


W

ticle

95

1ling.

Gontinuous Improvement in

Conferences

How outcomes
teams are
helping national
education
reform

by
Scot M. Faulkner

INCE THE HISTORIC |983 REPORT CALLED
“Nation at Risk,” numerous education
groups and conferences have addressed
aspects of how to confront the con-
cerns outlined in the report.' The
report’s sweeping criticism of American education
states that, unless a serious full-scale cffort is
made to reform the way America’s young people
are educated, America’s future as o nation and as a
world power is in peril.

The report has made national cducation policy a
fuvorite debate topic between opposing factions in
the U.S. Congress and the federal execulive
branch. But while national policy is gridiocked,
many practitioners at the state and local levels are
working on practical ways o address the report’s
wsucs. A number of these efforts have trned into
substantive, tangible successes in individual
schools and school distriets. Through newsletters
and professional forums, word of the growing
number of successes is spreading.

Key individuals in several national education
groups and corporate leaders concerned about
education are now looking for more Tocused ways
to creale pew success storics. One challenge s
fow 1o invalve teachers, officials, students, par-
ents, and other key participants in the education
system in shaping and implementing solutions.

The Texas connection
In 1992 Gov. Ann Richards of

referred to as the National Education Goals (see
Figure 1). The annual conferences would be held
throughout the country. As interest and need devel-
oped, other conferences would be added.

Richards” plan also called for the formation of a
coordinating group that would bring continuity to
the planned conferences, This group would be
composed of representatives from the sponsoring
governors, the National Center for Manufacturing
Science, and several corporate sponsors, The work
of the group members would be distilled and syn-
thesized by their peers and colleagues and cireulat-
ed nationwide. The issues, conclusions, and action
plans discussed at the conferences woutd be devel-
oped, passed on, and butlt on..vne conference to
the next. The objective was that, through these
conferences, a national action plan for ensuring
quality i education would be achieved,

Richards™ vision to build a national action plan
based on consensus was overly ambitious and was
never fully carrted out. But several significant
events have resutied. Education conlerences have
been held in Texas, Colorade. and Minnesota:
another is scheduled o be held in New Mexico in
Aprtl 1993, Coordinating groups, called outcomes
tewns. have been formed. More important, a con-
ference planning process hus been developed to
retain the focus, commitment, and institutional

Texas saw the opportunity to turn a 1.
scheduled statewide education confer- 2
ence into the first of a series of four

national conferences unlike any others. 3
With the bipartisan cooperation of fel- 4'
tow governors, these conferences '
would act as a sertes of national town

meetings, whose speakers and atten- 5.
dees would systematically address the

issues raised in the “Nation at Risk” 6.

report using the offictal framework,

Alf children in America will start school ready to learn.
The high school graduation rate will increase to at feast
90%, ' '
American students will be competent in core subjects.
U.S. students will be first in the world in science and
mathematics achievement,

Every adult American will be literate and possess the
skills necessary to compete in a world economy.
Every school in America will be safe and free of drugs.
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memory of conferences’ events, Through this pracess. confer-
ence proceedings and attendees” feedback are shared with the
community at large.

The concept of the outcomes team

The outcomes team concept was bom of severad considera-
tions:

1. Only a few thousand people actually attend education con-
ferences, but thousands of others need to have the information
disserninated to them.

2. Conference participants can’t hear each featured speaker
and attend each session because some are held concurrent ¥.

3. Traditional formats, such as printed conference procecd-
ings and published papers. asually do not receive the cireui-
tion, attention, and dinkogue they deserve. People simply do not
have the capabifity to read, tet alone discuss. alf that i presented
at a given conference.

Thus, the role of the vutcomes team is o stand hack and cap-
ture the essence of euch conference. The team members hear al)
speakers, atlend all sessions, @nd listen 1o participants” feee-
back. They then communicate this information to the nationul
education community.

The selection of team members is a critical factor hecause of
the need for diverse perspectives and skills. Members must he
able to balance their own viewpoints with objective fistening.
Team members need 1o he knowledgeable of education reform
but still remain open to the multitude of new information and
ideas presented at the conferences,

Another key clement is commitment. Team members must
remain part of the process, from one conference to the next, o
retain an institutional memory of the events and conduct rele-
vant trend analyses,

The Texas conference

Several months before the Texas education conference was
held in November 1992, the selection process for the outcomes
team began. More than 40 people were recruited by the confer-
ence coordinators. It is significant (o note that there was no
cotpetition or call for volunteers; through peer recognitjon.
each participant was selected based on the skills he or she
would bring to the team. The coordinators mounted a major
effort to identify individuals who reflected the diversity in the
U.S. public education system. Such factors were considered:

* Geographic location

* Demographics (race, ethnicity, age, gender, and educational
background)

* Roles in education (teacher, student, parent, administrator,
and researcher)

* Philosophical viewpoints (liberal/conservative and

Republican/Democrat)

An additional criterion was applied to the selection Process:
Those invited to become team members had to be known for
their innovative thinking toward education and had 1o display a
general openness to new ideas in their writings, work, and inter-
action at other education-related conferences,

The Texas conference coordinators also organized and
financed a separate effort to identify, prepare, and support four
students from Texas public schools to add their voices and per-
spectives to the team. The outcomes team members® acceptance
of the students was a testimonial to the success of this effort.

Once selected, the team members were required to meet the
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day before the two-day conference 1o get acquainted and to
develop the approach they would take to achieve the confer-
ence’s multipke ohjectives. A Tacilitator led the team members
through 4 series of introductory icchreaking exercises that pre-
pared them for more substantive sessions, inchuding bruinstorm-
ing activities 1o identify issues reluted 10 the six National
Education Goals. Using affinity diagrams, these issues were
then clustered into mutually agreed-on groupings, The team
came up with zhout 300 jssoes that were ultimitely clusiered

mie 15 groupings.

Once the issues were placed in these groupings, five pre-
selected facilitators each chose o grouping thal they wanted 10
concentrate on during the conlerence. (The H) aroupings that
weren't selected were reported as issees 1o be exptored at other
conferences.) Then cach outcomes wum member chose 1o work
on one of these issues, Torming o subtean, During the remain-
der of the preconference work session, cach subteam facilinnor
and four 10 eight membersy oreanized isell and planned it
work approach for the conference. Fhe mandaie for the sub-
teams was to outline substantive, tangible dctions (related 1o
their particular issue groupings) that school districts and stte
and local governments coukd address.

The Texas edueation conference was conducted in the tradi-
tional format of offering peneral sessions and elective sessions.
The three general sessions featured pancls of noted education
leaders, corporate heads. and politicians. They focused on the
conlerence’s two broad themes: how guality munagement
relates 1 the National Education Goals and how to view eduei-
[FON a8 o syslem.

The conference’s eight elective sessions cach had eight con-
current tracks under the following wpics:

* Business and industry coulition

= Higher education

« Grades K-12 (two separate tracks)

¢ National inttiatives

» Quality management

* State initiatives

» Teacher education
A unique dimension of the Texas conference was 4 compuier

link between attendees, the three general session panels, and the

cutcomes team. Using a room filled with computer terminals
and support staff, conference attendees could:

*+ Comment on issues being focused on by the team. Since this
iput was processed in real time, it became part of the evolv-
ing conference proceedings and helped direct the outcomes
team's discussions,

* React to comments submitted by others within (he computer
network. Overall, the attendees contributed more than 300
comments, some of which were several paragraphs long. In
analyzing the comments, the team discovered that many
comments built on others’ comments. Having participants
react to and build on previously entered comments helped
dramatically improve and broaden the substance of the input.

* Submit questions for panels. Ninety questions for the three
general session panels were submitted.

* Critigue the conference and provide suggestions on how to
organize and conduct future forums. Seventy-seven com-
ments identified conference strengths, and another 99 com-
ments identified areas for improvement.

During the Texas conference. the entire outcomes team
attended all of the general sessions, but only a few members




1. Internal and externat customers and suppliers of the
education system must be identified and clarified.

- 2. Acommon vision and clear set of objectives must be
developed at the national, state, district, school, and
classroom levels.

3. A relevant set of performance or outcomes standards
must be established for the education system, from
the national level down to each classroom.

4. A commitment of resources is necessary to signifi-
cantly improve the quality and amount of professional
development of all persons involved in the education
system. The first step in this process is to create
awareness of proven total quality principles and adapt
these principles to the education system.

5. For those identified socia) conditions that impede sty-
dent learning, a process must be developed to over-
come thase conditions.

8. A process of continuous improvement must be fmple-
mented to significantly improve the curricutum (con-
tent material) and the culture of the schoal environ-
ment within the instructional defivery system (all
aspects of curriculum defivery—for example, teaching-
methodology, school calendar, and site-hased
improvement), '

7. Stakeholders (all persons who are customers and/or
suppliers of the education system), educators, govern-
ment officials, business leaders, families, and students
must be convinced that restructuring of the education
system is necessary to improve America’s competitive-
ness and strengthen its social fabric,

went to several concurrent sessions and monitored computer
mputs. The remainder of the (eam worked to develop detaifed
action plans for some of the issues identilied during the precon-
ference work session. Team members st together during the
generitl sessions and during lunch, allowing for continued dig-
logue and bonding. This placement. plus special badges. et the
i conference auendees know tht o team existed to distil] infor-
' mation and report on conference procecdings,

: Duging the first night of the conference. the subteams worked
‘ on the first draft of their recommencded polictes and actions for
| their particular groupings. These recommendations were based
on the first day’s computer mput and the members” input on the
general session panels they attended. This evening meeting
served as a mideourse reality cheek to refocus issues and 1o plan
for what still needed 1o be leamed from the second day of the
conference,

On the second day, the outcomes team made its tnitial report
to Richards. the conference chairperson. and provided notes for
her presentation at the finai session. At the adjournment of the
conference. two tasks remained:

1. The outcomes tcam’s senior support staff necded to write
an executive overview that framed the general state of the dia-
logue of both the conference and the team. (This resulted in the
seven critical issues outlined in Figure 2.)

2. Each subteam needed 1o tully develop their action plans.
(This process resulted in the final report being issued 6f) days

g»

after the conference. The report was formally submitted to.
adopted by, and circulated within the National Governorg’
Association,)

The Colorade conference

As Richards had envisioned. a second education conference
was planned for November 1993 in Denver. CO. The second
outcomes team had identified a number of improvement issues
as the two-day conference moved into its final planning phase:

I. The outcomes report needed to be circulated to all partici-
pants, not just state governors. In addition, key education
groups and education-oriented news media needed to see the
report.

2. The outcomes team should include more individuals who
have the authority to commit resources to implementing the
report’s actions.

3. All outcomes team members should be involved in the [is-
tening process. {In Texas. not all of the conference presentations
were heard.)

4. The outcomes team needed to build its conclusions more
directly from the conference proceedings and less from its own
miernal dialogue.

3. The report needed to be ready earlier to ensure a timely
release of information to attendees and the education cormmunity.

The Governor’s Office in Colorado and the chairperson of
the second outcomes team decided that all of these issues were
valid and that steps should be taken to address them, Among the
steps taken were:

[. Recruiting several national education leaders and represen-
tatives of key nationat and state organizations 0 be outcomes
team members. .

2. Sending a proposed agenda, set of objectives, and set of
selected readings (including the Texas conference outcomes
report) o tfcam members to help them establish o conmon
framework,

3. Committing (o having every session of the Colorado con-
ference monitored by team memibers and 1o using the precon-
ference work session to develop clear listening strategies and
atiidelines,

The decision was made to avoid the lengthy affinity diagram-
ming process used in Texas, Instead, the core leadership of the
team (the chairperson/facilitator, the governor's coordinator, and
the four subteam facilitators) proposed a draft structure for
organizing the issues based on the Texas outcomes report and
subsequent issues that arose during the Colorado planning
process,

After a short icebreaker and get-acquainted exercise, the 30
members of the Colorado outcomes team discussed and adopt-
ed the proposed draft structure with a few modifications {(mostly
in language). The balance of the preconference session was
devoted to having the subteams develop their own listening
plans to capture the essence of the presentations using this issue
framework: .

{. Emerging practices. Subteam members were 0 nofe suc-
cessful schools and the bet prictices they used so that other
schools could leam from them and benchmark those practices,

2. Meeting the challenges of implementation. In each success
story. the subtcam members were to note the barriers that were
cleared and how the school rase (o the challenge of implement-
ing change.

3. Using support svstems. Since Most successes happen with
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the help of various external resources, subteam members were
{o note these support systems (e.g., a partnership with 4 private-
Sector company ).

4 Adentifving current and futwre trends, The education
reform movement. like education itself, is evolving. Subteam
members were 1o identify trends to lay the groundwork for
issues to be addressed in future conferences.

The weam concluded the preconference session by complet-
ing a grid in which individuals commited to attending specific
sessions. The process resulted in all 70 sessions having w least
one subteam lisicner. Somelimes severa) people attended a
given presentation since it addressed the issues of more than
one subteam,

Listening forms were developed so that the subteam mem-
bers could eastly ke notes during the sessions. A master form
was ulso developed that let members note ftems that might not
fit their subteam focus but should be shared with the entire
team. (About 20 additional key ideas were identificd using this
form.)

The outcomes team members spent the firse night of the
Colorado conference preparing subteam dralt sumnaries based
on the first 44 sessions they attended. One major revision Lo the
“emerging practices™ issue framework was the addition of a
“eritical practices™ subsection. This reflected eight specific
issues that had emcerged from the sessions as keys 10 success in
any school setting. Several other minor revisions were made o
the issue framework, and since the issues became more refined.
adjustments were made on which subtean should attend which
SCRNION.

During the second day of the conference. the team distrib-
uted conference evaluation forms 10 participants. The forms
were designed to identify streneths and improvements Lo help
plan future conferences. Using these questionnaires. the
Colorado conference participants provided 94 comments.

Education has customers.

Systemwide, the customer is the nation and the student is
8 partner in its outcome,. - -

In the classroom, the customer is the student.

. The success of both of these customer relationships
-~ depends on the following: T :

_+ * An ongoing understanding of the needs of the customer

.- '*ldentification and involvemen of-all participants in

achieving those nieeds - - AR e
- Continually -achigving those needs-fequires a. process,
/" understood and accessible to all:

+= This'process must be measurable. < -

* .+ Measurements must enlighten and link to improvement.
©* Ali actions must continuously be revalidated and

improved in lightof new information and needs. .
“The process will work if:mutual respect is maintained.
Open, ongoing communication  crifical to the whole.

~ Weare'allin this togethet,
* We are together for the long term.

- We must succeed..

104 guatity Progress / September 1994

including 33 improvement suggestions,

During that day’s Juncheon, the outcomes team chairperson
gave a brief overview of how the team worked and the initial
broad issues it had identified. Team members were recognized

- and thanked for their contributions. Based on both the sponta-

neous applause and comments on the conference evaluation
forms, it became evident that the conference attendees suppori-
ed the concept of summarizing and synthesizing the conference
proceedings.

The team met its self-imposed deadiine of having the entire
report. except for a brief executive summary, completed by the
end of the conference. Within a week afier the event, the final
report—including a summary called the “Denver Doctrine” (see
Figure 3)—was submitted to the governor’s liaison and was
ready for the printer. This time the distribution list included:

+ Allattendecs of the Colorado conference

+ Al governors

+ All major national education groups

* Albmembers of ASQC’s Education Division

= Sclected state legislative edueation leaders

* Selected news media and periodical education reporters

The Minnesota conlerence

In the third education conference, which was held in St. Paul,
MN, in April 1994, & number of additionat mmprovements were
made:

L. Students were included. (Colorado conference planners
were not able to recruit students in time.)

2. More time was spent on developing the distribution and
advocacy strategy for the findings of the conference and the
outcomes report,

3. Evaluation forms were distributed st the beginning of the
conference to maximize participant input.

Assessing the effect of the outcomes process

Did the outcomes team effort enhance the value of these edu-
cation conferences? Thus far, the following observations can be
made:

I. The outcomes process expanded the audience for the con-
ferences. The Texas and Colorado conferences had a combined
attendance of 2.600 people (with possibly as many as 100
attending both). Yet, the outcomes reports reached more than
6,000 people directly; indirectly, thousands more people have
tikely been reached, as excerpts have been reprinted, circulated,
and placed on computer bulletin boards. This sizable number
reflects people in all parts of the education process: parents, stu-
dents, teachers, administrators, and community leaders. These
national conferences could not have reached such a diverse
group so quickly without the outcomes process.

2. The outcomes process enhanced the effect of other confer-
ences. The brevity and focus of the reports have served educa-
tion in a number of ways. Other conferences and forums have
used the outcomes reports as discussion guides and to establish
action plans for local reform efforts. The “critical practices”
section of the Colorado report has become the basis for surveys
and self-evaluation questionnaires for schools in several states.

3. The outcomes process has shown that conferences can
build on each other. A dialogue has developed that substantively
bridges from one conference to the next. There is a sense of for-
ward momentum among education reformers. This dialogue has
broadened to include other forums, most notably the Fifth
Quality in Academe Conference in Utah, which was scheduled




for July 1994. The “critical elements” portion of the Colorado
report was used as the framework for the conference’s agenda
and recruitment of speakers. Such cross-pollination of ideas and
dialogue could not have happened without the outcomes
process.

4. The outcomes process helped achieve the objectives of
creating a national dialogue and consensus on education goals.
The recently passed national legislation on education standards
was approved with strong bipartisan support. Some of this
bipartisanship was helped by having Republican and
Dremocratic governors host these national conferences and by
having clear bipartisanship embodied in the membership and
activities of the outcomes teams.

Broadening the outcomes pracess

The outcomes process is helping redefine what conferences
can and should be about. As conference technology evolves
through the use of interactive video, computers, and satellites,
so does the format, attendance, and reasons for conferences.
Cuarrently, an international effort is under way to link education
practitioners from the United States and Japan. Instead of opt-
ing for a traditional one-shot conference with hundreds of peo-
ple, the planning group is caling for a small gathering (15 tep-
resentatives from each country) to meet face to face, with simul-
taneous communication links to severai*dozen remote sites in
each country.

The format and agenda of this meeting are designed to foster
an ongoing dialogue. The goal is for practitioners from both
countries to continue communicating beyond the two-day con-
ference. This will be driven by specific outcomes from the kick-
off meeting. These outcomes will be communicated via com-
puter, fax, and mail to thousands of people. Many of the people
leading and organizing this United States-Japan exchange were
members of the outcomes teams. Their intent is to start a
process, not just hold a conference, This orlentation of finking
technology and processes would not have occurred without
their experiences in Texas, Colorado, and Minnesota,

The outcomes process can be applied beyond the education
field. Today. many professional societies, associations, and poli-
cy torums are looking for ways to broaden their audience and
improve their events. The success of the outcomes process
experiment in the education sector can serve as a possible
modei for reform.
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