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Getting Started:
Inquiry-based decision making

You picked up the Appointment Book because you have a
problem to solve or a question to answer. The purpose of the
Appointment Book is to guide you through an inquiry-based process
of decision making and to help you maintain the momentum necessary
to address your PQ—priority question. Priority questions are the hot-
button items, front burner issues, or important instructional questions
that confront your school. The resolution of priority questions may occur
quickly, or may take much longer, depending upon the complexity of
the issue.

We recommend that you keep the Appointment Book on your
desk just as you do your calendar or planner. Our experience is that if
you don’t see the prompts you won’t use the tool.

The Appointment Book is based upon two core concepts that
have their roots in the literature of reflective practice and data based
decision making.

Sometimes the real issue is “buried” under others.
Getting down to it takes time.

—Lana Farnsworth, Principal
William Southern Elementary School
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Core Concept 1:
Time is essential

in the process of inquiry

The first core concept of the Appointment Book is that you need
to create the time to reflect upon your PQs in order to understand
them and make reasoned decisions about how to proceed. Educational
research indicates that administrators work more effectively when they
get perspective on the issues confronting them. To do this requires
that we step back, take time to think about what’s going on, and design
a reasoned plan of action. Killion and Todnem (1991) refer to these
perspectives as “reflection in action,” “reflection for action,” and
“reflection on action.” We have used the input of practicing principals
to generate workable strategies for finding and using time to your best
advantage.

Don’t let life discourage you; everyone who got
where he is had to begin where he was.

—Richard L. Evans
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Core Concept 2:
Make informed decisions

The second core concept in the Appointment Book is that all
decisions about priority questions should be informed by the best
available information. In the Appointment Book we share with you a
process for thinking about and making informed decisions. This
process is designed to be used by administrators with little or no time
and with few resources. The educational research literature offers us
the steps and the evidence to suggest that data-informed decisions
are more likely to produce positive results for organizations and
individuals than those made without benefit of measurable information.
In addition, we also know that when data-informed decisions involve
the input and perspective of those who are most affected by the
decisions, the implementation activities tend to be more useful and
the results more durable. The process of inquiry is a cyclical one that
typically incorporates five steps. The figure on the following page
depicts the process of inquiry as used in the Appointment Book.

This process represents an adaptation of work by Calhoun (1994),
Sagor (1992), and others who have written about action research.

Develop the curiosity to experiment . . . to test and
try new ways of living and thinking.

—Anonymous
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Our Approach
Making and keeping appointments

with yourself

Quite simply, we have designed this guide as an Appointment
Book because, in our experience, that is the best metaphor for helping
busy administrators change old habits and adopt inquiry based
decision making as a school improvement strategy. The process,
principles, and forms included in this Appointment Book help structure
both your thinking and your actions. It is our hope that your professional
practice, as well as the students and staff with whom you work, will
benefit from your adoption of this approach.

To begin the process of reflective decision-making we advocate
making an appointment with yourself. Schedule an appointment of
one hour with yourself right now to get clear about what the issue
really is that you want to address. Write the appointment on your
calendar in ink. We recommend ink because you are less likely to
change this appointment if you cannot erase it.
1. Here’s an example of a PQ. We will refer to this question throughout

Analyze and 
Interpret Data

Organize
Information

Determine 
Question

Take Action Collect Data

Steps in the Inquiry Cycle
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the Appointment Book to help illustrate the steps in the inquiry
process.

2. Write down your priority question (PQ) right now. You’ll revisit this
during your first one-hour appointment with yourself so don’t worry
that your PQ isn’t perfect right now . . . just put it down on paper!

Why are parents telling me

that they don’t know what’s

going on at school?

SAMPLE QUESTION:
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Appointment #1:
Determine the question

1. Is it still a priority question? Take a look at the PQ you wrote down.
Is it still a compelling issue or does it need further clarification?
This hour long appointment is the time you will give yourself to
bring clarity to the question you wish to address.

2. Clarify the question. There are several strategies our principal
colleagues have used to clarify their priority questions (PQs):

If someone else picked up your PQ would they be able to
understand what it is you want to change?
Hand it to one of your teachers or to your secretary. Is it clear
to them?
How big a priority is the issue addressed by the PQ and for
whom? Is this only an issue that concerns you, or is it shared
by others in your building?
What is driving this question as a priority? (budget, politics,
consumer pressure, teachers, unions, kids, etc.)

Frequently we have all the answers without asking the questions.

—Debby Fink, Principal
Hartwood Elementary School
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3. Rewrite it as a measurable question. Now that you know what the
issue is, how big a priority it is, and why, you need to write the
question down in a way that is measurable. If you cannot measure
the results of your work on this question, then you will be spinning
your wheels. Time is too scarce for such a luxury.

4. Rewrite your PQ as a measurable question.

wHAT CAN THE SCHOOL DO TO

IMPROVE PARENT-TEACHER

COMMUNICATION?

WE WOULD REWRITE OUR SAMPLE QUESTION AS FOLLOWS:
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5. Find and Create Time. When no time seems like a good time, what’s
the best of the worst?

Find or create time to meet with yourself. Sometimes it is not
entirely obvious where to find the time to step out of the chaos
of your daily work. To be successful, you often need to create
time where none exists.
If your PQ is critical to the success of the school then it deserves
your time. Some strategies that our principal colleagues have
found useful include:

taking the phone off the hook, turning off your beeper, and/
or turning off your cell phone for one hour.
finding an empty room;
sitting in your car;
paying a student to stand guard;
putting a sign on your door that says “Gone thinking”

Create time to make your priority question known. Once you
have written and clarified your PQ, publish it: Put it on a poster,
add it to a weekly staff newsletter, share it with others. It is
important to engender both understanding and support for
the issue. Helping others see how you frame it, how you see it
affecting the building, will be critical to getting to a workable
solution.

6. Schedule another appointment with yourself for next week. The
purpose of this next appointment will be to look at what information
you have and what you will need to gather to address your PQ.

7. Schedule your next appointment now!
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Appointment #2:
What do I know about the issue?

The purpose of this appointment is to gather and organize
information to inform your thinking and decisions. The better your
information, the more likely you are to make defensible decisions.

1. Write down everything you think you know about this issue. Include
observations, ideas, and things you think you know about the
PQ. Remember the sample issue we are using is “parent-teacher
communication.”

One of the hardest things about being a principal is deciding which
decisions are the biggest.

—Alison Boggs
Principal, Adams City Middle School

How many samples of

parent-teacher

communication can you lay

your hands on?

What landmines have you

stepped on in the past 6

months related to this

issue?

FROM OUR SAMPLE:
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2. Write down everything you think you know about your PQ.

Have you encountered one

cranky parent or is the

issue representative of a

larger group?

Has your source of

information been one vocal

teacher or is it a building-

wide issue?

OUR SAMPLE (continued):
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3. Sort fact from fiction. What do you think exists vs. what is actually
occurring?

Label information that is “hard” data
Label information that is your perception or that of others
Rate how believable or trustworthy the information is that you
have at hand

4. Identify missing information. What do you still need to know that
isn’t part of the data you already gathered. List some sources of
information you want/need to explore further.

5. Write down your missing information.

6. Gather needed information on your PQ. If your hour isn’t up yet, go
find that information now. If your hour is up, then schedule your
next appointment with yourself for next week to finish data
gathering.

If you have the resources, you might consider assigning this
information gathering activity to someone else. But, be certain
that they have the information ready for your next appointment.

7. Schedule your next appointment now!
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Appointment #3:
Make sense of the

information you gather

1. Involve others, as needed, in this appointment. Look to teachers
who share an interest/ investment in the issue, partners at a local
university, special project staff, or your support staff to help you
organize and interpret information. As needed, these individuals
can also help you fill in gaps in information and understanding
the issue. Depending upon the issue and the availability of
information, you may find that several shorter appointments will
be easier to schedule than one long session.

2. Review and understand your data. At this point in time you should
have a number of different types data in front of you. You (whether
singular or plural) will now need to work with this data to
understand what it is telling you about the question you have
asked.

It takes a lot more creativity to find out what’s right than what’s wrong.

—Anonymous
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3. Here’s data gathered about our sample PQ.

4. Share findings, plans, and/or thinking with others. From this analysis
of the data identify an area or several related areas which will be
addressed with a specific plan. If you are working on your own, it
is important to share your question, the data and your conclusions
with anyone who might be impacted by your plans.

Some ways that principals have shared information with others
include:

staff or team meetings
newsletters

All grades but third grade

send out a weekly parent

update

Your building newsletter is

getting home to two thirds

of the parents

53% of the parents attend

parent-teacher

conferences

The new voice mail system

appears to make it easier

for parents to communicate

with the school

You’ve just published the

email address for each

staff member

OUR SAMPLE
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emails
local school councils/ SBM teams
administrative councils
PTO/PTA meetings

5. Review and understand your data.

6. Schedule your next appointment with yourself.
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Appointment #4:
Write a plan for action

It is highly likely that you will be involving others at this point, so
scheduling appointments becomes a bit trickier.

1. Get those affected by your decisions involved in the process of
inquiry and plan development. Try meeting for coffee in the morning
or over lunch or using staff meeting time for this activity to help
accommodate the needs and time schedules of a larger group.
Be creative and sensitive to the needs of the group, but don’t let
schedules slow your momentum! If only some of your group can
make an appointment, share the results of that meeting via email
or through written minutes with those who could not attend. Set a
timeframe by which you want feedback. Those who want to
contribute will find the time.

2. Write a plan based on your data and the insights of your partners.
Once everyone is familiar with the PQ and what the data say
about the question, it is time to begin planning how you will
address the issue(s) raised in the PQ. The plan you develop
should be specific, based on the data and designed to address
the initial question. Be careful not to lose your focus or identify
too many areas to address.

Your plan should identify
the time available to address the issue;
the best strategies to use given the time available;

Having the plan for action isn’t the problem . . . the problem comes in
making the action happen the way it was planned.

—Debbie Eklund, Principal
Luff Elementary School
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how to address the issue in the face of the many intervening
events that can get in the way; and
what resources (if any) are needed to implement the plan(s).

3. Returning to our sample, the decision might be to:

4. Set specific dates/times when these plans are to be carried out and
identify the person or persons responsible for doing so. Scheduling
a progress meeting is important. It will keep everyone on target
and give you time to celebrate successes and accomplishments.
This will also help in maintaining the momentum of your work.

share information about

communication tools broadly

with the school faculty

work directly with 3rd grade

on preparing and sending

home a weekly class

update

mail the newsletter rather

than send it home with the

kids

survey parents to find out

why attendance is lower

than anticipated for

conferences and what can

be done to improve that

attendance.

OUR SAMPLE
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5. Maintain momentum by celebrating progress. Our colleagues have
found the following to be simple, but effective, strategies for
celebrating and sustaining the course of change:

Donuts (or food of any kind!); Pre-printed “thank you” notes to
individuals, teams, or entire faculty; Your blessing to leave 20
minutes early one day; A donation from petty cash for a new
book for class/ library.

6. Evaluate your plan. Consider what types of data will help you
determine if you have successfully addressed your PQ.

7. Write a plan.

8. Schedule you next appointment.

Time:

Strategies:

Resources:
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Appointment #5:
How will I know if the

issue is being resolved?

You may be able to find out what you need to know through
existing methods or you may need to create some evaluation process
for your plan. Which ever applies, it is important to set up an
appointment that will help you (and others) evaluate the results of your
plan.

1. Link the evaluation directly to the question. Keep the evaluation
process simple and directed at answering your initial PQ.

If the data tell you that the issues raised in the initial question
are being addressed successfully, then it’s time to look at
sustaining the momentum you have created. This is the time
to set up structures to support and refine ongoing efforts
directed at this question and its related issues.

When good things begin to happen . . .  they quit talking about it in the
parking lot

—Alison Boggs, Principal
Adams City Middle School
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2. Back to our sample, questions you could ask include:

3. Modify structures, supports, actions, and practices based upon your
data. If the data tell you that the issues raised in the initial PQ are
not being addressed successfully then it is time to look at the
reasons and revise your initial plan accordingly. You may need
to alter the configuration of resources, the deployment of
personnel, the knowledge base of teachers, or your own decisions
or administrative practices to make a positive difference. This is
an important step in the process because it institutionalizes the
changes you sought to make.

Is 3rd grade now sending

home a weekly update?

Has this helped improve

communication with parents?

In making random phone

calls to homes, is it clear

that more parents are

getting and reading the

school newsletter now that

it is mailed?

How are we going to

restructure conferences

so more parents will

attend?

OUR SAMPLE
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4. Using our sample.

Perhaps 3rd grade began

sending those weekly

updates but after a few

weeks has stopped or been

sporadic in sending them

home.

OUR SAMPLE

5. Link the evaluation directly to the question.

6. Good enough? Move on. Have you successfully addressed you
initial PQ? If so, you can now move on to address the next PQ.
Don’t forget to monitor progress of your initial PQ. Set a date one
month from now, and four months from now, to revisit your initial
PQ.

7. Make another appointment. There are actually two more
appointments you need to make!!
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Appointments #6 and #7:
Celebrate

Set up one or two 30-minute appointments—one with anyone
who helped in this process and one for yourself.

Appointment #6:
Schedule one appointment to celebrate the success of all those

involved in this process. The celebration need not be elaborate, but
some recognition of the time, effort, and interest of others is needed.
You are more likely to sustain their investment in resolving building-
wide issues when your collaborators feel valued and a part of the
process—from start to finish.

Appointment #7:
Schedule the other appointment to congratulate and reward

yourself on completing an important school improvement project. Take
a few minutes to reflect on the process, your role in it, and how you will
use it to address the next PQ in your school.

Eating chocolate won’t solve your problems,
but it doesn’t hurt anything either!

—Anonymous
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7 Steps in Inquiry-Based Decision Making
Write down your priority question (PQ).

Rewrite your PQ as a measurable question.

Write down everything you think you know about your PQ.

Write down your missing information.

Review and understand your data.

Write a plan (time, strategies, and resources).

Link the evaluation directly to the question.
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