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Not ‘just’ another
committee, these teams
tackle issues with the
clock ticking

any school districts rely on com-

mittees o examine problems and

identify solutions, bur this

approach has pitfalls: Commirtee
work can drag on endlessly, and even
when a commirree finishes its task, irs
recommendations can end up on a shelf
pathering dust.

Yer that's not a concern in Fulton
County, Ga., where school officials think
they have found a better tool for such
wotk. It's called a cross-functional action
team.

Although not a new concepr—nor, for
that matter, all thar different from a rradi-
fional committee—these teams are prov-
ing highly successful for the 88,000-stu-
dent school system, says Superintendent
Cindy Loe. One reason is that teams only
have a 90-day window to complete their
work and make their recommendartions,

lssues do not go unresolved because
school officials debate them endlessly.

“When people get together to deal
with complex problems, the tendency is
to say, ‘well, this part of the problem is
really big, so we recommend a task force
be appointed to look at it,™ Loe says.
“Well, my experience is that it never hap-
pens. | say just go ahead and make your
best recommendations. Look at what best
practice is.”

Recommendarions are expected even
if a truly cost-effective—or immediarely
feasible—solution will prove hard to
achieve. “Ar least,” Loe says, "everyone is
aware of the answer."

-"\I.Ii'll.'ll']‘lt.'.]' TeAs0n ihﬂ'ﬁlﬂ' [eams are suc-
cessful is that their charge 15 1o examine
issues from every uug]u—-—hun{c the term
“cross-funcrional.” Every angle of a prob-
lem is examined, informarion is gathered
across departments, and team members
are pulled from every level of the district.

Thart was the approach used when offi-
cials looked into complaints that some
children didn't have rextbooks when the
school vear began, The assembled team

Cross-functional action teams hel

included a school
board member, cen-
tral office administra-
tor, principal, teacher,
and the manager of
the rexrbock ware-
house.

“These cross-func-
tional teams allow
school systems to ‘drill
down' to the actual
data and combine
the data and the peo-
ple who are involved
with rhe issue,” says
Dana McGraw, the
district’s executive director of continuous
improvement, who pr-.wiu.lu*- SUPpPOTT for
the various teams.

Chaired by a senior administrator from
the superintendent’s cabinet, cach team is
expected to offer three or four major rec-
ommendations for resolving—or at least
improving—a problem.

The limit on recommendations is key,
Low adds. "When you put out too many
recommendations, nothing gets done.
The fewer the recommendations, the
more meanineful they are.”

On the issue of textbook ordering, for
example, the cross-functional team mer at
fiest every other week to frame the issues
and ro plan the nvestgation. That
timetable switched o weekly meetings as
it collected and analyzed data and debac-
ed solutions.

One recommendation of the weam was
that the school board approve rexthooks
weeks earlier then in the past, so that the
purchasing deparmment could give the
textbook publisher more time to deliver.
As the board's previous hesitation
stemmed trom uncertainties over future
state funding, the team recommended
using a local sales tax as a more reliable
funding source for textbooks.

Another recommendation dealr with
the warchouse’s use of temp workers,
Moran says. A closer look ar expenses
revealed that, for the dme and money
spent on hiring and rraining temps, it was
more cost-effective to hire a full-time
employee who “knows the job and will be
there all the time.”

To ensure such recommendations lead
to action—and not fall by the wayside—

p Fulton County

Members ol a cross-functional action team in Fulton County discuss the
issues they've been tasked to solve, These teams are a great example of
how proper govemance and decision-making policies can suppor improve-
ments in school opemations—and, ultimately, in student achievement,

each ream is assigned a focused mission
where a quick resolution is desired, Loe
says. Then it's up to her to take those
solutions to the school board, pur aside
the resources o see the work Lil- M, Jlﬁd
follow up on implementanon.

“It's very important thar those recom-
mendations don't sic on a shelf,” she says,
“As .-aura:nulu:‘u.|l.'1u. [ teel a real responsi-
hility to move forward wath those recom-
mendadions. If they're going ro siton a
shelf, there's no need w do the work.”

Sinee using this model, the district has
examined the accuracy of its grading sys-
tem, issues surrounding open-entollment
policies, the feasibility of more online
courses, and improvements in the dis-
trict’s insurance coverage, McGraw says,

One secret to success is keeping teams
small—no more than 10 members, she
savs. [t's also important to give teams 3
very specific task. The team looking at
the grading system, for example, “wanted
to make sure that As earmed on one side
of the county was the same as one on the
other side.” And, if a student was earning
an A in class, bur failing stare assess-
ments, “whar did that say about our grad-
ing system!”

Any school leader thar wants to exper-
iment with this committee model should
appoint “go-getters” to lead those first
teams, Loe advises

“You want well-organized people who
are going to make sure thart the rules
thar vou set up are followed to a't"," she
says, "All the other teams are going to
use that as a model for their work, so
you want the first one or two reams to be
really grear”
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