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Rules of thumb for everyday life as 
an administrator 

Guides to 
administrator 
behavior 
by Frederick R. Cyphert 

Frederick A. Cyphe<l ls Dean of the College of Education al 
The Ohio State University. He is curre ntly conducting a 
national suNey to detetmine the characteti.stics of heads of 
teachor oducation programs. He is president of the 
American Association of Colleges for Teacher Educallon. 
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Theories of educational administration, as they 
should, bo th describe and explain administrator behavior. 
They seldom, however, lead to guidelines for preierred 
practice except perhaps lhrough Involved derivations. In 
an attempt to anal yze, and ultimately improve, his own ad· 
ministrative performance, this writer pulled together the 
following " rules of thumb" that he uses to guide his 
everyday l i fe as an admin istrator. They neither f low from 
nor form some theory of supervision or admin is tration. 
Most are not original with this author. Their util ity for the 
reader may be as a stimulus for thought and action and for 
preparing comparable statements for one's own use. 

Some A){ioms for Guiding Administrative Behavior 
1. People support exciting and useful ideas- not 

needy institutions. 
2. We hold our jobs because or what we cause to hap

pen-rather than for what we do. We're paid r0< the 
quality or our consequences rather than the 
amount of our work. 

3. Don't whet appetites for anything until you see a 
reasonable l ikeli hood that the hunger can be 
satisfied. 

4. Ninety per cent of an Idea can be developed with 
the ini tial ten per cenl o l effort. It takes the other 
ninety per cent of the effort to develop the final ten 
per cent oi the idea. Consquently, one must 
carefully decide which applicat ion of effort is ap· 
propriate to a given task. 

5. Don't answer the specific question posed to you 
until you have arrived at an answer to the generic 
quest ion. Only then will you be both consistent and 
efficient. 

6. Think in tenms or excellence, and spend your t ime 
and effort in the places where lhey are most likely 
to bear fruit. 

7. No matter how much the people inside of an 
organization think they control it, most changes 
come from forces outside o f the organizat ion. 

8. Communication on the idea level is quite different 
from cooperation on the action level. Work di li gen· 
tly on the former, and hope for enough of the latter. 
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9. A good visi ble project is always better than an 
equally good hidden endeavor. 

10. The power to get things done belongs to those who 
assume they have it! Don't look for reasons why 
th ings can't be done. 

11. Never lose your "cool" with adminstrative subor· 
dinates; if you must get angry, focus it on 
superiors. 

12. The man with a plan is the man who wins; to fail to 
pla·n is to plan to fail. 

13. Try to think a situation through from the other· 
fellow's point·of-view before you formulate your 
s trategy. 

14. Good news can be communicated in any fashion; 
bad news should be communicated face·to·face. 

15. Every question has both feasibilit y and desirabi lity 
facets. Don't mix the two too quickly, lest you set
tle for less than you should. 

16. Take as long as you need to arrive at your 
dec ision - but time spent between a decision and 
its implementation is t ime los t. 

17. Be extremely careful in select ing those decisions 
for which you are willing to d ie. Let the s trength of 
your tenacity match the importance of the pri n

ciple. 
18. Get your reward system in line with your ob· 

jectives. 
19. It's great to inspire the troops with a pep talk- but 

it won't work for long unless the Boss is working 
hard himself. Practice what you preach! 

20. Don' t surprise your colleagues. Lay the ground
work so that your decision (or recommendation) is 
a logica l outgrowth of the information people have. 

21. Part of a leader's role is that o f picking up the 
bushes that people hide behind to keep from doing 
what they need to do. Destroy the obvious excuses. 

22. Th ings seldom happen because o f one cause. One 
can seldom precipitate or cure a happening by 
manipulat ing only one variable. 

23. The ul timate posture from wh ich one is best able to 
make productive personal change is one of being 
" proud but not satisfied." 

24. A man would do nothing i f he waited unt il he could 
do it so well that no one would find faul t wit h what 
he had done. 

25. Build on strengths-your own strengths, those of 
your superiors, colleagues and subordinates, and 
the strengths in the situation. Don't build on 
weakness or start with things you cannot do. 

26. Know where your time goes. Work systematically 
at managing the l ittle of your time that can be 
brought under control. 

27. Concentrate on the few major areas where superior 
performance will produce outstanding results. 
Force yourself lo set priorities and stay with them. 
You have no choice but to do first things first and 
second things not at al I. 

28. When there is a conflict between wh?..t your in· 
tellect and logic tell you to do-and what your "gut 
level " feeling is-postpone the decision. If you 
must cross the bridge-go with that unexplainable 
feeling. 
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29. Examine periodically the assumptions upon which 
you are operati ng. This will cause you to discard a 
few, add a new one and have renewed insight into 
others. 

30. Concentrate on those factors within any si tuation 
which are relevan t (i.e., make a difference) and 
which are manipulatable (i.e., you can change 
them). Disregard the others. 

31. Beware of goal displa cement, i.e., the tendency to 
turn away from original goa ls and to substitute 
means for ends. 

32. Be alert to problem dis placement , i.e., the usually 
unconsc ious substitu tion of concern for trivial 

problems in place of concern for significant 
problems because the significant problems appear 
inso lvable. 

33. Never assume that competence as a scholar and 
competence as a practicioner are identical. 

34. People, more often than not, do what is expected of 
them. Most peop le never reach their potential. 

35. Both questions and security come from what we 
know. 

36. The key to improvement is know ledge of results. 
Plan to acquire feedback. Know what you will ac· 
cept as evidence of success. 

37. People do not behave according to the facts as 
o thers see them; they behave in terms of what 
seems to them to be so. 

38. The most important ideas which affect peop1e· s 
behavior are those ideas they have about them· 
selves. 

39. Know that every problem has both its political and 
its substantive (or educational) solutions and be 
able to discern how much of each is proper for 
each decision. 

40. Every t ime you take an action i t precipitates a 
response or reaction. Watch that cathartic act ions 
don't deepen your problem. 

The utility of these " rules of thumb" will differ with 
the situation and the administrative style of the Individual. 
Like most rules, they may reQuire bending from time to 
time. They are offered not as a solution to the ambiguities 
of administrat ive decis ion·making, but as an attempt to 
apply rat ional it y lo the dynamic practice of administering 
educational organizations. 
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