
The Wing Institute: 
A Research-to-Practice Approach to Education

By Gail Snyder

T he leaders of America’s educational system 
don’t even know what they want students to 
learn. And if they don’t know that, then they 

don’t know what they want teachers to do. If we don’t 
even know the behaviors that we’re trying to get an 
increase in, how do we measure teachers? And until we 
pinpoint what we want students to do, we’re not going 
to make any long-term advances,” states Dr. Aubrey 
Daniels, founder and chairman of Aubrey Daniels In-
ternational (ADI).

It’s the culture in public 
education, which is reac-
tive to every type of school 
reform, and it’s the culture 
which still views teaching 
as an art form and not as a 
profession.

– Randy Keyworth

 “
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Daniels refers to the frustrating fact that 
America’s educational system is largely bro-
ken, but its administrators continue to make 
the same mistakes. One of those mistakes 
should be painfully obvious—teachers are mea-
sured primarily by high-stakes testing results—
which may encourage cheating scandals like 
those that recently occurred in Atlanta. (Teach-
ers and administrators there were proved to be 
falsifying test scores in order for their schools 
to retain accreditation and funding.)

Yes, this country’s educational system 
continues to pump out innovations—smaller 
class sizes, charter schools, vouchers, ex-

tended teacher education 
requirements, new reading 
instructional methods—but 
most of these approaches are 
ineffective or even detrimen-
tal to students. Who knows 
which teaching and learning 
strategies work (or don’t) 
until students fail or a whole 
generation deficient in basic 
skills enters the workforce? 
That’s where The Wing Insti-
tute comes in. 

In 2004, Jack States, 
Randy Keyworth, and Ron-
nie Detrich founded The 
Wing Institute, named in 
memory of Ernie Wing, an 
educator and child advocate 
who championed evidence-
based education policies 
and practices in public and 
private schools. States, Key-
worth, and Detrich have 
over a century of cumula-
tive hands-on experience 
in research, design, and ap-
plication of evidence-based 
education methods. “With 

behavioral science you make decisions about 
services based on the data. Evidence-based 
practice is the same thing, relying on evidence 
to make decisions about what programs to 
select in the first place and then evaluating 
how well those programs are working. That 
requires measuring the right things the right 
way,” Detrich explains.

For 30 years the founders of The Wing 
Institute, all former teachers and educa-
tors, operated six private special education 
schools in the San Francisco Bay area. The 
schools, which served almost 500 students, 
were highly successful because they operated 
on a model that researched and then applied 
processes and programs that showed real evi-
dence of success. Their model included ongo-
ing measures of student progress throughout 
the year, continual coaching and feedback for 
teachers, and metrics to identify and act upon 
when academic or behavioral interventions 
were necessary. The group also ran a public 
school consultation project, helping public 
schools apply this model.

A national organization offered to purchase 
the schools at a price that allowed the group 
to subsequently create The Wing Institute 
as an independent, non-profit foundation for 
researching and promoting evidence-based 
policies and practices. The team’s research-
to-practice approach includes the analysis 
of content areas (policy, systems, adminis-
tration); educational systems (state, school 
district, individual schools and classrooms); 
and stakeholders (the public, government 
agencies, school administrators, para-pro-
fessionals, parents and students.) The mis-
sion of The Wing Institute is to glean proven 
educational practices from the seemingly limitless 
research and then to share those practices with 
people who can make a difference. “We operate 
as an independent, endowed foundation. We 
don’t take money; we don’t have clients. Our 
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job at this point is to disseminate information 
about what is effective and what’s not effec-
tive in education. And then we try to connect 
people,” says Detrich.

The connection takes place via confer-
ences and seminars around the United States 
and through an annual, invitation-only sum-
mit sponsored by the Institute that invites 
experts from across the nation to review and 
add to the knowledge base on effective educa-
tional practices. “We see ourselves as a cata-
lyst organization that connects policy makers, 
researchers, and service folks, superinten-
dents, principals, teachers—and gets those 
folks in a room talking to each other,” states 
Detrich. The summits focus on one topic each 
year—this year the topic will be leadership and 
culture change. In fact, more and more rep-
resentatives from business and industry have 
attended and/or presented at the summits in 
recent years, including a presentation by Dan-
iels regarding the importance of performance 
feedback. Such business applications input is 
welcomed by the Institute’s founders because 
successful schools adapt a business model.

THE BUSINESS OF EDUCATION 
“We are used to talking about education as a 
business even though you can get into trouble 
using those two words in the same sentence,” 
says Randy Keyworth, executive director and 
senior fellow. “For a business to survive, it 
has to offer some type of a quality product or 
service. A successful business has to have a 
well-trained and reinforced staff and must be 
cost effective. There should be a return on 
investment that shows you are actually spend-
ing your money wisely. The United States is 
spending more money on education now 
than we ever have and we’re just not get-
ting results. We’re not focusing on the right 
things.”

A nationwide approach can be ignored 
and school systems, just as business, can be 
bogged down in bureaucracy, with findings of 
The Wing Institute appearing distant and diffi-
cult to integrate. However, The Wing Institute 
staff is diligently working to affect the system 
one step at a time. “Much of the research is 
very dense; it’s not user friendly. It took me 
a good year and a half before I could really 
decipher a lot of research that I was reading,” 
says Jack States, executive director and se-
nior fellow. “We look at a particular practice 
and try to find the research that’s out there 
on that practice. Then we provide the infor-
mation in a way that’s going to be easily acces-
sible to the school administrators, to parents, 
and other people. And we make it available 
for free.” 

Winning people over to the idea that ed-
ucation is a business rather than free-form 
art is an arduous task, and the roadblocks to 
measuring and adopting new strategies are 
abundant. All of The Wing Institute’s found-
ers agree that the rather adversarial and de-
fensive culture inside America’s educational 
infrastructure is one of the biggest problems 
to overcome. The same defensiveness is often 
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experienced in companies when changes are 
introduced to customary, treasured, but inef-
fective practices.

CULTURE WARS
“We just looked at a study that reviewed 
teacher evaluations in 12 large urban dis-
tricts. Over a period of 10 years there were 
something like 53,000 evaluations and out 
of those 53,000 evaluations, 99.6 percent of 
them were positive. That’s the culture that 
we’re dealing with,” says Keyworth. The high 
rate of positive evaluations was not con-
sistent with student performance, so what 
were the criteria for the evaluations? The is-
sue seems to be one of throwing the baby out 
with the bathwater. If accountability cannot 
be redefined in a positive light, then avoid it 
altogether. This makes for an easier day for 
everyone . . . except for, in many cases, the 
students. 

“For the better part of the 30 years when 
we ran a large organization of schools, we had 
a chance to look at how you can adapt and 
bring organizational behavior analysis into a 
system of human resources, development and 
accountability and get really outstanding re-
sults,” says Keyworth. “More and more we’re 
seeing research and evidence that shows we 
know how to teach. We know how to run good 
schools. We know how to get student perfor-
mance up. The problem really is the culture. 
The culture at universities is not teaching 
teachers how to do these things. It’s the cul-
ture in public education, which is reactive to 
every type of school reform, and it’s the cul-
ture which still views teaching as an art form 
and not as a profession.”

Keyworth and his partners are quick to point 
out that they realize the plight of teachers. How-
ever, the present culture resists accountability 
because of the way that term has been applied.

ACCOUNTABILITY ANATHEMA
The loathing of measurement came about 
understandably, because as measurement is 
often used in punishing ways in business, so it 
is used in the academic world. In the schools 
that this group ran, the use of measurement 
came to demonstrate a positive outcome for 
teachers and students. “We really had to make 
the case, and this is where we’re talking about 
culture change, that we’re collecting data on 
everybody’s behavior to help the students 
learn. The whole focus is student driven. It’s 
not to punish teachers. It’s saying that we’re 
the biggest influence in the child’s life and if 
the child is not succeeding, what can we do 
differently? How can we look at our own be-
havior to help the child succeed? That sounds 
easy but resisting measurement is such a diffi-
cult culture to overcome. The only way we can 
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change this is if people start making the case 
of tying all this data back to the kids. If it’s 
all focused on administrative requirements or 
federal law or we want to get rid of the bad 
teachers, then it will always meet with resis-
tance,” Keyworth says.

The concept of accountability has become 
associated not with daily performance, con-
structive feedback, and collaborative im-
provement, but with punishment from a sys-
tem that largely relies on high-stakes testing 
scores to rate schools, administrators, and 
teachers. “We must get them using the right 
accountability tools. All of this pressure that 
has been put on principals and teachers be-
cause of the high-stakes testing, it’s missed 
much of the point. If that’s all you’re going to 
do, then it was never designed as an improve-
ment tool. It can’t be, because, if I only look at 
something once a year to see the overall end 
result, that’s not providing an opportunity to 
go in and fix things before it’s too late for stu-
dents,” says States.

Detrich agrees with this assessment. “The 
really important question is, are the kids mak-
ing progress day to day, week to week, during 

the year? Not all kids come in equal. Some 
kids could double their learning in a year and 
still fail the high school test because they’re 
so far behind, and that 
doesn’t seem fair to a 
teacher to say, ‘Well, 
yes I know you doubled 
this student’s perfor-
mance but he still failed 
and you’re responsible.’ 
That teacher inherited the sins of the system 
and now I want to hold the teacher respon-
sible? That’s crazy,” he remarks.

TOO MUCH TO TACKLE?
Universities that do not want to be evaluated 
regarding their programs for teachers, over-
worked teachers who must often teach to the 
test, administrators who are pressured to 
try unproved strategies, and then behavioral 
problems with students: There is plenty of 
work to be done. “Individual teachers are only 
as good as the system they’re in. Individual 
schools are only as good as the system they’re 
in. If you take this logic and roll it up, then 
you will eventually find yourself at the top of 
the pyramid affecting change,” Detrich com-
ments. Granted, a few teachers should not be 
in the profession, but overall, the three found-
ers of The Wing Institute believe that once ef-
fective teaching skills are known, that coach-
ing, feedback, and reinforcing teachers for 
learning and applying those skills are viable 
approaches to real systemic improvement. 
Detrich refers to a movement called school 
wide positive behavior support that is now being 
used in 15,000 schools across the nation. “It’s 
essentially a system-level approach dealing 
with student behavior for all kids, not just the 
so-called bad kids,” he explains. “How do you 
set it up so that the students are more likely 
to behave well in the first place?” Starting 
at the grassroots level, school wide positive  

When schools flourish, 
all flourishes.

— Martin Luther
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behavior support analyzes and addresses 
learning difficulties that may result in behav-
ioral problems and it enlists administrators 
to commit to a customized program for each 
school. 

“The folks who really started the school 
of positive behavioral support were some fac-
ulty at the University of Oregon and they were 
very heavily influenced by Tom Gilbert’s ap-
proach to human competence. They’re very, 
very behavioral and they relied on the science 
of behavior to bring about these changes. It’s 
about coaching and feedback and monitoring 
the things that are important,” says Detrich.

America needs to begin spending its mon-
ey wisely and selectively. As one example 
that has not met the requirement of evidence-
based efficacy, States refers to requirements 

in some states that 
teachers receive ad-
ditional years of edu-
cation. “National cer-
tification costs a lot 
of time and money for 
teachers,” he says. 
“Performance com-
pensation was given 
to teachers for ac-
complishing that but 
the research shows 

that teachers who did that are no better teach-
ers. So we jumped into the solutions before 
we looked at what actually makes a significant 
difference. It’s just another example of where 
we’ve intervened but we’ve intervened in the 
wrong place.”

Unfortunately, over many decades such 
examples abound, wasting not only time and 
money but the futures of many of America’s 
students. Changing this situation requires 
leadership, culture change, and accountabil-
ity. “I’ve found that principals are really criti-
cal. Even good teachers cannot overcome 

principals who do not provide vision, the 
right kind of support and feedback, or do not 
set meaningful student performance stan-
dards, holding everyone, including them-
selves, accountable for meeting them,” says 
States.

NEXT STEPS
Accountability for continual progress, regu-
lar monitoring/coaching of teaching and stu-
dent skill levels, ongoing feedback between 
administrators, teachers, and students, and 
making sure that teaching methods work be-
fore they’re imposed on already overworked 
teachers: these are several recommendations 
of The Wing Institute. However, once educa-
tional approaches are proved effective by the 
data, the next problem is following through 
with implementation. “One of my favorite 
quotes of Ronnie’s [Detrich] is, ‘Implementa-
tion is where great ideas go to die,’” says Key-
worth. “One of the challenges in education 
is that many times really good ideas are not 
implemented well and no one has data to real-
ly track how well they’re being implemented. 
When they fail, people throw the idea out and 
say that it was a bad idea when it wasn’t nec-
essarily a bad idea.”

Therefore The Wing Institute will continue 
to examine the research and analyze the data 
in their goal to share those good ideas and 
enable schools to implement, track, and sup-
port methods that 
work. “They are 
providing a great 
service by elimi-
nating 90 percent 
of the research 
that is done that 
is just fluff,” says 
Daniels. “They’re 
able to help, be-
cause people are 

Ensuring a bright future 
for all our children is 

the responsibility of the 
community, the schools, 

families and like it or 
not- politicians as well.

— Michael N. Castle



T H E  W I N G  I N S T I T U T E  A  R E S E A R C H - T O - P R A C T I C E  A P P R O A C H  T O  E D U C A T I O N

©  2 0 1 5  A U B R E Y  D A N I E L S  I N T E R N A T I O N A L   |   W W W. A U B R E Y D A N I E L S . C O M   |   P A G E   7

inundated with information that doesn’t get to 
the heart of which behaviors and processes 
produce outstanding results.”

“The process of 
implementation is 
the great challenge 
in changing business 
as well as in changing 
schools. The focus 
must be on identify-
ing what behavioral 
success looks like at 
each level of impact—
from the individual 

performer to the senior leadership—measur-
ing the successful accomplishment of each in-
dividual in achieving those success targets,” 
says ADI CEO Darnell Lattal. “If such cas-
cading measures of success can be achieved 
in complex business systems by embedding 
skills in the science of behavior analysis, then 
school systems and individual teachers using 
this science can indeed become truly effec-
tive in unleashing and accelerating student 
learning mastery beyond our wildest dreams. 

Achieving the promise in this science of hu-
man behavior requires a commitment to 
reducing coercion and threat, accelerating 
measureable and meaningful accomplish-
ment, and engaging everyone in producing 
ethical, sustainable, and data-driven behavior 
change.”

Ultimately those students that emerge 
from America’s schools successfully could 
have been even more successful. Many of 
those students have a home advantage that 
helps them overcome the roadblocks of a 
flawed system, but what about the others? “If 
we want to address crime and other inequi-
ties that exist, education—as I see it—is the 
best social leveler we have. It increases ev-
eryone’s opportunity to participate,” Detrich 
comments. “We don’t pretend that a systems 
change is simple, but our argument is that 
over the last 30-40 years, schools have focused 
on structural changes. In plain fact, unless we 
change what happens in the interaction be-
tween the classroom teacher and the student, 
we’re not going to change education.” 

• • • • •
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performance of companies worldwide 
by using positive, practical approaches 
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toward positive, results-driven accom-
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egy execution while fostering employee 
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at all levels of their organization. 
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aubreydaniels.com/stay-connected
web: aubreydaniels.com
blog: aubreydanielsblog.com
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