is a graduate 
intensive department that develops diverse, ethical leaders and scholars who have the skills 

and knowledge to bring innovative solutions to current problems and challenges. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

VAK Cohort (2019 - 2021 Van Buren, Allegan and Kalamazoo K-12 
Educational Leadership Cohort) 

 
 
Based upon the very successful Calhoun 

Cohort, which graduated 22 students 

prepared for the principalship, the K-12 

Unit has kicked off its second cohort in the 

Van Buren, Allegan, and Kalamazoo 

counties. Twenty-one students from 

Kalamazoo, Comstock, Schoolcraft, 

Allegan, Gobles, Plainwell, Portage, and 

Fennville will be participating in the two-

year program. Upon successful completion, 

each student will be awarded a Master of 

Arts degree in Educational Leadership and 

the K-12 Administration Certificate for 

Michigan. The cohort is unique in that all students will take courses and work together in a specially 

designed format, which is job embedded to promote the opportunity to work and learn in local 

schools, districts, and county areas. Students become familiar with other students in a variety of 

areas to maximize the cultural experience of many skills, which enhances the opportunity of all 

students to learn different capacities. The Cohort emphasizes networking around the area, which 

provides other school districts to be exposed to the talents of all the students.   

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 
WMU K-12 ELRT Receives CAEP Renewal 

 
Critical to the success of the K-12 unit at Western Michigan University is the maintenance of the 

approval from the Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP) as provided 

by the Specialized Professional Association (SPA). This accreditation is a national recognition, 

which places WMU’s Educational Leadership program among the top programs in the nation 

ensuring quality instruction, relevancy, and practical application. The peer-reviewed analysis 

requires the Department to ensure that all Educational Leadership Program Standards are 

embedded in the courses for which students are evaluated using quality assessments couched 

in best practice and research vetted by national experts. As this process is required by the 

Michigan Department of Education, the recognition ensures students they are receiving an 

educational experience that is comparable to top programs offered by other schools in the state 

and nation. 
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Alumni in Action: 
 

Rusty Stitt, M.A. 1999’, PhD 2010’ 
Superintendent 

Schoolcraft Community Schools 
 

Dr. Rusty Stitt is currently the Superintendent 
at Schoolcraft Community Schools. He is also 

an Adjunct Professor at Western Michigan 
University and Concordia University – Ann 

Arbor. Dr. Stitt is a two-time graduate of 

Western Michigan University receiving his 
M.A. in 1999 and his PhD in 2010. He has been 
in a range of leadership positions such as 
being the school principal at Sturgis High 

School and an Assistant Principal/Athletic 
Director at Buchanan Middle School. He has 
also held important roles in professional 

communities and networks, being the 
President, Vice-President, and Secretary of 
MASA Regional Executive Leadership Team, 
and a member of Reading Now Network 

Leadership Team and MASA Leadership 

Council among others.   
Dr. Stitt espouses to the philosophy of educating children to grow and develop to the best of 

their potentials and at their own pace. He believes all children can learn but in different ways and at 

different rates, and that all people have the capacity to lead and it is our jobs to help our learners 

how to lead. He suggests this can be done through first helping learners know who they are and 

how to use their strengths. In his opinion, building relationships, developing leadership, and having 

standards and competency-based systems are the key to assisting the learners grow and develop. 

These characteristics motivated him to pursue a career in the field of educational leadership.  

Dr. Stitt is greatly appreciative of the education he received from WMU. Inspired by the 
overwhelmingly positive experiences of his older brother and mentors and gaining a sense of 
connection attending an aspiring principalship program that the College of Education and Human 
Development was hosting, he then decided to enroll in the M.A. program in Educational Leadership 
at WMU. One of the positives of the program for him was that there were satellite campuses and 
many options to select from weekend to weekday night courses. He had such a great experience 
during his M.A. program that he wanted to be a part of the Ph.D. program. Dr. Stitt is extremely 
proud to be a Bronco and is striving to give back to the University. Just this past month, the 
administrative team of a committee of MASA Region 7 which he currently chairs walked to Sangren 
Hall from Schoolcraft High School (almost 19 miles) to raise scholarship money for the students at 
Schoolcraft.  

Dr. Stitt grew up in Cassopolis and currently lives in Vicksburg, Michigan on Howard Lake 
with his two daughters, Wynn, a WMU junior majoring in Special Education and Elementary 
Education and also on the track team, and Maeve, a junior at Schoolcraft Community Schools.  
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                        Spotlight on Students 
 

                                      Cherie Schmidt 
 

                             Fennville Elementary School 

Cherie Schmidt has been teaching in 

Fennville Elementary School for 25 years.  In 

the first seven years, she taught in second 

grade, and then she transitioned to 

Kindergarten where she has stayed. She 

graduated from Aquinas College in 1994 with 

a Bachelor’s degree in Psychology, a minor in 

Reading K-5 with a degree/endorsement in 

Elementary Education. Then she earned a 

Master’s in Early Childhood Education with a 

ZA endorsement from Grand Valley State 

University in 2002. From June 2019 to present, 

she is pursuing a Ph.D. in Educational 

Leadership and Administration at Western 

Michigan University. 

Cherie is interested in educational leadership because she believes she can make a difference 

outside of the four walls of her classroom. She has a passion for Early Childhood Education and would like 

to find a leadership role in that arena so that she can help make positive changes for the youngest learners. 

She has always challenged herself to take leadership roles within her building, but she feels it is time to 

help make positive changes that reach beyond just her school building and the children that she reaches 

each year. When she was at GVSU, her academic advisor asked her, “How many students do you teach 

each year?  Now think about if you were able to share your passion and drive with other teachers, how 

many more students could you reach?” She has always had that in the back of her mind, and it has driven 

her to pursuing a doctoral degree in Educational Leadership and Administration. She had been searching 

for a program that she felt would fit her educational goals as well as one that she could manage while 

working full time. When she was presented with the opportunity and after speaking with Dr. Brett Geier at 

WMU, she was able to see how the Educational Leadership and Administration PhD program at WMU was 

designed for working individuals with support and guidance built in. So far, she has been impressed with 

the professionalism of the professors, the layout of the program itself, and the flexibility it provides for each 

student’s learning styles. Learning on-line is a new experience for her, but she is finding that this format is 

more conducive to a working individual. 

Cherie currently lives in Zeeland, Michigan with her family. Her husband, Matt, works as a site 

technician for South West Michigan Technology, and their daughter, Hannah, is currently attending GRCC, 

and their son, Logan, is a senior at Zeeland East High School. As a family, they enjoy traveling. Cherie and 

her family believe that sharing other countries’ cultures and heritage is an important part of understanding 

who we are as well as developing and appreciation for those cultures.  
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                                        Faculty Focus 
                                                                    

                                Dr. LaSonja Roberts 
 
Dr. LaSonja Roberts is an assistant professor of educational 

leadership, research and technology at Western Michigan 

University, specializing in educational leadership. She earned 

her PhD in educational leadership and policy studies at the 

University of South Florida, her MA in educational 

administration from UCLA and her BAs in English and Dance 

from Loyola Marymount University. She teaches, among other 

courses, instructional leadership and supervision, curriculum, 

instruction and assessment, and dynamic systems for district 

level instructional leadership and assessment. Her research 

agenda focuses on leader preparation and retention, specifically 

a leader’s ability to create environments that foster learning and 

well-being for educators and students. LaSonja has had the 

privilege to teach and lead in California, Mississippi, and 

Florida. She has spent the last four years involved in multi-state work related to the impact of 

Appreciative Leadership on school renewal for both individuals and the school organization as a 

whole. 
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RESEARCH IMPACTS THE FIELD
 

Dr. Jianping Shen 
 

Dr. Shen is the John E. Sandberg Professor of Education in 
educational leadership, research and technology at WMU. He is 
High Impact Leadership (HIL) Project Co-Director and Co-
Principal Investigator. The HIL Project is entering its third year 
serving 75 elementary schools across West Michigan, and in 
January, they will add another 75 schools. 

The HIL Project provides implementation facilitators to 
work with each school leadership team to develop strong 
leadership for school renewal focused on literacy success for all 
students.  

The HIL project has been promoting the idea and practice of 
school renewal (vs. school reform). Based on the research they 
have conducted over the years, the following table illustrates the 
key difference between school renewal and school reform. 

 
School Reform Model versus School Renewal Model  
 

The “Reform” Model The “Renewal” Model 

Shifting focus   Focus on students and their achievement 

Driven by the reform agenda Continuous school improvement 

Externally driven Balance between the internal and external 
influences   

The research, development, dissemination and 
evaluation (RDDE) process 

The dialogue, decision, action and evaluation 
(DDAE) process   

Implementation fidelity Implementation integrity   

Implementers as passive receivers Implementers as active developers   

External accountability Internal responsibility and professionalism 

 
Using the seven dimensions of school renewal, they developed an instrument titled 

“Orientation to School Renewal” and conducted some psychometric analyses. Among the 
findings, they have learned two key points: First, they have empirical evidence to support the 
notion that school renewal is a construct at the school level. The finding supports HIL’s 
approach to engaging school leadership teams to improve literacy.  Second, they found that the 
measure of “orientation to school renewal” not only predicts the current student achievement, 
but also the gain in student achievement. The finding on the gain in student achievement is 
particularly exciting because the school’s level of orientation to school renewal will have impact 
down the road.    
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Spring 2020 Classes on All Campuses Currently Enrolling 
 

6020 Ed Leadership, Systems and Change OE Kretovics 

6020 Ed Leadership, Systems and Change - 
VAK ONLY 

OE Thompson 

6300 Data Informed Decision Making, 
Research & Eval  

OE Greer 

6620 School Business Management OE Geier 

6670 Principalship OE Sanocki 

6730 Instructional Leadership & Supervision OE Flynn 

6730 Instructional Leadership & Supervision - 
VAK ONLY 

OE Roberts 

6793 Principal Internship I OE Thompson 

6794 Principal Internship II OE Thompson 

6850 District Instructional Leadership & 
Assessment 

OE Roberts 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

Reminder to register for Spring 2020 
classes beginning October 21st 

 

 

 

Please see www.wmich.edu/classlookup/ for more information. 
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A Note From Our Chair 
I continue to be proud of the way our EDLD K-12 Leadership faculty interact, 

connect and collaborate with our K-12 administrators in the field. These 

connections include the Principal and Superintendent Advisory groups that 

meet each semester with our faculty to provide invaluable feedback about our 

curriculum and our new graduates who are hired into local school districts. 

Through efforts spearheaded by Dr. Brett Geier, our Department has been able 

to create cohorts of students in K-12 leadership; this cohort model allows us to 

deliver the program in/for/with school districts at a reduced rate to 

participants. In addition, members of the cohorts are able to work on programs 

and issues that directly impact the school district they are in. These 

partnerships have been fruitful and exciting for us, as we get a chance to move 

out into our local school communities. At the end of spring 2019, we graduated 

22 master’s students in K-12 Leadership from the Calhoun County cohort (our 

first cohort). 

Despite some of the challenges that we have been facing over the last few years, with the support of our 

alumni and school partners, we continue to assess and refine our programs; this summer, the K-12 Unit 

received full National Recognition from CAEP-SPA level. 

Finally, we couldn’t be more proud of our colleague and alum, Dr. Rusty Stitt, Superintendent in 

Schoolcraft, who will receive the CEHD Golden Apple Award in October. 

We, the faculty in EDLD, are very clear that, to be our best, there must be a symbiotic relationship between 

our EDLD graduate programs in K-12 Leadership and the school communities we serve. 

~Dr. Donna Talbot, Chair Educational Leadership, Research, and Technology 
 
 
 

 

 
The ELRT K-12 Unit is always receptive to receiving feedback, concerns or suggestions. If you wish 

to provide us with any of the above, please do not hesitate to contact Dr. Brett Geier 
(brett.geier@wmich.edu) 

269.387.3490  
 
 
 

Department of Educational Leadership, Research and Technology 
 

College of Education and Human Development 
 

1903 W. Michigan Avenue 
 

Kalamazoo, MI 49008 
 

Main Line: (269) 387-3896 
 


