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The Delphi Technique is a fore 
casting tool with proven bene 
fits for long-range educational 

planning. Designed as a consensus- 
building model, it can be adapted for 
use in short-term decision making 
and conflict resolution.

In the Paramus, New Jersey, Pub 
lic Schools, major curriculum devel 
opment and revision is done primarily 
by committees established by a 
broad-based Curriculum Council. In 
the total approval process, the Ad 
ministrative Council, which includes 
all principals, has the right to review 
proposals approved by the Curricu 
lum Council before they are recom 
mended to the Board of Education. 
The Administrative Council, how 
ever, has rarely rejected any proposal 
approved by the Curriculum Council. 

Recently, a committee was estab 
lished by the Curriculum Council to 
review the existing program for gifted 
and talented students. The commit 
tee, composed of classroom teachers, 
enrichment teachers, specialists, par 
ents, and students, sought formal rep 
resentation from the principals, but 
none was able to serve. When the 
committee later presented its report 
to the principals, several key differ 
ences of opinion emerged. The con 
flict was unexpected since earlier dis 
cussions between the two groups had 
disclosed no major disagreements.

At this point, joint meetings held 
to resolve the differences only served 
to heighten and polarize them. Fin 
ally, both groups agreed to delegate 
to me the task of resolving their 
problem without any further joint 
meetings. As Curriculum Coordina 
tor, having a "foot in both camps," I 
was the logical mediator. Given the 
need to reach consensus without 
common meetings, I felt a variation 
on the Delphi Technique would be 
the best tool for resolving the conflict.

The Modified Delphi Process
The standard Delphi process uses a 
series of statements of possible future 
developments. For each development, 
every respondent is to check the col 
umn designating the time interval 
when it is likely to occur, along with
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Figure 1: "Modified Delphi Technique: Enrichment — Phase 1"
1. For each statement below check the column which most reflects your position: 

A — Agree with
B — Not certain, but willing to try for a year and evaluate 
C— Disagree with

2. For each column where you check C, indicate in the space below the statement 
how you would like it amended (Others may also comment, if desired).

ABC
Where there is strong agreement among classroom teacher, 
enrichment teacher, and principal that a student meets all 
criteria in referral (page E-6 of report), the student shall be 
selected without additional testing.
Any student for whom the "pull-out" gifted program still 
appears to be inadequate to meet his/her needs may be 
referred to the Child Study Team for consideration for pos 
sible development of an Individual Educational Plan.
In grades 6 and 7 only a core program will be provided, with 
grade 8 students only involved in "Olympics of the Mind" and 
advanced algebra. Extension of a full core program for grade 
8 will be reconsidered at a later time.

Figure 2: "Modified Delphi Technique: Enrichment — Phase 2"
Read the statements with the suggested change. Your original choice is circled. 
Check the column which reflects your position on the statement a s amended:

A — Agree with
B — Not certain, but willing to try for a year and evaluate
C — Disagree with

ABC
Where there is strong agreement among classroom teacher, 
enrichment teacher, and principal that a student meets all 
criteria in referral (page E-6 of report), the student shall be 
selected without additional testing. 
(Change: Include also the selection criteria, page E-7 of report, 
to assure use of at least one standard objective element.)
Any student for whom the "pull-out" gifted program still 
appears to be inadequate to meet his/her needs may be 
referred to the Child Study Team for consideration for pos 
sible development of an Individualized Educational Plan. 
(Change: Add an intermediate step involving Subject Area 
Consultants; make enrichment teacher CST member in cases 
involved.)
in grades 6 and 7 only a core program will be provided, with 
grade 8 students only involved in "Olympics of the Mind" and 
advanced algebra. Extension of a full core program for grade 
8 will be reconsidered at a later time. 
(Change: Provide scheduled classroom cycle as in grades 2-5; 
reconsider for grade 8 as soon as no additional staffing 
involved.)
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choices from columns indicating de 
sirability and potential impact of the 
development. When responses are 
gathered, the same statements are 
again sent to respondents, this time 
indicating the time span preferred by 
most of the respondents in the first 
round. The second round asks that a 
time span again be checked, but it 
also requires each respondent to give 
a reason if his or her choice differs 
from the preferred choice from round 
one. A third round follows a similar 
procedure and brings the task to 
completion.

I made two major modifications in 
the process. The statements, rather

than representing possible future de 
velopments, were policy statements 
representing key issues between the 
two groups in the gifted and talented 
program proposals. The complete 
chart contained 20 such statements. 
The column choices were more lim 
ited in an attempt to identify clearly 
the degree of polarization. Those not 
agreeing were asked to specify in this 
first phase the change they would ac 
cept. Figure 1 shows an excerpt of 
three statements from the actual 
Phase I (first round) chart used.

Phase 2 of the process involved 
several revisions to the original chart. 
Each column showed the number
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who had selected that choice; each 
individual's initial choice was circled 
as a reminder of his or her original 
decision. In the statements portion, 
suggested changes were added to the 
originals. In this phase, the respond 
ents were to check their preference 
again, whether the same or different, 
and indicate whether or not they 
would accept the modification state 
ments. Figure 2 shows these modifi 
cations as they were made for the 
same three statements.

A tally of results after Phase 2 
showed clear consensus (that is, not 
more than one person still choosing 
"C") for 18 of the 20 statements; two 
respondents still disagreed about the 
two remaining statements. When 
these results were shared, an informal 
Phase 3 authorization was given to 
endorse these final statements and 
recommend them to the superintend 
ent as amendments to the original re 
port. Subsequently, the Board of 
Education approved the report and 
the new plan was put into effect.

Advantages
This modification has the same major 
advantages as the basic Delphi. Ano 
nymity makes it unlikely that con 
sensus will be forced since no re 
spondent knows how others, particu 
larly those of ascribed authority, have 
voted. Each individual must make 
choices on all issues, in contrast to 
group meetings at which many people 
prefer not to express their ideas, 
which can result in an inaccurate 
tacit assumption of agreement with 
the positions expressed by more vocal 
members. I believe it improves upon 
the basic process by requiring that 
those who disagree offer specific 
amendments. Use of tallies by col 
umn, rather than simply indicating 
which column represents the group 
choice, gives a more accurate picture 
to each respondent of the general 
group reaction. Finally, the inclusion 
of the "B" choice affords a middle 
ground for compromise and gives a 
clearer picture of the degree of 
strength of support for the position. 
In the first instance, many who could 
not enthusiastically support the state 
ment proved willing to let it be tried 
and evaluated. Many statements re 
ceived almost unanimous endorse 
ment (all or almost all "A" re 
sponses), while others were more 
muted (several "B" responses com 
bined with the strong agreements).

Not a Panacea
In the situation I have described, the 
modified Delphi Technique was a 
highly useful and successful ap 
proach. Without it, basic disagree 
ments could not have been resolved 
except by fiat from the superintend 
ent, which neither he nor any of the 
people involved would have wanted. 

However, I don't want to be mis 
leading by suggesting that this ap 
proach is a simple panacea for all 
situations involving decision making 
or conflict resolution. A great deal of 
preliminary data-gathering is needed 
to get some assessment of potential 
areas of compromise. Informal meet 
ings with key people from both 
groups and a variety of initial posi 
tions must be synthesized into the

initial statements. Statements must be 
written quite carefully to minimize 
the possibility that different interpre 
tations of their meaning may occur, 
possibly resulting in "false" agree 
ment. (In the actual process, several 
people added comments of clarifica 
tion to my original statements, show 
ing that I hadn't worded them as 
clearly as I thought.) Finally, the 
person who is serving as the "media 
tor" in this process must be perceived 
by all parties as being fair and neu 
tral on the issues if the group is to 
have confidence in the results. De 
spite these potential problem areas, 
I believe the modified Delphi Tech 
nique has promise for use in similar 
situations for both decision making 
and conflict resolution.  

What is Delphi?
The Delphi technique was an 

invention of the 1960s, worked 
out by some Rand Corporation 
people dissatisfied with the way 
committees laid plans for the fu 
ture. The method has a simple, 
almost silly sound. Instead of 
having meetings, questionnaires 
are circulated to the members of 
a group, and each person writes 
his answers out and sends them 
back in silence. Then the answers 
are circulated to all members and 
they are asked to reconsider and 
fill out the questionnaires again, 
after paying attention to the other 
views. And so forth. Three cycles 
are usually enough. By that time 
as much of a consensus has been 
reached as can be reached, and 
the final answers are said to be 
substantially more reliable, and 
often more interesting, than first 
time around. In some versions, 
new questions can be introduced 
by the participants at the same 
time that they are providing 
answers.

It is almost humiliating to be 
told that Delphi works, sometimes 
wonderfully well. One's first re 
action is resentment at still an 
other example of social manipula 
tion, social-science trickery, be 
havior control.

Reprinted with permission from 
Lewis Thomas, The Medusa and 
The Snail (New York: Bantam 
Books, 1980). Copyright 1979 by 
Lewis Thomas.

But, then, confronted by the 
considerable evidence that the 
technique really does work   at 
least for future-forecasting in in 
dustry and government   one is 
bound to look for the possibly 
good things about it.

Maybe, after all, this is a way 
of preserving the individual and all 
his selfness, and at the same time 
linking minds together so that a 
group can do collective figuring. 
The best of both worlds, in short.

What Delphi is, is a really quiet, 
thoughtful conversation, in which 
everyone gets a chance to listen. 
The background noise of small 
talk, and the recurrent sonic 
booms of vanity, are eliminated 
at the outset, and there is time to 
think. There are no voices, and 
therefore no rising voices. It is, 
when you look at it this way, a 
great discovery. Before Delphi, 
real listening in a committee meet 
ing has always been a near im 
possibility. Each member's func 
tion was to talk, and while other 
people were talking the individual 
member was busy figuring out 
what he ought to say next in order 
to shore up his own original posi 
tion. Debating is what committees 
really do, not thinking. Take away 
the need for winning points, lead 
ing the discussion, protecting one's 
face, gaining applause, shouting 
down opposition, scaring oppon 
ents, all that kind of noisy activity, 
and a group of bright people can 
get down to quiet thought. It is a 
nice idea, and I'm glad it works.  
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