-rom Plaques to Practice:
How Schools Can Breathe Life
nto Their Guiding Beliefs

Mr. Allen describes five problems that help cause schools to
ignore their guiding statements, and he recommends Six ways
by which schools can overcome that shortcoming.

BY LEW ALLEN

HINK BACK to your school days.
Do you remember that junior high
teacher who, despite your charm,
quick wit, and endearing ways, failed
to appreciate your many talents?
Can you close your eyes and con-
jure up a picture of what your ele-
mentary school looked like as you
approached it each morning? Remember your high
school’s mascot and the cheers that were so inspira-
tional — “Hit ‘emagain, hit 'em again, harder, hard-
er” or “How loose is your goose, how funky is your
monkey”? Did one of your teachers have a favorite
sayingoratidbit of wisdom that he or she repeated
so often it still rings in your ears: “If you had just
listened to me the first time, you wouldn’t have
to be asking me that now”?

Now that your mind is back in the old days, try to
recall the mission statement of any one of the schools
you {i[.l.ffﬂdﬁd. L-::Hl you bl'i['lg Lo n]irld a statement 0[‘
vision or philosophy that unified the instructional prac-
tices of your teachers and inspired and guided your
learning? Do you know the guiding vision, mission,
or philosophy of the school in which you currenty

teach, administer, or facilitate? Do you know such things
about the school to which you send your children?
No peeking at the plaque in the front hallway, no
checking out the school’s website, and no thumbing
I.hmllgh |_}]ﬂ 1.(:51(;"[(?]', Sl_l]d(".nl., or [)Fl.l'ﬂll[. h?l”dl)f)f]]’(. And
I'm not referring to some catch phrase that might be
heard on a school’s answering machine or read as part
of the daily announcements: “Good morning, students;
welcome to another day at High Hope Scheol, where
all things are possible and the skies are not cloudy all
day.” I'm referring toavision that guides, informs, and
inspires teaching and learning strategies, staft devel-
opment initiatives, teacher evaluations, student assess-
ment, ?]nd PFI]’EIIL Hlld cominu nil_y ifl\"()l\"f’.”]ﬂﬂt.. I)Vﬂ
asked many groups of people about their school’s guid-
ing vision — what it says and what is being done to
bring it to life — and generally the response [ gert in-
cludes pursed lips, bemused smiles, and vacant shrugs.
Almost everyone in the education community agrees
that people associated with schools would benefit from
having acommon vision to guide their individual and
collective actions. Michael Fullan writes, “The vital role
of vision appears in every book on educational and or-
ganizational excellence.” Every book written abour ex-
cellent schools and excellent schooling touts the im-
pertance of vision. Bruce Barnert and Kathryn Witaker
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note, “Leadership and management literature are re-
plete with information about the importance of vi-
sion formation in organizations.”

In describing the work of the Accelerated Schools
network, Henry Levin, its founder, wrote that schools
must have a “unity of purpose [which] refers to an ac-

WHY ARE SCHOOLY
GUIDING STATEMENTS
GATHERING DUST?

tive collaboration among parents, teachers, students,
support staff, administracors, and the local communi-
ty toward setting and achieving a common set of goals
for the school, These shared goals and values become
the focal point of everyone’s efforts.™

In A Guide to Authentic Instruction and Assessinent,
Fred Newmann, Walter Secada, and Gary Wehlage hold
that vision is a key element for instructional renewal.
T}]f‘y ﬁ:)und I.h?]l. bt:r()r(-'. p(".(lplﬁ iIl SC}] (]()IS (;Ullld ”]er
instructional changes they had to have “a schoolwide
vision for the intellectual quality of teachers’ work and
students’ expectations across the different subjectsand
grade levels,™

It seems that everyone agrees that school commu-
nities should have some sort of covenant, vision, mis-
sion, philosophy, or values to guide theirwork. In this
article T will use the term “guiding statements.” The
good news is that nearly all schools do have such state-
ments. The bad news is that nearly all schools tend to
ignore them. Guiding statements are rarely used for
2 nyl.hillg ()I.Ilt:r |.I'l?].[1 a1 (X:(:Fl.‘ii()llﬂl, .‘iylnbf)] iC grc)llp }]llg.
Why do people in schools routinely walk by plaques,
banners, and framed statements that conrain their be-
liefsand hopes for the future without paying themany
attention? Why are schools” guiding statements gath-
ering dust in so many schools across the country?

PROBLEMS

For the past decade, university and school-based edu-
cators associated with the League of Professional Schools

have worked together to learn about creating guiding
statements — what the league’s founder Carl Glick-
man has termed covenants.” We have learned that de-
veloping such statements is no simple task and thar
building the collective will to bring these guiding state-
ments to life is equally challenging, Here are five prob-
lems that help cause schools to ignore their guiding
state ments,

Problem 1. Much of whar is found in the guiding
statements of schools is so general that it is virtually
impossible for people to know what success looks like.
This leads people to conclude that the statements are
feel-good sentiments that have been created for pub-
li(l Tﬁl{][.i()nﬁ reasons ﬂnd are not Sﬂri()l].‘i statements C)r
intent. Such statements as “We want our students to
reach their full potential mentally, physically, and so-
cially” or “We seek excellence in all that we do” cry
out to be ignored because they allude to ideasand re-
Sl]][..‘i |.I'l?]l. Aare i”lp().‘i‘iiblﬂ o Lﬁ](:k. Jq ﬁChUUI can never
know if its students are reaching their “full potential”
or if they are seeking more “excellence” this year than
last. Such statements are probably meant to sera tone
and to inspire people. Instead, they encourage people
to ignore them.

Problem 2. Guiding statements often don’tlink de-
sired results or philosophical stances with specific teach-
ing Al ('1 assessiment p rﬂCl.i(:f’.S. Thi.‘\' lﬁfflvﬁ.‘i lhf‘ statements
void of any practical implications for what people ac-
tually do on a day-to-day basis, which means the state-
mentscan be used to stimulate and clarify peoples’ be-
liets, but they fall short of inspiring and guiding peo-
ple’s actions. Over time, this lack of action can lead
people to conclude that the statements are much ado
about nothing,

Problem 3. Gu iding statements are genem"y oo |c>ng
HIId oo co m[)“(‘.:l[.ed. II] a1 f:ﬂ‘()rl_ Lo cover :-]” l]ﬂ.S’ES,
people often include every good thing they want for
their students. In doing so, they overwhelm themselves
with words, water down what is of bottom-line impor-
tance to |.I'lﬂ”l, All d cnoou ﬁ]gﬂ "'Jf:lnbff rs <)f‘ I.}]e S(;}]()()l
community to ignore the entire document. By contrast,
when guiding statements are short and to the point,
they can be easily brought to mind, even by aging baby
}J()()Tnﬂﬂi. ] d()”,l_ mean to ilﬂpiy |.I121. Ihl." pr()CﬁSﬁ (3r
writing and using guiding statements is a straightfor-
ward, management-by-objective enterprise. It mustbe
an ongoing, thought-proveking,and reflective process
if it is to have an impact. But that doesn’t mean that
1.hf'. glliding statements I.h(-‘.ln.‘if‘.l\ft:s must cover C\’ﬂry
trait, skill, emotion, and set of acade mic facts thart the



school wants to impart to its students.

There is a closely related problem: the practice of plas-
tering a school with sayings, mottos, and quotes. This
can add to the confusion about what a school is real-
ly committed to doing. The official guiding statements
of a school can get lost in a sea of sayings.

Problem 4. Often many of the people in a school
had no partinwriting its belief statements. These peo-
ple lack any personal connection to the statementsand
are not likely to give them serious thought. This hap-
pens when only a few people are involved in writing
aschool’s guiding statements, when new people aren’t
given opportunities to think about their new school’s
guiding statements, or when district offices provide
schools with ready-made guiding statements. Under
such circumstances, people aren’tlikely to develop any
personal understanding of, connection to, or owner-
ship of the statements and so aren’t inclined to take
them to heartand use them. People will not work hard
to implement guiding statements that are simply hand-
ed to them — Moses being a notable exception.

Problem 5. Life in schools discourages people from
having reflective, ongoing dialogues. Phones ring and
bring problems that need to be addressed immediate-
ly, people lead busy lives and have needs that must be
met sooner rather than later, and curriculum guides
must be followed. Everyone is consumed by the issues
of the day, and there is little time or energy for think-
ing about visions and missions. What’s that old say-
ing about draining a swamp when one is surrounded
— to put it politely — by alligators?

RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendarion 1. Schools might start by examin-
ing their current guiding statements sentence by sen-
tence and word by word. Then they can cull or darify
sentiments that may sound good but are just not some-
thing for which they can hold themselves accountable.
For example, phrases such as “we will create a dynamic
educational environment,” “we will provide a quality
educartional program,” or “we will develop and sup-
portall human resources” are just too broad to evalu-
ate. Including them muddies the water and can lead
people to dismiss the entire statement as pie in the sky,
unless they are clearly linked to other parts of the doc-
ument that show how the school will hold itself ac-
countable for them.

Recommendation 2. Schools’ guiding statements are
more likely to lead to action when they address in very

specific ways the type of teaching and learning
experiences that people believe will help theirstudents
realize the stated purposes and desired results found in
the statements. Consider the following examples.

* Students learn best when they apply their learn-
ing in real-world situations.

* Students learn best when they ask critical, probing
questions of the subject matter.

* Students learn best when theyareactively engaped
in their own learning.

You may agree or not with any of these statements.
The point is that they describe specific characteristics
of instructional practicesand so can inform, inspire, and
guide staft development programs, critical friends
groups, mentoring initiatives, and peer coaching,

Here are some examples of statements that ar #o#
specific to actual teaching techniques or instruction-
al approaches.

+ We will provide courses that will challenge and
enlighten all students.

*+ Qur courses will include instruction and experi-
ences that will enhance reading, writing, speaking, lis-
tening, and presentation skills.

*+ Qurschool will encourage innovation and change
to allow new instructional programs to be practiced
and meert the needs of our students.

These statements focus on instruction and suggest
desired outcomes, but they aren’t specifically focused
on the characteristics of a particular type of instruc-
tion or onany specific learning activities and are there-
fore difficult to use as a guide foraction. They are casy
to embrace — and then dismiss.

Recommendation 3. Once schools have guiding state-
ments in place, they must engage in an ongoing dia-
logue that deepens people’s understanding of their con-
tent. Without structures that help people explore what
is meant by guiding statements, many will conclude
that their own actions already embody the beliefs in
the statements and won't give them any further thought.
People must be provided with experiences that help
them think more deeply about what is meant by their
school’s guiding statements beyond what they are al-
ready thinking and doing. Guiding statements should
be seen as catalysts for deep reflection about beliefs
and practices — notas vague reminders to do the right
thing,

Recommendation 4. A school’s work with student
assessment, staff development, teacher evaluation, hir-
ing, mentoring programs, communicating with par-
ents, and so forth is most powerful when efforts in all



these areas are aligned with its guiding statements.
What message does it send to teachers when they are
evaluated according to something other than a school’s
guiding statements? Or when staff development ac-
tivitiesare inconsistent with the school’s guiding state-
ments? How are parents supposed to be meaningful
partnersin their children’seducation when they aren’t
given opportunities to help bring a school’s guiding
statementstolife? How can studentstake their school’s
guiding statements seriously when their teachers’ as-
sessment instruments aren’t aligned with the guiding
statements?

Recommendation 5. Effective principals are strong
advocares of the guiding beliefs of their schools.* They
make sure that the guiding statements are used to in-
form actions, including their own. Whenever possi-
ble, they use the language of the statements in deal-
ing with teachers, parents, students, and community
members. They leave no doubt in anyone’s mind that
the guiding beliefs affect school policies, procedures,
and classroom practices and thus should not be con-
fused with other sayings and quotes posted through-
out the school.

Principalsalso play akey role in helping people find
the time to write guiding statementsand to bring them
to life. It is imperative that principals give this work a
high priority and help direct the appropriate resources
to it.

Recommendarion 6. Schools must implementan in-
formation-gathering system that will shed light on how
people are doing in understanding and using their school’s
guiding statements. Mike Schmoker has described our
failure to do so:

We have launched initiatives (e.g., site-based man-
agement), provided loads of staff development in cer-
tain methods (e.g., “Essential Elements of Instruc-
tion”), and spent untold hours drawing up visions
and mission statements. All had enormous promise.
But these symbolic, high-profile “Initiatives du jour”
occurred in the near absence of any written or ex-
plicit intention to monitor, adjust, and thus palpa-

bly increase student learning or achievement.”

Acycle of learning needs to be putin place thaten-
sures that people in groups and as individuals 1) trans-
late their school’s guiding statements into action, 2)
link their actions to the effect they have on student
learning, 3) reflect on what they have learned, 4) share
what they are learning with the entire school com-
munity, and 5) plan their next steps.

CONCLUSION

Students benefit when their schools are purposeful
places that not only clearly define what they want all
students to know and be able to do but also clearly de-
scribe how they are going to bring about these desired
results and how they will know if they have succeed-
ed.® I'm not suggesting that schools should be places
in which everyone follows the same practices in alock-
step way. A school can have a specific guiding state-
ment that is used to inform everyone’s work and still
be a place in which people try new things and devel-
op their own particular style. All that's necessary is
that their actions reflect the spirit of the democratical-
ly agreed-upon vision of the scheol and that the out-
comes are analyzed and used for determining next
steps. Guiding statements should be provocative and
challenging, not prescriptive and limiting. They should
spark debate and inform action, not encourage com-
pliance and unquestioned routines.

I'll conclude with an example of a set of guiding state-
ments that I believe embodies the points I have tried
to make. The people of the ABC School share a belief
in the power of democratic idealsand processes to cre-
ate the kind of learners and citizens they want their stu-

dentsto be. Their guiding statements reflect those be-
liefs.

ABC School

‘We expect ourstudents to use theiracademicand
social skills to seck and generate information that
cnables them to be contributing members of and
problem solvers in our democratic society.

We believe students learn to be such citizens
when they 1) are active in their own learning both
as individuals and in groups, 2) seek meaning and
understanding beyond simple facts, 3) connect their
learning across content arcas, and 4) apply what they
know and are able to do in our community.

To inform and continuously improve our efforts,
we will create ways for students to publicly demon-
strate their level of mastery of our expectations.

The first paragraph of these guiding statements lays
out what the school expects of its students. The peo-
ple of ABC have not included all the wishes, hopes,
and dreams they have for their students in these guid-
ing statements. They have kept them short and to the
point. But there is still a lot of meat in that opening
sentence that could and should lead to ongoing dis-
cussions about values, commitments, and purposes.

There are several key ideas that will need to be defined



with increasing specificity and clarity (contributing mem-
bers, problem solvers, democratic society) so that indi-
cators or benchmarks can be identified and refined to
enable people in the school community to work on
bringing their statements to life and to help them un-
derstand the progress they are making,

The second paragraph lays out specific skills and
competencies that those in the ABC school commu-
nity believe their students will need in order to gain
the results laid out in the first paragraph. These de-
scriptionsare specificenough te guide and inform pro-
fessional development for the school staff, to help stu-
dents understand what is expected of them, and to
help parents understand how theycan be partners with
their children and the school. For example, teachers
and administrators could design professional develop-
ment that would help teachers encourage students to
beactive in their own learning,. Teachers could observe
one another’s teaching and provide peer coaching as
they learn about and deepen their understanding of
instructional practices that help students seek mean-
ingand understanding beyond simple facts. The school
could reach agreement about teacher evaluation pro-
cedures and instruments that reflect the collective com-
mitment to the beliefs expressed.

Finally, in the third paragraph, the ABCers make it
clear thar they intend to get betrer and betrer in their
efforts to turn out students who are contributing mem-
bers to and problem solvers in our democratic socie-
ty. They have committed themselves to creating ways
to improve and to hold themselves accountable for the

results that they get.

These guiding statements are not magical. And they
won't automatically bring about great things for the
people of ABC School. However, if they take them se-
riously and put in the time and energy necessary to
bring them to life, the statements can guide theirwork.
Imagineattendingaschool reunion at which the grad-
uates of ABC compare how the school’s vision affect-
ed their education and is still affecting their lives and
recall how they were a part of a school community thar
pulled together to purposefully and thoughtfully put

its signature on them all.
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