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Peer Coaching for 
Strategic Planning

Another set of eyes—in the form of peer coaching
for the superintendent—has enabled a
Pennsylvania district to begin planning

effectively for the future.

B ill Cook, where are you when I 
need you? My mind was 
screaming for help while my 

face was smiling a greeting to the 
districtwide coordinating committee 
for strategic planning. I must be hav 
ing one of those "out of body" expe 
riences, I thought, as people stood 
around chatting, waiting for 8:30 a.m. 
to arrive

As superintendent of the General 
McLane School District in Edinboro, 
Pennsylvania, I was beginning a pro 
cess fraught with the possibility of my 
demise How did this happen? The 
requirement of long-range planning 
has an extended history in our state. 
The need to plan for buildings was the 
initial impetus behind the require 
ment, which later was expanded to 
include program, staff training, and 
other elements Like all districts in 
Pennsylvania, our district had met the 
long-range planning requirements 
and submitted our last plan in Septem 
ber 1986. We were faithful to the goals 
of the plan and had made significant 
progress in achieving them

During the life of the 1986 plan, 
however, some board members began 
a discussion about the five-year re 
quirement designated by the regula 
tions. They felt that the district would 
be better served if the five-year plan 
were ongoing, that is, if our plan were

kept current through an annual updat 
ing process. Discussions led to more 
discussions and finally the agreement 
that I would attend Bill Cook's training 
for strategic planning. 1 Six days of 
"Cook and Company" convinced me 
the board was right—this was exactly 
what we needed. I was immersed in 
the philosophy and (he discipline. I 
was in a hurry to get back and get 
started Then came the session on how 
to identify the facilitator.

The strength of our 
plan rests directly 
on the work of our 
people, -who gave 
their best to a 
facilitator relying on 
two coaches giving 
their best.

Plan Facilitators
The plan facilitator, we heard, is critical 
to the success of the process, and the 
superintendent must give much thought 
to the selection of that person Until that 
moment in the training process, 1 was 
merrily thinking / was the plan facilita 
tor Now I had one small problem: I was 
also the superintendent.

Back home with my facilitator's 
guide under my arm, I discussed the 
situation with the board, our admin 
istrative council, and our staff They 
all said 1 could act as plan facilitator 
Some even said it wouldn't be the 
first time I had shot myself in the foot 
(the same people assured me that in 
the event that this did happen, I 
would heal)

Eight years of progress, of working 
together, of commitment, began to pass 
before my eyes If they thought I could 
do it, why didn't I think so? I placed a 
hurried call to a superintendent in an 
other district—rumor had it he had 
facilitated his district's plan. After con 
firming that the rumor was true, he 
added that when he had led his district 
plan, he was relatively new to the dis 
trict. Now I had not only Bill Cook's 
words in my head but another voice 
saying: "It really depends on how much 
baggage you are carrying." With each 
conversation, eight years were getting 
heavier and more burdensome
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No Time to Change Direction
The calendar was set. We agreed to 
schedule our planning so that the 
1991-92 budget would reflect direc 
tions set by the strategic plan Introduc 
tory overviews were presented to every 
one who would listen: staff, community 
groups, parent groups, newspapers The 
process was moving: the coordinating 
committee was coming together, the 
dates were set, the data rxx>k was com 
ing together, a questionnaire on the 
state of the district was publicly printed 
and mailed—and I had one of the tx'St 
4-00 a.m solutions to the world's prob 
lems that I've ever had

The Solution
Four people from this area had at 
tended the training. Two were col 
leagues in another school district in 
our Intermediate Unit (a superinten 
dent and a director of secondary edu 
cation) Remembering that they had

said they would do anything they 
could to help, I took them up on their 
offer A phone call later, they had 
agreed to attend the entire three-day 
session and to serve as peer coaches 
for me as I facilitated the district plan.

The three days went by in a blur. 1 
learned to read body language at the 
level of a science. When the group was 
not understanding my explanation, I 
turned to one of my coaches, who was 
able to follow notes and the facilita 
tor's manual while I was on my feet 
cheerleading the group The coaches 
gave me their observations before and 
after sessions. They told me what to 
shore up and where I was not being 
clear or strong enough. In short, they 
kept me true to the process—another 
C(x)k principle

Now that our plan is moving into 
the Action Planning phase. I know that 
its strength rests directly on the work 
of our people, who gave their best to a

facilitator relying on two coaches giv 
ing their best Only with the insights of 
the coaches was 1 able in a consistent 
fashion to detach myself from the role 
of superintendent.

I have tried here to share what we 
learned In a nutshell, we realized 
what we tell teachers all the time: you 
need another set of eyes to ensure 
peak performance and to see all the 
things going on in a group at any given 
time Peer coaching works—even for 
strategic planning D

'Bill Cook is Director of Cambridge 
Management Group. Inc (5795 Carmichael 
Pkwy . Montgomery. AL 36117). a firm spe 
cializing in strategic planning for educa 
tional clients throughout the United States 
and abroad.

Therese T. Walter is Superintendent of 
Schools. General McLane School District, 
Education Center, 11^~~1 Edinboro Rd.. Ed- 
inboro, PA 16412.

LEARNING, THINKING AND WORKING
TOGETHER FOR THE YEAR 2000...

IN VACATION SETTINGS

PARIS

HARTFORDVancouver

with leading voices . .. John Barell, Jim Bellanca, John Chubb, Art Costa, Robin Fogarty, Anthony Gregorc. 
Jack Hassard, David and Roger Johnson. Laura Lipton, Shirley McBay, Elliott Merenbloom, Jeannie Oakes. 
David Perkins, Thomas Sergiovanni. and a host of others

The International Training Institute sponsored by Phi Delta Kappa and the IRI Group.
For information about your affordable training vacation call _._,__ 01> _ mnn AX»*
or write to the IRI Group, 200 E. Wood St., Palatine, IL 60067 TOLL FREE 800/2Z2-4441
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