
Sensing and Timing in Change

are becoming more 
complex and are requiring more from their 
instructional leaders than traditional ap 
proaches to curriculum construction. Only 
if instructional leaders respond to the evident 
forces which affect schools can they become 
effective as initiators and leaders of construc 
tive program improvement. The nuances 
which include sensitivity to mood, timing, 
and blending of forces are becoming increas 
ingly important in the process.

School leaders today are expected by the 
public to give more aggressive leadership in 
the change process than they were in the 
past. Supervisors and curriculum directors 
only need to look around to observe the in 
creasing rapidity with which teachers, youth, 
and the public react to school programs. The 
expectations for schools are at an all-time 
high. Parents are demanding more efficiency. 
They expect fuller utilization of school plants; 
they desire ways to reward staff according to 
effectiveness; and they are beginning to de 
mand educational results commensurate 
with school expenditures.

Urban schools are expected to do some 
thing about social equality by giving more 
attention to the inclusion of course content 
which is fair to minority groups and the adop 
tion of teaching techniques which give the 
poor an equal chance to succeed. Also much 
of the American public is losing patience 
with schools which continue to permit stu 
dents to drop out or pass through without 
gaining a reasonable degree of competence.
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Nor can instructional leaders overlook 
the attitude of youths themselves. Young 
people perceive cross-culture, cross-genera 
tion, and authority barriers to communica 
tion. If school leaders do not want rebellious 
youth, young people's perceptions must be 
taken into account as new programs are 
planned.

The preceding are only a few of the 
many observations an instructional leader 
will make from the study of the society which 
schools serve. In drawing inferences for 
program revision, instructional leaders must 
rely most heavily on their backgrounds in 
sociology, psychology, and political science. 
And unless they become more efficient as 
initiators of action, they will continue, as 
many do now, spending all their time re 
acting to outside demands of an emergency 
nature, leaving little time for constructive 
leadership.

Sensing need for change has become an 
important function of the instructional 
leader. He must establish procedures by 
which problems as viewed by parents, stu 
dents, and teachers can systematically be 
identified. It is suggested that he communi 
cate with them consistently. The purpose of 
such discussions is not to establish new gen 
eral educational goals. For regardless of the 
way in which a statement of general goals is 
prepared, it is likely to have little or no im-
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pact unless it is tied to a systematic program 
of implementation. Further, since such state 
ments cover a ll aspects of the school cur 
riculum, it is simply not possible for the 
administration to design equally comprehen 
sive approaches to implementation that are 
realistic and financially attainable. As a re 
sult, no direct action is generated by these 
statements. An alternate approach is that 
each year be formulated in relation to the 
foremost problems and issues of concern to 
the educational system. These would be sys 
tematically identified each year.

After the identification of problems, task 
forces made up of educational personnel may 
be established to analyze the problems and 
suggest approaches. The recommendations 
of the task forces become the immediate 
priority goals for the school system. The long 
and arduous tasks formerly performed by 
committees in revising the highly general 
educational objectives are given a lower 
priority than the more specific goals related 
to special problems.

A Sequence of Actions

Timing of a sequence of actions is as 
important as the identification of programs 
to be undertaken. Some programs can be 
undertaken immediately, while others should 
not be attempted on a broad front. Pilot 
classes or pilot schools can illustrate what 
can be done if the objectives are clear, if 
materials are appropriate, if the staff is sym 
pathetic with the special purposes, and if the 
staff is adequately prepared. Pilot programs 
also have the advantage of giving the public 
time to gain assurance that new approaches 
are sound. Such programs should be moni 
tored carefully so that variables can be ad 

justed quickly to overcome the weaknesses 
that emerge. Often something goes wrong, 
but what? Here the instructional leader helps 
identify the problems and assists in develop 
ing alternate strategies.

In addition to broader insights, the well- 
prepared instructional specialist must under 
stand the need for involvement of the staff; 
must possess the skills to help groups state 
achievable objectives; and must know how to 
bring together the many elements that make 
a useful instructional package, including 
suggested processes, materials, and evalu 
ative techniques. He must also realize that 
all good plans include ways for teachers to 
assess individual differences within the class 
and to sense the reactions of students, read 
justing methods as necessary.

The instructional leader uses his sensi 
tivity and skills in human relations to lessen 
professional risk. All levels share in the risk 
so that an individual teacher or a school prin 
cipal who dares to try a new approach is not 
left with the entire burden of responsibility 
if failure results.

In summary, instructional leaders are 
encouraged to become students of the society 
which schools serve. They may be less well 
prepared to do this than to do the more tech 
nical job of program development. Processes 
are suggested for identifying problems of 
concern by continuous discussion with par 
ents, teachers, and students, and then for 
phasing in programs after study by task 
forces. Currently the greatest need of super 
visors and curriculum workers is to develop 
skills of identifying problem-based perspec 
tive involving the direct application of con 
ceptual insight into contemporary issues of 
educational policy and leadership. G
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