Assumptions About Change

The assumptions the planning team makes about change are extremely important in determining whether the realities of implementation get confronted or ignored. School improvement planning teams may want to review and reflect about these assumptions on change to see if they are in a good position to confront the realities of implementation.

1.
Do not assume that the planning team’s version of what the change should be is the one that staff should or could implement. Instead, assume that one of the main purposes of the process of implementation is to change the planning team’s reality of what should be through interaction with the staff who implement the changes. 

2.
Assume that any important innovation, if it is to result in change, requires staff to work out their own meaning. Important change involves a certain amount of ambiguity, ambivalence, and uncertainty for individual staff about the meaning of the change. Effective implementation is a process of clarification.

3.
Assume that conflict and disagreement are inevitable and fundamental to successful change. Since any group of people possesses multiple realities, any collective change attempt will necessarily involve conflict.

4.
Assume that staff need pressure to change (even in directions which they desire). Change will only be effective, however, under conditions which allow staff to react, form their own position, interact with other staff, obtain technical assistance and support, etc. 

5.
Assume that effective change takes time. Unrealistic or undefined timelines fail to recognize that implementation occurs developmentally. Teams should expect meaningful change to take a minimum of two or three years.

6.
Do not assume the reason for the lack of implementation is that staff reject the underlying values of the change, or simply resist all change. Rather, assume staff have a number of possible reasons: value rejection, inadequate resources to support implementation, insufficient time elapsed.

7.
Do not expect all or even most staff to change. The complexity of change suggests it is impossible to bring about widespread restructuring in any large social system. Progress occurs in steps (e.g., by following the assumptions listed here) that increase the number of staff affected. The planning team should be encouraged by what has been accomplished by way of improvement rather than be discouraged by all that remains to be done.

8.
Assume that the planning team needs a plan which is based on the above assumptions and which addresses the factors known to affect implementation (see the section below). Knowledge of the change process is essential. Careful planning can bring about significant change on a fairly wide scale over two or three years.
9.
Assume that no amount of knowledge will ever clearly identify what should be implemented. Planning teams make decisions on a combination of knowledge, political considerations, on-the-spot decisions, and intuition. By learning more about the change process, the planning team will improve the mix of resources on which they draw to make decisions.

10.
Assume that change is a frustrating, discouraging business. If all or some of the above assumptions cannot be made, planning teams should not expect significant change as far as implementation is concerned. (Fullan, 1991. The New Meaning of Educational Change.)

