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IFT Board to Consider 47 Grant Recommendations for 2016-17
Grant Selection Committee Proposes Over $600,000 in Dues Support for Strength-Based Projects
The CTA Institute for Teaching’s Grant Program supports
the creativity, vision and passion of our members. As we
begin the seventh year of grant funding, IFT salutes all of
our previous 125 grant recipients.
We also commend the dozens of CTA members who
took the opportunity to submit an application for this
competitive program. Their requests totaled over $1.3
million. Despite an increased grant budget of $600,000
for 2016-17, not all applicants were selected.
The six members of the IFT Grant Selection Committee
met in Sacramento on May 20-21, 2016 to evaluate nearly
100 grant applications. According to the teachers on the
committee, this year’s grant applications were the best
yet in terms of their fidelity to the strength-based matrix,
which is the lens the committee uses to score the
applications.
Projects are evaluated without identifying information.
Each of the proposals receives a score of 0-3-points for
each of the seven strength-based factors in the matrix.

IFT appreciates Barry Wissman (left), Elementary teacher from
Palm Springs and Beth Micari, Continuation High School teacher
from Exeter. They are pictured above with the scoring cards used by
the IFT Grant Selection Committee members. IFT also thanks the
other four committee members (not pictured), Sarah Morgan (High
School Librarian from Moraga), Carlos Solis (Middle School
teacher from Ontario-Montclair), Liane Cismowski (Principal of Mt.
Diablo High School), and Anita Benitas (IFT Program Consultant).

Strength-Based Reflections from the Extraordinary Liane Cismowski
“It’s really very simple: teaching is my love.” So begins a revealing IFT interview
with Liane Cismowski, a practitioner of strength-based approaches to educational
leadership. Excerpts from the interview continue on page 2. Liane has been an IFT
Board of Directors and Grant Selection Committee member since 2009. She continues
her educational journey as the principal of Mt. Diablo High School.
“While I am currently a high school principal, my happiest and most gratifying times
continue to be when I am teaching and interacting with students. I make it a priority
to engage students as often as I can…To me, it’s the human condition; kids, like adults
have basic needs - most importantly, kids want and need to be accepted.”
“Teachers, too, have some basic professional needs but most revolve around respect
and support…Being able to interact with all subject area teachers, allows me to see
how much all teachers do to go above and beyond. I also get to witness the magic of
teaching and learning every day.”
Liane Cismowski made substantive contributions as a teacher for over 25 years in many different grade levels and educational settings:
K-6 music teacher, middle school English and Social Studies, second grade, fourth grade, high school English, Continuation High School English,
English Language Development. She has been on the faculty of the Masters of Arts in Teaching Leadership program at St. Mary’s College of
California. She is a National Board Certified Teacher in English Language Arts. She was the Contra Costa County Teacher of the Year in 2003,
was the National Education Association California Teacher of the Year in 2004, and won the CTA Gold Award in 2004.

“It’s an honor to observe the greatness taking
place all around me.” Liane Cismowski

2005

IFT - How does the IFT complement your values and beliefs as an
educator?
LC - IFT is 100 percent congruent with my beliefs. From school-family
relations to student centered learning, I wholeheartedly support the work of
the IFT. The IFT Strength-Based Seven-Factor Matrix has tremendous promise
for school improvement and change. The matrix goes to the heart of what
our classrooms and school communities should look.
Another idea promoted by the IFT is basic to teaching and learning and raises
a very serious question: Will we continue to cling to a culture of deficits and
deficit thinking or are we ready to create a teaching culture of
strengths? For me, this means schools and classrooms based on student
talents and a growth mindset, truly believing all students can learn. IFT is
challenging teachers and administrators to join and create a school-family
culture based on strengths, opportunities and potential. I am so happy to be
part of this effort.

IFT - What does strength-based teacher driven change mean to you?

The article and photo are taken from the
Nov. 30, 2005 issue of Education Week.

Winning Demeanor
Mild-mannered teacher helps
sway California election
In the weeks before California’s Nov. 8
special election that shot down Gov. Arnold
Schwarzenegger’s three education proposals,
a soft-spoken teacher who appeared in a
television advertisement is being credited
with helping the state’s main teachers’ union
best the famous Republican governor.

LC - Change is constantly happening in the schools; teachers are always asked
to change. IFT has introduced a new framework for school change; one that
is driven by strength-based thinking. The strength-based approach asks us to
look at what’s working in the schools: what’s working with kids, what’s most
productive, how the district and administration are helping teachers, and
how parents are being supportive.

Liane Cismowski, a 48-year-old English
teacher at Olympia High School in Concord,
Calif., was picked “on a fluke” by political
strategists for the California Teachers
Association who wanted to put a
sympathetic face on the teachers’ battle plan
to defeat the proposals.

Emphasizing strengths over deficit, creates so many opportunities
for teachers to help their students. It’s amazing how student
attitude and behavior changes when the focus is on strengths.

The union wanted an ad to counter
perceptions that the governor was reformminded and acting in the best interest of the
state. In the spots, Ms. Cismowski chides the
governor, a former bodybuilder and actor,
for “too many broken promises and bad
ideas.”

Students feel more valued. You can see it in how they interact with each
other and their teachers, how they behave in class, and even how they take
care of themselves.
In many ways strength-based thinking is consistent with and connects to the
art and science of teaching. It’s an overarching philosophy, basic to what we
do and believe as educators. It’s what we are about - our students’ talents
and strengths.

IFT- What are your thoughts about where education is headed?
LC - The future of education is on the minds of all who care about the public
schools. Change is coming from every direction. What gives me confidence is
how CTA and IFT are focused on the future by bringing teachers from all
backgrounds together to build on what’s right, not what’s wrong. No other
education organization or policy group is able to do this with the trust and
support of teachers. It makes me hopeful for what’s ahead.

“I don’t think most of us realized what an
impact she would have right away” said
CTA President Barbara Kerr. “She was the
face of teachers for this campaign.”
She was eager to appear in the commercials
because she wanted to let the public know
that schools are struggling. Ms. Cismowski
said she was often recognized in public
during the campaign.
But she doesn’t see an acting career in her
future. “I’m happy to be back in my
classroom, doing my real job, which is
teaching,” she said.

The CTA Institute for Teaching (IFT) is a 501(c)3 non-profit organization.
IFT supports strength-based teacher driven change in school communities across California.
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