MolLy LINDA POOLE

Environmental Scanning Is Vital
to Strategic Planning

Educators can use environmental scanning techniques
to anticipate social, economic, political, and technological
changes that will affect our schools.

egardless of which model of
Rstra:cgjc planning a school sys-

tem follows, the planners will
find that the process calls for external
scanning: gathering information about
the social, economic, political, and
technological environment in which
the school system operates. These out-
side forces affect the system and must
be considered throughout the plan-
ning process.

A few years ago, given the task of
gathering external information for the
planning committees of a large Mary-
land school district, I went to the
literature for guidance. There I discov-
ered very linle material on environ-
mental scanning for public schools.
Eventually my interest led me to ex-
tensive reviews of the literature on
scanning in business, government,
nonprofit organizations, higher educa-
tion, and private schools.

Later, as part of my doctoral re-
search, I developed a list of suggested
data for school districts to include in
their scans.' While completing my dis-
seration, [ helped a smaller Maryland
school district in its initial scanning,
participated in workshops on strategic
planning, made presentations at re-
search conferences, and discussed ex-
ternal scanning with many educators
and planners in other fields.

Environmental
scanning is wider in
scope than
traditional data
collection because it
is based on the
assumption that

major impacts on the
school system may
come from
unsuspected sources.

Educators frequently raise two
questions about environmental scan-
ning: (1) How does environmental
scanning differ from what we are do-
ing now? and (2) How can a school
system develop or expand environ-
mental scanning without large expen-
ditures of time, money, and person-
nel? Both are impornant questions that
should be answered early in the stra-
tegic planning efforts of any school
district.

Basic Characteristics of
Scanning

Most school districts are already doing
some external scanning. They routinely
collect demographic information, espe-
cially for facilities planning Many

schools also compile and publish pro-
files describing the socioeconomic con-
ditions in the community. These activi-
ties provide necessary information, but
they are only part of what is meant by
environmental scanning.

Environmemtal  scanning  differs
from more lr‘fidilinnal data gathering
in four ways. First, it is more con-
cerned with anticipating the future
than with describing the present. Typ-
ically, districts use enrollment projec-
tions to anticipate demands on system
facilities; but strategic planning re-
quires that we expand such forecast-
ing into as many areas as possible. For
example, we can use the information
gathered through environmental scan-
ning to try to predict future demands
for special education, trends in paren-
tal involvement, or community pres-
sures for curriculum changes

Second, environmental scanning is
wider in scope than traditional data
collection because it is based on the
assumption that major impacts on the
school system may come from unsus-
pected sources. To move from tradi-
tional data collection to environmental
scanning, we must expand our search
to social, economic, political, and tech-
nological indicators not previously
considered. The intent is not to amass
statistics but o watch for signals of
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The State of the Children
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and social and

changes which may present opportu-
nities or pose threats for our schools

Third, environmental scanning fo-
cuses on the interaction of events and
trends. As data are collected, we need
1o consider how trends in one area
may affect trends in another Scanners
keep one point uppermost in their
minds: the importance of one event or
trend may be magnified or neurtralized
by other simultancous events. For ex-
ample, one of the most important is-
sues in any school district is federal,
state, and local financial allocations for
cducation. In order 1w predict and
influence future budgets, we can learn
o anticipate competition for public
funds. Signals across the nation sug-
gest that we can expect increasing
demands for public health care funds
and for services for senior citizens.
Locally, therefore, we should monitor
indicators of these trends, such as the
rate of increase in health care costs,
the number of public assistance recip-
ients, and the percentage of senior
citizens in the population.

Finally, environmental scanning is
an integral part of the planning pro-
cess. It is not a once-a-year report
Information on external events and
trends is collected continuously and
considered at each step in planning.

Resources for Expanding
Scanning

Once educational planners recognize
that scanning requires gathering infor-
mation from broader sources and do-
ing this continuously, they face the
problem of implementing such a proc-

ess. One solution is to establish a
formal scanning procedure either as a
responsibility of a director for strate-
gic planning or through 2 separate
office or designated committee. Some
school districts have chosen this route,
but it is not necessarily the best one
for every district.

Fortunately, school districts can ex-
pand their recognition of external
issues informally—without the funds,
personnel, and resources required
for formalized scanning. Superinten-
dents. planning  directors, supervi-
sors, and principals can encourage
each person involved in planning to
become more aware of the influence
of the external environment. After all,
strategic planning is first and fore-
most a way of thinking, and environ-
mental scanning is the habit of con-
tinuously asking, How might this
event affect our school system now or
in the future? What can or should we
be doing about it?

As everyone becomes more aware
of external issues, the district can
make greater and more regular use of
the resulting insights. During each
planning session, administrators can
set aside a specific time for partici-
pants to share findings from their in-
formal scanning, explore relevant ex-
ternal events and issues, evaluate the
possible short- and long-term impacts
of these events on the plans being
developed, and consider ways the
school system might capitalize on op-
portunities or prepare for threats. Dis-
cussion of social, economic, political,
and technological changes is just as

important in curriculum planning ses-
sions as in management, facilities, and
fiscal planning Such discussions can
also be included in the agendas of
other meetings of supervisors, pringi-
pals, teachers, and community groups.

In addition to resources within the
school system, there are many easily
accessible outside sources of informa-
tion. Local politicians and business
leaders, for example, are highly sensi-
tive to environmental changes and are
usually willing to speak at meetings.
Corporations can sometimes provide
environmental data collected through
their corporate strategic planning of-
fices or through market analysis. Real-
tors, real estate appraisers, financial
institutions, and major charitable orga-
nizations are other potential resources
for statistics on the community. Local
and state planning commissions, zon-
ing offices, health depanmments, eco-
nomic development services, and
tourism depanments regularly assem-
ble data and make projections. In
many instances these public offices are
not only willing but required by law 10
provide data to school districts. The
local chamber of commerce may be
able to suggest further resources.

It is not necessary for each school
district to establish elaborate formal
scanning. However, the leaders of
any school district attempting strate-
gic planning must recognize the need
to examine a broad range of external
issues. By encouraging those in-
volved in the planning process to
become aware of the external envi-
ronment, local educators can make
consideration of these issues an inte-
gral part of their continuous planning
process.[]

"The title of the dissertation was "Rec-
ommended Data for the First Step in Ex-
ternal Environmental Scanning for Public
School Systems.”
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