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Key Objectives

Introduce Addition/Subtraction 
as a lens to understand and 

improve school improvement

Brainstorm collectively 

what and how to subtract
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Warm-up…
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What can we learn from this exercise?

•People are conditioned to think of addition first! Especially when we 
are distracted or moving quickly.

•We need to remind ourselves that subtraction is an option. This can 
happen through intentional cues as well as specific policies and 
practices.

•Despite its potential for significant value-creation, subtraction has a 
“noticeability” problem - it is often less observable and less 
attributable to the specific action(s) someone took.
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Our assumptions we’re going to make 
together today:
•Districts are not struggling due to lack of strategy; they are struggling 

due to excess.

•Most systems already have enough to succeed, but they lack the 
discipline and the practices to subtract.

Districts don’t need better strategies, they need fewer of them, 
executed well. Our session today will explore how subtraction, NOT 
addition, is the fastest path toward coherence, trust, and measurable 
impact.
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Districts do subtract, but often not well

•Across-the-board cuts: indiscriminate and inequitable subtraction.

•Eliminating an initiative is almost always motivated by clearing space 
for something else.

We can do better!
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Goals of subtraction

More 
Coherence

Focus

Joy and excitement

Less
Confusion and conflicts

Distraction

Frustration and indifference
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• As districts work to better align instructional materials, assessments, 

and curricular priorities, they must also identify and eliminate 

strategies that undermine coherence.
• This requires a comprehensive framework for understanding:

• What is currently in place
• What is missing
• Where misalignment exists
• Which strategies are effective or ineffective

Improving Alignment and Coherence 
through Subtraction
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• In order to maintain coherence, ongoing monitoring of curricular 

and assessment priorities is required. 

• Formative evaluations of effective and ineffective programs can help 

improve alignment (e.g. St. Paul, MN)

• This may also lead to scaling up initiatives that are more effective 

and in alignment with organizational and instructional goals

Continuous Monitoring of Program 
Effectiveness and Alignment
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Subtraction efforts in LEAs

• St. Paul Public Schools Dashboarding and Tracking System

• Guilford County Public Schools Initiative Monitoring
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District Examples

St. Paul Public Schools
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District Examples

Guilford County Schools (NC)
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Putting the room to work!
Individual/small group discussions

We are going to go through three steps to help the room 

brainstorm possible subtraction opportunities within your 

organizations.

1. Initiative audit - brainstorm a list of current 

initiatives/programs and any associated data/impact metrics 

that are available

2. Categorize these initiatives on a 4-box matrix - two 

dimensions: evidence of impact and alignment to priorities

3. Pressure testing - evidence ladder exercise for one key 

initiative


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Initiative brainstorming - 5 minutes


Criteria to be thinking through:

● Consumes significant time, resources, or attention

● Affects large numbers of stakeholders

● Creates implications for other plans and efforts
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Initiative categorization - 5 minutes


4-Box matrix to categorize the initiatives you’ve 

brainstormed
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High Evidence / Low Alignment High Evidence / High Alignment

Low Evidence / Low Alignment Low Evidence / High Alignment

Alignment with Organizational Priorities
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Pressure testing an initiative - 15 minutes


Now, you’re going to pick ONE of the initiatives and put 

it to the test through a subtraction “evidence ladder.”
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Pressure Test 
Component

Question Prompt Participant Response

Intended Outcome What student outcome is this 
supposed to improve?

Theory of Action How exactly does this initiative 
drive that outcome?

Competing or overlapping 
strategies

Are other initiatives driving 
toward similar outcomes?

Current evidence What data do we currently use 
to claim it is working?

Evidence quality Is this causal, correlational, or 
anecdotal?

Alternative evidence What data might suggest it is 
NOT working?

Length of investment How long has this initiative 
existed in its current form?

Confidence level of continued 
investment

High/Medium/Low - why?

Sunsetting costs If this were to go away, what 
other costs and/or changes 
should be planned for?
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Small Group Pressure Testing

Present your initiatives and your 
“subtraction evidence ladder” while others 
respond.
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Whole Room Report Out

How did it feel going through this exercise? 

How does your organization currently 
approach similar discussions?
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Some tips to leave you with:

While evaluating possible subtraction opportunities–
● Start with importance + uncertainty
● Find ways to surface protected work / “sacred cows”
● Follow the energy drain and frictions
● Misalignment with priorities and goals
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Thank You
Bo Yan <byan@sbcsc.k12.in.us>

Sean Berkstresser <berksse@tulsaschools.org>

Akisha Osei Sarfo <asarfo@cgcs.org> 

Happy Subtracting!

“Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication” - Leonardo da Vinci

“Instead of looking for reasons to discard an item, look for reasons to keep them” - Marie Kondo 
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