
H<lOW many times have you lived 
through this bad dream? The central office 
and the building administrators have adopted 
an "innovative" instructional approach. As 
the news is announced to the faculty, a feel 
ing of panic sweeps the staff members. Their 
security and confidence in an established 
approach to instruction are threatened as 
they now face changing to something which 
they do not understand and for which they 
do not have instructional skills. The time 
table for beginning the innovative departure 
allows only a cursory in-service effort, and 
the new program begins with the teachers in 
a "prevent defense." Poor morale and a lack 
of skills and confidence give the innovation 
far less than a fair chance to succeed. Over 
a period of time, the innovation appears to 
have been a poor decision and is dropped. 
The wry smiles of veteran staff members 
indicate "we've outlasted another one," and 
another opportunity for instructional im 
provement goes down the drain.

Such all too familiar stories reflect the 
frustrations experienced by educators in at 
tempting to change the substance and shape 
of the educational establishment to meet ex 
isting and evolving instructional needs. This 
lamentable condition faces an increasing 
challenge. Supervision must now seek more 
effective ways to interrelate authority and 
responsibility so that professional accounta 
bility may become a systematic means to 
bring about educational improvement, as op 
posed to a punitive means to chastise short 
comings in American school districts.

Involvement of Supervisors

The specific problem appears to be that 
supervision has not probed the expected po 
tential of most innovative efforts to improve 
the broad level of instruction on a systematic 
continuum. The resultant attempts at inno 
vation have "grown like Topsy" rather than 
being introduced after adequate preplanning 
and arrangements of conditions within which 
the innovation's success may be confidently 
predicted. The need for this supervisory ob 
jective is stated in Gwynn's tasks for super 
vision: "Supervision is an expert technical 
service primarily aimed at studying and im 
proving cooperatively a ll factors which affect 
the quality of instruction." '

The need for supervision to involve all 
factors in such cooperative decision making 
remains largely unfulfilled as most school dis 
tricts consider possible innovations. Initial 
failure of these efforts centers about an un 
willingness to delegate sufficient authority to 
involve a broad professional base in planning 
how innovative departures can be most effec 
tively implemented. Such efforts must include 
identification of the kinds and amount of 
necessary in-service experiences before the 
staff enters into a specific innovation.

Likewise, requirements for new class 
room procedures and instructional skills 
should be carefully specified. These efforts 
must tap the appropriate leadership skills of

1 J. Minor Gwynn Theory and Practice of Su 
pervision. New York: Dodd, Mead & Company, Inc., 
1961. p. 32.
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all staff members. Lucio and McNeil stress 
that "Supervision must recognize and encour 
age leadership throughout the instructional 
spectrum." 2

Developing this leadership requires a 
cooperative consideration of instructional de 
cision making which brings together a cadre 
of the instructional staff with designated 
supervisory personnel. Frequently the class 
room teacher group has been excluded from 
this process, with such decisions largely made 
by administrators and boards of education. 
Thus teachers have often been charged to 
implement these decisions without under 
standing the rationale for change or how they 
were to implement the innovation. While 
they might nod approval of the "innovation," 
teachers would enter and close their class 
room doors and teach in their pre-innova- 
tion style.

In most cases, this was all they knew 
how to do. No in-service preparation to im 
plement the innovation developed, and gradu 
ally the innovation proved to be a failure. 
Eventually the innovation was discarded, 
teachers breathed a sigh of relief, and their 
experience with innovations was again nega 
tively reinforced. While a plethora of inno 
vations have thus passed through American 
schools and fallen into educational disrepute 
in recent decades, we cannot identify whether 
or not they would have made any significant 
differences had they been carefully ap-

- William H. Lucio and John D. McNeil. Su 
pervision. A Synthesis of Thought and Action. New 
York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1962. p. 61.

preached in terms of planning, implementa 
tion, and evaluation.

The Service Posture

On the other hand, we can observe that, 
in school districts that have developed 
successful, local innovative efforts, the respon- 
siveness and supportive posture of super 
visory services and personnel have been 
dominant factors. Likewise, the broadening 
of the decision-making base to include 
realistic teacher participation has been a 
common ingredient. A further constant fac 
tor has been the amount of time devoted to 
planning transitional means to the innova 
tive departure, including both the identifica 
tion of new instructional skills for the 
program and necessary in-service staff devel 
opment experiences. In such instances, 
teachers have been deeply involved in identi 
fying and developing the substance of these 
preparatory experiences as well as an on 
going approach to further staff development 
activities once the innovation has been 
instituted.

These situations provide us the best esti 
mate of how professional accountability can 
be developed as teachers assume responsi 
bility for planning as well as evaluating and 
validating the outcomes of the projected

* Conrad F. Toepfer, Jr., Associate Professor, 
Department of Curriculum Development and 
Instructional Media, State University of New 
York at Buffalo
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innovation. This supports the three aspects 
of this recommendation: Unless teachers are 
involved in the decision-making process to: 
(a) identify and develop the innovative de 
parture; (b) project what kinds of staff 
development experiences must be provided 
through in-service and other activities funda 
mental for staff readiness; and ( c) gain the 
authority to which they can be responsible in 
moving into the innovative program, then 
professional, staff accountability will con 
tinue to be ineffective and unattainable.

Of the current crop of innovations, the 
rush to open space seems in many areas to 
violate the foregoing conditions. All too fre 
quently, the school's decision to develop an 
open space arrangement has nothing to do 
with an open-access approach to learning. 
While it can support open-access curricular 
efforts, there is no evidence that open space 
in and of itself will have any impact upon a 
traditional, subject-centered approach. Re 
sponsible supervision in local schools should 
carefully scrutinize this fact.

Unfortunately, the bypassing of super 
visory responsibility can be seen in a great 
number of school districts where architec 
tural and other noninstructional factors have 
predicated the bonding and building of open 
space school plants. Properly, the objectives 
toward which the local program is moving 
should specify whatever different physical 
facilities are most appropriate. However, in 
a majority of these situations teachers are 
required to adjust their program emphasis to 
the dictates of open space in the new 
buildings.

The author has observed many instances 
in which the staff has been neither solicited 
in planning the open space nor involved in 
any in-service experiences to prepare the 
staff for the new facility. With no prepara 
tions to help staff to anticipate and adjust 
to the inevitable problems of acoustic and 
visual distractability, one can observe the 
desperate attempts of teachers to arrange 
bookcases, shelves, and file cabinets to try 
to recreate the "egg-crate" physical setting 
of their former school plant.

This does not impugn the potential of 
open space to support an open-access cur 

riculum. However, if the teaching style of 
a faculty and programs of that school have 
not been moving toward that of open-access 
curriculum, such environmental shifts will 
produce more instructional chaos and con 
fusion than any positive gains. Again the 
responsibility of supervision to support the 
definition of the objectives of such an archi 
tectural departure from the basis of the 
instructional program has been largely over 
looked.

The dilemma of the open-space debacle 
points to the need of supervisors to relate 
form and substance properly. That is to say, 
the development of the physical setting of 
the school must be undertaken only after the 
instructional necessities required by the shift 
in the curriculum have been specified and 
agreed upon by the professional staff of the 
school.

Schools present a large reversal of 
these two steps to the point that our curricu 
lar efforts are too often subverted and frus 
trated by inappropriate and inadequate 
physical settings. Our track record in this 
respect is about as successful as transporting 
hot soup in brown paper bags!

The economic press faced by our schools 
cannot be minimized. We are particularly 
vulnerable to public ire where school districts 
plan new schools apart from the kinds of 
programs which they are to house and sup 
port. The ineffectiveness of such school 
plants to support their curricular programs 
does not justify the radical departures sold to 
school boards by architectural biases. The 
folly of these efforts can be contrasted against 
instances in which the staff has been care 
fully involved in planning the development of 
new facilities designed to house evolving in 
novative programs. In these cases the re 
sults have produced far more functional 
instructional environments with less costly 
capital expenditures.

It is important to stress that the pro 
fessional staff working alone cannot achieve 
such desired results. Architects must be used 
as consultants to suggest alternative physical 
approaches to accommodate the concern for 
program. With such information on both 
applicability and cost of the alternatives, the
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staff can make effective choices and recom 
mendations to the school board and the com 
munity. This is, of course, a striking 
departure from the majority of instances in 
which architects and school boards do "their 
thing," with token if any input from the 
staff. Of greatest advantage, however, is that 
the projected innovative goals of the instruc 
tional program will not be frustrated or un 
duly subverted by the limitations of the 
school plant.

Supervisory Guidelines

As these examples have illustrated, the 
success of this approach to innovation has 
been largely minimized through fly-by-the- 
seat-of-your-pants efforts. The following 
guidelines are suggested to help correct the 
kinds of supervisory irresponsibility dis 
cussed here.

1. Supervision must realize that its great 
est potential for success lies in the definition and 
organization of supervision as a supportive 
service to instructional improvement. Super 
visory personnel and the functions to which 
they ascribe will have both line and staff func 
tions. However, organization of local supervisory 
personnel must be focused primarily upon 
working with the instructional staff to identify 
curricular prerogatives and needs. In such a 
setting the realistic planning of innovations may 
be undertaken.

2. An effective program of systematic 
curriculum planning on a district-wide basis 
must work to identify both objectives and means 
to move toward definitive instructional improve 
ment. 3 In this setting, local application of "glo 
bal" innovations can be effectively specified and 
adapted to current and projected district needs. 
This is a marked improvement over the total 
adoption of an innovative approach from theory 
or another school system. The key supervisory 
responsibility here is to work with staff and 
community to identify local needs before the 
adaptation of the innovative approach is 
developed.

3. The broadening of the decision-making

:1 Conrad F. Toepfer, Jr. The Final Challenge 
to Education: Planning and Evaluation. Princeton, 
New Jersey: Educational Testing Service; Academic 
Evaluation Council, Program Report No. 16, 1971.

base to include effective teacher participation 
must be assured. The success of the processes 
involved in the previous step depends upon such 
teacher participation.

4. A realistic approach to staff develop 
ment must be supported by supervisory serv 
ices. Once the specific innovative departure 
has been denned, the development of ongoing 
curriculum planning activities and of neces 
sary in-service programs for staff development 
becomes imperative. Without such experiences 
the staff cannot develop skills and readiness to 
implement the projected innovation.

5. A careful assessment of physical facili 
ties necessary for the projected innovation is 
crucial. If new facilities are not possible, reno 
vation or adaptation of existing facilities must 
be considered. If economic factors preclude this 
step for the present, means to adapt programs 
to such temporary strictures must be carefully 
planned with the staff. If new facilities are to 
be built, the needs of evolving program priorities 
must be the keystone of this planning and must 
be given to architects as essentials to be ac 
commodated in their suggestions.

These five steps represent a beginning 
means to construct a responsible, responsive 
frame of reference for supervisory services 
in approaching educational innovations. Such 
a posture can largely prevent many of the 
wasteful and ineffectual stabbings at innova 
tion described earlier. A reversal of this 
legacy of waste of the potential of innovative 
means is not an unfair expectation. Efforts 
in this direction to define realistic accounta 
bility expectations for supervisors are not only 
timely but reasonable.

Most important is that instructional pro 
grams and educational theory have too long 
been the scapegoat of the public and educa 
tors, while abrogation of supervisory respon 
sibility with hasty, poorly planned approaches 
to innovations has been the unseen but real 
culprit. To ignore this trauma could well 
result in nonprofessional sources' assuming 
the instructional responsibility of supervisors 
as a growing public press for accountability 
swells. To allow this to happen would con 
firm the worst fears of those of us who con 
tinue to recommend professional control of 
professional decision making in our public 
schools. G
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