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Chapter 3: The Vertical Axis: Examining the Level of Function and 
Intention within the School 
 
This chapter explores the vertical axis of the school paradigm matrix that we will use to build the 
overall school improvement roadmap. This axis represents the level of intentionality and 
function at a school. Here we begin the process of exploring how to promote movement up the 
axis by promoting such qualities as vision, alignment and shared values. In this chapter we will 
explore the implications of this axis for growth by way of the fundamental notions of intention, 
function, as well as the particularly useful concept of “levels of perception.” This vertical axis is 
depicted in the center column of the school paradigm matrix in Figure 3.1. 

 
Figure 3.1 Vertical Axis Highlighted on the School Effectiveness Matrix 
1-Paradigm School 

• Vision-Driven 
Facilitative Leadership 

• Student-Centered 
Classrooms 

• Community Climate 
 

 

2-Paradigm School 

• Efficiency-Driven Top-
Down Leadership 

• Teacher-Centered 
Classrooms 

• Institutional Climate  
 

 
Empowerment Connection 
Trust 
 

 
Control Comparison Fear 

 
3-Paradigm School 

• Enabling Passive 
Leadership 

• Unstructured learning 

• Insecure Climate 

 
4-Paradigm School 

• Dominating and Self-
serving Leadership 

• Lecture and Test Teaching 

• Domesticating Climate 

 
What is Intention, and Why is Growth so Dependent on it? 
Intention is essentially having a picture of where we want to go and an awareness of what is 
good for us (individually and collectively), and then using that picture to guide our choices. We 
can call it a vision or a purpose or goals. But if we want to improve our school and move up the 
pathway, we will need a vision to pull us upward. Our capacity to grow and succeed will related 
to the degree to which our vision is a) well-defined, b) aligned and shared among faculty and 
staff and c) reflects high quality R’s/references and X’s/practices. 
 
Why is a School More or Less Functional? 
A school could be considered more or less function to the extent that things at the school work 
in an ordered fashion and the results are desirable and reflect quality (See Figure 3.1). In other 
words, things are working to get us where we want to go. But, we have to be careful when we 
conceive what we mean by “what works.” In a technical sense, everything works. Every action/X 
works to produce some outcome/O. What we have done at our 
school has worked to produce what we have currently.  
 
Therefore if we are intending our effort to result in improved 
outcomes, we should try to ask not if an X/action/practice works, 
but what it would be expected to work to produce (i.e., what 
O/outcome?). As we progress in the book, we will see that some 
R’s and some X’s actually make a school less functional. 
Intending only R’s and X’s that promote more function is not only 
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realistic, but it has a self-motivating affect. The more function promoting R’s and X’s that a 
school adopts, the more the desired O/outcomes appear, and the emotion that accompanies 
that is a feeling of winning.  
 
In Figure 3.2 the differences between high, middle and low functioning schools are outlined. As 
one explores the dimensional differences represented, one can see that function is more than 
just “things working.” Of course, things working is usually a byproduct of functional R’s and X’s, 
but high functioning organizations have other common qualities as well. When there is a well 
operationalized, high quality intention that is shared by staff, thus creating alignment of purpose, 
excellence is possible. When one of these qualities is missing, function level will be limited. 
When many are missing, a complete reboot is probably required before improvement will be 
possible. 
 

Figure 3.2. Defining the Levels of the Vertical Axis by its Primary Qualities. 
 Intention Alignment/ 

Vision 
Function/ 
Effectiveness 

Expectation Level of 
Perception 

High/ 
Target 

A 1-Paradim school 

is the target. So it is 
conceived and 
operationalized. The 
leader and most 
teachers adopt this 
intention. 

There is a clear 
vision and a 
guiding idea, 
aligned across the 
staff, which drives 
the school. 

Actions are 
purposeful and 
things work 
effectively based 
on a clear 
standard for 
quality. 

The expectation is 
that the school is an 
empowering place 

to work and be a 
student. Students 
should reach more 
of their potential 
each day they attend 
the school. 

Much System 
level – school has 
a clear sense of 
the “ways things 
happen here.” And 
Principle level – 
school has guiding 
ideas that it 
applies. 
 

Common/ 
Middle 

A 2-Paradigm 

school that gets the 
job done and 
produces outcomes 
such as test scores 
that are acceptable 
to stakeholders. 
Some 1-Style as 
well as 3 and 4 Style 
mixed in. 

There is some 
alignment around 
practice and broad 
values such as 
being positive and 
having high 
expectations for 
students. But apart 
from programmatic 
consistency there 

is less vision and 
alignment than it 
appears. 
 

“Things working” 

is the primary goal, 
so this level is 
usually mostly 
effective when it 
comes to practical 
day to day matters. 
What works is the 
primary R at the 
school.  

The expectation is 
that in a well-run 
class most students 
should be able to 
learn and teachers 
should have 
positive 
expectations for 

students. And 
leaders should be 
“can do” kinds of 
people. 

Mostly Program 
level – school has 
operational 
strategies that 
assist in its 
function 

Low/ 
Problematic 

The intention is 
mostly accidental 

and usually has to 
doing what it takes 
to get through the 
day/year. The 
default intention is to 
either – make sure 
that things are under 
control (4-Paradigm) 
or to mostly ignore 
dysfunction (3-
Paradigm). 

There is usually little 
vision around 
teaching values and 
what makes a good 
school. There may 
be school spirit 
around sports or an 
activity, but what 
one would expect to 
see in a class is very 
random and 
subjective. 

There is a great 
deal that could 
be defined as 
dysfunctional. 
On many levels 
there are things 
that do not work 
and frustrate 
those in the 
school.  

The expectation is 
commonly defined 
by the perception 
that students and/or 
staff are flawed and 
not worthy of respect 
or high expectations. 
The common phrase 
is “that (high level 
pedagogy) won’t 
work with the 
students and/or 
teachers at this 
school.” 

Mostly Sensory 
level – school 
does what seems 
to be necessary 
moment to 
moment. The 
result is most 
action is reactive 
and/or 
cleverness- 
driven. 
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Reflection 3.x:  As you examine the descriptions of the three levels above, where would you rate the 
level of function at your school currently? Which are would you assess to be the most in need to attention 
or remediation? 

 
What are the “Levels of Perception” and how are they related to the function 
level? 
Reflect on what happens each time we engage in the process of making a decision, especially 
those that are the everyday garden variety kind. Part of us can intuitively sense that there are 
influences at work within us that are at different levels of consideration. Sometimes we can hear 
in our inner dialogue that there are what seem like lower level influences and other influences 
that feel like they are at a higher level of R/reference. For example, we may be considering 
taking a walk with a friend. At one level, we see ourselves as a person who walks every day. On 
another level we may recall our commitment to walk each day this week, or other competing 
commitments that we have made. On another level, we may have gotten in a routine of walking, 
or a routine of finding an excuse to skip it, and on another level we may feel like getting outside, 
or like resting today. These levels of consideration are just as true when we are making a 
collective decision. Do we always do what we have committed to, or do we sometimes default to 
what is convenient? In the language of Perceptual Control Theory (PCT) and William Powers 
(2005), those different considerations within us (or our school community) are called “levels of 
perception” (LOP).  

 
These LOP’s are depicted in Figure 3.3 below. At the lowest level we process our perceptions 
with our sense R’s and deal with the concrete reality that comes from our environment. This 
level is defined by survival, reaction, and feelings of satisfaction or dissatisfaction. The next 
level is the program level. At this second level we are trying to find efficient ways to interact with 
our world to best use time, energy and resources. This level is defined by the mind finding 
clever ways to do things that “work” for us.  The third level up is the principle level. At this level 
we use our values, beliefs, opinions and views to determine what we think and what we should 
do with the information that is coming in. The top level is defined by systems, and ways of 
being. At this level we use what we have integrated into our way of being to guide our 
perceptions and ultimately our actions.  

 
So why is this useful to our work in organizations? 
Put simply, we can ask ourselves, “At which level of perception (LOP) do we operate from most 
of the time?” We are always using all of them all the time, but which ones are defining your R? 
We know instinctively from our lives that when we work primarily from a sense satisfaction and 
survival R we get different O/outcomes than when we are working primarily from a principle 
values-driven R. In schools, our research supports the vast amount of other research that 
shows that values-based practices get better results than random/survival practices, especially 
when those values are healthy and sound. In other words R’s that are grounded in the principles 
of a Psychology of Success (POS, See Chapter Four) are systematized into the institutional 
DNA, will produce high functioning X’s, and O’s that reflect the full potential of the organization. 
 
Powers (2005) suggests that the higher LOP’s inform those below them. We can test that 
assertion in our own experience. If we have made a commitment to a value and internalized it 
as fundamental to who we are, we may resist sensory input (i.e., that doughnut, skipping our 
exercise, saying something unkind, sleeping past the time of our first class, etc). We may have 
a debate between our LOPs but even that tells us that that our higher level R’s are trying to 
guide the process.  But for our higher level R’s to have power, we need to cultivate them. Yes, 
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we know it is possible to systematize chaos, addiction, and dysfunction. So it is important in our 
classroom and school to make our higher R’s very explicit, sound and integrated. 

 
Figure 3.3: Defining the Level of Perception and the Essential Questions and 
Concerns at Each Level 

Level  Description of level Questions at level Concerns at level 

System 
 
(Integrity) 

Our ways of “being.” 
Values, habits and 
reactions that have 
become internalized and 
integrated into our R. 

Am I being who I want to 
be? 
Is this choice consistent with 
who I am? How can I feel 
“right” about it? 
What does my intuition tell 
me? 
 

Larger more long-term 
reflections of what I/we are 
about and where are we 
going? Listening to 
instincts, intuition, 
conscience, and higher 
self. 
 

Principle 
 
(Purposeful) 
 

The values, beliefs and 
world view that we use to 
make decisions. Includes 
both our conscious vision 
for our lives and our 
unconscious biases. 

What is the right thing to do? 
What am I trying to 
accomplish? 
What values need to inform 
what I am doing? 

Doing what is consistent 
with the guiding thinking 
and principles of one’s life. 
Having a reason for what 
one is doing? Being able to 
explain what we do to self 
and others. 
 

Program 
 
(cleverness) 

Regular behaviors, 
routines, most habits 
(conscious and 
unconscious). Clever 
ways of dealing with my 
environment.  

How do I best do this 
efficiently? 
How have I done this in the 
past? 
How can I get the most 
result with the least effort? 

Using time and resources 
to best use. Using 
routinized behaviors that 
do not involve new 
learning. Making what I 
need to do all the time 
more efficient. 
 

Sensory 
 
(survival) 

Concrete and sensory 
perceptions, survival and 
dealing with immediate 
environment and tangible 
experiences and feelings. 
Unconscious reactions. 

What will make me satisfied 
right now? 
What information am I 
getting from my feelings and 
senses? 
 

Mostly short-term. 
What needs to happen in 
this instant? Comfort and 
making my sense 
experiences feel OK and 
work for me given the 
guidance of my higher R’s. 
 

 
Reflection 3.x: As you better come to know what is going on at each of these levels, you may think of 
choices that you made this week and classify some of them into one of these 4 levels, as you will see we 
all work on all levels all the time. But as you reflect on your own behavior, did you see a relationship 
between using higher levels of perception and the quality of your outcomes? 

 
Problem with relying on lower (default) levels of perception 
When our X is informed by the lower LOPs (i.e., sensory and program), or those that it tends to 
default to when it lacks intention, those X’s tend to take the form of coping, getting by, survival, 
and routinizing short-term solutions to “feeling OK.” When we make those coping R’s 
programmatic, our X’s are defined by cleverness. That may sound fine, but in reality, it leads to 
most of the problems that you have in your school or classroom currently. When we get clever, 
we take short-cuts, think in terms of convenience, and unexamined practices. Usually our brains 
use cleverness to avoid doing what our higher LOPs are saying to us. Instead of giving a 
consequence, I shame a student. I know that the shame is not really effective and will just lead 
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to more problems, but it is easy and I can tell myself that what I did required quick thinking. 
Instead of looking for meaningful ways to improve our practice to improve learning, we decide to 
hire some tutors and say that we are addressing our academic improvement needs. We still 
walk by lots of classrooms with low quality instruction, but we can tell ourselves that we did 
something clever to address our problem.  
 
Using lower LOPs to guide our references will keep us stuck and limit our growth. It will lead to 
addressing symptoms and not the real problems, and encourage us to take on a mentality (i.e., 
R) of “doing whatever it takes” to deal with the problem. Again this sounds like a winning 
formula, but you will see as we discuss this idea in later chapters that it is the formula for a 
losing team. 

 

Examining Related Items from the ASSC SCAI (staff secondary version 7.4) 
Below are three survey items from the ASSC SCAI secondary climate instrument. First, as you 
examine the items you will see that these three place primary emphasis on the level of function 
and coherence at the school. These are good examples of items that will bring some awareness 
where a particular school is on the vertical axis of the roadmap.  

 

4. Leadership/Decisions 

Level - 3 

 

 Level - 2 

 

Level – 1 

                 High                     high-middle                  middle                    middle-low                    low 

4.a------------o------------------------- o -------------------------- o ------------------------- o ----------------------- o -------------------- 

School has a sense of vision and a 
mission that is shared by all staff. 

School has a set of policies, a written 
mission, but no cohesive vision. 

School has policies that are used 
inconsistently. 

 

5. Discipline Environment 

Level – 3 

 

Level - 2 

 

Level – 1 

                 High                     high-middle                  middle                    middle-low                    low 

5.a------------o------------------------- o -------------------------- o ------------------------- o ----------------------- o -------------------- 

School-wide discipline policy is 
consistently applied. 

School-wide discipline policy is used 
by some staff. 

School-wide discipline policy exists 
in writing only. 

5.b------------o------------------------- o -------------------------- o ------------------------- o ----------------------- o -------------------- 

It is evident from student behavior 
that there are clear expectations 
and consistency in the discipline 
policy. 

In many classes there are clear 
expectations and most teachers are 
fair and unbiased.  

Students have to determine what 
each teacher expects and behavioral 
interventions are defined by a high 
level of subjectivity. 

 
Did you find that the items helped you in the processes of representing your school on the 
vertical axis of the roadmap? 
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Making a sustained shift to higher levels of perception 
To move us to a more consistent use of higher R’s it will be useful to do two things. First, we 
need to make it a regular practice to ask ourselves questions that encourage us reflection on 
what defines those higher LOPs.  For example, we might ask “what are we about here,” or 
“What are the values that drive us?” In essence we need to ask ourselves what our R’s are, and 
how they inform our X’s. Second, the more we examine the elements of the psychology of 
success (POS) in the next chapter, the more we will recognize that by its very nature it 
encourages not only higher quality R’s, but also higher level R’s. If we take an internal LOC and 
a growth-orientation into the process of our work as individuals and as a collective, we find that 
it essentially forces us to align our X’s with an R defined by POS. This may sound a little 
abstract right now, by as you engage more deeply into the “roadmap” concept, you will find that 
a growing awareness of POS becomes like a collective conscience as you operationalize it and 
reflect on its validity.  
 
In terms of leadership the move from manager to leader will be mostly related to our ability to 
define the R’s at the school at the higher Principle and System levels as opposed to simply 
processing the R’s that are at the Program and Sensory Levels. 
 
Appendix X describes the X/practices that define each of the LOPs. It is divided into individual, 
classroom and school X’s. As you examine the table, you will see how the R at each level and 
consequently the X is dramatically different, and so are the expected O’s. In the next chapter  

 
In the next chapter we will add the content of the horizontal axis to the content of the 
vertical axis presented here. Making sense of the horizontal axis will help us complete 
the roadmap as well as better see what it is that defines higher quality R’s and X’s.  

 
 
 
Add reflections 
Add interview case examples 
Add references 
Add exercises 


