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  PREFACE/INTRO/CHAPTER ONE 
 
Discussion/Reading Question(s) 

 Discuss general thoughts, questions, and reflections. 

 As a group, answer the following guiding questions: 
o In your own words, how would you define improvement science? 
o What is the problem that improvement science aims to solve? 
o Chapter one discusses the importance of making work problem-specific and user-

centered. Can you think of an example from your work that meets these criteria? Can 
you think of an example that doesn’t? 

o Generally speaking, what are the benefits of making work problem-specific and user-
centered? What benefits might it bring to your work? 

 

CHAPTER TWO – FOCUS ON VARIATION IN PERFORMANCE 

 
Discussion/Reading Question(s) 

 Define the following terms in your own words and identify the ways in which this work already 
exists within the NYCDOE. 

o High-leverage processes [pg. 47] 
o Standard work processes [pg. 47] 
o Positive deviant [pg. 55] 

 In what ways does your work look for variation and identify positive deviants?  
o Are there any kinds of variation that would benefit from more focus? 
o Can you think about an example of something you have learned from a positive deviant? 

 What is Central’s role in supporting schools to identify high-leverage processes, develop 
standard work processes, and become positive deviants within the education system? 

o What are the roles of Borough Field Support Centers and individual schools in doing the 
same? 

 How can we develop standard work processes within Central to create high-quality results?  
o What is your team’s role in creating those processes? 

 
Activity 

 Spend three minutes writing the recipe for the best grilled cheese sandwich you can think of. 

 Share your recipes and using all the variation and commonalities in the recipes make a list of:  
o Standard work processes 
o High-leverage processes 
o Positive deviants 

 Share one take-away lesson about what this variation has taught you about the making of grilled 
cheese sandwiches, and discuss parallels in your work. 

 

CHAPTER THREE – SEE THE SYSTEM THAT PRODUCES THE CURRENT OUTCOMES 
 
Discussion/Reading Question(s) 

 Consider the use of the term system. How does a systemic view of a problem differ from a view 
of a problem focused on individuals or schools? 
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 How do the authors use the term processes, and why do they focus on them? 
o Can you think of an example of how this focus on systems and processes can help 

describe a challenge or success from your work? 

 Consider the fishbone diagramming process for exploring problems and their root causes (p. 68-
69).  How could you envision using this as a tool for your own work on our team?   

 What is Causal Systems Analysis? How does the driver diagram process relate to it (p. 73-79)?   
o How do you think the driver diagram is (or could be with adjustments) a useful tool at 

the Central, school, and classroom level?   
o What examples come to mind when you think about applying Causal Systems Analysis? 

 
Activity 

 Fill out a fishbone diagram for an issue you would like to explore.  

 Choose one cause within the fishbone that could be made into a fishbone diagram of its own, 
and spend 3 minutes completing a new fishbone. Decide which of the two would be more useful 
for a practical improvement effort.  

o Think about what advice you would give to another team doing their first fishbone. 
Discuss how you would instruct them about the appropriate size of the problem at the 
head of the fishbone. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR – WE CANNOT IMPROVE AT SCALE WHAT WE CANNOT MEASURE 

 
Discussion/Reading Question(s) 

 What is measurement for improvement and how does it differ from measurement for 
accountability and measurement for research? 

 When does Central measure for accountability? For research? For improvement? How do we 
make these decisions?  

 Considering the different characteristics of these measures (page 102), how do you ensure 
you’re measuring the right things in order to solve the problem that needs to be addressed? 

 How might the Framework for Great Schools be used to encourage schools to measure for 
improvement? 

 

Activity 

 Brainstorm all the measures and data that you use on a regular basis in your work. Are there any 
important processes and/or assumptions that go unmeasured?  

o If so, think about how might you go about measuring them, and come up with a list of 
potential measures. If possible, try to create measures for research, improvement and 
accountability. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE – USE DISCIPLINED INQUIRY TO DRIVE IMPROVEMENT 

 
Discussion/Reading Question(s) 

 The authors argue that starting with small, rapid tests of change is superior to a large-scale 
change. Why do they think so? Do you agree with them? Why or why not? 
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 The authors describe “testing along multiple ramps” (pages 130-131) as a strategy for using 
small iterative improvement to address larger aims. How might this look in your work? How 
would you divide the work? 

 Moving towards scale is described as requiring both testing under multiple conditions and 
developing infrastructure to spread the learning across schools. Do both of these exist in your 
work? 

o Do you test your work in multiple contexts? Why do you think it important to do so? 
o What conditions would be necessary for scaling of changes in your work? In what ways 

does your work already create those, and in what ways does it not?  

 How can you imagine the tools discussed in this chapter being useful to your work? 
 
Activity 

 Using a real example of a change idea from your work, define all of the structures and supports 
that would be necessary to take it from “starting small” to scaling up. 

 
 

CHAPTER SIX – ACCELERATE LEARNING THROUGH NETWORKED COMMUNITIES  

 
Discussion/Reading Question(s) 

 The authors talk about Level-A, Level-B and Level-C learning. How do these currently exist in 

schools? How do they currently exist in your work? 

 On page 144, they list the four essential elements of a Networked Improvement Community. 

Which of these do you already do well? Which of these elements do you think is the most 

difficult to apply to your work at Central? What could be done to apply that element? 

 Pages 157-159 describe the many roles of a network hub in supporting NICs. Which of these 

capacities is already well developed around your work. Which of these would be more 

challenging? 

 
Activity 

 Your group has been tasked with creating a Networked Improvement Community to deal with a 
challenge faced by Central. Working as a group, do the following: 

o Decide on a problem to tackle and create an aim statement. 
o Define any common language and definitions that you think will be needed. 

 Now that the work of your NIC has been defined, you have been asked to design a Network Hub 
to support your network. Working together: 

o Think about which aspects of the work your network has the capacity to do on its own. 
o Decide what supports it will need and where they will come from. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN – LIVING IMPROVEMENT  
 
Discussion/Reading Question(s) 

 Bryk discusses three areas where network initiation teams are likely to struggle (Starting Well, 
Starting Smaller, Learning Fast, Aiming for Quality at Scale, and Failures) 
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o Why does Bryk refer to failures as a “treasure”?  What are the benefits of this mind-set, 
specifically as it relates to school system change?  Challenges? (pgs. 178-179) 

o The book mentions Martin Luther King Jr.’s famed phrase: “The fierce urgency of now” 
to discuss why education players have attempted numerous times to implement large, 
sweeping, systems-wide changes.  Given this, what problems may key stakeholders have 
with implementing the improvement principles? 

 What is the difference between practice-based evidence and evidence-based practice?  How do 
these concepts build upon each other?  Think of an example of each. (pgs. 181-183) 

 Bryk calls for a “fusion of diverse sources of expertise” when embarking on improvement 
science.  What opportunities does the NYCDOE provide for key stakeholders (academic, 
practical, technical) to come together to work on systems-wide improvement? How could 
Central do more to encourage this collaboration? (pg. 183) 

 Bryk details changes that major actors will have to undergo in order for the education sector to 
truly embrace quality improvement principles. What tools/avenues does the NYCDOE have to 
implement some of these changes? (pgs. 189-192) 

 
 


