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The complete report can be found at:

http://mckinseyonseociety.com/how-the-worlds-most-
improved-school-systems-keep-getting-better/
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: aelE — and these
gains canbe achieved in six years
orless. Student outcomes inalarge
number of systems have either
stagnated or regressed overthe last

ten years. However, our sample shows -
that substantial improvement can

be achieved relatively quickly. For
instance, Latvian studentsin 2006
demonsirated performance that was
half a school-year advanced to that

of students in 2000. In Long Beach,
sixyears of interventionsincreased
student performance in grade four and
five math by 50 percemnt and 75 percent
respectively. Even systems starting '
from lowlevels of performance, such
as Madhya Pradeshin India, Minas
Geraisin Brazil, and Western Cape

in South Africa, have significantly
improved their literacy and numeracy
levels within just two to four years,
while making stridesin narrowing the
achievement gap between students
from different socio-economic
backgrounds. Improvement can

start from any student outcome level,
whatever the geography, eulture or
income.



How the world’s most improved
school systems keep getting better

There s too it Tocess in
the dabate roday. Improving system
performance ultimately comes down
toimproving the learning experience
of studentsin their classrooms.

Schoel systems do three types of
things to achieve thisgoal - they
change their struccture by establishing
new institutions or schooltypes,
altering school years and levels, or
decentralizing system responsibilities;
they change their resources bv adding
more education staff to schools or by
increasing system funding; and, they
change their processes by modifying
curriculum and improving the way that
teachers instruct and principalslead.

. Allthree of these intervention types

- Structure, resources, and process —
areimportant along the improvement
journey. The public debate, however,
often centers on structure and.
resource dueto their stakeholder
implicatiens. However, wefind thatthe
vast majority of interventions made by
the improving systems in our sample
are ‘process’ innature; and, within
thisarea, improving systemns generally
spend more of theiractivityon
improving how instruction is delivered
than on changing the content of what is
delivered.

SERERIT ALY sel ol
i s, Our research suggests
allimproving systems implement
similar sets of interventions to move’
from one particular performance level
tothe next, irrespective of culture,
geography, politics, or history. For
example, the interventions undertaken
by Madhya Pradesh (India), Minas
Gerais (Brazil), and Western Cape
(South Africa) on the path from poor
tofair performance have striking
similarities. Thereisaconsistent
cluster of interventions that moves
systems from poor performance to

iy

~ fair, asecond cluster of interventions

does the same from fair performance
togood, a third clusterfrom good
performance to great, and vet another
from great performance to excellent,
For example, systems moving from
fair performance to good focused
onestablishing the foundations

of data gathering, organization,
finances, pedagogy, while systems
onthe path from good performance
to great focused on shaping the
teaching profession such thatits
requirements, practices, and career
paths are as clearly defined as those
ih medicine and law. This suggests
that systems would do well tolearn
from those at a similar stage of the
journey, rather than from those that
are at significantly different levels

of performance. It also shows that
systems cannot continue toimprove
by simply doing more of what brought
them past success.

ight not determing
&, butitdoss

nie. Though each
performance stage is associated with a
common set of interventions, thereis
substantial variation in how a system
implements these interventions

with regard to their sequence,

timing, and roll-out — there islittle
orno evidence of a “one-sgize-fits-all”
approach to reform implementation.
Our ingerviews with system leaders
suggests that one of the most
important implementation decigions
isthe emphasis a system places
onmandating versus persuading
stakeholders to comply with reforms.
Forexample, while allimproving
systems make substantial use of data to
inform their reform programs, only a
subset of our sample systems translate
thisinto quantitative targets at both
school and elassroom level, and then
share thisinformation publiely (U.S,,
England, Canada, Madhya Pradesh,
and Minas Gerais). In contrast, Asian
and Eastern European systems

determine funpltis ¢

refrain from target-setting and only
make system-level dataavailable
publiely. Instead, they prefer toshare
performance datawith individual
schools, engaging them in a private
dialogue about how they canimprove.
The systems we studied have adopted
different combinations of mandating
and persuading to implement the same
setof interventions. For example, a
system will tend towards persuasion
when there are stark winners and
losers asaresult of the change, it

can afford alonger implementation
time-line, the desired change is not

a precursor for other changes, the
system and national leadershipisat
atenuous moment of credibility and
stability, and/or the historical legacy
of the nation makes enforcement of
top-down decisions difficult.

THANCE 3 orail
1. Qurresearch suggests that
sixinterventions are common to all
performance stages acrossthe entire
improvement journey: building the
instructional skills of teachers and
management skills of principals,
assessing students, improving data
systems, facilitating improvement
through theintroduction of policy
documents and education laws,
revising standards and curriculum,
and ensuring an agpropriate reward
and remuneration structure for
teachers and principals. Though these
interventions oceur at all performance
stages, they manifest differently at
each stage. Taking the example of
teacher training, for instance: while
Armenia (on thejourney from fair
to good) relied on centrally-driven,
cagcaded teacher training programs,
Singapore (on the journey from good
to great) allowed ieachers flexibility
inselecting the topies that were most
relevantto their development needs.

SABLET



i consiatent
: Whlle our study
showsthat systems in poor and fair
performance achieve improvement
through a center that increases and
scripts instructional practice for
schools and teachers, such an approach
does not work for systems in ‘good’
performance onwards. Rather, these
systems achieve improvement by the
centerincreasing the responsibilities
and flexibilities of schools and
teachers to shape instruetional
practice —one-third of the systems

in the ‘good to great’ journey and just
lessthan two-thirds ofthe systems

in the ‘great to excellent’ journey
decentralize pedagogical rightstothe
middle layer (e.g. districts) or sehools.
However, in parallel, the center
mitigates the risk of these freedoms
resulting in wide and uncontroiled
performance variations across schools
by establishing mechanisms that

male teachers responsible to each
other as professionals for both their
own performance and that of their
colleagues. For example, these systems
establish teacher career paths whereby
higher skill teachers increasingly

take on responsibility for supporting
theirjuniors to achieve instructional
excellence first within the school,

then across the system. These systems
also establish collaborative practices
between teachers withinand across

ndamental chatlen;

schoolg that emphasize making
practice public — such as weekly
lesson-planning for all teachersin
the same subject, required lesson
observations, and joint-teaching —
that serve to perpetuate and further
develop the established pedagogy.

~ Although teachers receive 56 percent

s SCIN0L 8

of all supportinterventionsin

our studied systems, they receive

only 3 percent of accountability
interventions. In other words,
collaborative practice becomes the
main mechanism both for improving
teaching practice and making teachers
accountable to each other.

nces io ignile reforms.
Acroszall the systemns we studied,
one or more of three circumstances
produced the conditions that triggered
reform: a socio-economic crisis;
a high profile, critical report of
system performance; orachangein
leadership. In fifteen out of the twenty
systems studied, two or more of these
“ignition” events were present prior to
thelaunch of the reform efforts.
Byfar, the most common event to
sparkthe drive to reformisachange
inleadership: every system we studied
relied upon the presence and energy
of a new leader, either political or
strategic, tojumpstart their reforms,
New strategic leaders were present
inall of our sample systems, and
new political leaders present in half.

m leaders face g
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Critically, being new in and of itselfis
insufficient for success — these new
leaders tend to follow a consistent
“playbook” of practices upon entering
office tolay the foundations for their
improvementjourney.

acler mm SEPE LI

Leadershipis essentlal not onlym
sparking reform butin sustaining it.
Two things stand out about the leaders
of improving systerns, Firstly, their
longevity: the median tenure of the
new strategic leadersissixyears and
that of the newpolitical leadersis
sevenyears. Thisisin stark contrast
toanorm: for example, the average
tenure for superintendents of urban
sehool districts inthe U.S. isjust
threeyears; the average terure of
education secretaries in England just
two years; similarly, that of education
ministersin Franceis two years.
Secondly, improving systems actively
cultivate the next generation of system
leaders, ensuring a smooth transition
of leadership and the longer-term
continuity in reform goals. This second
observation lies at the heart of howa
handful of our studied systems (e.g.
Armenia, Western Cape, Lithuania)
have managed reform continuity
despite regular changes of political
leadership. The stability of reform
directionis critical to achieving the
quick gainsin student cutcomes
outlined above.

e T

shepherd their system through ajourney to higher student outcomes. Thisj journeyis all the more complex because system starting
points are different, contextual realities vary, and system leaders face multipie choices and combinations of what to do along
theway — asingle misplaced step canresultin system leaders inadvertently taking a path that cannot get themto their desired
destination. While there is no single path to improving school system performance, the experiences of allthe 20 improving schoot
systems we studied show that strong commonalities exist in the nature of their journeys. This report outlines the aspects of these
Jjourneysthat are universal, those that are context-specific, and how the two interact. We hope these experiences benefit school
systems around the world in navigating their own path to improvement.
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Standing on the Shoulders of Glants:
An American Agenda for Education Reform

by Marc S. Tucker

of the United States be if rhey were basea’ on the po];.czes and practices of tbe counmes
that now lead the world in student performance? It is adapted from the last two chaplers
of a book to be published in September 2011 by Harvard Education Press. Other chapters
in that book describe the specific strategies pursued by Canada (focusing on Ontario),
China (focusing on Shanghai), Finland, Japan and Singapore, all of which are far ahead
of the United States. The research on these countries was performed by a team assembled
by the National Center on Education and the Economy, at the request of the OECD.

A century ago, the United States was among the most eager benchmarkers in the world.

- We took the best ideas in steelmaking, industrial chemicals and many other fields from
England and Germany and others and put them to work here on a scale that Europe could
not match. At the same time, we were borrowing the best ideas in education, mainly
from the Germans and the Scots. It was the period of the most rapid growth our economy
had ever seen and it was the time in which we designed the education system that we still
have today. It is fair to say that, in many important ways, we owe the current shape of
our education system to industrial benchmarking.

But, after World War 11, the United States appeared to reign supreme in both the
industrial and education arenas and we evidently came to the conclusion that we had little
to learn from anyone. As the years went by, one by one, couniry after country caught up
to and then surpassed us in several industries and more or less across the board in pre-
college education. And still we slept. '

Until US Education Secretary Arne Duncan asked the OECD to produce a report on the
strategies that other countries had used to outpace us, and then called an unprecedented
meeting in New York City of education ministers and union heads from the countries that
scored higher on the education league tables than the United States. Now, once again, the
United States seems to be ready to learn from the leading countries.

In this paper, we stand on the shoulders of giants, asking what education policy might
ook like in the United States if it was based on the experience of our most successful
competitors. We rely on research conducted by a team assembled by the National Center
on Education and the Economy, at the request of the OECD, which examined the
strategies employed by Canada (focusing on Ontario), China (focusing on Shanghai),
Finland, Japan and Singapore. But we also rely on other research conducted by the
OECD, by other researchers and over two decades, by the National Center on Educatlon
and the Economy. :



The policy agenda presented here 1s not a summary of what all the nations we studied do.
There are few things that all of the most successful countries do. In the pages that follow,
we will point out when all appear to share a policy framework, when most do and when
some do. Companies that practice industrial benchmarking do not adopt innovations only
when all of their best competitors practice them. They adopt them when the innovations
-of particular competitors appear to work well and when they make sense for the company
doing the benchmarking in the context of their own goals and circumstances. Their hope

‘mﬁ%byeem&ﬁmg—meﬂes%eeﬁsﬁ&mm%ﬂﬂmﬁﬁemﬂﬂw&%e%&p%ﬁﬁw
sensible, coherent way and adding a few of their own, they can not only match the
competition, but improve on their performance. That is the approach we have taken here. -

We contrast the strategies that appear to be driving the policy agendas of the most
successful countries with the strategies that appear to be driving the current agenda for
education reform in the United States. We conclude that the strategies driving the best.
performing systems are rarely found in the United States, and, conversely, that the
education strategies now most popular in the United States are conspicuous by their
absence in the countries with the most successful education systems.

‘Many will be quick to point to exceptions to our characterizations of American practice.
In fact, examples of excellent practice in almost every arena of importance can be found
in the United States. But our aim here is not to focus on isolated examples of good
practice but rather on the policy systems that make for effective educanon Systems at
scale, for it is there that the United States comes up short.

- We know that the complete transformation of the whole system of policy and practice we
have suggested will seem an overwhelming prospect to many people. So we turn to
Canada as our best example of a country that might be used as a source of strategies for
making great improvements in the short term. It seems quite plausible that, while the
short term plan is unfolding, the nation might embark on the longer term agenda we
suggested earlier, which would lead to even greater improvements.

As you read this paper, bear in mind that, although we think there are useful roles that the
United States government can play in improving dramatically the performance of our
schools, we believe the main player has got to be state government. When we speak of
changing the system, it is the states, not the national government, we have in mind.

So we begiﬁ by identifying broad themes, principles, policies and practices that appear to
account for the success of some of the best-performing systems in the world.

The Broad Themes

Just below, we begin a detailed analysis of the strategies used by the countries with the

most effechve education systems Butitis easy to lose sight of the forest when looking
at the trees.



The big story is about the convérgence of two big devélopments. The first has to do with
the trajectory of global economic development. The second has to do with the kinds of
people needed to teach our children in the current stage of global economic development.

GDP Per Capita (SD]

Shanghai oecp  JEpan Eind i Canada

$11,361 ,;werage 34,157 535,918 csayags $38,975 47,295
33,732

Source: Strong Performers g’nd Successful Reformers in Fducation: Lessons from PISA for the United States, OECD 2010.

The nations we have described are either already very high wage countries or want to be
very high wage countries. They have all recognized that it will be impossible to justify
high relative wages for skills that are no greater than those offered by other people in
other parts of the world who.are willing to work for less, because we are all competing
with each other now. Only those who can offer the world’s highest skill levels and the
world’s most creative ideas will be able to justify the world’s highest wages. These
nations have also realized that this formulation means that very high wage nations must
now abandon the idea that only a few of their citizens need to have high skills and
creative capacities. This is @ new idea in the world, the idea that all must have an
education formerly reserved only for elites. Tt leads to abandonment of education
systems designed to reach their goals by sorting students, by giving only some students
intellectually demanding curricula, by recruiting only a few teachers who are themselves
educated to high levels, and by directing funding toward the easiest to educate and
denying it to those hardest to educate. Tt is this fundamental change in the goals of
education that has been forcing an equally fundamental change in the design of national
and provmmal education systems.

The second big development follows from the first. No nation can move the vast .
majority of students to the levels of intellectual capacity and creativity now demanded on
a national scale unless that nation is recruiting most of its teachers from the group of
young people who are now typically going into the non-feminized professions.
Recruiting from that pool requires a nation not just to offer competitive compensation but
also to offer the same status in the society that the non-feminized occupations offer, the
same quality of professional training and the same conditions of work in the workplace.
Doing all that will change everything: the standards for entering teachers colleges, which
institutions do the training, who is recruited, the nature of the training offered to teachers,
the structure and the amount of their compensation, the way they are brought into the
workforce, the structure of the profession itself, the nature of teachers’ unions, the
authority of teachers, the way they teach and much more.

Everything that follows is a gloss on the two preceding paragraphs. If they are right, if
these are the core lessons from the countries that are outperforming the United. States,
then much of the current reform agenda in this country is irrelevant, a detour from the
route we must follow if we are to match the performance of the best. We turn now to the
details.



What the Top Performers Do And We Don’t

We define a high-performing national education system as one in which students’
achievement at the top is world class, the lowest performing students perform not much
lower than their top-performing students, and the system produces these results at a cost
well below the top spenders In short; we said, we defined top performers as nations with
education systems that are in the top ranks on quality, equity and productivity. In the
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performance in each of these three categories. We hasten to point out that this schema ig
rather artificial. System features described under any one of these three categories more

often than not contribute to outcomes in others. System effects abound. Nonetheless we
think this schema will prove useful to the reader.
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Before we get to the factors that most affect quality, equity and productivity, we point to
the importance of international benchmarking as a key strategy for improving national

education systems.



Benchmark the Best

Every one of the top performers is very conscious of what the other top performers are
doing, though some benchmark more aggressively than others. The modern Japanese
school system owes its very existence to trips taken by the new government when the
Meiji Restoration took place, when the Japanese government resolved that the only way it
could catch up W1th the West was to aggresswely research 1ts educational institutions and

education programs of the 1ead1ng countrles asa major mput mto its pohcymakmg m
education. The Singaporeans may be the most determined and disciplined benchmarkers
in the world, not just in education, but across all fields of social policy. And their efforts
have paid off. Finland has always made a point of researching the best performers when
developing education policy. The current Premier in Ontario Province travelled abroad
personally to visit other countries before settling on his new education policies for
Ontario. The Hong Kong government actually hired an Australian who had done state-
of-the-art work in several countries on curriculum, standards and assessment when they .
were looking for someone to reform their standards and assessment-system.

Many Americans think that they have benchmarked other countries’ education systems
when they have established equivalency tables showing which scores on key American
assessments correspond to certain scores-on the national assessments used in other
countries. But that is not what international benchmarking in education is for the .
countries that have been doing it for years. For those countries, to benchmark another
country’s education system is to compare broad goals, policies, practices and institutional
structures as well as relative standing on common measures, in order to understand what
another country 1s trying to achieve, how they have gone about achieving it, what they
would have done differently if they could have done so, what mistakes they made and
how they addressed them, which factors most account for their achievements and so on.
Benchmarking is a wide-ranging research program that never ends because no country’s
education system stands still very long.

Countries that base their education strategies on the careful study of successful strategies
employed by the leading nations are not as likely to go down blind alleys wasting large
amounts of resources on initiatives that fail to pay off as countries that base their
strategies on untested theories, which is what the United States has tended to do over the
years. What follows is a distillation of what the researchers affiliated with the National
Center on Education and the Economy have learned since 1989 from the countries with
the best education systems, with a particular focus on the countries, provinces and cities
highlighted in this paper.

Design for Quality

Getting the Gosals Clear

Reading the official documents from the ministries of the top-performing countries, and

- listening to the top officials in those countries, one cannot help but be struck by the
attention that is being given to achieving clarity and consensus on the goals for education
in those countries. It is probably no accident that Finland, Japan, Shanghai and



Singapore are without physical resources. All of these places have known for a very long
time that their standard of living depends entirely on the knowledge and skills of their
people. All now realize that high wages in the current global economy require not just
-superior knowledge of the subjects studied in school and the ability to apply that
knowledge to problems of a sort they have not seen before (the sorts of things that PISA
measures), but also-a set of social skills, personal habits and dispositions and values that
are essential to success. The Asian countries in particular are concermned that their

———students-may-nethave-as-much-eapaeity-forindependent-thought;-ercativity-and —- ————
innovation as their countries will need. Though all these countries are concerned about
developing the unprecedented levels of cognitive skills and non-cognitive skills required
by the global economy, they are no less concerned about social cohesion, faimess,
decency, tolerance, personal fulfillment and the transmission of the values that they feel
define them as a nation. In many cases, these discussions of national geals have laid the
base for sea changes in the design of national education systems, providing a solid -
foundation in national opinion for the kind of political leadership needed to redesign
institutions that are—and should be—very hard to change. Not since the formation of the
National Education Goals Panel in 1990, more than 20 years ago, has there been a
focused discussion of America’s goals for its students of the sort that many of these other
countries have had more recently. '

Instructional Systems and Gateways

Virtually all high-performing countries have a system of gateways marking the key
transition points from basic education to upper secondary education, from upper
secondary education to university, from basic education to job training and from job
training into the workforce. At each of these major gateways, there is some form of
external national assessment. Among the countries we studied, only Canada does not

have such a system. Among the top ten countries in the PISA rankings, Canada is again
the only outlier.

The national examinations at the end of upper secondary school are generalty—but not
always—the same examinations that the universities in that country use for entrance
examinations. In many countries, these examinations are the only thing taken into
account in determining who is admitted to which university and to the programs or
schools within the university. Itis also tine, in many of these countries, that the scores on
one’s exams determine whether one will be admitted to upper secondary programs
designed to prepare the student for admission to university. The content of the upper
secondary exams 1s usually deternuned by the university authorities, and is closely tied to
the content of the upper secondary curricutum. It is also typically true that there is an
upper secondary program available to students who have successfully completed their
basic education by the end of grade nine or ten that is intended to provide training for
students who will either enter the job market when they complete it or go onto a

_polytechnic school for advanced technical training. The standards for the examinations at
these gateways are typically set by the state in close collaboration with representatives of
the industries that will employ the graduates, and, in some cases, with representatives of
the labor organizations in those industries.



In the systems just described, there is very close alignment between the upper secondary
curriculum, the upper secondary exams, and the university requirements. There is also
very close alignment between employer’s requirements and the skills students acquire to
prepare for work in the industries in which they seek jobs. And finally, in these systems,
regardless of which path a student decides to take in upper secondary education, they
must all meet a common basic education standard aligned to a national or provincial
curriculum before moving on to upper secondary school.

In countries with gateway exam systems of this sort, every student has a very strong -
incentive to take tough courses and work hard in school. Students who do not do that
will not earn the credentials they need to achieve their dream, whether that dream is
becoming a brain surgeon or an auto mechanic. Because the exams are scored externally,
the student knows that the only way to move on 1s to meet the standard. Because they are
national or provincial standards, the exams cannot be gamed. Because the exams are
very high quality, they cannot be ‘test prepped’; the only way to succeed on them is to
actually master the material. Because the right parties were involved in creating the
exams, students know that the credentials they earn will be honored. When their high
schools say they are “college and career ready,” colleges and employers will agree.

But the power of this system does not end there. In the countries that have some form of
the system just described, the examinations are set to national standards and are directly
derived from a national curriculum. Teachers in those countries are taught to teach that
curriculumm. It is also the case that these countries work out a curriculum framework,
which means they decide, as a matter of policy, what topics should be taught at each
grade level (or, in some cases, pair of grade levels) in each of the major subjects in the
curricubum. In this way, they make sure that each year the students are taking the
material that will be prerequisite to the study of the material that they are supposed to
master the following year and all students will be ready for advanced material when it is

- offered. In these countries, the materials prepared by textbook publishers and the

publishers of supplementary materials are aligned with the national curriculum
framework. :

Thus the standards are aligned with the curriculum, which is aligned with the
mstructional materials available to teachers. And the examinations are also aligned with

the curriculum, as is the training that prospective teachers get in teacher training
institutions. '

In all of the countries studied for this paper, the national curricutum goes far beyond
~mathematics and the home language, covering, as well, the sciences, the social sciences,
the arts and music, and, often, religion, morals or, in the case of Finland, philosophy. In

most of these countries, few, if any, of the upper secondary school examinations are
scored by computers and much of the examination is in the form of prompts requiring the
student to work out complex problems or write short essays. They do this because the
ministries in these countries have grave doubts about the ability of computers to properly
assess the qualities they think most important in the education of their students.



Perhaps most important, the curricula and examinations in every country studied for this
report, save Canada, were set not just to a very high standard, but to a particular kind of
standard. Their students did well on the PISA examinations because they demonstrated
high mastery of complex content as well as the ability to apply what they learned to
practical problems of a kind they were not likely to have practiced on. Shanghai, Japan
and Singapore have in recent years all engaged in multi-year massive revisions of their
cutricula to see if they could strike the nght balance between high-level content mastery,

H@m%%w%&ﬁa%eﬂmwmw
: thought, creativity and innovation. Finland, having produced an-elegant curriculum
specification years ago for every level of their school system, has been making it less

© voluminous, in an effort to find the right balance between specificity and flexibility for
their teachers.

- The level of detail at which the national standards and curriculum are specified varies
widely. Inmost of the East Asian countries, they are fairly detailed. In Finland, as just
noted, they have been getting progressively briefer. In all cases they are guidelines, and
in no case do they get down to the level of required lesson plans. They typically give

teachers considerable latitude with respect to the specific matenals used, pedagogy and
pace.

It is important to point out that the United States has, in this realm, something that these
other countries do not have, and it is not entirely clear that it is a good thing. The idea of
grade-by-grade national testing has no takers in the top-performing countries. These
countries do national testing at the gateways only, and some do not do state or national
testing at every gateway. Typically, there are state or national tests only at the end of
primary or lower secondary education, and at the end of upper secondary school. Schools
and the teachers in them are expected to assess their students regularly as an
indispensable 4did to good teaching, but the assessments given between gateways are not

used for accountability purposes as the basis of teachers’ compensatlon or to stream or
track students

Nonetheless, what has just been described is a very powerful instructional system that has
few parallels in the United States. For a long time, Americans have preferred ‘curriculum
neutral’ tests to those aligned with curricutum, virtually guarantecing that students would
be measured on a curriculum the teachers had not taught. Schools of education had no
obligation to teach prospective teachers how to teach the national or state curriculum,
because there was no such thing. Because the states had no curriculum frameworks,
textbook manufacturers put a vast range of topics in their textbooks, knowing that any
given topic might be taught by teachers at many different grade levels, and gave cach of
those topics only cursory treatment, because so many topics had fo be included in the -
text. The federal government now requires tests in English and mathematics at many
grade levels and has tied important consequences to student performance on those tests,
thus heavily biasing the curricutum toward the teaching of these subjects and away from .
the teaching of other subjects in the curriculum that these other countries view as critical.
‘Whereas these top-performing countries have placed a high value in their national
policies on the mastery of complex skills and problem solving at a high level, the United



States has in recent years emphasized mastery of basic skills at the expense of mastery of
more advanced skills. We continue to prefer tests that are largely based on multiple
choice questions and that are administered by computers.

The new Common Core State Standards for mathematics and English and the work being
done by the two assessment consortia will begin to address some of these issues, but,
even when that work is done, the United States will still be at an enormous disadvantage

“Telative 10 our competitors. We will fiave tests in these two subjects ihat are still mot
squarely based on clearly drawn curricula. The two consortia are betting heavily on the
ability of computer-scored tests to measure the more complex skills and the creativity and
capacity for imnovation on which the future of our economy 1s likely to depend. No
‘country that is currently out-performing the United States is doing that or is even
considering doing that, because they are deeply skeptical that computer-scored tests or
examinations can adequately measure the acquisition of the skills and knowledge they are
most interested in. If the United States is right about this, we will wind up with a '
significant advantage over our competitors in the accuracy, timeliness and cost of
scoring. If we are wrong, we will significantly hamper our capacity to measure the things
we are most interested in measuring and will probably drive our curricula in directions
we will ultimately regret.

In any case, if the interstate consortia continue to measure performance only in
mathematics and English (with the eventual addition of science), we will have no multi-
state curriculum and assessments in the other subjects in the curriculum for which many
other countries have excellent assessments. ‘It 1s unclear to what extent there will be
strong curriculum and related instructional materials available to support the new tests in
math and English, to say nothing of the other subjects in the broader core curriculum or
subjects that cut across the curriculum. Nor is it clear to what extent our schools of
education will assume responsibility for preparing teachers to teach the curricufum that
emerges from the new Commeon Core State Standards efforts.

All of this is to take nothing away from the enormous achievement that is represented by
the Common Core State Standards. But it is important to recognize that the development
of the kind of complex, coherent and powerful instructional systems just described took
many years to develop and improve in the countries we have studied. There is little
doubt that these systems now constitute one of the most important reasons for their
excellent performance. Implementation of the Common Core State Standards will still
Ileave the United States far behind in what is undoubtedly one of the most important
arenas of education reform. It will be essential to continue, to expand, and to expedite
that work. -

Teacher Quality

What we mean by ‘teacher quality’

There 1s a good deal of discussion now about teacher quality, but it is not clear that there
is much-consensus as to what is meant by that term. But it is possible to derive a
tripartite definition of teacher quality from the experience of the five countries we



studied: 1) a high level of general intelligence, 2) solid mastery of the subjects to be
taught, and 3) demonstrated high aptitude for engaging students and helping them to
understand what is being taught. We will take each in turn.

Some law firms in the United States recruit only from a handful of top universities.
Others are happy to take graduates from the local night law school. “The former firms

IE:CI'Lllt from the most elite umversmes not because they believe those universities do a

the university selec‘uon system to do thenr screemng for them on some other qualities they
care very much about. They are looking for people of outstanding general intelligence
who also have the drive, tenacity and capacity for hard work that it takes to get into and
survive the top law schools. They know that such people will quickly learn on the job
what they need to know to do the specialized work they will be assigned. They know
that, everything else being equal, they can count on such people to outperform their
competitors on a wide range of assignments. They will be able to function with less
supervision. They will produce better work. They will rise up the ladder of
responsibility faster. The Japanese call this bundle of qualities “applied intelligence.”
Companies of all kinds in all industries will go as far up the applied inteligence scale as
they think they can afford to secure a competitive advantage in their markets.

When a country is in the preindustrial stage or in the throes of a mass production.
economy, few workers will need advanced skills, and most students will not need much
more than the basics. But, in advanced post-industrial economies, a much larger portion
of the workforce needs to grasp the conceptual underpinnings of the subjects they study =
in school. They need more advanced knowledge. They need to be fluent at combining
knowledge from many different fields to solve problems of a kind their teachers never
anticipated. One can only do this with a much deeper and more advanced knowledge of
the subjects in the core curriculum than used to be the case. And deep subject matter
knowledge is not enough, either. They will have to be able to synthesize established and
new knowledge quickly, analyze problems quickly and from odd angles and synthesize
the knowledge they need in unusual ways to come up with creative and often unique
solutions. They will need good taste as well. The students will not have that knowledge,
those skills and the other atiributes just mentioned if their teachers lack them. As we will
see below, the top-petforming countries are making strenuous efforts to greatly improve
the subject matier knowledge of their teachers as well as their ability to analyze and
synthesize what they know. So deep subject matter knowledge as well as the ability to
use that knowledge effectively is the second requisite.

But one may be good at physics and still be a poor physics teacher. To be good at
teaching, one has to be able to connect with students, to engage them, inspire them,
communicate easily with them, get inside their heads and figure out what they don’t
understand and find a way to help them understand it. And it is not all about conveying
‘content.” It is also about helping students to understand what the right thing is and why
it is important to do it when doing it is not easy. Tt is about persuading a student that she
has what it takes to go to college or stay in high school when her dad just went to jail and
she is living on the sidewalk. It can be about being a friend, a mentor and a guide.
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Most of the countries we studied have made strenuous efforts to raise the quality of their
teachers in each one of these dimensions. The strategies they have used are sometimes
very similar and sometimes very different.

‘Quality of the pool: Status, Compensation, Professional Working Conditions

Organizations that care about the quality of their workforce know that the single most
important factor in that calculus 1s the character of the pool from which it recruits. No .
private firm, much less an entire industry, would prefer to recruit its professional staff
from the least able college graduates if it could do better than that.

Three things directly affect the quality of the pool from which a nation recruits its
teachers: 1) the status of teaching in the eyes of the potential recruit, relative to the status
of other occupations to which he or she aspires, 2) the compensation offered, relative to
other possible choices, and 3) the conditions of work, meaning the degree to which the

way the work is organized makes it look more like professmnal work than blue-collar
work.

It turns out that the countries with the most successful education systems are using a
whole set of connected strategies to address all of these factors at the same time that they
are addressing the need to get the teachers with the highest possible applied intelligence,
the deepest content knowledge and the best teaching ability. Here’s how they are doing
that:

Standards for entry to teacher education

The logic for raising standards for getting into teacher education programs is the same
everywhere. Low standards for entry means that people who could get into professional
programs perceived as hard to get into see teaching as attractive only to people who do
not have the skill or ability to do anything else, so they do not want any part of them. If
these schools and programs are easy to get into, the message in the college or university

is that they are low status and so higher education faculty who can get higher status jobs
* in their institutions do not want to teach in the education programs. Raising the standards
for admission will attract a higher quality of applicant, and, at the same time, discourage
lower quality applicants, and it will also attract a hlgher quality faculty, which also
attracts a higher quality applicant.

So at this stage of the process, when applicants for teacher education programs are being
considered for admission, quality means scores on common, highly regarded measures of
general intelligence such as, in the United States, the ACT and the SAT; high scores or
grades in courses in the subjects the applicant plans to teach; and high scores on relevant
indicators that show the candidate has the personal attributes needed to connect with,
mspire and support children of the ages he or she plans to teach. ‘

We pointed out earlier that the Japanese have had high standards for entry into the
teaching profession since the days of the Meiji Restoration more than a century ago.
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Shanghai has raised their standards for entry info higher education programs intended to
prepare teachers. Below, we describe how two other top performers go about making
these determinations.

In Singapore, young people for a long time have taken “A Level” exams to get into
teachers college. These are very difficult end-of-course examinations built on the
English model. Low scores on these exams used to be sufficient for aspiring teachers

but—inrecent-yearsthatis-no-lenger-true-and-seores-trthe-middle-of the range-are now—mMmM —————
required. Alternatively, the candidate can now present a polytechnic diploma, which is
‘roughly equivalent to a high-level college degree in the United States. This is an even

finer screen, because the polytechnics are in the top of the status hierarchy of the

Singapore higher education system. In addition, the successful candidate must also

survive a demanding interview conducted by a panel including National Institute of

Education faculty, chaired by a serving or retired principal. The panel is charged to find

out whether the candidate has the passion, commitment, communication skills, empathy

and disposition to be a good teacher. Only one out of eight applicants survive this whole
process. :

In Finland, applicants for admission to teachers college who are accepted must survive a
two-stage review. The first stage is a document review. To make it through this stage,
they must: 1) score very high on the national college entrance exams, 2) have a high
grade point average on their high school diploma and 3) have a strong record of out-of-
school accomplishments while in high school. In the second phase they must: 4)
complete a written exam on assigned books in pedagogy, 5) interact with others in
situations designed to enable a skilled observer to assess their social interaction and
communication skills, and 6) survive interviews in which they are asked, among other
things, to explain why they have decided to become teachers. They are admitted to a
teacher education program only after they have passed all of these screens. Only one out
of ten applicants for entry into Finnish teachers colleges are admitted.

Thus two of the countries with the highest scores on the 2009 PISA have both mstituted
rigorous measures used to determine entrance into teacher preparation programs intended
to assess all three of the components used to define teacher quality at the beginning of
this section. The effect of these rigorous measures is to limit Singapore’s intake to the

top 30 percent of high school graduates and to limit Finland’s intake to the top 20
percent. : o ‘

Tt is a different story in the United States. The College Board reported in 2008 that when
high school graduates going on to college were asked what their infended major was,
those who had decided on education scored in the bottom third on their SATs. Their |

~ combined scores in mathematics and reading came in at 57 points below the national
average.

This should not surprise us, because, in our counﬁ-y, most schools of education at both the
undergraduate and graduate levels are widely regarded as very easy to get into. Their
status within the university is typically among the lowest of all schools and departments.
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This was often the case in the best-performing countries not so long ago, before they
began their march to their present much higher rankings.

There is, of course, a shining exception to this broad generalization, which is Teach for
America, which famously enrolls very high-performing graduates of many of the most
elite colleges in the United States and then assigns them to teaching positions in schools
serving disadvantaged students. But Teach for America only serves to underscore the

point being made nete. 11c Proportion Of Openings 10f New teachers every year in ine
United States filled by Teach for America participants is vanishingly small, and, in any
case, most have no interest in continuing as career teachers after they have satisfied the
initial requirement anyway. Teaching is viewed by many Teach for America participants
as the equivalent of a tour in the Peace Corps, not as a serious career opportunity. The
experience of Teach for America makes it plain that it is possible to attract the very best
and brightest to teaching, but Teach for America does not itself provide a path to staffing
our schools with highly capable teachers for the time and in the numbers needed. Teach
for America is not an alternative te building schools of education that can attract first rate
candidates and teach prospective teachers what they will need to know to be successful in
our schools. :

Tt has not always been this way. There is reason to believe that the standards for

admission to teacher education programs in the United States were once con51derably
higher.

In fact, there is reason to believe that the problem with the American teaching force is not
that it has long heen of low quality and must now be raised, but rather that the United -
States greatly benefitted for the better part of a century from having a teaching force
largely made up of college-educated women whose choice of career was largely limited
to nursing, secretarial work and teaching, and some minorities whose career choices were
similarly constrained. Many women chose teaching because it would allow them to be
home when their children came home from school. Because career choices were so
limited, the American public reaped the twin blessings of a highly capable teaching force
willing to work for below-market wages under poor working conditions. Those who
accepted that deal are now leaving the workforce in droves. There are now more women
than men in the professional schools preparing young people for many of the most
prestigious professions and they are taking advantage of those opportunities. The United
States is now about to get the least capable candidates applymg to our education schools
when we need the best.

When we had a higher quahty candidate applymg to our teachers colleges, the colleges
could afford to be more selective. That is why there is good reason to believe that the
standards for entry into teacher education have been shdmg When the baby boom was
leaving our colleges, many people predicted that the coming baby dearth was going to
result in great reductions in the size of college student bodies as the size of the whole
cohort declined massively. But, though the size of the cohort certainly declined, the size
of student bodies did not. The data suggest that the colleges made a fateful decision to
lower their standards to fill their classrooms. There is every reason to believe that this
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happened in our teachers colleges in just the same way it happened in other colleges, but
it was also at this time that opportunities for women and minorities greatly expanded,
which would mean that the quality of applicants in teachers colleges would have suffered
from both of these causes, not just one. Furthermore, analysts are now noticing a Jarge
falloff in applications for admission to teachers colleges all over the country, a result of
the financial crisis. Potential candidates, who used to view teaching as almost immune
from the business cycle and therefore one of the most secure of all occupatlons are

———ﬂeﬁe]ﬂg—tha{—teaehefs—afelaemg% i
very risky bet. '

Put these three points together—highly qualified college educated women and minorities
abandoning teaching as a career, the drop in admission standards following the baby
boom and the decision by many capable students to avoid teaching because of the
widespread teacher layoffs, and we can see the danger ahead for the United States. All we
need to do to acquire a very poor teaching force is nothing. Inaction, not action, will
bring about this result. It is critical that this trend be reversed. We cannot afford to

continue bottom fishing for prospective teachers while the best performing countries are
cream skinyming. :

Attracting top flight students to teacher education and a career in education—the
compensation.angle

Most of our competitors have formal policies that peg teachers’ compensation to the top

- ranges of their civil servants’ compensation system or to the compensation of other
professionals, such as engineers, i1 the private sector. Their aim is to make sure that
young people making career choices see teaching as offering compensation comparable
to that offered by the more attractive professions. Finland’s teachers appear to get paid a
little less, relatively speaking, than teachers in the other top countries, but, because
salaries for everyone are very flat in Finland compared to most other countries, and the
status of teachers is so high, they still get excellent candidates.

At the International Summit on the Teaching Profession convened by Secretary Duncan
in New York City in March 2011, the Minister of Education of Singapore offered the
observation that the goal of compensation policy ought to be to “take compensation off
the table™ as a consideration when able young people are making career decisions. There

was wide agreement on that point among the ministers of the other top- performing
countries around the table.

The United States is far from the Singapore minister’s standard. According to the
National Association of Colleges and Employers, teachers earn a national average

starting salary of $30,377. That compares with $43,635 for computer programmers,
$44,668 for accountants and $45,570 for registered nurses. None of these occupations

are among the leading professions, which provide starting salaries that are even higher.
Not only do teachers make markedly less than other occupations requiring the same level -
of education, but census data shows that teachers have been falling farther and farther
behind the average compensation for occupations requiring a college degree for 60 years.
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The average earnings for workers with college degrees are now 50 percent higher than
‘average teachers’ salaries, which is a very long way indeed from the Singapore minister’s
standard. ' '

Making sure that initial and average compensation for teachers 1s competitive is essential.
But there are other issues having to do with compensation and financial incentives for
choosing teaching as a carcer that other nations have addressed and we have not.

Shanghai, for example, has waived its charges for tuition for teacher education and
offered early admissions to students applying to teacher education programs. This has
made teaching a very attractive career choice, especially for students from the poorer
provinces with strong academic backgrounds. Though the compensation for teachers in
China is low by international standards, teachers in that country can make substantial
-additional income from tutoring. And the government also offers bonuses to teachers
willing to teach in rural areas. The result of these and other initiatives has now made
teaching the second or third most popular career choice in China, a very recent
development. ‘

It is obvious on the face of it that if compensation is not adequate, raising standards for
admission to teacher preparation programs in universities, raising the standards for
licensure and refusing to waive those standards in the face of teachers’ shortages will
simply guarantee shortages of teachers into the indefinite future.

It turns out that total compensation of teachers is more competitive than cash
compensation taken by itself, because American teachers’ compensation, like that of civil
servants generally, is heavily weighted toward retirement benefits, Costrell and
Podgursky report that, in 2008, employer contiibutions to teachers’ retirement plans was
14.6% of earnings, compared to 10.4% for private professionals, this difference having
more than doubled in the four years since the data were first collected. The problem with
this is that, while it provides a strong incentive for experienced teachers to stay in
teaching longer than they might otherwise, it makes teaching unattractive to young
people who are more concerned about supporting new families than about their
retirement.

The trajectory of cash compensation is also important. Most American teachers top out
quickly. And, even when there are adjustments for differences in the quality of teaching,
which is very rarely done, they are very small. Countries that are restructuring teachers’
careers are adjusting compensation as teachers ascend career ladders within the
profession and in administration, and take on more authority and respounsibility as they do
so. We have also seen that some countries—again, Singapore is a good example—are
paying bonuses of up to 30 percent to teachers who are found to be particularly effective
on a wide range of measures. And many of those countries, not just China, are paying
more to teachers who are willing to work in outlying areas or who bring qualifications in
short supply. '
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Institutional setting

As late as the 1970s, Finnish teachers were prepared in relatively low status colleges
dedicated to teacher education. Now, all their teachers are educated in their major
univergities. This was not accomplished by simply allowing the former teachers colleges
to become universities, but by sending prospective teachers to institutions with the
highest status in the postsecondary system.

Years ago, prospective teachers in Singapore were also trained in a separate and
relatively low status college for teaching. Then, Singapore created the National Institute
of Education to train its teachers. More recently, the government incorporated the NIE
into Nanyang Technological University, a top tier institution in Singapore’s higher
education system. Nanyang has partnerships with many of the world’s most highly
regarded research universities and is ranked by The Economist as having one of the best
business schools in the world. NIE is now a major research institution in its own right,

and, at the same time, a very high status part of Singapore’s postsecondary education
system. ,

Thus many of these top-performing countries have not only greatly raised their standards
for getting into higher education institutions preparing teachers, but most have moved
teacher education out of their Jower tier institutions and into their top tier institutions, -
This has had the effect of further raising the status of teaching, improving the quality of
faculty, improving the quality of research on education, facilitating the dissemination of
high quality research to prospective teachers and creating a teaching force that is less-
likely to put up with old forms of work organization once they become school teachers.

Teacher education in the United States is no longer done in institutions called normal
schools, but it is generally done in second and third tier, relatively low status institutions,
many of which were formerly normal schools. When it is done within major universities,
it is typically accorded the low status associated with the other feminized occupations.
- While graduate education in education 1s often done in the major research universities,
many of the institutions that offer professional training in school administration and
education research do not offer professional training to school teachers. This is very
stmilar to the profile that many of the leading countries abandoned ten or more years ago.

Content of teacher education and induction-

We combine here two functions usually thought of quite separately: what prospective
teachers are taught about their craft before entering service and what they are tanght
immediately after entering service. The reason we have done that 1s that some top-
performing countries rely heavily on pre-service teacher education to teach the skills of
the craft to teachers and some put much more emphasis on the use of apprenticeship-style

instruction in the workplace to convey the essential craft skills, once the teacher has been
hired by the schools. This is an important difference.

Consider first the approach taken by Finland. The Finns, as we have seen, require all of
their teachers, including their primary school teachers, to have a master’s degree. Primary
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teachers major in education, but they must minor in at least two of the subjects in the
primary curriculum. These minors are taken not in the education schools but in the arts
and sciences departments of the university. Upper grade teachers must major in the
subject they will be teaching. Their education in pedagogy is either integrated into their
five-year program or provided full time in the master’s year after the student has
completed a bachelors program with a major in the subject that person will teach.
Candidates who already have a master’s degree in the subject they will teach must get

another master s degree i feaching. 1 Nere ate No ~aliernative Toutes - 10 Chteling the
teaching force in Finland. The only way to become a teacher in Finland is to get a
university degree in teachmg

Clearly the Finns place a very high value on having teachers who have really mastered
the subjects they will teach, and have also placed a high value on giving teachers the
skills they will need to teach those subjects well once they arrive in the classroom.

Now consider the approach taken by Shanghai. In Shanghai, 90 percent of the teacher -
preparation program is devoted to mastery of the subject the prospective teacher will be
teaching, A school mathematics teacher in training is expected to take the same
undergraduate mathematics curriculum as undergraduates who will go on to do graduate
work in mathematics, a very demanding curriculum.

Tt is clear that the Shanghai authorities are at least as determined as the Finns that the
teachers who go on to teach science or any other subject know as much about the content
of those subjects by the time they complete their undergraduate program as the people
who will go on to be physicists or chemists or mathematicians know about those subjects
when they complete their undergraduate program. And that is just as true of their future
elementary school teachers as it is of their secondary school teachers.

The comparison with American policy and practice on the same point is very telling.

Whereas elementary school teachers in these two other countries specialize in math and
science or in social studies and language, Americans preparing to become elementary

- school teachers do not. Most American elementary school teachers know little math or

science and many are very uncomfortable with these subjects. That is hardly true of their

counterparts in Finland or Shanghai. - And some of our secondary school teachers of math
and science know a good deal less than their counterparts in those countries. It is also

* true that once one becomes a teacher in the United States, irrespective of the arena in

which one is trained, a teacher can be assigned to teach a subject in which he or she was

never really trained at all.

An anecdote related to this point is worth telling. Some years ago, Bill Schmidt, among
the most distinguished of Americans who have been benchmarking the performance of
the leading nations over the years, and who led the American team working on the
TIMSS studies, was in a meeting with his other colleagues from the countries designing
the tests and research studies. One of the Americans made a pitch for including a
background question in the research instrument that would have asked how many
teachers of mathematics and science in each country were teaching subjects they had not
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been prepared to teach. There was an expression of astonishment from the
representatives of all the countries except those from the United States. It siraply was not
done. Teachers were not permitted to teach outside their subject. There was no need to
ask this question. The topic was never raised again. Evidently; only the United States,
among all the industrialized countries, allows its teachers to teach subjects they have not
been highly trained in.

ﬂm%e%ﬂm&%@m&m&@%ﬂi@%&ﬁ&ﬁ%%—
grade to the last, school children in Shanghai and Finland are likely to be taught by :
teachers who have a better command of the subjects they will be teachmg The
conseqguences of these differences are incalculable.

We come next to the question of policy and practice conceming the standards to be met
by teachers in Shanghai, Finland and the United States with respect to pedagogy. It turns
out that this is a very important issue in both Finland and Shanghai, but the strategies for
achieving excellence in this important arena are very different in these two countries.

The Finns place most of their faith in developing the pedagogical skills of their future
teachers while they are still in pre-service fraining. Obviously, the Finns believe it is
very important for prospective teachers to get a strong background in pedagogy before
entering the teaching force. They provide a strong background in the research underlying

" teaching and they also provide their teachers with strong research skills. All teacher
candidates have to complete a research-based dissertation. Prospective teachers are
expected to learn a lot about subject-specific pedagogy. There is considerable emphasis
in the teacher education curriculum on the development of the candidate’s skills at

. diagnosing student problems and learning how to choose the right solution for those
problems, based on the relevant research. And there is a very strong clinical element in

the program, mcluding a full year of practice teaching done under the close superv151011
of a master teacher.

Whereas the Finns take five years or more to educate a teacher and divide that time
almost equally between content training and pedagogical training, the Chinese, as we just
saw, devote 90 percent of the available time during pre-service training to deep mastery
of the subject the prospective teacher is preparing to teach. The remaining time available
for teacher education—only 10 percent of the total—in Shanghai is devoted to a program
of instruction in education theory, the psychology of learning and teaching méthods that
has not changed in many years and which many observers think is very out of date.

At first glance, that would appear to suggest that the Finns believe in the importance of
substantial instruction in pedagogy and the Chinese think it unnecessary. But that is not
the case. In Shanghai, a new teacher is expected to spend the first year of employment as
a teacher under the intense supervision of a master teacher. Their master teachers are
relieved of all or most of their classroom responsibilities to allow them to play this role.
These master teachers often sit in on every lesson taught by the new teacher, providing

intense coaching. And the new teacher will also observe the master teaching many
lessons, 100.
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Recall that the Finns have decided that it is essential that their prospective teachers learn
as much as possible about how to diagnose the nuances of the difficulties students
experience in mastering difficult material, as well as how to identify the right techniques
and methods to address those problems. The Finns put a lot of effort into building their
prospective teachers’ skills in this arena before they enter service. The Chinese are no
less concerned than the Finns that their teachers master the art of teaching, but they have

a very different sirategy 1or accomplisiing this aim. 1hey put most oi theit taith in a
very demanding apprenticeship strategy, as soon as the teachers-college graduates are
hired. :

Both countries devote a lot of resources to the development of the pedagogical skills of
their recruits. It is certainly true that American schools of education teach methods
courses. But American teachers complain constantly that what they learn in these courses
is of very little value when they enter real classrcoms. By all accounts, the efforts of the
" Finns and the Chinese to give their prospective teachers and beginning teachers much
better supported initial clagsroom experience, at the hands of master teachers who can
build their skills at recognizing specific problems that students have in learning the
subjects they will teach and figuring out which research-based techniques are appropriate
to address those problems, is an important key to those countries’ success.

The careful attention to the development of skills in diagnosis and prescription, in the
development of effective lessons, in the adjustment of instruction to the actual needs of
students, under the extended and intensive guidance of master teachers, has no
counterpart in the American experience. Little attention is typically devoted to detailed
instruction in diagnosis and prescription, except, in some instances in the case of special
education. The typical clinical experience of American candidate teachers is usually of
poor quality, too brief, unconnected to the rest of their instructional program and
provided by classroom teachers who cannot on the whole reasonably be called ‘master
teachers.” Once graduated from teachers colleges and hired by their first school district,
they are typically put in a sink or swim situation, with little or no support from
experienced teachers or supervisors, often in the most demanding classroom situations.
Once again, the contrast with the experience of their Shanghai and Finnish colleagues
could not be more stark.

It is worth pointing out, however, that the training of American medical doctors rests
firmly on the very elements just described as the basis of the training of Finnish and
Shanghai educators. American medical doctors are supposed to have a thorough
background in the sciences that underlie medicine, physiclogy and pathology. Their
training is essentially clinical in nature and is provided by master practitioners. The heart
of the training is a form of apprenticeship known as rounds and residency. The most
important aspect of their training is skills in diagnosis and prescription, based on a firm
knowledge of the relevant research. This training takes place not in third tier, low status
mstitations, but in professional schools in top research universities. Most of these
features have been adapted to the needs of professional education in teachmg by most of
our top competitors. None vet typify American practice.
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Licensure and standards for entry

‘When teachers’ shortages develop in the United States, the government’s response is
almost always to waive the regulations defining the minimum qualifications for teaching
in public schools. When there is a shortage of civil engineers, we do not say that it is no
longer necessary to make sure that civil engineers have the qualifications needed to

- designsaic bridges nor, i Such sitations, 4o we decide that doctors no [onger need 1o -

meet the minimum requirements for licensure. If there is a shortage in those fields, or
indeed in virtually all truly professional fields, compensation increases until the market
clears and the shortage disappears. There is no clearer sign of scciety’s lack of respect
for teachers and teaching than its view that, in the end, what really mattess is having a
warm body in front of their children, irrespective of that person’s qualifications to teach.
The best performing nations do not do this. They do not have to. They have, as we have
seen, many more fully qualified applicants for teaching positions than positions available.

Continuing professional development: the instruction connection

It would not ordiﬁarﬂy come nafurally to most Americans to combine these two topics,

but that may be part of our problem, because it would come quite naturally to educators
m many of the top-performing Asian countries.

Consider the Japanese practice of lesson study. In Japanese schools, the faculty work
together to develop new courses or redesign existing courses to make them more
engaging. Once developed, that course is demonstrated by one of the teachers and
critiqued by the others and revised until the faculty is happy with it. Then a particularly
capable teacher will demonstrate it for others and critique their practice when they in turn
teach it. Throughout, the development process calls on the latest research. Teachers who .
get very good at leading this work are often called on to demonstrate their lessons to -

" other schools and even to teachers in other districts and provinces. In this way,
instructional development and professional development are merged and professional
development becomes an integral part of the process of improving instruction in the
school, informed by the latest and best research.

In fact, Japanese teachers are provided with research skills in their pre-service training, so
that this local, teacher-led development process is supported by the kind of research skills

“needed by teachers to make sophisticated judgments about the effectiveness of their local
development work. -

In the United States, teachers are generally the objects of research rather than participants
in the research process itself. The topics for professional development are often chosen
by administrators in the central office rather than by teachers secking to improve their
own practice on terms of their choosing. Because the topics chosen for professional
development are typically not the topics the teachers wounld have chosen, they often
perceive the professional development they get as not particularly helpful. The Japanese
model just summarized is certainly not the only model used in the top-performing
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countries, but it suggests the possibilities that come to mind when teachers are viewed as
highly competent professionals who are expected to take the lead in defining what good
practice 18, advancing that practice and keeping up to date on the latest advancements,
which is exactly what happens in the professions that are led by the members of the
profession rather than those who are administratively responsible for their work.

All over the world, well run companies and government agencies give a lot of thought,
not only to how they can source their staff from the most capable pool possible, but also
how they can offer their best people attractive careers in the agency or company, carcers
of increasing responsibility and authority, and the increased compensation and status that
come with those jobs. Typically, they carefully groom their most promising staff for the

-next steps on the ladder, giving them at each stage the training they will need for the next
job, providing mentors who can help them develop the right skills and so on.

That 1s what Singapore does for its professional educators. Having done their best to
make sure that they have a very talented pool from which to source their teachers, they
recruit the best and then provide top-level training for them. But it does not end there.
They have carefully structured several distinct career lines that are available to the new
recruits. For each career line, they have-designed programs of training that are matched,
step by step, to each step of the ladder. The system selects those people for further
training who have the best qualifications, get the best ratings and have done the best in
the training for the next position. In this way, Singapore carefully nurtures its talent pool,
reserving the most expensive fraining for the people best prepared io use it well.

When teachers in Singapore are first hired, they become eligible to choose among three
possible career ladders. One leads to the position of Principal Master Teacher through
the intermediate steps of Senior Teacher, Lead Teacher, Master Teacher and, finally,
Principal Master Teacher. That is the “Teaching Track.” Teachers who want a career in
administration proceed through Subject Head/Level Head, Head of Department, Vice

- Principal, Principal, Cluster Superintendent, Deputy Director, Director, and lastly,
Director-General of Education, the top spot. That is the “Leadership Track”. And there
is another track, called the “Senior Specialist Track,” designed to describe the trajectory
of a career in the Ministry of Education in various specialized areas such as curriculum
and instructional design, and education research and statistics. Highly qualified
candidates for advancement in this system may be offered scholarships for advanced
study in Singapore and abroad, in leading universities all over the world. They may be
deliberately rotated among carefully selected assignments in the schools in the Ministry
to give them the kind of experience the Ministry is looking for.

It is fair to say that neither the United States nor the individual states have policies
designed to create a high quality pool from which we select candidates for teacher
training. We often take whoever shows up. The pool is self-selected. With rare
exceptions, we do not have well-defined career paths for teachers who want to advance
their careers, but stay in teaching. Nor, obviously, have we defined the training and-

21



farther education that candidates for advancement on that nonexistent path must complete
to be eligible for advancement. Indeed, we have not defined, as the Singapore

government has, what qualities we are looking for in teachers that would qualify them for
advancement.

iseasy-totosethe——————

thread But there 8 one.

We see two images, one of teaching in the United States and the other of teaching in the
countries with the world’s most effective education systems. They are very different.

As we have seen, the prevailing view in the United States is that our teachers need not
come from the more able strata of the college-educated population. We behave as if we
believe that only a few weeks of training is needed to do what they have to do, a sure sign
that we do not believe teaching is a profession at all. If they do get more, it can certainly
be done in very low-status institutions, and if they do not have much training, it is no big
deal. Ifthere is a shortage of teachers, we quickly waive the very low standards we insist
on in boom times. We congratulate ourselves on offering $10,000 signing bonuses to
teachers when we worry about the qualifications of the ones we are gefting, and then
wonder why it does little to attract a better quality of candidate or simply more
candidates. We do little or nothing about starting salaries that will not permit a young
teacher to support a small family in the style to which college graduates are accustomed
in this country. In most places, teaching continues to be a dead-end career, with no
routes up except those that lead out of teaching. We make teachers the objects of
research rather than the people who do research. We talk a lot about getting rid of the
worst teachers, as if that was our biggest problem, but nothing about doing what is
necessary to get better ones, thus accomplishing little but the destruction of teacher
morale. We do all of this while talking a lot about teacher quality.

So it should surprise no one that we have a teacher quality problem.

When we looked at the countries topping the educaﬁon league tables we saw that
teaching is not just referred to as a profession but is actually treated as though it is one.
Those countries are willing to compensate teachers in the same way they compensate
people in the professions, which, until recently, have been heavily dominated by men.
They take their professional training seriously. It is lengthy and done in high prestige
institutions. The standards for getting into those institutions are very high, and the
competition to get into them on the part of top-notch students is quite stiff. The program
of training mimics the way doctors and other highly regarded professionals are trained.
They are carefully mentored by very capable people when they are hired. They are at the
heart of the process of improving the system, not the object of that process, and their
career prospects depend on their professional contribution, just as is the case for real
professionals everywhere else. It would appear that the top-performing countries are far
" along in a process of converting their teachers from blue-collar workers to professionals
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on a par with the other professions. Is it any wonder that these countries are experiencing
much better results than the United States?

Of course, if teaching moves away from a Tayloristic work organization and takes on the
attributes of a true profession, that will have implications for our teachers’ unions and
their contracts. American labor law is firmly grounded in the mass production model of
work organization and assumes that workers and management will be locked in eternal

conilict, The Tati-Hartley Act assumes that conflicfual relationship and sets out the rules
under which it will work. But, although that act of Congress was intended to apply only
to the private sector, it was eventually applied to the public sector by most states, and that
resulted in the work rules and contract provisions that are now giving this country so
much trouble. Those rules can and should be changed. As the states decide to pay
teachers like professionals and provide teachers the kind of professional responsibility
and autonomy that other professions have, the teachers will need to be willing to write
contracts that move away from the blue-collar model and toward contracts that embrace a
professional model of work organization, in which teachers take responsibility for raising
teaching standards to world-class levels, for the performance of students, for working as
many hours as it takes to get the work done, for evaluating the work of their colleagues,

recommending termination for teachers who do not measure up to high standards and so
on, ' '

Teachers will have to give up senmiority rights of assignment and retention and other
hallmarks of the blue-collar work environment and they will have to accept the
proposition that some teachers will be paid more than others and have different
responsibilities in recognition of their superior performance. That is part of what it
means to be a professional. In exchange, of course, they will carn once-again the high
regard of the public and their peers, be paid like engineers and architects and doctors and
enjoy the same high status in the community and their country that their colleagues in the
top-performing countries enjoy. .

Principal Quslity

In much of the rest of the indusirialized world, school leaders are called head teachers,
because they continue to teach while they manage. Typically appointed because of their
- superior teaching ability, they are still viewed as teachers, but with additional
responsibilities.

This is probably because schools in most other countries are smaller than American
schools, but also because, in the United States, schools typically have less discretion,
especially in the suburbs and cities, than in other countries, reporting to district central
offices that are larger, often much larger, than their counterparts in most other countries.
Having an intermediate layer of administration that is both larger and closer than it is
elsewhere produces much more detailed and frequent requests and demands for
mformation and compliance than school heads in most other countries experience. That,
too, makes school leadership a full time job.
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One result of this difference is that few of the countries with the most successful
education systems have separate licensure for school heads or specialized training for
them, though that is beginning to change, as many of the leading countries are now
realizing that they ‘may be able to improve their systems even further by attending more .
than they have in the past to the selection, training and licensure of school heads.

sericusly, offering, as we have just seen, a separate, defined career path for teachers who
seek school and district leadership positions. Candidates for principal positions must take
a six-month training program consisting of course work, supervised practice and
mentorship, all monitored against clear definitions of the qualities that the Singapore
government is looking for in their principals. The mentoring component of the program
takes place during two sessions, each one a month long. Aspiring principals shadow
principals hand-picked by the Ministry for their outstanding leadership qualities. The
process is mediated by a faculty member from the National Institute of Education.

Instruction

The Japanese use an approach to instruction that can reasonably be described as whole
class instruction or large group instruction but is definitely not lecturing. The teacher sets
an assignment for the class, walks up and down the rows of studerits working the
problem, picks out students using very different strategies for solving the problem, and
asks the students who devised those strategies to come to the board— one by one—and
describe their approach to the problem. The aim is not to focus on the right solution, but
to provoke an extended class discussion of the various strategies used to get to a solution.
This discussion of the strategies employed by the students is intended to help them ,
understand why the right solution works, that is, to get to a deeper understanding of the
topic under study than the American student typically gets by focusing only on the one
method the teacher has decided to use to solve the problem. Because this technique
depends for its success on identifying a good variety of solution strategies, teachers in
Japan want large class sizes, not small ones.. This approach to instruction 1s characteristic
not only of Japan, but of many other East Asian countries as well.

" Focusing on the relative effectiveness of different instructional strategies 1s obviously |
important in its own right, but it is also important because of the effects on other factors
affecting student achievement.

Of all the strategies available to improve student performance, decreasing class size is
among the most expensive and least effective. Instructional strategies that improve the
cutcome by ncreasing class size can release very large sums of money that can also
improve student achievement, thus creating a very large multiplier effect. We will return
to this point below in the discussion of tradeoffs in education system design.

But we should also note that the instructional methods used in Finland are different from

those used in Japan, especially at the high school level. Though the Japanese are putting
a relatively new emphasis on learning as distinguished from teaching, that is, on
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promoting more student initiative in the learning process, Japanese teachers are still
expected to stay pretty close to the national curriculum as promulgated by the Ministry,
and that curriculum is pretty clearly spelled out. Finland, on the other hand, has been
pressing hard in recent years toward a teaching and learning style in which the student
takes increasing responsibility for the learning process. The Finns have been paring
down the length of their curriculum guidance, and providing many more choices with
respect to what is studied by modularizing the curriculum at the upper secondary level

and letting the studenis assemble their own curriculum. his frend in curriculum is
accompanied by a complementary trend in learning and instructional style, away from
whole group instruction and toward problem- and project-based learning that is pursued
mdividually and in teams. To the extent that students select and design their own projects
. and decide how to go about addressing them, this becomes student-directed learning in
which the teacher becomes a facilitator rather than director of the learning process, and
the object of instruction becomes not only the acquisition of subject-based knowledge
and skill, but also the ability to frame problems to make them more amenable to solution,
to identify possible sources of information that bear on the problem at hand, to analyze
that information, synthesize what has been learned to frame a solution and then
communicate the solution. What has just been defined is a disciplined learning process
intended to enable the learner to come up with sophisticated and creative solutions to
novel problems. Increasingly, this is the object of Finnish education. Tt requires teachers
whose great skill is not so much the development of great lessons as teachers who are
great stimulators, facilitators, mentors and partners in the learning process and who can
create learning environments that are more like workshops than classrooms, whose
intellectual skills and knowledge are deep enough and flexible enough for them to follow
and lead their students in very unpredictable directions. :

But we hasten to add that self-directed problem- and project-based learning can easily
turn into a poor substitute for deep mastery of the underlying subjects in the curriculum.
When the student lacks a firm command of the nuances of the core subjects in the
curriculum, project- and problem-based curricula often result in very shallow knowledge
gained in the classroom. What makes it work in Finland is the fact that these pedagogies
and learning methods rest on top of solid mastery of the core subjects in the curriculum,
acquired by Finnish students in the lower grades. ' o

Design for Equity
School Finance

Local control of school finance has been an emblem of American education for a very
long time, and is a deeply ingrained feature of our system. 'In essence, in many states,
groups of citizens have been allowed to gather together to form their own education
taxing districts. The result is that wealthy parents, by forming their own taxing districts,
can drive their tax rates very low while benefitting from very high tax yields. At the
other end of this spectrum, people who cannot afford very much for housing end up
congregated together in districts where they must tax themselves at very high rates to
produce a very low yield. In such a system, the children of the wealthiest families get the
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best teachers and the best of all the other available education resources, and the families
with the least money get the worst teachers and the worst of everything else as well.

Percent of GDP spent on primary, secondary, and non-tertiary
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Almost all of the top-performing countries have been moving away from local control, if
they ever embraced it, and toward systems designed to distribute resources in ways
intended to enable all students to achieve high standards. That does not mean equal
funding for all students; it means differential funding; it means unequal funding designed
to come as close as possible to assuring high achievement across the board.

Perhaps the most interesting case from an American perspective is Canada. Two decades
ago and more, elementary and secondary education in most of the provinces was funded
much the way it is funded in the United States, with each locality raising much of the -
money locally, with the provinces providing additional sums intended to moderate the
disparities in per student funding that such a system inevitably produces. But, about 20

- years ago, this began to change. Conservative governments, in response to complaints
from citizens about skyrocketing local tax rates, initiated a move to steadily reduce
reliance on local taxes and to increase the portion of the total budget paid for by the
province. In the biggest provinees now, little if any of the money for public education is
raised locally. All or almost all comes from the province. Not surprisingly, the gross
inequities that came with raising money locally are gone, too, and Canada, like the top-
performing countries elsewhere, is moving toward a funding system intended to promote.
high achievement among all students, which means putting more money behind hard to
educate children than children who are easier to educate.

Secondary School Organ’%zation

When one looks far enough back in the history of most industrial nations, one usually
gets to a time when their primary schools were comprehensive (in the sense that students
from all social classes were mixed together in all or almost all the classrooms) and the
upper grades were not. As secondary education developed in most countries, separate
schools were created for three groups of students: the children of the working class, the
children of the artisans and shopkeepers and the children of the nobles, or, later, the
professionals, owners and managers of the larger enterprises.
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In some countries, secondary schools were comprehensive in their enrollment, but, as in
the United States, there were different tracks or streams within those comprehensive
schools for the children of different social classes, so the result for the students was the
same as in those countries that had different schools for students from different social
classes. Depending on the country, the break between the comprehensive lower schools
and the tracked upper grades might come as early as the end of grade four.

In the Scandinavian countries, after World War 11, the period of comprehensive basic
education for all students was extended to the point that most of the Scandinavian
countries now have common schools through grades nine or ten. Students from all
backgrounds attend these schools and they get the same curriculum. In these and some
other countries, it is not until a student is sixteen that education paths begin to diverge.
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Inevitably, as the previously separate education programs are merged and the decision to
give all students substantially the same education is made, there is a national discussion
about the standard to which that education will be set. In the countries with the high-
performing education systems, that argument was almost always settled by a decision that
the standard to be adopted would be the standard that formerly applied only to the '
students in the top track. ‘

This battle took place in Japan more than a century ago and in Finland after the Second
World War. Singapore abandoned streaming in its primary schools, but the standard for
its lowest stream just above primary school is still well above the average standard of
performance for the OECD nations. The United States calls its high schools
comprehensive schools, but it still offers different courses set to very different challenge
levels to students from different social backgrounds in most communities.. The
implementation of the Common Core State Standards might change that, but, for now,
few American high schools expect most of their students to reach a global standard of |
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academic achievement by the end of grade nine or ten, though that is exactly what the
top-performing countries are doing now.

Fixed Standards, Flexible Support

"This point is directly connected to the Jast. In countries that expect their ninth or tenth
graders to achieve at internationally benchmarked levels, we typically see that very few
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Virtually all but the special education students make a grade of progress for each year
they are in school, against very demanding standards

This requires very different supports for students than a system, like that of the United
States, which is de&gned to operate by sorting students out along a long performance
curve. In a system in which almost all students are expected to perform at high levels,
the standard is fixed and the support varies to the extent needed to make sure that all
students get to the finish line.

As we have already noted, this means that financial resources are allocated so that

students who need more help are allocated more ﬁnancml resources so they can get that
help.
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It also means that the students who are furthest behind get the best teachers, as is the case
n Smgapore It is also the case in Singapore that the students who need help get more
time, meaning time after school and on Weekends and during the summer.

As we also saw above, in Finland and in many Asian nations, teachers are carefully
trained to diagnose very quickly and accurately students who are beginning to fall behind
and they are given the skills needed to figure out what those students need to get back on
track quickly. In a sorting system, those skills are not very important, but in a system .

intended to get virtually all students up to a high standard and to keep them there, year
after year, they are essential.

Low-Performing Schools

Sometimes it is not the student that is under-performing, but the school. This appears not
to be a problem in Finland, where the variation in school performance is among the
lowest in the world. As we have seen, Shanghai addresses this problem by requiring
schools performing well to take responsibility for managing schools that are not

23



performing so well, by assigning high-performing staff members in high-performing
schools to work in lower performing schools, by posting key staff members in low-
performing schools to temporary assignments in high-performing schools to apprentice.
themselves to gain the skills they need, then sending them back to their home school and
so on. Shanghai has also graded its schools by academic performance and the physical
condition of its schools and shut down those in which both performance and physical
condition did not justify continuation, sending the students and faculty to other schools as

it built Tew schools to Teplace those in poor physical condition. Other Asian citics and
nations have similar policies.

Design for Productivity
Management Paradigm

For many years, American policymakers have alternated between the search for quality
and the quest for equity. What we are discovering is that other countries have figured out
how to get both in greater measure than we. It would be natural for American educators
to sigh and whisper that it would be wonderful to have both, but there is, apparently, no
more money. Perhaps the most important discovery is that other countries have not only
figured out how to get greater quality and far more equity, but they have figured out how
to do that while spending substantially less than we do. They have not done it by doing a.
better job than we of managing the way we do. They have done it by adopting a very

- different way to organize the work of schooling.

The chief management guru of the early 20" century was Fredetick Winslow Taylor. His
counterpatt for the latter half of the same century was Peter Drucker. Their messages
were very different. -

Taylor codified the methods of scientific management. Writing at the apogee of the mass
production system, Taylor lived in a world in which goods and services formerly
available only to the royalty and nobility were becoming increasingly available to
Everyman, courtesy of very complex, very expensive machines that could turn out vast
numbers of identical parts at remarkably low cost. Prior to the use of the mass
production system, most finished products of any complexity were produced by
craftsmen, one at a time, each object requiring great skill. But, in the mass production
system, many fewer people—mainly the engineers who designed the machines and
processes—needed high skills. Most other workers, from the people who minded the
machines to those who assembled the parts into fimished products to the clerks and the
farm hands, required only basic literacy. Taylor declared that the way to run the system
most efficiently was to observe many people doing these low level tasks, figure out who
did them most efficiently and then make sure that everyone did it that way. Workers
were just like the interchangeable parts they assembled. One was as good as another.
Skill was not terribly important. Management just needed to make sure someone was
doing the work and doing it efficiently.

The mass production method affected American industry more profoundly than that of
any other major country. It was at its zenith when the current form of American
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education was set in place. Though industry has long since moved on, the organization
of work in American education has not.

Peter Drucker, in the 1970s opined that the age of mass production had reached its limit.
The future, he said, belonged to firms and nations that embraced knowledge work and
knowledge workers. By “knowledge work and knowledge workers,” Drucker meant
something very like “professional work and professional workers.” Advanced industrial
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of the workers were doing work that depended on them having a very high level of
knowledge and the ability to apply that knowledge, case by case, to the challenges they
faced every day. The challenges would be different, and so they would require a great
deal of discretion as they figured out how best to respond to each challenge.

Taylor’s methods would not work in such a situation. Workers would no longer be
interchangeable. They would have to be managed in the same way professionals are
managed and for the same reason. Rather than telling the workers just what to do and
how to do it, managers would have to hire and train very high quality staff, set the goals,
support the workers in every possible way and then get out of their way. The workers,
who would themselves be the experts in the work, would have to figure out how best to
meet the challenges they faced and would have to hold each other accountable for |
delivering top performance. '

In the world of knowledge work, excellence would be rewarded. Blue-collar factory -
workers, Drucker said, expected an honest day’s pay for an honest day’s work., But
knowledge workers, he said, expected an extraordinary day’s pay for an extraordinary
day’s work like professionals in any field.

In varying degrees, all of the countries with high-performing education systems have
been moving toward the management paradigm offered by Drucker. Few had embraced -

Taylor’s system in its schools as avidly as the United States. But Taylor’s paradigm is
alive and well in American schools. It still influences our conception of teachers’ work,
the way we organize our schools, the way we talk about accountability, the way

' management in our schools relates to our unions, the way we respond to teacher
shortages, the status of teachers colleges in our education system, and much, much more.
Once the women and minorities who signed up for teaching when college-educated
women and some minorities had a very narrow choice of careers retire, the United States
is very unlikely to get the quality of teachers we need in the quantity we need them until

we replace the Tayloristic paradigm of work organization with the model advocated by
Drucker.

This is, of course, just what the top-performing education systems have been doing for
years. The cases of Finland and Ontario are textbook examples of moves to forms of
work organization in which teachers are treated muoch more like professionals and much
Tess like blue-collar workers, cases in which management has been exercising

progressively less conirol and providing progressively more support, and getting better
and better resulis as a consequence. S
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Accountability and Autonomy

Accountability is one instance of the point just made. In Tayloristic management
systems, the workers at each level are accountable to their supervisor. In many
situations, as just pointed out, the worker is simply responsible for putting in an honest
day’s work for the requisite time on the clock. In others, the worker is paid by the

‘ _number of units of product produced. In professional workplaces, however, while there _
is some element of accountability to one’s supervisor, there is usually a major component
of responsibility to one’s professional colleagues for the quality and quantity of one’s
work. In professional workplaces, the workers are expected to put in whatever time it
takes to get the work done. They feel a strong sense of responsibility to their colleagues
to do their level best and they know that, at the end of the day, it is their colleagues, along
with their supervisor, who will play a major role in determining their career prospects and
very likely their compensation, both of which will depend on very nuanced judgments
about their professional contribution to the work of the organization.

We can think of Tayloristic workplaces as emphasizing vertical accountability and
professional workplaces as emphasizing lateral accountability. In Tayloristic workplaces,
it is always very clear who the workers are and who management is. In professional
workplaces, it is ofien the case that the professionals are organized as a partnership, and
the workers are also the managers as well as the owners. Even when this is not the case,
there 1s typically a strong element of lateral accountability in professional workplaces and
it is usually also the case in professional workplaces that the workers are also managers,
though they may not also be owners. '

These differences in accountability between Tayloristic management systems and
professional systems are a function of the nature of the work. If the work can be done by
semi-skilled people who are essentially interchangeable and whose work is most
efficiently managed by supervisors who are in a position to direct the work in detail by
virtue of their superior knowledge, then a top down sysiem of accountability will
probably work best. But if the work is of the kind that Drucker was interested in, then the
people in the best position to make the judgments about the way the service will be
delivered will be the people actually doing the work, and they will have to have a wide
range of discretion in determining how it will be done. The incentives that work in a
Tayloristic workplace will not work in a professional workplace. Professionals, as
Drucker pointed out, are much more motivated by the need to excel in the eyes of their
professional colleagues and to meet professional norms. They will do whatever it takes,
knowing that, if they don’t, they could lose not only their job, but also the respect of
colleagues whose respect they greatly value.

The other side of increased lateral accountability is increased professional autonomy.
‘When there is one best way to get the work done, the job of management is to make sure
‘it gets done that way, but when the best way to get the work done is a function of the
particular unique situation one faces, then the professional must be free to make the
decision as to how the service will be delivered to the client. One way to frame this is to
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say that management has little choice in that situation but to trust the professional to
know What to do and to do it.

But schools are small societies, not collectives in which each professional is an individual

entreprencur. Some teachers are better at one aspect of the overall work than another,

Just as some attorneys are better at bringing in new clients and others are better at

research and writing and others are better at litigating. The law firm works best when

————————these-different skills-and-abilities-are-welded-together-in-one team-So- it is with-a schoot——m———————

. In such a sitvation, it is the senior members of the workforce who are in the best position

to judge the contributions of each member of the team. Each has plenty of professional
“autonomy, but each is responsible to the other members of the team for the quahty and

timeliness of their work. :

There is a general trend among the countries with the most successful education systems
away from Tayloristic models and toward the kinds of accountability systems associated
with professional work. The Japanese emphasis on eaming the tespect of the group of
which one is a part puts great pressure on Japanese teachers to be accountable to the rest
of the faculty for the effort they put into their work and the quality with which they do it.
In recent years, the Ministry has, somewhat cautiously, begun to provide progressively
less explicit direction to the schools and to provide greater degrees of freedom to school

. faculties with respect to how the Japanese curriculum will be implemented and on other
matters. We can see similar trends in Singapore and China.

The Finnish reforms in the 1970s resulted ina much—admjred and rather detailed
specification of the Finnish curriculum. But, in the period since then, there has been a
steady reduction in the detail with which the curticulum has been specified and the

- Ministry has abolished the Finnish inspectorate. All this has happened in a country in
which there are no national examinations of all the students, so that neither schools nor
teachers can be held accountable for their performance on the basis of data from such
examinations. All of these policy positions are a measure of the high degree of trust that
the Finns have in their teachers, but the high performance of Finnish students is a
testament to the degree to which Finnish professionals hold each other accountable for
the quality of their work and the effort they put into it. -

The Canadian province of Ontario is another case, much like Finland, in which the
current administration has abandoned the policies of its predecessor in favor of a policy
of providing great discretion to teachers and trusting them to do the right thing, and
getting great 1mpr0vement m student performance in return.

incentives

The way incentives are structured can make a big difference in the relative productivity
of systems. Perhaps the best example is the effect on stadent motivation of the use of -

external examination systems as gateways by the best-performing nations. In countries
with external examination systems used as gateways, as we noted, students have strong

incentives to take tough courses and work hard in school. In the United States, unless a
student is headed for a selective college, he or she quickly realizes that, even if the
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objective is to get into an open-admissions college, it makes no difference whether the
student gets good grades or a D minus, the result is the same: enfrance to a non-selective
college. The effect is to send a message to our students that high school is a place to
hang out with one’s friends. As long as you show up, you will do as well as you would if
you take school seriously. What they do not know, of course, is that, if they have not
done well enough to succeed in their initial credit-bearing college courses, they will have
to take remedial courses for which they will receive no credit, while pﬂmg up debt. By

The time tney fearn TII&'E it 1S too late.

American policymakers assume that all school faculty have positive incentives to adopt
research findings that show X works better than Y. But that is not true if they think that
adopting X may arouse the anger of some vocal group in the community. Administrators
are almost certain to get into deep trouble if they take high cost contracts away from local
contractors in order to give them to lower cost national contractors, even though doing so
would save a lot of money that could be used for instruction.. Actually, faculty have
stronger incentives to avoid trouble than they do to do what works for students. School
people have no incentive to meet the needs of minority and low-income students if their
performance improves and the money is taken away. If school administrators find a way
to deliver the same services for less money, their reward is to have their budget reduced.
Education school deans report that, if they propose to raise standards for admission in
their schools, the arts and sciences faculty may veto that move because it might mean
fewer students in their departments. Some minority students in inner city schools who
decide to work hard in school are furned into pariahs for “acting White.” Some teachers
who do whatever it takes for their students are ostracized by their colleagues for violating
the union contract. Teachers who teach complex skills to their students that are not
measured on the standardized test they must give are sometimes penalized because they
are not sticking to the schedule for teaching much lower basic skills. These are all
examples of perverse incentives, that is, positive incentives for lowering, not raising,
achievement. Our education system is rife with such perverse incentives.

High-performing education systems typically have far fewer perverse incentives than the
American system. We have already pointed out that all students, not just those going to
selective colleges, have strong incentives to take tough courses and study hard in the top-
performing countries. Teachers in Japan have strong incentives to work hard and
perform at high levels because of the value that all Japanese work groups place on that
behavior. The Singaporeans provide substantial bonuses to teachers to do outstanding
work. Teachers colleges in the best-performing countries are not expected to be “cash
cows” for the arts and sciences schools in those countries. And so on.

If one does not like the performance of the education system, it is easy to blame the
actors. But the chances are that you would behave just the way they are behaving if you
were experiencing the same incentives. If you want better performance from the system,
one of the first places to look for opportunities is the structure of incentives in that
system. If you find a lot of perverse incentives—incentives to produce the behavior you
do not want—then change the incentives. Our best competitors have done just that. -
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School-to-Work Transition

Investing more in education is sort of a bet, a bet that giving students a better education
will result in certain outcomes. Among those outcomes is that they are more likely to be
able to support themselves and their families and enjoy a good standard of living. But
there is no direct connection between being well-educated and earning a good living.
Students need to make an effective transition from school to work and that process is

OIS (/Ulllp]_lbdlﬁtl tham it mlgm: at fst dppear.

Among other things, it involves turning academic skills into the kind of skills that are
needed to do particular jobs, which atways involves more learning, a part of which
usually takes place on the job, under the supervision of an experienced hand. It involves
an opportunity to get that experience, which usually requires access to an informal
network of people who have jobs, internships or apprenticeships to offer. And it involves
the acquisition of many skills and kinds of knowledge that are not included in the usual
school syllabus.

Some countries have effective systems to effectuate such transitions and many do not.

- The United States is among the latter.- Many graduates in the United States have few, if
any, family connections to people who can and will offer them the first rung on the
ladder, the chance to acquire the initial experience needed. Many lack the specific skills,
attitudes and dispositions needed to succeed in those jobs. The result is very high youth
unempioyment rates, a high rate of youth delinquency and crime, and ruined lives.

Finland has multiple pathways that are highly developed and successful at delivering
occupational skills at the upper secondary level, as does Singapore. Japan reaches much
the same goal through its system of having designated high schools that supply high :
prestige employers with high quality candidates, who are then provided very high quality
on-the-job training in the quality circles operated by those firms, These systems are very
different from one another, but each is a vital component of that country’s system for
prov1d1ng a rewarding future for all its children and a capable workforce to drive its
economy. The point here is that a country may have a high guality pre-college education

system and still have a low-quality workforce if it fails to create a sound school-to-work
transition systern. -

Single Capable Center

Every high-performing country the National Center on Education and the Economy has
studied has a unit of govermnment that is clearly in charge of elementary and secondary

_ education. In Canada, those units of government are not at the national Ievel (the
national government has even less responsibility for the schools than the federal
government in the United. States) but at the provincial level. In Finland, Singapore and
Japan, it is the national Ministry of Education that is in charge. In China, Shanghai has
unusual independence from the national Ministry of Education.

In many of these countries, educators view a position in the ministry as the capstone of a
distinguished career. The ministry sees itself, and is seen by others, as having great
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- legitimacy as the keeper of the whole system, the agency responsible for defining the
future course of education and for leading the national discussion as to the best shape for
that system. Itis often the case that these ministries do not have to issue many
regulations because their informal guidance is so respected.

In such countries, the ministfy has an obligation to concern itself with the design of the
system as a whole, with the structure of incentives that design provides to everyone

atfected by ii, with the cohcrence of that design and with the ability of that design to
address the problems the country faces.

No unit of government in the United States occupies such a position. No one expects or
wants the US Department of Education to play that role for the United States. Certainly,
no city school district plays the role just described. But it is also true that no state
department of education has a role comparable to that of a typical national ministry of
education, - '

That is not because our state departments of education lack the constitutional authority to
play that role. Most state departments of education are required by their state
constitutions to provide a ‘thorough and efficient education’ to their citizenry.” But two
centuries of practice have vested a great deal of authority in local boards of education, to
a-degree that has no parallel in most other countries, and that authority was essentially
delegated from the state a long time ago.

The result is that no level of government in the United States thinks of itself or is thought
of by others as the place where the buck stops, the place where responsibility ultimately
resides for the effectiveness and efficiency of the system as a whole. And the result of
that is that education reform in the United States takes a different form than it typically
does in the countries with the most effective education systems. When compared with
other countries, the United States appears to see education reform as a process of adding
programs to the corpus of programs already in place. We endlessly initiate new programs
in the announced hope that they will somehow prevail, but the reality is that they gain
favor with early adopters and rarely go much further. Where other countries carefully
consider new policies and work hard to integrate them with existing ones in ways that
will increase rather than decrease system coherence, the United States simply adds
another program and hopes for the best. Which leads directly to the next point.

On Systems, Coherence, Alignment and Trodeoffs

It is at this point that the author will peep out from behind the screen of the anonymous
voiee and speak in the first person. After 22 years of research on the factors that account
for the success of the countries with the best education record, I find myself convinced
that seven things account for the lion’s share of the difference: 1) aggressive international
benchmarking, 2) the quality of the teaching force, 3) the use of aligned instructional
systems and external examinations that measure complex thinking skills, 4) the decision
to get all students to those standards, 5) the use of professional systems of work
organization instead of blue-collar models, 6) funding systems that put the most funds
behind the students who are hardest to educate, and 7) coherence of the design of the
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overall education system itself, in all of its particulars. If I were forced to reduce the list
even further, I would choose the second and last of these (though equitable funding is a
close Tunner- up) ‘

Coherence of system design is that important. ' Why this is so is not immediately obvious.
Our education research tradition has taught us to think in terms of the effectiveness of
111d1V1d11a1 1n1t1at1ves We use statlstical techmques to create a virfual environment in

inferest, everythmg else bemg equal. Then we wonder Why the effects of even the most
powerful interventions are almost always trivial.

The reality is that the outcomes we care about in education are the result of myriad
variables, all jostling with each other in a great vat, interacting in ways we can not
possibly visualize or simulate in our computers, to produce the ouicomes we see. Each
program we evaluate with our sophisticated research techniques can actually be
considered in real schools and school systems as one among many variables affecting the
outcomes we care about. Ifno one thinks of themselves as responsible for the design of
the overall system of which those variables are a part, then we should not be surprised
that any single initiative or program, no matter how well conceived and executed, has a
relatively small effect on student achievement. Because so many things affect the
outcome, in ways that no policymaker has thought very much about, it is to be expected
that altering one variable cannot affect the outcome very much at all, one way or the

other. The one thing that could have a very large effect—the design of the system.
itself—is no one’s responsibility.

Visiting the average school is a bit like an archeological exercise, consisting of
unearthing layer upon layer of initiatives carefully deposited in the school over the
decades of its existence: a text that the social studies text selection committee liked ten
years ago when it was all the rage, an instructional method that Jack and Judy brought
back from their professmnal development program during the last administration, that
technique that the central office was onto six years ago and caught the fancy of our then-

- principal, who of course moved on last year and was replaced by a principal with a very
different agenda. But none of it ever really goes away. Legislators add law after law, the
courts make their decisions, the state department issues regulation after regulation—all of

it is added on until it looks like the folded sedimentafy rock in the road cut on the
interstate going out of town.

- It is little wonder that our systems are full of negative and perverse incentives. No one

- ever thought about how all of these layers of law, regulation, court decisions, textbook
choices, professional development programs and much, much more fit together and so it
is little wonder that they do not. As we pointed out above, the texts do not align to the
curriculum, which are not aligned to the assessments, which are not aligned to what

teachers are taught in teachers colleges, which is unrelated to the cumculum frameworks,
which do not exist.
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Americans can only imagine what might happen if we had an education system in which
the parts and pieces of the system were constructed to fit together in a sensible way, so
that they reinforced each other rather than spent their lives fighting with each other. This
is the end result of living in a country that was founded by people who deeply distrusted

" government and believed that education was one arena in which local decisions would be
best, because local people knew best what their children would need to be successful.

control the cumcuium actually taught, to the extent that anyone does D1str10ts must
choose among national tests made by national testing companies. The curricula of
schools of education are more influenced by the curricula of other schools of education
around the country than by the state in which they are chartered. Local controlisa
chimera. But no one else is in control either.

Our forefathers and foremothers never imagined a world in which the sons and daughters
of local citizens would be competing for jobs directly with the sons and daughters of
people who lived on different continents in a very complex global economy that would
require highly complex education systems designed and overseen by people with rare
expertise. But that is the situation we now face and our educational institutions are not
well eqmpped to cope with it.

To ta]k with the people who run the Singapore education system is to hear a tale in which
the designers worked as an engineer would work to build an ever more effective system,
step by step. That is actually just what they did, rising from third world status fifty years
ago to front rank status today. Wave on wave of visitors have descended on Finland to
find out what key policy initiative vaulted them to world class status while no one was
looking. But the visitors find out that there was no single policy initiative the Finns took
to get where they are. Like the Singaporeans, the Finns, it seems, worked in a logical
way, while governments came and went, in small increments over the same fifty years to
take an education system designed to support a small rural economy to world leadership
in just five decades. At each stage, these countries had education systems that were
genuine systems.

It is only when one considers the education system as one coherent whole that it becomes
possible to analyze and deal with the tradeoffs that are inherent in any system.

Consider Japan, for example, where, as we have seen, the overall ratio of students to
teachers is much the same as in the United States, but the classes are considerably larger,
leaving much more time for teachers to plan and develop more effective lessons and to
work with individual students and small groups of students.

Consider Finland, where the government has provided its teachers with greater autonomy
with respect to the curriculum and accountability as the quality of its teachers have
improved. Reducing the detail with which the curriculum is specified, virtually
eliminating test-based accountability and closing down the inspectorate, which is what
the Finns have done, would make no sense at all if the Finns had doubted the quality of
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their teachers, but all became necessary when they had managed to produce one of the
highest quality teaching staffs in the world. It is essential for a high-performing country
to {rust its teachers, but it had better have teachers it can trust.

The most important tradeoffs undoﬁbtedly lic in the area of system effects having to do’
with investments in quality.

as low as pos&uble Quality was secondary. Amencan production lines Would produce a
lot of parts and finished products that needed to be thrown out or remanufactured. But, in
the latter half of the 20" century, the Japanese, borrowing American ideas that did not get
a hearing in the United States, started to reengineer their manufacturing systems to assure
that quality was built in at every stage of the process, with the result that the finished
product met very high quality criteria with very little wastage produced along the way.
They actually showed that it 1s less expensive to build quality i at the beginning than to
compensate for the lack of quahty at the end of the production line.

Part of the price paid by the American education system for bemg built on the mass
production model is that we tolerate an exceptionally high rate of wastage. Only in our
case, what is being discarded is young people. We see this in the very high percentages
of young people who are not fluent readers by the time they leave elementary school, the
very high rates at which students drop out of high school, the appalling rates at which
those who enroll in college need remedial work when they get there and the equally
appalling rate at which they drop out and never receive a degree.

That does not happen in the countries with the best-performing education systems. These
countries have learned how to build quality in beginning before birth and extending
throughout the entire education process. One illuminating example will suffice. The
United States, as we explained above, is now bottom fishing for its teachers, sending
them to low status training institutions, preparing them poorly for teaching, not
supporting them in their initial years while they are learning the ropes and compensating
them poorly. It should not surprise us that a significant number of teachers do not do a
good job, nor should it surprise us that many want out. Close to a third of those who
trained as teachers are gone within three years and close to half are gone in less then five
years. These rates are significantly higher than for other occupations.

Imagine what would happen if they stayed for ten years, on average, instead of three to
five years. We would need fewer than half as many slots in our teachers colleges. We .
could afford to upgrade their training substantially and still have money left over, which
we could use to provide them with better support when they get their first job and there

. might even be money left over to raise their pay. We might be able to get a world class
teaching force for the same money we are paying now, in the same way that our :
automobile companies found out that they could produce much higher quality cars for the
same money it cost to produce low quality cars.
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Consider another take on the same theme. As noted above, most of the top-performing
countries are getting their students through the common curriculum by the end of the
lower secondary school, or about the age of 16. We shoot for the doing the same thing by
the end of upper secondary education. Suppose we set our system up to match their
achievement. We could save the cost of the junior and senior year of high school. Of
course, we would not really save it, because we would need the extra money to make the
improvements needed to get all our students to the goal line by the time they are 16. But

- the realhty 1s that 30 percent of our students drop ouf, and a substantial fraction of the rest
leave high school with no more than an eighth or ninth grade level of literacy. Our
competitors have dropout rates in the neighborhood of 10 percent or less and they leave
with average literacy rates far higher than ours. So we could get much better results than
we are getting now for the same money by taking the money we are wasting on the last

two years of high school and spending it wisely in the carlier years, as our competitors
do.

The reason I believe that high quality staff, equitable funding and coherent systems are
the key to highly successful education systems is that these points lead to all the others.
Any country that recruits its teachers from the higher ranges of the applied ability
distribution will quickly {ind that—in order to keep them—it has to train them in high
quality, high status universities, support them well once hired and offer them decent pay
and professional work environments, and—not least—trust them to do the right thing.
Any country that really strives for coherence and which seriously researches the best
practices of the leading countries will in time be forced to adopt high quality curriculum-
based examinations and use them to define a few important gateways, to develop strong
curriculum frameworks, and to fund their schools equitably and make sensible trade-ofis
as they make decisions about how their money will be spent. Any country that moves
toward a system of truly equitable school finance has made the crucial decision to get all
of its students to high standards. These key practices, if informed by sericus international
benchmarking will, in time, lead to all the others. '

The Dog That Did Not Bark

In one of Arthur Conan Doyle’s best-known Sherlock Holmes stories the clue is a dog
that did not bark. In this case, the dog that did not bark is the dominant element of the
American education reform agenda. It turns out that neither the researchers whose work
is reported on in this paper nor the analysts of the OECD PISA data have found any
evidence that any country that leads the world’s education performance league tables has
gotten there by implementing any of the major agenda items that dominate the education
reform-agenda in the United States. '

We include in this list the use of market mechanisms such as charter schools and
vouchers, the identification and support of education entrepreneurs to disrupt the system,
and the use of student performance data on standardized tests to identify teachers and
principals who are then rewarded on that basis for the value they add to a student’s
education or who are punished because they fail to do so.
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This is not to say that none of these initiatives will lead to significantly improved
performance at scale. It is only to say that none of the countries that have the best
records of performance have employed these strategies to get there.

It is important here to make it clear that many countries are interested in current efforts in
the United States to identify through research What makes for good teachmg and for a

designing those programs, for producing better criteria for licensure, for creating better |

professional development programs and for evaluating teachers. But they worry that
using standardized test data as a major basis of evaluating and rewarding teachers will

* create perverse incentives of many kinds and they also worry both that there is much in

student performance that is important that standardized tests are unlikely to capture and

that great student performance is the result of the work of many adults working in

collaboration rather than individual teachers working alone,

An Agenda for American Education

‘What follows is a new agenda for recasting the structure of the preceding section, derived
from the experience of the countries that have consistently outperformed the United
States. It was constructed simply by taking the subsection headings and reframing the
Janguage of the preceding sections in the form of an action agenda. To be. clear, this is
not an agenda for the United States; it 1s an agenda for individual states:

+  Benchmark the Education Systems of the Top—Performing Countries

- Make sure you know what the leaders are trying to achieve, the extent to
which they achieve it and how they do on common measures

- Compare your state to the best performers, with particular attention to
countries that share your goals

- Conduct careful research on the policies and practices of the best-
performing nations to understand how they get the results they get

- Benchmark often, because the best never stand still

+  Design for Quality
- Get your goals cleat, and get public and professional consensus on them
- Create world-class instructional systems and gateways

+  Define a limited number of gateways — not more than thé end of basic
education, end of lower secondary and end of upper secondary
(matched up to college entrance and work-ready requirements)

+  Create standards for cach gateway, making sure they are properly
nested and are world class
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Create logically ordered curriculum frameworks (topics for each year
for each subject) for the basic education sequence

Create curriculum (broad guidelines, not lesson plans) for each school
level leading up to the gateway exams (the level of detail at which this
is done should be inversely related to the quality of your teachers)

Create exams for each gateway, based on standards and curricula

Train teachers to teach those curricula well to students from many

different backgrounds

- Develop a world-class teaching force

Raise standards for entry into teacher education to internationally
benchmarked levels, including standards for general intelligence, level
of mastery of subject matter content and ability to relate to young
people, with rigorous selection processes '

Move teacher education out of second and third tier institutions and
into the major research universities

Insist that teachers of all subjects at all levels have a depth and breadth
of mastery of the subjects they will teach comparable at the bachelors
degree level to that of the people who will go on to graduate education
in those fields ' ‘

Make sure that prospective teachers have excellent skills in diagnosing
student problems and prescribing appropriate solutions

Design the teacher preparation program on a clinical model, with
plenty of clinical experience under the constant supervision of master
teachers in real settings

Raise the criteria for teacher licensure to internationally benchmarked
levels and never, under any circumstances, waive the licensure
standards in the face of a teacher shortage

Make sure compensation for beginning teachers is and remains
comparable to compensation for the other non-feminized professions;
add the amounts necessary to attract capable teachers to hardship
locations, and specialties in shortage; tic amounts to steps on the career
ladders (see below)

Provide for an induction period for new teachers of at least a year m -
which they are supervised by master teachers who are released from
full time teaching for this purpose

Construct multiple career pathways for teachers one of which is into
school administration, at least one of which is in teaching and all of

- which provide for merit-based advancement with increasing

responsibility and compensation
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- Setup a system for identifying teachers who have been in service for a few
years who have the attributes likely to enable them to be strong candidates
for one of the career pathways; groom them for advancement by offering

- thém free advanced training tied to the steps on the career ladder; provide
mentoring and other forms of support and continue that support as long as
they continue to be promising candidates for advancement.

state to get world-class results Wlth larger class sizes. Class size is
important because it is the fundamental driver of teacher cost and teacher
cost is the fundamental driver of the cost of the entire system. Japan has
shown how it is possible to increase class size and increase student
performance at the same time. Perhaps that method would work in the
United States, perhaps not. It is important to find out and, if it does not
work or work as well, to make as much progress on this front as possible. -

*  Design for Equity

- Move toward full state adoption of responsibility for school finance and
toward implementation of a weighted pupil finance system, which would
calculate the amount due each school entirely on the basis of a uniform state
formula. Let parents and students choose among public schools, with the
funding following the student. The formula would provide funding to any
public school chosen by the parents and the student, with the same base
funding behind all students in the state, but additional amounts going to
students based on the cost of bringing that student up to the high state
academic standards. Among the students bringing raore money to the
school would be those from low-income families, students from families
that do not speak English at home and those with some form of disability.

- Develop a system in which all schools, from kindergarten through the end of
lower secondary school, are truly comprehensive, open to all children of all
races, ethnicity, gender and socio-economic status and are untracked, and
committed to bringing all students up to the same high standards
irrespective of background

- Make sure that schools have the same thh expectations for all students and |
that they provide the additional supports required by students who need o |
them to achieve those standards (which is why a weighted student formula ' -
for school funding is necessary)

- Identify schools that are not succeeding in bringing all their students to high
standards and close those schools and distribute the students to high-
performing schools, send key staff from better-performing schools to take
leadership positions in the low-performing schools, and send key staff from
low-performing schools for training in the high-performing schools or have

the managements of high-performing schools also take responsibility for
managing the low-performing schools.
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o Design for Productivity

- Adopt as a conceptual framework for the reform program the goal of
reframing teaching from a feminized occupation performed in a Taylorized
work organization to professional work (or knowledge work, as Peter
Drucker would have it) performed in a form of work orgamzatlon
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U prop ot O protooosrtiibny

- Look for opportunities to build quality into the education system from the
‘beginning rather than cope with the high rate of wastage in the current -
system

- Examine the total state budget for opport*um‘aes to make better tradeoffs
between major budget elements in favor of higher productivity

- Do what is necessary to redesign the state department of education so that it
has the capacity and status needed to drive the state education system to -
excellence

- Examine the state’s school-to-work transition system to see if it is truly
world class in the way that it enables all young people who want it to get
access to high quality work experience and on-the-job training, access to
networks of people who are offering good jobs and access to further
schooling designed to provide high quality education and training leading to
industry-recognized occupational certification.

+  Make sure your systems are coherent and aligned

But that’s impossible] Realistically, how can we get started?

Sure, you say. All this sounds sensible and you have explained that it is all being done
somewhere by somebody, but it simply cannot be done here, in these United States, or at
least in my state, in the foreseeable future. Too many vested interests, too deep a
commitment to local control, too many teachers colleges to be shut down, too many
objections from unions, foo few master teachers available, just too much!

It has taken from 30 to 100 years to build the national and provincial education systems
on which these recommendations are based. None were built in one or two decades, If
the United States is to catch up, it will have to get started soon and will have to work very
hard at it for a long time. But what to do while waiting for the long-term payoff?

We have not mentioned Canada much until now, because this is where it fits. The
government of Ontario did not predicate their reform program on replacing its current
teacher workforce with a new workforce. They did not think they needed to. They asked
themselves how they could get much better results from the workforce already in place.
The answer they came up with was to make peace with the teachers unions that had been
demonized by the previous administration and with the teachers that had been so badly
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demoralized and they invited them to join them in thinking through a reform program that
would improve student performance. They insisted on high standards but they listened
hard to what the teachers had to say about the support they needed to raise student
achievement to those standards. They decided that the highest leverage strategy available
to them was to build the capacity and professional skill and commitment of their in-place

7 teaching force. They focused on what it would take to build capacity at every level of the
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Earlier, as we have also relatéd, they redesigned their school finance system to create one
far more equitable than the one they had had. It is impossible to overstate the importance '
of this policy change. On that foundation, they built an education system, province by

province, that put the nation as a whole comfortably among the top ten performers in the
world. '

The measures just described did not result in equal improvements at all student ability
levels. There was broad and substantial improvement for the students in the bottom half
of the achievement distribution, but much less among those who had been doing better
before these measures were introduced. There was considerable improvement on
measures of basic skills, but nowhere near as much on measures of higher order skills.
Which is exactly what one would expect of such an approach. It is not surprising that,
with the same teachers in place who had been in place before these initiatives, and with a
strong effort to build capacity in the teaching force where the teaching force felt it was
most in need of additional capacity, one would see the most improvement among the
students who had been doing least well. '

One way of looking at what the Ontario government did was that, by building the
capacity of the current teaching force, they took the distribution of student performance
and moved the left tail of the performance curve toward the middlé of the curve, while
the middle and right hand parts of the curve did not change much. One can think of their
next challenge as moving the entire curve to the right, so that the performance of all-
students improves substantially, and the performance of the students who perform least
well is not far from the best-performing students, who would then be performing at world
class levels. That is precisely how we defined world class performance at the beginning
of this paper. To get that, we would argue, Canada would have to adopt the other
features of the agenda of their top-~ performing peers.

And that is exactly what we think makes sense in the United States. Start with the
Canadian agenda, while also, at the same time, begin to work on those parts of the larger
agenda that seem possible at the outset. The strategies chosen would be different for
different states, depending on what is politically possible, what the state’s strong points
are and the nature of its weak points. But working over time in this way strikes us as
plausible in the real world.

Bear in mind, we are not suggesting that it is possible to short cut the steps the top
performers have taken on the way to the top of the league tables. Canada, like many of
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the other top performers, has moved the preparation of its teachers into the universities.
In order to teach in Ontario schools, high school graduates must complete a degree
program in the subject they wish to teach and another degree program lasting at least a
vear in professional education. This includes elementary school teachers, who must
spectalize in one or two subjects in the elementary curriculum, such as English, history,
science or mathematics. Secondary school teachers must have academic credentials in at
least two subjects, such as English and history, or music and mathematics. Candidates

who think they might wanl to be a subject specialist must take an honors degree. High
school students must have 3.2 to 3.3 grade point averages on a scale of four to get into the
institutions offering the first of these two degrees. There are fewer universities per capita
than in the United States and the universities in which teachers are trained have a higher
status than their opposite numbers in the United States. Teachers in Canada are better
paid than American teachers.

It might be fair to say, then, that the Canadian benchmark before embarking on the
current round of reforms was above where the United States is now, but within reach. An
American state could reasonably set an agenda for reaching toward the Canadian starting
line, then their current state and then the more distant configuration of public policy for
education that has been adopted by the very best performers in the world. That is a very
ambitious agenda, but it is doable, by stages.

What the Federal Government Can Do

No one wants a national education system in the United States. Even if one wanted to
mandate that a state adopt an agenda of the sort described above, it would not work. The
kinds of systems we described would not be faithfully implemented in a state that was
opposed to them, no matter what compliance mechanisms were used. Nor is it very
likely that all states would want to embark on such an agenda. That logic suggests a
federal government interested in the adoption of such an agenda would be well advised to
provide assistance to states that would really like to implement such an agenda, but
which, in the current environment, lack the resources needed to do so.

The agenda we have laid out here is consistent at many points with the markers that the
Congress and the Obama Administration have already put down. This paper began by
noting that Secretary Duncan has reversed half a century of history by actively calling the
attention of this country to the achievements of the countries that are outpacing us in
education and doing something to learn how they do it. The Race to the Top program
was designed and passed in a form that encourages the kind of comprehensive and -
coherent planning advocated here, rather than the digging of postholes encouraged by -
categorical programs. Through the Commeon Core State Standards work, a major step

- toward the implementation of the kind of internationally benchmarked standards
embraced by all high-performing countries was initiated by the states, and has received
the enthusiastic support of the Administration. And the Administration initiative to use
Race to the Top funds to support the development of tests matched to the standards
should move the United States much closer to the kinds of powerful, cohesive
instructional systems the top-performing countries have. The President’s call for making

45



all high school students college and career ready and for setting a goal of once again
leading the world in college completion is a big step toward developing the kind of
consensus on education goals that characterizes the countries with the best edncation
performance. And the Administration has proposed a number of initiatives on teacher
quality in the United States that are consistent with the strategies other countries have
taken to assure themselves a strong suppiy of high quality teachers in the years to corme.

e So-the-stage-s-set. The-tim

aggressively a comprehensive agenda that is squarely based on the principles that lie
behind the success of those countries that have been leadmg the world’s education league
tables

This paper 1s being written on the eve of reauthorization hearings for the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act. We suggest that a title of that act be written that would create
a competition among states for funds that would be used to implement the agenda
described in this chapter. We would make sure that there was considerable latitude for
the states in the way they approached their design for implementation. It might be
appropriate for the federal government to conduct activities intended to broadly
familiarize the states with the strategies being employed by the countries with the most
successful education systems before the competition takes place. People familiar in
detail with those strategies, including representatives of the countries at the top of the
league tables, people who have researched those countries, as well as people familiar
with each states’ current situation, might be involved as reviewers of the state proposals.

After the first round of such grants is made, the government might wish to sponsor
additional rounds.

We would be leery of mandating specific design features in the announcement of such a
program, much less implementation schedules and deadlines. States should be free to
build on their existing strengths and to minimize their weaknesses as they build their
strategies. Their strategies need to reflect their politics and their history. The review

~ process ought to be less a compliance check than an assessment of their determination

“and their capacity to take full advantage of the path blazed by the countries with the most
successful education systems. Let the states convince the readers that they understand
what has happened in these countries and are prepared to do what is necessary to adapt
and profit from that experience in their own unique ways.

What the States Can Do

But the real action would be, of course, in the states. Whether or not the federal
government chooses to take an active role, the states have all the authority they need to
move in the direction outlined here. This is, needless to say, a very ambitious agenda. It
is inconceivable that it could be successfully implemented without capable and
determined leadership to produce a wide consensus for the main outline of the work. Tn’
almost every case described in this paper, there was an individual or a political party that
provided unusual continuity of leadership for this agenda over a long period of time.
That is not eagy to achieve in the United States, but not impossible, either,
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The claim that this agenda has on our attention is simply that it has worked. It has
worked in countries as different as Singapore and Finland, Japan and Canada. It is not a
Republican agenda or a Democratic agenda. It is neither conservative nor liberal. While
it requires major changes in the way we do things in the United States, it demands
- changes more or less equally of all parties. The changes it calls for are as dramatic as the
changes made in government in the Progressive Era, but let the record show that the

Unifed States made those changes. It can make these, too, if'it chooses to do so.
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Introduction

Becommg the

Best in the Woﬂd

" at Educatmg Our Students

- By James H. Fok, MeRFL

. :‘ Once at the forefront of educational
achievermnent by any number of
measures, the United States has
dropped in standing relative to its

Stanford economist Eric Hanushek
and his colleagues (Hanushelk,

. Jamison, Jamison, & Woessmann,

economic partners and competitors in :
the global marketplace, While we have *

talter incremental steps to improve
student learning, other countries
have made tzemendous stades, not
just catching up to us, but passing us
by. As a result, U.S. students are now

2008) conducted a cross-assessment
analysis of 2z vadety of international
tests in reading, mathematics, and
science admministered between 1964

! and 2003 and calibrated each of the

separate international tests to the

. NAEP They found that performance

grossly under-represented in the ranks -

of top scorers on international tests,
putting Amerdca’s ability to maintain
its posidon 2s a leader in innovation,
technology, and prosperity at dsk.

"The Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) examisa
battery of assessments of 15—yéar—old
students in mathematics, science, and
reading, administered internationally
every three years. In 2006, the Upited
States ranked 25% of 30 nations in
mathematics and 24" of 30 in sclence
(reading literacy was on an off-year).
This puts us on par with Spain, -

Portugal, and the Slovak Republic, and

far behind Canada, the Netherlands,
Australia, Korea, and other countdes.
This, in spite of the pledge of the
National Governors Assodation in
1989 that US. students would lead
the world in mathematics and sclence

achievement by 2000 (Walberg, 2003).

The United States has participated
1n all of the international tests
since 1964 and has maintained a
longimdinﬁl testing systetn of its
owa, the National Assessment of
Educatonal Progress INAEP).

v Getmany and Hungary), while those

of US. students over the past four -
decades remained flat (along with

of smdents in the Netherlands
and Finland have improved. Asian

countries have consistently Pﬁrfoi‘med

- well, including those that have

entered the international assessment
arena along the way. Poland was

the most rapidly imptroving nation,
registering avetz{ge gains on the PISA
of more than 25 points between 2000
and 2006 alone and surpassing the
US. petformance in 2006. (Hanushek,
et al, 2008; McKinsey & Company, ~
2009; Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development

[OECD], 2010).

* A seres of research studies has

4

led Mid-continent Research for
Education and Learning (McREL)

. to animportant conclusion about

how to improve the international
competitiveness of U8, schools.

As inthe field of mediane, where
some advances in ensuting better end
results for patients have cotne not
from technology or pharmaceuticals,

: but from simple improvements,
+ including better hygiene in hospitals

and the systematic use of checklists,
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what we most need now in US.
education is not moze funding,
mote technology, or radical new
innovations, Rather, the solution to -
ensuring America’s stadents are able

1o compete on a global stage ies in

re-thinking the role of schools and
schoool districts. By assisting schoal -

" systems to more closely resemble

“high teliability” organizations
(HROs) that already exist in other
industries and bencbmai‘kjﬁg against

‘top-performing education systems

from around the globe, America’s
school systems can transform
themselves from compliance-
driven bureancracies to world-class
organizations,

Missing the bar

. Research carded out by consultancy

Hrm McKinsey & Company between

: May 2006 and March 2007 resulted

.

: 1 the report, How the Worlds Besr-



Performing School Syitens Come Out

On Top (2007), in which the authors
identify the highest perforrﬁing school
systems by their 2006 performance
on the PISA exam. In addition, the
MecKinsey researchers had conducted
extensive site visitations and mncluded
a comprehensive review of current
literature, and interviews with experts,

(OECD), which admimsters the PISA
exam, drew an interesting conclusion
after examining the Mclinsey &
Company findings. He observed that
the high-perfortumg systems shared

a relentless focus on ensuring high
instructional quality, while at the
satne time, reduciitg ﬁriabi}jty in

the instruction every child recerves

involves the huge differences in
performance found between school
systems, especially between sysiems
serving similar students”™ (p. 12).

Possibly even more striking is the
vatiability in mstruction within
schools. Hattie (2009) reports
that, using multi-level modeling,

policymakers, and practiioners,

Blatantly missing from this list of top
performers ate school districts from
the United States, although several
{Atlanta, Boston, Chicage, and New
York Ciry, along with one state—Ohio)
were identified as being on “strong
improvemest trajectoes.” From

an economic standpoint, which was
one impetus for conducting such a
study in the first place, the results are
discouraging, Despite huge increases
in spending for education and
ambitious reform efforts, Ameticans
ate secing lirtle improvement across
their school systems. Few of the most
widely supported reform strategies
{e.g., giving schools more autonony,
reducing class sizes) have produced
the promised results (McKinsey &
Company, 2007).

However, while lo'dldng at whether
differences at the system level
impacted student achievement by
enabling better .teaching and greater
learning, McKinsey researchers found
that the highest performing systems
in the wotld, despite possessing lagge
differences in culture, context, and
construct, maintained 2 primary focus
on instructional quality. These systems
emphasized three things: (1) getting

~ the best candidates into the teaching
profession; (2) providing contnuous,
embedded in-service professional
development; and (3} ensuring that
the system responds to early signs of
individual student failure.

Andreas Schleicher, head of the

. indicators and analysis division of
the Ozganisation fot Economic
Co-operation and Development
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{dchleicher, ZOUS). At McREL, we
are particularly concerned about
varlability in system petformance
within schools, among schools and
districts in the United States, and
between U.S. educational systemns and
the rest of woild.

Alming for high gusaliy,

fow variability

Most of the attention to achievement
gaps in the United States has focused
on the persistent performance

. differences among subgroups of

students by race/ethnicity and
sOCloeconOc status, particularly in
our urban school districts. Increasing
diversity in subgroup populations in
suburban and rural districts has also
contributed to achievement gaps
being exposed that may not have heen
present before, or that were attributed
previously to just a few students and
overlooked. Additiomally, as data
collection and reporting systerns

have improved, districts and schools
that were previously considered

“high performing” began to find
achievement gaps between subgroups
of students that may have been

_ previously masked.

Yet, in the report, The Bconomic Dpact
of the Achisverment Gap in Americat
Schools, McKinsey & Company {2009)
stress the Importance of looking at
two other gaps: (1) between sitrilar
students schooled in different systems
or regions of the country; and (2)
between the United States and othex
nations. In fact, “the most striking,
pootly understood, and ultimately
hopeful fact about the educational

“achievement gaps in the United States
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researcher Q}:\yrni Kon f'/lﬂfr\pr“‘(}n 3
found a substantial proportion of
the vatiation in student achievement
hies within schools and not between
schools. Grodsky and Gameron (as
cited in Hattie, 2009} conclude that
many of the influences that really
make a difference to student learning
m developed nations are within
schools, from the influence of specific
teachers, specific currculum, and
strategies teachers use to teach. Thus,
one solution seerns to be mproving
instructional quality while reducing
the variahility in the quality of that

instruction withir and among schools.

Defining system-level leadarship
and supporis

Leadership plays a critical tole in

the performance of these “best

in the world” systems. Indeed, the
McKinsey & Company (2007) study
notes that the research on school
leadership suggests “school leadership
is second only to classroom teaching
as an influence on learning” (p. 29).
Burthermore, they assert that school
reforms rarely succeed without
etfective leadership, both at the level
of the system, and at the level of
individual schools. Researchers of
another study noted that “there is
1ot a single documented case of a -
school successtully turning around
its pupil trajectory in the absence of
talented leadership.” (Leithwood et
ak, 2006, p. 5).

How do we define ¢

"aystem of sducation”? )
The majority of the QORCD countries
compared in the McKinsey &
Cotapany report have nationalized

Noteworthy Perspectives: High Raliab/

lity Organizations in Education 2



education. In the United States, the
school district is the legaliy defined
entity for public education, but the
devolition of “local control” vares
from state to state. State departments
of education and the 1.S. Department
of Hdutation represent additional
“levels of Ei:é.lé:'biifﬂiéy have
incrementally less decision-making

" and take 2 variety of steps in pursuit
¢ of error-free performance” (Weick,

‘

¢ Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 1999). Weick’s

. work with HRCs hegan with studying

.

i
IR

flight deck cperations ca a nuclear
aircraft carder and has carried over
to research including nuclear power

" plants, wildland firefighting, and”

¢ aixcraft flioht operations.

 and David Reynolds began their

theoretical exploration of HROs in
1991 {Stongfeld, 1991) and, with
the addition of Gene Schaffer,
initiated a set of High-Reliability
Systems (HRS) research studies in
Great Batatn 1o 1995, Sttingfield

" and several of his colledguéd Bavea ™ ™7

long research history on the topics -

: rrthority-{(ahthooghr thut-has tighiemed
substantially in the past three .
decades). Therefore, as we think
about systernic solutions for systein-
level issues, we will focus primarly on
the district 2nd then look one level
down to the school and up two levels
to the state and national levels.

In the boolk, Distrist I_sadersbip that
Works: Striking the Right Balance,
Marzano and Waters {2009) present
frve district-level responsibilities from
their meta-analysis that were found
to be statistically correlated with
increased student achievernent. lThc
research initially set out to answer the
question of whether superintendent

* leadership 1 a district had an effect
on student achievement. The findings
from the study, however, indicate the
i:mportance of an expanded definifion
of district-level leadership, to include
in addition to the superntendent, the
collective central office staff, the board
of education, and pindpals with their
schools, operating as a school distrct
versus a district of schools. The central
theme across the responsibilities is the
need to establish non-negotiable goals
for achievement and instruction across
the district as a whole.

"Emuiating High Reliahility
(rganizations

Marzano and Waters {2009} went
on to consider their findings about
district leadership and defined
autonomy from the perspective

of High Reliability Organizations. '
Kaprl Weick has focused his research
agenda in the last three decades to
examining these otganizations that
“operate under high dsk conditions

< In these industries, any mistake can

- have disastrous consequences—

people die. To avold disaster,

. these orgamizations put o

R

place mmlrilayered structures and

PIOCESSES to pIﬁVEﬂt ErTrors and maore

upportantly, to respond quickly before -

errors can cascade Into catastrophic
system failures. They also mindfudy
anticipate and manrage the unexpected

v (Weick & Surcliffe, 2001, 2007; Hoy &
. Sweetland, 2001; Hoy, 2003). Brrors

ks oae

and mistakes are bouad to occur,

- but the key is anticipating that they

will occur and respending to them as
soon as they appear. This constdnt
-mdﬁitoﬂ'ﬂg for the eady signs of
tatlure and responding quickly is

« another way HROs demonstrate the
s characteristic of mindfuloess.

IR

At this point, ;a.logical question to

- ask is, “What do these organizations
+ have in common with K—12 public

* education systems and what can
: we possibly learn from thetm?”

Y

. At McREL, we are tranglating the

McKinsey & Company findings
from the word’s highest performing
educational systemns through a lens
of high reliability, An operational
definition of high reliability, applied
to these systems, is this: sigh kvels of

oitencheramdschool effectveness
and system improvement (Stringfield
1991, Teddlie & Stdnghield, 1993y
Stringfield, Millsap, & Herman, 1998,
Reynolds, Creemers, Stringfield, -
Teddlie, & Schaffer, 2002).
Stangfreld, Reynolds, and Schaffer
approached theix HRS project from
an assumption that practices gleaned
from these fields could be coupled

. with HRO concepts to establish a

& kb b ooaaa
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Student performance, avhieved ar g result of L

bigh-grakty instruction, defivered through
superior exzeniion of effective research-based
practices, with low variabifty in the guakiy
of instruction within and between schools.

As we started to explor'e this idea of _

. higher reliability educational systerns,

« We ran across two other sets of
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educational tesearchers who were

 doing similar work. Sara Stringfield

school improvement strategy.

Tom Bellamy 2nd his colleagues
also were examiniag the topic and
wiote the article, “The Fail-Safe
Schools Challenge: Leadership
Possibilities for High Reliability
Organizations” (Bellamy, Crawfozd,
Huber-Marshall, & Coulter, 2005),
i1 which they presented HRO as at
least a metaphor, if not a model for
education. They asserted:

The stakes for failure have

been raised so high ... that

bigh re}iabﬁify hzs become an
important aspect of school
success. Schoaols are now
challenged to prevent practically all
faitures and to close achievement
(gaps) among student groups—in
short, to ensute highly reliable
learning for all students.” (p. 384)

The hidden cost of
underperformance

Although much attention remains
focused on student faiture (and
rightly 50}, the ability of the United
States to remain a global leader in
Innovation, scence, technology,

- patents conferred, business, and social

enﬁ:epreneursbip will depend on the

* ahility of its educational systerns to



not only raise the foor, but also the
ceiling, There aze certainly moral and
ethical aspects for closing the vanety
of achievement gaps, and severe social
mmphcations if we do not. Conversely,
the economic benefits of dramatically
raising the bar for the U3, education
system can be tremendous.

Feonomist Fric Hanushek’s research

forward-thinking superintendents,
CEQs from educational organizations,
and leaders from high-performance
professions. Together, we explored
the “new frontier” in improving the
petformance of US. schools and
districts—a frontier that lies notin
dreaming up new MAGVAHONS OF MOLE
“silver bullet” fixes for education, but

districts is the biggest challenge we
face in U5, education.

The presentations from this group
of experts (see sidebar onp. 5 for
list of presenters) cemented the
case that tmuch can be learned from
international comparisons, both
from international comparative
measures, such as PISA, and from

has been not only on calibrating
international assesstnents to one
another for comparative performance, -
bat also in constructing a
sophisticated methodology for Iinking
cognitive performance 1o economic
growth, in terms of Gross Dotnestic
Product (Hanushek, et al., 2008,
Hanushek, Peterson, & Woessmann, -

. 2010). Hanushek and his colleagues
calculate if the United States had
closed the gap between its educational
achievement levels and those of
ather countries such as Korea and
Finland, 2008 Gross Domestic
Product could have been $1.3 tnllion
to $2.3 trillion higher (9%—16% of
GDT). Furthermore, some see the
petsistence of these educational
achievement gaps as impacting the
U.S. economy with the equivalent

of a permanent national recession

{(McKinsey & Company, 2009).

A case for urganoy,
a call for action

A move to high-performing, high-
reliability, faillure-free schools will, of
course, tequire changes in cultures and
systems. It will require that educators,
policymakess, and the public examine
basic assumptions about education in
the United States and learn from. the
high performers, both here and abroad,
to make America’s schools among the
hest in the world.

On October 27-28, 2010, McREL,
with support from the Kern Family
Foundation, convened a small group
of internatonal thought leaders,
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Tather; I flawless Implementation

of existing know-how to ensure all
students benefit from top-quality
instruction and learning environments.

At the Best in the World (BITW)*
gathering, we patticularly focused our
attention on “the other achievement
gap,” the difference in performance
between America’s educational
systems {even our highest performing
districts) and those among the best

in the wotld. The stated premises for
this gathering were these:

¢ There is a gap in achievement
between America’s highest
performing schools and
school districts and the highest
performing systems internationally.

*  This gap in achievement may
he a more serious threat to the
future of the country than the
gap between high-performing and
low-performing US. schools and
districts.

* This gap in achievement can only
be closed by “raising the ceiling,”
ot elevating the performance of
America’s highest performing
schools and school districts.

+ Elevating system performance,
without excluding large
mumbers of students, requires a
commitment to high performance
with high reliability (raising the
ceiling and the floor).

»  (Creating 2 constituency for, and

uggency about, high-performing,
high-reliability schools and
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benchmarking what works from those
systems to school districts in the
United States.

We understand the urgency, and

we know that throwing large sums
of money and a barrage of reform
efforts at the problem hasn’t
resulted in significant, sustainable, or
scalable change, but what is the best
thing to do?

A theory of action—high
nerformance with high reliability

While our focus for this gathering
was on “the other achievement gap”
between the United States and other
systems of education worldwide,

m light of Schleicher’s conclusion,
the variability in achievement found
among, and within, state and district
educational systems across the
United States requires simultaneous
attention. We believe that lessons
learned from High Reliablity
Organizations may provide us with a
foundaticn for scheol improvement
and with a set of principles and
strategies to directly apply to cur
educatonal systems. We asked
Stringfield and his colleagues along
with Tom Bellamny, to help us
develop a theory of action.

Bellamy and Stringfield also
prepared commissioned papers

to accompany their presentations
at the Best in World Exploratory
Gathering. Those two papers
constitute the next two chapters of
this monograph. We inviie you to
read on.

! For video chips of the presentatons, visit the Network for Innovative Education webstte at hitps:/ /sites.google.com/site/

networkfotnnovativeeducation/Home.
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Toward

Highly Reliable, High-Quality

Public Schooling

B8
A

introduction

Large numbers of US. schools and
their students can achieve at levels
fully competitive with, and perhaps
redefining, “the best in the world”
Furthermore, empirical evidence
suggests that dramatic anprovement
m American educational reliability—
~ educating virtually all children to
fundamentally higher levels of
measured achievement—is possible.

The challenge of providing “the best
in the wotld” education involves
knowing “what works extremely well”
and providing it with rematkable
reliability. These two components

are multiplicative; that is to say, the
quality of education received by
students in any given classtootn,
school, local education authority
(LEA), state, or nation is the product
of the extent to which the providers
use state-of-the-art, proven methods
and processes multiplied by the
teliability of delivery. This idea,
stated as a straightforward equation,
hecomes this:

Much mote——and typically mote

rigorous—tesearch exists on the
subject of “what can be effective”
than on “how to reliably deliver it.”
To partially te-balance this situation,
out focus in this chapter is on
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amn StringHeld, University of Lauisville; David Revnolds, University of Scuthampton;
fugene Schatfer, Univarsity of Maryiand, Baltimars County

methods for improving the reliabilicy
of educational reform efforts.

Trend data and implications

High Reliable Organizations evolve
only when the professionals working
i an area and the larger public come
to believe that the historic levels

of thé crgamzation’s reliability are
likely to lead to disaster. The data we
examined and present hete indicate
that the United States is moving
precisely toward that condition.

We observe, too, that in such
complex systems, teachers and other
educators see a “loosely coupled
system” {Weick, 1976) and respond,
for purposes of their long-term
professional survival, as “street level
bureauacsats” (Lipsky, 1980). Stated
in more theoretical terms, when
fundamentally intetesting, potentially
vahid reforms have been attempted
in parts of the complex education
system, they were predicted to fail—
and often did—not because the ideas
wete invalid, but because they were
overwhelmed by the larger logic of
the system. A point to which we will
return repeatedly is that in educational
reform, as in research, rellability sets
the upper boundary of measured
validity.

International trend data

The Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Stady
(TTMMSY provides an unparalleled

! For an overview and range of ceports, see http:/ /ncesed.gov/ tmss.
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set of studies spanning more than a
decade and providing comparisons
and contrasts of student achievement
among mations’ systems of schooling
While lacking the breadth of TTMSS,
Reynolds, Creemers, Stringfield,
Teddlie, and Schaffer (2002) produced
a mixed-methods study contrasting
higher and lower achieving schools
within and across nine countries’
educational systems. Both of these
studies examine the comparable

value of schocling on student test
performance. The first looks at cross-
national data while the second looks
at within-country variance and cross-
country variance following cohorts
for two years.

The National Center for Educational
Statistics (INCES) regularly provides
reviews of various international
compatisons of student achievement
(TIMSS, the Progress in International
Reading Literacy Srudy [PIRLS], and
the Program for International Student
Assessment [PISA]). NCES reported
that in 4% and 8"%-gride reading, 1IS.
students ranked 10™ of 45 nations/
provinces studied. Disturbingly, the
NCES review found that cver ﬁﬁe,

a growing number of countries’
students were exceeding the average
of US. students in reading abilities.

In 4%- and 8"-grade mathematics, the
TIMSS data indicate that 118, children
are making progress over time telative
to students in other countries, and

Noteworthy Perspectives: High Reliability Organizations in Education &



currently rank in the top 8 of over 40
countres on mathematics measures.”
In the 2006 PISA sdence study, TS,
15-year-olds scored in the bottom
third of OECD {economically
developed) participating nations. To
the extent that our goal is to be “the

" best i the wold,” we have some
distance to travel.
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e

at apprbximately 20 percent at
the dawn of the 20% century, and
rose to 76 percent in 1970, The
high school gradnation rate then
gradually declined to 68 'percent
o 1998, and subsequently has

rsen steadily to its cuzrent 75-77

percent tbday. Thérgood news here
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to approximately 31 percent
today. Interestingly, the nation’s
galas over the last 30 years in
percentages of young people
graduating from college have
been the result of increasing
percentages of high school
graduates—especially fernales—

b 1 o1 1.4 11
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1.8, longitudinal

achievament trends

Complaints about “the current

state of schooling” in the United
States and the need for “drainatic
improvements” have been staples

of the Amexrican political scene for
over 200 years. Consider that at the
end of the 19% century, Harvard’s
president comoplained that the
American students at college entry
simply were not up to Ruropean
standards, Eliot (1898) laid the blame
squé:ely on American schools, whose
“main characteristic of instruction is
duilness, a complete lack of human
interest and a consequent lack in

the child of the sense of increasing
power” (p. 184, as cited in Nunnery,
1998}, Neatly a century later, Jobn
Goodlad (1984), surnaniziog a large
study he and a team had completed,
observed, “Only rarely did we find
evidence to suggest instruction likely
to go much beyond mere possession
of information.. Boredom is a
disease of epidemic propottions” {pp.
236-242).

We posit the sameness of the
criiques is not the résult of Jack of
change efforts and offer a few facts
regarding educational outcomes over
the last century, the relative stability
over the last 30 years, and the costs of
that sameness in an ever-changing and
educationally improving world:

1. The overall percentages of
Asmercans per birth cohert who
graduated from high school stood
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217 centuty, the sise in the percent
of students graduating from high
school is as steep as at any time

in out nation’s recorded history
(Heckman & LaFontaine, 2010).
The bad news is that a quarter

of our young people are leaving
education almost complezely
unprepared to compete in a global
21% century information economy.

. OFf our non-high school graduates,

the major change has been in the
petcentage talang and passing the
(General Educational Development
tests (GEDs), which is considered

~ to be a high school equivalency

certificate. The percentage of high
school dropouts taking the GED
tests has increased rapidly over
the past 15 years and helps explain
the substantial gaps between US.
Census data on percentages of
young adults who aze “high school
graduates” (including, for Census
purposes, GED holders) and

data on actual g::éduation rates.
Unformunately, today the GED
provides very modest economic
value over high schocl dropouts
not completing a GED. By _
contrast, high school graduation
has approximately a 50 percent
“value added” over not graduﬁi‘jﬂg.

. The percentages of Amerdcans

with four-year college degrees
or higher has risen steadily
tluoﬁ.ghout the last century,
from approximately 5 percent

" of the cohort hora in 1900

2 See hitp:/ /nees.ed. gov/programs/coe /2009 /analysis.

* See http:/ /nees.ed gov/nationsreportcard /it.
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. For nearly four decades, the US.

Department of Education has
conducted extensive, nationally
representative studies of student
achievement in the areas of
reading and mathematics. These
data comprise the National |
Assessment of FEdueational
Progress (NAEP) long-term tread
data.® Figure 1 provides darz,
presented in mean scale scores,
on NAFP student reading scores
at zges 9,13, and 17 from 1971
through 2008. The relatively
good news in Figure 1 is that age
9 reading mean scores aze at the
highest level yet measured on
NAFEP. The less encouraging news
1s that the age 13 scores are at
the same level as in 1992, and are
not dramatically zbove the levels
of 1971, The least encotiraging
rews is that the mean score for
17-year-olds is not statisucally
different from the scores in 1971
and is actually significantly below
the scores from the mid-1980s
through eatly 1990s.

. Figure 2 provides NAEP mean

mathematics scores for 9-, 13-, and
17-year-olds from 1973 through
2008. Again, the most encouraging

" news is from the 9-year

olds. Those scores have rsen
significantly and at an impressive
rate of progress over the last 35
yeats, with the steepest rise coming
1n the last decade. Statistically
significant and only moderately
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D Figurs 1

Trend in NAEP Rsading averags scores for 8-, 13-, and Th-yearcid students, 187 1-2008
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less impressive progress has been of obtaining additional education. In by education in 2008, According to
- the 108 Bureai of Labor Statistics,
across all persons in the would-be-
working range of our population, the
probability of not being able to find
gamful employment was over three
statistically different from scores in | inale high school dropout earned, . times higher for highi schocl dropouts
‘ ﬂlﬁreﬂﬂy 1970s and do notreflecta - a -ccl)lle-ge graduate earned $1.30.) ' : than for collége grﬁduﬁféé,ﬁrgéig;}dilé;g -
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made by our schools in advancing 1949, the average young male college

the mathemarics achievements of | graduate made 30 percent mote in
13.year-olds. However, as with + annual income than the average high
reading scores, 17-year-olds’ mean  +  school drepout. {In. other wozds,

math scotes in 2008 were not for every dollar the average young
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for every dollar the average high
school dropout earned, the average
high school graduate made $1.38,
made over $2.50.) The economuc . the average college graduate made
advantage of succeeding in schooling

Ins aty, ous level of high school bad expanded to over 150 percent.

graduation has risen for most of the
last century, fcﬂ-modesﬂy for two
decades, and is again at irs highest
levels in history, at epproximately 75

peicent. Includine holdess of GED . had increased by over five-fold. In
constant (inflation-adjusted) dollars, a

21 century high school dropout not
only makes less than his grandfather,
the high school dropout, made after
Wotld War II, he makes less than half
as mouch as his father, the high school
dropout, made in the eardy 1970s.

{For every deilar earned by a young
male dropout, the college graduate

RN

$2.30, and the zverage professional
(PLD., M.ID, etc.) made over §3.50.
Discrepancies of this magnitude
wete almost unimagiaable m the -
late 1940s and 1950s, but they are
today’s realities. Further expanding
the differences, the typical college

"8 o+ E PP ECE W

certificates, over 85 percent of young
adult Americans are counted as being
“high school graduates.” Rates of
college attendance and graduation
have tisen almost continuously
through the last century and today
stand at 31 percent of each new birth
cohort. The best available evidence of
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graduate marres another college .
graduate, with the practical
implication being that the diffexences
in family income by education often
are doubled. Finally, in 2010, for the
first tme 10 U.S, history, more women

For a cutrent picture, we need not
long-term reading and mathematics it the discussion to males or young

achievement among Ametican school- . people. Figute 4 presents a point-

I N N ]

aged students shows clear 30+ year in-tirne data set of all Americans’

gains in the elementary grades, but no {(male and female, all ages) income

are working outside the home than
appteciable gains by the upper grades '
of high school, as students prepare,

for college and careers, or both. So,

Figure 3

. Medizn income of male Americans aged 25-34, by educational lsvel,
what does this tmean, exactly? ’ K v

1848-2000
Esonomic and other impecis of — . y
education in the United States D”;:“ $

Figure 3 presents data from 1940—

2000 on the median income of young

adult (age 25-34) American males. 40
We focus on young adults because :

the effects of education ate fitst 0

noticeable in the age range that could

be expected to have completed their- -

formal education. We focus on males  : 20
because in the late 1940s only 25 P
percent of U.S. females wete wotking

HS dropout

outside the home, and that number ‘ 10 o) ssses HS graduate

had dsen to 8G percent by the year : | e Collage graduate

2000, hence making whole-cohort 0 '

comparisons among females over time 1949 1953 1357 1961 1965 1963 1673 1977 1981 1585 1989 1893 1999 2000
problématic. One of the most strking . .

sets of facts revealedinFigure 3 is Source: Educational attainment in the United States, U.8. Census Buresau,

) ! March 20040, 2000 doliars (CP-U adiustad}
the change in the economic benefit

8. Noteworthy Perspectives: Migh Heliability Organizations in Education



Figurs 4

Education pavs

Unemployment rate in 2008
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Note: The BLS unemployment statistic averaged £.2% in 2008, in September of 2010 [ siond at
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men, and more women are working in

managerial positions.

We do not believe that inceme and
employment are the most important
variables in life, only that the longest
span of reasonably reliable data are
available on them. Regarding other
vatables, 2 tange of studies have
found that persons with higher levels
of educational attainment are more
likely to engage ina wide series

of additional, pro-social activities.

. Whether the topic is voting, taking
leadership positions in organizaﬁons
ranging from churches to political
parties, starting new businesses or
staying off welfare and out of prison,
increases in education are consisteﬁﬂy
correlated with success in life. The
conclusion of studies of income and
of a range of other desirable adult
outcomes must be that success in
school now matters more than at
any other time in our history, Today,
educational failuze is catastrophic for

the individual, his or her future family,

their community, and our society.
So, why is it that seemingly logically
valuahble reform efforts have tended
10 not produce positive results?

fomplsy, loosely coupled
systams, and the inevitable rojes
of “street-level bureaucrats”

FEducation in the United States is a

very complex, loosely coupled system.

Thds became abundantly clear to
Stringfield when he was appointed’

‘to the New Board of School

Commissioners of the Baldmore Clty
Public Schools System (BCTSS) in
1998. He soon found the chalienges
bewildering (see Stringfield &
Yakimowski, 2005; Stringfield, 2008).
A particular point of importance—
and frustration—in his experience
was the search for credible levers

tor affecting change from the
seemningly powerful position of the
school board. This led to a series of

‘attempts to model the relationships

among vartous levels of the modern
Alnerican education system (Datnow,

G % % & B B G B B b B 4 E W MMM A T EETT BB E D
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Lasky, Suingfield, & Teddlie, 2006;
Land & Stringfield, 2005).

No shortage of exemples of compex
edusational systems

Figure 5 (see p. 12) presents
Stringfield’s (2005) representation
of the complex set of relationships
among levels of educational
governance in the United States. To
take one préctical example of these
relationships, consider the passage
of the federal No Child Left Behind
{NCLE, 2001) legislation. Congress
passed the legislation, but the T.S.
Department of Education took
over a year to develop regulations
and even longer to develop nen-
tegulatory guidance. (With federal
educational legislation, states more
oftén look to the non-regulatory
guidance to determine how to meet

- legal requirements.) States then

developed new testing schemes
and established new regulatory
requitements of their own, which
they passed on to LEAs.

Noteworthy Perspectives: High Raliability Organizations in Education 18



Meanwhile, colleges of education
across the country were changing
requirements in various courses

and developing new programs

to assist schools and districts in
meeting the new requirements. Mare
aggressively, a broad range of for-
profit corparations (such as text and

software publishers and consulting

for each school level, professionat
development, accounting, and testing,
amang othezs), and that group
works with schools to implement
the mandated-from-above changes.
Goals are set and communicated,
special progiams.are created oz re-

T difected and standardized testéand T v
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" been, End-of-year test scores came

in, and they did not demonstrare
dramatic short-term effects of the
by-now-unpopular cﬁangés. What
quickly become apparent weze the
second-, third-, and fourth layers of
formal and informal communications

and powerful counter veiling change

{such as the reglonal lzboratoties
and various foundations) began
developing products, workshops, -

" and other materials to assist schools
and LEAs in addressing the changes
required in NCLB. LEAs zeceived
this range of informarion and
federal funds, and made diverse new
zequirements on schools, which fa -
mrn made rew demands on teachers.
The theory of action here is that
federal laws, coupled with funding
that totals less than six percent of the
average districts” budgets, will produce
substantial change at each subsequent
lewel, eventually resiﬂting in increased
stadent achievement. At the level
of Figure 3, this presumes a tidy, -
tightly coupled system for educational
improvement.

However, even the slightest
exarination of what happens within
any one of the components of the
system, let along across the full set,
tells a different story. Figure 6 follows
the formal, official model of how.
changes happen within just one box
of Figure 5. The one box is the LEA,
but any other would make the same
point. Within Figure 6 {see p. 13), 2
school board-—typically elected, but
insome large systemns appointed—
considers the policy implications of
new laws and other inputs, sets policy,
and directs the superintendent (the
beard’s one emplovee) to implement |
policy. The superintendent works
through the vadous offices under his
or het control (deputy superintendents

a4 et B ® T s HO O

-nlnnccuosqoauo.c‘-‘-u.sosoau

- the new directives with impuxity ot, if

.
.
.
»
.
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other measures provide feedback
T W .l_ ] ll'."_‘

within LEAs, and in theory, these are
relatvely tightly coupled.

Figure 7 (see p. 13) presents
something closer to Stridgheld’s
school board experience at the
LEA level. The board did ali of the
things that the presumed theory of
action dictated: considered options,
established goals, dizected the flow

- of money (while checking to be sure’
that the budget balanced), agreed
on measures, and provided clear
directon to the supedatendent. The
supenntendent met with his district
leadership team, discussed tactical
options, passed down practical
strategies, and so on. But almost
immediately, 2 complex seres of
loops appeared.
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Bxamples were everywhere. A board
member’s long-term neighbor and.
trusted fdend (a teacher ox a pxincipal)
came to the board member’s home

to cotnplain bitterly. A third-level
functionary somewhere in the central

o B B G B % PLE A FE B E D NLS S s DB O

office discovered an inconsistency
between new policies and old ones
that had guided practical zactions for
10 yeats. The reallocation of Title
I funds was pescerved by an elecred
official’s spouse to disadvantage their
5%-grade child. A politically well-

connected principal who had, over

P N R

years, garaered great commustty

support for her school either ignored

pushed, organized formal oppositon
and demanded change to what had

e e B 8 8 4 s a0

forces.* Almost immediately, the

LTRCO Tl O AL ) Rt -
systetns proved to be loosely coupled,
calling for 2 different theory of action

and related strategies for change.

e | U

“Loose coupling” is a2 term Karl

“Weick (1976) used to describe the

working of schools, and we wiil
retura to it-shortly. First, we briefly
desciibe one aspect of educators’
worlds, and their “street-level” policy
implementation.

Street-level bursauerdts

Teachets, principals, and local
educational administratars are
necessarily practical people. Faced
with stmultaneous requirements to
continue work in thetr classrooms
{schools, district offices, etc) and

to implement changes, the full
range of implications of which
have almost necessarly not been
thought through by those making
the new demands, pracdcal educators
necessatdly bebave as “street-level
bureaucrats” (Lipsky, 1980). Lipsky
described autonomous wotkers, such
as police officers and social workers,
as working in arenas enmeshed in
vague and often conflicting goals,
accountability quuireménts, large
derands for sexvices—often more
than an individual can provide, and

.oftén to involuntary clients—and the

additional requirement of performing
with limited and typically inadequate
resouzces. These employees must find
ways to manage under requirements
that, if taken literally, would be ‘
impossible for any one human being

4 As this chapter is being written, opponents of Louwsvillé’s (Ky) long-standing student busing systerm are simultaneously i court argmiag for a 100
pescent return. to neighborhood sciools ad mobilizing support to vote out board members who hive supported the policy that once had been
mwandated by federal courts. Change forces ate moze complex than most of us realize until we ¥ to change something
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Figure B

A static repredentation of the reletionships of eduecational arganizstion levels and thelr potential
influences on students ’
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to implement. So, these street-leve]
bureaucrats negotiate the space in
ways they ndividually deern best.’
Policemen decide which of the
thousands of laws to enforce as they
walk their beat; sogia.l workers decide
which clieats to turn in for minor
mfractions, and when to look the
other way.

Faced with requirements to maintain
at least a minicaum level of classroom
discipline; collect lunch money;
prepate lessons; wrlte, administer,
and score tests; and liteeally hundreds
of other, frequently changing tasks,
educatots, fike all other street-level
buseaucrats, make choices as to which
policies, 0ld and new, to implement
this houx, day, and year. Hardly
surprisingly, over time they develop
sophisticated personal and group
systems for filtering and interpreting
new requirements that may of may
nat be achievable when added to

R R R R R LI R LR N I

current tasks. In short, educators at

several levels work in very complex,
often conflicting eovironments. They
must interpret each new signal and
deczde whether they can respond,
and if so, determine how hest to

do so. It is at this “street level” that
educational change does or does not
become a reality.

Looss coupling

Kar Weick (1976) observed that
educational organizations are
“loosely coupled systems™ (p. 1)
and noted several advantages. On
the upside, loose coupling allows
some portions of an organization to

persist. Loose coupling prevents each

part of an organizaton from having
to respond to every single new signal
in a system (i.e., no one has to do the
umpossible continuously).

o additiorn, loose coupling allows
for localized adaptation. Perspns and

groups face different challenges and
are often best served by addressing
ther sttuations differently. These
not-centrally-plansed mutations
sometimes eventually prove
valuable to the larger whole, and
certainly they can facilitate local
funcuoaing. (However, loose
coupling makes it much harder for
an organization to change as'a whole
unit.} If there is a breakdown in
one portioa of a loasely coupled
systemn, the breakdown need not
affect other parts of the system.
Given that people enjoy holding

a sense of self-control and self-
efficacy, it 1s noteworthy that loose
coupling penerates autonomy. This
enhances individuals’ sense of self-
determination and may zaise morale,

Regarding cost, Weick hypothesized
that loosely coupled systems “should |
be relatively inexpensive to run,
beciuse it takes time and money

Noteworthy Perspectives: High Reliability Organizations in Education 12



Figure 6

The local school district
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to ¢oordinate people” (p. 8). The
tradeoff for being inexpensive is that
loose coupling produces non-rational
systems of fund allocation.

Funally, Weick observed that no
organization could be tightly coupled
in all areas. Tight coupling i some
areas requires loose coupling in others.

Vares anong oLganizations.

Weick was neither exclusively pro- nor
anti-loose coupling. His goal was to
desctibe “what is.” An oft-expressed,
street-level way of showing Weick’s
central points is the inage of “the
egg carton school” in which each
teacher may close the classroom door
and do as she ot he pleases in relative
isolation and independence. The same
egg carton model has hastorically
described the relationships among
schools and between schoaols and
T.EAs, LEAs and states, and the 30
state departments of education and
the US. Depattment of Education”’

We believe that the combination
of. teachers, schools, and schoal
systetns working in loosely coupied
relationships, and of educators
necessarily making street-level
decisions on an ongoing basis
describes much of modern American
educational practice. Among
educators, there often is a firtoly held
attitude that research has little to
nothing to offer practical educators®
" and that mest schoal systems have
2 new “focus” for each new school
© year, therefore ensuting the current
focus will be gone next year, if
not sooner. Loose coupling, when
combined with these two commoniy
held beliefs, explains much of the
fatlure of various educational reform
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efforts to gain traction within and
across schools.

Cornplex interventions inserted into
inadequately understood, deeply
complex, loosely coupled systems are
unlikely to have measurable effects,
even if they intermittently reach the
street-level bureancrats charped with
under-supported, inadequately trained
street-level bureauerats have few
choices other than to keep moving
to the next mandate. Given such
realities, and remembering that
reliability sets the upper boundary

of measured validity, nearly all of us
would predict that almost all reform
efforts would fail.

Serendipity favars the prepared
minds: The evolution of High
Reliability Schools {(HRS)

In the summer of 1989, Stringfield was
teying 1o solve a data dddle. He and -
Charles Teddlie had beer analyzing a
mountain of quantitative data gathered
in the Louisiana School Effectiveness
Study (LSES).” LSES phases three and
four had mncluded 2 “double blind.”
The 16 schoaols in those phases were
carefully chosen matched pairs. In each
detnographically matched pait, one
had a tulti-year history of unusually
bigh academic performance, and

the other school had a stable history

of underperformance. Neither the
schoals nor the observers wete to
know which school of each pair was
the “positive” or the “negative” outlier.

We ex}entuaily learned that one aspect
of the desipn had failed: armed with
1o prior knowledge, 100 percent of
the observers had intuited the status
of 100 percent of the schools where
they had observed. Strngfield read
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and re-read the observers’ detaled
case studies, trying to understand
how the observers—inost of whom
were not professional educators
and somme of whom had not been
i an elementary school since they
wete students—had done it Every
negative outlier school had at least
one exceptional educator, and many

None of the positive outhiers was

implementing “the latest” reform, and

1n fact several locked at first blush to-

be as plaa wanilia as schools could be.

As he ponderously distilled eight
dimensions of qualitatively observed
differences {eventually published

as Stringfield & Teddhe, 1991), he
chanced to tead the then-cutrent
edition of Smrhsonian magazine,
which mcluded a popularized article
on High Reliability Organizations
(Pfeiffer, 1989). HRO contained a
vocabulary for explaining what was
being described in the LSES case
studies: in the negative outliers, 2 wide
range of behaviors and results were
tolerated, while the positive outlier
schools had i common a clear focus
on students’ academic achievernent -
and intolerance for observably
ineffective educator behaviors.
Contrasted with the negative outliers,
the positive outlier schools were much
mote reliable education providers.

Here are the 12 HRO principles,
brefly stated and seen through the
eyes of an educational effectiveness
researcher:

1.  Organizational rebability evolves |
under a particular circumstance.
HEOs evolve when both
the larger society and the
professionals involved in the

*1n the mid-1980s, Swingfield managed Nocthwest Lab’s Chapter 1 Techaical Assistance Center in Denver, working with Chapter 1 (Now Tide T
programs across several western states. The work requited regulasdy moving between providing professional development to teachers and para-
professionals within and across states, working with LEAs and SEAs, and semi-annual meetings with federal officials in Washington, DnC. As would be
predicied by research on loosely coupled street- (and federal-) level bureancrats, Stringfield quickly learned “the Chapter 1 law” as mnplemented, varied
greatly among states, among LEAs within states, and amnﬁg schools within LEAs.

e believe that uaiversities are at least partially responsible for this issue. We in universities often require few-to-no cousses in learning how to
differentiate between credible research and opinion, and when we do offet the courses, the practical applicability of what is offered is often lirited.

?The quantitative and some of the qualitative results were published in 2 serfes of articles and in Teddlie and Siringfield (1993).

Moteworthy Perspectives: High Reliabiiity Organizations in Education 14



wotking of the orgamzation
come to believe that failure of
the organization to achieve its key
goals would be disastrous. (As
noted previously, we believe that
this condition is rapidly being
met today.)

2. HROs require a clear and

ek BB AR P AN R

10. Because tune is the perpetual
enemy of reHability, HROs
are hierarchically structured.
However, during times of peak
activity, whether anticipated or
not, HROs display a second layer
of behavior that emphasizes

“eollégial dédision raaking,

regardless of the formal position

®

a a8 o
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: orpanizations, reliability is a sccially

constructed, evolving phenomenocn.

The High Reliability Schools
project is born

101991, Stringfield wrote a “think
plece” exploting the potential

for HRO - prneiples-to be-used in
school reform and presented it

fnite set of goals, shared at all

r 1 hl et hl
U L UCTCISIUNT ITEARTT.

at the International Congress for

organizational Jevels,

3. An ongoing alertness to surprises
or lapses exists, and stoall failures
in key systems are monitored
closely because they can cascade
into major problems. In order
to sustain multi-level awareness,
HROs build powerful databases.
These datzbases possess “Four
R’ relevance to core goals; rich
triangulation on key dimensions;
real-time availability to all -
orgamizational levels; and regular
cross-checking by multple,

concerned groups.

4. The extension of formmal, logical
decision making amalysis as far
as extant knowledge allows.
Regulazly repeated tasks that
ate effective become Standard
Operating Procedures {SOPs).

5. HROs actively sustain initiatives
that encourage all concerned to
idensify fiaws in SOPs and honor
the faw finders.

Because high reliahility is a social
construchon and requires high levels
of individual professional decision
making, HROs perpetually engage in
the' following three activities:

6. Active, extensive recruiting of
new staff at all Jevels.

7. Constant, targeted training and
. retralning, ‘

8 Rigorous petformance evalnation.

Four additional characteristics follow:

9. Key equipment is kept in high
working order.
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11. Clear, regulatrly demonstrated

" valuing of the organization by

its supervising and surrounding
organizations. All levels work

to maintain actve, respectful
communication geared to the key
goals of the HRO.

Short-term efficiency takes a back
seat to very high reliability.

"Two additional points relate to the
FRO characteristics. The first is

that while these characteristics rust
necessarly be descobed separately, 2heir
efficts are prasumd 1o be mubiphicative, not
merely additive. The total absence of any
one can nullify great efforts to obtain
others. Standard Opezating Procedures
can become rmindlessly rymd m the
absence of ongoing hononng of
faw-finders and process/program
mmprovers. Aggressive recruiting in .
the sbsence of supportive, long-term
professional development is futile,
The first 11 characteristics cannat be
sustained if an organization contimzes
a his-tory‘af such poor accouoting

and economic prediction that it must
petiodically make drastic cuts in
perscnnel, equipment, stc.

A second note concerns the
descrdption of the characterstics.

it would be easy to regard each of
the above HRO characterstics as
existing in g stable state. In fact, all
are dynamic and regulardy-evolving. As
technologies advance, systems have
the opportunity to create nmuch
richer databases. Last yeat’s teacher
recrufting effort, however successful,
becomes the baseline for measuring
this year’s effort, and so on. In human

P R e e R e N A

School Effectiveness and School
Improvement (ICSHE]). David
Reynolds, the founding co-editot

of Schoo/ Effectiveness and Sehooi
Lmprovemsent, happened to be in the
audience. A year later, Reynolds was
presenting an after-school lecture

to a group of British educators and .
brefly discussed the fact that a “mad
Ametican” had the idea that schocls
could be operated with the same
reliability as air traffic control towers.
"To Reynolds® surprise, 2 group of
educators came to him immediately
after his presentation and said, “Let’s
de it.” Reynolds asked, “Do what?”

« The local educators stated a desire to

.

T
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try to operate their schools with the
remarkable reliability of air traffic
controllers, and the High Reliability
Schools project began.

HRS’s immediate challenge was to’
take the abstract ideas of HROs

and coavert them into concrete,
usable professional development
segments fot teachers and “heads™
{in the United States, pdncipals).

As the boundaries of Strngfield’s
and Reynolds’ skills in this area
became manifest, the two contacted
a colleague, Gene Schaffer,

who was exceptionally skilled in
translating abstract ideas regarding
“effectiveness” and “school
improvement” research into concrete
educational professional development
segments, This team has now worked
together for neatly 15 years.

Three overarching sets of ideas
defined the HRS project. The first
was that the broadly defined fields

of teacher, school, and system
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effectiveness had evolved far encugh
to provide some level of guidance
“to practical educators. The second
concerned our conception of the
components of HROs* Third, our
assutaption was that the specifics
were not so refined that they could
be implemented lock-step in every
“school and classroom, but that

L P R )

4. . Popularized findings from
* studies of improving
businesses. Such things as
adopﬁng “big, hairy, audacious
goals” (BHAGS) (Collins &
Porras, 1996) instead of modest,
“reasonable” goals.

We believed that the sets of findings
from these fields aithongh valid,

R EEEEEE R T

experts on the speciﬁcs.of the
schools were the local teachers and
heads. Success required a melding of
expertise.

Groups of schools from thiree Brinsh
LEAs asked to participate in the HRS
project. We present our data from the
Welsh cohort of schools, as it received

the maost Hev&nped version of the

the general prnciples Woud be
able to guide local educators who
were willing to work with cellege
professors to “co-construct”
(Datnow & Stringfield, 2000) a
reform. We were explicit with all
the local educators that we would
be entering as equal partoers in
an exploration, or not at all. We
professors would bring relevant
research knowledge to the table, and
the diverse local educators would
work with us to make practical
applications of the research.

The research knowledge bases we
attempted to bring to the HRS

schools were these:

1. Teacher effects. For example,
Good and Brophy's (1987, 2007)
Looking in Classroomi, including
training in a series of low- and
bigh-inference teacher-effects-
related observation instruments.

2. Schootl effects. For example,
includiog broad, genezal
principles (e, “schoal ditmate™)
and specific, alterable variables
(e.g, “effective use of class
time™).

3. Extensive data gathering and
use. This was a relatively under-
developed field at the time, but
we encouraged schools to adopt
a testing scheme that was new,
and promised to provide eatly
indications of students’ ability
to perform on national tests at
age 16.
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were being implemented around the
United States and in various locations
around the globe with indifferent
fidelity. The Stringfield and Teddlie
{1991) article gave us some reason
for optimism that if the schools
wete willing to set very high goals,
and if they were able to implement
the effectiveness fields’ findings with
high reliability, large achievement
gains were possible. Two possible
sets of tools were likely to enbance
implementation reliability. The first
set was the characteristics of HROs.”

All three memberts of the
development/research team had
participated 1n previous studies

in which well-intended change

efforts had failed o achieve strong
implementations or desited outcomes.
Believing that reliability would only
be possible in the context of strong
local buy-in, we adopted Datnow’s
conception of co-construction (see
also Berman & McLaughhn’s [1978]
“murual adaptation™). If teachers
and school heads (principals) co-
constructed the reforms, we reasoned
that their ownership would be higher,
as would our overall chances for
success. We explicitly stated that any
school that didn’t want to wotk hard
at co-creating the reform should

not participate, and that we knew

a good amount zbout the various
“effectiveness” research bases and
HRO principles. Howevert, we

abways paired those statements with

a declaration that the world’s leading

a
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reform and as such, presents the most
straightforward case description.

Hoath-Port Taltbhot Local Autherity: & very
successful HRES projeet

The Neath-Port Talbot INPT) azea is
located along the southern edge of
Wales, with the Severn Channel as irs
southern boundary. NPT is about one
hour’s dave due west of the Welsh
capitol of Cardiff. Traditionally, the
core of the area’s economy was a
combination of mining and steel
muils. However, the mines were
closed over 20 years ago, and the one
remaining steel mill is a fraction of

its former self. In terms of economic
depﬁvation (poverty), the Neath-Port
Talbot area ranks 19™ of 22 Welsh
distticts. ‘That standing has been
stable for well over & decade.

The High Reliability Schools

project began in Neath-Port Talbot
after Professor Reynolds made a
presentation to the Welsh Secondary
Heads Assoctation. Four heads,
three from NPT and one from a
neighboring authority, became kaown
as “The Old Welsh Four,” and they
quickly became advocates of the
project. Within a few months, all

11 secondary schools i the NPT
LEA had been welcomed iz, and
they worked as a unified group. The
intervention began in the spring of
1996 and continued for nearly four
years. The Welsh agreement among
the schools and the researchers was
as follows:

* In retrospect, it is clear that we viewed the HRO research base through the lens of teacher- and school-effectiveness researchers. There are other ways
to coneeptualize the HRO field (e.g, Weick & Suteliffe, 2007), but we helieve that in the context of cducation, the principles generally hold up.

# For more detailed discussion of this conception of HRO characteristics, see Strngfield (1995); Strinpfield, Reynolds, & Schaffer (2008).
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» Al of the schools would focus faculties in becoming uniquely

“data rich.” Students would be

Several additional components were
added over time:

on 24 very ambitions goals. One

required goal was a substantial

5-year rise in the percentage of

students obtaining 5 ot more

A* 1o C grades on the General
Cerificate of Secondary

Education (GCSE} oy T
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ST LUTILNT WAL J.J.J.J.P.Ll)\ Cl iU RES

e ww bt b @

w48 8BS WA e

given short tests as they entered
the schools, and age/grade-level
teams of teachers would meet

and discizss how best to address
each student’s needs and how to
maxxmizc cach s-tlident’s chances

r | I T
T ACACRE T ST CESSES

P A I A )

+  When the assessment of incoming

11-year-old students at some of
the schools indicated many were
entering secondary school more

~ than two years behindin reading; - - s

an immediate effort was launched

b e e
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Each school chose up to two
additional goals.

The heads (principals) would lead
the efforts, and the heads and -
faculties would implement the HRS
program schoolwide from the start
of the project.

All schools and departments within
schools would agree to share
successes and fadlures, and thus
create learning commmunities within
and across schools and LEAs.
Each school and department would
commmit to studying “best practice,”
both from the international
research bases and within and
without the HRS schools in
England and Wales. The researchers
would present school-level series

of wotkshops on the theoretical
underpinnings of “High Reliabthiy
Otganizations,” and the research
bases on school effects, schoal
change, and teacher effectiveness.
Armed with this knowledge,
teachers would engage o within-
and between-schoot classroom
observations and “no-fzult”
feedback to peers. Importantdy, all
agreed that there woudd be no one
piece of research or observational
learning required of any school

ot teacher. HRS was to rely on

the well-informed and supported
professional judgment of practicing
educators in the diverse schools.

The researchers and administrators
of each school would support the

P R I T I B )

"4 s a s 3 ¥E v E B

w kb 4 B A S A A BB 6 s 0 e b VS S E WS A NG e D oE .

N

4 % & + 8 % B BB OB NS Aeh P EE SR o0

student-level data sets were to

be (a) deh i individual students
academic histones, (b) available to
all teachers and administrators, and
(c) regularly shared and discussed
by all grade-level teams within
schools.

Almost all of the scheols
purchased a tniversity-based
system of stoting and reporting

. initial intake and eventual GCSE

scores. The system made it
relatively easy for school personnel
to compute a “value added”
measure.

All faculties and administrations
commitied to regulady review
their organization and processes
to create widely understood, -
time-saving Standard Operating
Procedures, and to identify and
intervene in schoolwide fashion
with their pupils who appeared to
be at risk of failure.

A focus on teacher effects /peer
observations began immediately.
‘This included both professional
development time to learn

core aspects of the teacher
effectiveness research field _(é.g.,
Brophy & Good, 1986), and for
observation in classes within and
atnong schools.

A strong “departmental
effectiveness” component that
facilitated within-school learning
was emphasized as the project
developed.
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tocoordinate-the-se u_lldaiy
school’s literacy programs with
those of the feeder primary
schools.

The LEA appointed 2 part-

tme “HRS Daiver” to formally
coordinate activities among the
Welsh district’s schools, The effect’
was to have HRS contimously “on
the radar screen™ at each schoot
and in most departments of all
schoaols.

Tn Wales, in addition to the “broad
brush” principles of HRS and the
detailed organizational features

of the HRS model as outlned in
the components matenal, thete |
was an additional focus on what
came to be called “the little things
that matter.” HRS meetings
increzsingly centered upon regular
sessions in which each school
explained to the whole group of-
Welsh schools the practical things -
that they had done at the “micro”
level to embed the concepts and
the components in the form of
practical organizational features at
the point of delivery of education
to pupils.

Additional time for professional
development was built into the
Welsh mplementation. Heads

and faculties attended regionmally
based residential sessions (two-day
meetings at s conference center)
for all head teachers and HRS
representatives, and also added

8 Virtually evéry British student sits for the GCSEa The traditional measure of strong academic performance for a student is obtaining *5 or more A*
o C7 grades on the various examinztions (Heeratnre, mathematics, vatious sdences, etc}. Although scores have msen over the last decade, under half of
Welsh students obtained 5 or mote A*—C grades in the mid 1990s, and those percentages have dsen to. over half in tie first decade of the 2000s.

17 Noteworthy Perspectives: High Reliability Organizations in Education



national residential sessions, all
aimed at enbancing koowledge
transters acxoés_ schools and LEAs,
The Professional Development
focus in Wales uited strongly
towards turning schools into
“knowledpe generators” rather
than passive knowledge recipients.
Particulatly, the HRS proiect

was possible to achieve. Pomary
senior management teams wete
mvited to the secondary schools’
HRS training days. One secondary
school went so far as to use some

of its own resources to provide a

literacy coordinator to the primary -

schools whose students it served.

» Tinally the HRS representatives

students are not bound to attend the
school in their specific geographic
area), a rising ot falling standing on
the percentages of students passing
5+ GCSEs can affect the number of
students chaosing to attend 2 school.
In turn, teachers’ and administrators’
positions can be gained or lost. At the
low end, the LEA can dose secondary

focused on introducing peer
observation systemns to pertnit
the charting, generation, and
transimission of good practice in
classrooms, training some school
personnel to use observation
systems that wete then cascaded
around the entire school.. .

*  The tearn’s focus upon improving

schools’” capacity to be reflective
about their orgamzational
functioning and ourputs was
enhanced, using additional traming
Examples tacluded the provision
of sesstons on the statistical
‘analysis of data and the provision
of a sophisticated, relational
database that teachers could access’
to more efficiently analyse stored
grades, background information,
and test scores of pupils.

+ 'The program hegan to ke a cloge

intetest in the effectiveness of

" the primary feeder schools that
were generating intakes of pupils
that, in the case of most schools,
were regarded as unintentionally
setting “low ceilings” on what it

T T N R I T R R R T T R I R I I N N

and principals received additional
materials, some of which focused
o topics around being effective
managers of change. Additionally,
bodies of knowledge to be

shared with teachers were first
previewed with the head teachers
and HRS coordinatoss, allowing
the leadesship to be prepared to
answer staff questions and ease
the material into schools. Heads
also selected among possible staff
development alternatives based on
their perceived needs of faculty
and previous efforts that had been
successful.

Thie Welsh GLEE resulls

The GCSEs are viewed in Great
Britain as relatively high-stakes
assessments, similar to Advance
Placement courses in the United
States. For students, a certain number
of passing grades are required for
such career opticns as becotmning a
policeman or postman, and a (higher)
numnber is required for admission

to various colleges. Given that all
English and Welsh secondary schaols
have essentially open admissions (i.e.,

SCIGOIS AT [Ave 3 PersiSient PAters
of very low scores. Well short of that
extremne, it is not uncommaon for a ‘
head teacher to lose his/her job if
schooi-level GCSE scores fall for
several consecutive years.

As seen in Table 1, in the three years
orior to the HRS project, 16-year-
olds in the NPT LEA had scored
well below the Welsh national average
on the GCSEs. With one exception
(discussed below) NPTs modest
standing had not raised any hue and
cry at the local or national levels. NPT
was a relatively deprived area, and the
expectations for student performance
were modest. '

By the end of the intervention, NPT
scores had risen essentially to the
national average (48.5% vs. 49%).
The gain was smpressive, but being
at the national average did not attract
great attention. By the research team’s
follow-up m 2007, NPT’s students
were scoring at well above the
national average {60.7% vs. 54.200),
and a nationally publicized “value
added” agsessment had found NPT
to be by far the most “value added”

| Meath-Part Talbot Lagal Authority, two specific schools, and Welsh naz‘mnai mean pareentages of ?’5~»?6»waf'~ofd
: studants obtaining 5 or mosd A*-C scores on tha 6&8&'3 7.99:5~2@0?

NFT LEA . 33.3% 48.5% 18.2% B80.7% 27A%

Sandfields 4% 35% 21% 47% 33%
Cwmiawe 3% 51 % 20% 8% C A4
Wales 40.7% 49% B8.3% T BA2% 13.5%
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LEA in Wales (Strogfield, Reynolds,
& Schaffer, 2008).

The two schools highlighted in Table

1 tell interesting longitudinal stories.
Sandfields secondary is located n 2
very disadvantaged public housing
complex. Because the school’s GCSEs.
had been espedially low for several

P A R R ]

During the implementation years,
the school raised its percentage of
students obtaining 5+ A*—C’s by

20 percentage points {from 31% w
51%) and for the first time exceeded
the national average. By 2000, the
head, deputies, and teachers had
become expert at examining each
studeat’s Incoming grades and

Y A I I )

brought to the table valid findings
from previous research—and
enthusiastic, improvement-focused
local educators continue to speak for
themselves. '

The English “leafy suburb”
district:-Durunsyccessful HRS
pilot project

vears, the national governiment

threatened to close it. The school
head had invited Reynolds to make
a presentation to the faculty to
determine if there was sufficient
mierest in participation in the HRS
project. Amang the questions asked
by the faculty was, “If we were to
participate, where would you suggest -
we start?” The school faclides and

| grounds were in poot shape, and
Reynolds suggested starting with
4 cleanup catmpaign. The faculty
involved the entire community, and 1o
a few weeks, the school’s appearance
was sigoificantly improved. This
gave the faculty a sense of early
accomplishment, energy, and hope to
go forward. Initially, the majosty of
the faculty would have been delighted
to have achieved a 25 percent or their
students obtamdng 5 or more A*-Cs
on the GCSEs. In one year, fully 50
percent of their stidents earned that
high standard. In 1996, the faculty -
would have thought achieving at that
level was impossible.

"The second school, Cwintawe,

is located in a more middle-class

comtmunity. In the three years priox

to participating in the HRS project,
" their level of student achievernent

on the GCSEs averaged 31 percent.

Although this was not viewed as

deeply problematic, the school’s

teachers—and, in particulat,

the administration—had higher

ambitions. Probably no school

embrzaced the HRS principles

more fervently than Cwmrtawe.

w e a s r v e rEED

a4

Wow D F P EEEF TN

+ »

e Ea ey

P I L I B I I A L L A L

testseoTes, T At WworkiTg with

the students and their families to
produce mult-year plans for each
student’s success. The result has been
that Cwmtawe’s scores were well
above the national average on 5+
A*-%s, and over the last decade their
rate of imptovement bas been three
times the national average. Just as
umpressive, the schoal has committed
to having all students achieve passing
scotes on at least some of the
GCSEs (in 2007, 98% of students
achieved 5+ A*—C scozes), and they
have set a new goal of having many
of their top students obtain 10+ A*~
C’s. So the school 1s focusing not just
on the state-defined measure, but on
high levels of success for all students
set by the school. Not every school
in the LEA has experienced this level
of success, but it is noteworthy that
10 of the 11 secondaries in NPT
produced 11-year gains that exceed
the national average.

In summary, the Welsh TEA was

the third to join the HRS effort and
received the more neatly polished
presentation throughout. The LEA
provided consistent levels of support
to its schools, and the heads and
teachers were, on average, enthusiastic
co-constructors of the reform in their
community. The heads took chazge
of the project from the beginning
and probably shared more of thewr
frustrations and successes within

and actoss schools than either of the
other groups of schools. The results
of this union of researchers-—who

a6 0 8w @
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and in several ways the least
encouraging, of our British HRS
LEA stories comes from the first
district t¢ suggest and impleﬁ};e:lt
the project. Several things went well
in this LEA, but several others were
problematic. Studying past fatlures
to avold future ones is a key process
in HROs, and we discuss these as
part of 2 prefude to discussing when
and where HRS can and probably
cannot help local educators hnprove
their schools. Among the strengths
in this LE.A were several enthusiastic
central office staff members, many
fine educators in the schools, and
enthusiasm inherent 1 belng the frst
to try to develop a reform. Yet, the
project faced several challenges that
proved fatal. ’

The HES program was developed
“on the fly” and there were obvious
rough edges on the professional
development components, which
certainly harmed the project’s
credibility.! The LEA had endorsed
two separate teform efforts; eight

of the 16 secondary schools in this
LEA chose one teform, and the other
half chose the other. In the end,
neither was successful, and this lack
of coordirated focus may have been
a substantial problem for both reform
efforts, In this initdal implementatdon,
we reasoned that the school heads

“already had very derhanding jobs and

suggested making deputy heads the
“HRS drivers” of the schools. This
inadvertently commumicated that

' Bob Slavin, co-developer of Success for All (SFA), has observed that the ficst schools to mmplement almost all new SFA components have been
among the least successful. TTis explanation. (personal communication) has been that the rough edges reduce teacher and administrator confidence and

commitment.
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HRS was of secondary importance. @ Mr Hibbert guided his small ceatral 7 standard” (random assignment) study
mn the schools. The effort was > office staff and leaders from Grant ? of the implementation of “Effective
initiated by central office staff . County’s one middle school and one | Schools” variables and processes
without imtial enthusiasin from . high school in an effort to. focus on {Taylor & Bullard, 1995; Teddlie
individual schools, By contrast, in . helping students succeed in their & Reynolds, 2000} 1o a sufficient.
NPT, local heads had enthusiastically : & to 9™ grade transition, and, as a number of schools across several
Jobbied for HRS buy-in. Finally, at +  result, be more likely to succeed in 9*
the time of reform implementation, * grade and graduate from high school.
the LLEA was alteady achieving at the [ The disetict engaged in an extensive

states so as to. demonstrate the
continuing validity of those principles
at the standards required by the

[1OoNDAL AVe oC TOT P CIITAZES O COCral W ITAT WO FT10 .
The implementation team decided to
use HRS principles as over-arching
principles of implementation in the
project. The project confronted a
continuing sexies of complications,
including these:

school success and eventually focused
on the issue of middle-to-high-
schoel transition. They identified

a substantial body of literatuze

on necessary steps for successful
transitions (Allen, Christian, &
Hibbert, 2010; Morgan & Hertzog,
have found that producing measurable .+ 2001; Oakes, 2009).

change in student achievement is

students obtainimg 5+ A*-’s, and
there was no strong motivator for
the schools to take on HRS, or any
other demanding reform effort.
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Lessons learned
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Studies across a range of countries
* Many LEAs were interested

in participating, but attempts

2 2 8 2 8

more likely in elementary school A large team of nuddle- and to ensure random assignment
reforms than secondaty, yet the HRS - high-school teachers and resulted in over a dozen districts
project produced dramatic student - administzators took a range of declining offers to participate,
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steps, Including enhanced student
and parent involvement, teacher
“intervisitations” hetween the
schools, and 8*-grade student days
spent at the high school, all carred
out using HRO principles and

achievement gains in secondary
schools. We, as the development

even though the project was 100

percent externally funded.
team, contributed a full measure to

the lack of success in the initial “leafy
suburban” site, but the lessons leazned
from it made contributions elsewhere.

+ The reqﬁirement of random
assignment after they agreed to
participate left many principals and

processes. The results were immediate teachers feeling that the project

and dramatic. Hiblbert (20106, personal
communication) reported that
whereas freshiman retention had been

38 percent pre-intervention, in the

20092010 school year, “the retention

rate was 1 percent.”

One clear lesson is that simply jeining
I C ey . was more someone else’s research
an FIRS project is1't an automatic

- than their own reform.
toute to academic improvement. .

- + No district had as many as 50
Two U3, educational

improvement effarts involving
HAG companents

percent of Iis elementary schools
participating in the “experimental”
group. In several instances, central
office staff “borrowed” key ES-21
principles and presented and/or.

Here, we relate two efforts to use
HRO principles to enhance reform
efforts in the United States.

Kentucky mandates and funds all
high school students taking the
ACT?s “PLAN” (pre-ACT) test in

hnpiemented them in control sites.
10 grade. In the second year of '

+  Without a1l sehools from a
district participating in the

Grani Gounty, Kantudly
transition implementation (when the

fizst implementation cohort reached
10" grade and tock the PLAN),
Grant county’s PLAN scores rose a
full point (equivalent to a rise of 50
points on the SAT). Further, Hibbert
reports that the number of failing
grades are down significandy armnong
5 grade students at his high school.

Grant County is a small, rural distnct
in North Central Kentucky, southwest
of Cincinnati, Ohio, and northeast of
Loudsville, Kentucky. Mike Hibbert, -
Grant County’s superintendent, heard
about the British RS project at a
conference, and determined to use
HRO princples to solve one of his
district’s more enduring problems-—
its high dropout rate. An analysis of » The Effestive Schools for the 21
their data indicated that students who : Gerrury {£8-21) Profest

dropped out were unusually likely to = 15 2004, the Olin Foundation
have repeated 9% grade.

experimental componeﬁt, several
superintendents became less |
than enthusiastic about the idea
of some of their schools getting
something that others were not.

* The experimental LEAs and
schools experienced high rates
of professional staff instability,
such that re-training became a
norm in the project. Four of five
LEAs experienced at least one

G4 F S E A K E R R R R A WA B A MM 2 oa s R &b LA BB AN AARARE EE A DR R R &R DL EE DB E S S E WY

o B W B G 4 2 2 2 A L Ak G B B B A B MMM B B G A B X EL L E R R R E A A DS EATE e MM Gd A EEEEE R E K Aa s

. funded an effort to conduct a “gold
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superdntendent turnover; the 17
experimental schools had a total of
35 principals over the three years;
some school leadership teams
experienced between 100 percent
and 200 percent turnover.

Qualitative follow-up interviews
consistently found teacher and

RN

.

Amdng the conditions necessaty
for HRSs to evolve ate the
following: ’

* As a first condition, both the
public and the professional
educators must realize

.

R

~that in-the 21 century-the- -

costs of educational failure

Viewed from an HRS perspective, the
conditicns that predict reform failure
also are knowable. They include, but
are not limited to, the following:

1.. A lack of initial buy-in to the idea
that dramatic improvement in

- student-outcomes-1s- possible. - - mm e 2o

2 _Taoo mafﬂ;{ divesse gnm]c

principal enthusiasm for the project,

ate cata ‘h'nPJT;P forthe

with educators regularly reporting
that they were better prepared to
deal with future changes as a result -
of BS-21 participation. However, in
the end, the project did not produce
achievement test score gaing for the
two carefully followed cohorts of
students in the study. '

Discussion

It is hardly surprising that most school
reforms fail. Complcx. systems—such

- a3 schools and school systems-—that
are inadequately understood and
modeled are unbkely to be successful
hosts for reforms of almost any

type. We assert that research on very
complex systems that must succeed
1 their core tissions the first tme
every time (e.g, High Reliability
Organizations) offers gudance for
school reform. Efforts to use HRO
principles to guide reform in several
contexts offer both hope and cautions
for future educational reformers:

1. - Dramatic improvements in
student outcomes are possible,
and possible at scale.

2. To achieve those results, the
reform components must
themselves be based on substantial
bodies of tesearch that have
demonstrated their value in
improving student performance.

In educational reform, as in
research, “rehability sets the upper
bou.r-;dary of measured validity”
HRO research can play a critical
role in producing Highly Reliable
Schools.

s
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individual students who do
not achieve their full potential
and for the rest of usin
society. This is 2 dramatic
shift from 50 years ago.

¢+ Buy-n from both the LEAs
and the schools’ leadership
o a focused sef of goalsisa
critical mext step.

* There must be 2 perception
existing, ot created early on,
 that failure to achieve core
goals is unacceptable.

* An understanding of—and
openness to—the idea
that any reform, including
HRO-based reform, is a
combination of external ideas
and continuously evolving
local contexts. Just as there
are no two air traffic control
towers that are alike, there
zze no two schools needing
exactly the same reforms,
the sarce Standard Operating.
Procedures, and so on.
Futther, any one school’s
need for any one SOP may
change over time. Dynamic
organizations must be dealt
with dynamically.

* A minimal level of leadership
stability, combined with
carefully targeted leadérship
tm.ﬂsitic:ns, is necessazry to
sustain reliability.

»  The HRO charactetistics
described earlier in this chapter
must be followed in detail.
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Attempting to implement reforms
that are not clearly informed by

ﬁgorous' research.

4. Lack of multi-year conxmitment
to intensive, shared professional
development.

5. Leadership and staff instability,
especially if not accompanied with
careful, real-time itduction into
HRS prndples.

Conclusions

Complex systems that are
inadequately understood and
modeled, such 25 schools and school
systemns, are unlikely to be successful
hosts for reforms of almost any
type. It is hardly surprisiag that most
school reforms fail. In this chapter,
we have argued that research on very
complex systems that must succeed
in their core missions the first

titme, every time (High Reliability
Organizations) offers guidance for
school reform.

Our first overarching conclusion

is that the conditions now exist

in which substantially higher _
educational reliability in the United
States is possible. The costs of
failure—both for the indrvidual

and the society—have become too
great for unreliability to continue.
Hence, we helieve that the coumntry’s
fundamental choice is not whether to
become more reliable, but whether © -
to stumble forward, feeling our way
and making many, many mistakes; or
whether to umderstand and control 2

- more efficient process of increasing

educational reliability.
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The second conclusion allows for

a good deal of optimism. Cur data
indicate that, under specifiable
conditions, High Reliability
Organtzation principles can be
productively applied in school and
district contexts. Thoughtfully,
consistently applying HRS principles
has produced dramatic results in the

: Brophy, ] B, & Good, T. (1986).

)

Teacher behavior and student
achieverment. In M. Witirock (Ed.),
Handbook of research on tsashing (3%
ed) (pp. 328-376). New York, NY:
Macmillan.

Colling, }. & Porras, J: (1996.) Building
your company’s vision, Harvard
Basinese Rewio 7405, 6577

»
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 Morgan, L., & Hertzog, C. (2001).

" Designing comprehensive
transtdon plans. Primeipal Leaderhip,
1(7), 10-18.

No Child Left Behind (2001). Public
Law 107-110. Retreved from
hep:/ fwwrw2 ed.gov/policy/
elsec/leg/eseal2/107-110.pdf

Unired Kingdom and the United
States, and could do so again in other
schools and districts. -

HRS models may imitally appear to
have a “mechanistic” feel to them.
. Nothing could be further from the
rruth. In many schools and indeed
countries, schools and systems are

“tight” on the processes that are meant

to exist and “loose” on the systems

to achieve these processes. HRS is

the opposite—loose on the precise
organizational processes needed,
leaving those to be determined in detail
by local educational professionals,
Where HRS is tight is on specifying
the concepts and systems that schools
should use to generate their often-
different processes.

Tn an educztional world where
school systems too often tell their
teachers what to do, the HRS model
is representative of a different
philosophy which sets schools free
to determine which research- and
proven-practice-based practices to
implement. This is surely the way to
create a more informed, effective,
better supported, and more reliably
successiul educational profession,
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hapter Three

H1gh Rehab.ﬂit

adership

introduction

QOn April 20, 2010, a deepwater
drlling piatform used by BP exploded,
releasing an 86-day torrent of oil inte
the Guif of Mexicc and wreaking
havoc on the natural ervironment and
on the lives of mullions of people,
their families, communities, and
economies. The aftermarh will be felt
for generations. When consequences
are this catastrophic, the public
expects organizations to work without
failare, and headlines follow when
they do not.

A school that fails may lack the
visibility of a BP disastet, but it can
hawe its own catastrophic human
consequences for the lives of young
pedple, their communities, and our
society. The public understands this
all tod well, and its high expectations
for reliable school performance are
reflected in government policymaking
and in local news. In these respects,
studeats failing in school might not
be all that different from a petroleum
company’s off-shore accident. As
such, the BP disaster might have at
least one positive outcome: providing
public education with insights about
how to avoid failure. '

Thanks to reseatch on many accident-
free organizations, we know a great
deal about managing for success in
uncertain sttvations. These High

[ T E R I R A I A e ]
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for Educational Change

"By . Thomas Ballamy, Univarsity of Washington Bothell

Reliabitity Otrganizations include
familiar enterprises such as air traffic
control, chemical manufacturing,

air travel, electric power generation,
and wildland firefighting groups. All
face sericus hazards in unpredictable
circumstances. '

HROs achieve reliability ﬂﬂiough
four distinctive organizational
accomplishments:'

1. Sustaining commitment to a dual
bottom line

2. Centralized procedural control and
standardization

3. Flexibility for situational
improvisation

4. Combining opposite operating
modes

Assuming that all structures and
strategies age fallible, leaders of
successful HROs build the capacity to
work in rwo modes, one standardized
and centrally controlled, the other
decentralized, improvisational, and
sttuation specific. Each way of
operating is always teady to use as
shifting circumstances either allow
normal work toward organizational
goals or threaten reliable
perfortmance.

As out understanding of HROs
expands, so too does interest
in applying their strengths and

N R R EEE R TI A EEE
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strategies to matage uncertainty
and inprove performance in many

-other organizations, includiag

education (Bellamy, Crawford,
Huber-Marshall, & Coulter, 2005,
Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). Stringfield
and his colleagues (Strdngfield &
Datnow, 2002; Stringfield, Reynolds,
& Schaffer, 2010; Stdngfeld, &
Yakimowski-Srebnick, 2005) already
have shows that HRO strategies,
used'in combination with concepts
from the effective schools literature,
can support dramatic and sustained
fmprovements in school learning
outcomes.

Of course, public schools are quite
different from mast HROs. Educators
work 1 public organizations that are
naturglly open to outside influences;
their work is people-and relationship-
intensive and depends on far less
préscriptive knowledge. Thus, while
high reliability seems important to
leadership for educational change,
contextual differences mitigate against
uncritical transfer of HRQ practices
to schools.

1. Sustaining commitment to a
dual bottom line

Successful HROs find ways to
balance simultaneous commitments

- to achieving desired results while

avoiding accidents o failure. They are
adept at “finding a balance between

! Similar o the research on effective schools, qualitanve studies of HROs have led to several taxonomics of the distinctive characteristics of these
organizations, each highlishting slightly different aspects of reliable operations {e.g,, see Roberts, 1990; Rocblin, 1993; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). The -
categories used here highlight challenges in applying HR( strategies in schoals. :
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to&a}r’s profits and tomorrow’s

potential disasters” (Roberts, Bea,

& DBartels, 2001); they “consider

reliability a5 important an outcome

as productivity” (Roberts & Libuster,

1993, p. 16); and they are able to
 “restate goals in the form of mistakes

that must never oceur” (Weick &

Sutcliffe, 2007, p. 151). They are

PECIE IR N B

-

course, bur one set of messages
seemed to place an absohste prioyity
on safety, while another attested to
the company’s total commitment to
productivity and profitabiity (“BP
tries to Reassure Sharehoiders”
NYT, 2010, July 7). There is

3 " HHE 16 nd Edénice of shared

company understanidings about a
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for continued operation of most
HROs. Like HROs, schools achieve
the benefits of balanced goals only
when these espoused goals are -
supported in the school’s undedying
cultural values. Establishing and
sustaining goals in public education

‘is 2 complex process that requites

ongoing engacgement by those

cqudﬂy cormrttedto PlUVlL‘L-LUg

. service and avoiding failure, hased
on strong agreement about both
the definition and value of success:
and costs of faihire (LaPorte, 1990).
Fot HROs, such dual priorities are
not just slogans. The underlying
values—commitments to what the
organization needs to ac;:omp}ish
and what it should never allow to
happen-—become cornerstones for the
organization’s culture (Weick, 1987).

News coverage® of BP’s accident
provides some insight into just how
difficalt it can be to sustain a cultural
cominitment to this dual bottom line.
Confronted with its history of several
prior acaddents and safety violations,
BP’ then-CEO began his tenure with
the p:om_isé that “the company would
make safety its number1 priodty”
(NYT: 2010, July 12),” and maintzined
“that he had been “laser-focused”
(INYT, 2010, June 18) on safety while
leading BI? But reports of priorities -
on the ground sound quite different:
“Taking shortcuts was ingrained in
the company’s culture, and everyone
in the oil business knew it” (NYT,
2010, June 18); “BP was developing
a reputation zs an oil company that
took safety tisks to save money”
C(NYT, 2010, May 31).

Why such a discrepancy between
management’s stated pronties and
the operating culture? One possibility
is the seetningly disconnected
communication about goals for
productivity and safety. News

coverage can be incomplete, of
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productivity and what this balance
means for organizational routines and
relationships.

Implications for leading .

school change: "Balansed

and sustainabie gosis”™

Balanced goals are just as important
for schools as for high-risk industries.
Pressute for educational excellence
comes from families and local
communities, state and federal
policies, and the cominitments of
educators themselves. The desire

to benchmark outconnes against

the best in the word (Barher &
Mourshed, 2009) simply reinforces
these .éspirations. At the same

time, the language of educational
mmprovement reflects préssme to
avoid all aczdemic faflure, with its
emphasis on eliminaring achievement
gaps, preventing dropouts, setting
non-negotiable goals, 2nd so on. Just
like off-shore oil drilling, 2ir traffic
control, or hospital operations, it is
insufﬁciéht for schools to point to the
success of some students, hovwever
impressive, while others experience
failure. High refiability learning—
bringing all students to proficiency
regardless of their circumstances
and our challenges—has joined high
academic achievement as a paired
expectation for public school success.
In fact, the escalating requifements

. for adequate yearly nrogress

ncreasingly make high reliability
learning 2 precondition for schools

to provide other educatioral services,
just zs safe operation is 2 preiequisite
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State and fedezal policies offer strong

- incentives to define school goals in

terms of standardized-test scores,
but families and commmunities expect
much moze. “We want it all” was
John Goodlad’s (1984) summary

of extensive national research on
expectations of schools. In addidon

. to academic learning, communities
- count on public schoals to ensure

students’ safety and well-being;
support social, civie, and ethicz]
development; and to help students
pursue individual talents and
interests. Stnce family circumnstances
and chiidren’s needs vary, different

‘pricrities emerge from the many

demands competing for 2 school’s
limited time and resources, And, as
public institutions, schools cannot
stmply settle these priotity conflicts
through administrative fat. Instead,

.thie priorities for, what schools should

achieve and avoid are decided through
coatinuing dialogue, in both the
intetnal and external commugiﬁes‘

of the school district, which is
punctuated by school board clections,
funding ballots, labot negotiations,
and leadership changes.

In this context, educational leaders
face contradictory requirements in
their efforts to establish and sustain

‘balanced goals. School goals for what

to achieve and avoid must be open

to change as a result of ongoing,
honest dialogue and political decision
making, But a school’s goals also
must be stable enough to provide a

* All news quotations are from the New York Times and are available as 2 set at hitp:/ /topicsaytimes.com /top/ ceference/tmestopics/ seBjects o/
oil_spills / gulf_of_mexico_ 2010 /index.html :
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foundation for the learming goals,
performance indicators, and student
assessments that guide the details

of change management (Marzand &
Watexs, 2009). The capabilities needed
to pursue any set of achievement and
avoidance goals are incorporated over
tine into the organization’s structures,
stafl skills, and culture. The leader’s

to act. It is one thmg to have general
agreement with a set of priontes
and another entirely to reach shared
commitment to resilience and a
belief that staff and leadership will
do everything possible to meet the
school’s goals for achievement and
avoidance.

In their application of HRO

Figure 1 depicts these two additional
strategies. The same framework
tight serve as a way to structure
ongoing feedback about how well the
schoal 1s percetved as implementiog
those priorities.

2. Centralized procadural control

and standardization

Task 15 to Open OppOTTIiHes
for participation and create the
framework for productive discussion

(Chisfip, 2002).

Of course, even when goals

are developed through broad
partictpation and deliberation,
school leaders have the challenge of
fostering internal coherence. This

is challenging because of the sheer
number and vadety of educational
goals and the opportunity costs
associated with any particular set of
prorities. Credible communication
about balanced goals depends

on open discussion of the hard
questions gbout tradecffs when
goals for achievement and avoidance
conflict.

For example, when a child is having
difficulty with an arithmetic concept
and needs extra time, where will that
time come fromr From the sclence

- or art lesson? When the teacher

" spends extra time with the struggling
student, do other children who have
mastered the concept miss out on
whatever accelerated opportunities
might otherwise have been available?
Does everyone implicitly agree that
there are some activities that cannot
be displaced by extra instruction in
core subjects?

School leaders may be tempted to

- avoid the 1ssues, or to leave it up

to teachers to decide on a case-by-
case hasis, but lack of clarity about
priorities can also mean lack of timely
action to respond to eatly warnings
of failure. Credible communication
about real prorities and tradeoffs can
also help build the will and capacity

2 % s M oM K & & @A A A H AR R A A DDA L E e & W e d D E|E AN AR A DL LD ERE R R @G

strategies to educational change,
Stringfield, Reynolds, and Schaffer
(2010) asked schools to focus on a
very small sumber of eritical goals.
Here we suggest two additions: (a)
that school goals should explicidy
address what should never happen as
well 2s whar should be achieved, and
(b) that leadership for change should
include ongoing commitment to
conversation and stewardship of the
goals, both internally and externally,
in otder to preserve balance and
achieve stability 11 schiool priorities.
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Nuch of the fiferature on HROS
desctibes organizations with
centrally controlled and highly
standardized operating procedures.
Ways of doing things ate designed
by experts who can tzanslate the
field’s best knowledge into practice
and supported by management
practices, hierarchical decision
making, regular feedback, and
employee incentives for following
those practices. Standard procedures
allow the field’s carrent knowledge
and the organization’s prior learning
to be imbedded in routines, provide

Figure %

Visual prompt to support deliberation about school priceities

Avoidance Goals
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4 Way to coordinate vatious parts
of a complex organtzation’s work,
clanify decision authorites and
premises, and create a foundation
for continuous umprovement as .
processes are evahuated znd refined.
Successful HROs take advantage

" ‘of standard operating procedutes

and central control by continually

IR EEE R T

Yet, despite a series of accidents

and safety warnings, B continued

to rely on a case-by-case approach,
rather than adopt standard operating
procedutes. While the high reliahility
literature is more skeptical than the
authors of this particular news report

‘about standard procedures as the only

strategy to avoid accidents, much of

a set of procedures and routines such
that not every user needs o kaow

all of the underlying theary and data
in order to receive the benefits. But
every teacher knows what an honest
critique of research shows: none of
our smart tools—no curticulurmn,

program, textbock, or instructional

and the ofganization’s implementation
capacity through training, feedback
systems, and post-action reviews

(Rochlin, 1993).

Although standardization and central
control are useful, research on
HROs mazkes it clear that standard
procedures are insufficient to achieve
high réliabﬂity. In HROs, standard
procedures are implemented with

an assumption of fallibility, constant
attentiveness to what might go wroag,
and simulfaneous nvestnent in the
capacity to respond differently when
the inevitable problems arise.

Press coverage of the BP accident
hghlights two challenges related

to procedural standardization. The
first 1s whether BIs procedures
actually incorporated the best current

' knowledge or were designed instead

to achieve efficiencies by taking
greater dsks, For example, one
teport quotes from Congressional'
correspondence that “some of the
decisions appearsd to violaté industry
guidelines and were made despite
warnings from BP’s own employees”
(INYT, 2610, June 14). The second
challenge 15 evident in reports that
interpreted the failure to standardize
procedures as evidence that BP

was not learning from previous

‘mistakes. An earlier BP project was

described ds having “cramped, chaotic
conditions...” “It was like having

the plambers, the electricians and the
bricklayers come to a construction
site at the same time as they are

laying the concrete. This was not
methodical” (NYT, 2010, July 12)..

circutnstances, standardization is a
prerequisite for reliability.

implications for leading schoe{
change: "Skeptical standardization”
The high level of standardization
typical of most HROs is seldom
present in schools, but the expedence
of HROs could be more relevant
ﬂl’all ﬁfst H.PPCZIZ.ECES Su.ggest.
Pressutes to achieve high reliability
learning are leading an increasing
mumber of schools and districts
toward greater central control and
standardization in currienhsn and
instruction. In practice, sthool leaders
standardize normal o_pezaiions by
adopting curtculum matenals, pacing
guides, common assessments, and

50 on, which establish consistent
instructional practices across a school
or district. They also build capacity to
implement these standard procedures
through staff selection, training,
coaching, and evaluation. In such
approaches, teachers are expected

0 comply with and build skills for

established programs, communicate

with supervisors about problems,
and use data to improve program
implementation.

Literature on HRCs offers two

main reasons for procedural
standardization. Both seem relevant
to public education but application.
involves special challenges. The first
reason is to ensure that the field’s best
knowledge is applied in ahy given
classroom. Robinson, Hoepa, and
Lioyd (2009) call such procedures
“smart tools,” emphasizmg that

"research knowledge can be ‘_ouilt into

method—works reliably with all
srercderrtsT T, there Tevery e
to argue that standardization alone
will not create fail-safe schools.
Further, our field’s knowledge base
contains many different, often -
contradictory, methods for achieving
educational goals (Donmaoyes, 1998).
And, possibly because different
approaches work best with different
groups of students, schools aze often
characterized by intense petsonal

and professional commitments to
different curdeula and teaching
strategies. Conflicts over which
program or approach to select

ate practically assured whenever
schools attempt standardization, and
such conflici can easily derail any
efforts to mplement 2 standardized
program. Critics of standardization
of instructonal procedures also point
out that it often causes disruptive
shifts during central leadership
transitions and is ineffectve in
supporting teacher leatrning and
development (Levine & Mazeus,
2007;. Given these hmitations, it is
teasonable to ask if standardization
really makes sense in public education.

This question leads to 2 second:
teason for standardization in HROs.
From extensive experience consulting
with hospitals to reduce medical
errors, Resar (2006) observes that,
even when tnore than one research-
based approach is available for a

given clinical nrocedure, medical
errots increase when each physician
continues to use her or his preferred
strategy. It’s not that one is necessarily
better than the others, but rather that,
without reascmable standardization,
the organization cannot build the
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most effective systems—the staff
skills, equipment, supplies, scheduling,
and other components—that support
the clinical procedure. So even when
maore than one procedure is supported
i research, Resar argues that high
reliahility involves picking one, then
building the capacity to use it well.

The circumstances that Resar (2006)

In short, skeptical standardization 1s
most useful when accompanied by
its opposite, flexibility for teacher
decision maling;

3. Flexibility for situational
improvisation

A third major accom'plishmen’a of

HROs 1s their ability to operate

multiple examples of how otherwise
highly controlled organizations also
operate n this more fexible mode
when needed, inchuding shifts to
decentralized and on-site decision
making in organizations such as
automobile manutacturers {Alder,
Goldafias, & Levine, 1999), aircraft
cartiers (Roberts, Yu, & van Stralen,

desctibes in hospital care appear
analogous to education, where some
teacher discretion to choose among
research-supported procedures is
often expected. Resar’s logic suggests,
then, that skeptical standardization
can be useful as one part of a
leadership strategy for school change,
as long as efforts to standardize pay-
special attention to three issues.

+ Fiest, standardization makes the
most sense when the chosen
procedure or prograrm is expected
to succeed with a significant
majority of students and can be

implemented with sufficient slack 7

so that teachers have time to pay

special attention to the inevitable

group of students for whom the
. proceduge was not successful.

+  Second, standardization
makes sense when the selected
procedures will be used as
the foundation for building
capabilities in instructional
tnaterials, technology, professional
development, data systems, and
other resources that support
instruction.

» Third, precisely because of the
limitations of any particular
currculom or pi’ocedure,
standardization tnakes the
most sense in schools when it
is combined with the ability of
HROs 1o shift quickly to in-
school improvisadon as soon as
difficulties arise.
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I & fexible, decentralized, and
improvisational mode when the need
arises. In this maode, critical decisions
-about what to do are made where the
wotk occuts, not by distant engineets
or managers. When seeking expertise
in understanding and responding to
emerging situations, communication
with colleagues replaces vertical
reporting (LaPorte, 1996). Knowledge
of the sitwation, combined with

. expertise to Interpret situational

developments, teplaces general
knowledge, standard pracedures,
and hierarchical authority as the
guide to action (Roberts, Yu, & van
Stralen, 2004), Operating this way
tequires open communication, so
that those with needed expertise
have an opportunity to hear about
situations as they develop (Roth,
Multer, & Raslear, 2006). To build
capabilities for flexible operations,
HROs deliberately sustain diverse
perspectives and expertise on ‘their
staffs, create opportunities for
employees to expand professional
netwotks across organizational
boundaries, and support norms of
tesiience that motivate responses
to all threats of failure (Weick &
Sutcliffe, 2007).

Such flexibility is not freelancing.
Responding to situational changes
in HROs 1s a collective process

that occurs within constraints of
otganizational values, collaboration,
and previously established decision-
making routines (Bigley & Roberts,
2001). The literature contains

i e
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20077, a0d skyscraper construcion
{Gawande, 2009).

implcations for leading school
change: “Gonstrained improvisation”
If skeptical standardization enables
teachers to use the profassion
accumulated Bnowldge in their work,
then constrained improvisation®
enables them to take advantage of
contextual kuowledge—understanding
of particular students, families, social
groups, and evolving situations that
affect learning in a specific classroom
and school. In practice, operating in
this mode begins with shared goals
for student learning and gives teachers
the authority to adapt classroom
procedures as needed to achieve
those goals. School leaders respect
the natural differences in instructional
apptroaches that result as teachers
respond to current circumstances and
implemient non-prescriptive strategles
for professional development and
teacher evaluation.

At first plance, Hexibility for
situational improvisation seems
familiat in schools. After all, behind
theit classroom doors teachers
have traditionally been able to
aperate a3 they believed best, while
administrators wege expected to
buffer instructional practice from
exteraal pressures. As suggested
above, however, HROs use this
operating mode in very specific ways
that constrain indivichual flexibility:
Improvisation is latgely collective
work, guided by clear and shared

* Originally vsed i the FIRO hterature by Bigley and Roberts (2001), the term “constrained waprovisation” seems particularly suited to the contest of
wotk i public schools, where so many different groups are empowered to influence instructional praciice.
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commitments to relable performance,
accountability among colleagues,

z0d supported by appropdate

checks and balances. In fact, too
much wotkplace discretion in the
absence of constraining policies

and checks is associated with higher

1993). Improvisation requires no less

of a strategy for leading school change
involves establishing organizational
consttaints that make that Bexibility
both collective and accountable while
building the capacity to work a2
flexible and improvisational mode. To
establish the constraints that guide thus

Tkifid of flexibility, school leadets can

do the following:

same page” mey well implement a
chosen program, but they will Hkely
weaken the school’s ability to operate
effectively in an improvisational
mode. An inmediate challenge

for many principals is to be visibly
comamitted to sustaining the
knowledge and commitments of
those teachers who prefer and are

. : P

standardized procedures; it sumply
achieves these results in different ways.

In schools, collective innovation
depends on regular interactions with
colleagues, not closed classroom
doozs. It is based on comunon goals
and invelves shared accountability
for results. And, like other

forms of teacher collaboration,
callective innovation often requires
administrators to develop new
otgﬁnﬁaﬁonﬂl routines that give
teackers the fime and support to
build professional connections with 2
diverse group of colleagnes.

"The HRO literatare adds an’
important element to existing
hiterature on teacher collaboration.
Much current cominentaty and
procedural recommendations focus
on collaboration as a'means of
teacher learning as a strategy for
ongoing improverments in Instrucion
(Levine & Marcus, 2007; Lieberman
& Miller, 2008). Constrained
improvisation in HROs begins with
the more inmediate concern of how
to respond to 2 specific situation

that threatens reliable student
learning (sided by a commitment to
resilience, such collaboration helps to
make sense of an immediate situation,
develop alternative responses, and
make just-in-time adjustments watl
the threat is addressed. Collaboration
for immediate resilient action is not
incompatible with longer term teacher
learning, nor is it assured when
teacher learning is the primary focus,

With these challenges in mind, using
constrained improvisation as one part
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+ Hoster shared assumptions and
commitments to the school’s
goals, reliability expectations,

commitments to resilience, and

considerations for decision
making, These elements of school
culture can help to.coordinate
and focus improvisational work
without having to rely on a
centralized authozrity structure
{(Weick, 1987).

= (Create school routines and
work groups that involve
teachers in frequent face-to-face
communication about learning
challenges. This offers a context
for conversations about emerging
problems and allows membets of a
group to bring diverse viewpoints -
to a collective consideration of
planned actions (Gawande, 2009).

* Brhance accountability for
improvisational work through
post-action reviews, when

_colleagues can reflect on what was
learned from working through
difficalt situations (ZaPorte &
Consolind, 1991).

To build the school’s capacity

to operate in this flexible and
improvisational mode, principals can
apply three major HRO strategies.

Sustain 5 varisty of parspsctives
and sncourags exgrassion of
diverse viewpoints,

Schools too often overlock ot
deliberately discourage diverse
appioaches ia 2 push to achieve a
commitment tc an already selected
curticulum or instructional approach.

Efforts to “get everyone on the

blsﬁlcd j.ll d.PP,LUdL.]..LC—D t}iéii. dri difft'.l(ﬂit
from the school’s adopted programs.
It can be tempting to frame these
differences as performance problems
and pursue transfers or personnel
actions. Dut, these same individuals
can contrbuté Important perspectives
to the school’s improvisational efforts
to address inevitable failures in the
standard progratns.

oy

Z,

cster the development of

ingse

ing and

lsarning.

Possible approaches include
professional learning cornmunities
{Drafout & Haker, 2005), informal
networks (Bidwell, 2001), teacher
leadership (York-Barr & Duke, 2004),
and organizational routines that
require regular collectve discussion
of academic work (Spillane, Mesler,
Croegaert, & Sherer, 2009).

2. Esiablish suructures and rautinss
that suppor: collsctive improvisation
whanever nasded.

For example, grade-level teatns

or secondary departments that

normally operate to support

nplementation of standardized
programs might aiso be charged
with the responsibility to provide

Co]legﬁl support whenever needed ‘

to tespond to a student’s eterging

learning difficulties. Similarly, roles

. for instructional coaches or district-

based curricaium specialists could be
designed with dual responsibilities
for supporting implementation of
standard programs and helping
teachers mobilize an early response
to impending student failure.



4, Combining opnosite
operating modes

" The two operating modes of

HROs are contradictory in many
respects. They depend on different
organizational structures and
routines, contrasting approaches to
staffing and training, and different
soutces of authority for operational

standard to flexible operating modes
by constantly searching for procedural
flaxws and situations 1n which standard
routines, are unlikely to work. HROs
create conditions in which employees
notice and communicate abous early-
stage problems that could threaten
reliability and establish incentives fot
reporting difficulties, even when they

feports suggest that this information
was never interpreted in ways that
prompted a shift to on-site authority
for problem solving,

fplications for leading school
changs: “Publiz wamings

ard ordevly transitions”

Several ways of combining skeptical
stancdardization and constrained

decisions. A closer lock, however,
shows that these two modes also
depend on each other. With the

pace and complexities of most
modern workplaces, employees
sitmply lack the time to devise unique
solutions for every circumstance..
Some standardization is necessary to
provide the slack needed to respond
creatively to the most difficult
situations. On the other hand, as
knowledge becomes more complex,
few procedures work in all situations,
and even when 1t seems possible

to anticipate every contingency,

the result 1s a system so complex
that it can lead to implementation
errots that require situational

"improvisation (Perrow, 1967; 1984).

Not surprisingly, the ability to
combine opposite operational modes
like standardization and fexibility

15 closely linked to organizational
effectiveness (Cameron, Quinn,
DeGraff, & Thakor, 2006).

HROs are distinctive in the way

they combine these contrasting
operational modes. They continuously
develop the capacity to operate in
both modes and shift between the
two approaches as situations arise to
threaten reliable performance. HROs
use standardized procedures for most
normal opetations associated with
achieving expected results (goals for
achievermnent). Then, operations shift
to give situational Hexibility when the
orgﬁnizatioxfs celiable performance

is threatened (goals for avoidance),

so that situational sense-making and
decisions about action are made

where the threatening situation exists.
HROs accomplish this shift from
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g it Tave been caused Dy he person
reporting the difficulty (Roberts, Yu,
& van Stralen, 2004). They foster
communication channels that allow
information about emerging risks to
be shared quickly and widely, have
shared understandings about when a
shift away from standard operating
procedures 1s appropriate, and have
ready-to-use structures and routines
that help to coordinate the work
when shifts are made to the more

flexible operating mode (Bigley &

Roberts, 2001). Individual employees
support this rapid identification by
attending carefully to operational
details, describing anomalies within an
informal network of peers, listening
in on others’ concerns, and soliciting
alternate viewpoints when issues arise

{Barton & Sutcliffe, 2009).

Returning to BP’s response to the

oil spill, news coverage of evolving
events highlioht the difficulties
associated with such shifts between
operating modes. The reports
prompt one to wonder first ahout the
skepticism that builds attentiveness
to emerging problems (“Nobody
believed there was going to be a
safety issue...”, NYT, 2010, May 29),
Then, as problems became apparent,
one asks what would have been
requited to stop the momentum of
daily work toward deadlines long
enough to consider alternatives. BP%
employees apparently noticed many
problems as events cascaded toward
disaster (“Documents Show Early
Worries about Safety of Rig,” NYT
headline, 2010, May 29; “BP Ignored
the Omens of Disaster,” NYT
headline, 2010;}11{1& 18). But news

a s a s ke 8
e T T S S I T R R R A S R R R R e LI N B R R N S L S Ll L S S

improvisadon already exist in public
education. In some districts, the
boundary between central control and

"local flexibility is simply the ragged

edge of cumulative labor negotiations
ahout whether administrators or
teachets should control various
decisions. In others, the remnants
of organizing schools as loosely
coupled systems are evident in the
use of central control in some visible
aspects of schooling while protecting
flexibility in internal classtoom
opefaiions. More recently, one
frequently finds tightly standardized
strategies applied to subjects that are
mcluded iz a state’s accountability
systemn combined with more flexibility
for teachers to exercise discretion in
other subjects (Spillane et al., 2009).
As an alternative to using either one
approach or the other for vanous
functions, HROs offer the possibility
that a school could take advantage
of the strengths of both approaches
in all of its operations. As with other
characteristics of HROs, however,
application in education presents
unique challenges.

Public warnings

Schools are rich with information
about eazrly-stage learning problems,
even without waiting for the

results to show up in formal data

“systems. Most teachers already

know long before formal testing
which students are advancing too
slowly to meet expectations, or

are being held back by the pace of
mstructon. But schools are seldom
mch better than BP at sharing this
information, makiﬁg collective sense
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of it, and empowering teachess to
wotk together on solutions. The
first leadership challenge, then,

is to overcome norms of privacy
and autonomy that can fmit this
communication about emerging
learning problems. For example,

a school rmght agree on a shared
commitment that no child would fall

fraction of eatly warnings will be
shared collegially in the course of
normal informal conversation during
the school day. Copsistently sharing
information about many emerging
problems requires 2 more systematic
approach. A possibility is suggested
in Spillane and his colleagues’ (2009)

strategies could be a recipe for .
ctganizational chaos. Can any teacher
make this shift at any time, or do
cextain conditions have to be met
first? In the eatly stages of problem
developtnent, it tmay not be obvious
that major changes are needed, but
waitng t0o long fotr managedal =

peers without collegial discussion
of alternatives, so that schoobwide

expertise could be tapped quickly in 2

search for alternative procedutes.

A second challenge to effective public
warnings resuits from the structure of
specialized programs and professional
toles, which can lead school staff

to label emerging problems as
charactenstics of children rather
than results of school procedures.

As teachers make sense of learning
difficulties, it is easy to jump to the
categoties for which funding exists,
and then hope that specialists can
solve the student’s problem. Naturally,
this chain of responses can limit

the range of perspectives about an
emerging situation and reduce on-the-
spot experimentation and adapration.

Peihaps_tbe most difficuit challenge
to an effective early warning system
in schools is the freguensy with which
emetging leatning probletns are
encountered. In nmich of the HRQO:
literature, problems that threaten
the organization’s reliability ate
infrequent events. Unexpected fres
break out or escape their boundares, -
ot rare equipment failures require
sudden changes in fight plans, and
“arganizations respond with episodic
shifts 1n operating modes. ‘

In schools, student learning
difficulties require no less creativity

in responding, but these problems
occur daily. It is a rare lesson that
engages all students and helps each to
develop the intended knowledge and
skill. T this context, it is unreasonable
to assume that more than a small

31

P [ R N

e &

Wb BB G AN

R T O T R

TR EE R R N N A A A )

Noteworthy Perspectives: High Reliability Organizations in Education

discussion of organizational routines

eSS E rEgUET COMEChve areErrion
to a particular agpect of school wark.
One such routine, for example,
could be a weekly expectation

that mermbers of & professional

- learning commurity or grade-level

team discuss approaches that are in
use with all students who teachers
believe are not on pace for success.
Protocols could help to sttuctute
these conversations around high-
impact topics. Research suggests,
for example, that communication
about early warnmings 1s more likely
to lnterrupt the momentum of
normal operations and lead to shifts
in strategy when it is accompanied
by a request for alternate viewpoints
(Barton & Sutcliffe, 2009).

Teadership for this aspect of school
change, then, involves developing
routines that facilitate shazing of
teachers” knowledge about emerging
leatning problems, establishing
expectations for the linds of learning
difficulties that should become public
within the school, and fostering
norms of mutual assistance to make
sense of emerging problems.

Orderly transitions

Noticing and discussing problems, as
difficult as these might be, are only the
first step. What does it tzke, then, to
interrupt the momeaturn of activity
In a dassroom or schoel long enough
to consider alternatives? And when
should such consideration actually
result in a shift in operating moder

Without well-understood guidelines
for when it 1s appropriate to shift
from one approach to another,
combining standardized and flexible
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approval can delay needed changes

= Rules and routines are clearly

neaded to clanfy when a shift

to imprevisatonal operations 1s
apptopriate, who can reach that
decision, and what decision premises
should provide guidance, And,
because of the frequency. wwith which
learning problems ate encountered
inn schools, these routines must be
efficient, allowing the school to
address multiple threats to reliability |
simulianecusly while sustaiming
normal operations for other aspects
of the work. In schools, then, shifts
in operating modes are an ongoing
part of operations, unlike the
episodic shifts that are more typical
of HROs, In effect, schools need to
operate in both modes all the time,
as different aspects of the work

and different students’ challenges
require Improvisational strategies. -
The resuiting challenge is to keep
track of the shifting functions that
ate being addressed in each mode
and communicate these well enough
to enable coordination of work,
collegial support, and supervision.

" Gawande’s (2009} analysis of

the impact of various types of
checklists in improving reliability
suggests two further requirements
for switching from standardized

to flexible operating mode. First,
the routine should involve collegial

© discussion, so that decentralized

decision making takes full advantage
of the expertise of everyone with
relevant knowledge, and, second,
that it be accountable, i the sense
that progress and results are reégularly

reviewed.




An ongoing case study of one . o Public wami.ngs. if the school

sustained long enough to build
the capabilities, structures, and

supportive cultutes that allow the

particularly successful elementary creates ncentives and routines for

school dllustrates how such a routine sharing information about learning

could operate. Teachers are expected schoal system to succeed. problems in the earliest stages,

1o follow prescribed instructional

» If schools deliberately develop collective expertise can be brought

procedures for normal operations, - .
capacities to work simultaneously

to bear before those problems
but they also report that they can
begin experimenting with alternatives

m order to solve an ercerging -

in skeptical standardization cascade into intractable faihares.
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and constrained mprovisation o Orederly transitions. If the school

IMOAEL 0EY W C 1T KEIY

achieve boﬁl Ligh perf(')rmanc.e
and high relability.

frameworks for when opeiations
should shift from skeptical

standardization to constrained

the problym with vther members of their
grade-fivel feam. The grade-level team,
thus, has two different functions.

. Most of the teamn’s activity focuses
on coordinating the regular work of
implementing standard progratms.
But the established relationships,
physical proximity, and shated
responsibility also create an efficient
context for sharing early concerns

*  Skeptical standardization, If
standardized procedutes are used
effectively and skeptically, so that

' they work with most stadents,
allow slack to deal with exceptions,
and are subjected to constant

improvisation, then it is more
likely that the strengths of both
approaches will be used to achieve
goals and avoid fallures.

Reason {2000) offers a useful
watchfulness for inevitable metaphor for how the school’s
problems, they will provide an

important foundation for reliable

petformance.

core work of teaching and learning
could be shaped by this theory of
action for leading school change. He
compares HROs to several layers of

Swiss cheese, each able to prevent

about student learning and soliciting
advice from peets, The authotity to
" maove ahead after this discussion with + Constigined improvisation, If
flexibility for innovation is used
with constraints that ensure access
to collective expertise and shazed
accountability for results, it will be

a powerful means of addressing

team members supports more rapid

_ i some-—but not all—problems from
adjustments than would be possible :

) ) - slipping through. As ldng as holes
if supervisor approval were required. do not line up, organizations that
create several “slices” can effectively
prevent fatlures. Thus, successful
HROs construct reliable systems
out of several protective layers, each

unreliable by itself.

Also, it adds a measure of collective
expertise and peer accountablity that
would be absent if teachers simply

the wide variety of problems
made changes that they felt were

that emerge as any instructional

ileedéd without consultation. program Is implemented.

40 % ¢t e 6 e B BB e s % e T L DT E L P E R RS S EI S S D P E D YL OGNS SN
A4 & % e B S BB L B B oa e ow W s EE DD P E BB E AR RIS ST P LR EENE L YL eSS

Atheory of action for leading
aducational change

In the preceding discussion, the four !
distinetive accomplishiments of HROs
and the corresponding challenges '

Figure Z

A swiss chease modeal of high reliability schooling

froserins

associated with thei use in schools

combine to frame several strategies
for leading educational change. Fere
is a summary of the latger theory of
action for leading school change that
these strategies comprise:

+ Balanced and sustainable
priorities. If school leaders
establish priorities for what the
school should achieve and avoid -
through inclusive deliberation
and open communication about
requited trade-offs, the resulting
goals will be more likely to be

Mote: Adapted from Bellamy, Fulmer, and Muth {2047). Usad 'With
parmisgion of the authors. '
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Sirnilarly, the challenge of change
management in education can be

seen as one of coustiucting and
sustaining several layers—program
compenents and strategies—that
support a school’s achicvement and
avoidance goals. Figure 2 illustrates
“one possibility. Here, the first laver is
the adopted cutriculurn together with

R

boa a4l

skills and perspectives among
teachers, building routines that
foster rapid comsunication about
emerging probiems, and having clear
understandings about when teachers
are authorzed to shift out of aortmal
procedures.

A final layer iovolves uz;e of the

A sk a2 E o

And we allow early warnings of
progress, which are clearly evident
to some, to slip by without public

“discussion and collective action,

giving emerging problems tine to
cascade into intractable failures.
Addressing these and other threats to

high relishility challenges@ducators ™ 7 B

1o continue to improve strategies for

school’s formal programs for students

staderts mdependerTt engagerent

with the associated materials, In the

~ present theory of action, this layer
is constructed as school leaders

" develop curdeulum frameworks to
achieve the school’s priority goals
and adopt patrticular curricula and
programs 2s part of a plan for
-skeptical standardization. The layer is
strengthened as school leaders select
research-based programs, ensure
access to support materials, and
commuricate about the moportance
of the learning objectives. For some

students, this is sufficient for learning, -

The second'layet invalves the
teacher’s moplementation of the
standard programs, mcluding
explanations, questioning strategies,
pacing, and rask assignments as

well as the more general classroom
routines and relationships with
students. School leaders support

this layer through such activities:

as professional development and -
coaching in use of the adopted
programs, data systems that provide
regular feedbatk, and opportunities
to observe and learn from colleagues
who ate using the same progiams.

The third layer consists of the added
resouzces that a team of colleagues
can brng to the task of making
sense of student learning problems
and responding adapiively when
they anse. This layer represents the
shift from skeptical standardization
to constrained improvisadon and
offers the possibility that collective
teacher expertise can produce
effective interventons for some
emerging problems. Supporting
this layer means fostering diverse
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having difficulty, which typically
bring additional resources, expertise;
and formal procedures to address
contnuing difficultes. As 4 theory

-of action for leading school change,

then, strategies from High Reliahility
Otganizations offer a complex but
practical strategy for connecting school
organtzation and management with the
core work of teaching and learning,

Conclusion

BP’s tragic accident in the Gulf
of Mexico inay be relevant for
ecucational leaders for two

" reasons. First, it highlights just how

complex and difficult operating
without failures can be, helping to”
clarify the distinctive capabiiities
and zccomplishments through
which HROs achieve accident-
free performance. Each of these
accomiplishments is 2 major
leadership challenge, and each

frames a significant agenda for those

responsible for educational change.

"The second lesson for educators from
the BP experience, mote implicit in
the preceding discussion, lies in the
similarities between reports of the
compaqy’s operations leadiog up

to the accident and many current
conditions in public education.

" As educators, we confront similar

discrepancies between our non-
negoﬁable goals for student learning
and the operating cultures of many
schools. We often fail to achieve

the benefits of standardzation with
half-hearted implementation of best
practices, but then also miss out on
the benefits of improvisaton due to
msufficient support for collaboration.
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I sum, the accompiishments of
HROs offer a general theory of

.action for Jeading school change

with equal commitment to what
schools should achieve and what they
should avoid. Reaching these dual
goals requires an ability to operate
simultanecusly in two operating
modes, one centrally controlled and
standardized, the other distributed
and improvisational. Shared
information about emerging problems
allows these contrasting modes of
operation to be combined in orderly
ways. Application of these HRO
concepts to educational change is
stll in an early stage of development,
and many details stll depend on
extrapolation from expedence

m other settings. Nevertheless,
promising results from inital school
applications and still-unfulfilled
expectations for high-refiability
learming offer sﬁong encoutagement
to continue explotag what schools -
can learn about avoidﬁng failure from
High Reliability Organizations.
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Best in the World:
ngh Performance with ngh Rehabﬂlty

" Despits low rankings,
a causs for hope

At McREL’s Best in the Wozld
exploratory gathering (described in
Chapter One), Martin West previewed
findings from a study conducted by
his colleague from Harvard, Paul '
Peterson, who, along with Fric
Hanushek and Ludger Woessmann,

~ compared the mathematics
achievement of top-performing
students in the United States to
that of students in other OECD
countries, Once again, the news isn't
promising, Using a cross-compatrison
study calibrating PISA with NAEP
resuits,' Hanushek, Peterson, and
Woesstman (2010) found that no less
than 30 of the 56 other countries that
participated in the PISA marth test
had a larger percentage of students
who scored at the international
equivalent of the advanced level?
Twelve other countries had more
than twice the percentage of highly
accomplished students as the Urnited
States (Hanushek, Pct.etson, &
Woessman, 2010).

In addition, shortly after this October
gathering, resulis from the 2009 PISA
were released. Out of 34 countries,
the United States ranked 14" in
reading, 17* in sclence and 25% in
“mathematics (OECD, 2010). Those
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scotes, although higher than those
from 2003 and 2006, still lag far

" behind the highest scoting countties,

including South Kotrea, Finland,
Singapore, China, and Canada.

“This is 2n absolute wake-up call

for America,” said U.S. Education
Secretary Arne Duncan. “The results
are extraordinarily challenging to us
and we have to deal with the brutal
truth. We have to get much more
serious about investing in education”
(Armario, 2010). Secrerary. Duncan’s
voice joins many others who have
suggested we have become a nation
of scund sieepers when it comes to
educating our children.

As bleak as the PISA data may look
for the United States, Sir Michael
Barber, in his opening presentation
at the Best in the World gathering,
expressed cause for hope and shared
a quote gained from his days as a
student at Oxford: British historian
George Trevelyan, in his three-
volume biography of Garibalds,
wiote, “There come rare moments,
hard to distinguish but facal to let slip,
when all must be set upon-a hazard”
(Barber, 2010). Barber optimistically
observed the stars are lined up in the
United States, with the new common
stanrdards and a push for common
assessments, Race to the Top (even
with its faws), and pechaps most
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importantly, what he sees as a sense
of a natonal effort to address the
achievement gap.

_Ouwur focus for the exploratory’

gathering and this monograph -

has been expressly on “the other
achievement gap” between the
United States and other systems of
education worldwide. Yet, in light .
of Schleichers (2010) conclusion,
the variahiiity in achievement gaps
found among and within state and
district educational systems across the
United States demands an equivalent
amount of our attention. McIinsey
& Company (2009) purport “In fact,
the most striking, pootly understoad,
and ultimately hopeful fact about
the educational achievement gaps in
the United States involves the huge

. differences in performance found

berween school systems, especially
between systems serving similar
students™ (p. 12).

To once again become among the
“best in the world” we at McREL,
along with Bellamy and Stringfield,
Reynolds, and Schaffer, believe we
should not enly be looking outward
to the highest petforming educational
systems, but also looking outward to
High Reliability Ceganizations. As
noted in Chapter Two, Stringfield,
Reynolds, and Schaffer establish

! The NAILP scores came from § graders in 2005, while PIS/ \ 2006 was admmlstmed one yeat later to students at the age of 15, the year at which most

American students are in 9% grade.

? While fust six percent of ULS, students scored at or above the advanced level cur scoze on the PISA 2006 exam, 28 percent of Taiwanese students did.
At least 20 percent of siudents in Hong Kong, Korea, and Finland were in the advanced category.
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a position that the urgency for
high reliability evolves from a
realization that (1) fatlures of the
* system have catastrophic resuits,
(2) current levels of performance
vatiability are uvnacceptable,

and (3) much higher levels of

" performance reliability are possible. ~ ~

attempting to merge their abstract

understanding of HROs with school
effectiveness findings to provide
practical guidance to educators.
However, in Chapter Three, we

saw that Bellamy took a different
approach by looking at how schools

“work through alens of orginizational

and change theory. By adding ous

> et 8 ob s

* imistakes, and unless they are

intentional, even those should be
considered system issues.

Let’s return to our working definition
of bigh-reliability educational systems
from Chapter One: bigh kevels of '

student performance, achieved as a result of .
v bigh-quality instruction, defivered thriugh

Building a foundation for “trug”

J‘Fipé’ﬂﬂf EXECHTION Of ﬁ’ﬁép‘fi.‘% réseqreh-based

educational HROs

To get clearer on the concépts,
structures, and processes evident
in HROs, it 15 important to first
idendfy the core princdples and

. practices of true High Reliability

Organizations. Although research and .

theory-building on accidents, buman
performance, and high reliability
began catlier (Perrow, 1999; Roberts,
1990), we are grounding our theory in
. the work of Karl Weick and Kathleen
Sutcliffe (2001, 2007). The remainder
of this chapter synthesizes their '
reseazch, the ideas from Stringfield,
Reynolds, Schaffer, and Bellamy
from the previous chapters, and
. concludes with McREL’s thinking
gbout how prindples, characteristics,
and strategies from HROs translate to
educational systems.

Stringfield, Reynolds, and Schaffer
suggest 2 “best in the world” education
izvolves two components: (1) knowing
what works extremely well, and (2)
providing it with remarkable reliabifity
{p. 1). They approach reliabdity through
the lens of school effectiveness
research to establish “what works™
with the capacity to moze reliahly
deliver it Their long history of school
effectiveness research, coupled with
their 11-year study of HRS systems
in the United Kingdom, give them
a strong basis for their cdlaim. Their
tesults, particularly in the county of
Neath-Port Talbot, Wales, indicate that
High Reliability Organization principles
* can be productively applied in school
and district contexts.

With their HRS project, Stongfield,
Reynolds, and Schaffer were

OWII TESEATCh and HieTature base,

McREL is butlding 2 theory of

- action for high-reliabiliry education
+ systems. And our view stemns

from a perspective gained through

conductng several meta-analyses and

research syntheses of instruction,
school-level effects, extended learning,

- and schaol and district leadership.
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We have most tecently synthesized
this research into the publication
Changing the Odds for Student Success:
W hat Matters Most (Goodwizn, 2010),
in which we present the What Matters
Most framework, composed of the
following components:

*  Guarzntee challenging, engaging,
and iatentional instruction.

» Edsure curricular pathways to

success.

* DProvide whole-child student
. SUDPOLLS.

* Create school cultures with high .
expectations for behavior and
leatning:

*+ Develop data-driven, high-
reliability systems.

If we know what works, why aren’
we doing it? McREL’s explanation
for this is two-fold: (1) what we
know about be’st‘pmcﬁce in teaching
and in leadership is not being
practiced with supetior execution,
and {2) our educational systems are
not well designed to achieve high
performance with high reliability.
This is both 2 people problem and
a system probletn; some suggest

it s ostdy 2 system problem. High
Relizbility Organizations recognize
that people will make errors and

LI

2+ 203 a2

LEE R

PR R]

practices, with low variability in the guakity
of instruciion within and beiween schools.

HRO principles and
characteristics

Weick and Sutcliffe (2001, 2007)
outline five prnciples of High
Reliability Organizations. These

five have been interchangeably
referted to by the authots and
others as principles, hailmarks, and
dimensions. We refer to them as
principies, and although their names

. have changed slightly over time, we

use them as follows:

1. Preoccupation with failure

2. Reluctance to simplify
interpretations

3. Sensitivity to bperaﬂons

4, Commitment to resilience

5. Organizing around expettise

McREL is using these principles

as the foundation for developing a
theory of action for high-reliability
educational systems. In addition

to these principies, there are a few
key characteristics of FIROs that
researchers have identified, as well as -
a varlety of structures, processes, and
strategies that specifically transfer to
educational systems, as you will see

+. later in this chapter.

PRI T A N

LR )

Principtes of High Reliability
Organizations '

1. Preoccupation with failure
High Reliability Orgﬁnizﬂions focus

on errots and mistakes. This doesn’™t
mean they are paralyzed by anxiety

" about what could go wrong, or that



they fear personal or organizational
fativre. High Reliability Organizations
de, however, adhere to the slogan
colned by NASA during the near-

. catastrophic Apoilo 13 mission that
“failure is not an option.” There is no
acceptable level of loss for 2 high-
relizhility organization.

This urwaverny attention to the

P E R R T

Hoy, Gage, and Tarter (2006) explain
that schools need to simplify less
and “see” more. lnowing that life
in schools is complex, teachers

and admimstrators need to adopt
multiple perspectives to understand
the shadings that are hidden below
the surface of the gbvious. While
avoiding oversimplification, FIROs
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- performance, and frequent face-

to-face interaction. In schools
and school districts, sensitivity
to operations may be the guding
prnciple to diive the effective
implementation of professional
learning cominunities (PL.Cs).

HROs do not allow hierarchies to

become dvsfunctional bureaucracies

first signs of events that can cascade
toward catastrophic failure, ot ‘
“weak signals” (Weick & Sutcliffe,
2001}, positions HROs to respond
early and at the source of the
problem before it escalates. Tust as
importantly, HROs do not' become
complacent with success. Traditional
HROs operate contmuously under
high-1isk condirions yet demonstrate
safety récords approaching 100
percent. Coming close is not
acceptable because failure means
that lives can be lost.

What if school systems considered
student failure as catastrophic as

an airplane failing to land safely ox
a patient failing to recover from
surgery? Moreovet, what if educators
viewed student failure not as the
fault of the child, but as a fzilure

of the system? For many, this will
requure changing core beliefs and
assumpdons about education. Cur
standards may have evolved beyond
the “sort and select” model of the
Industrial Age, but we continue to -
expect some students to succeed in
school and some to fail.

2. Reluctance to simphify -
interpretations

High Reliability Organizations are
highly complex, interconnected
systems, technologically and in the
amount of himan interactions.
Humans as a species are very good
at finding patterns, but tlus trait also
predisposes us towatd categorizing
what we observe into what we )
already know. It subjects us to blind
spots where “believing is seeing”
(Weick, 2011).
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ot getso tost i complextty that
they do not take action. They utilize
sophisticated data collection systetns
and analysis processes to drill down
to the root cause of the problem.
They do something and evaluate the
tesponse within the system.

Some districts focus their sole
attention on a post-morier evaluation
of petformance on state and national

standardized assessments. These data

may be helpful for coxﬁpmﬁng schools
and districts and even for program
evaluation, but the information
comes toa late and is of litde vahe
for identifying individual student
difficulties and responding with real-
titne intervention.

Other, more réﬁabﬂity—oriented
systems use 2 repertoire of
assessments and focus especially on
diagnostic and progress monitoring
measures in a Response to
Lutervention strategy. Oliver Wendell
Holmes, Jt. nicely sums up this
ptinciple with the statement: “I would
not give & fig for the simplicity this
side of complexity, but I would give
my life for the simplicity on the other
side of complexity.” '

3. Sensitivity to operations

HROs are attentive to the front

line; where the real work gets done.
{(Weick & Sutchffe, 2007). Sometimes
it is teferred 1o as situational
awareness, “having the big picture
of the moment” (p. 32). This is
facihitated by constant interaction
and communication throughout

the organization, which includes
frequent operations meetings, widely
distzibuted real-time measures of

T T R T T R I L L R L I R

{Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001). For Hoy et
al. {2006), this principle means staying .
close to the core function of the

- organization. For educational systerns,

the technical core of what we do is
teaching and learning. As McKinsey
& Company (2007) conclude, it’s all
about instructon.

Sensitivity to operations is also

about empowering highly competent
mdividuals closest to the event with
the ability and responsibility to'push
the butten ot throw the switch.
Anomalies are noted while they are
still tractable and can stll be isolated
(Weick & Sutchffe, 2007} and are
acted upon before they becote a full-

blown unexpected event:
4. Commitment to resilience

Despite their best efforts at
attending to weak signals of
impending failure, HROs do
experdence failures. Howeves, they
also construct multiple preventative
measutes and containment systems
to minimize the effects of accidents,
anticipating that the unexpected may
happen.

HROs recognaze 1t is impossible

to avoid human errors altogether
(Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001). They
develop capabilities to detect,
contain, and bounce back from
those inevitable errors that are

part of an indeterminate world.
When the vnexpected happens,

the organization rebounds with
persistence, resilience, and expertise
(Hoy, Gage, & Tarter, 2006).
Resilience is that characterstic which
encourages people to act while
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thinking ot acting in order to think

more clearly (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007).

5. Organizing around expertise

HROs cultivate diversity of ﬁpextise
and perspective. Thelt focus is on
matching expertise with the problem
regardless of ragk or status (FHoy
et ol . ‘9ﬂﬂf\> P%gir:i hierarchies have

. They tended to adopt organizational

.
.
.

mindsets of seeking the early signs of

. failure and finding remedies quickly,

Beyond the five pronciples, there are

- because of their potential in_... ..

: additional charactenstics of HROs

that deserve attention, particulatly

. developing a theory of action for high

" which peopie follow recipes, impose
 old categodes to classify what they

. see, act with some rgidity, operate

I on automatie pilot, and mislabel

- unfamiliar new contexts as familiar
« old ones” (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001,

a6 & 8 £ a8 a

p. 92). Although traditional HROs

“a£8 hiearehically structired and have

tightly coupled processes, they realize

 Tehzbilify in edncatioml systems, One

1

increased vulnerability to errors
{(Weick & Sutciiffe, 2007). Instead,
the decision structuze in effective
HROs is 2 hybnd of hierarchy and
specialization (Weick & Sutcliffe,
2001). Important decisions are
made by important decision
makers. The twist, according to
Weick and Sutcliffe, is that the
designation of who is important
migrates to the person or team with
acknowledged, problem-specific
expertise. This is often a dynarnic
process, where knowledgeable
people self-organize mto ad hoc
networks to provide expert problem
solving, In schools, PLCs should
flexibly and adaptively use all the
human assets available to them. -

Acting with anticipation and
containing the unexpected

You probably have gathered from
the descriptions of the five principles
of HROs that they are highly
iptercomected. Preoccupation
with faiture, reluctance to simphify
interpretations, and sensitivity to 7
operations together establish a set of
- principles and repertoire of processes
that Weick and Sutcliffe (2001) refer
to as “acting with anficipation.”
Sireply put, HROs wark to anticipate
the unexpected and prevent small
errors and mistakes from occurring
in the first place. A commitment to
resiience and ctiltivaﬁng deference to
expertise enable HROs to contain the
unexpected. The HROs Weick and
Sutcliffe studied first tried to build
in prevention, and then intentionally
avoided becoming so complacent
that they had prevented all errozs.

such characterdstic is “mindfulness.’”

Mindfﬁlﬁess

. High Relishility Organizations
. attend to the five principles through

a constant state of mindfulness.

- Weick and Sutcliffe (2001, 2007)

expand Langer’s (198%) conception
of individual mindfulness to the
level of the orgamization. HROs
ate characterdzed by “an underlying

. style of mental functioning that
T s distinguished by coatinuously

T R E R

updating and a deepening of
increasingly plausible mterpretations
of what the context is, what problems.
define it, and what remedies it
contas™ (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001,

. 3. A mindful organization s moze
than the sum of mindful individuals
{Hoy, 2003).

Mindful organizations also manage

+ the unexpected in early stages, when
: the signals of trouble are subtle

and weak, 'They encourage the .
reporiing of errors and any failure,
no matter how small, 2s 2 window
to the functioning of the system as

- a-whole (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001),

and develop “a rich awareness of
discriminatory detail” {p. 32).

Mindful organizations develop
and use enabling structures
and processes that enable exror
identification and correction,

. cooperation, collabotation,

. innovation, improvisation, and

.

creativity. Conversely, mindless

+ organizations develop and utihze
* inhibiting structures and processes.
¢ Mindlessness is characterized by

5

! “a style of mental functioning in
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responsive. Rigid bureaucracies axe
not conducive to mindfulness; in -
fact, they may produce a mindless
standardization (Toy, 2003).

+ A key strategy for encoutaging

E mindfulness is the use of after action
¢ reviews (AARs). Senge (2006)-calls

. the Army’s AARs “arguably one of

. the most successful otganizational

. learning methods yet devised.” Not
<. to be outdone by the Army, the Navy

refers to theit process as “during

* acrion reviews.” Wildland frefighters

call their process “lessons-learned

. teviews” Stringfield, Reynolds, and
- Schaffer advise that, m otder to
. maintain an ongoing, multi-level

alertness to surprises ot lapses,
HROs build powerful databases that
passess relevance to core goals, rich
triangulation ‘on key dimensions, and
teal-time availability. At McREL,

we regularly conduct after action

- reviews, particularly following large

projects or events. The purpose of
AARs is to learn as an organization,
not to place blame or single out’
individuals. We ask ourselves thtee

. -questions: (1) What went right and
- what weat wrong? (2) What did we.

learn? and (3) How can we use this
information to Improver

Kev elements of high reliability
educational systems

We recognize that educational
systems are inherently different

from those organizations that have
traditionally, and accurately, been
identified as demonstrating high
reliability. It may be a stretch to think
of school districts and schools in
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terms of “failure-free” operations,
and it may be even more of a

stretch to put the HRO principles
mto practice. Noaetheless, under

the umbrella of orgamizational
mindfulness, we believe the following
key elements from HROs should be
in the formula of consistently high-
performing educational systems:

a third “responsibility” 1s alignment
with and support of those goals,
through all levels of the organization
(Marzano & Waters, 2009).

Bellamy refers to these as

“balanced and sustainable goals,”
which constitute the first of his
otganizational accomplishments of
HROs. In Chapter Three, he expiained

not suggesting lock-step adherence
to a particular instructional approach.
Some districts, it seems, have gone
oo far with their implementation

of curdculum pacing puides to

the point where every teacher is
expected to be on the same page on
the same day. In Classroom Initruction
that Works: Research-based Stratepies jor

» Focus on a few key goals.

= FHstablish standard operating

procedures (SOPs).

» Design structures and processes
for defined autonomy and

constrained improvisation.

s Create and maintain safe
reportting cultures.

Foous on a few key goals

What should be evident by now is
that the overarching philosophy of
HROs 15 a preoccupation with failure,
translated into goals that everyone in
the system not only can articulate, but
practice with unwavering attention.
Kathleen Roberts {1990), from her
research of flight deck operations
on nuclear aircraft carsiers, relayed
this insight from a lower-ranking
“deckhand: “This is just a bird fafm.
The birds come in, they get fed, and
they go” (p. 172). Stringfield and
colleagues in their HRS research,
note the importance of defining a
clear and finite set of goals, shared at
all organizational levels. They stress
the need for these goals to be co-
constructed between the researchers/
reformers with teachers, school
leaders, and school systems.

Sitnilarly, McREL’s fesearch on
district-level leadership highlighted
the importance of specifying a few
non-negotiable goals, at the distrct level,
that should include goals for student
achievement and ins truction. Just as
irnportant {and statistically significant)
was the need for these goals to be
collaberatively developed. Once the
non-negotiable goals are established,
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that HROs hold 2 dual bottom line-
baiancing commitments to both
safety and productivity. These are
translated into goals for achievement,
coupled with goals for avoidance. -
Drawing upon McRELs findings,
Bellamy advised that school goals be
honestly open to change as a result of
ongoing dialog and political decision
making, while being stable enough

to provide a foundation for learning
goals, performance indicators, and an
instructional program.

Establish standard

sperating procedures

From McREL’s perspective, the
highest performing systems in the
wotld establish and accomplish
non-npegotiable goals for nstruction
that translate into practce in every
classroom. In order to Increase the
quality of instruction and reduce the
variabdlity 1 instructional quality,
they establish clear instructional
priorities at the system level, establish
a systemnatic and systerwide
approach to instructon, invest in
teacher preparation and professional
development, and develop strong
instructional leadership. In other
wozds, they very carefully develop
tighter coupling within the system for
curticulum and instruction.

1f we know what works from

decades of effective teaching and
effective schools research, in terms of
reseatch-based best instruction, we
must ask ourselves, “Then why aren’t
we doing those things consistently?”
By suggesting standard operating
procedures for instruction, we are

Twcrenming S tadent 7 dohierenrent(vbarzano,
Pickering, & Pollock, 2001), the
authors identified nine categories

of instructional strategies that
correlate with high levels of student
achievement. However, mindlessly
employing the straregies will not ralse
student achievement; teachers mmmust
understand and act on how, when,
and why to use them.

Stringfield et al. suggest that regularly

tepeated tasks that ate determined

to be effective should become
Standard Operating Procedures.
These SOPs do not only include
instructional strategies identified from
the effective schools research, but
also time-saving efficiency measures
and identification /intervention
procedures for students who appeat
at risk of fadure. Stringfield et al.

are quick to point out, however, that
these procedures must be applied in
relation to context and must evolve as
citcumstances ch;mge.

Bellamy calls his second
organizational accomplishmesnt
“skeptical standardization.”
Standardization may serve best when
applied {o instructional materials,
technology, professional development,
data systems, and other resources.
Standardization is particularly
effective in realizing economy

and efficiency. As he points out in
Chapter Three, an: area for the use
of standard operating procedures in
education Is establishing structures -
and routines that support collectve
decision-making by teacher teams.
Protessional learning communities
can provide a platform for such
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structures and processes to exist.
Tastalling SOPs such as protocols for
reviewing student work, monitoring
ptégress of individual students, and
collectively responding to the fxst
signs of failure, may provide one of
the most promusing applications of

' higﬁ—féliébﬂit}*’p’tdééﬁééﬁ B
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established decision-making routines
{see p. 28).

'The seemingly paradoxical
characteristics of defined autonomy
and constrained improvisadon lie

at the heari of oundful educational

organizations as they strive toward. . .

higher re]iabi]ity. "This characteristic

fadure. Trigger mechanisms for
shifung a response from the teacher
to a team with a diversity of expertise
could be cleatly articulated. Indeed,
this is exactly what schools did in the
HRS project that Stringfield describes
i1 Chapter Two.

Create and maintain safe reporting

Diesian structures and processas

of HROs could be considered the

CUTTOTFEE {31 CUiturses;

for defined autonomy @d
constrainad improvisation

In their study of district-level
leadership, Whaters and Marzano
(2006) discovered a “surprising and
perplexing finding: one study in their
neta-analysis found that building
antonomy was paositively correlated -
to student achievement in the distiict;
but that same study reported that sie-
based management exhibited a neglible
or even negative effect on student
achievement. The authors resolved
these seemingly contradictory findings
Dy colning the termy defimed antonony
(Waters & Marzano, 2006; Marzano
& Waters, 2009}. The essence of
defined autonomy is that “the
superintendent provides autonomy
to principals to lead their schools, but
expects alignment on distdct goals
and use of resources for professional
development” (2006, p. 16). One of
the assoctated practices for defined
autonomy that surfaced from the
research was that superntendents
and district staff recognize that a

key function 1s “allowing for and
promoting innovation at the school-
level within the context of district
goals” (p. 16). Defined autonomy
actuelly tesides at nmltiple levels in
educational systems, particulatly in the
reiationship of districts to schools and
in'the balance of schoollevel goals
and procedures with teacher freedom
and flexibility in the classroom.
Bellamy calls kis third organizational
accomplishment “constrained
improvisation,” which he describes

as “a collective process that occurs

" within constraints of organizational
values, collaboration, and previously
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yin to the yang of standardization. It

: captures the dual operating modes of
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1 centralized procedural control and the

necessary organizational flexibility to
shift decision making to those closest
to the action. In ordet to attain this
flexibiizty, HROs deliberately sustain
diverse perspectives and expertise.

HROs often'zefer to the on-the-
ground improvisation as “work-
arounds.” While in-the-tnoment
sensitivity to operations is critical to
high relizbility functioning, work-
arounds sometimes can cteate what
is refexred to as a 47 awgy from
standard operating procedures and
effective performance. Thus, work-
arounds continue to be a concern,
even in traditional HROs such a3
ait tragsportation and chemical
safety. In fact, at the most recent
International Conference for High
Reliability Organizing, how to manage
wotk-arounds was one of the most
frequently discussed tdpics: The
concern is the abﬂify of HROs to
differentiate between being flexible
and “freelancing” too loosely in the
moment and to leatn from work-
arounds——oossibly even mcorporating
new and better practice into
standardized proceduzes.

Almost paradoxically, for schools

it may be those structures and
processes for determiniag when

to shift fom normal operations to
mprovisation that most needs to be
clearly delineated in terms of SOPs,
Expanding upon the use of protocols

: among teacher teatns, there could
! be dear procedures for identifying
. students at the first indications of
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HROs create conditions in which
employees notice and comtmunicate
about eatly-stage problems that
threaten reliability {and safety) and
establish incentives for reporting,
even if the reporting is done by

the individual who made the error
ot mistake. HROs are constantly
concerned with establishing and
meintaining safe reporting cultuzes, -
or what tmany of them referto

as “Just” cultures. An excellent
example of guidelines to create

such conditions in the health care
profession appeaxs'in the “Principles
of a Fait and Just Cultuze” from
the Dana Farber Institute inits
Patient Safety Rounds Toolkir (2004).
The seven prnciples outlined in

this document are based vpon a
core value that “in order to have -
the greatest impact and achieve

the highest level of excellence,

staff rmmst be able to speak up

about problems, errors, conflicts
and misunderstandings 10 an
environment where it is the shared
goal to identify and discuss problems
with curosity and tespect” (p. 1).

Tt tmay very well be those in the
orgatization with an out-of-the-box
perspective are best suited to identify
the weak signals of impending fathue
that the rest overlock. For Stringfield
and his colleagues, it also means
honoring the flaw finders. HROs
respect the opinions of even those
who find fault, despite being an

occasional thorn in leadership’s side,

“Public warnings and ordedy
transitions” 18 Bellamy’s fovrth HRO
accomplishment. Unlike typical HROs, .
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where problems that threaten reliabilicy
are infrequent, Bellamy reminds us  *
that schools face emerging teaching
and learning probleis all the time.
Individual work-arounds and near
misses occur constantly, butin too
many schools and districts, thete is

no systematic approach, and lessons

learned dor’t make it to the collective
1 3ol QYD

their process reliability from doctor
to doctor and among hospitals. For
mstance, in Berter: A Surgeon’t Nores
on Perjormance, Atul Gawande (2007)
desctibes how hospitals maintain a
continual focus on the prevention of
fatture by implementing overlapping
protocols to decrease the possibility
of mistakes. The health care

Organizations may provide
both professions with routes to
improvement.

Leszong learned from fallure
Some of the most powerful lessons
learned from HROs come from failure.
BEven though NASA adopred the
slogan “failure is not an option,” the

CFC AR DCCOHMmC DO

Weick and Sutcliffe (2001) briefly
describe the critical vet tentative
elements of “credibility” and “trust.”
both intangible but essential assets.
People must feel safe to be able to
identify errors in the system, even if
they are the ones who cornmit them.
Of course, the organization must
follow up on any reports and take some
type of action, even if itis simply an
acknowledgement. Never should the
flaw finders be ostraczed or punished.

Lessons from medicine

Diuring the past 10 years, the medical
profession has been actively applying
lessons from HROs to reduce

errors and mistakes that, if left
unchecked, can lead to unnecessary
patent suffering and death, Weick
and Suicliffe (2007) cite a report

on medical errors by the Institute

of Medicine that concluded:
“[Health care} is very different

from a manufacturing process,
mostly because of huge variability

in pasents and circumstances, the
need to adapt process quickly, the
rapidly changing knowledge base,
and the importance of highly trained
professionals who must use expert
judgment in dynamic settings” (p. 39).
Their description similatly applies to
educational systems, and as a result,
the application of FIRO principles,
characteristics, and strategies to health
care may provide us with guidance.

Several authors, many of whom are
physidans and suxgeons themselves,
have written ahout ways the medical
profession is seeking to improve
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the application of high reliability
concepts to areas in which failure

of the system does not result i
itemediate death, but instead on

the “slow buraning” events such as
mfection rates, heart disease, obesity,
and long-term care.

In both education and health caze,
we face the constant challenges that
arse from the complexity of human
betngs, physically and cognitively,
of the human frailties of doctors,
nurses, teachers, and administrators,
and of the human interactions
between provider and recipient.
Resar (2006) identifies four themes
in health care settings that help to
explain at least a portion of the gap
in process reliability:

1. Extreme dependence on hard
work and personal vigilance.

2. Focus on mediocre benchinark
outcomes rathet than process.

3. Great tolerance of providesr
autonomy.

4. Failuze to create systems that
are specifically designed to reach
articulated relability goals.

- Resar concludes that “the

resulting variability in the process
of delivesing care forces the
otganization in which these
autonomous providets work to
develop a supporting infrastructure
that is at best marginally effective”
{p- 1683). Is it any wonder we in
education are experiencing many
of the same issues? Optimistically,
lessons from High Reliability

Chatfergerand-Cotumbmspaceshuttle
disasters stll occurred, resulting in the
deaths of 13 talented aswonauts, one
of whom was to be the first teacher

1 space: Inquiries into the causes for
these Incidents found thar technical
faitures and cascading human errors
and mistakes were compounded by
organizational culture.

Mote recently, we have seen a similar
pattezn in the BP oil spill (see Chapter
Thtee for Bellamy’s analysis). The
natural disastet of the Japanese
earthquake and tsunami on March

11, 2011, and the near-meltdown of
the Fukushima nuclear power plant,
which resulted from multiple failures
in preventon and in the design of
baclkup systems, is providing an
extraordinary learning opportunity

tor the nuclear power industry. We
can hope that the good news will

be that not only do the individual
organizations that wete directly
affected learn by these disasters, but so
will entire industres.

As Bellamy concludes, organizations
most often fail when goals for.
performance or achievement
supetsede goals for avoidance of
critical errors, The attention to

the bottom line for shareholders
surpasses attention to safety. The
organizational culure shifts from
one that encoutages etror teporiing
to one that demands compliance and
puiishes whistle blowers and those
with different perspectives. A tecent
educational equivalent comes to mind:
The investigation into the Atanta
Public Schools cheating scandal.
Obscrvations from an_Atinta Journal-
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Constitution article (Vogell, 2011)
nchude these:

*  Across Atlanta Public Scheols,
staff worked feverishly in secret
to transform testing failures into
successes.

4too o] lec idenge’
ofecteamstmres tadent

4 o
of5

+  Teachers and principals erased and
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The report finds that at early stages
(1.e., pooz to falx, fair to good), the
systems dictate “tighter central

" process control, with scrpted

standard operating procedures, ‘back
to basles’ simplification of production

. processes, the creation of reliable

»E e

»

governance, such as regular reporting

-datz onr-system-performance, tightes— -1

Chalienging our assumptions
about schooling

Jared Diamond, in his book Collgpe:
How Soaiiies Choose to Tail or Sneceed
{2006), writes: “Perhaps a crux of
success of fallure as a soclety is o

know which core values toholden

to, and which ones to discard and

_and performance reviews. and re-

ki M 4 1 M
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answer sheets.

« Area superintendents silenced
whistle-blowers and rewarded
subordinates who met academic
goals by any means possible,

+  Superintendent Beverly Hall and
Ler top aides ignored, buried,
destroyed, or alteted complaints
about misconduct, claimed
ignozance of wrongdoing, and
accused naysayers of failing fo
believe in poor childten’s ability

to learn.

James Reason (2000), another
physician, tells us that High Relizbility
Ozganizations are not Immune to
adverse events, but they ate able to
convert these oceasiomal setbacks into
enhanced testlience of the system. -
Whether or not public education
systems in the United States are
resilient enough to bounce back from

repeated eveats like this is in question.

Some encouraging news——the
tatest McKinsay study

How the Worid’s Most Improved

School Systerns Keep Getting Better
{Mourshed, Chijoke, & Barber,
2010} examines 20 school systems
from around the world, all of which
reported sigmificant, sustained,

and widespread gains in student
performance on international
assessment measures, but each at 2
different stage in its improvement
trajectory. The authors of this

new report map out a journey of
improvement along different stages
of the performance spectrum—
from poor to fair, fair to good, good
16 great, and great to excellent,
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establishing a shared sense of purpose
that is cascaded through ali levels of
the system™ (p. 52).

As systems move upward toward
good to great, they are charactetized
by more highly skilled educators.
They provide only laose guidelines
on teaching and learning processes
because peet-led creativity and
nnovation inside schools becomes the
core ddver for raising performance.
Standard operating procedures are
relaxed and the systere moves from
tighter to looser control. However, at
all stages, the systems focus attention
on 2 few non-negotiable key goals.

Once again, this report emnphasized
the importance of leadership

at various levels of the system.

To intriate the change toward
improvement, leadezship transition
was necessary, but once the trajectory
was established, leadership stability
became very important,

- A follow-up to the 2007 study of the

wozld’s highest performing systems,
this report verifies that many of the
HRO pdnciples, charactesistics, and
strategies we have synthesized in this
monograph are being mplemented
in the world’s highest performing
systemns and in those on successfud
improvement trajectories. We
believe that, by understanding the
characteristics and adhering to the
key panciples of high reliability,
education can achieve higher levels
of performance and lower levels of
failure. For leaders and pracationers,
the questions become, “Will we
achieve reliability at the levels that
tme HROs operater™ and “Should we
cotmmit to anything less?™

T R I L I I R
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change” (p. 433). At McREL, we
have adapted that statement to this:
Perhaps the crux of success ot failure
of American education is for leaders
to know which practices to hold on
to, which ones to discard, and how

to significantly improve execution of
effective research-based practices, as
times and external demands change.

A bold new initiative

As a result of the feedback from cur
initial expioratory event in October
2010, McREL is launching 2 national -
“best in the world” consortivim of
leaders from high-performing US.
schools and districts that, together,
will work to reverse the downward
slide of TS, schools by raising both
the “Hoot” and the “ceiling” of
student performance. The Network
for Tnnovative Education is an
initiative to reduce the achievement
gap not only between low- and high-
achieving students in the United
States but also between the highest
performing systems in the United
States and the “best in the wordd.”
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