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Participative decision making requires training in order to be effective. Good intentions and enthusiasm are not enough. You must learn to work effectively as a team, to go from general issues to specific strategies, to negotiate, to communicate both within and outside your decision-making group, and a host of other skills.  We’ve all been on committees that don’t accomplish their goals.  Sometimes this is because people disagree; sometimes it’s because people don’t understand exactly what they are to do; sometimes it’s because people don’t know how to reach decisions; sometimes it’s because meetings get bogged down.  In almost all cases, these problems could be avoided if participants knew more about group decision making.  Group decision making requires certain skills—it doesn’t come naturally.  


This training is designed to teach various teams within your school the skills needed, and most importantly, to teach WHEN to use each skill.  It will help your group reach decisions in a time-efficient manner. In order for your group to maintain its motivation and enthusiasm as well as its credibility, you will need to reach closure on many important issues.  Meetings that go on and on and never reach a decision will destroy your efforts.  People outside the school look to the teams in your school to take ACTION to improve the school.  You may have a group of people with great ideas, good intentions, and lots of energy, but if decisions aren’t reached in a timely fashion, your efforts will fail.  You must also deal with people who are external to your team in an effective way.  Great decisions that aren’t supported by the people who must implement them simply won’t work.  One important thing you must learn is how to communicate with those external to your team in such a way as to maintain their support without unnecessarily slowing down the decision making process.

People outside the group look to you to take ACTION to improve schools.  You may have great ideas, good intentions, and lots of energy, but if decisions aren’t reached in a timely fashion and accepted by the people who must implement them, your efforts will fail. 


The Total Teamwork System will give you an overall decision-making system. The model is based on real issues/problems/decisions that were raised in participative decision-making committees. The steps in TTS are shown in a flowchart on the next page.  




Is it within 

our domain?


The model looks complex at first, but you’ll notice that the model contains the four questions from your pre-training activity.  Basically, the model requires you to ask those same four questions, in the same order, each time an issue is brought before you.  To make it clearer, we will briefly go through each step using a site council decision making example.  Let’s say you’ve been asked to deal with the issue of whether the cheerleading team should go to an additional camp.  First, you have to clearly state the problem or question in front of you.  What are you being asked to do?  Sometimes problems will be brought before you with a recommendation such as in this case, but often your charge will be unclear.  First state your charge as clearly as necessary.  Then begin your series of four questions.

1.
Is this an issue or question that falls within the legitimate domain of your group?


Your decision at this point is whether this issue is within your domain.  Is this something that your group SHOULD be dealing with?  Is it something that is within your authority?  Or is it something that is regulated by law? Or is it something that should be left to individual teachers?  Groups often err by tackling decisions that are not theirs to make.  If your group can’t deal with the problem, you may want to identify some other channel.  If the decision falls outside your domain, forward it to the appropriate group and move on to other problems.  This first question is complex, but the third training module will help you learn to identify those decisions that you should be addressing.

Rephrase Question

at appropriate level

2.
As stated, is this issue appropriate for a meaningful discussion?   Should the question be rephrased?


Next, the TTS model includes a stage during which the problem/issue is narrowed, specified, and/or clarified. This specification and/or clarification is done BEFORE debate or discussion.  Sometimes issues are too broad or contain sub-issues. They may need to be broken into components or narrowed to focus on only one issue.  Often they need to be brought to a more specific level. Other times, issues deal with day-to-day procedures and need to be rephrased into a policy question.  Try to rephrase the issue into a Yes/No format. This process may require breaking it down into components, identifying assumptions, brainstorming, etc. In the case of the cheerleading squad, there may be several issues such as where the money should come from, will the students miss classes, should both varsity and junior varsity go, etc. Or, this case may be an instance of a broader policy. Should your council deal with this one question or should it deal with a general policy question concerning allocation of resources for extracurricular activities? The fourth module will deal with how to find the appropriate question to encourage meaningful discussion.  


After narrowing or clarifying the issue, you will need to determine whether or not it is still within your domain.  If not, forward it to the appropriate group.

Sufficient

information to make a decision?

3.
In order to deal effectively with this issue, would we seek further information?  

Develop

plan to

obtain

information

or input


Once you’ve stated the question to be decided in a form that is appropriate for the group to work with, you must decide if you have sufficient information to make a decision.  There’s no point in wasting time discussing what to do if you lack the necessary information.  In the cheerleading example, if you have no idea about the cost and your budget is tight, it would probably be a waste of time to debate the issue now.  You would want to stop and seek further information.  Module V will discuss how to go about getting additional information.  You want your group to make INFORMED decisions and this means you will spend a lot of time gathering information.  The information you need may be factual or it may take the form of input from those outside the committee.  Perhaps you don’t know whether people are likely to agree with a decision.  You may want to poll some people before beginning your discussion of the question.  If you lack sufficient information, determine a strategy or plan for obtaining the information, and exit the flowchart.   Don’t waste time on discussion.  Go to another question/issue.  Return when you’ve obtained the needed information.  If sufficient information is available, however, continue.  In the cheerleading case, if you know the cost, if you’ve identified all the relevant issues, and if have all the data you need, you should proceed.


Remember—as the representative group, you are supposed to represent the larger group and act for them. A committee that includes everyone—the whole school and the whole community—would be so large and cumbersome that it would rarely be able to resolve anything!  It would be a rare decision that would require a town meeting.  Certainly in the case of deciding on a cheerleading trip, you would not want to seek input from all those outside of the committee.  Webster’s defines a committee as “a group of people chosen to report or act.”  You want to be certain that your group does indeed ACT and not just gather more and more input.  

Is acceptance by

those outside the

committee necessary

for successful

implementation?

4.
Is acceptance and implementation easy OR is acceptance and implementation difficult?


When your question is narrow or specific enough and clear enough and you have sufficient information and/or input, you are ready for the next stage.  Ask yourself “Is acceptance of a decision by people outside the committee necessary for successful implementation of the decision?”  Will people outside the committee have to carry the decision out?  If their participation will be mandatory and they must accept the decision in order for it to be successful, then the answer should be “yes.”  The committee may make an excellent decision, but unless accepted by the people who must implement it, a “good” decision is doomed to failure.  If the answer is “no,” you can continue to the “Decide/Problem solve/Negotiate/ Delegate” box.  There’s no need to waste a lot of time on discussion nor much reason to worry about how others will react.  Decide and get on with other business!  Many team decisions will fall into this category, and quick, effective decisions will give your group high self-confidence and credibility.  Assuming there are no major controversies attached to the cheerleading trip, there are sufficient funds, the cheerleaders’ sponsors and parents are in favor of the trip, and no one else will be asked to be involved in the implementation, then you probably can answer “no” and move on to make your decision.  Often participative decision making fails because groups OVER participate—they try to involve EVERYONE in every little detail and endlessly discuss issues on which everyone already agrees.  Such groups get very little accomplished and lose momentum.  

Develop

strategy to

sell or to

involve others


If the answer to the above question is “yes, that acceptance is necessary” you will need to develop a strategy to sell your decision to others or to involve others.  It may be necessary to involve them in the decision so that they will feel “ownership” of the resulting decision.  Involving them will make them feel that this is their decision as well as yours.  


It is essential to keep those outside the committee informed, but it’s not necessary to seek their input and sell them on each and every decision you make.  Knowing when to mount a “sales” campaign and when it’s not necessary will increase your efficiency and effectiveness. 


At this point in the model, you’re ready to reach a decision or perhaps, to delegate the problem to someone else.  If you’re an advisory committee, at this point you will simply make your recommendation. But however the decision is going to be made, by following the process to this point, you are ensured of a quality decision.  This step is shown in the box “Decide/Problem Solve/Negotiate/Delegate.”  To be able to do so effectively, you’ll need negotiation and problem solving skills.  Later modules will deal with how to diagnose situations and how to negotiate, how to sell your solutions, and how to involve others in the process.


At this point, you may need to further specify or narrow your question and loop through the model again.  Your group may have decided, for example, that it did feel that the cheerleading question was within its domain and then rephrased the question to be:  “Should we have a policy regarding extracurricular activities that occur during the summer months and do not involve school monies?”  (Let’s assume the necessary funds were not from general school funds but resulted from fund raising by the cheerleaders themselves and that the camp was during July.)  The council determined they had sufficient information to make a decision on this question.  Their group was representative of various stakeholders and they could reach a decision on this particular question without further input.  So they decided that yes, they should have policies covering summer activities.  Now they need to loop back through the model, restating the next level of the question.  At this point, someone may want to recommend a specific policy, specifying procedures for approving such activities.  The re-stated problem might be “The same approval procedures that apply to school-year activities apply to summer extracurricular activities as well.”  The group would decide if that new statement of the problem is still within their domain.  If so, it may need to be broken down into component parts and each part considered separately.  For example, there may be a number of approval procedures; the committee might want to consider each one separately.  When specific aspects of the policy are discussed, additional information and/or input from others will probably be necessary.  The council may have to loop through the flow chart several times before the whole issue and all its parts have been resolved.  As each subquestion is brought forth, it is analyzed to see whether or not that aspect is within the council’s domain.  They might decide, for example, that an overall policy about summer extracurricular activities which specifies the approval process is within their domain, but details such as which camp to attend or how many to attend belong to the cheerleader sponsors and parents.  They might decide that this involves several separate policy questions, such as approval for summer versus school-year activities, school-supported versus participant-funded activities, or grade requirements for participation in extracurricular activities.  The council may decide to set several policies that will affect other related questions.  But each loop through the model focuses on only one narrow issue.  

The council may have to loop through the flow chart several times before the whole issue and all its parts have been resolved.


Focusing on only one issue at a time contributes to efficient decision making.  Imagine the discussion if people were simultaneously arguing about whether cheerleading activities should be funded analogously to football activities, whether money should go to cheerleaders or to other groups, whether the group should go by bus or private car, whether summer activities are under the council’s control, whether a certain GPA should be required to participate, whether cheerleading outfits are too short, etc.!

Focusing on only one issue at a time contributes to efficient decision making. 


Generally, over time, questions/issues should move through the committee from general to more specific.  On general issues and with a representative committee, the focus can remain on the people within the committee—a more internal focus.  As long as things are fairly general and the committee is representative of the larger group, whatever controversy is likely to emerge will come up in the committee.  As the issues become more and more specific, however, it becomes increasingly important to add an external focus to the decision making.  This means you will have to find ways to take into account how others in the school and community are likely to feel.  The more specific the question, the less likely all perspectives will be represented by the committee.  This idea is represented below:





As the question/issue loops through the model and finally becomes more specific, the focus must expand to include external concerns.  This is because as concerns/activities become more and more specific, the committee becomes less representative of all viewpoints.  


You can think of this movement as starting with goals, then moving to objectives, next becoming more specific and developing strategies until finally you are ready for implementation.  For example, a goal might be to “promote ethnicity.”  The group may decide to deal with this as stated or they may choose to restate the goal to “promote multiculturalism.”  Once the group agrees to the goal of promoting ethnicity, or multiculturalism, then it would need to be specified further into one or more objectives.  Examples might include “make children more aware of Black History” or “introduce more multicultural activities.”  Each of these objectives would then need to be accepted or rejected.  Those that are accepted would then need to be specified further into strategies.  These strategies might include activities such as inviting a speaker, changing the curriculum, requiring teachers to attend workshops, etc.  Each of these activities would have to be accepted or rejected.  For each accepted strategy, the committee may want to provide even more specificity.  For example, what speaker?  What topic?  When?  Who attends?  Each very specific suggestion for implementation will need to be accepted or rejected.  The leader’s role is to control the discussion in such a way as to move from general to very specific questions (and not go backwards!). 


In SBDM, many site councils are to set policy rather than oversee day-to-day activities.  In this case, the council must not only move issues from general to specific, but also remain on the policy level.  The council must decide general policy issues, then move to more specific policies.  In the above case, for example, the site council would need to decide when to end their decision making with regard to “promoting ethnicity or multiculturalism.”  Exactly where policy ends and practice or procedure begins is somewhat arbitrary and each council must work with their constituents to arrive at the boundaries.  Deciding on particular speakers is probably not policy, but deciding to invite speakers might be policy.

Agreeing on goals or objectives does not ensure agreement on means to reaching them.  


Note that at any point in this process, members who accepted the goal or objective may object to the implementation.  Agreeing on goals or objectives does not ensure agreement on means to reaching them.  Once the goal or objective has been agreed upon, discussion should focus on the implementation—how you might achieve the goal.  If your team represents the school constituencies well, whatever conflicts over general goals and objectives that are likely to emerge among the entire school community should emerge within the group.  Hence, whatever satisfies the committee with regard to general goals and objectives will probably satisfy the entire school community.  All teams within the school work similarly: a representative team can usually make decisions with regard to general issues without causing controversy.  But as more and more specific questions arise, it becomes more and more necessary to consider outside opinion.  Discussions of general issues, therefore, can be more internally focused, while as discussions become more specific, an external focus becomes necessary.  In the ethnicity example, when the committee begins to consider strategies that affect what individual teachers will do, it is essential to begin considering how those outside the committee will react.  Or, if the general question is whether or not to have sex education and the committee is representative of the larger group, then their focus can be internal.  But when the discussion turns to specific questions of exactly what will be taught to whom, the discussion must consider viewpoints of those individuals external to the committee.

Develop

method

for

evaluation


When you have made your decision, formulated a specific strategy or set of strategies to implement your decision, and have developed strategies to sell and/or involve those outside the committee, you are ready for the final step in the model:  evaluation.  You want to know and be able to document that your decision worked.  


The overall process represented by the TTS model breaks the problem solving task down into smaller questions, shows the movement from general to specific, and gives some guidance regarding when to be concerned about more general acceptance.  Each training module (how to find the appropriate level for your question, how to get additional information, what kinds of strategies can be used to sell decisions, how to involve those outside the committee, etc.) will include information on when to use that set of skills and strategies. 
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Knowing when an issue/question is within your legitimate domain


If most people on the team are not clear on this dimension, you are doomed to waste time.  But more importantly, if you overstep your authority and tackle issues that are not legitimately yours, you will alienate the people who have control over those issues.  People who are willing to volunteer their time and energy to be a part of your decision-making group are eager to solve problems.  Hence, they may have a natural tendency to overstep their authority.  It’s vital, therefore, that everyone in the group learn to identify problems within and outside their domain.


The issue of domain boundaries is probably not a cut -and-dried issue for your team.  There may not be clear guidelines as to your “proper” domain.  You may need to spend some time deciding what you would like to try to have as your domain.  Some groups have been successful in writing their own job descriptions and defining their domain in ways quite different from what central office may have anticipated.  If each member of your team has a different idea about the group’s domain, you are in for some conflict.  Spend some time early in your meetings thinking through this issue! 

Knowing when an issue/question is 

at an appropriate level  


Spending too much time arguing and discussing general issues will frustrate the group.  A committee dominated by people who can’t move from the general to the specific will be a non-productive group.  On the other hand, if your team gets bogged down in very specific, trivial issues, you will not have time to deal with all the important issues.  This dimension is closely related to the domain dimension.  If, for example, your team is to focus on policy, you will necessarily be dealing with broader issues than if your team focuses on implementation.

Knowing when to seek additional information

An important part of your team’s function is to make decisions based on good information.  You don’t want to reinvent the wheel or make uninformed decisions.  An eager and enthusiastic committee that is not attuned to this dimension will make serious errors.  There will be little community support for participative decision making which results in faulty decisions.  Novice groups rarely have procedures for obtaining information.  On the other hand, there is always more information one could obtain.  At some point, you have to cease seeking information and make the decision.

Knowing when acceptance is necessary for 

successful implementation


Decisions that aren’t accepted by those outside the committee won’t work.  The decision may be on target, but if people won’t implement it, it will fail.  The successful committee needs people who are skilled at knowing how to gain the support of the external group in an efficient way.  The committee that tries to OVER-involve outside people will be resented:  “We elected you to make decisions for us; why don’t you do it?”  Such a committee will also be so slow that it will lose its credibility.  On the other hand, the committee that fails to involve or persuade the external group at the appropriate time will be viewed as “dictators.”

Further specify or narrow your question.





State the question or problem.





Yes





Develop a method of evaluation.





No





Does this decision raise other issues that we need to address?





Yes





No





Involve them in decision making or develop strategy to sell decision.





Problem solve using collaboration. Decide through consensus, if possible.





No





Yes





Is acceptance by those outside the committee necessary for successful implementation?





Yes





Is there sufficient information to make a decision?





No





Do we represent their views? Are they willing to accept our decision?





Develop plan to obtain information or input.





Rephrase the question at the appropriate level. Is it policy or procedure?





Delegate to appropriate group.





Yes





Is it within our domain?





No
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