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Initiative Reality Check
Why isn’t this sticking?
A leadership diagnostic for implementation and system design.

Most early childhood initiatives do not fail because people don’t care or don’t try hard enough. They fail because the system around them was never designed to support the change.
This tool is designed to help leadership teams step back and examine what they are trying to implement, what they have actually built to support it, and where the breakdown is really happening.
This is not an evaluation of staff. It is a systems reflection tool









What Are We Trying to Implement?
Purpose: Force clarity. Most systems are fuzzy here.
1. What is the initiative, practice, or change we are currently trying to implement?
(Be specific. Not “SEL” — what exactly should look different day to day?)
· 
· 
2. What problem was this initiative supposed to solve?
· 
3. How should daily practice look different if this were working well?
· 
· 
4. Who is this primarily aimed at changing?
· ☐ Classroom staff
· ☐ Coaches
· ☐ Leadership practices
· ☐ Systems/structures
· ☐ All of the above
5. How confident are we that everyone in the organization would answer the questions above the same way?
· ☐ Very confident
· ☐ Somewhat confident
· ☐ Not confident at all

What Have We Actually Built to Support This?
Purpose: Expose the gap between expectations and design.
For each item, check what actually exists:
· ☐ Clear written expectations
· ☐ Shared language and definitions
· ☐ Time to learn and practice
· ☐ Coaching or follow-up support
· ☐ Observation and feedback structures
· ☐ Leadership messaging that reinforces this
· ☐ Tools or materials that support this
· ☐ Protected time for implementation
· ☐ Accountability structures
6. Which of these are strong and reliable in our system?
· 
7. Which of these are inconsistent, weak, or missing?
· 
· 
8. Where are we relying on individual effort, memory, or goodwill instead of design?
· 
· 



Where Is It Breaking Down?
Purpose: Shift from blaming people to examining conditions.
9. Where do we see the most inconsistency?
· ☐ Between classrooms
· ☐ Between sites
· ☐ Between shifts or teams
· ☐ Between what’s said and what’s done
· ☐ Between what’s trained and what’s supported
10. When this isn’t happening well, what do we usually say is the problem?
· ☐ Staff motivation
· ☐ Staff skill
· ☐ Staff buy-in
· ☐ Time
· ☐ Competing priorities
· ☐ Something else: ______________________
11. What might be true about the system instead?
· 
· 
12. What parts of this are actually within leadership’s control to redesign?
· 

· 





The Reality Check
Purpose: The reframing moment.
13. Finish this sentence honestly:
We are currently asking people to __________
while the system we’ve built actually supports __________.
· 
14. If nothing about our system changed, how realistic is it to expect this initiative to succeed?
· ☐ Very realistic
· ☐ Somewhat realistic
· ☐ Not realistic
15. The biggest system-level barrier to this working well is:
· 
16. The first design change (not training) that would help is:















From Hoping to Designing
If your answers point to unclear expectations, weak structures, or reliance on individual effort, you do not have a training problem. You have a system design problem.
Sustainable change happens when leadership shifts from:
· “We trained them”
to
· “We built this into how we operate.”
The next step is not more content.
The next step is redesigning the conditions.
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