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The foundation for From Systems Thinking to Systemic Action is
rooted in the teachings of W. Edwards Deming. The first section

of the book is a concise description of systems thinking; the second
section contains 48 key questions, divided into twelve chapters. The
questions are written to guide leaders as they transform their sys-
tems. Leaders are admonished to build quality into their systems and
not attempt to inspect quality into their systems. From Systems

Thinking to Systemic Action is written to assist leaders on this journey
from systems thinking to systems action.

Dr. Deming loved to ask his audiences the question, “Who has the
most influence over a ship crossing the ocean?” After rejecting the
answers captain, navigator, and engine room operator, he stated that
the person with the most control over the ship is the person that de-
signed the ship. It will never perform better than it was designed to
perform. Thus, I would say that the person who took the bell-shaped
curve from science and misapplied it to education probably has more
control over today’s education than any current practicing educator.
If only a few can succeed in every classroom, then no matter how tal-
ented the captain (school superintendent/director), the navigator
(principal), or the engine room operator (teacher), the students can-
not all excel. The school cannot perform better than it was designed
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to perform. “The system itself has prevented even the most talented
and industrious among us from seeing this pronounced gap between
poor and effective practices.”1

From Systems Thinking to Systemic Action is all about the design.
The key questions are written to assist in both understanding current
design and potential re-design. Thomas Freese wrote, “He who asks
the question has the power.”2 My desire is to provide leaders with the
power to truly effect lasting improvement. This power comes not by
bullying people, but by improving the system.

One example of a system change that could influence millions of
children is the school calendar. Now, the system in almost, if not all,
U.S. states is that each school district is allowed to establish its own
calendar. However, think about the possibility of bringing together
representatives of schools and youth organizations in each state.
This group establishes the state school calendar. The understanding
is that if school districts will adopt this universal calendar, the youth
organizations will commit to offering activities for young people on
these nonschool days. Think about the millions of lives that would be
enhanced over a few years with this one system change. The private
schools could participate in the calendar, and homeschooled stu-
dents could participate in the events scheduled all over each state.

Even though I believe great good could come from the school cal-
endar system change, my aim in this preface is not to discuss calen-
dars but to provide an example of how change to a system can have
a profound impact upon the lives of students, parents, employees,
and school board members.

At the end of the twelve chapters is a blank graph for charting
progress. Readers can, after reading each chapter, shade in their as-
sessment of their school district/divison.3 Since no school system is
perfect, it is expected this book can provide planning direction for fu-
ture system improvement. As the dodecagon is studied, it will be ob-
vious that some of the aspects of this book are about current opera-
tions, but most are about the future, when in all likelihood some
other, yet-to-be-appointed leader will gain from current planning
and leading.

x
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“Western managers generally believe their poor performance in
the global marketplace is due to factors that are out of their control.
This belief provides them a basis for rationalizing their disinclination
to make fundamental changes.”4 Educators are tempted to blame so-
ciety and poor legislation and thus be disinclined to make funda-
mental changes. Others do not know what the fundamental changes
are, so they use their power to make surface changes. Neither surface
changes nor disinclination will improve the schools. The fundamen-
tal changes described in this book will bring about the improvement
so desperately needed.

NOTES

1. Mike Schmoker, Results Now (Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and

Curriculum Development, 2006), 4.

2. Thomas A. Freese, Secrets of Question Based Selling (Naperville, IL: Sourcebooks,

2000), 171.

3. Districts in the United States; divisions in Canada. Throughout this book I use the

U.S. term “district”; I hope this is not confusing to Canadian readers who work in “di-

visions.”

4. Russell Ackoff, The Democratic Corporation (New York: Oxford University Press,

1994), xi.
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The culture is the complete collection of an organization’s
processes, customers, employees, suppliers, results, decision

making, and machines. Some of the processes are in policy, some in
job descriptions, some in law, and many in past practice. Usually the
culture is composed of numerous disconnected parts. This book is
about continually moving from these disconnected parts to a coher-
ent, well-constructed system. Recently I received an e-mail asking,
“Why do hot dogs come in packages of ten and hot dog buns come in
packages of eight?” This simple question can help the reader under-
stand the purpose of systems thinking and what must be accom-
plished over and over to create school districts that operate as a sys-
tem instead of as a collection of parts.

W. Edwards Deming divided systems thinking into four compo-
nents. He said leaders need not be experts in any of the four but
must have enough knowledge of them to lead well. The four are

• Appreciation for a system
• Knowledge about variation
• Theory of knowledge (epistemology)
• Psychology1

x i i i
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The purpose of this primer is to provide theoretical background in
a very brief manner. Numerous books on the market can provide de-
tails. Since this book’s purpose is to provide readers with practical
suggestions for systemic action, a minimal approach to systemic
thinking is appropriate. Readers will observe in each of the 48 ques-
tions that compose the body of this book elements of all four system
components.

The purpose of the 48 questions is to provide application knowl-
edge. When people are armed with only systems theory knowledge,
two events occur: (1) people ask what they should do with all of this
theory or (2) leaders teach the theory to their employees and expect
them to figure out what to do with the systems theory. Neither is
helpful to the employees or the organization.

Armed with only the 48 questions, people will push back and say
they do not need these questions to operate their school system. From

Systems Thinking to Systemic Action is the combination of both the why
and the how. These questions and narratives have the power to posi-
tively impact the lives of numerous students, employees, and parents.

Deming writes that the four components of profound knowledge
are necessary to understand a system. They cannot be separated.
They interact with each other. “One need not be eminent in any part
nor in all four parts in order to understand it and apply it.”2

48 KEY CONCEPTS IN SYSTEMS THINKING

Appreciation of a System

1. “A system is a network of interdependent components that
work together to accomplish the aim of the system.”3 The
twelve chapters of this book are written separately. However,
each system networks with the other systems; all are interde-
pendent.

2. Systems must have an aim. “The first characteristic of a sys-
tem is that it has a clearly defined and articulated aim. Absent

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

an aim there is no system.”4 Let’s take social studies instruc-
tion, for example. Because there is no overall aim for social
studies instruction from grades K–12, there is no social stud-
ies system in most school districts.

3. “A system must be managed. It will not manage itself. Left to
themselves in the Western world, components become selfish,
competitive, independent profit centers, and thus destroy the
system.”5 The secret to having a successful system is coopera-
tion between components.

4. Management of a system “requires knowledge of the interre-
lationships between all components within the system and
the people that work in it.”6 School superintendents and their
school boards are required to spend much of their time man-
aging these interrelationships.

5. The ideal aim creates a “better life for everyone.”7 When is-
sues are being deliberated, the aim must be to find a decision
that is better for students, employees, and the community.
For example, when an English teacher can spend 50 percent
less evening/weekend time scoring papers and the students
write better, we have created a better life for everyone.

6. One portion of the system cannot suboptimize the system,
meaning that one portion of the system must not win at the
expense of other aspects of the system. Leaders must always
balance the competing demands of various segments of the
school system. Legislators must temper their desires to have
one component of the school system continually win at the
expense of other components of the school district.8

7. In order for a system to be competitive, the management and
employees must cooperate inside the organization.9 We must
not foster competition between students but encourage all of
the students to cooperate in order for their school to win. The
ideal “win” for a school system is to outperform all prior stu-
dents. The elementary principal reports that these graduat-
ing fifth graders are the best-prepared students ever sent on
to the middle school. The middle-school principal sends the

x v



best-prepared students ever to high school, and the high-
school principal, at graduation, says, “Note in the program all
of the areas in which this class is better prepared than prior
classes. Further, all of you juniors in the audience tonight, we
are asking all of you to cooperate with each other so that I
can say one year from now that you are the best-prepared
class ever.”

8. The components of a system are equipment, materials, sup-
pliers, processes, customers, redesign process, and results.10

Education may use slightly different terms, but the compo-
nents are the same. For example, hospitals call their cus-
tomers patients, athletic teams call their customers fans, and
schools call their customers students and parents. Schools
may change the terminology to better communicate but must
not overlook a component.

9. When things go wrong, almost always the problem is the sys-
tem. Deming estimated that the problem was the system from
94 to 97 percent of the time. My book Permission to Forget:

And Nine Other Root Causes of America’s Frustration with Edu-

cation is an attempt to identify the 94 to 97 percent.11

10. If we want better results, we must improve the system. We
must find a why instead of spending all of our time attempt-
ing to find a who. For example, if 100 percent inspection of all
student papers produced quality work, this book would be un-
necessary. However, the system currently in place is not pro-
ducing the desired quality, so a process change is necessary if
different results are desired.12

11. It takes fourth-generation management to lead a system. MBO
(management by objective) is third generation and is inade-
quate. Teamwork is essential.13

12. The person with the most control over the organization is the
person who designed the processes. The person who designed
a system allowing students to cram and forget (even though
this person is probably not alive today) has more control over
education that most of the people currently working in the
field. “The turning point for the Japanese was when they

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

shifted from detecting poor quality to preventing poor qual-
ity.”14 This shift in education thinking would be a major sys-
tem design change. “Estimates show that it’s ten times more
expensive to correct a problem than to prevent it.”15

Psychology

1. Ranking harms people. Awards assemblies are really a rank-
ing activity. They motivate the 15 percent who receive the re-
wards and demotivate the other 85 percent. No parents send
their children to school to be “losers” so other people’s chil-
dren can be “winners.” We must find ways to honor all stu-
dents for their strengths and interests.

2. There are two types of motivation: intrinsic and extrinsic.
People often defend their use of extrinsic motivation by de-
scribing the most difficult of cases and the extreme need for
extrinsic motivation for these individuals. Maybe it is neces-
sary; I am not a psychologist. However, I observe that extrin-
sic motivation is applied to all students in schools. It starts in
kindergarten with stickers and ends with grades. The 11,700
incentives (5 per day, for 180 school days, for 13 years) that
students receive are not working.16

3. One is born with a natural inclination to learn.17 Almost all
students still possess this desire to learn when they enter
kindergarten.

4. Leaders possess three attributes: knowledge, power, and per-
sonality.18 Teachers have knowledge, power, and personality.
Administrators have knowledge, power, and personality.
School board members have knowledge, power, and personal-
ity. Everyone wants their bosses to use knowledge first, per-
sonality second, and last of all power.

5. Children are most like adults in their feelings and least like
adults in their thinking. From university courses, educators
learned about the “least like adults in their thinking” from
Jean Piaget’s research. However, the “most like us in their 
feelings” part was left out. If educators forget the first part,
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students are frustrated; if they forget the second part, stu-
dents are disenfranchised.

6. It is not the responsibility of educators to motivate children.
They come to kindergarten already motivated. Thus, it is the
responsibility of educators to determine what is causing the
loss of motivation and stop such practices. “It is the control-
ling intent of rewards that sabotages their attempts to moti-
vate others, destroying the very motivation they had been in-
tending to promote.”19

7. “Self-motivation, rather than external motivation, is at the
heart of creativity, responsibility, healthy behavior, and last-
ing change.”20

8. “People who were asked to do a particular task but allowed
the freedom of having some say in how to do it were more
fully engaged by the activity . . . than people who were not
treated as unique individuals.”21

9. “Kage found that the use of evaluative quizzes to motivate
learning led to lowered intrinsic motivation and to poorer
performance on the final examination than did the self-
monitored, nonevaluative quizzes.”22

10. “Rewards can be used as a way to express appreciation, but
the more they are used as motivators, the more likely it is that
they will have negative effects.”23

11. “To be intrinsically motivated, people need to perceive them-
selves as competent and autonomous (self-governing); they
need to feel that they are effective and self-determining.
Someone else’s opinion does not do the trick.”24

12. Basic human needs: “autonomy, competence, and related-
ness.”25

Variation

1. The only reason people invented statistics was to understand
variation. If no variation, no need for statistics.

2. There are two types of variation: special and common.26 For
example, in a fifth-grade classroom students reading like av-

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

erage fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-grade students are examples of
common variation. Special variation would be reading like an
average first- or eleventh-grade student while in fifth grade.

3. “There are two mistakes frequently made in attempts to im-
prove results, both costly. Mistake 1. To react to an outcome
as if it came from a special cause, when actually it came from
common causes of variation. Mistake 2. To treat an outcome
as if it came from common causes of variation, when actually
it came from special causes.”27

4. The bell curve, apparent in science, has been greatly misused
in education. The bell curve is for the middle of the course. A
bell curve at the end of the course is a sign of teacher failure,
because some students in every course can teach themselves.
Give a group of students only textbooks and computers, but
no teacher, and a bell curve is what will occur. Give students
a great teacher and the course will end in a J curve.28

5. Process data is during the school year, and results data is at
the end of the year. Sometimes educators use the terms for-
mative and summative instead of the generic terms.29

6. Data with one or two data points is useless. Apparent differ-
ences are due to luck or the system. The articles in the news-
paper that have only one or two years of data must be replaced
with trend data over five years or more. Otherwise save the ink.
Legislative and other leaders must resist the temptation to alter
the annual exams every couple of years because they damage
the trends, making all the data impotent.

7. Disaggregation is helpful in management of organizations; ag-
gregation is powerful in leading the organization. Both are
needed.

8. PGA is a useful mnemonic device for classifying statistical
tools. P is for perception, G is for graph, and A is for analysis.
Education abounds with perceptions and sometimes has
analysis. The G is usually missing. It is the powerful use of
graphs that should be the focus of the master’s degree statis-
tical course; the doctoral statistical course can stay with the
analysis.
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9. Statistical control means that the variation in the future is
predictable.30 Most schools are in statistical control. Calculate
the average number of dropouts for the past five years. Al-
most certainly, that is the number of dropouts from future
classes. Calculate the average number of discipline referrals,
the average number of Fs, the number of students with ex-
cessive absences, and so on. The future can be predicted with
great accuracy. “Statistics deals with two areas: the past and
the future. We use statistics to summarize past events so we
can understand them. We then use this summary to make
predictions about the future.”31

10. “Use of data requires also understanding of the distinction be-
tween enumerative studies and analytic problems.”32 In chap-
ter 10, the five graphs for results data can be classified as fol-
lows: The chamber-of-commerce chart and the radar chart are
enumerative; the correlation, Pareto, and control charts are
analytical.

11. The three basic classroom graphs, run chart, scatter diagram,
and histogram, are enumerative (chapter 9).33

12. Tally marks and the Pareto chart are the major item analysis
tools for the classroom.

Epistemology

1. Management is prediction. Every decision by administrators,
teachers, and school board members is a prediction. “We pre-
dict that if we make this decision, rather than this decision,
the future will be better.”

2. Test theories, not kids. Involve the students in the experi-
ment. Let them know that you have a hypothesis that a par-
ticular strategy will help them learn and then observe to-
gether to see if the hypothesis was correct.

3. The graphing of data provides insights not apparent from raw
data. When people are overwhelmed with numbers they can-
not see what is occurring. Insights generate hypotheses,
which generate learning if an experiment is conducted.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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4. Experience is not the best teacher; testing theories is the best
teacher. Many times teachers give credit to experience when
actually their improvement occurred because they tested out
several theories until they came across what worked for
them.34

5. It takes only one example contrary to a theory to require one
to revisit the theory. “A thousand examples won’t prove a the-
ory. A single example can disprove a theory.”35 For example,
we have a theory that punishment improves behavior. Every
school has a student immune to punishment. While punish-
ment may work for the majority, it does not work for all. Thus,
educators must continue to refine the theory. Also, high
schools have a theory that ninth graders are more likely to
graduate from high school if they take all required courses.
Maybe this is true for most, but not all. So, what should the
theory be?

6. Ask why at least five times to find the root causes of a prob-
lem. The root cause lies beyond the source.36 Once the root
cause is discovered, it will be somebody’s pet project or
process. Ouch.

7. The curriculum in schools is divided into two major cate-
gories: what students are to know and what they are to per-
form. Continuous improvement processes can reduce the time
necessary for students to learn the “know” component of the
curriculum, leaving more time for the “can do.”

8. Leaders are to create more leaders: student leaders, teacher
leaders, administrator leaders, food service leaders, secretary
leaders, and so on.

9. Plan-Do-Study-Act is a learning cycle. The most important as-
pect of “plan” is baseline data; then comes the experiment. If
the study of the results indicates an improvement, then peo-
ple must take action to make the improvement stick.

10. Instead of management decisions, we need many more man-
agement hypotheses. This is an admission that nobody knows
for sure the best decision, but we have to land on one hy-
pothesis. For example, what is the best schedule for a high
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school? What are we attempting to accomplish, and then what
hypotheses do we want to test first?37

11. Interest is the major determination of successful learning.
Adults and children can learn what they are interested in. The
struggle to learn is actually the struggle to understand. Once
understood, learning is very quick.

12. Standards and accountability do not mean that creativity and
joy must be removed from the learning process.
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3

In order for the school board to be successful, the superintendent
must be successful. In order for the school superintendent to be

successful, the district as a whole must stop blaming and search for
root causes of problems.

VISION, PURPOSE, CORE VALUES, AND BELIEFS

Vision, purpose, core values, and beliefs abound in education. These
deeply held beliefs and aspirations inspire countless educators to
pursue the best for our next generation. From Systems Thinking to

Systemic Action is all about systems thinking and systemic action.
Certain values are essential in order to harness the power of systems
thinking. These values are not contrary to most other values held by
educators, but they form the foundation for system leadership.

“Vision is the What—the picture of the future we seek to create 
. . . Purpose or mission is the Why . . . Core values answer the ques-
tion, ‘How do we want to act, consistent with our mission, along 
the path toward achieving our vision?’”1 Beliefs are the collection of
all three—vision, purpose, and core values. Throughout this book, I
will be speaking to all of these three plus many practical ideas for 

VALUES

1



implementation of the beliefs. All of the chapters hinge, however, on
the answer to the first question.

Vision, Purpose, Core Values, and Beliefs Question 1

Do the superintendent and board accept the belief that 94 to 97 per-
cent of the school district’s issues are system problems?

If leaders cannot accept the basic premise of systems thinking, that
94 to 97 percent of the organization’s problems are caused by the sys-
tem,2 then this book will be of no help. Top officials must truly un-
derstand that “No amount of care or skill in workmanship can over-
come fundamental faults of the system.”3 It would be very easy for
readers to assume that I am speaking of the system created by the leg-
islature. I am not. I am speaking of the local school system. Yes, there
are societal problems, and yes, there are numerous legislative prob-
lems, but this book is about the local school system. Dr. W. Edwards
Deming taught that when things go wrong in Japan, leaders ask why
until they find out why, and in the United States, leaders ask why un-
til they find a who.4 Leaders must ask why, why, why, why, and why
some more until they uncover the root causes of their problems.
Rarely is the problem caused by lazy, incompetent, or clueless em-
ployees; the problems are caused by unanticipated results of a prior,
seemingly logical, decision. Peter Senge states this so precisely when
he says, “Today’s problems come from yesterday’s ‘solutions.’”5 He
further states, “Once I saw the problem as structurally caused, I be-
gan to look at what I could do, rather than at what ‘they had done.’”6

“Quality is determined by top management. It can not be delegated.”7

How can leaders know if a problem falls within the 3 to 6 percent
that are truly people problems? The best way is to ask if the problem
occurs over and over. If so, it is a system problem. The high-school
dropout issue is an example of a reoccurring problem. Following Dr.
Deming’s estimates of people versus system problems, one can as-
certain that 3 to 6 percent of the dropouts are caused by the students
themselves and the rest are the result of the system.

I was discussing education with a state legislator who served on his
state’s education committee. He asked me, “Why are educators so de-
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V A L U E S

fensive when we pass new education laws?” I asked him if he had heard
of Edwards Deming. He replied, “Yes.” I then asked him if he had heard
that Dr. Deming estimated that 94 to 97 percent of the problems of all
organizations are caused by the system and the remaining problems by
people making errors. He replied that he had not heard this about Dr.
Deming. I then stated, “That’s why we educators are so defensive. If you
passed laws to fix the system, we’d help you fix the system, but you pass
laws to fix us. Of course we are defensive.”

It would be very easy for educators to read this and say, “Right on!
Those legislators need to understand.” However, educators are guilty
of the same blame game. We just blame different people. Superin-
tendents blame the board and the union. Principals blame the “Pink
Palace” or whatever the district office is labeled. Teachers blame stu-
dents, parents, and administrators. Students blame teachers, and
nothing improves.

The belief that 94 to 97 percent of a school district’s problems are
caused by the system is the crucial first step in moving from blam-
ing to systems thinking. My book Permission to Forget: And Nine Other

Root Causes of America’s Frustration with Education is an attempt to
outline at least ten of the system problems infecting education.8 The
title, Permission to Forget, is really a synonym for cramming. No cur-
rent educator established a formal policy that students have permis-
sion to forget. However, that is the reality of spelling tests, chapter
tests, and all other assessments of short-term memory. “Permission
to forget” is just one example of a system problem.

I have interviewed hundreds of teacher applicants and asked,
“Why do you want to be a teacher?” None ever answered, “I want to
help children with their short-term memory.” However, once teach-
ers are hired, many of the grades, beginning with first-grade spelling,
are based upon short-term crammed memory. The teachers are per-
forming the exact opposite of what they believe. Why? It is the power
of the system. The leaders who remove cramming as an option from
their K–12 or university system have done more for their staff and
students than any amount of blame could accomplish.

In the Dover-Eyota School District (Minnesota), the science de-
partment is determined to remove permission to forget. The students
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are responsible in tenth-grade biology for all key concepts from sev-
enth grade through biology. In the district’s first year of taking away
permission to forget, students in tenth grade were only responsible
for biology key concepts and scored an average of 82 percent correct.
The second year, students had to remember both ninth-grade and
tenth-grade science; the third year of implementation, eighth-, ninth-, 
and tenth grades; and now students are expected to remember four
grades of science concepts. The data from Dover-Eyota shows that
taking away permission to forget is not easy. Students learn about
cramming through first-grade spelling, and it is tough to change their
minds in high school. However, the Dover-Eyota science department
is determined that students in the twenty-first century can actually
remember what they were taught.

Their results are

Year Expectation Percent Correct in Grade 10

2003 Grade 10 biology 81%
2004 Grades 9 and 10 72%
2005 Grades 8, 9, and 10 70%
2006 Grades 7, 8, 9, and 10 55%
2007 Grades 7, 8, 9, and 10 78%

It would have been so easy to give up in 2006 and say permission
to forget is bigger than us, but the staff did not give up; when the sys-
tem changes, the students will change.

In order for a district to answer yes to question 1 under values,
purpose, core values, and beliefs, the leaders must commit them-
selves to asking why, why, why, why, and why when problems occur.
All must disavow blaming.

Vision, Purpose, Core Values, and Beliefs Question 2

Once a school system can attest to the fact that most accept the basic
premise of systems thinking, it is ready to ask the second question: “Has
the organization disavowed the use of force, intimidation, manipula-
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tion, or incentives to achieve its goals?”9 When leaders use force, in-
timidation, manipulation, and incentives to “motivate” their staffs, they
are saying loudly that they do not have a clue how to fix this problem.
And since they do not have the knowledge to solve the issue, they fall
back on inappropriate use of power. In the preface of his latest book,
written at age ninety-two, Edwards Deming wrote, “This book is for
people who are living under the tyranny of the prevailing style of man-
agement.”10 He further writes, “Most people imagine that this style of
management has always existed, and is a fixture. Actually, it is a mod-
ern invention.”11 Clearly, the use of force intimidation, embarrassment,
and incentives are the prevailing style of management. The list of four
is from John Maxwell, who lists seven ways people wield influence over
others. The list is from worst to best. The last three on the list are “per-
suasion, energizing others, and honor/serve.”12

Bosses who ascribe to blaming as opposed to systems thinking
make these statements:

1. “You better solve this problem by this date, or bad things will
happen.” (force)

2. In front of many employees, they say, “Lee, why cannot you fix
this issue; other school systems do not have this problem.” (in-
timidation)

3. “We have others who would love to have your job.” (manipula-
tion)

4. “I have set aside some money for a bonus for those who solve
this issue.” (incentives)

When teachers do not have the knowledge to solve a student
learning problem, they often rely upon the same four wrongheaded
tools.

1. They rely on force, threatening a failing grade, detention, and
suspension.

2. They use intimidation with invidious compliments (intimida-
tion by praising one student in front of the whole class to make
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the rest of the class envious). Sometimes they post grades in
rank order, or even worse, hand out the exams in rank order
from best to worst grade. Either way is classic management by
intimidation.

3. They manipulate the system so that the struggling students are
out of their classroom through various means, including spe-
cial education, removal for bad behavior, parent request to
have child removed, or ability grouping (child goes to some-
body else for instruction).

4. The most common unsatisfactory method is incentives. Stu-
dents receive over 10,000 incentives from K–12. “The effect of
incentive pay is numbers and the loss of focus on the aim.”13

The effect of incentives in school is the prize or grade, not the
aim: learning.

When administrators do not have the knowledge to improve their
schools and school districts they:

1. Threaten job loss. (force)
2. Say, “If school can meet its annual goals, why can’t you?”

or hand out at the principals’ meetings ranked scores from all
of the schools. (intimidation)

3. Move all of the low-performing students to independent study
and give the independent study program a different school lo-
cator, thus assuring themselves that these students do not ap-
pear on their accountability report. (manipulation)

4. Go to business leaders in the community asking for money to
use as cash bonuses for improved test scores. (incentives)

These four behaviors are at the root of much tension between some
school superintendents and their school board members. If a school su-
perintendent leads his/her school district with persuasion, enabling
others, and honor/serving and a newly elected board member points
out a problem within the school system, the school superintendent may
be considered weak for not using force, intimidation, manipulation,
and incentives to solve the problem. This is especially true if the newly
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elected board member has used force, intimidation, manipulation, and
incentives to amass wealth. What this newly elected board member
does not realize is “We will rise to our feet from fear, but it takes hope
to keep us standing for the long term.”14 Further, “whenever there is
fear, there will be wrong figures.”15 Another word for describing these
behaviors is bullying. At Toyota, “Advancement of business perfor-
mance by the parent company through bullying suppliers is totally
alien to the spirit of the Toyota Production System.”16

When leaders advocate incentives for employees, they are unin-
tentionally saying, “I have no clue how to improve this system, but
my lazy employees know how to bring about the needed improve-
ment. Incentives will pry loose this withheld knowledge and all will
be well.” Joel Klein is making such an unintentional admission when
advocating merit pay for increased test scores.17 Further, New York
City already has many, many self-motivated educators. “People with
a sense of their own vision and commitment would naturally reject
efforts of a leader to ‘get them committed.’”18

Educators are often pressured by business leaders to use incen-
tives to create better student learners. Business wants educators to
believe their incentive systems work. However, Collins “found no sys-
tematic pattern linking executive compensation to the process of go-
ing from good to great. The evidence simply does not support the
idea that the specific structure of executive compensation acts as a
key lever in taking a company from good to great.”19 America’s
schools are already good, so why would business leaders, who hire
Collins to speak at their conferences and to their employees, con-
tinue to not listen to his research? He writes further, “The good-
to-great companies understood a simple truth: the right people will
do the right things and deliver the best results they’re capable of, re-
gardless of the incentive system.”20

Deming quotes a company’s goals and objectives:

“1. Provide systems of reward that recognize superior performance,

innovation, extraordinary care and commitment.

2. Create and maintain stimulating and enjoyable work environ-

ment, with the aim to attract, develop, and retain self-directed,

talented people.
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These two goals are incompatible. Goal 1 will induce conflict and

competition between people, a sure road to demoralization. It will

take the joy out of work, and will thus defeat Goal 2, however noble it

be.”21

Deci and Flaste describe what happens with the four negative ap-
proaches: “self motivation, rather than external motivation, is at the
heart of creativity, responsibility, healthy behavior, and lasting
change. External cunning or pressure can sometimes bring about
compliance, but with compliance comes negative consequences, in-
cluding the urge to defy.”22 They write further, “Intrinsic motivation
is associated with richer experience, better conceptual understand-
ing, greater creativity, and improved problem solving . . . Not only do
controls undermine intrinsic motivation and engagement with activ-
ities but—and here is a bit of bad news for people focused on the bot-
tom line—they have clearly detrimental effects on performance of
any tasks that require creativity, conceptual understanding, or flexi-
ble problem solving.”23 This may help explain why schools are suc-
cessful with reading decoding and math computation but struggle
with reading comprehension and math problem solving.

One reason why question 2 is so important is “once you have be-
gun to use rewards to control people, you can not easily go back.”24 I
have worked with many teachers across the United States who have
successfully “gone back” to intrinsic motivation, even in high school,
with the process I described in Improving Student Learning.25 Stu-
dents will make the adjustment, but Deci and Flaste’s adverb easily is
certainly true.

I estimated earlier that U.S. students receive over 10,000 incen-
tives in their K–12 education. This number is arrived at by multiply-
ing 5 incentives per day times 180 school days times 13 years. In el-
ementary schools, incentives are stickers, marbles in a jar, and
popcorn parties, and in secondary school incentives are more food,
videos, and grades. “When children are given rewards such as toys
and money for doing well in school, music, and sports, they learn to
expect rewards for good performance. As they become adults, their
desire for tangible reward begins to govern action. They are now ex-
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trinsically motivated. They come to rely on the world to provide
things to make them feel good. They will often work hard to earn lots
of money, only to find in middle age that their work has no mean-
ing.”26 In the simplest of terms, “Rewards motivate people to work
for rewards.”27

All four of these negative techniques can be classified under the
use of fear. “The power of fear underlies negative visions. The power
of aspiration drives positive visions. Fear can produce extraordinary
changes in short periods, but aspiration endures as a continuing
source of learning and growth.”28

At this point, it is important to distinguish between incentives and
celebrations. An incentive is a bribe used to motivate others, and a
celebration is merely a thank you. The celebration can be individual
or for a group. “Rewards and recognition are important, but as the
research has clearly shown . . . when rewards or awards are used as
a means of motivating people, they are likely to backfire.”29 I’ll use
food as an example to distinguish the difference. A teacher who says,
“Everyone who learns their multiplication tables gets to come to the
popcorn party,” is clearly bribing using incentives. However, another
teacher can say, “Today I brought popcorn for all of you just to say
thanks for all of your hard work on the multiplication tables. I prob-
ably won’t bring popcorn again, but I am so pleased with your work
that I can’t help myself.” The difference is not subtle; one teacher is
using power to control and the other is honoring students. One ap-
proach replaces intrinsic with extrinsic motivation and one encour-
ages intrinsic motivation. I find, however, that over 90 percent of the
celebrations with process data, described in chapter 9, do not involve
food or anything that costs money.

The school district that can answer yes to question 2 does not use
force, intimidation, manipulation, or incentives to reach its goals.
But shouldn’t force be used sometimes? The answer is yes, rarely.
Appropriate uses of force are when there is 80 to 85 percent agree-
ment for a new process and force may be necessary to have the full
power of implementation. For example, a school system is working
on payroll errors. The errors are coming in from schools into the pay-
roll office. One school pilots a new process, and errors are cut down
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dramatically. Other schools volunteer to use the new practice with
similar results. One school is remaining, and the secretary refuses to
adopt the new practice. Force may be necessary, as a last resort. An-
other appropriate use of force is in the 3 to 6 percent of the cases
where the employee is in the wrong profession. Applying force to the
faculty as a whole is totally inappropriate, but when all else fails, in
certain situations, force is required.

Vision, Purpose, Core Values, and Beliefs Question 3

If an organization can answer yes to question 2, then the third ques-
tion is, “Does the organization have in place structures to regularly
remove barriers and waste?” Barrier removal is not an afterthought.

Once an organization accepts the belief that 94 to 97 percent of
the problems are caused by the system and disavows force, manipu-
lation, intimidation, and incentives, problems all go away. Wrong.
Problems are always present. However, if a school system asks, “Why
do we still have this problem? We have great employees and stu-
dents. We are using persuasion, we energize others, we honor and
serve our employees and students, but are still facing many of the
same issues,” the next step is barrier removal.

What is causing our difficulty? What is the root cause of the prob-
lem? The organization must be willing to ask the hard questions
about its practices to remove barriers to everyone’s success. The
school system must be willing to listen to parents and students to
find out what precisely the barriers are. I can almost guarantee that
once the barriers are found, some in the organization will not want
the barrier removed.

Assume students are being interviewed regarding why some stu-
dents drop out of high school. Students point to the discipline policy.
They say it is not fair for a student who misbehaves in one class pe-
riod to be suspended from the whole next day. The student is now
behind in six classes, not just the one where the inappropriate be-
havior occurred. They suggest period suspension. Do not think, how-
ever, that all faculty will approve removing this barrier. All barriers
to improvement have friends. It is very easy to request that our
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bosses remove our barriers and be resistant to removing student bar-
riers. Educators must not be about pushing growth but about “re-
moving the factors limiting growth.”30

Barrier removal must become formal; it is on purpose that lead-
ers of classrooms, leaders of schools, and leaders of school systems
remove barriers as a regular aspect of their jobs. For example, John
Conyers, former superintendent in Palatine, Illinois, removed
many barriers.31 He asked his teachers to write down every district
office mandate. These requirements were complied into one big
list. Then the district office staff was asked to check off which man-
dates they personally required. Many of the items that came from
teachers were not required by anybody. Therefore, Conyers sent
out a note to the staffs stating which “mandates” were not required.
Barriers removed.

Second, he asked his administrators who regularly had board
meeting preparation duties to write down what they did and how
long it took them. The finance office used these time sheets to cal-
culate the cost of a board meeting. When the board saw this they
said, “We do not want to spend our money this way,” and cut the
board meetings in half.

The net result of this barrier removal will be increased student
and staff motivation. “Parents, politicians, and school administrators
all want students to be creative problem-solvers and to learn mater-
ial at a deep, conceptual level. But in their eagerness to achieve these
ends, they pressure teachers to produce. The paradox is that the
more they do that, the more controlling the teachers become, which,
as we have seen so many times, undermines intrinsic motivation,
creativity, and conceptual understanding in the students.”32

Removing waste is analogous to removing barriers. What is wast-
ing time and money? Toyota has made a list of wasteful practices. It
would be wise for school systems to look over the list and revise for
education. Their list is (1) overproduction, (2) waiting, (3) unneces-
sary movement of materials, (4) incorrect processing, (5) excess in-
ventory, (6) unnecessary movement, (7) defects, and (8) unused em-
ployee creativity.33 Toyota believes in making wasteful practices
publicly visible so that all can learn from improvements.
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When working on removing barriers or waste, it is so important to
dig down to the root cause of the barrier or waste. This is done by ask-
ing why over and over until the root cause is located. “Most problems
do not call for complex statistical analysis, but instead require
painstaking, detailed problem solving. This requires a level of detailed
thinking and analysis that is all too absent from most companies.”34

School leaders who can answer yes to question 3 believe that the
system is the problem and disavow force, intimidation, manipula-
tion, and incentives, plus they continually remove barriers. If the
problems are caused by the system and not the people, then the first
four methods of wielding influence are unnecessary and there must
be barriers that are keeping these great people from achieving their
utmost success.

Vision, Purpose, Core Values, and Beliefs Question 4

Question 4 is, “Do all employees believe their job contributes to the
district aim and believe their contribution is valued by their bosses?”
In most organizations, “people have lost hope of ever understanding
the relationship of their work to the work of others.”35 Question 4 is
designed to assist leaders in creating a finely tuned organization. Dr.
Deming pointed out that if the best parts were taken from the best
cars by the best automobile experts, all of these parts from different
cars could not be put together to make a car that worked.36 Creating
an organization that works is vastly different from attempting to
manage a collection of parts.

The fishbone is a tool that graphically displays the aim of the district
or division and allows everybody within the organization to see how he
or she contributes to the aim of the district. Figure 1.1 is a fishbone di-
agram;37 the head is for the aim and the main bones are key areas of re-
sponsibility. The sub-bones are for smaller units and even employee
names. In order to answer yes to question 4, all employees must be able
to find themselves on the fishbone and be able to explain how their re-
sponsibility contributes to the district aim. Further, the employees must
know that their bosses value their contribution to the aim. This fish-
bone is in stark contrast to the traditional organizational pyramid that
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“only shows the chain of command and accountability. A pyramid does
not describe the system of production. It does not tell anybody how his
work fits into the work of other people.”38

The aim of the school system can vary from place to place, but it
always focuses upon student success. The employees in the many
support units must know how they contribute to student success
even though they may not even see students. Payroll is an example.
How much student learning takes place the day the teacher receives
a check that is short by $1,000? Not much. Many of the support staff
are directly involved in student safety. They are outside the buildings
and notice things that teachers inside the buildings cannot notice.
They work to prevent fires, vandalism, thefts, and even intruders. No
one needs convincing that fearful students cannot learn as well as
comfortable, safe students. A stolen computer harms learning. Dol-
lars spent on vandalism subtract from the musical instrument bud-
get. It is not difficult for district leaders to directly link everyone’s job
to student success, but this linkage cannot be taken for granted.

Sometime it is easier for people in one profession to more clearly
see their issues and problems when reading about a problem in a dif-
ferent industry. The defensiveness is gone because this is about some-
body else, and yet the story can help educators see their own system.
Deming tells of an engineer for an auto manufacturer who proposed
a way to save $50 per vehicle. The current cost of electrical parts for
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an engine was $100 and the electrical parts for the transmission were
$80, for a total of $180 for electrical parts. The proposal was to spend
$130 for electrical parts on the engine and $0 on the transmission.
Unfortunately, the engineer worked for the engine division and his
boss said no to the suggestion. Why? The head of engines was paid a
bonus on the success of engines, not cars. Thus, this $30 per engine
increase would kill the annual bonus and maybe result in a pay cut.39

I know that there is much more to vision, purposes, and core val-
ues in education than I have written. The purpose of this book is not
to rehash all that has been written but to focus only upon those be-
liefs that connect to systems thinking. Those who desire to have a
great school system must know that the preponderance of their
problems are caused by the system, that beating up on people does
not fix the system, and that system barriers must be removed, and
then the leaders are ready to have a system in which people are all
working toward a common aim.
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In order for the school board to be successful, the superintendent
must be successful. In order for the school superintendent to be

successful, the district must be relentless about its purpose. It must
be a constant year after year after year.

Deming provided us with four generations of management, from
least effective to most effective. They apply equally to the teacher
leading a classroom, a principal leading a school, and a superinten-
dent leading a school district. They are

1. I’ll just do it myself. There is no time to teach anybody else how
to do this. Besides, it probably won’t be done as well as I can do
it.

2. Do it the way I tell you. I’ve worked at this a long time, I’m in
charge, and this is the way to accomplish the task. “Control is an
easy answer. It assumes that the promise of reward and threat of
punishment will make the offenders comply. And it sounds
tough, so it feels reassuring to people who believe things have
gone awry but have neither the time or energy to think about the
problems, let alone do something about them.”1

3. Management by objectives, or for children, individualization.
MBO is written into most, if not all, state laws, as if it were the
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ultimate. Educators meet with their supervisor in September to
establish annual goals and then again in May to see if they were
accomplished. The process is almost identical for students in that
each student has his/her own goals, activities, and expectations.

4. Agree upon an aim and work together to accomplish it. Dr. Dem-
ing’s fourth generation of management is to create a team
working together toward a common goal.

Constancy of Purpose Question 1

Therefore, question 1 for constancy of purpose is, “Is there an
agreed-upon aim for the work of the school district, as a whole, and
an aim for every subject and operation?”2 The aim is not the same as
the mission; it has fewer words and does not describe how the aim
will be met. For example, the aim could be as simple as “Increase suc-
cess; decrease failure” or “Maintain enthusiasm while increasing
learning.” The mission statement often includes the aim but also
states key beliefs regarding how the mission will be accomplished.
People usually cannot remember the mission statement but can state
the aim at any time.

When superintendents propose creating a district aim, staffs will
naturally believe it is a waste of time. Administrivia. So here is the
argument why the aim is so important. The number one complaint I
hear from teachers is lack of time. Why is time wasted so often? One
key reason for the waste of time is not having a common aim. When
a committee is brought together to make a decision and members of
the committee have different aims in their heads, a lot of time is
wasted. The district aim is not imposed verbiage from the superin-
tendent and board, but an agreement with staffs. This takes time but
saves considerable effort in the future.

Maybe even more important than the aim for the district is the
aim for each subject and each department. What is the aim of K–12
math, K–12 language arts, K–12 science, K–12 history/social science,
K–12 arts, K–12 career-tech, K–12 physical education and health?
What is the aim of district operations, finance, personnel? These
agreements assist greatly in later decisions and discussions.
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When teachers agree on the purpose of reading so much litera-
ture, it clearly makes novel selection easier. When teachers agree on
the aim of mathematics, it saves time in selecting activities, printed
materials, and manipulatives. It even assists in grading practices.

I suggest that the fishbone described in chapter 1 be revised for
each department and academic subject. The fish head lists the aim
for history/social science, for example. One possible aim for history/
social science is “for students to learn that people who lived before
us and people who live in other places are much more like us than
different from us.” I am not recommending this aim, but can say that
up to this time it is the best I have heard. Whatever aim is chosen, it
is placed in the fish head, and the bones are the subjects within his-
tory/social science. The sub-bones are then the categories within
each division of the major categories. This fishbone for each depart-
ment and academic subject communicates that the respective staffs
have agreed upon the aim of their job. They are now to do their best
to work as a team to accomplish the aim.

“A system is a network of interdependent components that work
together to accomplish the aim of the system. A system must have an
aim. Without an aim, there is no system. The aim of the system must
be clear to everyone in the system.”3 This book’s twelve chapters de-
scribe improvement steps for the network of interdependent compo-
nents that must work together in all school districts. Gary Convis,
writing the foreword for The Toyota Way, stated, “I believe manage-
ment has no more critical role than to motivate and engage large
numbers of people to work together toward a common goal.”4 Estab-
lishing and living by the aim is crucial to what Gary has written.
Also, I have written about the aim for each academic discipline: Each
school subject has multiple components that must work together to
accomplish the aim of the subject. Further, “A system must be man-
aged. It will not manage itself.”5

Rudolph Giuliani writes, “I insisted that everyone on my staff
should concentrate on the core purpose of whichever agency or di-
vision we oversaw.”6 Readers who have read his book know that
many agencies in New York City did not know, or agree upon, their
core purpose. The police department tracking time to respond, and
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not crime reduction, is a story well-told by Giuliani. Likewise, in ed-
ucation there is often not agreement upon the core purpose. This
must not be.

When these documents are in place, the district is ready for question
2: Are students and employees given freedom to explore alternative
ways to accomplish the aim of the system and the aim of particular sub-
jects and operations? I am arguing for flexibility within an agreed-upon
structure. Russell Ackoff describes the structure this way: “strategic de-
cisions are centralized and tactical decisions are decentralized.”7 “Cap-
Stat’s (police records) emphasis on numbers gives some critics the im-
pression that it is a coldly analytical way to go about achieving a goal.
In fact, the opposite is true. By emphasizing results rather than meth-
ods, commissioners hold their managers responsible for improvements
on their performance indicators but also give them considerable lati-
tude to experiment with achieving those improvements.”8

For example, during my California public school career, teachers
were forced to change from using phonics to using literature as the
foundation for beginning reading instruction. A few years later, these
same teachers were forced to change from literature to phonics. Both
decisions were wrong. The aim of reading instruction is to develop
students who can and do read. Teachers who preferred phonics were
forced to use children’s literature, and teachers who were very suc-
cessful with children’s literature were forced to use phonics. This
should not have occurred.

If an aim for reading had been agreed upon in California and if
successful teachers had been left alone, millions of teacher hours
could have been saved. But if there is no aim, chaos ensues. Deci, re-
porting on research findings, writes, “People who were asked to do a
particular task but allowed the freedom of having some say in how
to do it were more fully engaged by the activity—they enjoyed it
more—than people who were not treated as unique individuals.”9

Both educational institutions and businesses need innovation and in-
novative people. It is the common aim and the decision of leadership
to allow people freedom to find alternative methods that fuel inno-
vation. The eighth-grade social studies teacher who insists on spend-
ing the majority of the year reteaching fifth-grade social studies in-
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stead of eighth-grade curriculum must be stopped. Freedom is being
abused in this situation. However, the teacher who has creative
methods for teaching district curriculum and evidence of success
should not be hampered. “In fact, an integral part of successful stan-
dards implementation is greater flexibility for the teacher.”10 “Busi-

nessWeek’s list of the World’s Most Innovative Companies recognizes
that developing breakthrough products, revamping operational
processes, and coming up with new business models doesn’t happen
overnight. Instead of relying on gimmicks . . . they’re working to
build organizations that are capable of sustained innovation.”11

We are currently misusing research to force our wills on others.
Assume research proves that a particular teaching strategy is suc-
cessful only 10 percent of the time. Further assume a teacher within
your school district has used that strategy for years. What now? It is
reasonable to present the research to the teacher and then study
learning results together. If the teacher is one of the 10 percent who
are successful with this particular approach, do not force a change.
Leave well enough alone.

The same management style that many teachers abhor in their
administrators is practiced by these same teachers. The students
have no flexibility and must deliver the assignments precisely as
told. When the aim is clear, it should not matter how the student
demonstrates learning.

Appendix A is a student interdisciplinary assignment form from
an Arizona high school. The concept is for students to request per-
mission to create a unique paper or project that encompasses the
learning requirements from two or three teachers. Students describe
their proposal, write down the learning criteria for each involved
teacher, and then obtain two or three teacher signatures along with
one due date for all teachers. Students may spend two hours follow-
ing teacher number one’s direction and a couple more for teacher
number two. However, when students can add their own interest,
they can literally spend 100 hours on the project. Creativity will en-
sue, which “involves decisions that were not expected.”12 I encourage
middle-school and high-school faculties everywhere to agree upon
such a form and include it in their student handbook.
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Ackoff supports such a practice with his provocative writing. “One
of the greatest disservices of formal education lies in the fact that
students are made to believe—because of the way courses and cur-
ricula are organized—that every problem can be placed in a discipli-
nary category, such as physical, chemical, biological, psychological,
sociological, political, ethical, and so on. However, there is no such
thing as a disciplinary problem.”13

Constancy of Purpose Question 2

Common aim and individual talents are twins. Without the com-
mon aim, individual talents result in a very disjointed school sys-
tem. Everybody doing his or her best in an uncoordinated fashion
creates frustration. Likewise, a common aim in the hands of a dic-
tator who does not respect individual talents and personalities cre-
ates regimentation and much unhappiness. Out of the minds of
these despots come scripted lessons, daily imposed pacing, and Ti-
tle I money used to hire “coaches” whose real job description is to
spy and inspect.

If a school district staff, board, and citizens agree that one com-
ponent of a successful language arts program is editing, then the fol-
lowing process might occur. First, the staff must agree upon the er-
rors first graders are to find, then the additional errors in second
grade up to middle school. At the same time, the senior English
teachers are agreeing on all the errors graduates are to edit, then
subtracting some for eleventh grade and so on until the two align-
ment trains meet in the middle. Because of differences, the teachers
will then need to agree upon changes to achieve a coordinated list of
editing expectations. Educators often ask which is best, starting at
high school and working backwards or starting at first grade (or
kindergarten) and working up. The answer is both. It seems that
starting with high-school seniors and working backwards would be
the ideal. The problem is the high school might not be expecting
enough. When the alignment train starts in first grade or kinder-
garten, the expectations could be raised for seniors. So where to start
is not an either-or, but both.
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Now comes the point of question 2 under constancy of purpose.
Are teachers and schools free to use this guideline to create the ex-
pected editors utilizing their own interests, interests of students, and
their talents? Can a teacher make up an editing exercise with a para-
graph about trucks because a few students are very interested in
trucks? Or is there a dictator hired to write the 180 daily editing prac-
tices and then inspect teachers to be sure they complete this editing
by 9:15 a.m. each day?

Lloyd Sieden, writing about the life of Buckminster Fuller, states
Bucky’s thoughts: “Educators with the most honorable intentions,
stifle rather than stimulate children’s minds, just as their own minds
and creative thinking processes were obstructed by the dogma of for-
mer generations.”14 Unless leaders take a proactive stance on flexi-
bility and creativity, within the parameters of a clear aim, 100 years
from now yet another author will quote a twenty-first century Bucky
Fuller with the same exact thought.

Two of Senge’s points can summarize the first two questions of
this chapter. “The combination of mission, vision and values creates
the common identity that can connect thousands of people within a
large organization.” This statement is the essence of question 1 un-
der constancy of purpose. Once this connection is established, we
must recognize the difference between “two fundamentally different
types of problems. Convergent problems have a solution: the more
intelligently you study them, the more answers converge. Divergent
problems have no correct solution. The more they are studied by
people with knowledge and intelligence the more they come up with
answers which contradict one another. The difficulty lies not with
the experts, but in the nature of the problem itself . . . an example of
a divergent problem is, ‘How do you most effectively educate chil-
dren?’ Different people of integrity and intellect will, inevitably,
come to very different conclusions.”15 This is the essence of question
2 under constancy of purpose.

In order to answer yes to question 2, teachers, principals, and even
students must know the method is not the issue, but the results are
what it is all about. We need no longer swing from complete individ-
ual autonomy to dictators and back to autonomy. With a common aim
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in place and agreed-upon expectations, much freedom can be given
for people to bring their talents and personalities into play.

Starbucks has the same issue, and they only serve coffee. They
want people all over the world to have a common experience when
they walk into a Starbucks and yet allow the individual employees to
use their own personalities. If this can be accomplished for some-
thing as small as a cup of coffee, certainly school leaders can bring
about the same result for their school systems.16

One other impact of the common aim and constancy of purpose
is to avoid the perennial debates between process and content.
Michael Thompson eloquently writes, “We need not be lured into a
specious choice between excellent content and excellent process (‘I
do not have time for thinking skills, I have to cover the material!’ or
‘We do not need to read books, we’re training these brains to think
for themselves!’): it is a false dichotomy. There is no need to choose
between process and content: as teachers, we always have the excit-
ing opportunity to apply higher-level thinking processes to higher-
level content.”17

Constancy of Purpose Question 3

Question 3 under constancy of purpose is designed to assist the
school district with technology decisions and assure itself that tech-
nology is assisting the district in meeting its overall aim and each de-
partment in meeting its aim. The question is, “Is there evidence that
innovation (including technological innovation) solves problems and
helps various divisions meet their aim?” The key points of question
3 could have been included under question 2. However, I chose to
separate technology because of the huge impact modern technology
is having upon education and the whole world.

Deming referenced an advertisement for technology. “Computer-
ized quality information systems provide the vital link between high
technology and effective decision making.” He then wrote, “I wish
management were as simple as that.”18

Not all technology is an improvement. My father tells me that, in
his opinion, the worst invention during his lifetime was the cigarette-
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rolling machine. During his youth, people rolled their own cigarettes
and the result was a crumpled, nonglamorous cigarette. Then along
came this new technology that rolled cigarettes. Manufacturers
could now advertise cigarettes as being glamorous as well as manly.
The population of potential tobacco customers doubled, and thou-
sands of women died of tobacco-related illnesses.

I would never say that educational technology has the potential
for such harm, but not all educational software is helpful. “A long-
awaited federal study of reading and math software that was re-
leased last week found no significant differences in standardized-test
scores between students who used the technology and those who
used other methods.”19 The New York Times reported that laptops
were not helping in Liverpool. “‘After seven years, there was literally
no evidence it had any impact on student achievement—none,’ said
Mark Lawson, the school board president here in Liverpool, one of
the first districts in New York State to experiment with putting tech-
nology directly into students’ hands. ‘The teachers were telling us
when there’s a one-to-one relationship between the student and the
laptop, the box gets in the way. It’s a distraction to the educational
process.’ Liverpool’s turnabout comes as more and more school dis-
tricts nationwide continue to bring laptops into the classroom. Fed-
eral education officials do not keep track of how many schools have
such programs, but two educational consultants, Hayes Connection
and the Greaves Group, conducted a study of the nation’s 2,500
largest school districts last year and found that a quarter of the 1,000
respondents already had one-to-one computing, and fully half ex-
pected to by 2011.”20

Deming wrote about his business experience, “If the reader could
follow me around in my consultations, he would perceive that much
automation and much new machinery is a source of poor quality and
high cost, helping put us out of business.”21 Maybe when assessing
the effectiveness of software programs we need pretest information
on student attitudes toward school and particular subjects as well as
pretest information on academic knowledge. In order for particular
technology to be deemed successful, it must show increases in en-
thusiasm as well as academics.
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So to answer yes to question 3, school districts must have evidence
that technology expenditures are solving problems. For example, ad-
ministrators providing a smart phone loaded with a photo of each
student clearly show an improvement in questioning students about
an incident or potential problem.

Some technological expenditure has become as necessary as plumb-
ing, heating, or electricity. The servers, routers, e-mail systems, and a
fully functioning computer for each teacher, administrator, and most
other staff members are essential in today’s world. Beyond these basics,
we owe it to ourselves to be sure the technology is bringing the desired
results. In chapter 10 is a description of the correlation chart. School
systems should correlate the results from the educational software and
the results from the state academic assessments.

My purpose in writing this portion of chapter 2 is to assist leaders
as they corral technology to meet the aim of the district and aim of
each department and academic subject. A quote from Sir James
Dyson can summarize the power of question 3, “My business plan is
to use technology to create a better product that solves a problem
and is well designed. Do that and people will want to buy it.”22

Collins writes, “Technology and technology-driven change has vir-
tually nothing to do with igniting a transformation from good to
great. Technology can accelerate a transformation, but technology
cannot cause a transformation.”23

School system leaders might do well to establish technology prin-
ciples absent of discussion about any particular product. Toyota’s
principles can assist leaders in this dialogue. They are

1. Use technologies to support people, not to replace people. Of-
ten it is better to work out a process manually before adding
technology.

2. New technology is often unreliable and difficult to standardize.
A proven process that works generally takes precedence over
new and untested technology.

3. Conduct actual tests before adopting new technology.
4. Reject or modify technology that conflicts with your culture or

that might disrupt stability.
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5. Nevertheless, encourage your people to consider new tech-
nologies when looking into new approaches to work.24

Further insights from Toyota: It is so important to immediately
detect quality problems. It is so important to “teach your employees
the importance of bringing problems to the surface so they can be
quickly solved. Unless you have a problem-solving process already in
place and people following it, there’s no point in spending money on
fancy technology. Americans tend to think that buying expensive
new technology is a good way to solve problems. Toyota prefers to
first use people and processes to solve problems, then supplement
and support its people with technology.”25

“When it has accomplished as much improvement as possible with
the present process, Toyota will ask again if it can make any addi-
tional improvements by adding new technology. If it is determined
that the new technology can add value to the process, the technol-
ogy is then carefully analyzed to see if it conflicts with Toyota’s
philosophies and principles . . . The important principle is to find
ways to support the actual work process while not distracting people
from the value-added work.”26 Remember that the best option is of-
ten “the low-tech solution.”27

I conclude these Toyota insights with their feeling about technol-
ogy departments. They “refuse to allow an information technology
department or advanced manufacturing technology department to
push technology onto departments that do the value-added work of
designing and building cars. Any information technology must meet
the acid test of supporting people and processes and prove it adds
value before it is implemented.”28

Lew Rhodes, the educator who introduced me to the work of Ed-
wards Deming, suggests that the power of technology is not so much in
increasing content knowledge but in increasing relationships. Since ed-
ucation is such a people business, dependent upon positive relation-
ships between students, teachers, parents, administrators, support
staff, the public at large, and the legislature, the power of technology
can be captured to increase these relationships. If students can observe
live lessons taught in space by an astronaut, then clearly technology
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can foster thousands of relationships for students and staff. Students
need far fewer workbooks scanned into software and far more uses of
technology to communicate with people across vast distances. Further,
within the school district, students are in multiple schools. Relation-
ships often suffer because of a lack of communication.

Constancy of Purpose Question 4

Question 4 has multiple components. When problems occur, is there
a definitive process that is always used to solve problems? (Not
“search for new program to buy.”) Are various hypotheses tested to
see what might solve problems or improve situations? Are data col-
lected on various hypotheses, so the organization has more than a
collection of opinions? When a solution is found, is there a struc-
tured way to cement the new process into the organization? Can pos-
itive changes be sustained over time?

Many times when the answer to question 4 is no, it is because the
organization cannot answer yes to question 1 in chapter 1. The cur-
rent leadership is saying, “Those yokels who were here before me
adopted the wrong program. Now here is the correct program. Use it.”
The problem is that most of the people who assisted the prior “yokel”
are still employed in the school district and resent the attitude.

First of all, problems occur. Does the school system have a defined
process for solving problems, or does it look for a quick fix? For ex-
ample, the school district is not meeting its annual goals with ELL
(English Language Learners). Instead of having a defined process for
studying hypotheses to improve the situation, the district changes
the mathematics program for all learners. Not good. The superin-
tendent must assign somebody the responsibility of ensuring that
the defined process is followed and the school system does not revert
to quick fixes when the pressure is applied.

Below is an example of a defined process for solving problems,
with the ELL math problem as an example. What I have written is
not the only defined process available, but my hope is that this writ-
ing will cause school districts to improve upon my suggestion and
create their own agreed-upon process to address problems.
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Step 1. Gather all baseline data possible for all mathematics learn-
ing and the ELL population. This includes the five charts described
in chapter 10 for all students. In addition, circle the dots of the ELL
students on the correlation chart and create a separate Pareto chart
for ELL students. On a separate radar chart, include vectors for ELL
as well as non-ELL students. The district wants to find out (1) is im-
provement occurring with the ELL population (even though not as
quickly as required)? and (2) are the errors of the ELL population
the same as or different from other students?

Step 2. See if the data shows improvement. If the ELL students are
making progress and scoring higher than ever before, it is crucial
that the students, their parents, and their teachers know this fact.
When people do not reach goals established by outside agencies,
they can become very discouraged. When the scores are better than
ever before, celebrate this success as a foundation for future work.
On the other hand, if the results of the ELL population are stagnant
or even worse, declining, this data will factor into future directions.

Step 3. See if the subset of students is making the same errors as the

remainder of the population. Comparing the two Pareto charts (one
for ELL and one for non-ELL) will provide this information, as the
Pareto chart gives percentage of errors.

Step 4. Experiment. Require all with major responsibility for ELL
students to conduct an experiment to see what will bring about im-
provement.

Step 5. Study the results of the experiments. A caution here is ap-
propriate. If an experiment is conducted in eighth grade and the re-
sults show that this year’s eighth-grade ELL students outperform
last year’s eighth-grade students, we do not know if the experiment
caused this or the fact that there are different students. We also do
not know if the teacher was so excited about the experiment that
her excitement caused the improvement, and this practice probably
cannot be transferred to others. Thus, the experiment should be
fine-tuned for a second year. The district can find the experiments
that brought about improvement in ELL math and ask teachers to
experiment the next year with one of the strategies that brought
about improvement.
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Step 6. Agree upon which approach(es) bring about improvement.
Once this agreement has been reached, all ELL students can then be
assisted as the result of the experiments that were conducted.

Step 7. Start over. The school system will never be perfect, and the
new Pareto charts will show errors again. They will not be the same
as before the prior process, but will be errors nevertheless.

In order to answer yes to question 4, school systems need to have
the agreed-upon process in place prior to big problems. Otherwise,
when the pressure is present, the tendency is to make radical
changes, destroy years of prior work, and change people into robots
who just have a job to do. Toyota’s process is to “succinctly state the
problem, document the current situation, determine the root cause,
suggest alternative solutions, suggest the recommended solution,
and have a cost-benefit analysis.” This is to be placed on one sheet of
11x17 paper with as many figures and graphics as possible.29

The foundation for question 4 is Deming’s Plan-Do-Study-Act.
Much literature has been written on the topic. This literature can as-
sist leaders as they work to establish a culture of PDSA instead of
rapid, panic-induced, quick changes.

Readers of the narrative for question 4 of this chapter soon realize
that quick fixes are not recommended. Jim Collins’s advice may help us.
He writes, “People who say, ‘Hey, but we’ve got constraints that prevent
us from taking this longer-term approach,’ should keep in mind that the
good-to-great companies followed this model no matter how dire the
short-term circumstances.”30 Collins also references Kroger, which “like
all good-to-great companies developed its ideas by paying attention to
the data right in front of it, not by following trends and fads set by oth-
ers.”31 Robert Kaplan and David Norton note that an overemphasis on
short-term fixes causes a problem with “the intangible and intellectual
assets that generate future growth.”32
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In order for the school board to be successful, the superintendent
must be successful. In order for the school superintendent to be

successful, the district must have success in continually developing
its people.

Development of People Question 1

Has the school district calculated the average investment in each em-
ployee’s personal development over the course of his or her career?
in each board member over his or her tenure?

Calculating costs may seem like a very strange place to start, but
it is the reality of dollars invested that causes people to further pon-
der their situation. “Data is valuable because it represents important
information about your processes . . . Data also can surprise you or
clarify a situation that was previously unclear.”1 When leaders learn
they are investing over $100,000 in the staff development of each
teacher, they immediately wonder if they are getting their money’s
worth. What kind of school system are we creating for this large in-
vestment? Remember, “Problems are not out there waiting to be
taken, like apples off of a tree. They are abstractions extracted from
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reality by analysis.”2 I want school leaders to truly analyze the whole
of their staff development investment.

The steps for calculating the investment in each teacher’s staff de-
velopment are

1. Calculate the amount of money each teacher earns due to col-
umn changes over the course of their career. The decision to
pay teachers for almost any course they choose to take is the
largest staff development expenditure in most school districts.

2. Calculate the total cost for teachers attending conferences, in-
cluding the cost for substitutes. Divide by the number of teach-
ers to obtain an average cost per teacher per year.

3. Calculate the total cost of district-provided inservice. Divide by
the number of teachers to obtain the average cost per teacher.

4. Calculate the total cost of employees whose job is staff devel-
opment. If an employee is 50 percent staff development and 50
percent other duties, prorate the expense. Divide by number of
teachers.

5. Calculate the average number of years teachers are employed
in your district. Add up costs for two, three, and four above and
multiply by the average number of years teachers are em-
ployed in the district.

6. Add together the total average investment in each teacher’s
staff development by adding up one and five. This number will
probably exceed $100,000.

7. Calculate the investment in staff development for board mem-
bers, administrators, and support staff. Typically, this will be
easier for these groups as there are usually no column changes
for taking college courses. However, if bonuses are awarded for
advanced degrees, this cost must be captured.

Once the total staff development investment is calculated for each
category of employees and the board, the table is set for serious dis-
cussion about the effectiveness of processes and programs for the 
development of people. When leaders see that over $100,000 is in-
vested in the development of each teacher over the course of his or
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her career, thinking about the issue moves into high gear. In a Penn-
sylvania school leadership study of educators with administrative
credentials, many admitted they had an administrative credential
because it was easy to obtain a master’s degree this way. Think about
it—the school system is paying teachers thousands of dollars for a
master’s degree they never intend to use.3

A couple of other points on the calculations are important. When
administrators attend staff development during a portion of their
contract, their daily rate should be charged to staff development.
When any staff member goes to a seminar on new laws or other man-
agement changes, this event probably should not be charged to staff
development. These annual meetings are not developing people (the
purpose of staff development); they are just a part of the job. I would
also argue that the meeting with the sales representative to assist
teachers with the new textbook series is not staff development; it
may save time learning about the resources in the new materials, but
rarely do these meetings develop our teachers into better educators.

Readers can see that value judgments are included in the calcula-
tions, but these numbers are the foundation for deep discussion
about how to develop the full potential of employees, board mem-
bers, and students.

Deming wrote, “The benefit of training can not be measured. The
cost we know; it shows on the ledger, but the benefits, no.”4 The staff
development program can be managed, even though the benefits
cannot be measured. “It is wrong to suppose that if you can’t mea-
sure it, you can’t manage it—a costly myth.”5 I assume it is true for
business that the costs for training are known, but it is not true for
education. The costs for the staff development coordinator, the costs
for any other curriculum specialists, and the costs for conferences
are known. However, the biggest staff development program is lo-
cated in the personnel office and does not appear on the ledger. This
staff development program is “take any university course you desire
and we’ll pay you $100,000” over the course of your career.

Readers must not infer that this section is a criticism of univer-
sity professors. It is a criticism of the staff development process.
Should school systems determine that they needed an organized,
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versus random, staff development program, many university pro-
fessors would be invited to teach selected content.

Development of People Question 2

Question 2 asks, “Is there a structure in place for the development of
teachers, administrators, support staff, students, and board mem-
bers?” “There is nothing more important to an individual committed
to his or her own growth than a supportive environment.”6

Basic to building this plan is the understanding that a significant
portion of the strategy has nothing to do with specific job respon-
sibilities. All of the employees, board members, and students can
grow in these foundational aspects of their lives. “One of the most
dramatic changes in management thinking during the past fifteen
years has been the shift in the role of organizational employees. In
fact, nothing better exemplifies the revolutionary transformation
from industrial age thinking to information age thinking than the
new management philosophy of how employees contribute to the
organization.”7

Here I am relying upon the expertise of Dr. Vic Cottrell, presi-
dent of Ventures for Excellence. He has described in great detail
the qualities of excellent employees, board members, and stu-
dents.

To illustrate the common desired attributes I am listing side-by-
side language from Cottrell.

Board Member: Manifests a primary motive to be of service to people.

Superintendent: This person is highly committed to serving and mobilizing

students, parents, board members, teachers, administrators, and other com-

munity people.

Administrator: This person believes the very best use of time is providing

learning and growth opportunities for others.

Teacher: Student growth and development is seen by this teacher as the

most important reason for teaching.
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Support Staff: A great deal of satisfaction is derived from being supportive

of the successes of others.

Student: Realizes that anything chosen to do in life needs to benefit people

and society.

I recommend that readers of this book immediately request from
Ventures for Excellence (www.venturesforexcellence.com) “Qualities
of Excellent Employees, Board Members, and Students.” It will be
immediately apparent that at least half of the attributes are not job-
specific. Yes, there are slight differences, but as you can see under
the heading “Mission of Service,” the descriptors are very similar.
Cottrell’s qualities are divided into “Sense of Purpose” (“Mission of
Service” is a subset of “Sense of Purpose”), “Human Interaction,” and
then other specific job-related qualities.

Once leaders responsible for staff development have a clear 
picture of their ideals, the next step is identifying group strengths
and areas of concern. For example, in a study of 100 school adminis-
trators, Ventures staff found these strengths and areas of concern.

Sense of Purpose Apparent Strengths:

Express finding purpose primarily through service to people
Strive to be positive in working with employees

Sense of Purpose Areas of Concern:

Have a clearly defined process of documentation to terminate in-
effective employees

Have specific strategies to involve parents in substantial ways

Human Interaction Apparent Strengths:

Desire to have very positive relationships with students
Communicate frequently with employees on a one-to-one basis
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Human Interaction Area of Concern:

Describe specific effective ways of building good relationships
with employees when under criticism

Describe specific ways of facilitating ongoing effective employee
communication with each other

Specific Job-Related Strengths:

Express excitement about new ideas and approaches in education
and management

Express a willingness to alter poor decisions

Specific Job-Related Areas of Concern:

Consistently seek input from employees to determine their high
motivation areas

Include students in the organizational planning of the school

For school districts to answer yes to question 2 under develop-
ment of people, the district must agree upon desired qualities. The
district can use Cottrell’s list of qualities or develop its own. If 
Cottrell’s list is used, people must read and understand the qualities
before adopting them as their own.

Once the qualities have been agreed upon, the next step is to de-
termine the strengths and areas of concern for a particular school
district (or region for larger districts). The strengths and areas of con-
cern can be determined by asking for anonymous feedback. Teach-
ers provide feedback for administrators, students for teachers, and
all for support staff, the superintendent, and the board. It will then
be easy to identify collective strengths and areas of concern. Exam-
ple board survey questions, which were provided by Vic Cottrell, are

The board members:

1. Maintain a commitment to provide the best education possible
for students
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2. Maintain a belief that progress can be made within the schools
3. Look for the best intentions of others
4. Remain positive even when working through difficult situa-

tions
5. Praise the accomplishments of other board members

Staff within the school district indicates for each statement whether
it is true for

Almost no board members
Few board members
Half of the board members
Most of the board members
All or almost all of the board members

The third step necessary to answer yes to question 2 under people
development is to have a plan for each group of people regarding ar-
eas of concern. When the principals, as a group, receive the collec-
tive data from all the district teachers and school support staff, their
job is (1) to not be defensive and (2) to learn. The learning will come
from each other, from outside consultants, and from written materi-
als. The data can become the focus for the administrators’ profes-
sional learning community. In a group of principals, most likely one
of them will have a highly developed strength in an area of collective
weakness. For example, maybe only one principal in ten will have
strength in involving students in schoolwide planning. The other 90
percent have their in-house expert and can learn from her. When
this topic is fully developed and explored, the group is ready for the
next area of concern, and most likely different principals will provide
the expertise. It should also be remembered that many times
strength can be coupled with an area of concern so that the group
can easily parlay strength into strength.

A yes answer to question 2 means that the school district has de-
termined the qualities it desires in its employees, board members,
and students; it means the district has assessed itself to determine
strengths and areas of concern; and finally it has an organizational
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plan for helping everyone become his or her best. All districts must
remember there are no perfect board members, no perfect employ-
ees, and no perfect students. Everyone can grow and develop during
his or her whole life. Remember Deci’s words when putting together
this district structure for development of people: “The truth is that
there are no techniques that will motivate people or make them au-
tonomous. Motivation must come from within, not from techniques.
It comes from their deciding they are ready to take responsibility for
managing themselves.”8 The structure I have described is not a tech-
nique but a systematic process to assist people one by one. Since the
purpose of schools is student learning, it is worth requoting Roland
Barth. “Ultimately there are two kinds of schools: learning-enriched
schools and learning-impoverished schools. I’ve yet to see a school
where the learning curves of the youngsters are off the chart upward
while the learning curves of the adults are off the chart downward 
. . . Teachers and students go hand in hand as learners—or they don’t
go at all.”9

Development of People Question 3

Question 3 is, “Is there a structure in place for the development of
leaders—teachers, administrators, support staff, students, and board
members?” Districts need two types of leaders: those with positions
of leadership and those leaders who remain in their current posi-
tions with no official leadership capacity. The district that can 
answer yes to this question has a plan for both types of leadership
development.

One product that might come from groups of employees working
on areas of concern/areas of strength could be a new employee hand-
book. Starbucks employees are “given a 104-page booklet they com-
plete within their first 90 days of employment.”10

One cannot have too many leaders. School districts need student
leaders; support staff leaders in every category; teacher leaders at
every grade level and in every academic discipline; administrator
leaders in instruction, personnel, operations, and finance; and board
member leaders that other board members admire and follow. Not
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everyone in a particular position desires to lead others, but some do
have a passion for leadership and will welcome mentoring.

First of all, what structures are in place to develop leaders who
wish to remain in their current positions? Is there an agreement on
pay for employees to present to other employees on formal staff de-
velopment days (i.e., two hours of pay for preparation time)? Are de-
partment chairs and grade-level chairpersons ever brought together
for assistance with their responsibilities? Is it in the job description
and on the evaluation forms that administrators must develop future
leaders and assist the current leaders? Is there a system in place to
remind administrators of their responsibility to show appreciation
for these leaders at all levels of the organization?

When administrators are thinking about the prior paragraph, they
need to ask the questions, “Are some schools always cleaner and bet-
ter organized than other schools?” “Are some school secretaries al-
ways available to assist and yet meet deadlines?” “Do some teachers
seem to never waste a moment—even when the recess or passing pe-
riod is two minutes away?” and “Do some principals always have
more time to visit classrooms?” The answer is most certainly yes to
these questions. Then it is paramount that the staff development
personnel capture these strengths to assist in the development of all
staff. These highly talented, effective people need to become leaders.
Most of them will not change positions but will have much to share
to help the organization.

Leadership development that is connected to position comes next.
School districts should be making personnel decisions as if all adminis-
trators will become superintendents some day. When the assistant prin-
cipal candidates file through the personnel office, all should be at-
tempting to determine if the candidate can develop into becoming our
superintendent. Collins cautions all of us not to be fooled by charis-
matic personalities who often do not produce the long-term results that
are desired.11 Deeper analysis is needed to make this prediction.

Toyota’s philosophy on leadership development is

“1. Grow leaders from within, rather than buying them from out-
side organizations.
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2. Do not view the leader’s job as simply accomplishing tasks and
having good people skills. Leaders must be the role models of
the company’s philosophy and way of doing business.

3. A good leader must understand the daily work in great detail
so he or she can be the best teacher of the company’s philoso-
phy.”12

Future job assignments shall be coordinated to ensure all have
K–12 experience. The sequence of the appointments depends upon
the administrator’s prior teaching experience. For example, if an ed-
ucator taught elementary school, many districts would not even in-
terview this teacher for high-school assistant principal. However, if a
school district has the long-term view of leadership development,
then all else being equal, the elementary teacher is ideal for high-
school assistant principal. The further career path could be K–8 prin-
cipal, then high-school principal, assistant superintendent, and su-
perintendent. I give this only as an example, but people need as
many K–12 experiences as possible whether or not they ever become
superintendents.

I realize that there are state regulations that make this viewpoint
difficult. The regulations must be changed. Some states have an ele-
mentary administrative credential and a secondary administrative
credential, which makes this leadership development more difficult.
Some of these states that have this barrier then have a law that one
need not be an educator to be a superintendent. These states make
it more difficult to develop the type of needed leadership, and then
when districts are unable to overcome the state-imposed barriers,
they say, “Well, you don’t even need any education experience to be
a superintendent.”

The foundation for the leadership development process is the fact
that bosses have three sources of power: “(1) Authority of office, (2)
knowledge, and (3) personality.”13 A district’s leadership development
is to foster much knowledge growth and communicate the appropriate
use of power. “A successful manager of people develops 2 and 3; he
does not rely on No. 1. He has nevertheless obligation to use No. 1, as
this source of power enables him to change the process—equipment,
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materials, methods—to bring about improvement . . . He in authority,
but lacking knowledge or personality, must depend on his formal
power. He unconsciously fills a void in his qualifications by making it
clear to everybody that he is in position of authority. His will be
done.”14

Deming lists projects instituted by bosses in The New Economics.
They are automation, new machinery, more computers, gadgets,
hard work, best efforts, merit pay, make everybody accountable, and
so on. He says each of these “ducks the responsibility of manage-
ment.”15 At the heart of a leadership development program is devel-
oping people who know how to lead versus applying pressure to em-
ployees or just adding more programs.

A big hole in leadership development in the United States is prepar-
ing teachers to be chief financial officers. I do not know the roadblocks
from state to state, but if a person can become CFO with no teaching
background, then a teacher should be able to earn a MBA, become a
principal, and then become the CFO. Developing leaders often involves
lobbying to remove barriers for the benefit of the district.

Sometimes while waiting for a conference session to start, I ask
those who came in early to secure a seat on the last row how teach-
ers feel when one of their most-admired teachers decides to enter ad-
ministration. They groan in pain. I then ask them how they feel
working for a principal who really did not develop his or her teach-
ing strengths. He or she was okay, but did not really understand what
it took to excel. The back-row bunch tells me that is their situation
right now. Then I ask about how it is to work for a principal who
hated teaching, could hardly wait to leave the classroom, and con-
tinually wanted the staff to know who was in charge. I hear horror
stories. I then ask them about the law in many states that allows peo-
ple to become principals with no teaching experience. They really
groan now. I then inform them that they have eliminated the great
teachers, the average teachers, the poor teachers, and the nonteach-
ers from becoming principals. Who do they want to lead them? At
that point, I hear that they want great teachers to become principals.

I do not want to communicate that all great teachers can become
equally wonderful as principals. They cannot. However, the pool
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from which we select our leaders should be from those who have
succeeded in their primary job. All who become administrators must
understand they are no longer educators of children; they are edu-
cators of adults. Their job is to help adults (teachers, bus drivers, sec-
retaries, instructional aides, cooks, custodians, and parents) do a bet-
ter job with children. Administrators are still teachers, but teachers
of adults. “The single most important job a leader has is to make
other people successful.”16 The worst attribute in a leader is only
looking at the short-term fixes. These leaders reason, “The adverse
long-term consequences of consistent failure to enhance employee,
systems, and organizational capabilities will not show up in the short
run, and when they do, these managers reason, it may be on some-
body else’s ‘watch.’”17

One of the educational myths is that people teach until they are
tired of the classroom, and then enter administration. While this
may be true for some, districts that have a plan for leadership devel-
opment encourage talented young people with five to ten years of
teaching to enter administration as a curriculum coordinator or as-
sistant principal. Why so soon? It is because the average career is
forty years and teaching until tired of the classroom (whatever that
means) does not allow time for all the K–12 experiences necessary
for exceptional leadership.

A yes answer to question 3 means that the school district has
plans and procedures to assist leadership development for those who
remain in their current position and for those who aspire to increas-
ing levels of responsibility. Henry Givray’s distinction between CEO
and leader can assist. The CEO types are aspiring to have increasing
levels of responsibility, whereas many leaders are not. He writes,
“The problem’s roots lie in the fact that the terms ‘CEO’ and ‘leader’
have mistakenly become synonymous. Nothing could be further
from the truth. CEOs are measured by quantitative results. Leaders
are shaped and defined by character. CEOs are expected to boost
sales, improve profit margins, and make money for shareholders.
Leaders inspire and enable others to do excellent work and realize
their potential. As a result they build successful, enduring organiza-
tions.”18 I am closing this leadership section with a quote from Peter
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Senge. His points underline the commitment that organizations
must make to long-term leadership development.

“Most of the outstanding leaders I have worked with are neither tall
nor especially handsome; they are often mediocre public speakers; they
do not stand out in a crowd; and they do not mesmerize an attending
audience with their brilliance or eloquence. Rather, what distinguishes
them is the clarity and persuasiveness of their ideas, the depth of their
commitment, and their openness to continually learning more. They
do not ‘have the answer.’ But they do instill confidence in those around
them that, together, ‘we can learn whatever we need to learn in order
to achieve the results we truly desire.’ The ability of such people to be
natural leaders, as near as I can tell, is the byproduct of a lifetime of 
effort—effort to develop conceptual and communication skills, to re-
flect on personal values and to align personal behavior with values, to
learn how to listen and to appreciate others and others’ ideas.”19

Development of People Question 4

Question 4 is, “Is there evidence that the school system’s staff devel-
opment, over the past five years, is having the desired results?”

The feedback at the end of the seminar provides about 5 per-
cent of the input necessary for improving staff development. As a
speaker, this feedback tells me if I made a written or spoken error,
what concepts were the most provocative, and the least/most help-
ful activities. What the feedback forms cannot tell me is if the lives
of children and adults improved as a result of the seminar; this
data can only be gathered long after the conclusion of a speech or
other consulting responsibility. A yes to question 4 evaluates
whether or not anything positive really happened as a result of the
district’s aim of helping all staff, students, and board members
reach their full potential.

The sources of data are (1) opinions of staff, students, and board;
(2) administrator observations; (3) increases in graduation rates; (4)
all-time bests at the end of elementary, middle, and high-school
years; and (5) staff retention rates. No one indicator by itself can give
a complete picture of staff, board, and student development.
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The annual survey of staff opinions is to list all staff development
activities over the past five years. It must be determined what, if 
anything, really helps staffs improve. The staff survey includes the
following:

1. A listing of district-sponsored staff development offerings
2. School-sponsored offerings
3. College courses
4. Conferences attended
5. Colleagues observed
6. Professional learning community activities
7. Other activities

A note at the end might read: “Many times people’s most signifi-
cant learning occurs because of informal relationships with col-
leagues. Please list below the other events you believe have helped
you the most.”

The scale for the survey might have the following six choices: “did
not attend/participate in any,” “no improvement from this,” “one or
two minor changes,” “made some positive impact,” “significant im-
provement in attitude and/or performance,” and “I am not the same
person as a result of this inservice.”

The reason for looking back five years is to assess the staff devel-
opment system. If the process of agreeing on qualities of exemplary
employees, collecting feedback, and using the areas of concern as a
springboard for professional learning communities or staff meetings
is helpful, it will appear on the feedback.

The administrators in the district need a feedback form listing all
district-sponsored staff development efforts over the past five years.
Each of them should record their observations for each of the listed
events and activities, stating whether each had no impact, helped a few,
assisted half, improved performance for the majority, or made a posi-
tive impact on the lives of over 90 percent of staff. Kaplan and Norton
suggest the descriptors “Awareness (heard of it), Participation (tried it),
Preferences (believe it) and Loyalty (champion it)” for leaders to deter-
mine the effect of past staff development experiences.20
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Graduation rate is really the ultimate measure of the effectiveness
of assisting staff, board members, and students. Graduation rate is
the sum total of all our efforts and if we are successful, more will
complete high school. These efforts can include board policies that
are increasingly helpful, staff development for teachers, powerful
counseling, coaches keeping tabs on at-risk students, a bus driver
who monitors progress, and administrators who seriously study the
impact of all their decisions.

All-time bests are really mini-graduation figures at the conclusion
of elementary and middle school plus expanded data for high
schools beyond the graduation rate. The responsibility of elemen-
tary schools is to send to the middle school the best-prepared stu-
dents ever. In a K–5 school, it is wonderful if the third-grade test
scores are the best ever, but what really matters is the preparation of
the graduating fifth graders. Are they better prepared in all mea-
sures? The same is true for eighth-grade students when they finish
middle school.

For high school, beyond graduation rate are all the other mea-
sures such as average score on AP exams, scholarships, participa-
tion in extracurricular activities, ACT/SAT scores, and so on. The
high-school principal needs to stand before each year’s graduates
and state: “This is the best-prepared class ever. The data to sup-
port this claim is listed in the program and I’ll highlight a few for
you.”

While there are factors that contribute to all-time bests beyond
staff development, it would be very hard to have five years of pow-
erful staff, board, and student development and not see an improve-
ment in all-time bests at grades five, eight, and twelve.

Answering yes to question 4 requires a formal evaluation system
of all staff development efforts for at least five years. I remember Dr.
Deming relating university alumni research. Graduates who finished
college at least ten years ago were asked if any professor had made a
significant impact on their life. If yes, who was the professor? The
university researchers were most surprised by the names of the
listed faculty members. They were generally not the ones receiving
the awards, honors, and promotions.
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In a similar fashion, districts that dig back for five years or more
to evaluate all of their staff development will be surprised at what
they learn and will then be much better able to plan for the future.
Staff members will need reminders of the formal learning opportu-
nities. In addition, they need space to provide feedback regarding
how they learned—informal meeting with colleagues, professional
learning community, evaluation with boss, reading a book, attending
a conference, and so on. “The real job involves facilitating their (the
staff) doing the activities of their own volition, at their own initiative,
so they will go on doing the activities freely in the future when we
are no longer to prompt them.”21

The staff developers that communicate they have the “right” way
may not receive high marks now or five years later. We can learn
from Freese’s advice: “I believe there is no right way to sell. Con-
versely, it’s pointless to tell someone else that their current approach
to selling is wrong. Thousands of sales methods are being used at
companies all over the world. Extrapolate this further, and you’ll find
that an infinite number of variations exist as individual salespeople
apply standard methods within their own unique territories. Not sur-
prisingly, some sales approaches are more effective than others.
They yield better and more consistent results. But we have to be
careful deeming any one approach to be the ‘right way,’ because
technically, that would mean everything else is wrong. This is an in-
ference that has unfortunately caused many sales trainers to fall on
their swords.”22

I remember a principal publicly sharing his humble pie experi-
ence. He was so proud of his teachers and their use of a particular les-
son plan structure. Then he took a six-month leave on a districtwide
assignment. During the leave, he returned to his school unannounced
to see his friends; no evidence of the lesson plan structure was in
place. This is but one example of why the evaluation of staff devel-
opment must be over a five-year period. If the staff development is ef-
fective, we can find evidence of continual implementation.

In summary, the process for improving the development of peo-
ple is to determine the total scope of current staff development, de-
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velop a structure for the future (staff development and leadership
development), and gather feedback for future planning.
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In order for the school board to be successful, the superintendent
must be successful. In order for the school superintendent to be

successful, the district as a whole must have well-tuned feedback sys-
tems and policies.

Questions that need to be answered “yes” under communication
question 1 are:

1. Are structured listening procedures and timetables in place?
2. Are students providing their teachers with monthly feedback?
3. Are students providing annual feedback to administrators on

their attitudes?
4. Is there an organized way to gather feedback from parents and

other community members?

The focus/foundation for a solid communication system is listening,
listening, and listening. “If you want to motivate people, then it is
more important to think about what they want more than what you
want.”1
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Communication Question 1

“Voices of Students on Engagement,” a high-school survey of student
engagement, is an excellent example of listening communication.
Districts may want to pattern their ongoing listening after some of
their questions. The researchers found that nearly half of the student
respondents do not feel they are an important part of their high-
school communities. They asked students why they go to school. “Be-
cause I want to get a degree and go to college” was answered 73 per-
cent of the time, but only 34 percent stated they enjoy being in
school. Of particular note is that 24 percent of the students who have
considered dropping out of high school indicated that a reason for
considering this option was that “No adults in the school care about
me.” I encourage readers as they build their listening system to ob-
tain from HSSSE (High School Survey on Student Engagement) a
copy of their questionnaire and accompanying report.2

John Conyers, former superintendent in Palatine, Illinois, re-
quired his principals to speak once a year with all neighborhood par-
ents whose children were in private schools to determine their hap-
piness and potential return to the school system. By listening to
parents who were not in the school, administrators gained valuable
input. Dr. Conyers is a leader who spoke often of market share, cus-
tomer retention, customer acquisition, and customer satisfaction, as
if he were in business.

We educators are tempted not to listen because everybody thinks
they know how to improve schools because everybody went to
school. It becomes very frustrating to have all these so-called experts
giving continual advice and criticism.

The solution to this temptation is to listen more, but now in a
structured manner. I remember a controversy over naming a new
school. Board members were receiving irate calls over the proposed
name, so the incoming principal requested input from 300 parents.
Thirty disliked the proposed name. When the school board received
the report, one board member said, “I think all thirty called my
house.” This story is an example of the difference between listening
to those who approach us and structured listening to everyone. The
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loud voices of the thirty caused people to not want to listen, whereas
structured listening contains powerful insights.

When establishing the listening processes, sometimes we have in-
put from all in the population under study and sometimes we have
a sample. The typical questionnaires to parents with a 10 percent re-
turn rate are useless, with the returns showing “only the extremes in
satisfaction and vexation, and at that only from the articulate.”3

Deming further wrote, “There have been instances in our experience
when a non-response rate as low as 5 percent was found later to be
seriously affecting the results.”4 The alternative is to randomly select
a sample of the population and call the selected families to obtain as
close to 100 percent return as possible.

Maybe the most salient reason for having structured listening sys-
tems in place comes from Senge, who writes, “As managers rise to se-
nior positions, they confront issues more complex and more diverse
than their personal experience. Suddenly, they need to tap insights
from other people. They need to learn.”5 In actuality, almost every
position in education is a “senior” position. Teachers clearly do not
have experiences similar to all of their students. And then there are
the administrators who need to supervise transportation, food ser-
vices, accounting, maintenance, counselors, custodial services, pay-
roll, social workers, secretarial services, and sometimes even the in-
house attorney. There is no way to know all that is necessary to lead
either the diverse group of students or the diverse group of employ-
ees without listening communication developed as fine art.

Different school systems are going to have different formats, but
in order to answer yes to question 1, monthly and annual structures
must be in place. The very simplest listening device is the plus/delta
(�/�). On a monthly basis, students, staff, and parents say what
went well last month and what could be done to make next month
better. Teachers review the student and parent plus/deltas and for-
ward to the principal those pertaining to schoolwide issues. Staff
members fill them out for school issues, and principals forward to
central office staff when appropriate. Principals fill out and provide
them for superintendents. This structure of proactive listening en-
sures that people have a chance to at least hear suggestions for 
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improvements and to hear what people appreciated as going really
well last month. In most communities the plus/delta can be sent out
electronically to parents.

In Shelly Carson’s California high-school history classroom I asked
a student if this plus/delta was worth her time each month. The stu-
dent replied, “Yes, because Mrs. Carson makes at least one change
each month based upon what we say.” Establishing a goal of the
number of changes one can reasonably make from all the suggestions
is a sensible decision. Otherwise the people filling out the sugges-
tions will become discouraged when not all the suggestions are im-
plemented.

Deci writes, “Autonomy support, which is the opposite of control,
means being able to take the other person’s perspective and work
from there . . . autonomy support functions through encouragement,
not pressure.”6 People cannot provide autonomy support without lis-
tening. And since this is so important, school districts cannot leave
listening to chance, but listening must be built into the structure of
the system. Deci related this story of how a parent could assess au-
tonomy support from her child’s teacher. As you read the story re-
member that listening is the foundation for the success.

A mother who seemed genuinely convinced of the importance of sup-

porting autonomy in the classroom (and I think at home, as well) once

asked me how she would know whether her son’s teacher was auton-

omy supportive in the classroom. I asked whether she went to parent-

teacher conferences with his teacher, and she said she did. I suggested

that she pay attention to how the teacher speaks about her son. Does

the teacher take the son’s perspective in talking about how he is do-

ing in school? And does it all ring true in terms of what you know

about your son? If so, the teacher is probably quite autonomy sup-

portive. If the teacher is able to take the boy’s perspective when talk-

ing with his mother, it is probable that the teacher would take the

boy’s perspective when dealing with him.7

The annual “happy face” survey is invaluable to school systems
for listening to student attitudes.8 Students merely check a “happy
face,” “sad face,” or “straight face” for each of the school subjects and
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for school itself. The happy face percentage for each grade level is
calculated. Obtaining the results immediately is a great use for scan-
ning machines. Sometimes this data is disaggregated by gender, and
sometimes by subject. In one elementary school, for example, it was
found that fifth-grade students still had their kindergarten level of
enthusiasm for art, physical education, and technology. Science was
almost up with these three while math and social studies were at the
bottom with almost no support among the students. The happy face
survey is but one listening device for adults listening to students. In
general, the happy face survey starts with over 90 percent happy
faces in kindergarten and gradually declines to 40 percent in eighth
grade. Usually the percentage of happy faces stays at 40 percent in
high school. One reason it doesn’t go down further is that the stu-
dents who hate school the most are not there to fill out the survey.
Kaplan and Norton describe how Xerox once had a near-monopoly
on copy machines. Customers “were still unhappy and surly” and
were very willing to switch companies when choices were available.9

School leaders should pay close attention to a system that starts out
with close to 100 percent happiness and declines to 40 percent.
When these students are the parents, they may desire other choices.
(I need to say here what I say in my seminars. No teachers or ad-
ministrators are getting up in the morning and saying to themselves,
“Who can I discourage today?” Merely by doing their best in the cur-
rent system, student enthusiasm is lost.)

Another important structure for listening can be at registration.
In addition to health records, special education history, address,
emergency contact, and so on, why not ask incoming parents three
questions?

1. What would cause you to immediately unenroll your child
from this school?

2. What do you take for granted in schools?
3. What would cause you to brag about this school?

The terms Webber and Wallace use for these questions are “must
haves,” “performance,” and “satisfiers.”10 The first question is about
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must haves, the second question is about expected performance, and
the third question is about satisfiers.

Parents need to have an easy way to communicate. People who
travel for a living, as I do, receive constant e-mails from businesses
that serve the business traveler. How was our service? The ones that
ask the open-ended question hear from me—both the good and the
bad news. The ones with long rating scales for each question do not
learn from my experiences; it takes too much time.

Bill Watkins, principal of Kodiak High School (Alaska), included
these suggestions in his newsletter to parents.

THE GROWTH MODEL AND DEVELOPING POSITIVE 

RELATIONSHIPS WITH STUDENTS

I have never met a student who wants to be a failure or wants to have a

negative relationship with the adults in their life. Instead, I have experi-

enced just the opposite. Someone asked me the other day if I could cre-

ate a list of guidelines for building positive relationships with students. I

can’t write a list of detailed, step by step instructions for someone to fol-

low, but I can write down some thoughts that make common sense for

building positive relationships with any person—young or old.

Rule number one—For every negative find at least 3 to 5 positives. All

people make mistakes and at times all people fail to do their best. Al-

though, they are learning from their mistakes, they don’t need others

to remind them of their failures. Instead, they need people to help

them focus on their strengths and their successes. Too often we con-

tinue to have a very narrow focus on the mistakes that our youth have

made in the past and forget to accept and acknowledge the successes

they have made in more recent times.

Rule number two—Listen. People, especially adolescents, are looking

for someone who will listen to their point of view. We may not always

agree with the other person’s point of view, but we can certainly be

active listeners and give them a chance to express themselves. When

people fail, they are looking for a positive person in their life who will

take time to listen to them. In the case of adolescents, if they don’t

have a positive adult they feel comfortable speaking to, they may turn

to their peers who are experiencing the same failures. Every adoles-

cent needs at least 5 positive adults in their lives.
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Rule number three—Empower others to make a difference. Everyone

has something positive they can contribute to any organization.

Whether it be a contribution to their family, their school, their job or

their friends, people need to feel they are empowered to make a dif-

ference. Find a person’s strength or gift and empower them to make a

difference.

I’m sure you can buy books and videos that provide a very specific

step by step list of what to do to develop positive relationships with

students or people in general. I’m certainly not a psychologist and I

have not done any scientific research on the rules I listed above. I do

know that after twenty-eight years as an educator, the three rules

have worked for me and the students I have served.

As we continue to talk about the growth model in education
and making sure our students are motivated to do their best in
school, we will fail if we don’t develop the kind of positive rela-
tionships necessary for students to feel they are supported even
when they fail.

It may be that readers will reject the suggestions I have for struc-
tured listening. That is perfectly fine as there are many, many ways
to proactively listen to students, parents, and employees. The district
that can answer yes to question 1 under communication, however,
has structured both monthly and annual listening devices. They do
not wait for the complaint to listen; listening is a normal part of the
district operations. Richard DuFour tells an example of listening to
high-school students regarding the hardest thing about the first day
of high school. Students said it was being lost in the presence of older
students, so the school scheduled a day for freshmen to come to
school one day prior to the rest of the students.11

“Every pedagogical decision must be evaluated in terms of the ef-
fect it will have on the kids’ love of the book. If this emphasis of stu-
dents over books seems inconsistent with a reverence for the classics,
remember that it is no favor to the classics to teach people to hate
them. The road to the classics runs through the hearts of the stu-
dents.”12 Michael Thompson, English teacher, wrote these comments
in his book Classics in the Classrooms. The book is an impassioned,
well-articulated plea for classics in elementary, middle, and high
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school, and yet he stops to say taking time to listen to the students is
of paramount importance.

Senge writes, “We always see the world through our mental models
and . . . the mental models are always incomplete.”13 The best teachers
I have ever worked with completely understand that even children can
give us a more complete picture of the world. I noticed one day that
one of my all-time favorite teachers, Marion Nordberg, placed her pen-
cil between her index finger and middle finger. This seemed strange
for a teacher of primary-age children who was supposed to set an ex-
ample of good penmanship, so I asked about her practice. She stated
that twenty years prior, a first-grade student was writing with his pen-
cil held between his index and middle finger. She started to explain
the proper way to hold a pencil and then stopped to listen to the stu-
dent’s reasoning. The six-year-old said that when he held the pencil his
way, the pencil wobbled less often than the way adults usually hold a
pencil. He could write more neatly. So Marion, ever a teacher who lis-
tened to students, said to the student that she would try his method
for two weeks to see if he was right. If not, she’d insist he hold his pen-
cil the “proper” way. That was twenty years earlier; the student was
right. This is such a simple example of how the students have truths
that can make the adult mental models more complete, or in this case
completely change the mental model of the correct way to hold a pen-
cil. It all comes from an attitude of listening.

Communication Question 2

When the school district accepts the strong possibility that the report
card is a major communication device, then certain questions must
be answered by the staff. The next question is, “Is communication
through evaluation (grades and employee appraisal) assisting the
district in meeting its aim?” Are we attempting to communicate per-
formance comparing one student to the rest of the students, are we
comparing the student’s work against end-of-the-year standards, or
are we using grades as a form of currency?

If class ranking is the goal, clearly state this on the report card by
stating the desired percentage of As, Bs, Cs, Ds and Fs. If comparison
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to standards is the communication goal, then parents must be in-
formed the first week of the school year what students are to know
and be able to do as a result of taking a particular course or attain-
ing a particular grade level. Then an A on the nine weeks report card
means that a student has learned 25 percent of the year’s content in
25 percent of the time. If it is a currency system with the possibility
of earning a passing grade without learning the content, then com-
municate this to parents. Make it clear that extra credit work is avail-
able for all students who do not meet learning standards.

The report card will not communicate effectively unless the pur-
pose of the report card is spelled out in very clear language. Differ-
ent teachers cannot have different purposes for the report card. It is
an appropriate use of administrative power to communicate to par-
ents which of the three report card systems is in use.

If it is agreed that the report card is a major communication de-
vice between school and home, then additional symbols are neces-
sary. The amount of information that can be fit into a square cen-
timeter is not sufficient. Suggested additional symbols that staff
might use in place of letter grades are below. Clearly, once faculties
brainstorm what would be helpful, other symbols will come to mind.

W: See attached written note.
X: We had a conference and all the information I have is already

shared.
I: See attached IEP and accompanying progress notations.
N: Incomplete work. weeks are available to complete 

.
G: See attached graph of weekly progress up to date of report

card.

Back to question 1, “Are structured procedures and timetables in
place?” Educators need to hear from parents and students whether
or not the report card is assisting in meeting the district aim. If not,
then adjustments are necessary.

The report card for employees may be the only communication
that is read, reread, studied, and filed. It is a powerful communication
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device. Is the employee evaluation assisting the employees in meeting
the district aim? Ask them. Questions might be

1. I have worked in the district for years.
2. I have been evaluated times.
3. I have kept of the evaluations.
4. of the evaluations have inspired me to do better work.
5. of the evaluations discouraged me from even trying.
6. In general evaluations make me feel .

Administrators need the same flexibility in grading employees
that teachers need in grading students. Options on the district’s eval-
uation form might be

W: See attached written comment.
X: We had a meeting on (date) and I shared all my in-

sights at that time.
G: See attached graph.

In order to answer yes to question 2, districts need to document
that evaluations of staff and students are assisting the district in
meeting its aim, because research has found that “deadlines, im-
posed goals, surveillance, and evaluations were all found to under-
mine intrinsic motivation.”14

Malcolm Gladwell wrote, “The hard part of communication is of-
ten figuring out how to make sure a message doesn’t go in one ear
and out the other. Stickiness means that a message makes an impact.
You can’t get it out of your head.”15 People have no problem forget-
ting grades and evaluations. The problem is trying to figure out how
to forget the bad grade or bad evaluation. And since grades demoti-
vate approximately 50 percent of the students, education has a prob-
lem. Students cannot get the bad grades out of their heads.

Driving from the airports of America to my next speaking en-
gagements, I sometimes pass the time away with talk radio. On a
recent trip, I heard some unknown talker railing on and on about
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a program where everybody wins. The preschool students were
having a race, but all won. He thought this was awful. Maybe he is
right. “There is a scarcity of winners in a game. Only one player
can come out on top. There is no harm in a game and no sin in
winning a game, as far as I know. The human race, for reasons un-
known, carried the pattern of games into grades in school.”16 I urge
readers to enact policies that demonstrate (1) the love of games
and the desire to have as many students participate as possible,
and (2) that education is not a game. In sports we desire one win-
ner at the end of the season; in learning we desire as many win-
ners as possible. Are report cards assisting us with the aim of hav-
ing as many winners as possible?

Communication Question 3

Question 3 is, “Does the school district have an established ratio be-
tween evaluation and feedback?”

Feedback is what the customers relate, and evaluation is what
the bosses state. Thus, in the classroom feedback is what the stu-
dents say and data documenting if the students learned what was
taught. Evaluation is what the teachers say about the students. Dis-
tricts that can answer yes to question 3 have an established policy
regarding the ratio of expected feedback to evaluation. I use the
term coach when a teacher is collecting feedback and referee when
the teacher is evaluating.

When the teachers are referees, they read every paper, assign
grades, and enter them into the grade book. When teachers are
coaches, they do not read every paper. They randomly select a sam-
ple of papers and conduct an item analysis of errors. The concept of
not reading every paper is difficult for many to accept. The irony is
that educators all over are teaching statistics and probability. Stu-
dents are assessed on state exams on statistics and probability. State
officials place probability and statistics into every standards docu-
ment. However, the most basic concept of statistics and probability is
not used in education.
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Statistics basics are

1. “When you measure quality statistically, you look for variation
in a measurement between what the customer asks for and
what you produce.”17 In this case, the customer is society and
the production is student learning.

2. “All processes have some natural variation: you use statistics to
detect abnormal variation that could cause you to produce a
bad product or service. You can also use statistics to avoid test-
ing every item that you produce. By testing a sample of what
you make or deliver, you can use statistics to measure its qual-
ity and find out whether it meets customer requirements.”18

In our example of item analysis, abnormal variation is the items
missed by many students and the statistics are tally marks.

Teachers then report to the students the results of the item analysis
sample and reteach as appropriate. Students need to learn “the idea
that you don’t have to measure every item you produce to be able to
judge the overall quality of your production process.”19 Deming proved
in his early census work, “Sampling increased the accuracy of the re-
sults, and saved much time and money.”20 By the time the teacher takes
off the coach hat and puts on the referee hat, it is hoped that most of
the students will be very successful. My recommendation for the ratio
of feedback to evaluation is 4:1; that is, four times the item analysis and
reteaching of errors to grading every paper. This process will never end
as “there will always be an area where students do ‘less well’—an area
that can be targeted for improvement.”21

A secondary teacher with five periods of the same subject would
say, “Kids, you know I read twenty-five papers last evening. I ran-
domly selected five papers from each period; the errors were tabu-
lated. We’ll spend ten minutes, or more if necessary, revisiting the
concepts where the most errors occurred.” An elementary teacher
would have the same conversation with students, but the data would
come from five randomly selected papers. People will say, “But what
if random selection does not work and the five worst papers or the
five best papers are selected?” Yes, a person can pick up five dice in
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Yahtzee and roll five numbers exactly the same the first roll. It does
happen. Likewise, it will happen on rare occasions that the teacher
picks at random the five best or five worst papers. However, random
selection, when practiced regularly, works out and both the teacher
and students will have accurate data on the classroom errors.

Sometimes teachers at the same grade level or teachers teaching
the same subject in a secondary setting will give the same assign-
ment. This increases the sample size. For example, if an elementary
school has five fourth-grade teachers and five papers are randomly
chosen from each classroom, the students will hear a report on the
item analysis from twenty-five papers.

Many school districts have a harmful policy requiring two grades
per week per subject. Unintentionally, such board policies are saying,
“No time for coaching—refereeing is what is important to us.” The
policy should be changed to a ratio of feedback to evaluation. With
such a policy change, a science teacher would conduct an item analy-
sis on the first four lab reports and then grade the fifth one.

Guskey and Bailey support the coach/referee concept, but with
different language.22 They write, “When teachers do both checking
and grading, they must serve dual roles as both advocate and judge
for students . . . Most of a teacher’s grading and reporting tasks are
actually formative in nature; that is, they are designed to offer stu-
dents prescriptive feedback on their performance. Only occasionally
must teachers combine that information in order to assign a cumu-
lative, summative grade to students’ achievement and performance.”

Remember, this chapter is on communication, and the number one
requirement for communication is listening. If teachers and adminis-
trators do not have structures in place to force listening, it does not oc-
cur. The 4:1 ratio forces everyone to listen. Deci’s research found “that
when people learn with the expectation of being evaluated, they focus
on memorizing facts, but they don’t process the information as fully,
so they don’t grasp the concepts as well . . . those who learned expect-
ing to be tested had forgotten much more . . . evidently, they memo-
rized the material for the test, as when the test was over, they pulled
the plug and let it drain out.”23 He also reported research by Kage: “the
use of evaluative quizzes to motivate learning lead to lowered intrinsic
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motivation and to poorer performance on the final examination than
did the self-monitored, nonevaluative quizzes.”24

Districts that have formalized the 4:1 ratio between feedback and
evaluation will have teachers explaining to students, “You know that
we have taken four nongraded quizzes on this content. I have con-
ducted an item analysis on some of the papers each time and re-
taught troublesome concepts. You are now ready for the graded eval-
uation; you have learned this! I can hardly wait to grade your papers
and experience the joy of having such smart students.”

A similar ratio needs to be established between principal evalua-
tion and feedback to the principal. If teachers meet twice a year in a
formal evaluation setting, then teachers need eight times a year to
give the principal feedback on how the school is going. Why? It may
be that without the feedback the principal will be tempted to blame
some teachers for a problem, when the plus/deltas can communicate
the barriers to success that only the principal can remove.

“In the 1980s, companies around the world discovered that if they
wanted to compete in the marketplace, they had to dramatically im-
prove quality while reducing costs. Companies who survived accom-
plished this by shifting how they managed their quality processes.
Instead of relying on inspection alone to identify and correct prob-
lems, they moved toward a focus on preventing problems before they
occurred.”25 The coach/referee process is merely language to com-
municate to students and parents the process of preventing prob-
lems before grades are assigned.

We all know that in communication listening is more important
that telling. We all credit the best listeners as the best communica-
tors. However, the policies of most school districts favor telling (eval-
uation) versus listening (item analysis/feedback).

Finally, collective feedback time must not be overlooked. “Teach-
ers were more likely to acknowledge the need for improvement when
they jointly studied evidence of the strengths and weaknesses of
their school. They were more likely to arrive at consensus on the
most essential knowledge and skills students should acquire when to-
gether they analyzed and discussed state and national standards, dis-
trict curriculum guides, and student achievement data.”26
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Communication Question 4

The fourth question under communication involves responsiveness ex-
pectations. “Do regular communications to students, parents, and com-
munity provide results of feedback and improvements because of the
feedback?” School districts anticipate what people will want to know
and place this information on websites. They send out notices in mul-
tiple languages. This is as it should be. However, the public will always
judge a district’s communication based upon response to their con-
cerns. Of course, hearing what they want to hear helps people be satis-
fied, but everyone cannot always be pleased. We all know this. It is the
responsiveness that people use to assess real communication. Time is
of the essence. “For example, a company can measure the percentage
of customer complaints that are solved with a single phone call. In-
creasing that percentage not only bumps up quality and makes for hap-
pier customers but also eliminates the waste of follow-up calls.”27

Response time is not limited to people leaving phone messages and
sending e-mails. It is also reporting out answers to the following three
questions. The agreed-upon expectation among principals is how long
after the monthly plus/deltas are collected should it be before staff
have the aggregated data? The response message includes the plusses
from last month, the suggestions for improvement, and at least one
suggestion that can be implemented before the month is over.

How long after students fill out the annual happy face survey are
the results distributed? How long after the teachers collect sample
work do students hear about the item analysis? How long after the
state assessment results are delivered to the school district are the
five basic graphs, described in the “Results” chapter of this book,
made available? Do parents and students receive communication
from teachers’ “coaching” item analysis? For example, “The third-
grade teachers conducted their weekly item analysis of students’ writ-
ing and found the lack of paragraphs to be the most common error.”

A yes answer to all four communication questions means that the
school system has formalized its commitment to proactive listening,
removed barriers to effective communication (especially report cards
and other forms of evaluation), established a ratio between listening
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(feedback) and telling (evaluation) and finally shown great respect
and welcoming through quick, accurate responses.
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In order for the school board to be successful, the superintendent
has to be successful. In order for the school superintendent to be

successful, the schools must be safe.

Safety Question 1

Safety question 1: Is baseline data collected on safety? Somebody in
every school district must have the primary responsibility for safety.
It matters not whether or not this person holds a teaching credential.
This person, often because of a prior tragedy in his or her own life or
the life of a close friend, wants to do everything possible to prevent
harm to others. The first responsibility of this person is to make a list
of ways people are physically and emotionally harmed. Sadly, the list
is long. It has to include weather, fire, intruders, sexual abuse by stu-
dents or employees, toxins, fighting, bullying, and verbal abuse by
employees and students.

The next step in answering yes to question 1 under safety is de-
veloping a system for collecting data on a regular basis. Crucial to
improving any system is knowing the starting place. Employees
and students are the source of the data for the school district. The

7 1

SAFETY

5



questionnaires for staff and students start off in a similar fashion.
Sample questions are

1. What do you do in an earthquake?
2. What is the signal that indicates an intruder is on campus?
3. How do you inform the office of a potential intruder?
4. What is the process to follow in case of a fire?

A change in format occurs partway through the questionnaire. For
students, the directions are to write on a sheet of scratch paper the
initials or nicknames of ten other students. (These lists will not be
collected.) The questionnaire directions are to answer questions
about other students, not themselves. Sample questions could be

1. How many of the ten friends/acquaintances you listed drive
while drunk?

2. How many of the ten friends/acquaintances you listed smoke
every day?

3. How many of the ten friends/acquaintances you listed are be-
ing bullied?

4. How many of the ten friends/acquaintances you listed are jok-
ing about killing somebody?

5. How many of the ten friends/acquaintances you listed are be-
ing embarrassed by a school employee?

6. How many of the ten friends/acquaintances you listed are at
risk of getting pregnant?

School districts may also ask employees questions similar to those
asked students. The adults do not list ten friends but use their knowl-
edge of all staff, including substitutes and walk-on coaches. The 
survey must not ask questions about people’s personal lives but must
be focused upon student safety. It is verbal abuse of students, not
verbal abuse of family members, that is the focus. Sample questions
could be
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1. To the best of your knowledge are there employees verbally
abusing students? If so, how many?

2. To the best of your knowledge are there employees physically
abusing students? If so, how many?

3. To the best of your knowledge are there employees sexually
abusing students? If so, how many?

I would suggest that the school district’s attorney review these
questions for two reasons. The first is to be sure that no people’s
rights are violated, and the second is district protection. If a serious
incident occurs on campus and the victims hire an attorney to sue
the district, what questions is the opposing attorney going to ask? Be
prepared.

There is a second aspect to baseline data: the graphing of nor-
mal data on school discipline and other aspects where detailed
data is available. I suggest using the Pareto chart for discipline.
Figure 5.1 is a Pareto chart displaying categories of discipline re-
ferrals for the middle school of 400 students in Pine Island, Min-
nesota. The Pareto chart places the referrals in rank order from
most referrals to least and then provides the cumulative percent-
age on a sloping line. Graphs seem to have been reinvented in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The earliest known example
of a graph comes from a tenth-century graph of planetary move-
ment.1 And yet in the twenty-first century people think their work
is done when they overload people with stacks of spreadsheets.
The electronic spreadsheet is an incredible invention for collect-
ing numbers, but it is not the report!

The next baseline data to collect is the cost of vandalism. Why? Van-
dalism is connected to safety; it causes people to not feel safe when
their environment is destroyed or full of graffiti. Another Pareto chart
can be created for vandalism costs, including graffiti. One Pareto chart
can track locations and another one types of vandalism.

In order to answer yes to question one under safety, school dis-
tricts must have a firm, detailed grasp on current safety.
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Safety Question 2

The second question under safety is, “Is the emergency preparation
rehearsed on a regular basis? Is the communication system for crisis
management in everyone’s mind?”

The first drills that come to mind are for fire, weather emergen-
cies, and intruders. Once these are in place and known by all, then
there is the practicing of procedures for other emergencies and
safety issues.

Many more students die each year from being passengers in cars
driven by intoxicated drivers than are killed by intruders. What
should students do when confronted with such a possible emer-
gency? What should students do when they know bullying, verbal
abuse, sexual abuse, substance abuse, and fighting are taking place?
A district that can answer yes to question 2 under safety has estab-
lished time lines for practicing all safety-related issues. Further, data
collection, establishment of procedures, organization of drills and as-
semblies, organization of communication in emergencies, and coor-
dination of improvement efforts should be housed in one office. The
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drug, alcohol, and tobacco abuse initiatives; the safety officers; and
the emergency preparation should be coordinated as one unit totally
committed to student and staff safety. One person is the go-to leader
for all safety issues.

Safety Question 3

Safety question 3: Is there evidence of improved safety in all aspects
of safety (physical, sexual, bullying, toxins, psychological)? This
question is the reason for all of the hard work related to questions 1
and 2. Does the school district have a record, over time, showing that
the schools are safer in all aspects of physical, sexual, and psycho-
logical safety?

School boards, all employees, all but the youngest of students,
and all parents need reports written especially for them that show
a long-term decrease in unsafe practices. The aim is not to over-
whelm people with piles of numbers but to document improve-
ment. Fewer students report being bullied; fewer fights occur;
fewer students report alcohol, tobacco, and drug abuse; and there
are fewer incidents of vandalism. There is evidence of fewer in-
stances of sexual abuse and intimidation.

Many are opposed to red-ribbon week and safety assemblies.
Why? Both take time from classrooms. So, since safety is so very
important, all need to know that the time spent was worth it. 
“Is all of this work paying off?” The answer to safety question 3 ei-
ther celebrates improvement or redirects the efforts of red-ribbon
week and assemblies because of no improvement. Both are most
helpful.

Safety Question 4

Question 4 seems almost impossible: “Is there evidence of a safer
school community and evidence of less expense on safety at the
same time?” In May 2007 I read an article describing how the next
generation NASCAR cars will be both safer and more cost-effective.2

We can accomplish the same in schools.
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A yes answer to safety question 4 might not occur for several years.
The up-front investment may delay the cost savings. For example, a
high-school principal told me that the school’s video cameras almost
completely stopped bathroom vandalism. “How?” I asked. “You can’t
place cameras in the bathroom.” The principal stated that some cam-
eras are at the doorway to the bathrooms. When there is a problem
with vandalism in the bathrooms, the custodian checks the condition
of the bathrooms every five minutes. Thus, if vandalism does occur, the
administrators can narrow the potential perpetrators down to a very
few. This is an example of increased expenditures that resulted in de-
creased long-term expenditures.

School districts that can answer yes to safety question 4 have to
not only document more safe campuses but also document less
money spent on safety. Readers will see that I recommend cost per
pupil for noninstructional expenses. A district that can answer yes to
this question can document that less money per pupil is spent on
school safety and at the same time that the campuses are safer. Ques-
tion 4 is a true challenge, because the public demands safe schools
but would far rather spend money on another tuba than another se-
curity officer at the football game. It is over a period of five years or
so that a school district should be able to show decreases in both
safety-related costs and infractions.

NOTES
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In order for the school board to be successful, the superintendent
must be successful. In order for the school superintendent to be

successful, the district must hire extremely well, retain these top em-
ployees, and replace those causing harm to students.

The personnel department is responsible for the quality of the
employees. The foundation for most of a school district’s success is
the attitude, skills, and qualities of its employees. The superinten-
dent and board must have a personnel leader who is totally commit-
ted to hiring and retaining exemplary employees in each and every
position. The personnel director who says, “We just have a hard time
filling our positions,” is dooming the district for the next twenty-five
years. Yes, some school districts have more applicants than positions
because they are located in a university town and graduates like to
stick close to their alma mater. Yes, some districts are in very rural
locales and some schools serve more needy populations. Neverthe-
less, hiring involves decisions, and the commitment to hiring the best
should be unwavering.

Jim Collins interviewed Walter Bruckart of Circuit City. When he
was asked to name the top five factors that led the transition from
mediocrity to excellence, Bruckart said, “One would be people. Two
would be people. Three would be people. Four would be people. And
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five would be people. A huge part of our transition can be attributed
to our discipline in picking the right people.” “Bruckart then recalled
a conversation with CEO Alan Wurtzel during a growth spurt at Cir-
cuit City: ‘Alan, I’m really wearing down trying to find the exact right
person to fill this or that position. At what point do I compromise?’
Without hesitation, Alan said, ‘You don’t compromise. We find an-
other way to get through until we find the right people.’”1 “Great vi-
sion without great people is irrelevant.”2

Personnel Question 1

Therefore, the first question to be answered in the affirmative 
for personnel is, “Does the district have a structured recruitment/
interview/hiring/retention process?” Does it have a way of finding
people with the healthiest mental health—people who “focus on de-
veloping satisfying personal relationships, growing as individuals,
and contributing to their community”?3

The foundation for successful personnel policies is the structured
interview. Structured interviews compare the qualities of the candi-
date with the qualities of the most successful people in various job
categories. While not all successful employees think exactly the
same, when highly successful employees are interviewed, their an-
swers are amazingly close. It is possible to compare the answers of
candidates with those of exemplary employees in order to ascertain
a potential colleague’s success.

For example, when teacher candidates are asked how they want
students to view them, responses, from worst to best, are generally
(1) they want respect from students, (2) they want to be viewed as a
professional, and (3) they want to be viewed as a caring, concerned,
helpful person. Our best teachers know that students learn more
from teachers they like. Personnel departments armed with struc-
tured interview questions along with considerable guidance in lis-
tening to the language nuances will be able to significantly increase
the percentage of time schools are thrilled with new employees. Re-
garding nuances, for example, when questioned about the impor-
tance of writing, student teachers are allowed to state what they be-
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lieve should occur. Experienced teachers are not allowed to state how
it should be, but only what they did. If they did not have students
write every day in their former position, they almost certainly will
not if you hire them.

My experience with structured interviews comes from Ventures
for Excellence in Lincoln, Nebraska. The firm, led by Dr. Vic Cot-
trell, has structured interviews, along with corresponding re-
search, from great employees for every position. This firm delivers
its interviews through about a dozen associates. Much of the
learning process is grueling. I can remember watching countless
videos of the back of Vic Cottrell’s head as he faced a candidate.
Vic asked a question, the candidate answered, and the recording
was paused while all of us scored the candidate’s answer. We had
before us the responses of poor employees, average employees,
and great employees and compared the video candidate’s answer
to the language before us. Discussion took place and then the Ven-
tures leader provided the official scoring and rationale for the
score. We experienced interviews with great, average, and poor
candidates in our training.

I have related a glimpse into the training required for personnel
departments to become competent in their most important job. In
order for a school district to even begin to answer yes to the first
question in personnel, the department must have a series of struc-
tured questions (with accompanying research from great employees)
for all positions. In addition, candidates must go through a series of
interviews with several highly trained people comparing notes from
the structured interviews.

Vic Cottrell states over and over that while the skills of teaching
can be learned on the job, selflessness and the ability to create posi-
tive relationships cannot be learned on the job. “What Meyer
(restaurant owner) can’t do is instill the capacity for empathy in peo-
ple who don’t have it. He can’t make them sensitive to the way their
actions affect other people. He can’t give them the desire to bend
over backward to ensure that customers leave feeling they’ve just
had a spectacular dining experience because they’ve been ‘treated to
every kindness,’ not just because they’ve received good service. And
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he can’t teach them to care as much as he does about making sure
each customer has a good time. So he hires those qualities and skills,
the human skills; he trains for the others.”4

After this series of interviews, the finalists are ready for reference
calls. The district must have a series of ten or so structured questions
for the reference calls. A key point in writing the questions is to not
ask the former employer to evaluate the candidate. This makes them
very nervous and reticent to answer truthfully. They are only to give
facts, and the hiring personnel are to evaluate the answers. The per-
sonnel department of the hiring school district is listening for de-
scriptions, not for evaluations. They want clear evidence of the at-
tributes they are looking for in future employees. An example of a
great reference question, provided by Dr. Cottrell, is, “Tell me about
Joe’s work habits.” A poor reference question is, “How punctual has
Joe been in coming to work?” Bob Poffenbarger, who used the Ven-
tures process in his superintendency and now works with Ventures,
provided his favorite reference question along with the worst refer-
ence question. Poffenbarger wrote, “How do you believe a supervisor
should work with in order to bring out the best in
him/her?”5 Here the reply immediately gets at problems, concerns,
and areas needed for growth or quickly identifies productive behav-
iors for reinforcement—a great reference question.

The worst question people ask is “What can you tell me 
about ?” This question admits the person making the con-
tact has no clue about what they are searching for in a candidate and
gives the reference opportunity (and full authority) to evade a sub-
stantive answer.

Other components of the hiring process can certainly be
added—observing a teacher in action, collections of letters (often
called fan mail), portfolios, and so forth. However, the foundation
for selecting top-notch employees is the structured interview that
compares the qualities of the candidate with the qualities of ex-
emplary employees.

Critics of the structured interview will say, “Yes, but some people
just interview better.” My response is twofold. I have personally in-
terviewed superconfident people who couldn’t come close to match-
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ing the desired qualities. They communicated in the interview that
they were selfish and very not at all interested in listening to any-
body, and surely these teacher candidates were never going to ask
students their opinions. Great interviewing skill was present, but the
structured interview let us not be fooled by this display of poise. On
the other hand, I have interviewed very nervous people whose red-
blotched skin multiplied during the interview. The structured inter-
view helped them share their unselfish, listening character, in spite
of a lack of interviewing poise.

Secondly, the critics are partially right. When I’ve made a hiring
mistake, even with the aid of the structured interview, relistening to
the recording of the interview showed up the problem. The problem
was I didn’t really hear what the candidate was saying. They told me
in the interview what they would be like and I didn’t hear it. Occa-
sionally, the critics are right; a candidate fools us all.

For this reason, the primary responsibility for staff development
of nontenured staff rests with the personnel office. Of course, per-
sonnel is assisted by principals, instruction, and staff development,
but until the probationary period is over, personnel is accountable
for the success or replacement of the newly hired. The superinten-
dent and board cannot allow the personnel department to hire and
then expect the principals and various departments to deal with
their poor decisions. Personnel is accountable for giving tenure, and
the hiring process is not over until tenure is granted. I suggest that
each year the personnel department have a place on the board
agenda or time at other events for honoring newly tenured employ-
ees. All will know that tenure is not automatic.

I have found that the most difficult tenure decisions are the
nonrenewals of average employees. People know that the nonre-
newed probationary employee is more talented than the grumpy
tenured employee down the hall. All administrators must under-
stand that tenure is granted to great employees and not to average
ones. No school district needs a bunch of average employees for
the next twenty-five years. Peter Senge advises, “You must develop
a strategy of aggressive hires and steadily elevating quality stan-
dards.”6 Collins writes, “The moment you feel you need to tightly
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manage someone, you’ve made a hiring mistake. The best people
don’t need to be managed. Guided, taught, led—yes. But not
tightly managed.”7 The rest of this book is about elevating quality
standards, but this section of chapter 6 is simply about hiring and
retaining only the very best.

A key aspect of a personnel department’s responsibility is recruit-
ment. I remember Vic Cottrell explaining how the University of Ne-
braska was able to field a top-notch football team year after year. It
is because coaches waited to see which high-school athletes express
an interest in Nebraska and then selected from those who filled out
an application. Silly.

Likewise, it is silly for personnel departments to wait for appli-
cants. The search for top-notch employees is an everyday occur-
rence. Further, it must be possible for the personnel departments to
hire these top-notch employees when they find them and not be con-
strained by a hiring calendar.

An aspect of question 1 is retaining top-notch employees. When
all of this effort goes into hiring well, retention is so important. Ka-
plan and Norton list the six factors most important in measuring em-
ployee satisfaction. They are “involvement with decisions, recogni-
tion for doing a good job, access to sufficient information to do the
job well, active encouragement to be creative and use initiative, sup-
port level from staff functions, and overall satisfaction.”8

Personnel Question 2

Question 2 is, “Does the system have an agreed-upon process to build
quality and appropriate relationships with all employees?” School
districts cannot leave it to chance that employees will automatically
develop positive relationships with colleagues, bosses, parents, stu-
dents, and community members. It is well known that some princi-
pals have great rapport with their staffs, some teachers are adored by
their students, and some support staff are able to get along with
everyone. What proactive steps do they take? What attitudes do they
possess? What activities do they engage in on a regular basis? The
school district needs to assist people not in ways to motivate others,
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but in ways to “create the conditions within which others will moti-
vate themselves.”9 We must also remember that “credibility is the
prerequisite for every relationship.”10

One of the barriers to overcome in establishing a list of regular
activities and consistent attitudes is the false notion that the open-
door policy is the ultimate. It is not. The open-door policy is an av-
erage practice. The worst communicators talk with their friends,
average ones have an “open door,” and the very best are proactive
about communication. What does open door really mean? It
means, “If you take the initiative to come by to see me, my door is
open and you can come in. However, if you do not take the initia-
tive we’ll never talk. I’m in my office.” The best communicators
have practices that say, “I am going to listen to you where you
work.” This can mean the lunchroom where the principal is lis-
tening to students, the parking lot where the principal is listening
to parents, or the school staff room where the superintendent is
listening to staff. The people who are the best at communication
do it mostly outside their office.

Those in the personnel office must never forget that relationships
at home matter also. “One cannot build a learning organization on a
foundation of broken homes and strained personal relationships.”11

When personnel officers make decisions that help out employees in
a time of need, they are truly creating long-term loyalty.

I conclude this section on relationships with the mundane task of
job descriptions, a job that falls within the scope of responsibility for
the personnel office. “A job description must do more than prescribe
motions; do this, do that, this way, that way. It must tell what the
work will be used for, how the work contributes to the aim of the sys-
tem.”12 When job descriptions are written in this manner, it assists
people in their relationships because they have more respect for the
work of others.

Personnel Question 3

Question 3 is, “Does the district have a structured process for docu-
mentation of poor performance?” Some employees are in the wrong

8 3



profession. Everybody knows it. Yet, they survive year after year.
Teachers complain about other poor teachers. Custodians complain
about unsatisfactory employees. Principals complain about princi-
pals that are letting them down. The reason many teachers do not
want to become administrators is they do not want to accept the re-
sponsibility for documenting and eventually firing unsatisfactory
employees. And they know every unsatisfactory employee has some
friends, and the politics are tough.

Administrators need a structured written communication system.
The best I know is from Mary Jo McGrath Training Systems in Santa
Barbara, California. She calls for a four-part communication system
named FICA. These four letters stand for

1. Facts: background information, current facts, and relevant his-
tory;

2. Impact: implications of these facts upon students, the commu-
nity, the school district, and so on;

3. Context: placing the identified facts and impacts in the context
in which they arise; and

4. Action: weighing the facts, impact and context to arrive at the
next appropriate action.13

While this question focuses upon the negative aspects of the per-
sonnel department’s responsibility, it must be noted that adminis-
trators who have been through McGrath’s SUCCEED staff develop-
ment, such as Bob Poffenbarger of Rochester, Indiana, relate that
the administrators now write many more positive notes than be-
fore. Prior to the inservice and establishment of written guidelines,
some were reticent to write positive notes for fear a legal problem
might arise in the future. The former, positive note would come
back to hurt them. These same guidelines really do assist with pos-
itive, written communication as well as the necessary negative
communication.

Further, school boards, legislators, and superintendents can
make it easier for administrators to document unsatisfactory em-
ployees. Some recommendations are to cut back on the required
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observations and evaluations of satisfactory and exemplary em-
ployees. The treadmill of many required evaluation systems all but
guarantees that the poor employees will survive. Secondly, regions
can organize to assist principals and department heads. The sug-
gestion is for an intermediate service agency, or other organization
with a larger service area than most school districts, to contract
with retired administrators to document poor performance. These
volunteers would be paid for the required inservice by a firm such
as McGrath’s Training Systems and paid an agreed-upon daily rate
to observe in a classroom or department. The volunteers can spend
a couple of days in a location because they do not have a multitude
of other responsibilities. I suggest that, if at all possible, the district
contracting with the retiree should find someone who formerly
had the same job as the person being observed or documented.
These two recommendations might not be what a district eventu-
ally lands upon, but, simply, the process is (1) ask what the barri-
ers are to effective/successful documentation and (2) remove the
barriers.

Personnel Question 4

The fourth personnel question is, “Does the personnel office have a
feedback system from employees regarding all aspects of personnel
responsibilities?” The personnel department needs to know (1) if the
newly hired employees are satisfactory according to colleagues, (2)
why excellent employees left the district, (3) if current employees are
recommending that their friends apply in this school district, and (4)
if employees are aware of an employee with a personal problem who
received assistance from the personnel office? If so, how pleased was
the employee with the assistance?

Kaplan and Norton would have organizations evaluate employee
satisfaction, employee retention, and employee productivity.14 The
first two measures come from the personnel department’s initiative.

“It is a pivotal moment in the evolution of an organization when
leaders take this stand . . . it means that the organization has absolutely,
fully, intrinsically committed itself to the well-being of its people.”15
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The feedback system to the personnel office is basically this: How have
leadership decisions proven that the school district is committed to 
the well-being of its employees? How could decisions be improved? 
Are there people working for our school district, for less money, and
maybe even driving further, because they know they will be well cared
for?
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In order for the school board to be successful, the superintendent
must be successful. In order for the school superintendent to be

successful, the board and superintendent must control the budget
rather than the budget controlling the board and superintendent.

Finance Question 1

The first responsibility of the finance office is to keep the doors
open, the lights on, the busses running, and to meet payroll. In other
words, they are to avoid the disaster caused by negative spending.
When school finance experts are called in to help with a financially
troubled school system, the first check they often make is to compare
the number of employees listed in payroll, personnel, and finance.
Question 1 in finance is, “On every day of every year, do finance,
payroll, and personnel have in their databases the exact same num-
ber of employees?”

Such a requirement seems simple, but it is not. A district pur-
chases a personnel system and at great expense in both dollars and
time has it up and running. The personnel system and the payroll
system and the finance system have the same operational definition
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of an employee, and the systems talk to each other. Then some school
district somewhere in the same state is in the headlines daily because
of a huge fiscal crisis. The legislature feels obligated to respond, so
new, more complex software is mandated for the finance offices 
of all school districts in the state. The new software is installed 
and seems to work, but the software in finance and the software in
personnel/payroll do not talk to each other. Readers can add their
own horror stories as to why payroll may add yet a third software
program. The table is set for disaster. Nevertheless, the problem
must be solved, first by making sure all three programs have the ex-
act same definitions of employees and then making sure the pro-
grams talk to each other. The district that can answer yes to finance
question 1 can state that 365 days a year the numbers are the same.

There are other ways for school districts to enter a fiscal crisis,
such as in Oklahoma, where the state legislature recently reduced
the income to school districts five different times after the start of
the school year. School districts do not have control over state crises,
but they do have control over the answer to question 1. And since
payroll accounts for 80 to 90 percent of most school district budgets,
getting this number right is crucial.

Finance Question 2

The reason school districts have reserves is because nobody can
guarantee that a district’s budget will balance. A hurricane can hit
the last day of school. However, a school district can calculate the
probability of a balanced budget on a regular basis. The purpose is
to have in place an early warning system. A tension exists in many
school districts between the instructional side of the staff, which
wants to spend this year’s income on this year’s students, and the
financial side of the staff which wants to save as much as possible,
building up the reserve. Further, because of the fear of going broke,
some school board members not only want to approve the budget
(their job), but they want to study each and every expenditure (not
their job). To help avoid these conflicts and to assist responsible
people in making prudent decisions, finance question 2 is pro-
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vided. It is, “Is there a monthly budget synthesis that serves as an
early warning system?” “Measurement is the compass you use on
your organization’s journey to quality. A proper measurement
process tells you where you’ve been, warns you if you get off track,
and lets you know when you hit your goal.”1 In school finance,
school districts do have good records of where they have been and
do know if they hit the goal of a balanced budget. This question
deals with the middle—the warning mechanism.

Until the school year is over, all payroll and all invoices have
been paid, and all income has been received, there is a chance the
school district will not have a balanced budget. My advice is to
prepare for school leaders and school board members a two-page
summary of the school district’s finances each month. One page is
income, and the other is expenses. Right now, school board mem-
bers are usually provided a computer printout of every fiscal
transaction the past month. I suggest that this overkill is not an
early warning system. Most school systems that find themselves in
serious financial trouble have at least one board member who
reads every monthly transaction. So, what should an early warn-
ing system look like?

School finance includes multiple assumptions on both the income
and expenditure sides of the ledger. School finance runs into trouble
when the assumptions are wrong. Since the budgeting process begins
eight to nine months before the start of the school year, the budget
must be based upon assumptions. Further, many times the new
school year begins before the state legislature and governor approve
the budget. Assumptions are the foundation for budgets in both busi-
ness and education. “In fact, accounting and finance . . . really are as
much art as science.”2

A key responsibility of the finance office is to report to the super-
intendent and board each month on the accuracy of the assump-
tions. This document is not prepared for CPAs, but for the non-CPAs
who are ultimately responsible for the overall fiscal health of the
school district.

In the simplest of terms, the assumptions for income are num-
bered with narrative, and another list of expenditure assumptions is
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numbered. Each month the finance office reports on the accuracy of
each of the assumptions. Comparison with prior years certainly is
one basis for assumptions. A few of the income assumptions are cost-
of-living increases, lottery income per student, attendance, federal
increases or decreases, interest rate on cash, ending balance from
current year (to determine cash for next year’s interest), and many,
many more. The expenditures are in many different categories, but
there are a few major assumptions that affect all. Some are weather,
cost of fuel, savings in salary based upon anticipated retirements, 
insurance rates, and so on. A major assumption is that the state will
actually have the income to pay the amount per pupil in the state
budget.

Question 2 can be affirmatively answered when all board mem-
bers and all members of the superintendent’s cabinet can under-
stand, explain, and feel comfortable with the assumptions and their
updates. Every time I read about a school district in financial trouble
it is because of assumptions that did not work out. What comes to
mind is a sports story in which the owner of a team made an as-
sumption that if a championship was won, the community would
flock to games and pay for the high salaries of the athletes. In busi-
ness, “A profitable company charts its own course. Its managers can
run it the way they wish to. When a company stops being profitable,
other people begin to poke their noses into the business.”3 In educa-
tion, the other noses come from the legislature, the enraged public,
and the unions.

“Absent such knowledge, what happens? Simple: the people
from accounting and finance control the decisions. We use the
word control because when decisions are made based on numbers,
and when the numbers are based on accountants’ assumptions and
estimates, and then the accountants and finance folks have effec-
tive control.”4

Finance Question 3

Question 3 is, “Does one person have the overall responsibility for in-
creasing income?” School districts do not have all the opportunities
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that a business has to increase income. Nevertheless, they can in-
crease income through increased attendance, dropout prevention,
grant writing, renting of space, vending, after-school paid activities,
and so on. If nobody in the finance office has this responsibility, it is
much less likely to occur. Finance cannot be content to merely ma-
nipulate the numbers of what comes in and what goes out. Atten-
dance is a major source of income in many states. When working to
increase attendance, Kaplan and Norton’s advice is salient. They
write, “In general, existing and potential customers are not homoge-
neous. They have different preferences and value the attributes of
the product or service differently.”5 More of the same will probably
not convince parents educating children elsewhere that your school
district is the best choice. Leadership is required, and so is smiling.
“‘Did you see any differences between them and us?’ ‘Yes, I did,’ the
prospect answered. ‘Every one of your employees was smiling . . . be-
cause of that I’ve decided to give you the business.’”6 Parents are far
less likely to recommend a school to others if their experiences are
with a lot of unhappy employees.

Unfortunately, lobbying is required also. I can remember the
year in California that the governor announced a percentage in-
crease to all California school systems. Immediately, all employees
begin to calculate their potential raise. However, this particular
governor did not include any increase for transportation for the up-
coming year. Is any school district going to be able to provide a
cost-of-living adjustment for all employees except bus drivers? Of
course not. Lobbying is a necessary aspect of increasing income, or
games are played that hurt students. How are the bus drivers given
the same raise as everyone else? It usually comes out of instruction.
So, in a multitude of ways, increasing income is a key responsibil-
ity of the finance office.

Finance Question 4

Finance question 4 is, “Can the district document that fewer re-
sources (time and money) are spent operating the finance system?”
I have worked in school districts where one signature on a purchase
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order was sufficient and in another district where up to seven signa-
tures were required on certain purchase orders. The principal, the
federal projects coordinator, the assistant superintendent for in-
struction, two business officials, the superintendent, and the board
president signed for purchases. Employees knew that they better not
expect any requested item to arrive before the end of the school year.

I have written in chapter 8 details of the responsibility to reduce
costs per pupil for noninstructional activities. The finance office may
head up this initiative or it may come from the leader in operations.
In order to answer yes to question 4, however, both time and money
must be reduced. Therefore, I will speak only to reducing time in this
chapter.

I think the only job description necessary for a school secretary is
“smile when interrupted.” If it’s not staff and students, it is a parent
or somebody from the district office. Sometimes even the principals
have a second to speak with their school secretary. One key respon-
sibility is to determine the number of hours per week various people
are spending on financial obligations. It can be assumed that the
people working in the finance office are spending 100 percent of
their time, but what about teachers, secretaries, curriculum staff,
principals? The next and all-important responsibility of the finance
office is to reduce this time. By looking at these four questions, it can
easily be seen that the job of finance is to have much more accurate
information for decision makers in finance, have more income,
spend less on noninstructional line items (chapter 8), and use less
time to accomplish all of this. Technology may be a big help. For ex-
ample, if a school board or superintendent really does need multiple
signatures on each purchase order, then each of the people who
must sign the purchase order needs a scanner to scan the bar code
on the purchase order. Since so much time is wasted attempting to
track down the purchase orders with all of these steps, let the person
who ordered the supply go online and track the progress, just like
can be done with shipping companies. I realize this may be imprac-
tical. In reality, I’m not expecting the scanners, but with a yes answer
to the operations questions and a yes answer to the first three fi-
nance questions, district officials should feel much more secure
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spending less time on financial operations. “There’s too much waste
in banking,” says Carl Reichardt. “Getting rid of it takes tenacity, not
brilliance.”7 Kaplan and Norton write, “If anything, eliminating
waste time in a service delivery process is even more important than
in manufacturing companies, since consumers are increasingly intol-
erant of being forced to wait in line for services.”8 Deming says, “Un-
necessary paperwork is a serious loss. A lot of it originates in man-
agement’s supposition that the cure for repetition of a mistake or
fraud is more audits, more inspection.”9 District officials need to
have evidence that less time is spent on finance, in addition to the
fact that the superintendent, chief financial officer, and board all
have a better handle on the budget and overall finances.
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In order for the school board to be successful, the superintendent
must be successful. In order for the school superintendent to be

successful, the noninstructional operations must operate smoothly
at less cost.

School leaders have in their minds opportunities they would like
to offer their students. Most of these possibilities cost money and, ex-
cept for a few grants from foundations, the money comes from taxes.
Therefore, there is pushback from citizens, including educators, who
believe they are already paying enough in taxes. Often educators
hear the advice to cut back on the visible—conferences, staff devel-
opment, and field trips. The first question in this chapter is about
cutting back on the invisibles so that visible items can be increased.
Less money on trash pickup and more on music instruments is the
basic idea. The opposite of what school districts want to achieve was
reported by Education Week regarding Los Angeles’s payroll issues.1

The increased cost for payroll and consultants to fix software glitches
is not where education money should be spent.

When automobile experts want to compare car manufacturers,
they have determined the constants. In spite of differing currency,
salaries, and shipping costs, car manufacturers can be compared in
two basic ways: (1) the number of warranty repairs per hundred cars
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and (2) the number of hours to manufacture a car. Education has no
such common denominator in normal operating practice. “Almost
every industry has an association or trade group that sets quality
standards against which companies can measure the quality of their
products.”2 What should this measuring basic be in education? The
premise of this chapter is that it should simply be the annual cost per
pupil for each district’s noninstructional operations.

Operations Question 1

Question 1 for operations is, “Has the school system calculated the
cost per pupil for each noninstructional operation?”

The three reasons for calculating cost per pupil for each operation
are (1) baseline data, (2) ability to learn from other school districts,
and (3) cost per pupil captures the emotions of everyone.

In any effort to improve all systems, baseline data is the place to
start. Prior to any change discussions, leaders need baseline data.
Where are we now? The answer is neither good nor bad; it just is!
Transportation wants to calculate the cost per mile, and custodial
services wants to calculate cost per square foot, and I argue, “No.”
The place to start is cost per pupil for all operations. What is the cost
per pupil for our substitute calling process? What is the cost per
pupil for providing substitutes for the county jury system? What is
the cost per pupil for home to school transportation? What is the cost
per pupil for liability insurance? What is the cost per pupil for labor
negotiations? What is the cost per pupil for printing of noninstruc-
tional materials?

It may take a year or longer for an organization to agree on all of
the noninstructional components of operating a school district and
then to define what is included in each calculation. The first decision
is the number of pupils, as this number changes daily. I suggest us-
ing the official number used by the state.

The second decision is what to include in cost per pupil. Printing
is an example. Costs include the total cost for print shop employees;
equipment purchase and leases; paper, toner, and ink; and outside
printing. I have spoken to a person who calculated the cost for elec-
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tricity for each page printed, but this is way too precise for most
school systems. What is needed is a reasonable cost for all printing
services.

Just like cost per pupil for printing, all operations have many dif-
ferent contributing factors. This is why it is reasonable to expect
these calculations to take a year; people have full-time jobs in addi-
tion to making these decisions and calculations. The baseline num-
bers are crucial, and there is no need to rush the definitions for each
department.

Operations Question 2

Once cost per pupil is calculated for each noninstructional operation,
districts are ready for question 2, “Is each operation testing at least
one hypothesis to reduce costs (without reducing quality of ser-
vice)?” It is a little more complicated than saying each department
must have a data collection system in place. Data from each depart-
ment will be collected at different intervals depending upon the de-
partment and the hypothesis. However, in most cases data should be
collected at least monthly.

The key words are “testing theories.” Sir James Dyson said, “I made
5,127 prototypes of my vacuum before I got it right. There were 5,126
failures. But I learned from each one. That’s how I came up with a so-
lution. So, I don’t mind failure.”3 School districts need environments in
which they can test out their ideas without fear of failure. If everyone
knew how to reduce cost per pupil for trash pickup services, then every-
one would already be doing it. The point is we don’t all know and we
must continually test out our ideas to see if they improve. “Fortune fa-
vors the experimental mind.”4 “The process of searching for answers is
more important than having an answer.”5

Two examples of testing ideas come from Jenks, Oklahoma,
schools. They are (1) cost per month to replace broken glass caused
by lawnmowers kicking up rocks and (2) cost per month for workers’
compensation claims for food services. Each department agreed
upon what they wanted to improve and regularly went about testing
out hypotheses to reduce costs.
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Another example is excess printing to compensate for lack of time to
count out the precise number of students in each classroom. Assume a
school has 500 pupils and a flyer is to be sent home with each student.
How many flyers are actually printed? It could be between 600 and 700
because nobody has the time to count out the exact number of flyers
per classroom. The print shop can experiment with ways to lower the
extra printing costs and still have flyers for each student. How do pro-
fessional printers count? They do it by weight. Would the cost of such
an accurate scale be offset by the savings in paper and ink? If students
did the weighing, would there be educational value? Let’s experiment
at one or two schools to see if the excess printing can be reduced. Even-
tually, this experiment could be repeated throughout the school district
and show up as a reduction in cost per pupil for printing. The print
shop could easily calculate the percentage of overage that is reduced.

In these examples, the department heads in landscaping, food ser-
vices, and printing can answer yes to question 2. They can describe
the hypotheses they are testing and show the periodic graphs. The
question at this point is not “Did you reduce costs?” but “Did you
have a hypothesis you were testing over the course of a year and can
you show me the results of your experiment?” Leaders should never
forget that many have “learned that focusing upon quality actually
reduced cost more than focusing only on cost.”6

Operations Question 3

The third question is more difficult: Is each operation testing hy-
potheses to increase quality of service (without increasing costs)?
Quality of service can be ascertained through inspection and through
surveys. Both have merit. The only added value I want to bring to the
decision-making process is random selection. It is impossible to have
100 percent inspection in schools or to receive a thoughtful response
from 100 percent of the students, parents, or staff.

The solution is random sampling. If we do not use random sampling,
we are victims of the loudest voices. The custodians clean the class-
rooms where the teachers complain, for example. First I will describe
random sampling with inspection and then with feedback from staff.
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Custodians have a prescribed number of stations to clean and
have a list of the jobs to be completed. The custodians have an ad-
ministrator who is responsible for supervising their work. The ran-
dom sampling for inspection works this way:

1. Write down the precise responsibilities of each custodian with
exact locations.

2. On a regular basis, randomly select one location to visit.
3. Keep track of locations that meet standards and those that do not.

I realize the inspection process I described could be used as a
component of evaluation. My purpose is not improved evaluations,
but development of a consistent measure of quality of service. Our
goal is to reduce costs and at the very least not reduce the quality of
service because of reduced costs. Further, many great employees will
welcome this method of inspection because their boss will see all of
their good work, not just the occasional problem that is reported to
the boss. Instead of “this is the third time this month I’ve had a com-
plaint about you,” it is, “I realize we have had three complaints, but
of the last fifty random inspections I have only found one area that
needed improvement.”

The car manufacturers have an annual number for quality; it is
the number of warranty repairs per 100 cars. I suggest school dis-
tricts have the same number each year. How many cleaning inspec-
tions per 100 were unsatisfactory?

A feedback system from staff could be used instead of the in-
spection process. It would work in a similar way. The difference is
each randomly selected employee would answer questions(s).
When each employee is given a questionnaire, sometimes only the
loudest voices will respond. Random selection solves this issue.
With random selection, each selected person is monitored to be
sure results are turned in. The question(s) need to be very simple,
for example:

Please read the cleaning requirements for classroom and shared
space. In your opinion, is the custodial staff:
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The random selection for feedback works this way:

1. How many staff are customers of the custodians? Let’s assume
seventy-five.

2. Determine the number of staff the principal can realistically
gather information from on a regular basis. Let’s assume two.

3. Determine the number of weeks during the school year the prin-
cipal can accomplish gathering the data. Let’s assume thirty.

4. Randomly select the two people to interview each week.

Again, the purpose is to have an annual number for custodial ser-
vices. Out of 100 responses in the district, how many checked #3?

Operations Question 4

The fourth question sums up the purpose of this chapter. “Is there
evidence over several years that overall operations has decreased the
annual cost per pupil and increased the quality of service?” Even
though I have separated quality and cost for purposes of delineating
thoughts, in reality, “there can be no talk of price without a simulta-
neous measure of quality.”7

School districts must know that overall cost per pupil for opera-
tions has been reduced and the quality of service has increased. Ad-
ditionally, they need to have this data for each and every operation.
When a school district can show over several years that operations
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My space Shared space
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the time?

2. Completing their duties 90–100 percent of the 
time?

3. Completing their duties over 98 percent of the 
time plus other helpful tasks?

If you checked #1 or #3, give specifics.
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are less expensive and satisfaction levels are up, they have accom-
plished a minor miracle.

Every church I have attended collects money for missionaries
serving in other countries. Only one church, however, made a direct
connection to every donation. Everyone knows that a basic budget is
needed for salaries, housing, airfare, and so forth. However, when a
church exceeds its pledge for the basics, what then? In one church, a
committee selected particular items to purchase once the basic
amount had been received. On a regular basis, thank-you notes came
to the congregation from all over the world. We felt connected.

Likewise, the members of the support staff need to feel con-
nected. “Often employees do not see how their efforts help the orga-
nization succeed. Similarly, employees cannot see how the business’s
success relates to them.”8 My suggestion is that teachers submit re-
quests for instructional materials, field trips, children’s author visits,
and so on to a committee of support staff members. These employ-
ees are able to spend their savings on instructional support. If these
employees figure out a way to save money on any operation and if
they are allowed to spend their savings on student learning, they will
clearly see how their efforts relate to learning.
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PROCESS (FORMATIVE)
DATA

In order for the school board to be successful, the superintendent
must be successful. In order for the school superintendent to be

successful, the instructional staff, including all teachers and princi-
pals, must always know if learning is occurring at an appropriate rate
for students to meet end-of-year standards.

Process data, or the word most commonly used by educators—
formative data—is merely data collected all throughout the year to
determine if students are going to meet the end-of-the-year stan-
dards. If this were a business book, the language would be “quality
assurance attempts to head off problems at the pass by tweaking a
production process until it can produce a quality product.”1

Process Data Question 1

Process data question 1: Is every student informed on the first day of
every course about precisely what they will learn in the course?
Nothing takes the place of up-front informing students precisely
what they are going to learn. “School leaders can add value to stan-
dards by taking the state documents and recreating them with
greater precision, focus and prioritization.”2 In Maconaquah School
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Corporation (Indiana), teacher Dan McCaulley led the effort to pro-
vide students both state standards and then precise concepts to
learn. Under each standard appropriate for a grade level, numbered
key concepts were inserted. The state standards were outlined, and
not numbered, to separate them from what students are expected to
know. What students are to learn is divided into what students will
know and what they will be able to do at the end of the course. I am
not suggesting a syllabus, but a detailed description of learning out-
comes. Video and still images may be necessary to convey the ex-
pectations. Actual students can be very helpful also. For example, a
first-grade teacher can invite a boy and a girl from second grade to
read to the new first graders. These two are average readers who
could read very little the first week of first grade a year ago. Now,
they are reading approximately sixty words a minute with first-grade
text. The incoming first graders can hear what they will sound like
in nine months.

Why is this first step so important? Educators want students to fo-
cus on learning and not gamesmanship. In a Missouri seminar, I
asked teachers to indicate if they were very able to psych out their
professors in college. They knew exactly what would be forthcoming
on exams and memorized only that content. I inquired of one
teacher precisely her method; how could she accomplish such a feat?
The reply was that she was in a study group. By design, 50 percent
of the study time was spent sharing collective insights regarding the
uniqueness of the professor. His or her interests, special expertise,
and clues to what was really important were all catalogued. The
other 50 percent of the time was spent cramming. What a great plan
for gaining good grades and what a poor plan for actual learning!

Providing students with only a textbook is inadequate for at
least two reasons: (1) most textbooks, by design, are focused upon
what students are to know without balancing what they are to be
able to do and (2) students are unable to discern between what is
nice to know and what is essential to know. Schmoker italicizes
this point: “carefully select and teach only the most essential stan-

dards.”3 It is crucial that teams of educators use textbooks, stan-
dards, and experience to prepare these precise learning expecta-
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tions. It is perfectly fine to teach trivia; it is fun and interesting.
However, students are not evaluated on trivia. Their grades are
based upon learning the essential content provided them on the
first day of class.

When preparing these learning expectations, placing content
within strands is very helpful. All of these classifications assist stu-
dents in filing away the content in their long-term memory.

Some parents and students will need assistance with feelings of
being overwhelmed when first provided learning expectations for a
whole year. Some will panic and think they must learn all of this con-
tent in a week. These parents and students cannot be blamed, as they
are used to learning a chapter at a time. It is extremely rare to find
a parent who cannot understand the power of laying out the year’s
learning expectations the first week of school, but I would never say
such a parent cannot be found. The preponderance of parents ap-
preciate this approach so they can assist their children on convenient
schedules.

Process Data Question 2

Process data question 2: Do teachers and principals receive weekly
feedback on learning progress toward end-of-the-year expectations
in all classes? Are the three basic classroom graphs (class/student
run chart, histogram, and scatter diagram) in place in over 90 per-
cent of the classrooms?

Teachers are leaders of classrooms, and principals are leaders of
schools. Unless the leaders have weekly feedback on students’
progress toward end-of-the-year learning expectations, they cannot
lead. Teachers and principals can fulfill many of their management
responsibilities without this feedback, but they cannot lead. End-of-
the-year is emphasized here because education is used to having
only data on chapter tests. Think about it: Students are accountable
for their short-term memory (chapter tests), and educators are ac-
countable for students’ long-term memory (standardized tests). “No
number of successes in short-term problems will ensure long-term
success.”4 Without this basic feedback, teachers and principals rely
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upon anecdotal evidence which is a “form of guessing.”5 Walter She-
whart wrote in the 1930s, “the only reason to carry out a test is to im-
prove a process, to improve the quality and quantity of the next run
or the next year’s crop.”6 The next “run” for education is the next
unit of instruction and the next “year’s crop” is next year’s students.

The statement above is based upon Marcus Buckingham’s dis-
tinction between leadership and management.7 Management is
meeting the unique needs of individuals, and leadership is meeting
the needs all have in common. Since all students need to meet the
course learning expectations, teacher-leaders and principal-leaders
need to know their progress at any moment in time. Weekly process
(formative) data is the foundation of this leadership. Schmoker
states, “We don’t commonly see teaching, followed by assessment,
then adjustment to practice on the basis of assessment results.”8

“Statistics allow you to determine which processes or parts of
processes are causing your company the most problems.”9 The pur-
pose of using process (formative) data is to solve issues before the
final results are posted.

I have asked the interview question, “Why do you want to be a
teacher?” to hundreds of teacher applicants. Never have I received
the answer, “I want to help students with their short-term memory.”
Teachers desire to impact the student now and far into the future.
Thirty-six unrelated chapter tests are not the vehicle for the desired
long-term positive influence upon the lives of students. Teachers
must assess on a weekly basis end-of-the-year expectations. Students,
teachers, and principals must know if adequate progress is being
made. Educators need to “look in the mirror at what we are doing
right now, always with the expectation of making discernible
progress in the short and long term.”10 Figure 9.1 is a blank student
run chart. Students graph their progress each week toward end-of-
the-year expectations and can tell if they are on track to meet 100
percent of the expectations by year’s end.

Figure 9.2, “Class Run Chart,” is a slight variation of figure 9.1.
This run chart for the whole classroom has a sloping line that begins
at 30 percent and ends at 89 percent. Why? Because in this class-
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room, 30 percent of the formative assessment questions are ques-
tions from prior courses/grades, and last year’s students ended the
year with 88 percent correct. Students are expected to remember the
content from prior courses and have a goal of outperforming last
year’s students. The 30 percent and the 89 percent are not arbitrary
numbers pulled out of the air.
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For example, an eighth-grade science course could have the policy
that all nongraded formative quizzes will be 70 percent eighth-grade
science, 15 percent seventh-grade science, and 15 percent sixth-
grade science. The first week of school, the expectation is that stu-
dents would answer all of the sixth- and seventh-grade questions cor-
rectly and none of the eighth-grade questions. The goal is to have
continuous improvement so the students can exceed the learning re-
sults of the prior year’s eighth graders.

I described in detail in Improving Student Learning the precise
process for the weekly quizzes, but I will summarize here.11 Of
course there is no time to administer end-of-the-year finals each and
every week. Such a plan would leave no time for teaching. So if for-
mative assessment on only the just-taught chapter is useless and
there is no time for assessing complete knowledge of end-of-the-year
content, what do educators do? They use sampling techniques.

To continue the eighth-grade science example, assume the sixth-,
seventh-, and eighth-grade teachers agreed upon 100 essential sci-
ence concepts for each grade level. The appropriate sample size for
the weekly quiz is ten questions per week (square root of total ques-
tions in eighth grade) and then a couple of sixth-grade questions and
a couple of seventh-grade questions for a total of fourteen. The con-
tent to be quizzed is selected randomly from the total list of con-
cepts. It is the randomness that makes the data accurate, as students
cannot psych out random selection. The total correct (or percentage
correct) are graphed by student, by classroom, by grade level/
department, and by school. Students complete all student graphs
and as often as possible complete the graphing for the classroom,
grade level, and school. In Lexington, Nebraska, Julie Otero, the dis-
trict’s curriculum director, even posts weekly the total for all eight
schools on a district run chart.

“Psychologists tell us that we share certain fundamental needs—the
need to feel successful in our work, the need to feel a sense of belong-
ing, and the need to live a life of significance by making a difference.”12

The classroom and school run charts communicate, without words, the
contribution of everyone. Students know their results and know how
they contributed to the total growth of the classroom and even the
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whole school. Senge writes, “You cannot have a learning community
without a shared vision. Without a pull toward some goal which people
truly want to achieve, the forces in support of the status quo can be
overwhelming.”13 These simple lists of learning outcomes and the three
simple charts go a long way toward changing the classroom into a learn-
ing community with a shared vision. “American management must still
learn that in order to compete, they must learn to cooperate.”14 Stu-
dents experiencing this simple use of process data are learning at an
early age that in order to compete (outperform prior students) they
have to cooperate as a class, grade level, and school. Sue Winter, high-
school economics teacher (John Marshall High School, Rochester, Min-
nesota) reports that her seniors, weeks from graduation, work hard to
outperform prior semesters of students. They experience, of all places
in an economics class, that cooperation is necessary in order to be more
competitive.

In order for school districts to answer yes to question 2, the vast
majority of teachers must have this regular feedback. Not all feed-
back must be weekly, however. It is most common for feedback on
background knowledge to be weekly and feedback on performance
to be given less often. I often see feedback on reading fluency given
weekly in Title I and special education but monthly in general edu-
cation. Some districts assess math problem solving and writing bi-
weekly. Art projects are not usually assessed on a firm timetable, but
when the particular assignments are due. Of course, block schedul-
ing speeds up any timetables I have described here.

Peter Senge quotes Shell Oil’s Arie de Gues, who states that “or-
ganizational learning occurs in three ways: through teaching,
through ‘changing the rules of the game,’ and through play. Play is
the most rare and potentially the most powerful.”15 The use of
process data described above clearly needs good teaching, the rules
of the game are changed in a number of ways, and the process is
great fun for students and faculty.

I will conclude these comments on the need for regular feedback
with a Schmoker quote. “Every parent was given an expensive, 
multifold, grade-by-grade list of what children would be taught. We
(parents) were emphatically assured that our children would learn
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these standards, that the schools were organized to teach them. But
a group of us (including some educational researchers) made an in-
teresting discovery: that there wasn’t the slightest resemblance be-
tween those lists and what our children were taught.”16 My addi-
tional comments are that it is a big waste of money to expensively
print the list of standards to be learned. Why? While the parents
should have the list, the most important recipient of the list is stu-
dents. Added to each item should be a box to write the date that the
standard was first taught and a means of recording success in learn-
ing the standard. Some teachers use check marks, but the means pre-
ferred by students is to use multicolored markers to highlight every
standard that has been learned.

The second aspect of question 2 speaks to the quality of the graphs.
So far I have described the simple run (line) graph. Also needed is the
scatter diagram, as it displays a dot for each student on each assess-
ment. Education is used to average scores that hide the fact that some
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students are failing to achieve the intended outcomes.17 The same can
be said for a run chart that adds up the total or percentage correct for
a whole classroom, grade level, course, or school. The scatter diagram
is very simply a dot for each student and each assessment. Figure 9.3 is
an example of a scatter diagram. There is a dot for each student for
each weekly nongraded quiz. When I first heard of the scatter diagram
in 1992, I assumed this was a great tool for the teacher, but it was not
to be seen by students. I did not want to embarrass slower students.
However, after fifteen years of sharing the three basic tools, teachers
have convinced me I was wrong: Students love the scatter diagram.
Even the slower students love seeing their contribution to the overall
progress of the classroom.

The third basic chart is the histogram, shown in figure 9.4. In the 
beginning of the year, students and staff need to see the L-shaped 
histogram signifying that the students do not know the course content.
A bell-shaped curve the first week of school documents low standards
or students arriving better prepared than expected. Throughout the
year, students enjoy seeing the L change to a bell shape and finally into
a J. In some classrooms, teachers find students love having blank his-
tograms in their data folders so they can look at the classroom scatter
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diagram and shade in the classroom histogram. Even in high school,
they will look back at the movement from the L to the J.

The combination of aligned goals and continual measurement of
progress toward meeting end-of-year expectations is powerful.

Process Data Question 3

Process data question 3: Is there a culture of celebrating ATBs (all-
time bests) by student, classroom, grade level, department, and
school? Do the teachers and principals see the school as a contest fac-
tory or as a joyful place constantly celebrating learning? Every
reader knows the contest mentality—a limited number of As, which
classroom has the most PTA members, who can sell the most maga-
zine subscriptions, and who can win the science fair. The false belief
is that the losers are motivated to do better next time. Pressure is on
educators, who are given continual contest ideas from society. Some
influential parents want more children to be losers so their children
can be winners.

The ATB (all-time best) leadership style recognizes the basic hu-
man needs to (1) know that I am improving and (2) know that I con-
tributed to a successful team. In the previous science example, if a
student’s prior best was five of fourteen correct, he/she is naturally
enthused when the total correct is six. We do not have to teach stu-
dents to be happy when they improve.

ATBs are for the whole class also. The science classroom outper-
forms its prior ATB of 103 by seven more questions correct. The girls’
soccer team lifts 2,125 pounds, twenty-three more pounds more than
the previous ATB. The students only waste seventy-three minutes, as
a whole school, due to tardiness; this is down from the previous ATB
of eighty-three minutes. The school of 500 students reads 7,386
words in a minute, up from last month’s ATB of 6,478 words per
minute.

The list can go on and on, but process data question 3 is only
asking, “Is there a culture of celebrating ATBs in the school and
school system?” Are students, administrators, and district office
staff always congratulating students in their continuous improve-
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ment? ATBs are not bribes: “If you have an ATB in writing you can
watch a video.” They are genuine thank-yous mixed with fun and
humor. Examples of ways teachers celebrate ATBs always match
their personality: a ding on the teacher bell (Iowa high-school sci-
ence), barking like a seal (Nebraska high-school math), calling in
the principal (South Carolina elementary), a dance (North Car-
olina elementary), a cheer (Minnesota elementary), a starburst on
the class graph (California high-school history), and even the
teacher standing on the teacher desk, as if in a parade, and throw-
ing Tootsie Rolls (Minnesota middle school). “The case for gener-
ating a steady stream of short-term team ‘wins’ is not new and is
pure common sense. If anything, it is mystifying that schools have
yet to institute structures that allow people to see that their hard
work is paying off—this week or this month—not next year or five
years from now.”18

Much has been eloquently written and spoken regarding profes-
sional learning communities. The power of teachers and administra-
tors looking at student results from common assessments and com-
mon assignments can not be overstated. We must not, however,
overlook the power of the learning community being the teacher
with his/her students. When students see the run chart showing
weekly progress, the scatter diagram with a dot for each student each
week, and the histogram moving from the L shape through the bell
to the J, they are an excited team. Students also have ideas regarding
what can improve learning.

“All of the qualities that have been traditionally and erroneously
applied to competition actually apply better to cooperation. Coop-
eration builds character, is basic to human nature, and makes
learning more enjoyable and productive.”19 The basic graphs and
ensuing celebrations of ATBs are evidence of classroom coopera-
tion at its best.

Process Data Question 4

Process data question 4: Are students and staff actively involved in
establishing hypotheses they can test out for the improvement of
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learning? Once the curriculum chapter questions and first three
process data questions can be answered in the affirmative, school
systems are ready to create a culture of continually testing hypothe-
ses to see what brings about improvement in their respective class-
rooms, schools, and districts/divisions. Is there a culture of experi-
mentation? Every time I have seen a classroom run chart, three
patterns emerge: incline, valley, and plateau. When inclines occur,
we celebrate the ATBs. When valleys occur, we merely discuss what
happened. Valleys are caused by poor attendance, distracting events,
or bad luck. Bad luck occurs when the random selection of concepts
creates more difficult items. The first example of this type of forma-
tive data took place in 1992 with students charting growth in geog-
raphy.20 They were expected to know the location of fifty U.S. states
and fifty other locations (mountains, rivers, cities, and lakes). One
week, by pure random selection, no states were chosen. The graph
took a big dip because the nonstates were more difficult for the stu-
dents to learn.

Plateaus, or flat lines, as they are sometimes called, always hap-
pen. What now? The process is to involve the team in establishing
hypotheses. What can we do to start our learning on another incline?
The team can be the students and their teacher, a team of grade level
or department teachers, the principal and teachers, or a district/
division administrator plus school administrators and teacher-
leaders. A yes for question 4 means the educators, when faced with
a plateau, do not blame others and do not rush out to purchase yet
another program. The teachers do not blame the students, the ad-
ministrators do not blame the teachers, and the school board does
not blame the staff. All say, “We have good people” who need an-
other strategy to bring about improvement. With process data stu-
dents, teachers, and principals can know in a few weeks if their im-
provement strategy shows promise. The point is that the flat line is
not met with yet another mandate but is met with a team meeting to
determine the next hypothesis.
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In order for the school board to be successful, the superintendent
must be successful. In order for the school superintendent to be

successful, the board, all employees, and any interested community
members must be able to easily look at trend data to determine
where the school district’s students have improved.

I always wanted to answer press questions regarding an increase
in achievement by telling the reporter, “I have no clue why our test
scores went up; there is a 50 percent chance we were lucky.” I never
did because I’d have on my hands a lot of very mad, hard-working,
talented teachers. However, because the reporter only had data for
this year and for last year, it is a true statement. This year’s third
graders are different people from last year’s third graders. Therefore,
a decrease or increase could be caused by program improvement or
by the fact that different students were tested.

Results Data Question 1

So results question 1 is, “Are all data reported as a pattern or trend
over a minimum of five years?” When teachers state that one cannot
compare third graders to third graders, they are right. However, one
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can compare third grade to third grade to third grade to third grade
to third grade. A trend begins to develop in three years, but systems
must be able to report data over a five-year period of time in order
to eliminate luck from the data. It is highly unlikely that a school sys-
tem with continual improvement over a period of five years was
lucky for five years, meaning that for five years in a row students ar-
rived more prepared.

Those who wish to punish educators with data do not need five
years of data; they only need one year’s data to rank and embarrass
people. “Ranking is a farce. Apparent performance is actually attrib-
utable mostly to the system that the individual works in, not to the
individual himself . . . Ranking comes from failure to understand
variation from common causes . . . The ranking of people indicates
abdication of management.”1

Those who wish to communicate true improvement must dis-
play trend data. I recognize that many of the results in school dis-
tricts are from state-administered exams. Usually, state boards of
education change the testing process before a five-year trend can
be established. When I have spoken to members of state legisla-
tures and state boards, I have always recommended that the ex-
ams and processes stay firm for ten years. There will always be
ways to tweak the dates, exams, suppliers, and so on, but school
systems desperately need the trend data that comes from consis-
tent leadership.

That said, there are many sets of data in school systems that are
not dependent upon any state agency. Schools all over the United
States are measuring reading fluency in the primary grades. What
percent of students have met the district’s fluency rate standards for
the past five years? Is this percent by school or for the school district
as a whole? Schools have discipline records. What is the average
number of referrals to the office for discipline for each of the past
five years? Or better yet, what percent of students met the district’s
standard for acceptable behavior? (This could be zero or one disci-
pline referral for the year.) What percent of the students in Ad-
vanced Placement courses score a three or higher on the Advanced
Placement exams? What is the trend over the past five years?
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School district leaders meeting with their state representatives
in the legislature and state school board will have a much stronger
case for requesting constant data when they can show five-year
trend data for everything under their control. Just like it is hard to
lobby against incentive pay for teachers when school systems hand
out approximately 10,000 incentives (5 per day times 180 days
times 13 years) to children, it hard to argue for trend data from
the state when no trend data is collected for locally controlled
data.

With data we must distinguish between growth and development.
Ackoff writes, “Growth is an increase in size or number. Develop-
ment is an increase in capability, competence.”2 This chapter is all
about development and not growth. In fact, I hope readers have the
personnel office of their school district remove all references to rank
in their state according to enrollment. “Come work for us; we are the
third-largest district in (state)” is meaningless. It implies
we are smarter because of our enrollment and if you come to work
for us you will naturally become smarter also.

Results Data Question 2

When school systems can say yes to question 1 and prove they have
five-year trend data for every set of data they regularly keep, they
are ready for question 2. Results data question 2 is, “Are the five ba-
sic graphs (run, radar, correlation, control chart, and Pareto) used to
analyze and communicate all end-of-the-year results data?” I will de-
scribe these graphs one at a time. Together they give a complete pic-
ture of analysis for any school system. None of the charts collect av-
erages, but all collect percent proficient. “Avoid using the average, or
arithmetic mean, in understanding test scores.”3

The acronym PGA can help us remember the sequence with the
use of data: perception, graphs, and analysis. Raw numbers and expe-
rience can provide a perception, but leaders have a responsibility to
dig further with graphs. Giuliani writes, “I love to visualize charts, so
much so that my staff would jokingly call me ‘Chart Boy’ when they
thought I wasn’t listening.”4 The last step is analysis. For professors
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reading the documents, my recommendation is that the heart of the
statistics class for the master’s degree should be the graphs, and the
heart of the statistics class for the doctorate should be the analysis.
The course for the doctorate is appropriate—the analysis tools neces-
sary to write a dissertation. However, the master’s degree course
should be about success on the job, and the graphs are what are
needed.

“True professionals are not ‘always positive.’ Instead, they radiate
competence, capability, and expertise by being serious and self-
assured.”5 The data is not always positive, but the five charts de-
scribed in this chapter radiate competence, capability, and expertise.

I remember being in a school district listening to the assessment
staff complain that the principals never looked at all the data they
provided, so I looked at the binders full of data provided to each
principal. I really do not see how anybody could make sense of those
pages and pages of data in column after column. One principal called
it “datarrhea” and said nobody in his district was cleaning it up. It is
the responsibility of senior leadership to ensure that school site
staffs have data that provide them insight. It is not the job of princi-
pals to take the raw data and make sense of it for their teachers.

The first chart I call the chamber of commerce graph. This cham-
ber of commerce view answers the simple question, “Did the school
district improve?” I am not inferring negatives about the chamber of
commerce. The members have businesses to operate and generally
do not have time to look at the school district’s data. They do want,
however, a simple answer to the question, “Did the schools improve
last year?” It is one dot per year for all district assessments. Such a
simple graph makes little sense to educators as it combines all end-
of-the-year assessments into one number. Yes, all reading, all math,
all science, all history/social science, and any other end-of-course as-
sessments into one number. The question is, “On what percent of
end-of-course assessments did students score proficient or ad-
vanced?” It is very encouraging to share with the public and school
board a trend line of continuous improvement. Note that I am not
suggesting that leaders pull numbers out of the air for the next year’s
goal, but that they remain firm in their commitment to continuously
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improve over prior years. “No matter what you’re tracking, compar-
ing results to previous indicators, then demanding improvement, is
the best way to achieve anything.”6 Figure 10.1 is from Rochester, In-
diana, and was created prior to the retirement of Superintendent
Bob Poffenbarger, who served as the district superintendent for
twenty years.

It is also important for principals to have the exact same chamber
of commerce chart for their schools. Staffs need to see, as a team,
that their efforts are paying dividends. When staffs see data only a
subject at a time, they do not all feel like the school is a team work-
ing together for improvement. We know that counselors, special ed-
ucation staff, and all other teachers contribute knowledge that might
be assessed in any core subject. The chamber of commerce chart
gives the team picture.

The second chart for results (summative) data is the radar chart,
sometimes called the spider chart or web chart. It provides the de-
tails that are not visible with the one-line chart. “Ultimately the
leader does not need to know who beat whom, but only the percent-
age of students who meet or exceed standards.”7 The radar chart is
perfect for displaying this information for multiple years and multi-
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ple assessments on one sheet of paper. Every end-of-course assess-
ment has a vector on the radar chart. Multiple years can be shown on
the radar chart with up to fifty or more different assessments. When
large numbers of vectors are present, it is wise to print on 11 � 17 pa-
per. When school boards have been through the annual PowerPoint
presentation with an overload of different slides, each showing results
from one exam, they are thrilled with the opportunity to see all results
from the past five years on one sheet of paper.

Figure 10.2 is an Excel-created radar chart from Cecil County,
Maryland, simplified by Michael Schmook. Only the line from the
most recent year is left, a double asterisk is typed adjacent to all ex-
ams with an all-time best, and the state goal (AMO) is included. Thus
one can see growth over time, annual results, and accountability
measures. When people first see the radar chart, their eyes cross.
They do not think anyone would be serious about such a graph, but
in just a minute or two of careful analysis people understand it and
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see so much more about their system than could ever been gleaned
from fifty different PowerPoint slides.

School systems need not limit their radar chart to exam results
but can use it for annual results in discipline, attendance, participa-
tion in extracurricular activities, graduation rates, community ser-
vice, and so on. All that is necessary is to have percentage data for
every aspect that is measured. What percent of the students met our
criteria for successful behavior? For successful attendance? Partici-
pated in at least one extracurricular activity? Completed their com-
munity service projects? Graduated? Deming wrote, “People are ask-
ing for better schools, with no clear idea how to improve education,
nor even how to define improvement of education.”8 The radar chart
is a start in defining improvement as multiple aspects over multiple
years displayed on one page. Further, evidence of improvement or
lack of improvement is easily discerned.

“Repeat business is probably the most basic measure of quality”9

is a quote that can be posted everywhere. Attendance and gradua-
tion rates are certainly measures of “repeat business.” In education,
we will not use the phrase repeat business, but if students and par-
ents are pleased with the quality of our school districts they will re-
peatedly come to school and will eventually graduate. Great busi-
nesses do lose customers sometimes, and great schools probably do
not graduate everyone. However, many of the vectors on the radar
chart can be studied through the lens of repeat business as the basic
measure of quality.

The radar chart is the cover of school plans. My recommendation
is that nothing should be included in a school plan that cannot be a
vector on the radar chart. The same is true for the district’s strategic
plan. This will require rewriting the plans into a format which can be
measured as percent success. If it is worth writing either in the dis-
trict’s strategic plan or in the school plan, then it is worth finding out
if improvement occurred because of the plan and subsequent action.
I concur with Schmoker’s assessment of school plans and strategic
planning: There is no evidence of improvement because of all of this
work.10 So one option is to throw them out, and the other option is
to place a radar chart on the cover of each plan and become serious
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about tracking improvement. “When you measure quality statistically,
you look for variation in a measurement between what the customer
asks for and what you produce.”11 The radar chart shows at the outer
edge what the customer asks for (all students successful) and what the
school produced (the percentage of successful students).

“Every company has goals it wants to achieve, usually tied directly
to revenue. Company goals are the result of a chain of activities or
processes. However, each chain has a weak link that limits how much
it can produce.”12 In education terms, every school district wants to
create more and more graduates who meet high standards. However,
every school district has at least one weak link that limits the num-
ber of graduates. The radar chart can give insight into the study of
weak links. If the selected vectors are powerful enough, the weak
links will become immediately visible.

When educators analyze both the one-line graph and the radar
chart, they have a fairly good picture of district development. The
three questions that might be answered are (1) Does the one-line,
Chamber of Commerce, graph show improvement? (2) Where is the
improvement? and maybe most important, (3) What interaction do
we observe between the various aspects of the school district?

The first two charts are enumerative; the last three are analytical.
The third chart for results data is the correlation chart, created to

compare process (formative) data with results (summative) data.
Three columns in Excel are utilized. The first column is the students’
names, the second column is a score from an instructional program
in use in the school, and the third column is a score from an end-of-
year assessment (often the state test). Excel has a command for a
scatter diagram and has a function for the Pearson correlation coef-
ficient. Most will say the correlation chart with a dot for each student
is much more meaningful than the coefficient, but both together
provide the most insight. School leaders need to know if their in-
structional dollars are bringing about improvement. I suggest using
the process data from a district program just prior to the state as-
sessment. In The Balanced Scorecard, the authors call this double-
loop learning. “Double-loop learning occurs when managers ques-
tion the underlying assumptions and reflect on whether the theory
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under which they were operating remains consistent with current
evidence, observations, and experience. Of course, managers need
feedback about whether the planned strategy remains a viable and
successful strategy—the double-loop learning process. Managers
need information so that they can question whether the fundamen-
tal assumptions made when they launched the strategy are valid.”13

Figure 10.3 is a correlation chart comparing results from a dis-
trict’s state exam and the process data garnered from the weekly
math quizzes as described in chapter 9. The chart shows a strong cor-
relation (.72) between the process data and the results data. With
this type of chart, district officials and teachers can be fairly certain
that students who perform well on their process data are most likely
going to score well on the state assessment.

The Pareto is the fourth chart; it is for item analysis. Tally marks
work fine for item analysis, but the most powerful chart is the Pareto
chart. In the Pareto chart from Cottonwood, Arizona, schools (figure
10.4), the students in the school made a total of 5,020 errors as noted
in the upper left-hand corner. The errors were made in eight strands
of reading with the most errors in elements of literature and the least
number of errors in phonics. The curved line is cumulative errors; it
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tells the reader where the greatest amount of effort should be placed
to gain the most improvement in future years. For example, in figure
10.4, 54 percent of the errors came from three of the strands.

From looking at the Pareto chart, one cannot tell if there are more
errors in elements of literature because there were more questions
or because the students had a harder time learning this content. It
doesn’t matter. The goal is to reduce errors, and the Pareto chart dis-
plays errors. By the way, this is the most used graph at Toyota.14

The last chart is the control chart. Every time educators see
ranked data, they should do their best to replace it with a control
chart. Control charts were designed in the 1930s by Walter Shewhart
to separate special-cause variation from common-cause variation.

The reason people invented statistics is because there is variation.
If there were no variation, there would be no need for statistics.
Some variation is common, and some is special. In fact, most varia-
tion among schools, school districts, states, and students is common.
Students in fifth grade will typically read like an average fourth-,
fifth-, or sixth-grader. This is common variation. Special variation is
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when a student in fifth grade reads like an average first grader or av-
erage eleventh grader.

Leaders need control charts to keep them from making poor deci-
sions based upon ranked data. When data are ranked, people natu-
rally assume first place and last place are special. Not necessarily so.
A fifth-grade classroom’s reading results could be ranked, providing
the best and worst reader. However, if all are reading at the fourth-,
fifth-, and sixth-grade levels, nobody is statistically special. All are
special as human beings, but their reading ability is not special.

The control chart separates special from common variation. If a
dot is placed on the control chart for each school in a larger district,
staff can see which variation is special and which is common. They
are treated differently. Special schools above the system should be
studied to determine the reason for their success, and special schools
below the system should be studied to provide extra assistance. “If
one attribute stays between the upper and lower control limits on a
consistent basis, the process is said to be in control. If the attribute
goes above the upper control limit or below the lower control limit,
the process is said to be out of control.”15 All the schools between the
two lines (figure 10.5) are in the common range. Their differences
are minor; these schools are within the system. If leaders are not
happy with the results from these schools, pressure on them is inap-
propriate. These schools are within the system and are performing
within the confines of the system. All of them need to be assisted col-
lectively; everyone has equal responsibility. Two schools, however,
are special statistically—one above the system and one below the sys-
tem. If the difference can be explained by neighborhood wealth,
there is nothing to learn. However, often this is not the case and one
school has insight to offer and one will need that insight.

Deming describes the two types of mistakes organizations can
make. Both are costly. “Mistake 1: To react to an outcome as if it
came from a special cause, when actually it came from common
causes of variation. Mistake 2: To treat an outcome as if it came from
common causes of variation, when actually it came from special
causes.”16 The control chart can assist school district leaders as they
attempt to avoid the two types of errors.
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Results Data Question 3

When school systems can answer yes to question 2, they are ready
for question 3, “If yes, is there a culture of celebrating ATB’s (all-time
bests) by student, classroom, grade level, department, and school?

The American culture has a terrible habit of pulling numbers out
of the air and making them goals for somebody else. Somebody
somewhere says Christmas retail sales should increase by 5 percent.
In January when the results are calculated, Christmas sales were 3.8
percent higher than ever before. However, the press is negative. The
artificial goal was not met. Bad. Deming writes, “Anybody can
achieve almost any goal by redefinition to terms, distortion and fak-
ing and running up costs.”17 At the time of this writing, significant
debate is occurring regarding No Child Left Behind legislation. Read
the newspapers—all three efforts are taking place simultaneously. I
am not sure, but I believe if Congress had written NCLB to require
constant improvement, the vast majority of educators would have
embraced the challenge. When will the United States ever learn the
harm caused by these artificial goals? Instead of people pulling num-

C H A P T E R  1 0

1 3 2

Figure 10.5. Grade 3 Control Chart for Seventeen Schools



R E S U L T S  ( S U M M A T I V E )  D A T A

bers out of the air, we need to celebrate improvement, no matter how
small. “Tremendous power exists in the fact of continued improve-
ment and the delivery of results.”18

One reason for the urgent need for these celebrations is that in our
society “ninety-five per cent of changes made by management today
make no improvement.”19 Teachers clearly know this, and students
soon learn this. When a change does result in improvement, celebra-
tions are needed. (It would be easy for readers to assume Deming was
speaking of school administrators. No, he was speaking of all managers:
industry, government, and education. When somebody says education
should be more businesslike, one response is, “Education already is
there; 95 percent of the changes do not result in improvement.”)

A competition to determine the best school, the best teacher, the
best student, or the best grade level will not create a superb school
district. “With a competition, the second-place person—who may
have missed by only a hair—is a loser. Competitions are typically all
or none, which means many superb performers become losers. A
team that is second or third (out of, say, eight) on every single crite-
rion wins nothing, even though in a sense they may be the best over-
all performers of the year. Why not give each team an award for its
most important accomplishment, or for its biggest improvement?”20

Results Data Question 4

If yes can be answered to the first three questions, then the district
and its schools are ready for question 4, “Is there a record of in-
creased achievement with a balanced curriculum?” This means that
all subjects are taught at all grade levels. First graders have science,
social studies, music, art, physical education, mathematics, writing,
and reading. This is true for all grade levels. In other words, are the
scales being tipped in favor of reading? “Did you win because you
were smart or because you tipped the scales in your favor?” asks an
article by Chip Heath and Dan Heath.21 Some instructional programs
generate impressive test results, but in the process they cannibalize
the whole curriculum by offering students only reading and a little
mathematics.
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One very real problem in schools is pull-out. Out of which subject
are students removed from the regular classroom for extra help in
special education, Title I remedial, speech, or English Language
Learning assistance? One system change that can be made is to as-
sign all of these specialists to a different work day. They come to
work two hours later and work two hours longer. Parents, in the IEP
process, are given the choice of pull-out or after-school assistance. Of
course, parents selecting the after-school choice must not rely on 
district transportation services. Some teachers will balk at such a 
suggestion, and others will gladly accept the change. The personnel
department can change the schedule for the volunteers and only
hire new teachers on the revised schedule.

Clearly, many instructional programs could have the same results
by tipping the scales of time in their favor. The issue for educational
leaders is to increase achievement levels and maintain a balanced
curriculum with all subjects honored, including the arts and physical
education. In fact, it could be argued that the very best schools de-

crease the amount of time allotted to reading each year and increase
the time for literature, writing, and all other subjects. Why would this
be true? It is because their teachers are so effective in teaching read-
ing that kids read well and any additional time spent on reading sub-
tracts from learning. I am not arguing here that schools should grad-
ually decrease time for reading, but I am clearly stating that a
top-notch school has impressive results in reading, writing, mathe-
matics, and teaches all subjects in all grade levels. Tipping the scales
today is taking action that produces even more mistakes tomorrow.22
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In order for the school board to be successful, the superintendent
must be successful. In order for the school superintendent to be

successful, the curriculum must be organized with the clear aim of
removing permission to forget.

This chapter is not about what students should know and be able
to do at the end of thirteen years of education. Many different sub-
ject and grade-level committees are necessary to describe the partic-
ulars of each content area, grade by grade and course by course.
Within the allotted number of pages for this book, it cannot be writ-
ten; the requirements are too vast.

This chapter is not about instruction, which is left for the next
chapter. Further, there are countless other books that have the aim
of improving teaching ability, instructional strategies, and classroom
procedures.

This chapter is about the structure of the curriculum. How do
school districts organize the curriculum so that all, or almost all, of
the students meet the standards? Historically, school districts have
relied upon textbook publishers to accomplish this. I do not know if
publishers are up to the task or not. What I do observe, however, is
that the textbook adoptions for school districts come from multiple
publishers. The history/social science textbooks, for example, are
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purchased from multiple publishers over the thirteen-year K–12 ex-
perience. So if history/social science is unified and cohesive, it will
be because the local educators made it unified and cohesive.

Curriculum Question 1

Are over 90 percent of the essential concepts students are to know and
be able to do aligned within the school system from kindergarten
through twelfth grade? Alignment, in order to have the power embed-
ded in systems thinking, must be aligned within the school district from
grade to grade and course to course. State standards are certainly a
guide, but internal alignment is the key. People must know “how their
work fits into the entire production system. With this knowledge work-
ers can see how what they do affects others further down the produc-
tion process.”1 Taking out the business language, educators must know
what is taught in higher grades and what has been taught in prior
grades. For example, the high-school geometry teachers must know
what geometry is taught in each grade prior to high-school geometry. If
the teachers do not have this knowledge on paper that can be distrib-
uted to students, much time is wasted in needless reteaching of prior
content. Further, the students are able to pretend they were never
taught any geometry in prior grade levels.

When a school district is fully aligned, then the following, at a
minimum, will be in place:

A. Reading passages from each grade level, sample comprehension
questions, and fluency rate expectations are agreed upon for
each grade level.

B. Writing rubrics are in place for every grade level with agreed-
upon samples at each level of the rubric. It must be obvious that
the rubrics for each grade level are linked. Either the district has
a 1–15 (or so) rubric describing kindergarten through twelfth-
grade writing as one continuum or there is a set of cascading
rubrics. For example, the 1–4 rubric for ninth grade is uploaded
to tenth grade by dropping the lowest descriptor (level 1) and re-
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placing it with a new descriptor at the highest level. The 1–4
rubric at tenth grade is really a ninth-grade 2–5 rubric renamed
1–4 for tenth grade. See table 11.1 for an elementary example.

1 3 9

Table 11.1. Sample Rubric

Kindergarten Level 1 2 3 4 writing
First Grade Level 2 3 4 5 writing
Second Grade Level 3 4 5 6 writing
Third Grade Level 4 5 6 7 writing

These levels can be re-numbered 1–4 for every grade level with the understanding that a scale of
1–4 in first grade is not the same as a 1–4 scale in any other grade level.

C. All editing (often labeled “daily oral language”) expectations are
established for each grade level. What errors are students ex-
pected to locate and correct at each grade level, 1 to 12?

D. All spelling words from kindergarten through eighth grade (or
higher) are established.

E. All mathematics concepts, skills, and vocabulary are listed for
grades K–8 and then for each high-school course. Sample prob-
lems to be solved are provided for each grade level and mathe-
matics course.

F. All geography vocabulary and concepts are listed by grade level
and course. All map/globe locations to be known by graduation
are listed, beginning with the globe in kindergarten.

G. Major historical events to be understood are listed by grade level
and course. The historical periods for each grade level are spelled
out. Students, for example, are not repeating the same U.S. his-
tory course three times, but the three courses (fifth, eighth, and
eleventh grade) are unique.

H. The science concepts, vocabulary, and processes to be known are
written down for each grade level. If the same concept appears in
a later grade level, it is clearly written exactly what is to be
learned in more depth the second time around.

I. All other subjects have their vocabulary, concepts, principles,
generalizations, and skills written down in progressive order.



All of this effort will cause some short-term pain and cost, but it
will be worth it in the long run. The disjointed grade levels must be
joined together to create a smooth flow from grade to grade and
from elementary to middle to high school. Senge writes, “The fun-
damental characteristic of the relatively unaligned team is wasted
energy. Individuals may work extraordinarily hard, but their efforts
do not efficiently translate to team effort. By contrast, when a team
becomes more aligned, a commonality of direction emerges, and
individuals’ energies harmonize.There is less wasted energy. In
fact, a resonance or synergy develops, like the coherent light of a
laser rather than the incoherent and scatter light of a light bulb.”2

Education clearly has many, many people who work extraordinar-
ily hard with wasted efforts. Sad. He further writes, “Individuals do
not sacrifice their personal interests to the larger team vision;
rather, the shared vision becomes an extension of their personal vi-
sions. In fact, alignment is the necessary condition before empower-
ing the individual will empower the whole team. Empowering the
individual when there is relatively low level of alignment worsens
the chaos.”3

Curriculum Question 2

Question 2: Are the students and parents provided the aligned cur-
riculum documents? Are parents and students provided the learning
objectives for the current grade level or course, at least one future
course, and at least two prior grade levels or courses?

This is not accomplished by providing a copy of state standards.
By the very nature of state standards, they are general. For example,
a reasonable state standard for intermediate grades is “To know ma-
jor geographical locations in the western hemisphere.” The district
documents provided to parents and students provide the exact loca-
tions to be known at the end of each year.

A school district meeting this communication requirement pro-
vides kindergarten or first-grade parents example stories from every
grade level from kindergarten through at least fifth grade. The par-
ents have example comprehension questions for each story (ideally
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the questions are 50 percent about the story just read and 50 percent
asking students to compare and contrast this story with prior read-
ings). Further, parents and students are provided the words per
minute students would be expected to read for each grade level’s
passage.

Curriculum Question 3

Curriculum question 3: Are students given a common end-of-
grade level/course exam? Are all parents notified of their stu-
dent’s performance on this assessment? This need not always be a
written exam, but it must be commonly administered throughout
the district. For example, it matters not if Algebra I is taken at the
middle school, the ninth-grade center, the comprehensive high
school, or the continuation high school. All students are adminis-
tered the same final.

Regarding these assessments, it is perfectly appropriate to give stu-
dents choices. The exam can instruct students to select two essay ques-
tions, each counting for 50 percent of the grade, or to select one essay
and a set of problems/open-ended questions, and so on. The common
assessment agreement can contain student choices in demonstrating
knowledge.4

Thompson writes, “I do not teach anything—especially a book—as
a self-contained unit. I am convinced that as soon as students per-
ceive a unit to have concluded, they discard its intellectual contents.
In fact students will ask you: Do we have to know this for the test?
What they are asking for is permission to forget. If you tell them the
first novel will not be included on the second novel’s test, you’re
telling them it’s over. When it’s over for the teacher, it’s over for the
kids.”5

Thompson has described the control the teachers have over
their classroom system. Teachers do not need to give permission
to forget from chapter to chapter, unit to unit, or spelling test to
spelling test. In order for a school system to answer yes to cur-
riculum question 4, permission to forget must be removed from
the school district.
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Curriculum Question 4

Curriculum question 4: “Has a structure and ratio been estab-
lished to remove ‘permission to forget’ from prior grade levels and
courses?” Does the end-of-the-year assessment include an agreed-
upon percentage of questions from prior grade levels and courses?
Often the percentage selected is 70 percent from the current
course and 30 percent from the prior courses. For example, the
eleventh-grade U.S. history final could be 70 percent eleventh-
grade history (1900 to current time), and 30 percent prior U.S. his-
tory, taught in fifth grade and eighth grade. Algebra II finals could
be 70 percent Algebra II, 10 percent Algebra I, 10 percent geome-
try, and 10 percent middle-school general math.

When a district has over 90 percent of its curriculum internally
aligned, parents and students are informed at the beginning of
each year precisely what is to be learned, the end-of-the-year as-
sessments are common throughout the district, and students do
not have permission to forget from year to year, then the district
has a curriculum structure in place that only needs to be updated
from time to time.

Further, students will be much more internally motivated with
such a structure. Think about it: Four years of students’ life in
schools is review. Boring. “Providing others with challenges that
will allow them to end up feeling both competent and au-
tonomous, will promote in them greater vitality, motivation, and
well-being.”6

Schmoker has written about this issue from a different vantage
point, which is the pressure to increase the school day and the
school year.7 Since teachers tell me that they spend, on the aver-
age, 60 days a year reviewing prior years’ content (at a cost of 
over $100 billion per year), taking away “permission to forget” can 
capture more days for learning than state legislatures could ever
afford.8
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In order for the school board to be successful, the superintendent
must be successful. In order for the school superintendent to be

successful, student learning must not depend upon which students
are assigned to which teachers.

Instruction Question 1

The first instructional question is, “Are standards the foundation for
instruction?” Teachers are provided textbooks, other books, and/or
other resource materials. They also have access to state standards for
their particular subject(s). The school district provides a scope and
sequence of learning objectives or some other form of a curriculum/
standards guide. Anybody who looks at the instructional textbooks
and the standards sees a disconnect. Why? So far, the major U.S. pub-
lishers have not figured out how to match materials to each of 
the different state standards. To exacerbate the situation further, 
the textbooks are not written K–12. Some publishers specialize in el-
ementary and others in secondary. School districts often have text-
books from three to four different publishers for one K–12 academic
discipline. To expect each teacher to study the state standards, the
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district curriculum guides, and then select the specific chapters that
met both district and state guidelines and create new materials for
the standards that are not taught in the textbook is living in a fantasy
world. It is not going to happen. Schmoker writes, “What do we see
in the vast majority of classrooms? We find startling amounts of busy
work, with no connection to important standards or a common cur-
riculum . . . In most cases, neither teachers nor students can articu-
late what they are supposed to be learning that day . . . For the ma-
jority of lessons, no evidence exists by which a teacher could gauge
or report on how well students are learning the essential standards.”1

However, districts that can answer yes to instruction question 1 have
organized themselves so that teachers have appropriate materials for
each standard, teachers know which textbook chapters are superflu-
ous, and teachers know which materials to use to meet standards not
covered by the textbook.

Further, when students are not meeting the learning expectations,
these school districts analyze which standards are the most difficult
and proceed to remedy that portion of the instructional program.
The school district that cannot answer yes to instructional question
1 is almost always program-based, not standards-based. When ques-
tioned regarding why a particular topic is taught, the response is that
it is the next chapter rather than that students at a grade level are ex-
pected to know and apply this content. Sometimes the answer is the
district purchases this expensive computer-based program and we
are required to take the students down to the computer lab thirty
minutes each day. There is nothing in the answer that implies stan-
dards are the foundation for the instruction.

If enough problems surface, these districts decide to throw out the
current program and start over with a new one. Sometimes they
make an even worse decision; they keep the old program and man-
date another add-on program. Since these districts are unable to
lengthen the school day, they subtract time from nontested academic
subjects to meet the needs of tested subjects.

When teachers meet with their principal to discuss student
learning, is the discussion about being sure to use a particular
commercial program? Or is the discussion about which standards
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seem to be the most difficult for the students? When principals
meet with their supervisors, is the discussion about a particular
program or about students meeting standards? A yes to question 1
means the total focus is upon meeting standards, not about using
a particular strategy, leased software, or textbook. It is never, 
at nine weeks, “Have the teachers ‘covered’ 25 percent of the
book?”, but “Have the students met 25 percent of the end-of-the-
year standards?”

When a district is standards-based, alternative strategies are not
only possible, but encouraged. “Rolls-Royce and Toyota are both
known for the high quality of their cars, yet the processes they use
to produce their products couldn’t be more different . . . Following
quality standards doesn’t mean that you have to do everything the
same way as everyone else; it simply means that your customers get
what they expect when they buy your product or service.”2

One way for districts to assess if they are standards-based or not
is to question teachers about their grade distribution. Guskey and
Bailey write eloquently on this topic. “When challenged on the
grades they assign or accused of grade inflation, teachers need only
point to the standards or goals used in determining the grades. So
long as those standards are sufficiently rigorous and appropriate for
that grade level of course, the assigned marks or grades can be eas-
ily defended.”3 All teachers should be able to defend poor grades or
a high percentage of As with the same examination of learning stan-
dards. Did the students learn what was expected?

Instruction Question 2

Question 2 is, “Have district staff agreed upon the ingredients of
powerful instruction? Do classroom observations document that
these practices are in place over 90 percent of the time?”

Have the district staff members agreed upon the ingredients of
powerful instruction to be included in all units? Are there struc-
tures in place for every grade level to build background knowledge
through novels, field trips, video, guest speakers, school environ-
ment, technology, and direct vocabulary instruction? What is to be
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included in a perfect unit? How is background knowledge taught?
What about Bloom’s taxonomy? Consider deeper and deeper con-
tent, moving from facts to concepts to principles to generaliza-
tions. It is not that school districts expect all units to be perfect.
Are all board meetings perfect? Of course not, and neither will be
all units. Nevertheless, having a description of perfect will greatly
assist learning and teaching. We probably cannot even afford per-
fect—take field trips, for example. On the other hand, many ele-
mentary schools are within walking distance of the local high
school and there are superb field trips for elementary students at
the high school. For example, I heard rave reviews when each
physics student explained the science that interested five-year-
olds to a kindergarten student.

In his book Classics in the Classroom, Thompson lists categories of
thinking and feeling that need to be considered in a district’s de-
scription of the ideal unit. Thompson does not arrange them in any
sort of “hierarchy of complexity or importance.”4 Readers must not
forget the title of his book, look at the list, and wonder where read-
ing, writing, and debate are. They are everywhere.

Memory: Recall
Cognition: Comprehension
Reason: Avoiding logical errors
Synthesis: Combining or connecting ideas
Divergence: Thinking of alternatives
Convergence: Choosing one idea
Evaluation: Deciding value by criteria
Ethics: Deciding moral value
Analysis: Studying components
Application: Using ideas
Intuition: Ideas from the blue
Imagination: Seeing mental images
Emotion: Feelings
Aesthetics: Artistic/sensory feelings
Disassumption: Escaping false assumptions
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Because I have spent so much of my career teaching with mathe-
matics manipulatives, I cannot go further without elaborating upon
“seeing mental images.” The purpose of mathematics manipulatives
is to create mental images. People who have not used them think the
manipulatives are a crutch necessary for the very young or the very
slow. In fact, all students need help creating mental images. “Bucky’s
[Buckminster Fuller is best known for the geodesic dome, but
patented many other inventions] love of geometry, in particular, be-
gan with his kindergarten exposure to the construction tools of dried
peas and toothpicks.”5

“Instead of overwhelming folks with reams of minutiae and too-
rigid instructions, [the policy book of Starbucks] gives guiding prin-
ciples of the environments [management] hopes to create and leg-
endary service they strive to provide. This is leadership at its best:
simple instruction provided in an appealing way, with a spirit that of-
fers hope.”6 If Starbucks can figure out how to provide their employ-
ees guidance without demeaning them, certainly school districts can
accomplish the same.

The ingredients for a powerful unit must include time for reflec-
tion. Often, students remember the reflection activity more than the
actual instruction. When brainstorming reflection ideas, ask the
question, “How do human beings tell their stories?” The answer is
writing, song, dance, drama, and art. No matter what the subject, a
small amount of time for reflection will enhance both the students’
joy and their memory.

The commercial pictures above the alphabet in elementary class-
rooms should be removed; it is the students’ job to create the art. For
example, the teacher has concluded reading a novel to the students
and now the students are agreeing on pictures and labels for each let-
ter of the alphabet. “What is a good label for A, for B, for C, and so
on to help us remember aspects of the novel?” Each student con-
tributes a picture and label for one letter. This simple reflection con-
cept can be expanded into ABC books written by whole classes or in-
dividuals to reflect upon their learning of content standards. I’ve
seen the ABC Book of Canada, the ABC Book of Mathematics (j for 
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adjacent), the ABC Book of Ancient Egypt (x for sphinx), and even the
ABC Book of Welding with very technical writing and illustrations.

The two examples above involve both art and writing; other re-
flection activities will utilize music, drama, speech, the making of
games, and clever uses of technology. The point is that districts have
agreed upon the components of powerful instruction and have in-
cluded reflection as one component.

A combination of question 1 and question 2 can be visualized as a
matching exercise. Column one is standards, and column two lists in-
gredients of powerful instruction. During planning time, teachers
match standards to instructional strategies. They also discover which
strategies best meet the needs of their students.

It is not that school systems want every teacher employing the
same exact teaching processes, but that agreement must be reached
upon the ingredients of powerful instruction. If these ingredients are
not agreed upon, the school district is likely to become a victim of
programs of the month and a very unstable system.

Instruction Question 3

Question 3 is, “Are all teachers members of at least one group of
peers meeting regularly to study student learning, to agree upon pac-
ing guides, to study item analyses, and to review teaching strate-
gies?” “What schools most need now: to begin systematically har-
nessing the power of collective intelligence that already resides in
the school to solve problems.”7 DuFour and others write further, “Al-
though individual growth is essential for organizational growth to
take place, it does not guarantee organizational growth. Building a
school’s capacity to learn is a collective rather than an individual
task. People who engage in collaborative team learning are able to
learn from one another and thus create momentum to fuel contin-
ued improvement. It is difficult to overstate the importance of col-
laborative teams in the improvement process.”8

Along the same lines, Ackoff writes, “Once planners and managers
give up the idea of redesigning the work of others and, instead, give
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them an opportunity to design their own work and work environ-
ment, they have no difficulty in bringing about changes that lead to
significant improvements in their quality of work life.”9

Senge’s insights about learning teams are helpful. I have included
several that seemed most helpful to educators as they continue their ef-
forts in developing learning communities. He writes, “The purpose of
dialog is to go beyond any one individual’s understanding. We are not
trying to win in a dialog. We all win if we are doing it right. In dialog,
individuals gain insights that simply could not be achieved individu-
ally.”10 “Contrary to popular myth, great teams are not characterized by
an absence of conflict . . . In great teams conflict becomes productive.”11

“Defensive routines can become a surprising ally toward building a
learning team by providing a signal when learning is not occurring . . .
If you think about it, one of the most useful skills of a learning team
would be the ability to recognize when people are not reflecting on
their own assumptions, when they are not inquiring into each other’s
thinking, when they are not exposing their thinking in a way that en-
courages others to inquire into it.”12 “Learning teams practice a special
form of alchemy, the transformation of potentially divisive conflict and
defensiveness into learning.”13 “If anything, team skills are more chal-
lenging to develop than individual skills.”14

Teachers need an annual pacing plan just like the business of-
fices need a budget. Financial officers have dollars, and teachers
have time. The budget and the end-of-the-year financial state-
ments never match 100 percent, and the teachers’ pacing guides
will not match the actual teaching sequence 100 percent. Never-
theless, the pacing plan is a key component of appropriate in-
struction keeping “us focused throughout the year.”15 The school
district can greatly assist this planning process by providing teach-
ers three-column paper. The left column lists standards, the mid-
dle column the expected week number for the teaching of each
standard, and the third column is for notes on resource materials.
The goal is not for somebody else to write the pacing guide and
hand it to the teachers. It is the teachers’ job, in committees of like
teachers, to write the pacing guide.
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In my seminars I ask, “What percentage of the year do you spend
teaching content students should already know prior to coming into
your classroom?” The predominant answer is one-third of the year.
Thus, if permission to forget is not removed from the district through
its curriculum structure, then teachers will start their pacing guide
on week thirteen. All they need to write in weeks one through twelve
is review of prior years. Eleventh-grade U.S. history teachers might
write for week one “review of elementary U.S. history (up through
American Revolution)”; week 2, “review of middle-school U.S. his-
tory (constitution to 1900)”; and then begin the pacing for their high-
school standards in week three. In the third column, it is helpful to
teachers if the curriculum staff lists textbook chapters, videos, URLs,
and so on to assist with standards-based instruction.

The ideal pacing guides would not only include the standards for
the current grade level or course but also the standards for the prior
two years/courses and the next two years/courses. The instructional
responsibility is to introduce two years early and to apply at higher
levels of cognition content taught one to two years prior. For exam-
ple, in mathematics the responsibility is to, with manipulatives, in-
troduce content two years early, make sure students can function ab-
stractly with current grade-level standards, and challenge students
with provocative problem-solving using concepts taught the prior
two years. The instruction on the prior two years is not traditional re-
view, but application, synthesis, and analysis of key standards from
prior years. In history, “introduce” may be reading a historical fiction
novel set in the time period students will study next year. The rein-
forcement of prior history most often gives students a deeper un-
derstanding of prior years’ standards.

A district that can answer yes to instructional question 3 has a for-
mat for teachers to plan their individual pacing guides and an ex-
pectation that they will be used and adjusted throughout the school
year. The adjustments and notes they make will be the starting point
for next year’s pacing guide. “Some leaders make the mistake of del-
egating the responsibility but failing to delegate authority and power
to actually accomplish what’s being required. Don’t simply give or-
ders, but rather give freedom for people to carry out the instruc-
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tions.”16 Teachers in a learning community can write their own pac-
ing guides. As I write this, I can hear push back from some adminis-
trators. They are thinking that they must provide the pacing guide
for the teachers and inspect the teachers to be sure they are on tar-
get. Otherwise, some students will not be taught some content and
big holes will be present in students’ learning. This is a good time to
visit Dr. Deming’s four generations of management: (1) I just do it
myself, (2) do it the way I tell you, (3) management by objective, and
(4) agreement upon a common aim and working together to accom-
plish the aim.

Generation one is impossible; principals know they cannot teach
all of the students. Generation two is providing a pacing guide to all
teachers and monitoring their progress. While it is better than the
principal attempting to teach 500 students, it is not the best. Gener-
ation three would be each teacher selecting the standards they like
and writing their own pacing guide with their favorite standards. If
the students meet the standards the teacher selected, the teacher is
fine. Generation four is a district where there is agreement upon the
standards, upon the locations of the materials for teaching the stan-
dards, and even collaboration among teachers teaching the same
course as they write their pacing guides. The principal may be a part
of the planning team.

Item analysis by grade level or department is powerful. Teachers
who meet in teams, often labeled professional learning communities,
must spend a portion of their time analyzing student errors and
making plans to reduce the errors. For example:

1. A school has five teachers at a particular grade level and all as-
sign a paper with the same writing prompt.

2. The papers are gathered from all five classes.
3. Five papers are randomly selected for each teacher to tally 

errors.
4. The teachers each tally the errors for their five papers.
5. The total errors from the twenty-five papers are tabulated.
6. The team of five teachers uses the data to prepare for future

instruction.
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A key component of this process is that teachers are looking at pa-
pers from multiple classrooms. The random sampling provides accu-
rate data in minimum time, and the collaboration between teachers
provides accurate analysis. Reeves wrote, “A teacher should ex-
change student work with a colleague for review and collaborative
evaluation at least once every two weeks. Collaboration is the hall-
mark of effective implementation of standards.”17 Without the ran-
dom sampling of five papers from each room, the superb Reeves ad-
vice seems overwhelming. How can a teacher inspect 100 percent of
his/her own papers and then inspect somebody else’s papers? They
can, in less time than 100 percent inspection, with random sampling.
One Arizona school agreed to use this random process seven of each
nine weeks. The other two weeks, teachers would not meet because
the time would be used to grade 100 percent of the papers for the up-
coming report card.

The exact same procedure can be used for any subject in any
grade level where there are multiple staff teaching the same content.
Hopefully, the discussion is about long-term learning as described in
chapter 9 and not about short-term memory as measured by tradi-
tional spelling tests and chapter tests. I would never suggest that
teachers waste their valuable time conferring over student short-
term memory assignments.

Of course, some of the planning time together is to share suc-
cesses and failures with particular teaching strategies. The compo-
nents of powerful instruction can be an outline for this conversation.
One final note on teams: Maybe a small budget would help. “Each
team has a budget of $200 to be spent at its discretion,”18 is a portion
of team direction in the book Fish! The authors also expect teams to
report back to all employees on team progress.

Instruction Question 4

Instruction question 4 has two parts: (1) has the school district iden-
tified all of the activities that are necessary only because of some in-
structional failure and (2) is there a district-created flowchart de-
signed to reduce these failures? The steps for identifying the cost of
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failure are outlined by Webber and Wallace.19 Step one is to “identify
all activities that are necessary only because of poor quality.” In ed-
ucation they are summer school; students in special education only
because of reading problems, sixty days each fall in most classrooms
assigned to review prior years’ content, adding a year of education
for a pupil because of retention; reteaching any class because of fail-
ing grades; Title I; cost of GEDs; and a high percentage of counselors’
time and all administrative time spent on a failure of students to be-
have properly.

Step two from Webber and Wallace is “Determine where in the
production process these activities occur.” This involves asking why
at least five times to determine the root cause of the issue. In edu-
cation, we are tempted to go back to a root cause of poor legislation
or poor parenting. We cannot solve legislative and societal prob-
lems. We must stop our five whys with what we can influence as
educators.

For each failure, administrators must track the source, find the
biggest causes of this failure, and attack the issue with vengeance.
An example of high cost of failure is Fs in high school. The first task
is counting, by course, the number of failing grades. Then come the
five whys. Why, why, why, why, and why do we have this issue? Per-
sist with the determination of a three-year-old questioning why
something works as it does. Sometimes the reason for the high fail-
ure rate is teachers who strongly believe they must be accountable
for teaching both content and responsibility. The teachers are in a
situation where the report card does not have a course called re-
sponsibility, so their only choice is to include responsibility as a
component of the content grade. In order to stop the failure hem-
orrhage, teachers must either (1) stop failing students for lack of re-
sponsibility, (2) agree that students are responsible for learning
and not responsible for teaching methods (homework is a method,
not a subject), or (3) the administrators must add responsibility to
the report card as a subject. All teachers submit a responsibility
grade into the grading software. All responsibility grades are aver-
aged from various teachers for the final responsibility grade on the
report card.
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Readers must not assume that I believe homework is bad. Just like
movies, some homework is bad and some is good. Further, I am ad-
dressing daily homework and not long-term projects. Curriculum has
two aspects: what students know and what they can do. In general,
daily homework’s purpose is practice remembering the “know” as-
pect of curriculum. The long-term assignments generally are the ap-
plication of the “can do” curriculum component. Most long-term as-
signments are for the purpose of deeper understanding and
application. The evaluation is designed to determine if students
learned. Thus readers should not mix up my thoughts on daily
homework and long-term, deeper understanding assignments, which
are usually very important.

If schools agree on choice two above, which means that responsi-
bility is defined as being responsible for the learning, then some sug-
gestions I’ve learned from two teachers may be of interest to readers.
First, John MacDonald of Mayo High School in Rochester, Min-
nesota, provides this plan for daily homework. He assigns homework
but does not grade or collect it. Each time students have an assign-
ment, either in class or out of class, they know they will have a two-
to six-item graded quiz from the assignment. The questions will be
worded exactly as on the assignment. This solves several problems:
(1) students understand they are responsible for learning the con-
tent, (2) good students are not punished by having to practice some-
thing they already know, (3) no more credit is given for copied
homework, and (4) teacher preparation is given a higher priority
than student grading. I suggest that teachers stay with their same
percentage for homework they have now. Further, they tell the stu-
dents they can earn a certain number of homework points over the
grading period. This number equals the number of questions they’ll
be asked over the course of the grading period—maybe two questions
today, three the next day, and so on, but students know the total for
the grading period.

Woody Wilson of Parkersburg High School in Parkersburg, West
Virginia, has a unique structure for the performance-based assign-
ments. First, students are told what they are expected to learn from
the assignment. Then he provides three choices. Students can prove
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they met the learning standard by completing one of three assign-
ments. Further, he lists a “?,” which means if a student has another
idea how they can learn the required material, he or she can propose
it to the teacher.

Some school staff members have agreed on a form that students
may fill out when requesting permission for an interdisciplinary as-
signment. The students are requesting permission to complete one
larger project instead of two or three smaller ones. Teachers sign off
ahead of time and agree upon a due date.

All three high-school examples are provided to assist administra-
tors and teachers with one cause of failure in schools: students being
graded on homework policies and not on meeting learning stan-
dards. Douglas Reeves wrote, “Standards do endure not through leg-
islative mandates or administrative cheerleading, but because they
are the fairest way to assess student performance.”20 Homework pol-
icy is clearly not the only cause of failure but is a contributing factor.
Each root cause of failure must be researched, with alternatives
given to teachers so that the failure rate can be reduced year after
year.

Step three from Webber and Wallace asks us to “identify the per-
centage of effort that each corrective activity consumes in its part of
the production process.” For education, it is the percentage of Sum-
mer school caused by failure, the percentage of special education
that is merely a reading problem, the percentage of counselor time
spent dealing with failing students, the percentage of administrator
time spent dealing with failing students, and the percentage of
teacher time spent reteaching a previously failed course.

Step four from Webber and Wallace is a sobering task: “Sum the
cost of poor quality for each area to get the total for your organiza-
tion.” “Frontline employees must understand the financial conse-
quences of their decisions and actions; senior executives must un-
derstand the drivers of long-term financial success.”21 There are
full-time teachers in some larger high schools that their only stu-
dents are ones that have previously flunked the course they are
teaching. Think how many more music, art, and career-tech courses
we could offer if students learned the content the first time around.
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Educators must calculate the dollar cost for failure and then divide
by students to create cost per student. Could it be that $3,000 or
more per student per year is spent on dealing with failure?

What now? A school district that can answer yes to question 4 not
only has identified all activities that are necessary because of poor
quality but it has also an agreed-upon flowchart for teachers and ad-
ministrators to follow when there is a learning difficulty. “The first
step in any organization is to draw a flow diagram to show how each
component depends on others. Then everyone may understand what
his job is. If people do not see the process, they can not improve it.”22

Poor quality and failure will not go away, but the percentage of time
spent on rework and the total cost of rework can go down greatly. It
is not that educators are driven by saving costs. However, they do
want to spend the money on added value for students instead of re-
work. More arts, more field trips, more technology, more books,
more career-tech, and more time for administrators to be in the
classroom instead of punishing students is the driving force.

DuFour et al. write,

“1. What is it we want all students to learn—by grade level, by course,

and by unit of instruction?

2. How will we know when each student has acquired the intended

knowledge and skills?

3. How will we respond when students experience initial difficulty

so that we can improve upon current levels of learning?”23

In this book, I have written about questions one and two in the
curriculum and process data chapters. Their question three is the fo-
cus of the rest of this chapter.

I suggest the first question in the flowchart be, “Is this a reading
problem? If no, proceed to another page to identify the difficulty. If
yes, proceed to further reading questions.” The next question can be,
“Is this a beginning reading problem?” If no, the staff members are
directed to questions regarding comprehension. If yes, the next ques-
tion could be, “Have all three approaches to reading been at-
tempted?” The three approaches are sound, word (as in Dick and
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Jane), and sentence (using music, art, literature, and student-gener-
ated writing). If the answer is no, direct the educators to resource
materials for all three approaches. If the answer is yes, direct educa-
tors to further questions regarding memory, behavior, psychology,
and so on. By the time the flowchart is completed, all of the exper-
tise of the district and beyond will be utilized. Clearly, vision and
hearing problems have to be addressed in the flowchart.

Somewhere in the flowchart will be a series of other questions:

1. Does the student have an all-encompassing interest?
2. Are we sure this is a reading problem and not a compliance

problem?
3. Does the student have prior learning successes that can be con-

nected to solve the current problem?
4. Is it memory? Has Reuven Feuerstein’s Mediated Learning Ex-

perience (MLE) been explored?
5. Has the student been retained in prior grades and has never ac-

cepted the retention, and should the district consider returning
the student to his/her age-appropriate grade level?

6. Is the intervention school- and districtwide rather than left up
to each teacher?

7. Is the intervention timely?24

8. Is the intervention directive?25 In other words, can the student
opt out of the intervention? Is the district offering learning op-
portunities or establishing structures for all to learn?

A district that can answer yes to instructional question 4 uses this
flowchart when problems occur. Without such a plan, students who
struggle are subjected to a “de facto educational lottery program.”26

Their success depends upon the luck of classroom assignments. If
many of the structures described in this book are not in place, the
flowchart will overwhelm the district. However, once a great deal of
systemic action has occurred over a number of years, the flowchart
will have significant value in the toughest of cases. “Quality assur-
ance is more than just checking to see that the product or service
meets the customers’ expectations; you also have to look at the
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process involved in creating the product or service to see if you’re ca-
pable of producing a quality product or service each and every
time.”27
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CHARTING YOUR
PROGRESS

The dodecagon entitled “Charting Your Progress” is provided for
readers to shade in their assessment of their school district (di-

vision in Canada). Readers are encouraged to shade in their baseline
data in one color and then each year add additional colors to show
progress over time.

Charting Progress





“That an author might disagree with Shewhart’s point of view
made no difference to Shewhart, so long as a book would stim-

ulate people to think.”1 In chapter 12, I wrote about the three most
essential components for learning. These are the components lead-
ers should observe the vast majority of the time when they visit
classrooms. They are reading, writing, and activities that provoke
deep thought. First of all, because you are reading this book, reading
is taking place. I hope that you are taking notes, writing in the mar-
gins, and completing the provided dodecagon for tracking progress.
Most of all, I hope you, the reader, are pondering the thoughts in this
book.

As a former school superintendent, I learned that whatever com-
mittee I was working with was able to make better decisions in less
time if I presented a rough draft. The group then went to work tear-
ing apart the document, revising, scratching out, and eventually end-
ing up with a document the group owned. I do not pretend that all
readers will agree with the 48 questions I have written in the twelve
categories. Some may not even believe I have the categories right.
However, it is my hope that because of the process of rejecting what
I have written readers will replace the questions with ones that make
sense for their particular school district or division.
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Once the 48 questions are agreed upon in a district or division,
they are to be used not only to communicate the direction of the or-
ganization but also be used to manage strategy. In business, Kaplan
and Norton found, “Within a year after starting the scorecard effort,
each organization was using the scorecard as the cornerstone of its
management system.”2

When directors or superintendents meet with their colleagues,
the pressure is to use 100 percent of the time for issues at hand. Be-
tween the legislature, school board, employee concerns, and parent
issues, there can be no time for systemic, long-term discussion, re-
flection, and action. I recommend that the quarterly meetings be
given over 100 percent to systemic action with reports on accom-
plishments and plans. It is not too much to ask that four times a year
key leaders spend no time on the urgent.

For each of the twelve categories, one person is responsible for the
strategic action. In larger districts and divisions, this person will have
direct reports who can implement one aspect of the strategic action.
The superintendent or director should then give the person respon-
sible for the action a reporting time line. Choices are

1. in person every week
2. an e-mail every week
3. in person every month
4. an e-mail every month
5. in person every quarter

Further, I recommend that no matter which of the five are cho-
sen that an additional e-mail be required each quarter of each per-
son with direct responsibility for the strategic action. These e-
mails are posted on the district’s server prior to the quarterly
strategic action meeting so all can read everyone else’s report. The
password-accessed documents are set up so that other key leaders
can respond to their colleagues’ work. Because education has so
long been plagued by silos, this cross-departmental communi-
cation will do much to assist a district or division in achieving its
vision.

A F T E R W O R D
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One of the key advantages of the strategic action questions and
dodecagon recording sheet is communication with the board of edu-
cation. The boards need assistance in visualizing all that needs to be
addressed in a school system, and the key administrators need help
communicating all that is to be accomplished. Also, many times
school board members have a longer tenure than several superin-
tendents. The recording of progress on the dodecagon communi-
cates progress to a new superintendent and assists the board in keep-
ing a consistent focus in spite of changed leadership.

Another key advantage of the strategic action questions and do-
decagon recording sheet is discouraging suboptimization. When orga-
nizations suboptimize, some departments win at the expense of the
whole system. This would occur when the personnel office is so deter-
mined to staff every school with superb teachers that it hires only
proven, experienced teachers. Personnel wins; finance loses. (My di-
rection to principals and the personnel office was to only hire veteran,
proven teachers who were near the top of the salary schedule, when
the new hire could solve a big problem for us.) On the other hand, if
the finance office says only hire first-year teachers, finance wins and in-
struction loses. The system is suboptimized in the other direction.

Principals often have difficulty keeping up with the thoughts of
those in the central office. Their focus, as it should be, is on their
school. When the leaders speak of their vision for instruction for sev-
eral months and then seem to switch to a focus upon personnel prac-
tices, it looks like a pendulum with an ever-changing focus. However,
with the twelve aspects of the dodecagon before all leaders on a con-
sistent basis, all can see the vision of the school system and more eas-
ily change conversation from one of the twelve to another strand.

Educators can learn from business executives and their experi-
ence with the balanced scorecard. The barriers they list are

“1. Visions and strategies are not actionable
2. Strategies that are not linked to departmental, team, and indi-

vidual goals
3. Strategies that are not linked to long- and short-term resource

allocation
4. Feedback that is tactical, not strategic”3
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When I have sat with school administrators looking over their
strategic plans, the observation often is that either the plan is not
worth implementing or there is no way to know if it was ever
achieved as the platitudes are really mumbo jumbo. Further, the
strategies seem to be left in the lap of the superintendents, and no-
body else has any responsibility. Then there’s the budget allocation
process, which has no connection to the strategic plan. Finally, the
feedback that comes to the superintendents is about the day-to-day
short-term and not about the systemic plan. The quarterly strategic
action meeting is designed to overcome this barrier.

NOTES

1. Cecelia S. Kilian, The World of W. Edwards Deming (Knoxville, TN: SPC Press,

1992), 93.

2. Kaplan and Norton, 275.

3. Kaplan and Norton, 193.
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Graded exams are structured in several ways, none of which are
from a systems perspective. They are given as if each teacher is

an island unto him or herself, not as if the teacher is a part of a thir-
teen-year system, K–12. Sometimes teachers give chapter tests. Stu-
dents know that when the chapter is over, they have permission to
forget the chapter content. In many, many districts large expendi-
tures have been made to give students quarterly exams. These are
being marketed as formative assessments when they are really sum-
mative more often. Because the second-quarter exam asks no ques-
tions about first-quarter content, again students soon learn they
have permission to forget prior quarters. Each quarter is an entity
unto itself, just like each teacher can be a separate entity.

In some places, students have end-of-the-year graded finals. The
rules here are that students are expected to remember the content
for a whole year before forgetting it. Many states have a graduation
exam. No matter what the grades are, students must also pass this
exam. Essentially, this is unfair. The school system does not have in
place a structure requiring students to remember, but places the
whole burden on the student. The state-imposed exam would be a
no-brainer if permission to forget was removed from the school 
system. 
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Below are two examples of a systems approach to creating finals.
The first is for a first-year course with no prior knowledge required.
This example works perfectly for first-year Spanish, as there is no
prerequisite knowledge. The second example is for most courses
where students should be required to remember prior content. An
example is eleventh-grade U.S. history. Students are provided a list
of key concepts for fifth-grade history and eighth-grade history and
now they are in eleventh grade. The teacher expects students to re-
member prior history and is holding them accountable. It is reason-
able to spend one week reviewing history taught in fifth grade (Eu-
ropean exploration to the American Revolution) and one week
reviewing eighth-grade history (1800s) and then spend the rest of
the year on eleventh-grade history (1900 to current time). Students
can see that one-third of their grade is fifth-grade and eighth-grade
history. In chapter 9 and in my book Improving Student Learning, I
describe classroom process data that prepares students for having to
remember. In each example, students are provided four different
end-of-the-year finals. The first is given at nine weeks, the second 
at semester, the third at third quarter, and the fourth at the final at
the end of the year. Students like knowing what is to be expected at
the end of the year and believe the grading scale below is fair.

Ideally, grades should correlate perfectly with learning. One
should be able to believe, with great confidence, that a student re-
ceiving an A in a classroom has placed the content of the course into
his or her long-term memory and can apply the knowledge in new
situations as demonstrated by performance assignments. The stu-
dent may or may not be particularly responsible when it comes to
daily assignments. This information can be communicated to par-
ents in ways other than academic grades.

OPTION 1: COURSE WITH NO 

PREREQUISITE KNOWLEDGE

Students are given a minimum of four end-of-the-year finals. Each
assessment is a different version, but all are based upon the course
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expectations provided to students the first week of class. Students
are expected to answer the percentage of the exam questions that
correspond to the percentage of the course taught. For example, at
the end of the first quarter, students are expected to answer 25 per-
cent of the questions correctly. A grading scale for an exam with 48
questions could look like this if 90 percent equals an A and so on.

OPTION 2: COURSE REQUIRING 

PREREQUISITE KNOWLEDGE

Students are informed that one-third of their grade on exams will be
their knowledge of prior grade/course content and two-thirds their
knowledge of the current course. They are no longer given permis-
sion to forget the work of prior years. Students are provided, if nec-
essary, the content expectations of prior courses. The grading scale
combines the expectation of knowing 100 percent of prior-year con-
tent and the appropriate percentage of current year content. The ex-
ample below is for an exam with 48 questions.
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Table A1

Time of Exam Expectation Grading Scale

First Quarter 25%—12 of 48 11 � A; 10 � B; 9 � C; 8 � D
Semester 25%—12 of 48 22 � A; 20 � B; 18 � C; 16 � D
Third Quarter 75%—36 of 48 33 � A; 30 � B; 27 � C; 24 � D
End of Course 100%—48 of 48 44 � A; 40 � B; 36 � C; 32 � D

Table A2

Time of Exam Prior Expectation Current Expectation Grading Scale

First Quarter 100%—16 questions 25%—8 of 32 22 � A; 19 � B; 
17 � C; 14 � D

Semester 100%—16 questions 50%—16 of 32 29 � A; 26 � B; 
22 � C; 19 � D

Third Quarter 100%—16 questions 75%—24 of 32 36 � A; 32 � B; 
28 � C; 24 � D

End of Course 100%—16 questions 100%—32 of 32 43 � A; 38 � B; 
34 � C; 29





FROM SYSTEMS THINKING TO SYSTEMIC ACTION: 

48 KEY QUESTIONS TO GUIDE THE JOURNEY

“The bottom line of systems thinking is leverage—seeing where
the actions and changes to structures can lead to significant,

enduring improvements. Often leverage follows the principle of
economy of means: where the best results come not from large-scale
efforts but from small well-focused actions.”1

“The principal difference between excellent and ordinary organi-
zational diagnosticians does not lie in the differences in the diag-
noses they infer from the same information, but in the questions
they ask to obtain additional relevant information. The information
they obtain through their additional questions reduces the probabil-
ity of an incorrect diagnosis.”2

The Overall System

I. Vision, Purpose, Core Values, and Beliefs
A. Do the superintendent and board accept the belief that 

94 to 97 percent of the school district’s issues are system
problems?
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B. Has the organization disavowed the use of force, intimida-
tion, manipulation, or incentives to achieve its goals?

C. Does the organization have in place structures to regularly
remove barriers and waste?

D. Do all employees believe their job contributes to the dis-
trict aim and believe their contribution is valued by their
bosses?

II. Constancy of Purpose
A. Is there an agreed-upon aim for the work of the school dis-

trict, as a whole, and an aim for every subject and operation?
B. Are students and employees given freedom to explore al-

ternative ways to accomplish the aim of the system and aim
of particular subjects and operations?

C. Is their evidence that innovation (including technological
innovation) solves system problems and helps various divi-
sions meet their aims?

D. When problems occur, is there a definite process that is al-
ways used to solve problems?

The People

III. Development of People
A. Has the school system calculated the average investment in

each employee’s personal development over the course of
his or her career?

B. Is there a structure in place for the development of teachers,
administrators, support staff, students, and board members?

C. Is there a structure in place for the development of l
eaders—teachers, administrators, support staff, students,
and board members?

D. Is there evidence that the school system’s staff develop-
ment, over the past five years, is having the desired 
results?

IV. Communication
A. Are structured listening procedures and time lines in

place?
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B. Is communication through evaluation (grades and em-
ployee appraisal) assisting the district in meeting its aim?

C. Does the school district have an established ratio between
evaluation and feedback?

D. Do the regular communications to students, parents, and
community provide results of feedback and improvements
because of the feedback?

V. Safety
A. Is baseline data collected on safety?
B. Is the emergency preparation rehearsed on a regular basis? Is

the communication system for crisis management in every-
one’s mind?

C. Is there evidence of improved safety in all aspects (physi-
cal, sexual, bullying, toxins, psychological)?

D. Is there evidence of a safer school community and evidence
of less expense on safety at the same time?

VI. Personnel Office
A. Does the district have a structured recruitment/interview/

hiring/retention process?
B. Does the system have an agreed-upon process to build

quality and appropriate relationships with all employees?
C. Does the district have a structured process for documenta-

tion of poor performance?
D. Does the personnel office have a feedback system from em-

ployees regarding all aspects of personnel responsibilities?

The Physical Assets

VII. Finance
A. On every day of every year, do finance, payroll, and per-

sonnel have in their databases the exact same number of
employees?

B. Is there a monthly budget synthesis that serves as an early
warning system?

C. Does one person have the overall responsibility for increas-
ing income?
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D. Can the district document that fewer resources (time and
money) are spent operating the finance system?

VIII. Operations and Buildings
A. Has the school system calculated the cost per pupil for each

noninstructional operation?
B. Is each operation testing at least one hypothesis to reduce

costs (without reducing quality of service)?
C. Is each operation testing hypotheses to increase quality of

service (without increasing costs)?
D. Is there evidence over several years that overall operations

have decreased the annual cost per pupil and increased the
quality of service?

The Student Learning

IX. Process (Formative) Data
A. Is every student informed on the first day of every course

precisely what they will learn in the course?
B. Do teachers and principals receive weekly feedback on

learning progress toward meeting end-of-the-year expecta-
tions in all classes? Are the three basic classroom graphs
(class/student run chart, histogram, and scatter diagram)
in place in over 90 percent of the classrooms?

C. Is there a culture of celebrating ATBs (all-time-bests) by
student, classroom, grade level, department, and school?

D. Are students and staff actively involved in establishing hy-
potheses they can test out for the improvement of learning?

X. Results (Summative) Data
A. Are all data reported as a pattern or trend over a minimum

of five years?
B. Are the five basic graphs (run, radar, correlation, control

chart, and Pareto) used to analyze and communicate all
end-of-the-year results data?

C. Is there a culture of celebrating ATBs (all-time-bests) by
student, classroom, grade level, department, and school?
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D. Is there a record of increased achievement with a balanced
curriculum?

XI. Curriculum
A. Are over 90 percent of the essential concepts students are

to know and be able to do aligned within the school system
from kindergarten through grade twelve?

B. Are the students and parents provided the aligned curricu-
lum documents?

C. Are students given a common end-of-grade level/course
exam?

D. Has a structure and ratio been established to remove “per-
mission to forget” from prior grade levels and courses?

XII. Instruction
A. Are standards the foundation for instruction?
B. Have district staff members agreed upon the ingredients of

powerful instruction? Do classroom observations document
that these practices are in place over 90 percent of the
time?

C. Are all teachers members of at least one group of peers
meeting regularly to study student learning, to agree upon
pacing guides, to study item analyses, and to review teach-
ing strategies?

D. Has the district identified all of the activities that are nec-
essary only because of some instructional failure, and is
there a district-created flowchart designed to reduce these
failures?

NOTES

1. Senge, 114.

2. Ackoff, 205.
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PERMISSION FOR
INTERDISCIPLINARY

ASSIGNMENT

A





Key Problem 1: School leaders live and work in a blaming society;
blaming solves nothing.

Key Problem 2: Management by objective (MBO) fuels the educa-
tional pendulum; schools must move beyond MBO.

Key Problem 3: People development is the business of schools;
however, this central task is often left to chance.

Key Problem 4: Schools systems tell in multiple languages; they
formally listen in zero languages.

Key Problem 5: Every dollar spent on safety subtracts from money
invested in instruction; nevertheless, when safety is at risk nothing
else matters.

Key Problem 6: Often no agreed-upon standard exists for hiring or
retention of employees; merely filling positions has been the aim far
too often.

Key Problem 7: The people ultimately responsible for prudent fis-
cal management (superintendent and school board) are almost
never accountants; key systems are not in place for nonaccountant
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leaders and thus more and more time is subtracted from instruction
and put into finance.

Key Problem 8: Structures are not in place to increase the quality
of noninstructional operations and reduce costs at the same time;
most school districts do not have this as the aim of operations.

Key Problem 9: Today’s educators inherited data practices that de-
moralize all but a few students; statistics must become the friend of
both students and the faculty.

Key Problem 10: Annual data is often used to hammer schools; the
real purpose should be to provide insights to create a better future.

Key Problem 11: The public is paying for thirteen years of K–12 ed-
ucation and receiving eight years of learning; schools spend, on the
average, one-third of each year reviewing prior year’s curriculum.

Key Problem 12: Schools have the responsibility to provide stu-
dents a common experience regardless of teacher assignment and
subsequent teacher strengths and interests; neither dictatorship nor
laissez-faire management is the solution.

A P P E N D I X  B
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