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Positive Deviance Approach seeks solutions that already exist

BY DENNIS SPARKS

SD: I'd like to clarify some
of the underlying beliefs
that support the value of the
Positive Deviance Approach.
But before we do that, what
is a positive deviant and
what value does he or she
provide to an organization?
Jerry Sternin: Positive deviants
are people whose behavior and prac-
tices produce solutions to problems
that others in the group who have
access to exactly the same resources
have not been able to solve. We want
to identify these people because they
provide demonstrable evidence that
solutions to the problem already exist
within the community.

DEVIANTS EVERYWHERE

JSD: You are saying that within
virtually every group — which I
assume means virtually every school
— there are individuals whose behav-
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ior enables them to get better-than-
average results and that these individ-
uals have discovered pathways to suc-
cess for the rest of the group. Thats
contrary to a particularly potent and
usually unquestioned assumption in
the field of education — and perhaps
in other fields as well — that the
solution to problems must come from
the outside because those on the
inside either don’t know enough to
improve things or don’t have the will
to do the hard work of change. That
view is particularly strong regarding
schools that have a history of low per-
formance.

Sternin: That is a prevailing view
in other fields as well. For example, in
our work on malnutrition in
Vietnam, experts told us that malnu-
trition was caused by food distribu-
tion patterns, illiteracy, poor sanita-
tion, the role of women in society,
and so on. But we found parents in
the villages who hadn’t read the text-
books and didn’t know they couldn’t
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Idea is tested
at a time

of dire

need

first became aware of the

Positive Deviance Approach to

problem solving in a
December 2000 Fast Company
article that described Jerry
Sternin’s work in Vietnam for
Save the Children. A few months
later, in an interview with /SD,
Robert Quinn used the term and
recommended I read Surfing the
Edge of Chaos (Crown Publishing
Group, 2000), by Richard Tanner
Pascale and several colleagues, for
a more complete description.

Pascale tells how malnutrition
was a serious problem in Vietnam
following the war, a problem not
unlike those faced by other devel-
oping countries, problems typical-
ly viewed as unsolvable because of
systemic properties (poverty, low
levels of education, lack of access
to clean water and sanitation).
Attempts to address these larger
problems or provide a massive
infusion of supplemental food had
provided little long-term benefit.

Within that context, Save the
Children decided in the early
1990s to try a living systems
approach known as positive
deviance.

“Positive deviance,” Pascale
writes (pp. 176-177), “does not
impose a nutritional solution.
Rather, this model relies on ...
scaling up a solution that is
already working in the communi-
ty. ... The design was aimed to
discover what was already working
against all odds, rather than engi-
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neering a solution based on an
external formula.” Each commu-
nity examined its conventional
wisdom regarding nutrition and
health care, Pascale notes, and
conducted an inquiry to uncover
unconventional nutritional prac-
tices advantageous to children’s
health, then made those practices
accessible to everyone.

Pascale and his colleagues
report that within six months,
more than two-thirds of the chil-
dren had gained weight. Within
two years, 85% were no longer
clinically malnourished. The
Positive Deviance Approach “...
was scaled up consistent with its
philosophy of discovering unique
positive deviant solutions in each
area — an approach that is very
different from a socially engi-
neered ‘best-practices’ rollout. ...
Essential to this approach is first,
respect for, and second, alliance
with the intelligence and capaci-
ties residing within the village.
This model can be applied to
other kinds of change . ... The
wisdom to solve problems exists
and needs to be discovered within
each and every community,” they
conclude (pp. 177-179).

In the next few months, I
came across a2 number of school
reform-related items that in my
mind seemed linked to the
Positive Deviance Approach. For
instance:

* Peter Temes (2001), presi-
dent of the Great Books
Foundation, recounted the story
of a recently-retired superintend-
ent who told him, “The very best
thing you can do for a superin-
tendent is not to give him more
money, more buildings, or a bet-
ter contract. Instead, give him a
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tool to make his average teachers
just a little bit better, and you’ll
see a vastly greater impact across
the district than any model school
or blue-ribbon program will ever
bring” (p. 36).

* Kati Haycock and Sandra
Huang (2001) cited a Boston
study of teacher effects that they
describe as fairly typical. The
study revealed that in just one
academic year, the top third of
teachers produced as much as six
times the learning growth of the
bottom third.

* Tony Wagner (2001) con-
cluded: “The task of the leader is
not to tell teachers what (best
practices) are but to create oppor-
tunities for educators to discover
them for themselves. ... Effective
leaders give teams of experi-
enced teachers — the build-
ing leaders — time to visit
successful schools and to dis-
cuss what they’ve learned with
colleagues. Teachers need to
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Save the Children
decided in the early

1990s to try a living

see models of much more suc-  systems approach

cessful classrooms in order to
believe that all students can
succeed” (p. 382).

Average teachers doing a
little bit better. The practices of
our most successful teachers being
spread within their schools.
Educators discovering best prac-
tices for themselves within school
cultures that nurture such discov-
ery and support their amplifica-
tion throughout the school. In a
nutshell, that is my sense of the
Positive Deviance Approach to
change. Jerry Sternin tells us a lot
more about this subject in the
interview that starts on page 46.

— Dennis Sparks
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JERRY STERNIN

A basic belief of the
Positive Deviance
Approach is that
when someone from
the outside provides
the solution, those to
whom it is directed
may not believe it
and do not have an

investment in it.
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have a well-nourished child until
those problems were solved.

OUTSIDERS

JSD: You are quoted in Fast
Company as saying, “The traditional
model for social and organization
change doesnt work. It never has. You
can't bring permanent solutions in
from outside.”

Sternin: My experience in over 12
years of working with this particular
approach and more than 30 years of
experience in the development field is
that improvement may occur when an
external agent brings new resources
and ideas to a community. But as
soon as that external agent leaves, the
problem returns because the recipients
were essentially passive. This is why
best-practices approaches usually fail.

DISCOVERIES CHANGE BEHAVIOR

JSD: You believe that it’s critical
that group members discover new
ways of doing things rather than hav-
ing a solution imposed on them. And
yet school leaders often say
that it doesn’t make sense
to continually reinvent the
wheel.

Sternin: People learn
best when they discover
things for themselves.
Knowledge is usually insuf-
ficient to change behavior.
It is our own discoveries
that change behavior. A
basic belief of the Positive
Deviance Approach is that
when someone from the
outside provides the solu-
tion, those to whom it is
directed may not believe it and do not
have an investment in it. Once that
person leaves, it is difficult to sustain
the changes.

I¢'s important to understand,
though, that the Positive Deviance
Approach is always used within the
context of a very specific problem. We
wouldn’t try to improve educational
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POSITION: Jerry Sternin is a visiting
scholar at Tufts University and an inter-
national consultant. He also is involved
in Positive Deviance projects for the
World Bank in Argentina and for
USAID-funded development organiza-
tions in Indonesia, and he recently pre-
sented the Positive Deviance approach
to corporate and social entrepreneurs at
the World Economic Forum in Geneva.

EDUCATION: Sternin has a bachelor of
science degree in speech therapy from
the State University of New York at
Geneseo and a master of arts degree in
Asian studies from Harvard University.

PROFESSIONAL HISTORY: He has 24
years’ experience in developing coun-
tries, including eight years with the
Peace Corps in the Philippines, Nepal,
Mauritania, and Rwanda and 16 years
as a Save the Children director in
Vietnam, Bangladesh, Egypt, the
Philippines, and, most recently,
Myanmar.

PUBLICATIONS: Sternin published an
article, “The Power of Positive
Deviance,” in the Harvard Business
Review in January 2000, and in
December 2000, he was featured in an
article on Positive Deviance in Fast
Company magazine. The articles
brought many queries from the corpo-
rate world on the use of Positive
Deviance and have helped to broaden
the Positive Deviance audience.

ACCOMPLISHMENTS: Sternin has
served as an assistant dean and adviser
to students at the Harvard Business
School. He also received a writing grant
from the Rockefeller Foundation and is
currently the recipient of a Ford
Foundation grant to amplify Positive
Deviance.

PERSONAL: Sternin’s wife, Monique,
has been his partner in developing the
Positive Deviance approach. They have
one son, Sam, who works for Save the
Children in Vietnam.

TO CONTINUE THIS CONVERSA-
TION with Jerry Sternin, contact him at
jerry_sternin@hotmail.com.

performance because that is too broad
a subject. Instead, we would define
within it particular problems and do a
Positive Deviance Inquiry for each of
them. For instance, parents’” participa-
tion in their children’s education
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would be a separate inquiry from
improving reading in the primary
grades. This makes it easier to identify
the positive deviants, who may be dif-
ferent individuals in different situa-
tions.

DON'T TELL ME WHAT TO DO

JSD: I can imagine at least some
school leaders saying, “But our teach-
ers don’t want to discover. They just
want to be told what to do. Then
they resist taking the advice.”

Sternin: Its natural for people to
resist when someone tells them what
to do. That’s part of human nature.
I¢s like the human immune system’s
rejection of anything it senses as for-
eign. It’s the same thing at the psy-
chological and emotional levels when
an external solution is imposed on us.
But when the solution comes from
within the system, the immune
response isn't activated.

CHANGE BEHAVIOR FIRST

JSD: You emphasize the impor-
tance of transferring behavior or prac-
tice, not knowledge. A great deal of
professional development in schools is
information transmittal, or what I call
the passing of lists — 10 things a
principal can do to be an instructional
leader, five ways teachers can better
manage their classrooms, eight attrib-
utes of an effective mentoring pro-
gram, and so on.

Sternin: In positive deviance work
we say that it is easier to act your way
into a new way of thinking than to
think your way into a new of acting.
So our focus is on changing behavior.
We are not interested in people listing
good nutritional practices; we want
them to use them.

In the development world the
conventional wisdom is that knowl-
edge changes attitudes and attitude
changes practice. Positive deviance
reverses that. We start with changing
practice. As people see that those
changes make a difference, their atti-
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The 6 Ds of the Positive Deviance Approach

DEFINE

* What is the problem and what are the perceived causes and the related

community behavioral norms?

¢ What would a successful solution/outcome look like (described as a

behavioral or status outcome)?

DETERMINE

¢ Are there any individuals or entities in the community who already

exhibit desired behavior or status (identification of positive deviants)?

DISCOVER

* What are the unique practices or behaviors that enable positive deviants

to outperform or find better solutions to problems than others in their

community?

DESIGN

* Design and implement an intervention that enables others in the com-

munity to experience and practice new behaviors (focus on doing rather

than transfer of knowledge).

DISCERN

* What is the effectiveness of the intervention (determined by ongoing

monitoring and evaluation)?

DISSEMINATE

* Make the intervention accessible to a wider constituency

(replication/scaling up).

tude changes and they internalize the
knowledge. We can spend our lives
learning about something, but that
doesn’t necessarily change our behav-
ior.

A Positive Deviance Inquiry
focuses on behaviors, not individuals.
We look at all the uncommon but
demonstrably successful things posi-
tive deviants do and eliminate those
that are true but useless — TBUs.
TBUs are those factors which may
truly contribute to the success of the
individual using them, but, because
they are not accessible to all and
therefore cannot be practiced by
everyone in the group, they are useless
in solving the problem.

For example, if a teacher was
clearly more successful than her col-
leagues in teaching reading, but we
discovered that she had only 10 stu-
dents in her class while other teachers
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in her school had 20 students, we
would call that finding a TBU. While
it is probably true that a smaller class
size contributed to this teacher’s suc-
cess, it is useless at the moment
because we can’t tell the other teachers
to get rid of half their students.
Likewise, if we discovered that the
positive deviant teacher was more cre-
ative, we would consider that charac-
teristic a TBU. While her creativity
might truly contribute to the out-
come, we can’t wave a magic wand
and tell other teachers to be more cre-
ative. By focusing on what the cre-
ative positive deviant teacher actually
does, we are likely to discover con-
crete strategies that are accessible to
all teachers regardless of their personal
creativity. The utility of the TBU con-
cept is that it provides a sieve through
which we pass the uncommon quali-

ties of positive deviants to make cer-
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tain that we've identified only those
which can be practiced by everyone.

A POSITIVE DEVIANCE INQUIRY

JSD: What does a Positive
Deviance Inquiry look like from
beginning to end?

Sternin: It has just four steps —
define, determine, discover, and
design. The group begins its work by
defining the problem and describing
what success would look like —
which is the inverse of the problem
statement. Next, the group deter-
mines whether there are individuals
who have already achieved success. If
there are such people, they are the
positive deviants. Next, the group dis-
covers the uncommon but demonstra-
bly successful behaviors and practices
used by the positive deviants to solve
the problem. And finally, the group
designs an intervention which enables
its members to practice those demon-
strably successful but uncommonly
applied practices. The process is beau-
tifully simple because its strength lies
in the solutions that are discovered
and owned by people in the commu-
nity.

Here’s what these
steps look like in practice.
I worked with a group of
AmeriCorps and

. . easier to act your
Volunteers in Service to y

America (VISTA) volun- way into a new way
teers who were part of a o
Save the Children pro- of thinking than to

gram in Appalachia. The think your way into
number of students with
learning disabilities in the
community was extraordi-
narily high. The slice of
this problem that the

group — which included

behavior.”

some parents — wanted to look at
first was why some learning-disabled
kids did much better in school than
others.

One of the things the volunteers
discovered in the Positive Deviance
Inquiry was that the parents of the
WINTER 2004
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JERRY STERNIN

“The Positive
Deviance Approach
requires that
community members
find the positive
deviants within their
own community. The
community is self-
defined, and its
members always
share the same

resource base."
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more successful students would come
to the school, meet with the teachers
at the beginning of the year, and
enlist their support in dealing with
problems before they became serious.
The other parents in this community
did not do that; they had contact
with teachers only when there was a
problem. They said they felt embar-
rassed and didn’t know how to
approach a teacher.

As a result, the positive deviant
parents offered weekly workshops in
which they used role-playing to teach
shy, inarticulate parents how to talk
to teachers. The positive deviance
method can be contrasted with
knowledge-transfer approaches, in
which an expert tells parents, “You
should go to teachers at the beginning
of the school year to talk to them.”
That doesn’t work.

LOOK WITHIN FOR RESOURCES

JSD: The physical pres-
ence of the positive deviant
in the affected community
seems to be a significant
aspect of this approach. It
can be contrasted with an
approach in which
researchers study the prac-
tices of successful teachers
in various subject areas and
the qualities of schools that
produce more learning than
other schools with the same
type of student population.
While those teachers and
schools might be thought of
as positive deviants, what
researchers learn usually
doesn’t transfer well to
other settings.

Sternin: The Positive Deviance
Approach requires that community
members find the positive deviants
within their own community. The
community is self-defined, and its
members always share the same
resource base. If teachers in a school
feel that the school is a community,
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then it’s a community. If 10 schools
in a district say that collectively they
are a community, then they are a
community. If five of them, however,
say that they are a community
because of particular characteristics
they have in common, then they are
the community. That’s important,
and it’s a critical distinction between a
best-practices approach and positive

deviance.

A DIFFERENT APPROACH

JSD: Here’s another strategy that
at first might appear to be a Positive
Deviance Approach to improvement.
A principal who’s heard about positive
deviance invites a teacher who has
consistently produced higher reading
test scores to tell her peers how she
does it. What often occurs, however,
is that the faculty resists, and the
teacher the principal has identified
may even feel shunned by her col-
leagues.

Sternin: Let me contrast what
youve described with the Positive
Deviance Approach. We would begin
by defining the problem. In this case
it sounds like it is low reading per-
formance by students. A facilitator
might say to the principal and teach-
ers, “I was asked to come by today
because the principal told me that test
scores indicate 65% of students in
this school are not learning to read
very well. To begin, I'd like to know if
you agree this is a problem.”

Usually, teachers agree there is a
problem. If they don’t, that’s the end
of the inquiry. If teachers agree, they
would be asked to define a successful
resolution of the problem. Let’s say
they agreed that success would be
90% of students learning to read at a
particular level. Next, without consid-
ering the names of teachers, we would
examine test scores by classroom to
see which ones met or at least closely
approximated that outcome. These
are the positive deviants. We would
then look more carefully at those situ-
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ations to make certain those teachers
do not have access to special resources
such as aides or smaller class sizes.
Teachers would then list the
broad areas they want to examine
more carefully and determine the
norms of current practice in their
classrooms in each of these categories.
They would develop a checklist for
observation and write interview ques-
tions based on the categories they
identified. The group decides who
will observe and do interviews and
when they will be completed. Based
on that information, the group deter-
mines what the positive deviant
teachers are doing that is different
from normative practice. Next, the
group identifies five or six strategies
that are accessible to everyone and
decides how group members will
practice and learn these strategies. It is
important to underscore that teachers
design the intervention that enables
them to practice the new behaviors.

IN THE WORST CIRCUMSTANCES

JSD: Many schools, particularly
low-performing ones, suffer the
effects of a number of long-standing
societal problems such as poverty and
racism. In addition, adults in these
schools may not be accustomed to
working together and are often angry
and distrustful. I’'m curious about the
success of a Positive Deviance Inquiry
in the face of such obstacles.

Sternin: The Positive Deviance
Approach has proven its worth in the
most difficult situations, not the best.
In Argentina, for example, where our
work is still in its early stages, the
World Bank asked us to use positive
deviance in a very poor, remote part
of the country. The minister of educa-
tion and the head of a group that rep-
resents teachers were very concerned
about the retention of students in
schools. Across a district of 120 or so
schools, 40% of the students did not
graduate from primary school, but at

the same time, some schools were
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retaining 80% or 90% of their stu-
dents. Because of the economic crisis
in the country, teachers were incredi-
bly demoralized and very angry
because they hadn’t been paid in six
months and because they felt like par-
ents didn’t care about their kids.

To see if the Positive Deviance
Approach made sense in this setting, I
scheduled meetings with teachers,
administrators, and parents. At the
first meeting, 25 teachers and admin-
istrators sat with their arms folded
across their chests indicating, “OK,
Mac, do it to us. We've been called
away from school for this workshop,
we're really angry, and we don’t want
to be here.”

I spent the first 40 minutes of the
meeting talking about positive
deviance and how it’s been used in
other settings. At that point a woman
said, “Look, Argentina is not Vietnam
or Burma. You don’t understand that
we haven’t been paid in a long time
and that we have these incredible
problems in our schools. Maybe posi-
tive deviance worked someplace else,
but it can’t work here.” Then she
started listing all the things teachers
were really angry about. I told her
that I heard what she was saying and
that I was sure the things she'd men-
tioned were important. [ also
explained that the positive deviance
process provides a way to not become
immobilized by the magnitude of
these issues. I asked the group to trust
me for another hour if I promised I
would get back to the list of problems
raised by the teacher. Early in the day
I reminded participants that the next
day they were supposed to bring 20
parents with them. Teachers immedi-
ately responded that they couldn’t get
that many because parents weren’t
interested, but that they would try to
get two or three to attend.

The day turned out very well
because we looked at what was going
right rather than wrong, and because
we weren't trying to find fault or lay
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NSDC book
to be published

ith funding from the

Kellogg Foundation,
NSDC began in 2003 to seek
ways that positive deviance can
be applied in education. Joan
Richardson, NSDC’s director of
publications and /SD executive
editor, visited six schools and
districts the organization identi-
fied as being positive deviants.
These schools and districts have
achieved above-average results
with students although they
have access to the same
resources as other schools and
districts in their areas. In addi-
tion to standing out in their
communities, these schools and
districts have identified good
practices internally and ensure
that these practices are shared
widely throughout the school or
district, enabling all teachers to
perform at higher levels.

NSDC will publish From
the Inside Out: Learning from
the Positive Deviance in Your
Organization in 2004, and
excerpts will be published in
Results. Order your copy online
at www.nsdc.org/
bookstore.htm.

blame. At the end of the day the head
of the teachers group said it had been
a long time since he had seen teachers
leave a meeting feeling positive rather
than angry. The following day teach-
ers brought with them 25 parents,
which meant a drive of several hours
because of the distances involved.
Teachers were so excited about the
potential of finding solutions within
the context of their demoralized
world that they recruited those par-
ents and drove them all the way to
the meeting.
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HONOR PARTICIPANTS

JSD: As I listen to you describe
this process, I am struck by how hon-
oring and appreciative it is of the
people who engage in it.

Sternin: That’s it. As hostile as
the teachers were the day before, the
parents that day were quiet and shy.
But we made it clear that we wanted
to learn from them. They told us that
this was the first time anyone had
asked them for their ideas. By the end
of the day, though, they truly believed
they were experts within the context
of this problem and their community.

Positive deviance is a very empow-
ering approach, but it’s one that indi-
viduals with lots of degrees on their
walls may find difficult to implement.
Positive deviance inquires into what’s
working and how it can be built upon
to solve very difficult problems. It
requires that experts relinquish their
power and believe that solutions
already reside within the system. Our
role is to help people discover their

ANSWETS.
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