
ALICE G. FOSTER

When Teachers Initiate 
Restructuring

Teachers at Amos Alonzo Stagg High School
discovered that creating a climate for change takes
as much time and effort as implementing change.

T his is a talc of restructuring from 
a teacher perspective. Many arti 
cles and books allude to the 

importance of teachers in the deci 
sion-making process for change, but 
very little of this literature has been 
written by teachers. At Amos Alonzo 
Stagg High School, our restructuring 
project was conceived and initiated by 
classroom teachers; and classroom 
teachers remain the moving force be 
hind the restructuring efforts.

Four years ago a very small group of 
teachers at Stagg High recognized that 
the school must make some dramatic- 
changes in curriculum, in governance, 
and in educational philosophies. In 
Megatrends ( 1982) John Naisbitt said 
thai we are living in the "time of the 
parenthesis," a very confused and con 
fusing period between the Industrial 
Age and the Information Age, a time 
when great societal changes are forc 
ing reform in every existing institu 
tion, especially in education We de 
cided we had a choice: we could be 
reactive, dealing with change in the 
crisis management mode, or we could 
be proactive anticipate the changes, 
and thus be able to control, mitigate, 
and use change to our advantage.

A Core Group
Recognizing that seizing control of 
change requires informed decision- 
making, we organized the core group

Our evening 
discussions allowed 
us to talk about 
change in the 
abstract without 
threatening 
anyone's turf 
with specific 
change proposals.

for restructuring eight teachers and 
four administrators During our first 
semester, we met at a group member's 
home in the evenings to discuss the 
literature on restructuring

Our initial readings focused on 
teachers' and administrators' roles and 
expectations in the change process 
(Lieberman and Miller 1984. Fullan 
1982). No change could take place 
without considering how it would af 
fect those roles. We also became in 
formed about the process of change 
and the difficulties schools face in im 
plementing change (Sarason 1982, 
Joyce 1982).

We did not have a clear idea at this 
point of what we wanted to change, we 
only knew we needed changes. Our 
evening discussions allowed us to talk 
about change in the abstract without

threatening anyone's turf with specific 
change proposals The small size of 
the group also helped us establish 
new nonhierarchical social norms for 
professional interaction and discus 
sion of educational issues

Expanding the Group
The following year, supported by a 
grant from the Stuart Foundations, we 
developed a model for teacher partic 
ipation in decision-making. We ex 
panded the core group to include 25 
teachers, counselors, and administra 
tors. This expanded group partici 
pated in our readings and discussions 
on roles, expectations, and change  
they became our cadre of on-site 
"change agents."

For the next year and a half, the new 
group, called the Instructional Leader 
ship Team, met at least twice a month 
after school to discuss all our readings 
on restructuring and transforming 
schools. We also contracted with con 
sultants for leadership training, con 
flict resolution, and decision making. 
We applied to and were accepted by 
the ASCD Consortium on Restructur 
ing Schools.

Our interaction with other schools 
in the consortium proved invaluable 
to our restructuring efforts But the 
actual implementation within the dis 
trict was not without its problems. For 
one thing, there were undercurrents

MAY 1991 27



of discontent among teachers who felt 
we were all talk and no action The 
"shakers and movers" wanted to start 
making changes. Although we all felt 
frustrated at not being able to point to 
any concrete changes, we also be 
lieved that we must first establish a 
climate for change and then develop 
the skills necessary to be successful 
change agents

So, when (with help from a Stuart 
Foundations grant) teachers partici 
pated in the development of the mas 
ter schedule and of the site budget, it 
came as no surprise that these new 
plans looked no different from previ 
ous ones. We selected the master 
schedule and site budget as areas for 
shared decision making because they 
were areas teachers were familiar 
with we've always had a master 
schedule and a budget. Although there 
are important decisions in building a 
master schedule, the subcommittee 
confined itself to the mechanical as 
pects, such as deciding whether we 
should schedule 13 instead of 14 sec 
tions of LI. S. History, based on student 
preregistration. We felt that we 
shouldn't attempt radical change at the 
same time we were trying to learn 
leadership, conflict resolution, and de 
cision-making skills.

Pitfalls We Encountered
Despite our commitment to the con 
cept, our efforts to implement shared 
decision making were not always suc 
cessful. For one thing, the faculty of 
Stagg High School is older than most 
high school faculties: 73 percent of us 
are over 45, while only 7 of us are 
under 35. When educators, who are 
not generally risk-takers, get set in 
their ways, implementing change is 
made even more difficult

Sometimes the timelines we re 
ceived from the central administration 
were so short that convening the lead 
ership team and forming a consensus 
was impractical. At other times, the 
principal felt that the instructional 
leadership team was usurping his au 
thority, or was reluctant to relinquish 
the final say on some issue for fear of 
being held accountable if the team's 
decisions didn't work out. Teachers 
who believed they had decision-mak 

ing power were sometimes told their 
input was only advisory. Each of these 
dilemmas led inevitably to misunder 
standings and confrontations.

Because we had no clear focus or 
game plan, our restructuring was 
plagued with uncertainties. We wanted 
to restructure in curriculum and in 
governance, but the sheer magnitude 
of the changes we anticipated was 
daunting. Since the school district's 
adopted policy is that all high schools 
in the district will be identical, we 
were uncertain whether the central 
administration or the board of educa 
tion would lei us make changes that 
would make us different from the 
other high schools.

Communication Snafus
In restrospect, it's clear that we cre 
ated problems for ourselves by repeat 
edly excluding or circumventing the 
central administration, which, accord 
ing to the local press, did not support 
site-based decision making. In fact, 
decision making in this district has 
become more centralized than at any 
time in the past decisions that used 
to be made at the schcx)! site are now 
being made in the central administra 
tion. We believed that if the central 
administration were aware of our ac 
tivities, we would be ordered to stop. 
Nevertheless, the central administra 
tion knew we were involved in site- 
based decision making plans and 
viewed with suspicion our reluctance 
to keep them informed

The principal was caught in the mid 
dle. If he supported the central admin 
istration, the teachers cried foul and 
accused him of not buying into shared 
leadership; if he supported the teach 
ers, the central administration sug 
gested that his faculty was out of con 
trol. The irony of the situation is that 
all of this mutual distrust between the 
school and the central administration 
was generated over issues in which no 
substantive changes had occurred. 
Had we been more communicative 
with the central administration, we 
might have traveled a smoother path.

Then, too, we were often viewed as 
elitist by faculty members who were 
not on the instructional leadership 
team. The department chairs, who had

previously negotiated budget issues 
with the principal, felt threatened and 
disenfranchised by the new budget 
committee. Until we felt adequate in 
selling the concept of restructuring to 
others, we tried to keep our activites 
low profile to avoid threatening the 
power bases of other teachers. So 
when colleagues would ask what we 
did, we would hem and haw and make 
vague statements and feel foolish. This 
didn't help us inspire confidence.

Taking Action
Finally, at the end of the second year of 
reading and discussing and wallowing 
around in uncertainty, the instruc 
tional leadership team decided, dur 
ing a stormy weekend meeting, to do 
something. We felt confident in our 
ability to make change and ready to 
bring others into the process of im 
proving the school. We asked the en 
tire faculty to participate in the first 
planning meeting; more than 50 per 
cent attended.

We all brainstormed the school 
problems that needed attention most 
urgently, then formed subcommittees 
to generate solutions to each of them. 
The faculty decided that the areas most 
in need of improvement were self- 
esteem of students and staff, public 
relations, school maintenance and 
beautification, and school/business 
partnerships It is interesting to note- 
that the faculty did not identify curric 
ulum revision or teaching strategies as 
areas in urgent need of improvement. 
Most teachers were not yet ready to 
address issues that would require ex 
amination of teaching style or per 
sonal fundamental beliefs about edu 
cation But we had to start somewhere.

'We found ways to provide released 
time (a full day) for each subcommit 
tee to spend developing action p'-ins, 
and we began to implement them as 
quickly as possible But the most im 
portant thing that occurred in the sub 
committees was this: the faculty began 
to talk about change. Committee mem 
bers began to plan change, to carry 
through action plans, and to recognize 
that change was needed. In short, 
Stagg High School had established 
some new social norms and was cre 
ating a climate for change.
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A Slow-Forming Vision
We deliberately did not begin with a 
vision, although most restruauring liter 
ature advises that the site or district 
administrator spearheading the change 
effort the advice is never directed to 
teachers develop a vision and articu 
late the vision to (acuity, students, par 
ents, and community. But, had we 
started trying to describe our vision of 
what schools should look like, we 
would mast likely have ended up with a 
vision that differed very little from our 
existing vision we would be looking 
for better ways to do what we were 
already doing. Sarason (1982) clearly 
demonstrates that the "existing regular 
ities" prevent us from seeing the "uni 
verse of alternatives." Radical sugges 
tions for transforming our school would 
have been rejected out of hand.

During the summer recess, the in 
structional leadership team read 
Phillip Schlechty's Schools for the 21st 
Century ( 1990) and Roland Earth's Im 
proving Schools from Within ( 1990) 
Both books not only validated many of 
our struggles of the previous three 
years, they gave us additional inspira 
tion and galvanized us to move from 
talk to action.

With this new inspiration, the team 
brainstormed a detailed school vision 
as well as a new organizational struc 
ture for Stagg High School. The drafts 
of both the vision and the organiza 
tional structure were presented to the 
entire staff at a faculty meeting. The 
staff divided into working groups of 
five to discuss strengths, weaknesses, 
and omissions in the drafts The writ 
ten suggestions for revision were in 
corporated into the drafts, which were 
then presented to the student body

Each classroom held discussions of 
the strengths, weaknesses, and omis 
sions and made recommendations 
back to the instructional leadership 
team for incorporation. The drafts 
were also presented to the parents and 
community members of the school 
site council (a committee composed 
of school employees, parents, and 
community members charged with 
developing and evaluating the school 
plan) and to members of the business 
and professional community for their 
suggestions and revisions We recog-
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nized that if the changes we proposed 
for Stagg High School seemed too 
radical and caught the community by 
surprise, the parents and communi 
ty pan of what Joyce (1982) calls the 
"external system' could effectively 
block any change.

At the same time, we knew that if we 
had parent and community support, 
they would provide powerful leverage 
with the board of education to allow 
us to restructure Stagg. Our school 
vision is based solidly on current ed 
ucational research, and since the par 
ents and community are an important 
component of our school vision, it was 
only good sense to include them as 
part of the change process In each 
case, we incorporated their sugges 
tions into the school vision By the end 
of January 1991, we had adopted the 
new school vision as our guide for 
restructuring activities.

A Vision Born
Now at last we feel we see the "big 
picture" and can take on a massive 
restructuring effort in curriculum, gov 
ernance, and fundamental belief sys 
tems all at the same time (we don't 
believe in transforming a school 
piecemeal). A basic assumption of our 
vision is that Amos Alonzo Stagg High 
will be a student-focused school with a 
reciprocal relationship with the com 
munity: the school will provide serv 
ices to the community, and the com 
munity will actively participate in the 
life of the school Our vision includes 
a school-based coordination of social 
services to our largely disadvantaged, 
minority, and refugee student popula 
tion; performance-based assessments 
and other alternative means of assess 
ing students; new support systems to 
ensure that all students master the 
high performance standards of the 
courses; and finding new ways to cel 
ebrate and capitalize on the cultural 
diversity of our student body while 
still providing for enculturation.

Our vision also affirms the tradi 
tional purposes of schooling: develop 
ing basic literacy skills, passing on a 
common core of knowledge in history 
and literature that reinforce the values 
of the nation's founders, developing in 
students a sense of civic responsibility,

Although we all felt 
frustrated at not 
being able to point 
to any concrete 
changes, we also 
believed that we 
must first establish a 
climate for change 
and then develop 
the skills necessary 
to be successful 
change agents.

preparing students to enter postsec- 
ondary education and the work force, 
attending to psychosocial needs of stu 
dents, and ameliorating the negative 
effects of dysfunctional homes and 
communities. To achieve that vision, 
we must restructure the school day, 
learn new teaching and assessment 
strategies, revise the curriculum, and 
invent new structures to implement 
our vision.

Making Haste Slowly
In February 1991, Stagg High School 
held a three-day retreat at the Marconi 
Conference Center on the beautiful 
northern California coast The theme 
was "Designs for the 21st Century  
Implementing the Vision." Participants 
included teachers, administrators, clas 
sified staff, central office administrators 
(yes. we've learned to communicate 
with them), board of education mem 
bers, parents and community mem 
bers, and students. Led by our consult 
ant Marian Leibowitz. participants 
worked in small and large groups to 
discuss what changes we need to matte 
our vision a reality and what the vision 
would look like in operation

Teachers' comments about the con 
ference included these: "The best
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Ke 23rd NSDC Annual 
Conference is Only a Hop, 
Skip, and Jump Away!

WHEN; December 7 - 11,1991

WHERE; Adam's Mark Hotel 
St. Louis, Missouri

WHAT: *^ F ive keynote addresses by
Madeline Hunter, Joel Barker, Elliot 
Eisner, Jeff Howard, Richard Wallace

• Over 20 intensive preconference 
workshops

• Over 150 concurrent sessions
• Exhibits of staff development 

materials and services
• Unique networking opportunities

Register by October 15th and receive $50 off the conference 
fee. To receive a registration packet* (which includes pro 
gram, travel, and hotel reservation information), send

the coupon or call us at
1-800-727-7288.

National Staff 
Development Council
P.O. Box 240, Oxford, OH 45056

i^J I6S>I would like to attend. Please send me a registration packet* for 
the 1991 NSDC Annual Conference. If I am not currently a member, my 
conference fee will include a one-year membership in NSDC.

LJ I am not able to attend this year's conference, but I'd like to know more 
about NSDC. Send me information on membership and services-

Name . 

Title _

Address ___________________________________ 

City/State/Zip __________________________________ 

Phone ______________________________________
National Staff Development Council, P.O.Box 240, Oxford, Ohio 45056 

(800) 727-7288 or fax (513) 523-0638

' Registration packets will be mailed August 1st.

thing that's happened in my 20 years 
of teaching"; "I'm now a born-again 
educator"; and "It's the first time I've 
talked with fellow teachers, classified 
administrators, parents, and board 
members as equals." A major task now 
is to sustain the energy and enthusi 
asm generated at the retreat and trans 
late them into action

Have we succeeded in restructur 
ing? We won't know for years. We have 
gotten through our frustrations with 
not having a clear idea of where we 
are headed; but now that we have a 
direction, we are facing bigger prob 
lems. When we were only talking 
about change, we met little resistance 
from other faculty members, other 
schools, and the community. Now that 
people will be required to take action 
and to change, they will, to various 
degrees, feel threatened The prob 
lems of implementing change will be 
magnified because we are not piece- 
mealing our efforts—we will be trans 
forming everywhere simultaneously. 
Yet we are confident that slowly, re 
lentlessly, we will reach our goals.D

References

Earth, R. (1990). Improving Schools from 
Within Teachers, Parents, and Princi 
pals Can Make the Difference San Fran- 
ci.sco: Jossey-Bass Inc . Publishers

Fullan, M. (1982). The Meaning, of Educa 
tional Change. New York: Teachers Col 
lege Press.

Joyce, B. (1982). "Organizational Homeo- 
stasis and Innovation: Tightening the 
Loose Couplings." Education and Ur- 
han Society 1 5,1: 42-69.

Lieherman. A. and L. Miller. (1984). Teach 
ers, Their World, and Their Work Impli 
cations for School Improvement. Alexan 
dria. Va.: ASCD.

Naishitt, J. (1982). Megatrend?, New York: 
Warner Books

Sarason, S. B. (1982). Culture of the School 
and the 1'roblem of Change. Boston: 
Allyn and Bacon.

Schlcchty, P (1990) Schools for the 21st 
Century leadership Imperatives for Ed 
ucational Reform San Francisco: Jossey- 
Bass Inc., Publishers

Alice G. Foster is a career education 
teacher at Amos Alon/o Stagg High Schcx>l, 
1621 Brookside Road, Stockton, CA 95207.

30 EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP



 
 
 
Copyright © 1991 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  All rights reserved.  
 
 




