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Pitfalls and Strategies
The following pitfalls have been gathered from programs over the years.

Context: Parameters & Overall Focus
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	Clarity about what is feasible, timeline, expectations, and boundaries will establish guidelines for the process. 
	· The scope is too ambitious or unrealistic
· Or…it’s too weak—it has no possibility of actually leading to meaningful change
· The scope is not specific, clear, or transparent to all
· It does not consider other perspectives or priorities
	· Pay attention to the organization culture and context. 
· Identify where buy-in and different perspectives are valuable.
· Consider the timing and plan so it doesn’t conflict with major potential barriers like refunding cycles.
· Don’t decide to tackle something that won’t or can’t be supported at the organizational level.





People: Assembling a Planning Team
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	Clarity about the process and structure will ensure that you get the right people on your team and transparency will help them to stay.
	· Lack of interest to volunteer or serve on the team if it doesn’t have decision-making authority.
· Process isn’t authentic (looks like it’s inclusive but actually is not)
	· Be honest about the roles and responsibilities. Don’t expect more than what’s reasonable for people to devote to this process.
· Make participation voluntary. Don’t force people to be part of a process they don’t support.
· Look for ways to pay people for their time or at least provide a stipend for their participation. Get creative about recognizing people for their time if you can’t pay them.

	An effective planning process benefits from multiple perspectives from people who are committed and engaged. They need and deserve to understand their role, responsibilities, and commitment.
	· Deciding who can (availability) and should (expertise) be part of the team.
· Politics about who “must” be part of the team, even if they don’t necessarily have time or beneficial expertise.
· Logistics: Good people are always busy. When, where, and how to coordinate meetings can be challenging.
· Need to build community and trust
	· Ensure that decisions are made based on the expertise and availability of people according to the specific scope and goals of the process.
· Make participation voluntary: no “arm twisting”
· Create a doodle poll to capture common possible meeting times
· Be up-front about the need for a group orientation.

	A smooth planning process begins by making sure that everyone is on the same page and fully understands the scope, their role, and the process.
	· Logistics
· Lack of time, interest
· Lack of resources
	· Intentionally plan to incorporate activities that build community and trust among members.
· Provide written materials that clearly outline and explain the scope, roles, and responsibilities of members on the team.
· Look for local staff who can support the process.



People: Including Diverse Perspectives
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	A clear and intentional plan for communicating with stakeholders outside of the planning team promotes transparency and allows for more engagement.
	· Students or stakeholders tune out because they don’t have context or because they’re receiving too much information.
· Community input is weak.
· or, there is more feedback than the core committee can address.
	· Create a plan that considers frequency, content, and depth of communications to those outside of the core committee.
· Create feedback checkpoints: where do you need feedback, and how will you gather it? Be very clear on what you are asking for. 

	Having a clear plan for including students (in particular) in the planning process ensures student input and promotes student leadership. 
	· Students are too busy or too occupied with other things to be involved.
· Students don’t feel prepared or empowered to contribute in meaningful ways. 
· Other planning team members have fears about students’ ability to contribute in meaningful ways. 
· Students are included, but their opinions are secondary to the “experts.” 
	· Consider a variety of ways that students can contribute to planning: surveys, focus groups, and informal (but intentional) conversations all count!
· Clearly identify and communicate the value that students have to contribute to the planning process. 
· Connect student feedback to program changes and point out the ways that your program is strengthened by their input.
· Clearly define roles and responsibilities. Provide adequate training, and be sure to follow up with students about their experiences on the planning team.
· Consider protocols and discussion frames that ensure that everyone has the same information and is starting from the same place. 




Gathering Data
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	An effective planning process should be based on what we “know” (because it’s based on evidence), not on what we “suspect” (because we’ve made assumptions).
	· Lack of awareness of where to find relevant and valid data.
· Lack of staff who are comfortable and have time to explore, compile, and analyze data.
	· Brainstorm what types of data are available.
· Assign someone who can do this work. Who can serve this role on your team?
· Be sure to draw from multiple sources and use both quantitative and qualitative data.
· Consider the planning team’s data literacy and whether you need to build specific skills or shared understandings before or through the planning process.



[image: ]
Continuous Improvement Planning Toolkit - Pitfalls & Strategies p. 1	
SABES Program Support PD Team | Winter 2025
image1.png
MA Public Adult Education
Professional Development System

S A B E S A PUBLIC ADULT EDUCATION OF MA PROGRAM

Developed by the SABES Program Support PD Team, a project of
World Education




