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All change, even the changes we
perceive as positive, can create stress.
As a result, many people naturally resist
change. In our society we applaud those
who make bold, grand changes, taking
on monumental tasks or implementing
ground-breaking, innovative initiatives.
When successful these bold changes are
celebrated, but when they fail the
results are devastating — often forcing
people to step backward and lose faith
in future attempts at change.   

Fortunately, there are other ways to
approach change. In the Japanese
culture there is a concept referred to as
kaizen. Kaizen emphasizes taking small,
doable steps in any change process,
personal or organizational. The well-
known quote from Lao Tzu captures
this philosophy, “A journey of a
thousand miles begins with the first
step.” Kaizen involves asking small
questions, taking small actions, and
solving small problems. Approaching
change from this perspective helps
eliminate the fear and resistance that

can accompany the change process. 
By re-conceptualizing change as a 
series of small incremental steps, real
improvements seem more achievable, yet
the ultimate goal remains great.

Taking small steps toward change is a
sensible way to improve the leadership
and management practices in your early
care and education program. As a
program director you deal with a wide
range of administrative issues. Your role
as both leader and manager is pivotal to
program success; you are the gatekeeper
to quality. Without efficient and effective
systems in place at the organizational
level, quality teaching practices cannot
be sustained at the classroom level. 

As a director you must be able to make
continuous improvements without
alienating staff by asking them to make
drastic changes that seem overwhelming
and unachievable.  Because many staff
feel overworked, overstressed, and
underpaid, any change that upsets the
status quo is apt to be met with
resistance. In order to reduce resistance
and get buy-in, you must demonstrate
that the change is attainable. Taking on
change one step at a time is a way for
you to simplify the goal and
demonstrate success early on in the
change process. The Program Adminis-
tration Scale (PAS) is an assessment tool

designed to help you make change in small
incremental steps.  

The Program Administration
Scale

Designed to complement the environment
rating scales that measure the quality of
learning environments, the PAS measures
the quality of leadership and management
practices of early care and education
programs on a 7-point scale (from 1
meaning inadequate to 7 meaning
excellent) on 79 quality indicator strands.  

These indicator strands comprise 25 items
clustered in 10 subscales: human resources
development, personnel cost and allocation,
center operations, child assessment, fiscal
management, program planning and
evaluation, family partnerships, marketing
and public relations, technology, and staff
qualifications. The 7-point continuum for
each quality indicator strand allows you to
easily see your program’s strengths and
target areas for improvement. As such, the
PAS is a convenient and powerful tool for
you to use in your early childhood program
improvement efforts. 

The program improvement
process 

The program improvement process using
the PAS is straightforward and involves
five steps:

improving leadership and 
management practices
One step at a time
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■■ Rate individual PAS indicators. For
each item in the PAS, begin by rating
the indicator strands, progressing across
each quality rubric from 1 (inadequate)
to 7 (excellent). Depending on whether
or not the indicator is met, you would
note a Y (yes) or an N (no) in the spaces
provided. For example, in the item
Supervision and Performance Appraisal,
one of the indicator strands includes 
the following indicator: “Written
performance appraisal includes goals
and professional development targets
for the next year.” If the performance
appraisal process in your program
includes these components, you would
respond with a Y for this indicator.
Figure 1 (below) provides an example of
a completed PAS item. By simply rating
the indicators, or asking small
questions, you have taken the first step
toward quality improvements. The
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ratings allow you to easily identify
leadership and management practices in
place that support quality programming.  

■■ Generate a score for the PAS items.
Once all of the indicators for an item
have been rated, you can determine the
item score by following the scoring rules
found in the PAS book. An average PAS
item score is generated by totaling all of
the item scores and dividing by the
number of items assessed. This score
gives you an overall picture of the
quality of administrative practices in
your early care and education program. 

■■ Create a PAS profile. Once scoring is
complete for all items, you can plot your
scores on the graph provided in the PAS
book. This profile provides a visual
picture of the areas of strength in your
program and the areas in need of

improvement. Your PAS Profile
provides a snapshot of the current level
of quality from an organizational
perspective. Figure 2 (on opposite page)
provides an example of a completed
PAS Profile.

■■ Target areas for improvement. The
distribution of scores on the PAS Profile
can help you determine where to begin
making improvements in your program.
Look for trends — items in a particular
subscale that are consistently high or
low. Determining which areas to target
for improvement will depend on several
things — your program’s strategic
priorities, the fiscal and human
resources available, and the time
available to devote to the program
improvement process. In some cases
you will want to tackle items that are
easily achievable. In other cases, you
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may decide to tackle items that require a
long-term commitment. In either case,
the kaizen approach will work. Items
that are easily achievable usually
require less significant change on the
part of those involved. These types of
changes also usually build on practices
and policies that already exist. Items
that require a long-term commitment
may seem overwhelming but can be
broken down into achievable steps
using an action plan.  

■■ Develop an action plan. Targeting an
area for improvement will be an idle
exercise in daydreaming unless there is
follow-up with a concrete action plan.
Your action plan should embrace the
concept of kaizen, noting improvements
in small achievable steps, or objectives.
The objectives should include additional

information necessary for their success.
Figure 3 (see page 10) provides a sample
action plan for improving Item 2 on the
PAS.

Supervision and
performance appraisal

This action plan focuses on the second
indicator strand in Item 2 — the criteria
used to measure performance in the
center’s performance appraisal system.
As evident in the example, the objec-
tives are precise statements of what
needs to be done to achieve a positive
rating in this indicator strand. For each
objective, detailed action steps are
described and the individuals
responsible for completing the action
steps are noted along with the resources
and time needed to accomplish each

action step. In addition, the action plan
includes evaluation checkpoints to assess
progress and determine if the objective has
been met.  

Small steps can support
big changes

Using the PAS for self-assessment and
creating an action plan to improve
program quality based on the results may
seem like a daunting task. But following
the kaizen approach and making small
incremental changes can help reduce
feelings of anxiety, encourage creativity,
and increase effectiveness. By choosing
one item on which to work and crafting an
action plan for improving that item’s
score, you will be taking an important step
in creating a norm of continuous improve-



ment in your program and helping to
achieve your goal of program
excellence.

The most efficient and effective route to bold
change is the participation of everyone,
every day in incremental change. 
— Tom Peters
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Do you find this article to be a helpful resource? Visit www.childcareexchange.com or call 
(800) 221-2864 for further information about this article and many other exceptional educator 
and trainer resources.
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