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Conclusion: Bringing
the Outward and Inward
Focus Together

Throughout Change Leadership, our main premise has been that

leaders must understand and bring together the challenges of
both organizational and individual change to successfully lead im-
provement processes in schools and districts. We have structured the
core chapters in a way that suggests these two fronts are two learning
tracks, with an outer and inner focus, parallel to each other. In this
chapter, we clarify how the inner and outer changes are two sides of
the single coin of school improvement. We discuss the implications
of this integrated curriculum for a new kind of improvement leader-

ship in our schools and districts.

You should by now have a personalized, fully elaborated four-column immunity
map that shows a private, personal learning challenge (an inner focus) tightly
bound up with some public, shared expectation or understanding of what is called
for from you to succeed with the work (an outer focus). For example, you may gen-
uinely want to be a better delegator and create a more collaborative form of lead-
ership in your school or central office. Everything you’ve read about school
improvement suggests that the kinds of changes you and other superintendents or
principals want to bring about cannot be achieved through the heroic efforts of a
single leader alone, no matter how inspired, tireless, or charismatic, and you
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strongly believe this yourself. Yet your four-column immunity map has also sur-
faced another kind of belief, one that is more personal and that you do not find
in the things you read about school reform. This belief is headlined in your Big As-
sumption. Let’s say you uncovered a belief that you may not experience your work
as fulfilling enough if your job becomes more about enabling others rather than
yourself being in the center of the action, the hero of the work. However genuinely
committed you are to being a better delegator, this beliet—if it remains unsurfaced
and unengaged—is going to undermine your ability to improve. We trust that
you now see how your own four-column immunity map expresses ore vital inter-

section of the outward and inward foci.

Every one of the outward changes we have been
suggesting needs to occur, for successful whole system
improvement has a similarly challenging inward
dimension for any individual or team that is having
a hard time bringing that change about.

In fact, we believe that every one of the outward changes we have been sug-
gesting needs to occur, for successful whole system improvement has a similarly
challenging inward dimension for any individual or team that is having a hard time
bringing that change about. Chapters Two, Four, Six, and Eight have each worked
on sharpening an aspect of our outward attention—clarifying a focus on instruc-
tion, generating increasingly effective collective energy for change, thinking more
systemically, acting more strategically. Although each of these ideas has an inner
demand (discussed in Chapters Three, Five, Seven, and Nine), some of these
outward agendas tend to generate personal learning challenges more frequently
than others. We look at a small number of these now to illustrate the critical

interconnection between individual and organizational change.

+ We must hold high expectations for all our kids.

- Building and central office level administrators need to get more involved in

instruction.

» If we have many improvement priorities we actually have none; so we must

choose a priority and stay relentlessly focused on 1t.
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. We must foster a widespread feeling of urgency for change.

. We need a new kind of leader, one whose expertise is more invested in helping
a group create the shared knowledge necessary for sustained improvement than

in being the certain source of the answers and solutions.

. We need a new kind of administrative team, one that can take on two jobs at
once—running the school or district we have, and leading an improvement
process to create the school or district we must become.

We have found that these ideas strike the many hundreds of school leaders with
whom we have worked as eminently sensible. These school leaders are all smart
and conscientious people. So if these ideas make so much sense to bright, caring
people, why aren’t they put into practice? We've presented a wealth of answers to
that question. One overarching response would be to say that the ideas involve a
host of adaptive challenges. If we actually knew how to put the ideas into practice
we would have, long ago.

Recalling Heifetz’s distinction,' technical challenges are those for which the
knowledge to solve the problem already exists (as is evident in tried-and-true
procedures, effective tools, and established means of training). The challenge may
be complicated, and meeting it may be very consequential, so technical challenges
are not trivial. (Removing someone’s inflamed appendix and landing a jet air-
plane are technical challenges.) Adaptive challenges are those for which the neces-
sary knowledge or capacity to solve the problem must be created during the work
of solving it. The individuals or organizations undertaking these efforts must them-
selves change—they must adapt. They must not just use the available knowledge
(as in meeting technical challenges) but create new knowledge. When we describe
the job of remaking our schools so that no child is left behind as similar to trying
to rebuild an airplane while flying it, we are talking about an adaptive challenge.
There need be no embarrassment in acknowledging that we don’t yet know exactly
how to do this.

But we do need to be at work learning how. A big part of learning how, in our
view, is by coming to see that although any list of organizational “should-do’s” may
shine brightly in its clarity and reasonableness, we are only looking at half of the
picture, at the illuminated side of “the moon of school improvement.” We need to
also shine a light on the usually unseen side-—the inner dimensions, demands, and
assumptions. What s it like to travel through that same sensible list, via paths that

cross into the dark side of the moon?
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HOLD HIGH EXPECTATIONS FOR ALL OUR STUDENTS

Two of us recently worked with the leadership team—the superintendent, an 4.
sistant superintendent of curriculum and instruction, several school principals,
assistant principals, a few lead teachers—of a hard-working district in Southery,
California (SoCal District). Its student body was over 80 percent Latino; the pro-
fessional staff was over 80 percent white. The majority of students came from fam-
ilies needing financial assistance. We asked this group to try constructing a
four-column immunity map, only we asked them to do it together as a leadership
team and to construct a single, collective picture, which is depicted in Exhibit 10.1.
(A form for doing this with your group is included in Appendix A.)

As shown in Exhibit 10.1, the group had no trouble identifying a shared first-
column commitment that felt important to all of them. Although it was a less com-
fortable experience filling out the second column (designed to answer the question,
“What do we do or not do that works against this?”), they arrived fairly quickly at
their answer, indicating, “We do not hold high expectations for ELL or SpEd stu-
dents.” As is usually the case, they found the third column (the hidden, competing
commitment) to be the most difficult and ultimately their biggest learning
opportunity. At first, they identified concerns about the new kinds of work they
would have to take on if they were really to hold higher expectations for the ELL

Exhibit 10.1
SoCal District’s Four-Column Immunity Map, in Process
1 2 3 4
Collective
Collective Doing/Not Hidden/Competing Collective
Commitment Doing Commitment Big Assumption

We are comumuitted to We do not hold /u'ﬁ/p We nay also be
aa:eéemtwﬁ the rate expectations ﬁr ELL comumitted to not

ofacade»u‘o or SpEd students. /uwmg to revise what

achiovement of ELL we teach and how we

and SpEd students.* teach our ELL and
SpEd students.

“ELL = English Language Learners; SpEd = Special Education
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and SpEd students—the need to create new kinds of curricula and supports for
the students. Although the third-column commitment they settled on technically
created a picture of an “immunity to change,” the exercise did not seem to produce
much energy for the group or usher in some productive, new vantage point. It was
late in the day and we decided to adjourn until the following morning.

The next morning, an agitated assistant superintendent came to find us at
breakfast. “I’ve been thinking about that exercise since we ended yesterday.
I thought about it last night, and I dreamt about it. We are not telling each other
the truth about what should really be in that third column!” We asked him what
he thought was going on.

“The hardest thing for us to really talk about, in this mostly white group,” said
the assistant superintendent, who was himself Latino, “is race. We all get along,
and we are all people of goodwill, and we are all committed to helping these kids—
but that may be exactly why we can’t say what really belongs in that third column.”

We asked him what he thought should go in the third column.

“If we were honest, it should say something like, “We are also deeply commit-
ted to preserving a povrecito culture” But I'm not sure I can say that to this group.”
He explained that a “povrecito culture” (“povrecitos,” or “poor little ones,” is a term
of endearment) was full of protective concern and sympathy. “It’s a stance that says,
“These kids are already facing so many obstacles, bearing so many burdens, how
can we possibly increase their suffering by holding them to rigorous academic
expectations?”

We kept talking, and eventually he concluded that he owed it to the group to
suggest a revision of their third column. “If I can’t raise this, who can?” He decided
that, however difficult it would be for him, “it would be impossible for one of the
white administrators to raise it. They would fear they’d end up looking racist, or
offending us, or damaging the spirit of goodwill on our team.”

When he brought this to his team that morning, “it was like putting a match to
dry tinder,” he said. It was as controversial as he'd expected it might be, and although
not every member of the group was immediately willing to accept the new picture,
they all agreed they had taken an important next step in their joint leadership. The
four-column immunity map they came up with is shown in Exhibit 10.2.

The idea that reduced expectations could come not only from a place of
discrimination or disregard but from love and concern brought a previously
unilluminated side of the group’s operations into plain view. The team now sees

Conclusion: Bringing the Outward and Inward Focus Together
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Exhibit 10.2
SoCal District’s Four-Column Immunity Map, Revised
1 2 3 4
Collective
Doing/Not Hidden/Competing Collective
Commitment Doing Commitment Big Assumption
We are conumitted to We do nat/wld/u'ﬁ/v W&ma/a.éfoba Waa&rm«&fm
accelerating the rate expectations /or ELL comunitted to not realgl did push our
cfaademb or SpEd students. having to revise what students they would
a.ddweme«tthLL we teach and how we notrucceedz;dzq
and SpEd, students. teach our ELL and would be crushed; we
SpEd. students. wula’[wdeﬁatw.
We are conumitted to
pw:erwlnﬂ a
"powec&o"adtur&.

more deeply and accurately how they work against their own genuine commitment
to their ELL and SpEd students. They now can address the core question of whether
pushing these students will always lead to failure and suffering, as they had
unknowingly assumed. And they create the possibility for revising this assumption,
for coming to see that they can succeed with their ELL and SpEd students—and
that their ELL and SpEd students can succeed. (Chapter Nine describes the process
through which the team could go about overturning their immunity to change.)

INVOLVE BUILDING AND CENTRAL OFFICE

ADMINISTRATORS IN INSTRUCTION

Over the last several years, school improvement advocates from many quarters
have called for a dramatic reconstruction of the role of school principal—from
capable building administrator to chief instructional officer. The old role is that of
a plant manager who is buried in the office with concerns about bells, busses, and
building maintenance, succeeding or failing on a set of criteria having little to do
with the unique core enterprise of the school-—teaching for learning. The new role
is that of principal educator, the school’s leader in directing the attention of all the
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school’s participants to its central function and enhancing their capacity to engage
it. This is the image of a principal who is out of the office and observing in class-
rooms, convening ongoing conversations about what constitutes good teaching
and how we can have more of it.

However compelling this new picture may be, and despite ever mounting evi-
dence of the critical value for student achievement of principals playing this new
role,? it is enormously difficult for principals to make the shift from building man-
ager to chief instructional officer. A recent study from Education Week Research
Center, polling nearly 10,000 principals, found that only 27 percent spend part of
each day guiding the development or evaluation of curriculum and instruction,
whereas 86 percent say they spend part of every day managing the school facilities
and maintaining security within their buildings. Only 53 percent can report spend-
ing at least some time every day facilitating student learning; and 55 percent of
56,000 teachers polled strongly disagree or somewhat disagree that their princi-
pals talk with them frequently about their instructional practices.’

Conditions, Culture, or Adaptive Challenge?

When Gerry House came on as the superintendent of the Memphis schools, she was
appalled at the number of broken windows in many of the school buildings. She
could have said to the principals, “You are not doing as good a job as plant managers
as I'd like. The state of these windows sends a terrible message to everyone inside and
outside your school. Get on this.” Having the principals clean up the “broken win-
dows problem” could have been seen as a strong stand for improving the culture of
the Memphis public school system. It might have sent the message that “We care
about your kids and we care about the places where we educate them. A lot is bro-
ken around here, and we are going to start fixing it, right away.”

But if Dr. House also wanted to support the new cultural value of principals shift-
ing their priorities from plant managers to instructional leaders, it would have been
a costly way to send this good message. So instead, she hired an outside contractor
to coordinate window repair throughout the district. She got the first message across
(“We care about your kids .. *) and she did it in a way that also said to the princi-
pals, “We care about you, too. Your time is better spent as leaders of our central
enterprise. ’'m not here to add one more management function; I'm here to get you

out of one business so you can take up the other.”

—
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Of course, there are many places to look for the sources of difficulty in making
this shift—conditions and culture play major roles—but we believe a main reason
for the difficulty is that the challenge is not only a technical one, but an adaptive
one. Even when the conditions have been altered and the culture is saying that our
number one priority is learning, it turns out that many, many principals have a
hard time making the shift, a sure sign that there is a major part of the moon in
shadow. We can almost hear Einstein whispering at times like these, “Get a better
grasp of the problem before moving to the solution.™

David, a candid principal in one of the districts with which we have had a multiyear
relationship, gave us a rich example of his version of why this shift is difficult and what
can lie on the other side of the moon. His superintendent has demonstrated that he
means it when he says he wants to support every principal to become an instructional
leader in his or her school. And David will be the first to admit that—as much as he
himself is committed to making this shift—it isn't going very well.

As Exhibit 10.3 shows, David’s first-column commitment is perfectly aligned
with his superintendent’s goal. When David took the “fearless inventory” required
to complete column 2, he said: “Two things especially stand out. I have long
believed in an open-door policy for my faculty, but the result is that I am contin-
uously drawn in to providing advice and counsel on a whole host of personal
issues, personnel disputes, life counseling. You can’t believe all the kinds of things
people want to come in and talk to me about! And the other thing is that I dida
weeklong tracking of where my time goes, and I realized that monitoring the lunch
periods every day, which I have always done, ends up taking a huge amount of time
when you add it all up”

Considering what he would least like or would be most concerned about were
he to do the opposite of what is in column 2 catapulted David from the illumi-
nated to the unilluminated side of his terrain. David realized that even though his
open-door policy and lunchroom monitoring distract him from his primary goal,
he really likes what he gets from the roles he plays as a warm, friendly, open, and
available presence for both the faculty and the students. As he contemplated really
making these things “peripheral” (in the language of his column 1 commitment),
his demeanor became visibly subdued. It was clear that much of the joy he derives
from his work is associated with what it means to him that faculty trust him
enough to bring their problems to him, that they experience him as someone who
is giving them something they clearly value, that the students feel emotionally

attached to him and he to them.
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Exhibit 10.3
David’s Four-Column Immunity Map

1 2 3 4
Doing/Not Hidden/Competing

Commitment Doing Commitment
To make Open-door pol- I am committed
"Instructional icy with faculty to being the
Leadership” the leads to many Good Shepard,
predominant conversations Father Confessor,
center of my not directly amateur thera-
work as princi- related to in- pist, Friendly
pal and limit the | struction; daily Mayor of the
time and energy | monitoring of school, loved by
that | spend on cafeteria is huge | and accessible to
peripherals. expenditure of faculty and

my time. students alike.

I am committed
to not having
conflictual rela-
tionships with
facuity.

“And I'll tell you something more,” David said, with a groan and a wry smile,
warming to the opportunity to have an even better look at the dark side of the
moon, “I can see it’s not just that I would hate for the students or the teachers to
start feeling I was inaccessible. I start to think what I would be doing more of with
the teachers if I wasn’t being their benevolent Father Confessor. I'd be riding their
rear ends about changes in their instruction, and I know there’d be a lot of strife
and struggle in all of that. Things are on a wonderfully even keel around here these
days, and I can see a big part of me wouldn’t be thrilled about giving that up.”

At the very least, David now sees that for him the work of truly becoming
an instructional leader carries a broad set of learning challenges, including some
internal ones. He is now aware that his success will depend, in no small measure, on
his willingness and ability to grapple with his various assumptions about what he
would have to give up and what he’d need to start doing. With his current beliefs
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and assumptions, David can't yet imagine how satisfying and meaningful he might
find it to be an effective instructional leader. But over time, he may find that the
strife and agitation created in the short run actually lead him—and others—to
deeper satisfaction in the longer run.

By doing this inner work, David will have a much better chance of delivering
on the outer work of being an effective instructional leader.

CHOOSE A PRIORITY AND STAY RELENTLESSLY FOCUSED ON IT

It’s true that if we have many improvement priorities, we actually have none. We
must choose a priority and stay relentlessly focused on it. So why don’t we? We reg-
ularly see districts in which everyone is “dancing as fast as we can,” heroically
expending energies on an impressive variety of initiatives, any one of which, on its
own terms, may make all the sense in the world. No one can fault the effort, or the
sincerity, of all this hard work. But in most cases no significant progress is made.
This is a costly situation on multiple fronts: the leadership team fails to get traction
toward its present goals, and it becomes increasingly difficult to enlist people’s
energies in future efforts. “Look how hard we tried last time, and we still didn’t get
anywhere,” goes the logic. “So what is the use?”

Trying harder may be an effective strategy for technical challenges. But for adap-
tive challenges we need a way to step off the dance floor and move to the balcony,
away from the crowd and its frenetic pace, to have a look at the bigger system that
is preventing us from doing the “relentless focusing” we know we need to do.

We don’t yet know all the possible hidden commitments that can make start-
ing an abundance of initiatives seem like a brilliant strategy. Leaders must discover
their own answer to the question, “What would be most troubling to you about
achieving a laserlike focus?” especially if they have been frustrated in their honest
efforts to focus. Their answers will reveal the personal and specific learning agenda
they will need to adopt if they are to succeed in focusing. Choosing a priority and
staying relentlessly focused requires that we first see the personal contributions
that prevent us from such focus. Having done so, we can then explore and test our
specific assumptions in order to free ourselves and our organizations from the grip
of overinitiating.

Superintendents have sheepishly told us (with an expression that suggests
they’ve never before thought it, let alone said it to others), “To be honest, I really
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don’t know which of these initiatives is going to work. It’s like the idea of a ‘differ-
entiated portfolio, where you spread out your risk. Or like fishing with many lines.
I’m afraid to remove a line from the place where a big fish might swim. I'm afraid
of putting all our capital into one stock.” The irony is that this very strategy to avoid
failure might, in the end, assure it.

Exhibit 10.4 shows three superintendents’ contributions to a four-column
immunity map illustrating their quite different hidden reasons for not
prioritizing.

Why is it so important that these superintendents illuminate their hidden side?
Let’s take a minute to consider the implications of their not doing so. In a nutshell,
each will continue to believe in the importance of focus and act inconsistently with
that belief. Principals, in turn, will pick this up. They will hear how important focus
is and get the message that focus isn’t really a priority; everything has to get done.
So although they may know and believe that their success in the eyes of the su-
perintendent is to focus, focus, focus, they also believe that focus needs to happen
in addition to all the other things already on their plates!

A principal’s immunity map might then look something like that shown in
Exhibit 10.5.

The forms of our personal learning challenges
are not infinitely different. There is more
than one crater on the dark side of the moon,
but not an endless number.

We see how the principal can repeat the same pattern as the superintendent and
we can then imagine how teachers in that building will also not focus and priori-
tize. Without explicit messages from the principal about what they can let go of, or
what they can loosen up on, teachers will understandably feel pressure to do it all
too. Self-protection, in its varied forms, will cascade throughout the system. Focus
will be absent. People will hedge their bets and do as much as they believe they need
to do to avoid the dire outcomes their hidden worries and guiding assumptions pre-
dict. Yet if we all could see these worries and unearth our assumptions about the
risks of focus, we would be in a position to radically alter our behaviors. For the first
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Exhibit 10.4
Four-Column Map Reflecting Three Superintendents
1 2 3 4
Doing/Not Hidden/Competing
Commitment Doing Commitment Big Assumption
1 am conumitted to 1/ We take on too Superintendent Superintendent
leading an many things at once, Al 1w comumitted to A: I asswme I will
improvement process have a host of “balls i | not making a mistake, wake the wrong
that is relend&:rg/ tﬁ&au;”keqmddug 0 not betting on the choice. I assume an
ﬁuaed on a single without ;ubtmdz'nj wrong horse. initial choice is not
priovity. »wd(ﬁab(&. I assume
§r am shown to be
nustaken I will lose
alécredl.bzldy

Superintendent

Superintendent

B: 1 anccommittzd to B: 1 assume that if

not bu'nﬁ bored, to fuL I relentlessly focus

ing stimudated anden- | onjust oneor two ini-

erjtkzed/b)//mm'nﬁ alot twtzm!m[éﬁeém

going on at once. mti;ﬁed, restless, and
turn into the kind of
person disdain.

Superintendent

Superintendent

C: 1 ame commiitted to C: Tassume of I do
being responsive to not respond, positively
the enthusiasms, to internal enthusi-
needs, or &) fons asw and external

of internal and exter- pressure I will lose wy
nal constituencies. bases of support.

time, we might be able to see, for example, the inevitable costs for students of our
not focusing.

The forms of our personal learning challenges are not infinitely different. There
is more than one crater on the dark side of the moon, but not an endless number.
Being aware of the basic moon landscapes can help us see what we might be hiding
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Exhibit 10.5
Principal’s Four-Column Immunity Map

1 2 3 4
Doing/Not Hidden/Competing
Commitment Doing Commitment Big Assumption
1 i committed to 1 take on too wany I e committed to wot Iu.muwtkatf[[et
fpwbzfma/ri«ﬁlo t!zi«ﬁratonw, have a maki«jmixtak&;b}y the wrong ddnjr:yo,bt
priority. host af “balls inthe letting the wrong will bemy ﬁudt, oy
am”/ceepaddwﬂ b‘u’«j{jo. Job, utdrny/[ivali/wod

without subtracting. 1 o comumitted to ot | Here: I won't have the
putting myself out on o superintendent’s

linch by ot delivering | bAking

the status guo.

from ourselves. We can use that knowledge as a resource when, try as we might to
imagine what we are protecting, we don’t see anything noteworthy.

Over the last five years, we have seen hundreds of four-column immunity maps,
bravely created by school leaders and teams of leaders working at educational
improvement. The learning challenges that arise often share common features and
forms and can therefore be grouped. As illustrated in Table 10.1, each of these
challenges can involve new definitions or new tolerance for risk.

For example, Leader A assumes that “if I do not respond positively to internal
enthusiasms and external pressure I will lose my bases of support.” This personal
learning challenge exemplifies the challenge of redefining and renegotiating
relationships with others.

Leader B illustrates immunities in the top right quadrant. He is in the grip of a
Big Assumption implicating his own self-definition, what he must expect of himself
in order to feel fulfilled: “I assume that if I relentlessly focus on just one or two
initiatives, I will feel unsatisfied, restless, and turn into the kind of person I dis-
dain.” To move past his immunity, he needs to change his self-expectations.

Leader C’s immune systems were anchored in risk. She was committed to
focusing on a single priority, and her Big Assumption led her to act inconsistently
with this commitment because she could not risk making the wrong choice. As she
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put it, “I assume I will make the wrong choice. I assume an initial choice is not
modifiable. I assume if [ am shown to be mistaken I will lose all credibility.” Her
challenges fall in the bottom half of the figure: she needs to work on risk tolerance
with others and with herself.

When you review Table 10.1, consider whether you see the hidden commitment
you have identified in one (or more) of these quadrants. If nothing seems to fit, does
trying on the various learning challenges described prompt any “ah ha” for you?

FOSTER A WIDESPREAD FEELING OF URGENCY FOR CHANGE

John Kotter, in Leading Change, says “allowing too much complacency” is the
“number one error” change leaders make: “By far the biggest mistake people make
when trying to change organizations is to plunge ahead without establishing a high
enough sense of urgency.” But in explaining why, Kotter never gets to the leader’s
own inner work. As an organizational theorist, Kotter’s focus tends to be on the
complications of the organizational dynamics. He talks about leaders “overesti-
mat[ing] how much they can force big changes,” or “underestimat[ing] how hard
it is to drive people out of their comfort zones.”® We believe Kotter is absolutely
right about this part of the picture, but it is not the whole picture.

Consider again the predicament of Corning’s Superintendent Don Trombley
(discussed in Chapter Eight) or another CLG learning partner, Superintendent
Mike Ward of West Clermont. For several years both men led districts considered
by their communities to be highly successful. Their communities felt this way, in
part, because many good things were going on in their districts, and, in part, be-
cause these superintendents were doing a very good job selling their constituen-
cies the proposition that the districts were succeeding!

Anyone who has been a superintendent knows that a large part of the job in-
cludes managing public perceptions. There is nothing evil or corrupt about this.
As Boston Superintendent Tom Payzant has told us, “The kind of leader you want,
someone who is closely tied to the improvement of instruction, is exactly what
we need. But if a school or district head is not also a good politician, it doesn’t
matter how much they know about instruction. They might not last ninety days.”’
Yet the public relations dimension of leadership can make it exceedingly difficult to

generate sufficient urgency.
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Sometimes a superintendent brand-new to a district can more easily stand up
and talk about the urgent need for things to improve because doing so casts no
shadow on the quality of his or her own prior work. It is also easier to sound the
alarm in a troubled urban district. (It is also, unfortunately, commonplace for
a new superintendent to be brought into an urban district as a hero to clean up a
mess perceived to be the product of his or her predecessor, who, two years earlier,
was likely ridden in on the same white horse.) Although the prior superintendent
may not have talked about it, district and community members are not surprised
to hear that their urban district needs significant improvements. But most
superintendents are not new superintendents. Most, like Ward and Trombley,
understandably feel enormous reluctance to publicize their own district’s prob-
lems and launch an initiative calling for systemic improvement.

“After standing up, year after year, telling the good people of my community
what a great job we are doing,” began Mike Ward, “how do I now say, ‘We are not
doing a good enough job by your children. We must and we can do better’?” Most
leaders do not make this clear declaration. At best, they may borrow the frame sug-
gested by Jim Collins’ book, Good to Great;® as Arthur did, saying, “We have been
a very good district, but now we must go from good to great.” Such a frame ap-
propriately does not find fault; however, it can also fail to generate sufficient ur-
gency. “If we are doing well,” people say to themselves or out loud, “and it is going
to take an extraordinary amount of work or expense to do a little better, is it really
worth it?” “Are we letting the Perfect be the enemy of the Good?” “If it ain’t broke,
why fix it?”

But Ward and Trombley each made a clear declaration. They found a different
kind of frame that also had the merit of making the present situation no one’s fault.
They talked repeatedly about the way the world has changed. Trombley made dra-
matically visible how many kids were not reading at grade level and what this
meant for their futures in a changing economy. Ward practically made a mantra
We are ordinary

»

out of ““Good enough’ is no longer good enough for our kids:
people,” he would say about everyone working to reinvent the district, “who are
going to do extraordinary things.”

What Ward and Trombley did took courage and required a willingness to dis-
appoint expectations, to renegotiate relationships (see Table 10.1). In other words,
what they did often requires overturning one’s own immunities to change. It is not
just the leader who wants to say, “everything is fine”; followers want to hear this
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from the leader as well. Superintendents feel this expectation from the commu-
nity, from parents, and from their boards. Many superintendents believe they must
continue to tell the public that things are fine or getting steadily better in order to
maintain the political and financial support both they and their district need for
survival. And although we have seen public support for superintendents and their
districts actually increase when superintendents are more open and honest about
the challenges that educators face, there does exist a powerful, persistent cross-
cultural preference for the leader or teacher as reliable authority.

Some theorists attribute this preference to the psychology of early childhood
relationships. Others seem to want to take us back further to our cross-species in-
heritances. (Heifetz, for example, evokes the image of the silverback gorilla whose
signals the others continuously track.’) Whatever the source of the gravity, it is a
difficult orbit to escape. It takes enormous courage to defy social expectations.

Social psychologist Stanley Milgram, best known for the infamous “simulated
shock” experiment, once designed a study to test the difficulty of defying social ex-
pectations under even the thinnest of conditions. He directed his doctoral students
to stand on crowded New York City subways and simply ask sitting passengers for
their seats. The students found the task enormously stressful despite the fact they
were talking (or just considering talking) to complete strangers they would never
see again. They wanted to claim they were ill (and thus not really in violation of
the norm or expectation). People did usually surrender their seats, no questions
asked. Many students reported, after claiming the seats, they actually did begin to
feel ill, as if reflexively they needed to create an internal condition that would pre-
serve the norm!" If it is very hard for us to disappoint others, even when they are
complete strangers, imagine how much more difficult it will be for us to disap-
point those with whom we have worked for many years. To overturn a third-
column commitment not to disappoint others’ expectations, we need to expose
and then modify Big Assumptions about the dire consequences of doing so (as we

saw in Chapter Nine).

ENCOURAGE A NEW KIND OF LEADER

We need leaders whose expertise is more invested in helping a group create
the shared knowledge necessary for sustained improvement than in being the
certain source of the answers and solutions. We find the difficulty in “leading
from behind” is that not only is it hard to disappoint others’ expectations of the
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good leader as the authority but also that it is much harder than we realize to
convince ourselves of a new definition of leadership. We can quickly agree that
our schools and districts are not going to improve because of the heroic service
of a charismatic leader working alone—that we must build teams (and build
them not simply so there will be an army to follow our orders and pursue the
plans we have masterfully created ourselves). Rather, we need kind of team that
can work together at “rebuilding the airplane while flying it,” a team that can
share the work of deciding, assessing, and revising on a path to improvement
that is almost never a straight line. As with a first-column commitment, we say
we believe this because we actually dos it makes sense to us. But we may not re-
alize how powerful and how deep-seated are our countering beliefs (third-col-
umn commitments).

* This is no different from the challenges teachers often face in successfully enact-
ing a learner-centered pedagogy. In recent doctoral dissertations on teacher educa-
tion, Jennifer Berger"! and Jim Hammerman'? each found that teachers (preservice
teachers in a teacher preparation program, and veteran teachers in an intensive sum-
mer institute, respectively) espoused genuine, well-considered intentions to teach
in the more learner-centered ways they learned in their programs. Yet they don’t. In
some cases, they do not even know that they don’t. Within the teacher education
field there is a growing body of research that documents how the powerful, and usu-
ally unrecognized, beliefs teachers hold (about the teacher-as-authority) counter
the beliefs they may enthusiastically embrace in their programs. The teachers they
become are much more a function of the former than the latter."

As leaders, we are no different. A few years ago we conducted an “immunity to
change” workshop with a group of urban high school principals, each of whom
received Annenberg grants for school improvement. Along with approximately
fifty principals and assistant principals, there were a dozen or so representatives of
the foundation. One of the participants generously volunteered to “go public” with
her developing “immunity map,” speaking elegantly and passionately about her as-
pirations for her high school in her first-column commitment: “I am deeply com-
mitted to leading an improvement process that will make our school a place of
learning and self-respect for all of our kids.” She said it with such conviction that
the group broke out into applause.

When it came time to hear examples from the second column (“doing and not
doing”), she was less boisterous but no less dedicated to honestly speaking her
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truth: “I am not pushing for results. [ am not eliminating dysfunctional processes
that slow down the change process. I am not really actively ‘campaigning’ for the
changes.”

When we got to the third column, which reveals why all the obstructive behav-
ior makes sense, she rose up from her chair. With a voice that resonated with the
same deep conviction, and now with a half-smile, she proclaimed, “I am also com-
mitted to dragging my heels and keeping things from moving forward a single
inch!” This was met with gasps and laughter, as people thought about their foun-
dation benefactors in the room. “I am damn well committed to not being the one
who takes my people out into deep water and then lets them drown because we
don’t know how to get to the other side!”

Although the group was hearing a declaration of stuckness from one of its most
inspiring colleagues, they broke out into spontaneous applause and laughter in ap-
preciation for the sheer authenticity of her words. Later one of her colleagues men-
tioned that he thought it was a particularly brave thing for her to admit, given all
who were in the room. “Yeah,” another said, “I thought one of those Annenberg
people was going to come over and take back your check!” “Well, the thing I was
most struck by,” said a third, “was that the Annenberg people were among those
clapping the loudest.”

The Annenberg people knew that leading change was not simple. They in fact
were feeling increasingly frustrated by the lack of results they were seeing overall.
But they recognized that the principal was bravely getting down to her role in the
matter, maybe for the first time. They did not doubt for a moment that she meant
every word of her first-column commitment, but they must have intuited that
human beings comprise multiple truths, and they appreciated that she was now
expressing not just one, but two of hers.

Her bigger story, which came out in her fourth column, was that she had been
coleading this improvement process with a mentor who had come out of retire-
ment to be a “bench coach” with her. A trusted advisor, who had lately decided he
needed to return to retirement, his departure left the principal feeling very uncer-
tain that she had what it takes to bring off the changes they were working on. She
wrote, “I assume I cannot do this alone. I assume [ cannot lead without being
clearer how we get from here to there”

These Big Assumptions led to other assumptions. “I assume sormeone must know
exactly how this is going to go.” “l assume no self-respecting leader will set off
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toward a worthy destination without knowing how to get there” “T assume if I can-
not do it alone, the only course of action is inaction.”

Her “change immunity” reminds us of Arthur’s, whose journey we have chron-
icled throughout this book. His earlier reluctance, like hers, to take real steps for-
ward may teach us that no matter how easily we acknowledge the limits of a
traditional command-and-control conception of “the good Jeader,” most of us,
should we take on the hard work of school leadership, will discover its vestiges still
have a hold on us. This conception may be better suited to leaders facing techni-
cal challenges rather than adaptive ones, for which it is never possible, even for the
very best leader, to know everything needed before setting out. Like Columbus’ ex-
ploration, the voyage inevitably requires us to revise our own mental models (from
a flat world to a global one) in the process. This is the learning work of remaking
our own self-expectations and self-conceptions (see Table 10.1).

We know such learning happens. Mike Ward, the Ohio superintendent, is just
one example. Ward understood that meeting adaptive challenges in reinventing
West Clermont’s district required both outer and inner work and that he needed
to model being a learner on both fronts himself. In August, two of the authors at-
tended the district’s annual start-of-the-new-year, multiday leadership retreat. At
its conclusion, when people had a chance to say how they’'d experienced the meet-
ing, several people made comments like these: “T’ve been to many of these annual
meetings, and many with Mike. To be honest, they have always had a similar quality
for me: you come in, already feeling a little overwhelmed thinking about every-
thing that has to be done to be ready for the start of school, and then the superin-
tendent comes in and adds to your stress by giving you this year’s set of additional
marching orders. You walk out feeling even more overwhelmed. The meeting this
year was a unique experience and I am walking out with a kind of energy I have
never had before!”

What made such a difference? Along with the fact that the “marching orders”
this year were collaboratively created during the retreat, instead of being “handed
down,” a turning point in the meeting came early on, when Ward decided to share
his own four-column immunity map. He began by telling the team that he was
committed to further developing a more collaborative, distributed form of lead-
ership. This came as no surprise, and they expected him next to tick off the initia-
tives they knew about that demonstrated that commitment. Instead, he took them
through his second column, naming the variety of ways he was actually holding
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back or undermining his own commitment. This got their attention. He then told
them he realized he still had very strong commitments to retaining various kinds
of unilateral control that actually contradicted his first commitment and that he
probably held a Big Assumption like, “I assume if I really do lead in this new way
you all will screw things up!”

On paper, this might look like a bizarre way for him to be communicating with
his teamn. At the least it could seem rude, and at worst it could seem to severely
damage bonds of trust between the leader and his group. But in reality, it had a
very different effect. First, all members of the group, some time before, had gone
though the exercise of creating a four-column immunity map themselves, both
individually and collectively, so they understood the kind of “bigger picture” it
creates. Second, they deeply appreciated that Mike was making clear how their
new work together was a learning challenge for him, too. And, finally, they expe-
rienced his first-column commitment as much more “real” when it was paired
with his understandable worry that they might “screw things up.” They laughed
when he said it—and they began to take more seriously the way he was counting

on them.

When we get rid of our idea of a leader as the source
of all answers and solutions—the sure-and-certain,
command-and-control, top-down authority—we
don’t replace it with a picture of a lost, inept
bumbler, serene in his cluelessness.

When we get rid of our idea of a leader as the source of all answers and
solutions—the sure-and-certain, command-and-control, top-down authority—we
don’t replace it with a picture of a lost, inept bumbler, serene in his cluelessness. In-
stead, we picture a highly capable “leader-learner,” someone with the courage and
capability to learn, and help those around him learn, as they collectively create a
path toward a previously unattained destination. Becoming this kind of leader is a
long process for any of us, a kind of work that inevitably calls on us to be learning
more about ourselves at the same time we are learning more about our

organizations.
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DEVELOP A NEW KIND OF ADMINISTRATIVE TEAM

One of our strongest invitations throughout Charnge Leadership is for school or
district leaders to develop a new kind of leadership practice when they are taking
up the work of complex, long-term, whole system improvement. We believe that
the team needs to learn to take on two jobs at once—running the school or
district they have, and leading an improvement process to create the school or
district they must become. Our concept of leadership practice communities
(LPCs) is meant to signal that educational improvement or transformation can-
not be seen as merely one more big initiative taken up by the administrative team
as it currently operates.

In our work with district leadership teams, we have noticed that a ¢ritical

moment in the early evolution toward an LPC occurs when the team decides that:

1. It needs one meeting time for doing its accustomed administrative work and
another for leading the improvement process (often prompting the idea that
perhaps we do not have all the right people for the second kind of regular

meeting as we are currently constituted).

2. Tt needs to change its name (suddenly, it no longer seems quite right for a
team to keep calling itself something like the «Administrative Council,” even
though this name has never felt problematic before).

These seem like spontaneous realizations of what it means that “we are taking up
a second, different kind of Jeadership work™ (not more important, but different).
To do this work well, teams must give themselves the opportunity to develop over
time a new form of practice appropriate to this different kind of work.

However leadership groups do it, this new form of practice must steadfastly
maintain a dual focus to internal learning and external leadership (that is, it is not
justa professional development space; it needs to get things done). This new prac-
tice must also enable the group to reconstitute itself from a collection of conscien-
tious, semiautonomous operatives (each of whom is tending to his or her particular
Jeadership responsibility in the system) into a genuinely collaborative team that is
collectively assuming responsibility for a whole system improvement effort.

Leadership Practice Communities: A Personal Learning Challenge
Better understanding of whata leadership practice community looks like is quite
different from actually being able to bring one about. The LPC is one of our
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favorite ideas: in a sense, this whole book is meant to be a resource for it. The LPC
is therefore one of those “should do’s” about external organizational change that
burns even more brightly—is perhaps more “lluminated”—than any other. And
we are beginning to learn that bringing an LPC about may require us to turn in-
ward as well, to meet individual and collective personal learning challenges. So
again, there is a less illuminated side of the picture. We do need to bring into view
a fuller picture of the moon in order for an LPC to be more than a first-column
commitment (a good intention), but a reality.

The ideas that “we need to be more of a team,” “we are all responsible for the
improvement of each part of the system,” and “we are at work on this together”
frequently live alongside other, hidden, competing commitments that will under-
mine the LPC if they are not exposed. Despite all the goodwill, friendly banter, and
even effective cooperation a leadership group may exhibit, very often its members
are isolated from each other in many important ways. Even when a typical district
leadership team begins to meet with the explicit intention to form an LPC, its
members are not typically leaders in the life of this meeting.

We do not mean they behave unprofessionally or irresponsibly. They are
more often followers, typically of the superintendent, or they are going to be
leaders of their particular “franchises” (“X High School,” “Y Middle School,”
“the SpEd program”), carefully weighing the proceedings relative to the needs,
opportunities, or vulnerabilities of “their” turf. The meeting then is more like an
assembly of subgroup leaders: the superintendent may need to coordinate these
subgroup leaders; a member may need to advocate before the group or the
superintendent on behalf of the needs of his or her subgroup. The district-as-it-
is-now can be run this way. The district-we-want-to-become cannot be realized
this way.

To be a leader in the life of the leadership meeting (rather than only a good
steward of one’s separate leadership realm), each member has to develop a sec-
ond identity and loyalty. We refer to this as the ability to “wear two hats.” (One
high school principal said he felt relieved to hear us phrase the need this way,
because it had seemed to him, when he was first trying to do 1t, that it felt more
like having to “grow two heads.”) Imagine that you are a principal of one of the
high schools. There may well be times in the meeting when you are listening
and reacting predominantly as the leader of that subgroup. But you also have
to have the ability, as needed, to put on your other hat, not as the X High School
leader, but as a coleader of the district improvement team. In that role you
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might, for example,

« Consider positions that will not be popular with your constituents back in the
high school.

+ Take positions concerning something going on in a colleague’s school that

normally you would consider none of your business.

- Be willing to respond to colleagues whose queries about something happening
(or not happening) in your high school you might normally feel was not really

their business.

. Make demands on colleagues to take actions or modify behaviors that have no

direct relationship to your high school.

. Take an active interest in, or critique the work of, a colleague in an elementary

or middle school.

Definitions for Change

Developing a second identity and loyalty can stir up exactly the kinds of learning
challenges suggested in the upper quadrants of Table 10.1—the need to alter your
own self-definition and the definition of your relationships with others. One means
of shifting from how we typically relate (as a group of separately enfranchised ad-
vocates who are followers of one or two leaders on the district team) to more of a
team of coleaders is through making Team Agreements" and taking the time to
discuss with each other what each agreement actually means. In these discussions,
people have the opportunity to clarify their particular “dark side” learning
challenge as it relates to being in the group as coleaders.

For example, we worked with a district leadership group in the Northeast that
wanted to function more as a team. They thought this would improve their inter-
nal work and that it would improve their stature with their external clientele (they
knew they had a reputation for not being a very cohesive group). Asked to iden-
tify a single agreement among themselves that could go the furthest toward
improving matters, they came up with something they called the Fight-in-Private,
One-Voice-in-Public Agreement. They valued their ability to take diverse positions
and their superintendent’s appreciation for the benefits of “spirited debate.” They
didn’t want to lose that. However, they did see that their tendency to carry these
fights outside the door, to make these differences known, even after the group had

come to a decision, was not conducive to strengthening their own team.
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Often groups can come to an agreement like this one fairly quickly. When they
do, we invite group members to test their understanding of what the agreement
actually means. This test is key because often when people make an agreement
quickly, it will later turn out they ecach were comfortable with their own version of
the agreement. We ask people to think of situations that are likely to arise, and
how they might handle them, in keeping with the agreement as they understand
it. This gives us a chance to ask, “If Ellen actually did X, would she be keeping the
agreement as you understand it?”

A school principal on this team, Bernie, had a situation he wanted to test: “If my
own leadership group at the high school and I have come up with our position on
an issue | know is going to come up at a district meeting, and I come here and argue
our view, and this group decides the other way, ordinarily I'd go back to my people
and say, I gave it every shot, but you won't believe what those bozos decided this
week’ [Hooting and hollering.] Okay, I realize this would not be in perfect keeping
with our new agreement and I wouldn’t say that. But let’s be real. How can I really
be ‘One Voice in Public’ with my own crew when they already know my position? I
won't call you bozos, but I'm probably going to tell them I gave it every shot. 'm
probably going to tell them what I said. Would I still be keeping our agreement?”

This led to spontaneous combustion, with six people talking at once and then a
very lively conversation. Some people thought Bernie made complete sense and that
he would not be violating the agreement. Some people thought it would violate the
agreement, and that once a district team decision had been made he had to stand
with the district team. His own team would know, of course, that he had taken a dif-
ferent position, but they also had to experience Bernie as a member of both groups.
They would ultimately respect the district team more for witnessing that Bernie kept
a kind of integrity with this team, too. “They need to see your other hat, Bernie!”

Other people said Bernie’s issue made them think that they all should antici-
pate such situations. Maybe it was not a good idea in the first place to come to such
a fixed position with their own teams before heading into the district team. That
made them into advocates for their franchise and didn’t really allow them to play
a full role on the district team.

Other people wanted to go off on a related but more general issue: Is it okay
to tell others outside the group just what your own position was concerning a
contentious issue around which the team had rendered a public decision? “Isn’t
that just freedom of speech?” The group was divided about this, too. Some thought
they ought to have this right and others said, “How can we possibly be keeping an
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agreement about ‘One Voice in Public’ it we are making known our dissenting view
all the time? Isn't that basically what we are doing now?” We asked the following
question of those who thought they should be able to make their views known to
others outside the team: “Since you all seem to agree it would definitely be a
violation to tell someone outside the group what someone else’s position was [to
which they all agreed], why would you think it would be any different to share a
different part of the team’s private conversation—namely, what you said?”

The group eventually saw what all these conversations are really about: they sug-
gest the beginnings of a new organism taking shape, of a living entity with its own
integrity. They suggest the possibility of collaboratively preserved boundaries that
begin to make the leadership team a true space of its own, with conversation that
all members own (rather than a place for “free speech” and advocating for one’s
subgroup). They suggest how weak or porous the current boundaries between this
group and the rest of the system have been; how much more rooted in and loyal
to their subgroups, to their separate franchises, many of the leaders have been.
They suggest a group beginning to do the work that may be required to reconsti-
tute itself as the kind of team needed to be an effective, cohesive agent of sys-
temwide change. :

In effect, they are beginning to do this work by manifesting their competing
commitments. They may genuinely want to be a more collaborative team, but in
getting into the details of how they would have to conduct themselves differently,
outside the group as well as inside it, they are coming to terms with the power of
their commitments to preserving a certain autonomy within the system and pre-
serving a loyalty and identification with their subunits. If the team is to cohere as
a group of coleaders who collectively plan for and tend to the adaptive work of
reinventing the school or district, they will need to surface their individual

immunities and work to overcome them.

SHINING A BROADER LIGHT ON CHANGE

In Change Leadership, we have urged a number of significant visible changes in the
ways schools and their leaders should operate. In this chapter, we have taken an
unusual tour through the most prominent of these changes, focusing on the sys-
tematic nature of the less visible, personal learning challenges that may be a part
of enacting any of them. Our goal has been to sketch this usually “dark side of the
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moon” much more broadly than the one example you created for yourself in
the earlier chapters. We took this tour to bring to life the proposition with which
we began: every one of the outward changes that we suggest needs to occur for
successful whole system improvement has some kind of similarly challenging
inward dimension; any individual or team that is having difficulty bringing that
change about must address the inward dimension.

Enlightening this side of the picture suggests a number of implications for lead-
ers. In keeping with our recommendation that leaders form an improvement team
that functions as an LPC, in Appendix A we provide a groupwide exercise for diag-
nosing immunity to change.” This process can be most useful in helping a team see
its “dark side of the moon” if they get stuck making progress on any critical “outer”
change. This, as you'll see, is a close relative to the individual immunity tool we've
asked you to engage throughout the book. Conducting this group activity can cre-
ate a space for a new kind of group conversation. Issues the group has not before
been able to discuss (either because it was not aware of them, or did not know how
to bring them up constructively) should now be more discussable (such as the ex-
ample earlier in this chapter about the inappropriately protective environment of
the “povrecito culture”). The emphasis on clarifyinga contradiction not between
different factions within the group, but contradictory beliefs held by the group asa
whole, allows the group to look deeply at itself without individual defensiveness.

The process allows the group to rather swiftly bring out hidden commit-
ments and assumptions that have often never been voiced because it would feel
too risky for any one person to be associated with them-—such as the idea
(which commonly arises in the third column) that we may also be committed
“to not changing,” or “to preserving the status quo,” or the idea (which com-
monly arises in some form in the fourth column) that “we assume all children
cannot learn at high levels,” or that “it is actually impossible to leave no child
behind.” If we hold these beliefs (along with our more hopeful ones) but must
pretend we do not, they continue to exercise their influence, and we have no
chance, individually or collectively, to explore them. If we cannot talk about
them in a safe and private space because they are “unacceptable,” then all our
learning, problem solving, and school improving will deal with only a piece of
what needs to be engaged.'®

A group should not be afraid or ashamed to discover it is bedeviled by a con-
tradiction. Every adaptive challenge is beset with contradictions that require us to
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adapt. A contradiction is not a fatal flaw. Potentially, it is a rich resource for the
group’s learning and greater effectiveness. It gives the group an additional change
strategy, besides merely trying to “fix” the limitations it identifies in its second
column.

The groupwide immunities exercise invites leaders to dig deeper into the causes
of the limitations before trying to “solve” them, especially to consider why these
“limitations” may actually make complete sense. If every system is brilliantly
designed to produce exactly the results that it does, then perhaps before we try to
improve our system, we need to better grasp its current “brilliant design.” If this
“brilliance” escapes us, so likely will any lasting solution.

If every system is brilliantly designed to produce
exactly the results that it does, then perhaps
before we try to improve our system, we need to
better grasp its current “brilliant design.”

If this “brilliance” escapes us, so likely will
any lasting solution.

Finally, the group needs the opportunity to consider “where do we go from
here?” with the new ideas and insights the exercise has generated. In some cases,
this can lead to the group equivalent of “testing the Big Assumption,” as described
in Chapter Nine. What kinds of “experiments” can the group (or its delegates) con-
duct that will generate information on the Big Assumption?

In many cases, a more productive next step is continued and deeper conversa-
tion: a group might drill more deeply into the implications of its Big Assumptions.
If its Big Assumption is, “We assume if we do try to do it we will fail,” has the group
discussed what “success” and “failure” mean in the context of a large, long-term
initiative like the one it has just begun? Does the group need to clarify (and per-
haps be relieved of) worries about who will make this determination? Or when?
Or on what grounds? And with what consequences? Do group members assume
they are supposed to already know how to do everything that will be required of
them to succeed (“We assume if we do discover the problem is us it shows we are
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frauds”), that they are not allowed to learn “on the job” when taking on an adaptive
challenge?

When the exercise is done in a multigroup format, often the next steps become
self-evident once all the groups have reported. A warning to leaders: the experience
of getting so much useful and revealing information all at once can be intense. The
subgroups of one district team came back and reported contradictions that showed
why the leaders of each subgroup were not advancing the change initiative. In every
case, there were third- and fourth-column entries reflecting a desire not to get the
superintendent in trouble with his board, or not to risk disappointing or angering
the superintendent by focusing on a small number of priorities. (Despite the fact
that the superintendent was specifically asking them to focus on a few priorities,
they weren’t sure he really meant it.) The results were a revelation for the super-
intendent, who then made clear the need for conversations that would help the

group members take new risks.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE CHANGE LEADER:

TOWARD ADAPTIVE WORK

The work of organizational change inevitably runs smack into the work of per-
sonal change no matter what direction one turns. Yes, it is vital for schools and
districts to be relentlessly focused on instructional improvement; for leadership
teams to think systemically and act strategically; for leaders to generate the en-
ergies for change through increased collaboration, co-ownership, and urgent pri-
orities. And to succeed in these worthwhile activities, we may need to reexamine
previously hidden beliefs, assumptions, or mental models that could stand in the
way of our doing so. This fundamental idea carries with it a variety of implica-
tions for the change leader. In this section, we briefly consider five: leaders need
to embrace the fuller picture, set an example, encourage others to take up their
own personal learning work, welcome contradictions, and create organizations
that increase personal capacities. We describe them as a set of stances for change

leaders to consider.

Embrace the Fuller Picture

Embracing the fuller picture may be the least visible and the most important
stance. It doesn’t involve necessarily doing anything. It is about an inner disposi-
tion. It means acknowledging the existence and importance of the “fuller
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picture”—or at least taking seriously the possibility that success may depend on
cultivating both a stronger outward and inner focus. We know this is not an
easy thing to do. We know it makes new demands on leaders cognitively and
emotionally.

From the cognitive side, the change leader’s arena may be more complex than
customarily described. If this has been one of your reactions, please know that you
are not alone. How should you regard this suggestion that the work ahead may be
harder than previously understood? Perhaps a brief story will suggest one kind of

answer.

“The driving ideas here,” the Gates Foundation
evaluator wrote, “are complex. But school refortn
has always been difficult, and we have tried many

easy ‘fixes” before. The ideas are complex, but then so
are the schools and the adults working in them.”

Four years after the Gates Foundation awarded a grant to launch the Change
Leadership Group at Harvard, it hired a third-party evaluation team, a group that
had no prior need or potential advantage in rendering a verdict in one direction
or another. These assessors interviewed people in the districts where we consulted,
talked to people who attended our trainings, read or listened to the ideas you've
been exposed to in this book, and tried to understand the use people made of the
tools we have provided you throughout these chapters. Although the evaluators
had a great many favorable things to say, the central conclusion they drew was that
the framework we presented, and the work we did with district leaders, was “com-
plex.” What interested us especially was the stance they took toward this complex-
ity. In their report to the Gates Foundation, they wrote: “The driving ideas are
complex . . . but school reform has always been difficult, and we have tried many
easy ‘fixes’ before. The ideas are complex, but then so are the schools and the adults
working in them.”"’

This last sentence brings us back to thoughts of Einstein, who said: “No problem
can be solved from the same consciousness that created it.”'® We may need a
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more complex way of thinking about educational transformation because the
schools and adults working in them may be more complex than we have given
them credit for.

And we know that adopting a stance that stays mindful of the “dual focus” is
emotionally demanding. When Superintendent Mike Ward said, “We set out to
work on our schools, and discovered that, in order to really succeed at it, we had
to work on ourselves, as well,” the expression in his voice had as much to commu-
nicate as the words themselves. Having begun to see the results of his work, there
was undeniable exhilaration; but the wry tone also reflected the fatigue and the
anxiety that have been an equally undeniable part of the journey. Growing is hard
work, made all the harder if we continue to believe it is the primary province of
the young—that “grown-ups,” especially those in Jeadership positions, are supposed
to have done all the growing they will ever need to do to successfully carry out their

work.

Set an Example

If we, as leaders, deny ourselves the opportunity to “grow on the job,” how likely is
it that those around us, those who work for us, are going to feel genuinely entitled
to the same right themselves? The second stance recognizes that actions speak
louder than words. If we want our colleagues to identify and engage those personal
learning challenges that stand directly in the way of accomplishing goals to which
they are genuinely committed, we are asking them to make themselves vulnerable.
We are asking them first to name ways in which they are currently less effective in

their work!

If we, as leaders, deny ourselves the opportunity to
“grow on the job,” how likely is it that those around
us, those who work for us, are going to feel genuinely
entitled to this same right themselves?

What has been so remarkable and inspiring to us is the courage we have seen
teachers and administrators display in their willingness to take on this work. Even
when the “boss” makes his or her own learning challenges more visible, those who
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work for the boss are still taking a risk (“We can’t fire you for your limitations”),
But we have certainly seen that the leader’s willingness to model the stance of
“learning while leading” goes a long way toward fostering a community of per-
sonal reflection.

But what kind of “community of personal reflection” is the leader trying to fos-
ter? What is the optimal kind of example for the leader to share? Modeling the dual
focus does not mean demonstrating that, along with the organizational changes
one is trying to bring about, one is also willing to participate in and promote
self-reflective activities of any sort, which may or may not have tight connections
to those very organizational changes. A genuinely dual focus is not interested in
personal reflection or personal disclosure for its own sake. However bravely un-
dertaken, however personally illuminating the journey, personal learning among
school professionals that is not tightly joined to the organizational changes
designed to transform the quality of teaching and learning is not a dual focus; it
is only a parallel focus. Improved teaching so that all students can develop the new
skills required for them to succeed must be visibly connected to our individual
learning agendas. The optimal example for the leader to share should clearly
demonstrate a personal learning goal that, if not accomplished, will put at risk
the collectively owned improvement priority, or the ability to carry outa publicly
understood strategy for accomplishing that priority.

Encourage Others to Take Up Their Own Personal Learning Work

We have yet to meet a single teacher or administrator participating in an ambi-
tious whole school or whole district transformation effort for whom no part of
their work presents an adaptive challenge. Nor do we expect to meet such a per-
son. Adaptive challenges require provisions for our own growth. Trying to meet
adaptive challenges through technical means is the most common error Heifetz
sees.'? Not bringing everyone into the dual focus (providing a kind of professional
development for many, for example, that tries to input new skills without consid-
ering the way people may need to change in order to own and implement the new
skills) is essentially an invitation for people to commit this error.

Each leader will find his or her most comfortable way to encourage others to
take up their personal learning. This stance does not suggest that leaders should
encourage their colleagues to make a “personal learning program” out of every
challenging aspect of their work. This is unrealistic, unnecessary, and impossible.
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We encourage an apparently more modest but actually quite transformational

stance: Are you helping the people with whom you work identify even one good

Jearning problem that neither you nor anyone else expects them to solve overnight?
And what is a good learning problem? It has the following traits:

. It is directly related to the work one needs to get better at, in order to succeed
with the public, organizational improvement goal. In other words, it connects

in a direct way to the challenge of improving teaching and learning.
. It is a problem one is personally very interested in working on.

. Its exploration (via the four-column immunity map or by any other means)
should reveal both previously hidden contradictions in one’s commitments and

any Big Assumptions in need of testing.

The leaders of the district in the Northeast we discussed earlier (see p. 30) pro-
vide us an example of a “good learning problem,” applicable to nearly every mem-
ber, as each sought to work more collaboratively. Even when we divided them up
into their role-alike subgroups (all the elementary principals; the middle school
principals and vice principals; the high school principals and vice principals; the
central office people) and had them work through a four-column map around
their common commitment to work together more collaboratively, they each dis-
covered myriad ways in which they did not, even within their own role-alike groups!
(1) The problem—working collaboratively—is clearly related directly to their suc-
cess in leading a whole-district improvement process. (2) It is a problem they were
cach interested in working on (in fact, they found it maddeningly interesting, es-
pecially when they discovered it was not just about factions between the sub-
groups, but just as difficult for them to bring off with their own peers). (3) Its
exploration easily led them to contradictory commitments (for example, to pro-
tecting one’s turf; to leading the top elementary school) and constraining as-
sumptions (for example, the belief that no matter how much superintendents talk
about the need for collaboration, they will be judged only on their individual ac-

complishments).

Welcome Contradictions
At the very least, the ideas in this chapter might encourage leaders to take a more
expansive and generous stance toward colleagues and subordinates who may
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not be delivering at the fastest pace or in the most desirable fashion. Might we
less readily conclude the individual was not on board with the change in the first
place or lacked the skills to perform at the level we expect? Is it possible there are
“hidden commitments” and obstructive Big Assumptions at work here? Even if
we bring this bigger picture only to our own thinking about another’s work and
never share it explicitly with the other, might we find a greater set of choices
about how next to be helpful? Or work with a less “made-up mind” about the
other’s capabilities?

Imagine how much more benefit might be derived if there were a more wide-
spread “friendliness” toward our contradictions (and the possibly limiting mental
models or Big Assumptions that fuel them). Contradictions can be a rich resource
for generating good problems to grow on—a curriculum, so to speak, for individ-
ual and collective change. As we describe in the group immunities tool in Appen-
dix A, leaders can take the position that collective contradictions are inevitable
(and not a shameful sign of their own inadequacy or the fatal dysfunction of their
group) and ultimately valuable because they help a group bring to the surface pos-
sible distortions in its shared thinking. When leaders make clear that such contra-
dictions are not “grounds for firing,” but new opportunities for learning, it makes
it much easier for everyone to bring this “fuller picture” into conversations and
considerations about one’s own work, and that of one’s subordinates or super-
visees. The question, “What ‘hidden commitment’ might you or I hold that makes
these ineffective behaviors ‘brilliant’?” becomes now, not punitive, but an invita-

tion for valuable and prized learning.

Create Organizations That Increase Personal Capacities
We believe leaders and leadership practice communities have a better chance of
success when they develop what we have called here a dual focus—a simultaneous
attention to cultivating both a greater organizational savvy and a more effective
habit of personal reflection. One reason for this success is that a dual focus tends
to increase personal capacities, a critical condition for meeting adaptive challenges.
As people have a chance to expose and rethink limiting mental models, beliefs, and
assumptions, their behavioral repertoire expands. They see a wider range of choices
and possibilities. They don’t simply redefine their working relationships or their
self-expectations; they do so in a fashion that makes them more effective.

Of course, our schools and districts do not exist for helping the adults who work
within them grow; they exist for helping our children and ybuth grow. But we may
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need to accomplish the first to accomplish the second—the adaptive challenge of
helping all our young learn new skills at new levels. Writing over seventy years ago,
educational sociologist Willard Waller said a similar thing: “It is necessary to
consider the personalities of all who are involved in the social settings of the school,
for it is not possible . . . to liberate students from present inhibitions without
also liberating teachers”? To that we add that other adults in the schools must be
liberated as well.

We have tried to be honest, both in our workshops and in this book, about the
ways in which this leadership work is difficult. Significantly altering the quality of
our schools is very hard work. But it is equally true that very deep satisfactions are
also possible in a kind of leadership that supports the ongoing growth and
development of all the people who are spending important parts of their lives in
our schools—children and adults alike.

Research shows that the greatest cause of burnout comes not from simply
having too much to do, but from being too long in a place of work without ex-
periencing one’s own ongoing development.?' Conversely, the increase in en-
ergy and morale generated from experiencing one’s work as personally
expansive is geometric. And no one benefits more from this enhanced morale
than our children. As Roland Barth has written, “Probably nothing within a
school has more impact on children, in terms of skills development, self-con-
fidence, or classroom behavior, than the personal and professional growth of
teachers.”? (Naturally, we add administrators as well.) When the adults in the
school, says Barth, “individually and collectively examine, question, reflect on
their ideals, and develop new practices that lead towards those ideals, the school
and its inhabitants are alive. When [the adults in the school] stop growing, so

do their students.”?

CONCLUDING . .. OR COMMENCING?
We want to suggest that you have patience with yourself and your colleagues as
you work to develop this new way of seeing. This dual focus—attention outward
and attention inward—takes time. The temptation to drop one focus or the other
(perhaps, most often, the inward focus) is powerful. If it feels too hard or unfa-
miliar, it can gradually fall into disuse.

We may have to be on our guard not to become like the man who is looking for
his lost watch under a lamppost. “Do you think you dropped it here?” a compan-
jon asks. “No,” says the man. “I actually think I dropped it across the street, a ways

Conclusion: Bringing the Outward and Inward Focus Together

227



from here.” “Then why are you looking for it here?” asks the companion. “Because
here,” replies the man, “the light is so much better.”

It one focus is so much more familiar to us, so much more illuminated, we may
pour all our energies in that direction. We can be hard at work, with the greatest
sincerity and devotion. We can support those around us to work tirelessly as well.
We know we are all doing “all we can,” so we are especially dismayed and discour-
aged when all this hard work seems not to be making the difference we are hop-
ing for. The changes do not penetrate the classroom door. The achievement gap
does not lessen. Children are still left behind.

Our work in learning to develop the dual focus may itself best be seen as tak-
ing up the ultimate “tmmunity to change” You genuinely want to sharpen both an
outward and an inward focus (column 1). The more you work with Change
Leadership, the more you will learn the ways you tend to undermine this genuine
commitment (column 2). If you then take the time to work out your own hid-
den commitments (column 3) and Big Assumptions (column 4), you may help
yourself, over time, develop your own version of the dual focus to which you (and
we) aspire.

Our hope is that you can use this book to shine more light on those previously
unilluminated places where you may also need to be looking to find what is miss-
ing. If your progress is slowed or stuck, consider that your light needs to shine more
broadly, not more intensely; use the lessons we’ve provided to illuminate both sides
of the street. We hope you will use this book as a “renewable resource” that you can
return to over time, rather than something that is read through once and “finished.”

The work of change leadership suggests a new kind of administrator and a new
kind of administrative team. Although the language and enterprise of “leader-
ship” has lately been vested with dignity and promise, the label and role of the
“administrator” unfairly retains a gray, uninspiring pallor. The following words,
attributed in the original to the Chinese poet Du Fu, from the Tang Dynasty more
than a thousand years ago, cast a different light on “administration,” and give us
the chance to end by wishing you the strength to continue swimming against
the tide:

It is not that I lack the desire to live beside rivers and among hills,
Hearing the wind scatter leaves, watching the rain breed fish;

But the thought of disproportion in public affairs

Offends my sense of rhythm, and disposes me
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To expend the passion that normally takes form in song and painting,
On matters of administrative interest.

Knowing that all things have their intrinsic nature

I imitate the whale

That perpetually aspires to change the currents of the sea.

Torn by contradictory thoughts, I drink deep.

Drink deep—within the work, and within yourselves. Please know how much

we admire what you do, and how important we believe it to be to the quality of
our children’s futures. We have no illusions that the work of transforming educa-
tion has its source at Harvard University or Washington, D.C. It has its source in
your classrooms, in your schools, in your district offices, and in the work you are

doing each day.
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