Encourage Team Building

Team building is the process of getting people motivated about change; not making people do things.  People can get excited about change when they have a role in it.  Teaming acts as a vehicle to help staff take ownership in the change process.  When they work properly, teams are more productive than individuals.  Indeed, research has shown that effective teams demonstrate better communication and greater staff involvement in problem solving and decision-making (Lezotte, 1992).

Team building plays an important role in the success of school improvement. School Improvement Planning teams need to deal with the internal task of team building as well as the school's external task of making improvements. But planning teams often underestimate the need to participate in teambuilding, both for themselves and for the entire staff. When a team runs smoothly, members can concentrate on the goal of improving student learning. In contrast, a team that fails to build relationships among its members will waste time on struggles for control.

Team building is important for SIP teams, subcommittees, and the school as a whole. Team building begins with planning and continues throughout implementation. The more teams learn to work effectively as a team, the better they will be at preventing many typical problems. School staff may want to review the following eight essential ingredients to team building when establishing their SIP teams (adapted from Scholtes, 1988).

1.
Clear Team Goals

A team works best when everyone understands the team’s overall purpose and goals. Ideally, the team should agree on its mission, see it as workable, or narrow the mission if it is not. They should also agree on larger project goals and have a vision about how they will proceed to achieve these goals. If there is confusion or disagreement over goals, successful teams work to resolve the issues.

More importantly, school staff should be involved in setting school improvement goals. The goals should be frequently reviewed by school staff as a way of communicating and refining them. The steps outlined in this Guidebook give staff and the school community important roles in establishing school improvement goals.

2.
Broad Participation

Since every team member has a stake in the group's success, everyone should participate in discussions and decisions, share commitment to the project's success, and contribute his/her talents. A good rule of thumb is that the more a person is involved in the implementation, the larger the role a person should play in determining what is implemented. Assure there is continued representation on the SIP team of students who are Special Education and English Language Learners, of parents, and of district office personnel.
3.
Clearly Defined Roles
Teams operate most efficiently if they tap everyone's talents and all members understand their duties and know who is responsible for what issues and tasks. For school improvement, the school must decide how roles will be assigned (e.g., volunteering, designation by the principal or planning team). Clearly defined roles will facilitate program coordination during implementation.

4.
Clear Communication
Effective problem solving depends upon how well information is shared among team members. Clear communication includes speaking with clarity and directness, being succinct and avoiding long anecdotes and examples, listening actively, exploring rather than debating, not interrupting when others are speaking, and having agreed-upon modes of communication, e.g., e-mail.

5.
Effective Team Meetings
Teams should encourage all members to use the skills and practices that make discussions and meetings more effective. Some of these simple devices include: use agendas, have a facilitator, take minutes, avoid being called out of meetings, use effective discussion skills, draft the next agenda, and bring closure to meetings by using a few minutes to debrief before leaving. Having each team member give a short, uninterrupted description of his/her learning, “ah-has,” or suggestions can be a positive way to evaluate the meeting and to be sure each member is heard.
6.
Well-Defined Decision-Making Procedures
A team's decision-making process is a good indicator about how well the team functions. Ideally, the team should discuss how to make decisions, such as when to take a poll or when to decide by consensus (see Decision-Making). The team should explore important issues by getting input from every member, deciding issues by the agreed upon method, and using data as the basis for decisions. A team's decision‑making procedure is partly determined by the school's governance structure.

7.
Established Ground Rules
Effective teams establish ground rules or norms for what is and is not appropriate (e.g., attendance and promptness at meetings). Ideally, the team should have open discussions about ground rules to decide what behaviors are acceptable and unacceptable. These norms should be openly communicated. 

8.
Attention to Group Process
Ideally, all team members should be aware of the group process—how the team works together. For example, team members should pay attention to the content of the meeting and take responsibility to comment or intervene to correct a group process problem.
