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Trustee’s LeTTer
The

“What You Measure is What You Get” 
The Balanced Scorecard for Independent Schools (Part 1) 

By Kay Betts

What you measure is what you get.” These words intro-
duced “The Balanced Scorecard,” Robert Kaplan and 

David Norton’s landmark 1992 article in the Harvard Business 
Review. This article heralded a new era in performance measure-
ment, one in which businesses were encouraged to more broadly 
define and quantify their ability to deliver value. The authors 
shifted the lens of assessment from traditional financial metrics 
to nuanced interrelationships, looking at the full organizational 
structure and mission. Despite this more inclusive perspective, 
the raw idea of “performance measurement” filled educators 
with foreboding. We feared such quantification would transform 
schools into factories and students into widgets.

Therefore, when my board chair requested a fresh look at our 
school’s use of institutional metrics, I anticipated the undertak-
ing would challenge my administrative team. I didn’t realize that 
the request would potentially redefine performance indicators 
for independent schools in the 21st century.

Like many board members and parents, the chair was accus-
tomed to the use of performance indicators in 
business. These indicators have become com-
mon vernacular, in part because data is more 
readily available. While advances in technol-
ogy opened the gate to more accountability in 
business, increased financial pressure created 
the demand for more accountability in inde-
pendent schools. As head of school, it was 
my responsibility to bridge the gap between 
performance indicators in other sectors and 
those that would capture the holistic, values-
rich, mission of our independent school.

Our school already employed the typi-
cal yardsticks. Our college profile boasted 
exit-based data: college acceptances, SAT 
scores, AP courses, and National Merit 
Semi-Finalists. Financial dashboards were 
distributed at every board meeting. And, de 

rigueur for many communities, athletic scores dominated the 
local newspaper.

But “what you measure is what you get.” Ironically, our emphasis 
on quantitative data, normed through external comparisons (the 
college profile), created a culture in which college admission stats 
became the primary vehicle to report and monitor institutional 
success. It only followed that, for parents, these stats became the 
measure of return on investment. In addition, our use of college 
indicators had not adjusted to changes in the external environ-
ment. Admission to elite colleges has become increasingly 
competitive and unpredictable. For that reason and others, many 
of our families were changing the endgame—opting for the well-
respected state university system. 

It was clear that the institutional metrics that had served us well 
in the past were no longer sufficient to justify a 14-year (PK-
12) financial commitment. We needed a “balanced scorecard,” 
one that would more broadly define and quantify our ability to 
deliver value, capturing both external variables (like college stats) 

and internal, mission-centered, standards. But 
creating this scorecard would be a challenge, 
for while our exit-based data was largely 
quantitative and easily measured, our mission 
stood as profoundly qualitative and values-
based.

My board chair’s request for a balanced score-
card was in the vanguard of good governance. 
By definition, boards stand as the guardians of 
the school’s mission and, as such, are responsi-
ble for monitoring the success of the school in 
fulfilling every aspect of that mission. (NAIS, 
Principles of Good Practice).

Kay Betts is founder of Bettstrategic Group, 
guiding independent schools in the creation  

of mission-specific metrics. She was formerly 
Head of School at Episcopal High School  

in Baton Rouge, Louisiana.

::nota bene ::

See Part II, in the November-December issue, for more on Betts’ solution to the balanced scorecard for independent schools.

Questions for Your Board
 • List the types of performance 
indicators you receive as board 
members. Are they based on 

external norms (such as standardized 
tests) or internal norms  

(such as admissions standards  
or financial aid priorities)?

• Review the school’s mission 
statement. List all the components  

in the mission statement,  
including academic focus.

• How does your school monitor 
its success in fulfilling each of the 

components of the mission? 

• What would represent, to you, 
 a way to measure performance  
on each of the components of  
the mission? (There is no right 

answer to this question!)
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