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ABSTRACT

Perceptual Control Theory offers a framework for understanding and predicting the effects of a 
range of evidence-based school improvement strategies and practices currently in use through-
out K-12 public schools in the United States. The goals of public school education are explored 
in light of the social and political controversies that surround school improvement efforts and 
how these have shaped the public discourse. PCT presents a way of looking at group behavior 
in light of, and as a consequence of, individual behavior. The theory is an important knowledge 
base for all individuals who want to help others learn and grow.   
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SUMMARY

Teaching PCT and practical applications derived from the theory to K-12 educators provides 
them with a framework for managing themselves, their classrooms, and their schools. As a 
knowledge base, PCT can help K-12 education policy makers and practitioners better under-
stand and identify effective strategies for creating positive school climates and for learning and 
constantly improving sound classroom practices.       

PCT explains why we can control only ourselves. This may seem like common sense. It is at the 
root of many of the difficulties educators face in K-12 public schools. A Connected School is a 
staff development program designed to teach the basic concepts of PCT and to help educators 
learn to model self-evaluation skills derived from understanding PCT. These skills help teach-
ers and administrators improve relationships with their students and their peers. 

A Connected School is primarily concerned with improving school climate, a catchall phrase that 
refers to those factors not directly associated with teaching standards or course content. The 
most important element in school climate has to do with the relationships in a school. The con-
nection between school climate and achievement is now well documented. Students who feel 
connected to their schools do better than students who do not feel connected. Helping teachers 
learn how to better connect with their students and helping them model self-evaluation skills 
sets a tone and direction for school improvement which is aligned with PCT principles.  

Two ideas underscore the approach taken by A Connected School. The first has to do with the 
idea that schools must change from within. The second puts emphasis on teachers changing 
their behavior rather than focusing on ways to change student behavior. Educational research 
certainly seems to support this approach. What makes A Connected School unique is that the 
program is based on PCT (and the method of levels) and is deliberate about teaching com-
munication skills through involvement activities and role play.



A Connected School: Improving Schools and Communities from the Inside Out    ⁄    1        

New View Publications & Seminars    ⁄    800-441-3604    ⁄     newviewpublications.com

I. Introduction

Anyone who has been seriously interested 
and involved in the evolution of public 
schools in America and in efforts to make 
them better over the past 60 years has been 
on a roller coaster ride. Hundreds of propos-
als to improve schools have been advanced. 
Hundreds of billions of dollars have been 
spent on trying to make them better. The 
goal that every child in America be availed 
of a high quality public school education 
is clearly stated in the legislation. Yet, as a 
country, we have a long way to go to meet 
that goal. 

Part of the reason improving K-12 public 
education is difficult is because we remain 
conflicted about what we really want. Ab-
sent a clearly articulated national policy on 
what we believe about treating children, we 
lack a foundation for creating schools where 
all children feel safe and all children receive 
a high quality education. Schools are sub-
jected to policies, often conflicting, set by 
a combination of elected school boards, in-
dividual states and the federal government. 
They sometimes become the battleground 
where conflicting ideologies fight for con-
trol at the expense of children. 

Among the many factors influencing school 
reform is the fact that we have moved from 
a manufacturing society in which people 
with little formal education could earn a 
living wage to a knowledge-based one in 
which a high level of formal education is 
necessary to achieve a decent standard of 
living (National Research Council, 1999, 

2002). Public schools are under pressure 
from different directions to offer all stu-
dents an equal opportunity to achieve their 
potential in a rapidly changing economic, 
and increasingly global, environment. 

Two events in the early 1960s profoundly 
affected public schooling in America. Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy read Michael Har-
rington’s book, The Other America, which re-
vealed the extent of the deep seated poverty 
in our country. The result was the federally 
mandated anti-poverty program established 
in 1964. The Civil Rights Movement led to 
the desegregation of public schools a year 
later. 

Public schools are a government enterprise, 
mostly funded through the 50 state govern-
ments with some funds coming from county 
and city coffers. Until the end of segregated 
schools, the influence of the federal govern-
ment in public schooling was limited. With 
passage of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act of 1965, that changed signif-
icantly. Schools became a battleground for 
social and political change. On one hand, 
the movement for local control of schools 
resulted in locally-elected school boards; on 
the other hand, the federal government di-
rected its efforts at providing equal access to 
a quality education for all children. Title I, 
which provides as much as half of the mon-
ey that goes into school improvement, is 
authorized by the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act of 1965. It was amended 
in 2002 to read as follows: “The purpose of 
this title is to ensure that all children have 
a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to 
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obtain a high-quality education and reach, 
at a minimum, proficiency on challeng-
ing state academic achievement standards 
and state academic assessments.” A total of 
$114 billion was authorized for the years 
2002 through 2007 by this title popularly 
known as “No Child Left Behind.” 

While Americans are taught to believe in 
certain principles such as democracy and 
the separation of church and state, these 
principles can become blurred in the real 
world. Schools tend to reflect the com-
munities in which they are located. School 
boards set policies for their schools and hire 
superintendents to implement those poli-
cies. While educational standards are largely 
dictated at the state level, school boards can 
choose how they want to meet those stan-
dards. Controversies around issues such as 
teaching evolution can become contentious. 
Differing perceptions of what constitutes 
democracy and democratic decision mak-
ing result in tension. In the end, improving 
public schools is tied to social change, and 
social change is difficult by any measure. 

During the decades following the Elemen-
tary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, 
much of the focus of school reform was on 
the desegregation of public schools. De-
pending on the administration in Washing-
ton, the public school reform agenda tended 
to shift. The Carter Administration created 
the cabinet-level Department of Education 
in 1980. The Reagan Administration at-
tempted to eliminate the Department and 
promoted “cultural literacy” as the primary 
reform agenda for public education. Dur-

ing the Clinton Administration the De-
partment of Education gained momentum. 
The promising reform idea known as out-
come-based education became the target 
of the fundamentalist far right and never 
became a nationally implemented model, 
although, as is true generally in education 
reform, it did influence some of the com-
prehensive school reform models that came 
later. Under attack was the constructivist 
(humans generate knowledge and mean-
ing from their experiences) view of educa-
tion underlying the movement. During the 
ensuing years, school reform focused on 
interventions that targeted specific groups 
of students who needed extra help. Hence 
the designation “at risk” emerged in the lit-
erature. Many of these programs survived 
and have been incorporated into the regular 
fabric of the schools adopting them. 

In the past 20 years, the federal govern-
ment’s piecemeal, targeted approach to 
reform gave way to reforms that could 
demonstrate high-quality evidence of ef-
fectiveness. Comprehensive school reform 
(CSR) models were developed, implement-
ed, and studied. 

These models attempt to address every as-
pect of a school’s operations. Thousands of 
research studies have been done focusing 
on every aspect of school reform and im-
provement, including the CSR models. The 
studies vary widely in scope and purpose. 
The federal government devotes significant 
resources and attention analyzing these 
studies and formulating proposals for pub-
lic policy. 
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At this juncture, there has yet to be a uni-
fying and comprehensive theory of change 
that provides a framework for predicting 
what will work and what will not in educa-
tional reform proposals. In 2007, the federal 
government abandoned CSR. With a new 
administration in Washington, it is unclear 
where and how the federal government 
will focus its energies. Scientific research in 
education has become an underlying theme 
and focus in the government’s effort to im-
prove schools. “Evidence-based” is the new 
buzz word in education. The opportunity 
for PCT to emerge as a promising frame-
work for school reform could not be better. 

Perceptual Control Theory challenges, 
among other things, the instructionist per-
spective in education which still has an 
important, if not dominant, influence in 
public schools today. However, the idea that 
students are active creators of their own 
knowledge (the constructivist perspective) 
is becoming more and more accepted by 
psychologists and educators (Cziko, 1995). 
A science that demonstrates that change 
is an internal, individualized process leads 
to principles that reject authoritarian ap-
proaches to schooling, and suggests a con-
structivist approach. 

The alternative school and holistic education 
movements which emerged in the 1960s 
were constructivist in their outlook. Calling 
for smaller, more community-based schools 
which are student centered, these move-
ments have influenced how CSR models 
and other reform initiatives are designed 
and implemented, particularly as relates to 

classroom management and instructional 
practices. Most recently, a model known 
as Transformative Classroom Manage-
ment recognizes two key elements which 
are clearly congruent with PCT principles 
(Shindler, 2000). These two elements are (1) 
that schools will not change until teachers 
change; and (2) that the role of the teacher 
is “to create a psychology of success” within 
students. While the architects of this model 
do not mention PCT, phrases such as “locus 
of control” and “internal motivation” appear 
in the underlying research and literature 
supporting this initiative. 

Any consideration of public school reform 
would be incomplete without a mention of 
charter schools. These are usually smaller 
schools, started by an individual or a group, 
which apply for a charter from their state to 
operate public schools. These schools vary 
widely in their outlook and practices. They 
are sometimes, although not overtly, reli-
gion-based. They can be highly authoritar-
ian in their perspective, or they can model 
constructivist principles (e.g., Montessori, 
Waldorf, and Paideia). They have been em-
braced by a wide range of ideological per-
spectives. 

II. Purpose and scope

The purpose of this paper is to provide a ra-
tionale for introducing Perceptual Control 
Theory to public school educators, to de-
scribe the context in which these efforts are 
being initiated, and to consider some of the 
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challenges that these efforts currently face 
and will continue to face. While the paper 
discusses ways in which studying PCT can 
be useful for educators, it does not explain 
or redefine education in terms of PCT. For 
an explanation of education from a PCT 
perspective, see Without Miracles by Gary 
Cziko (details listed in the references fol-
lowing this paper). 

This paper suggests that research literature 
devoted to school reform in the United 
States over the past two decades arrives at 
conclusions that align with PCT. In addi-
tion, the paper will demonstrate how and 
why, according to the theory’s underlying 
principles, certain school reform approach-
es are more effective than others. 

Teaching PCT in schools is currently being 
delivered through a program called A Con-
nected School. Created by E. Perry Good and 
colleagues associated with the faculty-run 
non-profit organization known as the In-
ternational Association for Applied Con-
trol Theory (IAACT), A Connected School 
has been delivered to nearly 10,000 school 
administrators, teachers, and support per-
sonnel over the past decade. 

IAACT has recently (fiscal year 2009-10) 
obtained a small grant through the Unit-
ed States Department of Health and Hu-
man Services’ Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration (SAMH-
SA) to “develop an evaluation capacity.” This 
is the first step in having programs based on 
Perceptual Control Theory registered in the 
National Registry of Evidence-based Pro-

grams and Practices (NREPP) as promis-
ing interventions. Though there have been 
a number of limited studies of the effects 
of teaching PCT to school administrators, 
teachers, and support personnel in K-12 
public schools and on variables such as dis-
cipline referrals and school climate, there 
have yet to be more substantive studies such 
as randomized control trials conducted on a 
larger scale and aimed at assessing the ef-
fects of teaching PCT in K-12 schools. 

Extensive anecdotal evidence, data from 
schools involved in A Connected School train-
ing, and third party pre- and post-training 
evaluations, combined with more rigorous 
research studies undertaken in England and 
Australia in the field of psychology, led to 
the current SAMHSA mini-grant. Addi-
tional research is underway in cooperation 
with Evansville Vanderburgh School Cor-
poration, Indiana, and Randolph Coun-
ty Schools, North Carolina, where large, 
multi-year Safe Schools/Healthy Students 
projects support A Connected School staff 
development initiatives. Michigan State 
University Community Evaluation and Re-
search Center recently submitted a proposal 
to the United States Department of Educa-
tion for a grant to conduct a randomized 
control trial using A Connected School. 

This paper also includes a brief discussion of 
the current state of affairs in education re-
search from the perspective of the National 
Research Council. The National Research 
Council is part of the National Academies 
(the National Academy of Sciences, the 
National Academy of Engineering, the In-
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stitute of Medicine, and the National Re-
search Council, which all operate under a 
charter granted by the US Congress). It is 
mostly here that federal policies in educa-
tion are created and proposed for consider-
ation by Congress. 

The research on education is abundant. 
This report focuses on public school reform, 
concentrating on research conducted in the 
past 20 years. In addition to reviewing the 
literature on the topic in general, this paper 
specifically reviews what have come to be 
known as “evidence-based” comprehensive 
school reform models (CSR). The reason 
for the focus on these models is because A 
Connected School tends to be compared to 
them by decision makers who determine 
how staff development dollars are spent. 
Increasingly, staff development money must 
be spent on programs which are considered 
evidence-based. A Connected School is not 
yet considered evidence-based. Rather, it 
is grounded in scientific knowledge. This is 
an important distinction which has equally 
important implications for school reform. 

The CSR models referenced in this paper 
are listed at the Educational Resources In-
formation Center (ERIC), an on-line digi-
tal library of education research and infor-
mation. They have a considerable amount 
of research behind them. These models are 
usually developed at universities or by large 
non-profit research institutions. They are 
funded through government and founda-
tion grants, implemented in schools, and 
followed by research studies to evaluate 
their effectiveness. These models seek to 

change the “whole school.” They vary in 
their strategies and approaches to instruc-
tion (teaching practices), curriculum, school 
and classroom organization and decision 
making. Parental involvement is a compo-
nent of many of them. 

The federal government has spent several 
billion dollars in the past ten years study-
ing these models with mixed results. The 
methods used by the studies to evaluate 
CSR models are based on research designs 
which are common in the social sciences. 
Case studies that focus on measuring the 
effectiveness of particular programs and in-
terventions are followed by meta-analyses 
that attempt to measure the overall ef-
fectiveness of these models and programs 
across the country. CSR models have been 
implemented in some 8,000 schools across 
the country over the past 20 years. 

The paper concludes by reviewing the lim-
ited research around A Connected School, a 
program of study designed for counselors, 
teachers, and principals aimed at teaching 
PCT and some very practical applications 
for self, working with others and, at the in-
stitutional level, using interpersonal skills 
and practices that are principles-based and 
grounded in appropriate research. 

As previously stated, A Connected School has 
often been compared to the much larger 
and amply funded CSR models. This com-
parison is misleading. Teaching PCT is no 
different than teaching any other theory 
emerging in other fields of study. A Con-
nected School is not a form of packaging edu-
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cational strategies into a program designed 
to improve schools in the same way that the 
CSR models are. 

III. Description of A Con-
nected School and the 
course in Applied Control 
Theory

A Connected School is a staff development 
program derived from PCT and based on 
competencies developed by faculty of the 
International Association for Applied Con-
trol Theory (IAACT). The non-profit, fac-
ulty-run organization, which is dedicated to 
teaching and learning Perceptual Control 
Theory and its applications in education 
and other helping professions, periodically 
reviews competencies for certification in 
Control Theory, monitors a diverse faculty, 
and conducts research to evaluate the effi-
cacy of programs created by its faculty. 

In A Connected School, participants acquire 
general knowledge of PCT and learn prac-
tical skills derived from that knowledge or 
that are congruent with it. This is accom-
plished through small group (10-18 par-
ticipants) seminars led by IAACT faculty. 
These seminars offer didactic and experien-
tial activities in individual and group set-
tings. The program is specific about its goal 
to teach the basic concepts of PCT, charac-
terizing PCT as a new scientific theory of 
behavior that is a paradigm shift from com-
monly held notions of how people learn and 
acquire the knowledge and skills to survive 

in a constantly changing and complex envi-
ronment. Faculty do not claim to be experts 
in the science of PCT; theory originator 
William T. Powers has explicitly said that it 
is not necessary to be a scientist in order to 
practice principles derived from the theory. 

From the outset, A Connected School partici-
pants are urged to focus on themselves and on 
their own behavior. During the workshops 
participants learn (1) connecting activities 
designed to get people interacting with one 
another; and (2) the skills of self-evaluation 
designed to help them improve how they 
communicate and interact with others. Ac-
tivities that build trust among students and 
between students, teachers and administra-
tors are modeled. The primary message is 
that we can change only our own behavior. 
Change begins within oneself rather than 
through trying to change the behavior of 
others. 

A Connected School consists of three four-
day workshops (identified as ACT I, ACT 
II, and ACT III) and a 30-hour, supervised 
practicum between ACT I and ACT II as 
well as between ACT II and ACT III. 

Competencies for ACT I include the fol-
lowing:

To know the definition of Percep-zz
tual Control Theory (PCT) and be 
able to explain how it is different 
from other theories of behavior.

To be familiar with PCT, the feed-zz
back loop, and its components.  
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To know the principles:zz

Make the connection;||

Seek the reference;||

Ask, don’t tell;||

Bump it up!||

Pull, don’t push.||

To know and practice these strate-zz
gies:

Core questions for self-evalu-||
ation;

Overall direction;||

“Attack” or “Name That Be-||
havior”;

Discipline within.||

Competencies for ACT II include the fol-
lowing:

To know the core concepts of Per-zz
ceptual Control Theory (PCT), 
such as:

The feedback loop;||

The levels of perception;||

Living systems constantly seek ||
to reduce error.

To understand the connection be-zz
tween PCT and helping practices 
for oneself and others.

After completing ACT II, participants will 
be able to:

Demonstrate through presentation zz
a personal or professional applica-
tion of PCT and a gain in under-
standing of the core concepts of 
PCT;

Demonstrate through role play-zz
ing/interactive dialogue an under-
standing of the feedback loop as it 
relates to practice; 

Demonstrate the ability to self-zz
evaluate based on the core concepts 
of PCT.

Participants in ACT II learn the following 
principles of PCT:

Affect error: reduce, increase, rec-zz
ognize.

Make the shift;zz

Follow awareness;zz

When all else fails, shift to the pro-zz
gram level.

In ACT III, participants develop a presen-
tation for their group based on what they 
have learned and to demonstrate proficien-
cy in role play. Upon completion of ACT 



8    ⁄    A Connected School: Improving Schools and Communities from the Inside Out

New View Publications & Seminars    ⁄    800-441-3604    ⁄     newviewpublications.com

III, participants are considered “certified” in 
Applied Control Theory. 

Advanced participants can continue their 
learning in ACT IV, which offers an op-
portunity to join the IAACT faculty. 

Given that PCT is science, terms describ-
ing the model are precise and technical. 
These terms are maintained in the IAACT 
competencies and are taught in A Connected 
School. Without an understanding of some 
of the concepts on which this model is 
built, the benefit of the program cannot be 
fully appreciated. Some of the key ideas and 
terms which are reviewed with participants 
are listed below with some brief comments 
about why they are considered. 

What is the scientific method? zz
What do we mean when we refer 
to a scientific theory? Many teach-
ers are unfamiliar with the meth-
ods of science and are therefore 
unprepared to consider the premise 
on which the knowledge and skills 
taught in A Connected School are 
based. A theory is functional (can 
be applied to all organisms) and 
simple (subject to refutation).

What do we mean when we talk zz
about control? What is a control 
process? In the helping professions, 
the word “control” raises a red flag. 
It is helpful to clarify the meaning 
of control as it relates to the sci-
ence and to emphasize that what 
we learn from the model is that we 

are self-regulating organisms. 

What is feedback? Instructors dis-zz
cuss examples from daily life such 
as a heating system.

What do we mean when we use the zz
term “system”? How does this term 
apply to living organisms? The idea 
that a group of cells forms the heart, 
which interacts with other parts 
in the body to form a whole, is a 
simple example. Thus, we refer to 
the “nervous” system or the “blood” 
system. In PCT we refer to living 
organisms as “living systems.” 

What is psychology? Instructors zz
offer a brief historical perspective, 
and introduce William James’s em-
phasis on “purpose.” 

What is behaviorism? Pavlov and zz
Skinner are briefly discussed, and 
the difference between stimulus-
response and feedback control are 
introduced. 

What are the cognitive sciences?zz

What is the relationship between zz
the physical sciences and the living 
sciences? How are their research 
methodologies different? 

What is a systems diagram versus zz
a flow chart? The terms and sym-
bols used in a systems diagram are 
specific so that concepts can be 
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communicated in as clear a way as 
possible. 

The feedback loop is presented using a 
marker and constructing the loop, start-
ing with a horizontal dotted line across the 
middle of the page and designating the top 
half as internal to a control system and be-
low as what is external to the control sys-
tem. It is made clear that PCT is a theory 
that attempts to describe the relationship 
between an organism and its environment. 
The elements of the diagram are explained 
as they are written down on the page (P for 
perception, and so forth). 

Inevitably, there are questions. Teachers are 
not used to workshops where a scientific 
theory is explained and offered as the ba-
sis for what they are going to be learning. 
Most teacher workshops tend to be pre-
scriptive. They are rarely interactive. They 
do not model the content they present and 
rarely ask participants to actually practice 
the skills they are learning. 

The primary means of learning applications 
of PCT are through involvement activities 
and role play. Structured involvement activ-
ities are used to promote discussion and to 
help participants get to know one another. 
These activities help create an atmosphere 
or “climate” that enhances learning and sets 
the stage for risk taking. Most participants 
are reluctant in the beginning to engage in 
role playing. 

Involvement activities, which are derived 
from a variety of different sources, allow 

participants to experience them directly as 
if they were students in a classroom. These 
activities are designed to help people get to 
know one another better, to share and dis-
cuss values and attitudes, and to learn how 
to work in groups to create agreements such 
as a social contract and classroom expecta-
tions. Emphasis is on helping participants 
learn to use and model self-evaluation and 
interviewing skills. These skills are rooted in 
understanding that behavior is not just what 
you observe a person doing, but a process of 
perceiving, comparing, and acting. 

Role play is the primary learning tool for 
helping people learn to interact with oth-
ers in ways that are not coercive and which 
avoid telling or giving advice. The principles 
described in the method of levels (Carey, 
2005) are offered as a guide for interacting 
with others. These skills are demonstrated by 
instructors and practiced by participants in 
small groups as well as in the larger group. 

Because the level of education and back-
grounds of participants in A Connected School 
varies so dramatically from one group to 
another and within groups, some latitude is 
left to individual IAACT instructors to de-
cide how thoroughly to cover different as-
pects of the content. It should be noted that 
some teachers fail to see the importance of 
trying to learn the science behind A Con-
nected School. 
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IV. Scientific research in 
education 

Education research is a relatively new field 
of study. While it is outside of the scope of 
this paper to examine the field in depth, it is 
germane to the discussion because increas-
ingly public school staff development pro-
grams and improvement efforts are required 
to be “evidence based.” 

Education research began as a branch of 
psychology at a time when psychology was 
still a part of philosophy. The growth of 
the field has been sporadic and contested 
(Lagemann, 1996, 2000).  The emergence 
of computer technology and the invention 
of new research methods have significantly 
enhanced the field in recent years (National 
Research Council, 2002). 

There has been a sharp divide between ed-
ucation research and scholarship and the 
practice of education in schools and other 
settings. Researchers and practitioners have 
typically worked in different settings; most 
researchers have been men, while most 
teachers have been women; and teacher ed-
ucation has typically relied on practical ex-
perience rather than on research (National 
Research Council, 2002). 

While pointing out the particular com-
plexities education research faces given 
the social, economic, and political context 
in which the field finds itself, the National 
Research Council (2002) affirmed certain 
principles which are common in all the sci-
ences. These principles are:

Pose significant questions that can zz
be investigated empirically.

Link research to relevant theory.zz

Use methods that permit direct in-zz
vestigation of the question.

Provide a coherent and explicit zz
chain of reasoning.

Replicate and generalize across zz
studies.

Disclose research to encourage zz
professional scrutiny and critique.

Education is complex, constantly shifting, 
and occurs within an interaction among 
institutions, communities, and families. 
Education philosophies are rooted in social, 
religious, and political views of the world. 
The research around K-12 public education 
is conducted primarily by education depart-
ments at the university level, where science 
is not viewed with suspicion, as it often is in 
the field, by school boards, administrators, 
and teachers. Furthermore, education re-
search depends on long term relationships 
between social science and practice. Finally, 
studying humans involves taking into ac-
count ethical issues which do not exist in 
many other fields of research. 

Among significant issues education re-
search must overcome is the fact that tech-
nical achievements are often ignored, and 
research findings tend to be dismissed as 
irrelevant or even discredited by the public 
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for ideological and social reasons (National 
Research Council, 2002). 

V.  Survey of school reform 
research and comprehen-
sive school reform (CSR) 
models

Some trends seem to be emerging as the 
country struggles with how to improve low 
achieving K-12 schools. These trends are 
suggested below with brief descriptions of 
some of the research that supports the ob-
servation. 

A. Increased emphasis on research and im-
proving the field of education research

The first trend has to do with improving 
the field of educational research in general. 
One of the findings in a meta-analysis by 
the RAND Corporation was that as much 
as 40 percent of the research conducted to 
evaluate the effectiveness of CSR models 
was not entirely objective. The model devel-
opers were often involved in doing the re-
search behind the models they developed.

The National Research Council has been 
involved in studying the field and is pro-
moting “a scientific culture” within the 
Department of Education’s research arm 
(Office of Educational Research and Im-
provement). Recent application guidelines 
from the federal government for grants to 
schools and school districts require that 
programs be evidence based. 

A number of mega-analyses of the studies 
on the implementation of these models in 
schools around the country have been done 
in addition to thousands of impact studies 
of the models themselves as they have been 
adopted in schools nation wide. 

Different models work in different places 
for different reasons. No single solution for 
school improvement emerges from these 
studies. What is clear is that without broad 
support at all levels (school board, district, 
and school) for any particular model, the 
outcome is too often minimal and transi-
tory. 

Most CSR models can demonstrate some 
successes with at least some groups of stu-
dents. Tailoring particular models for par-
ticular students or groups of students is im-
portant for choosing a model. 

In addition to buy-in from all stakeholders, 
sustainability of a model through continued 
staff development and funding improves 
its impact on student achievement. Too 
often these models are abandoned for the 
next new innovation. The frustration from 
teachers is well known. 

The CSR program grew out of four decades 
of school improvement efforts at many lev-
els and offers some insight for future initia-
tives. As these models were designed based 
on current research when they were pack-
aged, developers and researchers will be 
learning and reshaping new proposals based 
on the CSR experience in the future. 
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B. Improved school climate leads to increased 
student achievement

A second trend is the recognition that school 
climate is a much more important ingredi-
ent in school improvement than previously 
thought. The CSR models don’t really ad-
dress the issue, or if they do, it is viewed 
as secondary to focusing on achievement. 
CSR models focus on organization, cur-
riculum, teaching practices, accountability, 
and other concerns that are distinguished 
from “school climate.” Focusing on how 
people relate to one another in a school, the 
primary ingredient in school culture, is too 
often ignored. Research suggests that this is 
a mistake. 

A special issue of the Journal of School Health  
(September 2004)1 was devoted to the find-
ings of the Wingspread Group, a group 
of 23 researchers, educators, and govern-
ment leaders who convened at the invita-
tion of Dr. Robert Blum at Johns Hopkins 
Bloomberg School of Public Health in Bal-
timore. The group concluded that students 
who felt connected to their school had less 
behavioral issues and higher achievement 
scores than did students who did not feel 
connected to their schools regardless of age 
ethnicity or socioeconomic status. Strong 
relationships among all those involved in 
the school was the most important factor 
influencing student behavior and achieve-
ment. 

An article published in Pediatrics,2 the of-
ficial journal of the American Academy of 
Pediatrics, defined school connectedness 

as “an adolescent’s experience of caring at 
school and a sense of closeness to school 
personnel and environment.” The article 
cited research that showed that school con-
nectedness was the most important factor 
in assuring the emotional health of stu-
dents and influencing student achievement 
(Resnick, et al.). 

In summarizing the contents of the Sep-
tember 2003 issue of Educational Leader-
ship3  published by the Association for Su-
pervision and Curriculum Development, 
Marge Scherer noted: “This issue considers 
the many approaches to managing class-
rooms. The continuum ranges from punish-
ment, control, manipulation, and rewards, 
to respect and relationships. Interestingly, 
the research (see Marzano, among others)4 
suggests that showing respect and building 
relationships have far more lasting effective-
ness than do the more controlling practices. 
So the idea is to act with thoughtfulness, 
kindness, patience, tolerance, and under-
standing toward students, even when they 
act thoughtlessly, unkindly, impulsively, 
intolerantly, and insensitively. Although it 
works, no one says it’s easy. But all of us 
know that the more coercive ways aren’t 
easy either.” 

A comprehensive study by educational re-
searchers Foster W. Cline, MD, and Charles 
Fay, PhD, of the Love and Logic Institute5 
traced the factors that most influenced aca-
demic achievement. Six percent was attrib-
uted to teaching techniques, 16 percent to 
factors out of school control, and 78 percent 
to the quality of human interaction in the 
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school. The study found overwhelming evi-
dence that achievement is directly related to 
the extent to which students feel connected 
to their fellow students, their teachers, and 
other adults in the school. 

Recently the National Association of 
School Psychologists6 noted that studies 
have identified important components of 
school completion programs (programs de-
signed to keep students in school through 
senior year graduation). The following criti-
cal components were listed:

Providing opportunities for suc-zz
cessful academic experiences and 
individual assistance. 

Creating a positive interperson-zz
al climate between students and 
teachers. 

Structuring course work to be rel-zz
evant to students’ lives and future 
goals.

Providing help for serious personal zz
problems.

Intervening early with students’ ac-zz
ademic and behavioral problems. 

The studies cited above are just a sample 
of the research showing the critical impor-
tance of school connectedness in improving 
student success. They represent the findings 
of some of the most prestigious educational 
institutions in America. They all reach the 
same general conclusion. What then are the 

critical factors that make for connectedness 
in schools? 

C. Emphasis on changing teacher behavior 
rather than student behavior

How teachers view their role in manag-
ing their classrooms is the most important 
factor in creating supportive classroom cli-
mates, leading to better school climates, ul-
timately improving achievement (Shindler, 
2010). The trend is moving in the direction 
of helping teachers become transformative 
facilitators—constructivist, collaborative, 
and problem based (Shindler, 2010). 

Comparing unusually effective teachers 
with less effective teachers based on stu-
dent achievement, one study summarizes 
best what was generally found: effective 
teachers were more likely to have “planned 
lessons carefully, selected appropriate ma-
terials, made their goals clear to students, 
maintained a brisk pace in lessons, checked 
student work regularly, and taught material 
again when students had trouble learning” 
(Brophy and Good, 1996). 

Most of the research shows that high per-
forming schools had faculty and staff who 
shared a vision of instructional purpose, 
who believed that all students could learn, 
who believed that they were responsible for 
helping students learn, and who committed 
themselves to improving students’ academic 
performance (Edmunds, 1984; Stedman, 
1985; others). 

As educational research gains traction in the 
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applied social sciences, the trend towards 
changing systems from within rather than 
from the outside may become recognized as 
a principle with some science behind it. 

VI. evidence for teaching 
pct to school administra-
tors and teachers

Efforts to teach PCT in schools have been 
undertaken in the United States, Canada, 
and Australia. Research into these efforts 
has been limited by resources available for 
that purpose. Because of the increasing em-
phasis by the federal government to support 
only programs which are deemed evidence-
based, IAACT is undertaking the task of 
developing a research capacity that would 
specifically focus on developing such a 
model. Starting with what has already been 
done in the field by some of its faculty, and 
consolidating applied PCT research in psy-
chology and sociology, IAACT is partner-
ing with a Local Education Agency and the 
Pacific Institute for Research and Evalua-
tion to develop such a model and to design 
an appropriate research design in order to 
evaluate the efficacy of the model once it is 
ready to be implemented. A review of the 
evidence to support developing a school im-
provement model based on PCT follows. 

In the Northwest Territories and Nunavut, 
Canada, a five-year project funded by Jus-
tice Canada to decrease community vio-
lence by teaching PCT principles to teach-
ers and administrators focused on schools 

as being at the center of community life. A 
third-party evaluation shows that the eight 
schools across northern Canada which re-
ceived training dramatically reduced disci-
pline incidents and significantly increased 
academic performance.7 Particularly en-
couraging was the increased involvement 
of families and community members in 
the life of the schools and in the character-
building process. As teachers and students 
gained confidence in their newly learned 
skills, school climate and community cul-
ture were seen not only to improve, but the 
gains achieved were sustained over time. 

Research data from Princess Alexandra 
School, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, Canada, 
was released by the Society for the Ad-
vancement of Excellence in Education in 
2004.8

Princess Alexandra School is a pre-K to 
eighth grade school with 98 percent Ab-
original student population. It is located in 
the heart of the inner city area of Saskatoon 
which is designated as one of the poorest 
urban settings in Canada. After training 
and implementation of Applied Control 
Theory, discipline incidents referred to the 
principal decreased from 35 to one or two 
per day. Referrals to the counselor dropped 
from 20 to four per month. Teacher trans-
fer requests and sick days decreased signifi-
cantly. Before the school started training, 
an average of 50 percent of the teachers re-
quested transfer out of the school each year. 
Within two years, this was reduced to zero. 
A decline in sick leave was also attributed 
to the improving school climate and dimin-
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ished teacher illness related to stress. 

The overall attendance of the school in-
creased to 83 percent from 70 percent over a 
four year period, a 13 percent improvement. 
Most significant was the improvement in 
student achievement over this period. The 
Canadian Advancement Test (CAT) score 
indicated a 48 percent improvement over a 
three-year period. In 1998 only 7 percent of 
Grade 4 students performed at the fiftieth 
percentile, but by 2002 this had climbed to 
55 percent who were above the fiftieth per-
centile. They observed that the school had 
moved from survival mode to an academic 
climate. 

The Take Charge! curriculum (designed 
specifically to teach A Connected School 
concepts to teens) was piloted at Beaufort 
High School in South Carolina. During the 
summer of 2004, just prior to implement-
ing the curriculum that fall in their new 
Ninth Grade Academy, the entire staff was 
involved in a four-day seminar. Compared 
to the previous year, discipline referrals fell 
by 58 percent during the first semester, out 
of school suspension days decreased by 80 
percent, and the number of F’s decreased by 
75 percent. 

For the past 10 years, Fayetteville, North 
Carolina-based Cumberland County 
Schools (CCS) has offered training in A 
Connected School to over 40 principals and 
500 teachers.  This effort has enhanced the 
character education movement in Cumber-
land County, providing educators with the 
tools to develop character within students. 

Educators have used the new approaches to 
connect with students and to create envi-
ronments that promote a positive approach 
to discipline. Central office personnel evalu-
ating the training wrote the following con-
clusions: “There are numerous testimonials 
to the power of this approach, and examples 
of the tangible benefit that we have seen in 
CCS are that elementary schools utilizing 
this approach in 2005 were 27 percent higher 
than other schools in meeting their annual 
yearly progress, and minority students and 
economically disadvantaged students in the 
schools receiving the training scored higher 
on standardized tests than those at other 
schools in the district and in the state. One 
high school has been using the approach 
for the past several years, and they have 
started to use the Take Charge! curriculum 
this year; CCS welcomes the opportunity 
to expand the use of the A Connected School 
training and the Take Charge! curriculum to 
four new high schools, and the opportunity 
to thoroughly evaluate this promising ap-
proach to character development.”

A third party evaluation of A Connected 
School training during the summer of 2009 
in Cumberland County was undertaken.9 
Surveys were completed before and after 
the training program. Sixty-five teachers 
and 14 other staff members participated 
in the training and the survey. They repre-
sented 15 different K-12 schools. The re-
sults were encouraging. For example, 83.3 
percent of participants reported a change in 
their philosophies in dealing with difficult 
students and 91 percent of participants re-
ported developing new strategies for class-
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room management. The majority of partici-
pants reported satisfaction with every aspect 
of the training program, with 96.2 percent 
reporting overall satisfaction. 

In Evansville, Indiana, Cedar Hall Elemen-
tary School principal Jackie Kuhn had this 
to say: “During my first year as principal of 
a high poverty school, I spent an extraordi-
nary amount of time dealing with discipline 
problems, averaging about 150 referrals 
each month. In the summer of 2008, my 
staff and I participated in the Connected 
School training, and this year have imple-
mented strategies based on the principles 
of Perceptual Control Theory. I am amazed 
at the difference. This year discipline refer-
rals have decreased 90 percent and we have 
averaged fewer than 12 discipline referrals 
each month. Students, teachers, and staff 
now feel connected, safe, and respected. 
Cedar Hall Elementary has become a great 
place to work and to learn!”

A third party evaluation of A Connected 
School training during the summer of 2009 
in Evansville was undertaken.10 To quote 
from this report: “The majority of partici-
pants reported satisfaction with every as-
pect of the training program at post-test, 
with 97.0 percent reporting overall satis-
faction. Specifically, 100 percent of par-
ticipants were satisfied with the instructors’ 
knowledge and helpfulness as well as with 
the relevance of the course materials.” 

At Forest Park Elementary School in Win-
ston-Salem, North Carolina, the student 
population is 70 percent Hispanic and 27 

percent African-American. Nearly half 
lack proficiency with the English language. 
Principal Sandra Gilmer and most faculty 
members have participated in A Connected 
School training. As a result of incorporat-
ing the Applied Control Theory ideas into 
the school culture, out-of-school suspen-
sions have decreased more than 50 percent 
over two years, from 85 in 2006-07 to 39 
in 2008-09. Suspensions with subgroups 
(males, females, African-Americans, His-
panics) also declined, in some cases as much 
as 88 percent over two years. 

Cobb County School District, located near 
Atlanta, is Georgia’s second largest school 
system, with enrollment totaling more than 
100,000 students. District educators at-
tended A Connected School training and Take 
Charge! workshops in June 2006, 2007, and 
2008. Assistant superintendent Dr. Philip 
Lanoue reported significant improvements 
in meeting state testing standards and 
meeting Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) 
requirements. Across the district, students 
who met or exceeded academic standards in-
creased by five percent for language arts and 
math. In addition, all 13 elementary schools 
and all three middle schools achieved AYP, 
two for the first time in four years. Both 
high schools were removed from “needs 
improvement” status. Dr. Lanoue attribut-
ed the district’s performance to A Connected 
School training which emphasized the im-
portance of teacher-student connection in 
improving achievement. 
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VII. Conclusions

An underlying assumption of CSR and 
other federal programs aimed at improving 
public schools seems to be that changing 
“low performing schools” can be initiated 
and directed from the outside. The research 
shows that CSR models are, in fact, direct-
ed from the outside and that usually they 
meet with resistance from administrators 
and teachers who are required to imple-
ment them. Yet, once they are understood 
and supported, many of the practices and 
proposals for improvement packaged by 
these initiatives yield positive results by 
most standards of measurement. To give 
credit to model developers, most models 
require “buy-in” from teachers. But this re-
quirement is often not followed by school 
administrators. This is not surprising given 
the authoritarian and regimented nature 
of many schools (whether they are public 
or private), notwithstanding claims to the 
contrary. 

To be fair, public schools are subjected to 
diverse pressures. It has been shown that 
achievement in school is directly related to 
socioeconomic background. Low perform-
ing schools are often difficult to turn around 
given the demographics of the surround-
ing community. School administrators and 
teachers are under political pressure to meet 
national and state standards. In low income, 
highly transient communities, this is not al-
ways possible. Youngsters come to school 
not speaking English, for example. 

As federal policy makers and other stake-

holders continue to struggle with how to 
align actions with stated goals, it seems 
reasonable to introduce them to PCT as 
a framework for developing true learning 
communities within classrooms, schools, 
and beyond. 
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