2011 Case Study Comment Guidelines

Comment Guidelines

	Objectives of the Comment Guidelines
	To provide guidance to Examiners on how to write high-quality comments that are clear and informative during Independent Evaluation, Consensus, and Site Visit, ultimately providing a meaningful feedback report to the organization. 

To provide organizations with clear, concise feedback it can apply to improve processes, practices, and results.

To provide directions, suggestions, and examples to help Examiners write high-quality feedback comments.

Note: Examples may not specifically relate to the current training case study.


Comment Definitions
	Process Item & Results Item Comments
	Comments are used to communicate examination findings.  Categories 1-6 contain Process requirements while Category 7 contains Results requirements.  The seven Criteria Categories are sub-divided into 18 Items—12 are Process, six are Results.
Process Item comments address Category 1-6 methods, approaches, and practices.
Results Item comments address the results presented and expected in Category 7.

	Strength & Opportunity for Improvement (OFI) Comments
	Comments fall into two groups: Strengths and Opportunities for Improvement (OFIs). 
Strength comments identify Process approaches, deployment, learning, integration, and/or Results levels, trends, comparisons, and integration factors that both address the Criteria requirements and are important to the organization’s success. 

OFI comments identify missing or insufficient Process approaches—given Criteria and Key Factor demands—deployment, learning, and/or integration.  Results OFIs identify missing and/or unfavorable levels, trends, comparisons, and/or integration factors that address important customer, product and service, market, process, or workforce requirements - often through segmentation.

	Independent Evaluation & Feedback Ready Comments
	Our examination process uses two comment types:  Independent Evaluation and Feedback Ready.
An Independent Evaluation Comment is a statement of findings; it is a set of fragment sentences structured into distinct content elements.
Feedback Ready comments for Process and Results Items use complete, grammatical sentences and are both a Consensus and a Site Visit requirement. 
The Sterling Staff converts the Site Visit Scorebook into Feedback Report form and delivers them to applicant organizations.  Applicant organizations use the feedback to improve processes, practices, and results.

	Independent Evaluation (IE) Comments
	Process Item Independent Evaluation comments are brief statements that are not complete sentences; structured into three distinct content elements. 

· Criteria + How: use and highlight descriptive Criteria language that your comment addresses; include only the relevant part(s) of the Criteria.  In the case of Strength comments, plainly include “how” the applicant addresses the requirement, i.e., a process name, method description, or “numerous methods.”  In the case of OFIs, be specific about the unaddressed Criteria Requirement—that is the opportunity.

· Examples: specific application examples that provide evidence of how the organization operates relative to the Criteria and/or its Key Factors—or what it is not apparently doing that is important to its performance. 

· So-what: a Key Factor that illustrates why this opportunity is important; simply copy and paste the most relevant Key Factor into the so-what space.
Results Items Independent Evaluation comments are addressed differently from Process Items and require:

· Logical groupings that include the Figure Title and the Figure Number in parenthesis.  Example: Overall Customer Satisfaction (Figure 7.2-3).
· An Analysis Summary of Results Groupings with specific Criteria (highlighted) to ensure the examination remains Criteria-based, states the appropriate evaluation factors - Levels, Trends, Comparisons, Integration, & Gaps, and provides specific examples to demonstrate Strengths and OFIs.

	Feedback Ready Comments
	Feedback Ready comments for both Process and Results Items are complete sentences written in paragraph format; however, some Results comments may have a lead in grouping/trend sentence and bullets for multiple related results.
Process Item Feedback Ready comments are complete, grammatical sentences developed using the Independent Evaluation comment elements—combined and expanded—to provide actionable feedback to the organization.  Comments include:
· Criteria (highlighted) + How
· Examples

· So-what statement—made actionable by showing the potential adverse impact and hooking it to the relevant Key Factor to clearly convey why it matters to the organization.
Results Item Feedback Ready comments are complete, grammatical sentences developed from the Analysis Summary during Independent Evaluation, refined during the Consensus Process, and validated during Site Visit.
Results comments do not include so-what statements.  Comments include:
· Criteria (highlighted) + Evaluation
· Examples from the results/charts/graphs
Follow the Guidelines starting on page 3.


	Overall Comment Guidelines

	Both Independent Evaluation & Feedback Ready — Strengths & OFIs

	· Cover a single, complete thought that clearly states the strength or opportunity for improvement.
· Use a polite, professional, and positive tone.  Use active voice and present tense.
· Key Factors determine the Criteria Areas to Address in each Item that are most relevant and important to the organization—no organization can ignore an entire Item.
· Keep comments and examples in Criteria order—both Strengths and OFIs. 
· Identify strengths and OFIs according to Criteria requirement, not where the applicant placed the response in the application. Use relevant information no matter where it is placed in the application.

· Use specific application and/or Criteria language.
· Do not use the organization’s name or acronym; use “the organization.”  Refer to the organization as “it” not “they.”
· Use the organization’s terminology when appropriate.  For example, some refer to employees as team members; use this terminology rather than the generic “employee.” 
· Focus on substantive strengths and OFIs; do not critique the application, writing style, or graphics.  Do not use phrases such as “should be addressed in Item 3.2,” “x axis is not clear,” or “is poorly described,” –maintain an objective performance management system evaluation.

· Do not start OFI comments with “Although” or “While.”
· Process Item OFIs (Categories 1-6) must include a so-what statement (importance/consequence) relevant to the organization’s Key Factors.  Results Item OFIs (Category 7) do not use so-whats.

· Be non-prescriptive.  Do not use words, such as, “should,” “would,” or “fail” in comments.
· Be non-judgmental.  Do not use terms, such as, “impressive,” “bad,” “ineffective,” “inadequate,” “outstanding,” etc.  State observations factually, e.g., “customer satisfaction rates favorably increase 15 percentage points over the three-year period from 78% in 2004 to 93% in 2006.”
· Be reasonably actionable—use scoring guideline language to improve action-orientation.  Put yourself in the applicant leader’s shoes: could you develop an action plan using your comments?

· Do not contradict other comments made elsewhere in the scorebook.  

	Criteria Reference

· Address the central Criteria requirements; do not go beyond the Criteria.
· Include only the Criteria part or parts (specific language) that your comment addresses.
· Highlight the Criteria language in both Independent Evaluation & Feedback Ready comments.
· Include the “how” or “what” answer, e.g., Senior leaders set and deploy vision and values to employees through a systematic communication process.

	Example(s)
· Specific organizational practices/processes/methods that respond to the Criteria requirements—described/presented in the application or found during Site Visit.

· Clearly indicates the organization’s approach (Strength), or the lack of an approach (OFI).  Give an example of what information is needed if something is “not clear” or “missing.”

	Importance/So-What
· State the relevance to the organization based on its Key Factors.  The Key Factor-based importance of a Strength is implied, but stating the connection helps show integration and conclude the comment.  Process Item OFIs must include a statement (importance/consequence); Results Item OFIs do not use so-what statements.


	Content & Style Guidelines


	*Independent Evaluation Comments*
Process Items (Categories 1-6)

	Content Guidelines
	Style Guidelines

	Independent Evaluation Process Item Comments include:

· Criteria + How:  the criteria elements that your comment addresses—highlighted—and a plain description of the process/method used to address that criteria requirement.
· Example(s):  abbreviated approaches/practices described in the application (including relevant figure and table numbers) to support your Strength or OFI evaluation.  Include evidence (or lack) of ADLI factors.
· So-what:  most relevant Key Factor for OFIs.
	Independent Evaluation Process Item Comment Style:

· Spell out acronyms on first use in each comment, unless they are well known throughout all sectors (i.e., SWOT, OSHA).
· Ensure comments contain enough information that other examiners can easily discern your meaning/intent.

· 6 to 10 Independent Evaluation comments per Item.

	*Feedback Ready Comments*
Process Items (Categories 1-6)

	Content Guidelines
	Style Guidelines

	Feedback Ready Process comments:  

· Consist of 3 to 6 clear, concise sentences that contain highlighted Criteria language, Example(s), and OFI So-what statements—relevant Key Factor—made actionable using Scoring Guidelines language.

· May draw linkages across Items and to the Organizational Profile.

· Do not contradict other scorebook comments.
	Feedback Ready comments are written in complete sentences in paragraph form.

· 6 to 10 comments per Item.

· Define acronyms on first use in each comment.
· Do not use parenthesis except for Results figure references.
· When listing three or more items use a comma after the second item.

· Allow 2 spaces between all sentences.

	Results Items (Category 7)

	Content Guidelines
	Style Guidelines

	Results Item comments contain just the facts:
· Highlighted Criteria element(s) that your comment addresses + evaluation (using Scoring Guidelines language).
· Example(s):  Include sample results—separate by bullets to ease reading if multiple charts.
· Favorable trends, levels, and/or comparisons are Strengths.

· Unfavorable or missing trends, levels, and/or comparisons are OFIs.

· Do not include so-what statement.
· Include the actual numbers and the years-(i.e., from 90% in 2005 to 95% in 2009).
	· 6 to 10 groupings per Item
· Include figure titles and place figure numbers in parenthesis.
· Use specific numbers rather than generalities unless results presented are not specific/detailed.
· Missing results (Gaps) must include applicant-relevant examples of what is missing.

· Multiple figures can be synthesized into one comment, IF focused on a single result area.

· Do not calculate percentages.  State the actual facts.

· If a number is not obvious, use the following terms: about, approximately, or ~.


Process Item Feedback Ready Comments
Basic Strength Format

	Subject from the Criteria or Application
	Verb(s) & specific Criteria Requirements 
	+ HOW
(process name or description)
	Example(s)
from the application 
or site visit (ADLI)
	Importance

(so-what)

	“Senior leaders”

“The organization”

“The school”
	“review organizational performance”

“uses relevant information and feedback”

“makes needed data and information available”
	by/through/using process, method, approach
	Provide the evidence that led you to the conclusion that this is a strength—the facts, the whats, the hows.  Include examples that demonstrate performance system and/or process maturity (evaluation factors).
	Mostly implicit in strength comments.  Key Factors or scoring guideline language may be used to emphasize importance and tie the comment together.

	Example

	Senior leaders 
	set and deploy organizational values, short- and longer-term directions, and performance expectations
	through the annual Strategic Planning Process and the leadership system.
	Leaders use an annual Strategic Planning Process and numerous communication methods, such as, newsletters, meetings, and stakeholder sessions to communicate to all faculty, staff, students, and key stakeholders and partners.  To ensure broadest deployment, the leadership system involves participants from all organizational and decision-making levels: the School Leadership Team, the School Sub-Unit Leadership Team, School Learning Environment Team, and School Improvement Councils.

	Assembled Feedback Ready Comment:
	Senior leaders set and deploy organizational values, short- and longer-term directions, and performance expectations through the Strategic Planning Process and leadership system.  Leaders use the annual Strategic Planning Process and numerous communication methods, such as newsletters, meetings, and stakeholder sessions, to communicate to all faculty, staff, students, and key stakeholders and partners.  To ensure broadest deployment, the leadership system involves participants from all organizational and decision-making levels including: the School Leadership Team, the School Sub-Unit Leadership Team, the School Learning Environment Team, and the School Improvement Councils.


Anatomy of a Process Item OFI Feedback Ready Comment
	The Opportunity:
	The criteria requirement that is NOT being addressed or does not meet the organization’s needs (think: Key Factors).  Use Scoring Guideline (evaluative) language to better describe the opportunity when appropriate.

	The Example(s):
	Information that led you/the team to the conclusion that this is an Opportunity for Improvement—the missing evidence or that which makes it clear that addressing this Criteria requirement is important for the organization.  This is often identified through a Key Factor or an ADLI element.

	The So-What Statement:
	Make the opportunity actionable by showing the potential adverse impact and hooking it to the relevant Key Factor to clearly convey why it matters to the organization.


Example…

	The Opportunity:
	The organization’s approach to determine how its projected performance compares with the projected performance of its competitors or key benchmarks is not fully developed or deployed.  

	The Example(s):
	For example, the organization has determined performance projections for most key Balanced Scorecard measures based on past performance and trend analysis.  However, comparison projections are primarily limited to similar organizations, and many do not consider benchmark performance, with some comparison projections not relevant to the organization’s current performance levels or projected trends.  For instance, the implementation of the online licensure process resulted in improved performance while projections show this favorable downward trend continuing over the next five years.  The comparative projection used as a benchmark for this measure was a similar regulatory agency in another state whose average time to process was more than double the current performance of the organization.  

	The So-What Statement:
	Without systematically assessing projected organizational performance with relevant benchmarks, the organization may risk adopting improvement strategies that may not keep pace with progress achieved by industry leaders and potential competitors.

	Assembled Feedback Ready Comment:
	The organization’s approach to determine how its projected performance compares with the projected performance of its competitors or key benchmarks is not fully developed or deployed.  For example, the organization has determined performance projections for most key Balanced Scorecard measures based on past performance and trend analysis.  However, comparison projections are primarily limited to similar organizations, and many do not consider benchmark performance, with some comparison projections not relevant to the organization’s current performance levels or projected trends.  For instance, the implementation of the online licensure process resulted in improved performance while projections show this favorable downward trend continuing over the next five years.  The comparative projection used as a benchmark for this measure was a similar regulatory agency in another state whose average time to process was more than double the current performance of the organization.  Without systematically assessing projected organizational performance with relevant benchmarks, the organization may risk adopting improvement strategies that may not keep pace with progress achieved by industry leaders and potential competitors.


Process Item Feedback Ready Comments
Basic OFI Format
	Subject from the Criteria or Application
	Evaluative Statement
	Verb(s) + specific Criteria Requirements—in other words, the opportunity to improve
	Transition
	Example(s)
from the application 
or Site Visit (ADLI)
	Importance

(so-what)

	Senior leaders
The organization
The school

The organization
	do not
does not
does not
does not use a
	encourage two-way communication

use the voice of the customer

make needed data and information available

complaint management process
	For example,
	Provide what led you to the conclusion that this is an OFI—what is missing or what makes this important for the applicant? Cite specific areas, departments, or groups where this is missing.
	Make the opportunity actionable by identifying possible adverse effects tied to relevant Key Factor(s).

“Without…” 

“The lack of…”

	Consensus Feedback Ready Example (note: bold text indicates Consensus/Site Visit differences)

	It is not evident how
It is not clear how
It is unclear how
	the organization
	supports its workforce via tailored policies, services, and benefits to address the needs of its diverse workforce and different workforce groups and segments.
	For example,
	the Diversity Team worked with the Benefits Team to identify a method to deal with ethnic differences to provide two floating personal holidays; however, it is not clear that any other tailoring exists to address the varied and diverse workforce segments, including faculty and staff, individual differences and needs, and community-based differences associated with its myriad school locations.
	Without a systematic method to consider and address the needs of all groups, the organization may find it difficult to overcome its strategic challenge to attract and retain a highly qualified workforce.

	Final (Site Visit) Feedback Ready Example (note: bold text indicates Consensus/Site Visit differences)

	The organization
	does not
	have a systematic process to support its workforce via tailored policies, services, and benefits to address the needs of its diverse workforce and different workforce groups and segments.
	For example,
	the Diversity Team worked with the Benefits Team to identify a method to deal with ethnic differences to provide two floating personal holidays; however, there is no other tailoring to address the varied and diverse workforce segments, including faculty and staff, individual differences and needs, and community-based differences associated with its myriad school locations.
	Without a systematic method to consider and address the needs of all groups, the organization may find it difficult to overcome its strategic challenge to attract and retain a highly qualified workforce.
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