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EXERCISE: TESTING ASSUMPTIONS

This exercise is an entry point into strategic dialogue and an excellent way to open 
up new possibilities. It helps you begin to build the “ask why, say why” muscle in 
your strategic mindset by examining the assumptions embedded in the way your 
school currently operates. I find this exercise particularly powerful in working with 
Boards and leadership teams to test fundamental ideas about your school, but it 
can be equally valuable when testing any number of practices with faculty, staff, 
and students. 

WHAT YOU’LL NEED: 

A facilitator with a prepared list of questions, index cards, and pens.

HOW IT WORKS: 

The optimal way to administer this exercise is to have individuals respond in 
writing; you can use index cards (or an app like Nearpod) to collect the data. 
Remind people to work quickly and offer their most immediate answer to the 
question because you will be moving fast. If they don’t have a response, it’s okay 
to leave a question mark. I usually allow about 30 seconds per question. Sample 
assumptions to test might include the basics, listed below, but you can modify and 
add questions so that the assumptions reflect your school.

Start with the most obvious, “dumb” questions and collect and record the individual 
responses from your team. The questions should pertain to your school so you’ll 
need to develop the right list. Here are a few examples to help you build your list: 

1. Why are we a coed/single sex school? 

2. Why are we a boarding/day school? 
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3. Why are we a PK-12 school? 

4. Why are we committed to diversity? 

5. Why do we divide classes by discipline or perceived ability? 

6. Why do we track students by perceived ability? 

7. Why do we have an endowment? 

8. Why do we have financial aid? 

9. Why do we offer competitive athletics?

10. Why do we offer program X, Y, or Z?

11. Why do we offer service learning/leadership training?

12.  Why do we do X, Y, or Z practice (e.g., dress code, formal sit-down 

lunches, Saturday classes?)

13. Why do we offer AP (or Honors, or Capstone) courses?

Collect all the responses from each person as soon as you finish the exercise. 

WRAP-UP DISCUSSION: 

Ask the group what they noticed about the exercise. How would they describe the 
process? What surprised them? Chances are you’ll hear that it was easy for some 
and difficult for others. You’ll learn that there are some practices that many people 
can’t explain, or realize they’re being done simply because “it’s what we’ve always 
done.” Moreover, where there are detailed and reasoned answers, they are often 
strikingly different across multiple respondents in the same school. What does this 
tell you? All of these insights are instructive. Reflecting on the outcomes of this 
exercise naturally drives conversation about what might change and why.

As you think about the parameters for change and strategic design, push harder on 
the values underneath the ideas and suggestions that percolate: 

 » What are we willing to reconsider?

 » What must stay the same? 
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Knowing these answers will help you begin to see implicit connections (or 
disconnections) between your practices and your values, as well as to think 
differently about which practices and ways of operating might limit your school’s 
capacity for change.

NOTES: RECORD WHAT YOU LEARNED
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