Week 12
Federal Administration of Kindergarten Evaluations
Please consider the following case:
Tom Daniels is the Section Chief of a working unit of the Federal Administration of Kindergarten Evaluations, a U.S. Government Agency in Mobile, Alabama.  He has approximately 100 people in his division, and is faced with a major personnel problem.  Tom was only recently put in charge of the unit, after having been transferred into this group from a similar position in Missoula, Montana. Tom is a 20-year veteran, and knows his job well. In addition, as an experienced leader, he knows how things operate in the 34 other field offices of his agency in the United States. 

When Tom arrived in Mobile, he found his new job to be quite challenging. In a normal field office, there are two kinds of personnel: Processing Specialists and Processing Assistants. The Processing Specialists are professionals, who are supposed to handle their work independently and service customers without a great deal of supervision. The Processing Assistants are para-professionals, and are supposed to provide support to the Specialists. In a normal office of this size, most of the staff would be Processing Specialists, with a ratio of about 10 Processing Specialists to each Processing Assistant. In other words, in an office this size, he should have about 90 Processing Specialists and 10 Processing Assistants.

When Tom started his job in Mobile, his first request was for a staffing pattern. Much to his shock, he found that his staff consisted of about 40 Processing Specialists and 60 Processing Assistants. He immediately called in Sarah Sieverson, one of his senior Processing Specialists to find out what was going on. Sarah confirmed that the work being done in Mobile was about the same as was being done in other offices. When Tom asked Sarah why the staffing pattern was so different, she hesitated to respond, but after several minutes of working to gain her trust, he got her to "spill the beans." Ralph Waldorf, Tom's predecessor, had made the changes in the staffing pattern several years ago. Ralph was trying to impress his bosses by cutting payroll expenses. He did this by replacing any Processing Specialist (GS-12/13) who quit or retired with a Processing Assistant (GS 7/8). He had been successful in downgrading nearly half of the staff during his tenure, but in the process, quality in the Mobile office had taken a nosedive. This was one reason that Ralph had accepted the offer of early retirement. Upon taking the job, Tom had been told to "fix the problems," but was also told to keep costs under control.

It was clear to Tom where the problem lie. The quality difficulties were a direct result of having far too many people on his staff without the qualifications of a Processing Specialist. Many of his Processing Assistants were doing a good job, and several of them were outstanding, but because of the relatively low pay for the Processing Assistants, Ralph had simply not been able to staff the Mobile office with the proper personnel.

This left Tom with a real problem. Ideally, he should replace 50 of the Processing Assistants with Processing Specialists. To do this, however, would create havoc in the office. He simply could not fire half of the people in his office. In addition, he felt that there was a question of fairness. The Processing Assistants had actually all been working far beyond grade, and had not been paid for it. To fire them would only add insult to injury. Why should they be let go for doing a job far beyond their pay grade? Both the Processing Specialists and the Processing Assistants were aware of the unfairness of the system, but most of them were just happy to have a job. In discussions with the staff, Tom saw that there was little interest in rectifying the situation. Most of the Processing Assistants feared that any change would cost them their jobs, since they would have to achieve the necessary education level to qualify for the higher position. Yet, Tom knew that he could not simply accept the status quo. As a leader, his job was to attain the goal that had been set for him and he knew that with the current crew, he could never do this.

Tom called in Sarah. As he started to explain the problem to her, she interrupted him. Sarah was well aware of the problem. In fact, she actually explained the situation to Tom, and added several of her concerns of which he was unaware. Sarah agreed that something had to be done. Tom realized that Sarah was the one person in the office who really understood the problem. He told her that he would like to see her proposal to "fix it." He gave her two weeks to prepare a comprehensive proposal. Tom told Sarah that a major overhaul of the operation would require Washington approval, and he wanted her to be ready to accompany him to headquarters to present the final proposal for the Mobile office.

In 10 days, Sarah came to Tom and said the proposal was complete. Tom asked Sarah to select ten of the top Processing Specialists and Processing Assistants to come to a meeting to review her recommendation. During the meeting, it became clear that Sarah had done extensive work on the issue. Her recommendations were complete, and well reasoned. However, during the meeting on the decision, Tom asked the group members to tell him what was wrong with the proposal. He actually forced the group to think up reasons why Sarah's ideas would not work. This really put Sarah on the spot. She was able to answer every question, but it seemed like they were coming at her from all directions. Rather than stopping them, Tom seemed to be "piling on." He actually encouraged the staff to grill her. He made the group tear the proposal into shreds, and then put it back together again. As it turned out, Sarah's work had been absolutely perfect, and the decision that came out of the group was exactly the same as Sarah's original proposal. 

After the meeting Sarah came to Tom to complain. She was very upset that the group had been so hard on her proposal-especially when the final decision was exactly the same as her recommendation. She told Tom she thought the meeting had been a waste of time, since the only thing the group had accomplished was to come up with a decision that was EXACTLY the same as her original proposal.

Assignment:
Normally in a case study we would ask you to make a recommendation to solve Tom's problem. Since this is a leadership class, however, our interest in this situation is to see if Tom could improve his leadership skills. We really don't care what Sarah's proposal was. What we need to discuss is Tom's handling of the situation, and his reasons for doing what he did. In a page or two, (please give me enough detail so I know you understand the case),  respond to the following questions:

1. Should Tom have called a group meeting to discuss Sarah's proposal? 

2. Whether or not you agree, Tom DID call the meeting.  Please tell me why you think Tom would do this.

3. Sarah will be accompanying Tom to make the presentation on this proposal in Washington. Do you think the meeting helped or hurt her ability to make the presentation at headquarters? How?

4. Let's assume that HQ approves Sarah's proposal. Will the fact that the meeting was held have any effect on the implementation of the proposal? What will that be? 

5. Is Tom a good leader? Why or why not?

