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INTRODUCTION: What’s in this Book for You? 

When Donnie Evans was appointed to take over the highly troubled, Providence Rhode Island school 

system, hopes were high because he was a highly touted educator. But he also was the third superintendent 

in less than six years. Evans told the community that he was going to be there for the long haul and that 

Providence would be his last stop before retirement. Two and a half years later he gave his resignation. 

 

Why did Evan’s resign and why has there been a rapid turnover of Providence superintendents? First, lets 

put the rapid turnover into a larger perspective. According to the Council of Great City Schools, an 

organization that’s been in existence since the 1950s, the average tenure of urban superintendents is three 

years. And only 25% of urban superintendents have been in office more that five years. Providence’s 

turnover, therefore, is consistent with the turnover of other large school systems. In this book you will learn 

why rapid turnover exists and how that can be changed. 

 

As to Evan’s resignation, specifically, there’s a whole litany of reasons why he finally resigned. To begin 

with, when he first arrived he immediately ran into trouble for doing what most new superintendents do: he 

formed his own administrative team. That drove his Deputy Superintendent out, and eventually 25 teachers 

and principals left -- a significant brain-drain loss of people who “knew” the system and its history. Evans 

also faced an epic budget crisis, a state mandate to raise the consistently low scores of the system’s 52 

schools, some serious issues with the teacher’s union, tension with the city government, angry parents and 

teachers who were left out of the loop in his decision to close two schools, and -- possibly the straw the 

broke the proverbial camel’s back -- a December snowstorm that paralyzed city streets and roads leaving 

kids trapped on school buses until late into the night.  

 

Warren Simmons, Director of the Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown University, who worked 

closely with Evans on high school reform, was quoted in the Providence Journal as saying that Providence’s 
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school problems aren’t about school buses and snowstorms, or a single leader, but about the entire 

community. And that begs the question, why didn’t Evans bring the whole community together or, if he 

attempted to do so, why did he fail? In this book you will learn how to bring the community together 

through the practice of Appreciative Inquiry and other forms of collaboration. 

 

There’s a bit more to the Providence story. Diana Lam, was Donnie Evans’ predecessor.  Lam, a respected, 

yet controversial, educator had jumped around the country in several top education jobs before coming to 

Providence. She, too, supposedly was in Providence for the long term. She came there from San Antonio 

where, after four years, she had significantly turned around most of the underachieving schools. That had 

gained her some respect. But controversy followed, because she used top-down strong management to turn 

things around and a pressure tactic of urgency. Ultimately, she lost the trust of teachers, contributed to a 

highly negative workplace, and left for Providence. There, she again came on like a gangbuster and once 

again found she was fighting with what she called an entrenched community and recalcitrant teachers. 

 

Within two years of arriving on the job in Providence, Lam was offered what she called “an opportunity of a 

lifetime.” Joel Klein, newly appointed Chancellor of New York City’s public schools, offered Lam the job 

of second in command in New York City. She ditched Providence and jumped to the New York job, leaving 

a lot of ill will and a troubled community for Donnie Evans to take on. Not so curiously, Lam’s tenure in 

New York was also very brief. After acting rapidly in making curriculum and structural changes without 

powerful teacher’s union, her troubles began to mount. She appointed her husband to a six-figure position 

without the Chancellor’s involvement and that eventually forced her out of New York. In this book you will 

learn how schools can be managed so that no one administrator can make major changes without 

collaboration of key stakeholders. 

 

It’s easy to say Lam and Evans had leadership problems, and indeed they did. In Lam’s case, New York 

Magazine (March, 15, 2004) accused her of “unsavory tactics,” called her style of urgent and swift change 

“dynamic and uncompromising,” and said that she was “impolitic, and a lousy listener.” Lam was done 

when her own staff blew the whistle on her husband’s appointment. And Donnie Evans said of himself that 

his community and teacher challenges may have been due to the fact the he was highly “introverted.” In this 

book you will learn how transforming the management structure from a top-down one to a democratic one 

ensures and enhances effective leadership. 
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Here’s a promising note for Providence: One week after Evans announced his resignation, the Providence 

Board of Education appointed Thomas Brady to be the new Superintendent. Brady, who was serving as 

Interim CEO of Philadelphia Public Schools, 

told the people of Providence that his leadership style is one of collaboration built on the principles of Sun 

Tzu. This ancient Chinese philosopher said that when a leader steps down, the sign of a good leader is that 

his followers think that it is they who did all of the good work. In this book you will learn how effective 

leadership comes best through the practice of servant leadership and stewardship. 

 

Who is the intended audience of this book? Anyone who wants to know why it is that most of our 

school reforms fail, why we can’t seem to get our schools to work consistently well for everyone, and 

what we can do to change that. Sure, I’m addressing the school decision makers:  administrators, 

board members, political leaders, and government education officials. But I also want to show  

parents, students, and teachers that they too can trigger the initiative. In the final chapter, I’ve included 

initiative suggestions for each specific group of stakeholders. 

 

If you are a school decision maker, then I am asking you, specifically, the following questions:  Are 

you weary of the steady flow of school reforms that haven’t improved our schools? If so are you 

willing to do what is needed to transform our schools into sustainably effective organizations that are 

relevant to our times and that work well for all stakeholders? In this book you'll learn: 

    1. Why school reforms usually fail 

    2. How to understand organizations 

    3. What it is that sustainably successful organizations do that most schools don’t 

    4. Steps schools can take to become sustainably effective for all stakeholders: students, parents, 

teachers, custodians, office personnel, administrators, boards, governments, and the larger community 

 

MY BASIC ARGUMENT: We have had well over a century of school reforms that have failed. Such 

reforms fail because they are imposed reforms rather than systemic reforms, and they are imposed on 

a system that operates under a management structure that by its very nature can’t really build a 

sustainably effective learning community.  I’m talking about the industrial, military management 

model of command and control. Systems thinkers clearly demonstrates that when a system is pushed 
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(imposed upon), it will usually push back. And since schools are systems, it should be expected that 

imposed reforms will initiate a push back of resistance and even sabotage of the imposed reforms. 

Effective changes must be made systemically within the system and not imposed on it, and systemic 

changes require knowledge and an understanding of the system being changed. 

 

A few years ago, in gathering material for this book, I interviewed Ed Bales, Director of Motorola's 

Global School Connection program (whom you'll meet in the first section). At that time, Bales said 

that reforming a system implies that it can be reformed. Then he said that schools are an obsolete 

system that can’t be reformed; they need to be transformed -- changed into a different kind of 

system. From my over 35 years of experiences behind the scenes in schools, this is precisely the 

position I was developing for this book. The transformation of our schools is the call that I’m making 

to you who are school decision makers. 

 

A truly transformed school is one that is consistently effective because it is an organization in which 

the relationships among all stakeholders are collaborative, trustworthy and transparent, rather than 

antagonistic, mistrusting, and secret. By stakeholders, I mean students, parents, teachers, 

administrators, boards, governments, and the larger community. Sadly, in most schools the 

relationships among these stakeholders are often anything but collaborative, trustworthy, or 

transparent. Is it any wonder then why so many school reforms fail? It is right relationships among all 

stakeholders that will finally make our schools sustainable and highly effective. 

 

Transforming a school to one of trust and right relationships in which everyone matters can be 

accomplished best through: changing the structure of management from a top down bureaucracy to 

one of democratic network structures, and instituting at least one of the proven successful democratic 

management practices that fit such structures: Appreciative Inquiry, Servant Leadership, Open Book 

Transparency and Stewardship. However, you need to know that steps to transformation will require a 

strong willingness by everyone to do the sometimes-hard work of arriving at the transformation, and 

you, as the decision maker, need to be the leader model of this willingness. Now, here’s the added 

good news: The cost for putting these transformations into place is quite minimal when compared to 

what we now spend on school reforms.  
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In a nut shell: 

   There is compelling evidence that organizations that are    

 collaborative with, respectful and appreciative of, and transparent  to all stakeholders are 

organizations that are sustainably more effective than traditionally run organizations whether they 

are businesses, non-profits, or schools.  

 

EVALUATING THE ARGUMENT: According to Art Kleiner, noted business writer and consultant 

(someone whom you'll meet more fully in various parts of this book) there are five key qualities of a 

really good idea: 

   1. Timeliness 

   2. Explanatory power that other theories do not have 

   3. Pragmatic value, including replicable results 

   4. Robust empirical (real world) foundation 

   5. Natural constituency ready for the idea.  

    (strategy&business, December 2005).  

I strongly believe that my argument holds to these five qualities and I ask you to judge my thinking, 

accordingly. 

 
 
 
WHO AM I? 
I am a retired person who has had a multi-fold career as an educator, trainer/consultant, entrepreneur, 

and writer.  

 

As an educator for nearly 40 years, I served in the following roles: public school teacher, team-

teaching member, district writing curriculum committee chair, superintendent's advisory chair, 

enrichment teacher, teacher-in-charge, writing coach, private school co-founder/co-administrator, 

private school teacher, private school board president, teacher trainer, under-graduate and graduate 

school adjunct, leader of a tri-states standards assessment group, and a consultant to schools. 

 

As trainer, consultant, and entrepreneur, I have consulted with various schools and corporations, run 

my own consulting business, and served as a co-founder/marketing manager of a small manufacturing 



 12 

company. I’ve been behind the scenes in several organizations, schools and corporations.  I was able 

to observe firsthand, various organizational structures, management styles, and workplace 

atmospheres. 

 

As a writer, I've written training guides for businesses and schools, many articles in both fields, a 

biweekly business book review column that ran in several business publications for many years, and 

currently a reader blogger for an international magazine. Of the business books that came across my 

desk for review many were about organizations that were consistently successful because they 

followed democratic/collaborative organizational principles and practices. You will find these 

principles and practices highly referenced in this manuscript.  

 

Finally, I've maintained an active reading/research life, keeping abreast of the leading edge of 

organizational and education thinking. And now, I invite you to explore with me why school reforms 

usually fail and how we can change that by transforming our schools into centers that work for 

everyone. 
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CHAPTER ONE: FOCUS 

 

1. A CENTURY OR MORE OF ATTEMPTED REFORMS 

   "We've badly missed the boat on school reform, misjudging everything 
   from what's required to what it will cost. It's too bad, because it could have 
   turned out differently. It should have turned out differently. And perhaps  
   it still can." 
   (James Harvey, posted in 2003 on the web site of New Horizons for Learning) 
 

In 1981, the Reagan administration created the National Commission on Excellence in Education to 

examine the quality of education in the United States and to make a report to the nation. In 1983, the 

Commission published its report under the title A Nation at Risk.  It contained practical 

recommendations for educational improvement, most of which were not fully implemented and which 

did not improve the nation's schools. James Harvey, quoted above, served on that commission and 

helped write the report. 

 

Before that, in 1970, Charles Silberman wrote The Crisis in the Classroom.  That book, along with 

several other books about schools, set off a firestorm of attempts to reform our nation's schools. None 

of them helped or it wouldn't have been necessary for A Nation at Risk to have been written in 1983, 

thirteen years latter. 

 

In 1989, President G.H.W. Bush, called all of the nation’s governors to a meeting at the University of 

Virginia to address the problems of what was said to be our deteriorating education system. From that 

convention came proposals that essentially called for a larger involvement by the Federal government 

in education policy, standards, and teacher certification. 

 

In 2000, David Kearns, former CEO of Xerox and one who is highly committed to improving our 

nation's schools, co-authored with James Harvey, A Legacy of Learning. It was another high-level call 

for the reforms that were still needed. The first President Bush praised this book, but by 2003, as 
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James Harvey says in the opening quote above, nothing much had changed in our schools, and in 

some ways things were even worse.  

 

In 1957, when I was a sophomore in college, the Soviets beat the U.S. into space by successfully 

launching Sputnik, the first human-made satellite. Sputnik threw our nation and our politicians into 

frenzy about space, the cold war, and our schools. Politicians and media pundits said that the Soviets 

beat us into space because the Soviet scientists were better educated than ours and because the bulk of 

people in our nation's work force could not effectively read, write, do math, or understand basic 

science. Their thinking was that our schools had failed to give students the basics.  

 

Thus, beginning in 1957 the space race was on and so was the race to quickly reform our nation's 

schools by getting them back to basics. That's when I decided to change my career plans and become a 

teacher. Soon I learned that this was not the first time that our nation had attempted to reform its 

schools, and eventually I came to learn that 1957 was not the last time either.  

 

Major calls for school reforms can be traced to the 1800s. Before 1852, school attendance was 

voluntary and few children attended, especially not the children of the poorer families who were 

needed to help earn money for the family. However, American business was growing and there was a 

greater demand for people in the workforce to be able to read, write and do basic arithmetic. Managers 

and politicians began calling for publicly-funded schools and for mass education.  

 

At first they met opposition from many people, including editors of some of the nation's newspapers 

who felt that publicly funded schooling was too socialistic, economically unsound, and undesirable. In 

1852, the state of Massachusetts changed all of that.  It passed the nation's first compulsory attendance 

law, requiring children who were between the ages of 8 and 14, and who were physically and 

economically able, to attend school for at least twelve weeks a year, six of which had to be 

consecutive weeks. Massachusetts also passed a child labor law at that time. Between 1870 and 1890, 

half of the states in the U.S. passed similar laws, but it wasn't until 1920 that all of the states had 

compulsory attendance laws. Most states stressed the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic as the 

essential program of schools.  
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It was the onset of compulsory attendance that helped set off what has now been over a century of 

school reforms. With compulsory attendance, more children were coming to school, but the schools 

weren't ready for them. Buildings were needed and so were programs to address this growing influx. 

Most states used the ladder pattern of school organization that included an optional kindergarten, 

followed by grammar school (also called elementary school), and then high school. A few junior high 

schools also came into existence before 1900, but middle schools, as we know them, came much later 

in the mid 1900s. And to manage these schools, educators turned to the bureaucratic, hierarchical 

management system of the military, industry, and the church. Command and control was put in place 

quickly, particularly in the large urban schools.  

 

At the same time, curriculum issues began to arise. Do we want just the basics or do we need more? 

Parents who were influenced by Swiss philosopher and educator Pestalozzi (1746-1827), wanted a 

more enriching curriculum than just the basics. They also were supportive of Pestalozzi’s call for 

having children arrive at answers themselves rather than being given ready made answers, and for his 

call to educate the whole child: “hands, heart, and head.” These parents also wanted better 

relationships between students and teacher. (How can that work in a command and control 

environment?)  

 

Others wanted what Horace Mann (1820-1822), Massachusetts education reformer, was calling for, 

including drawing and sketching. Then came the influence of Francis W. Parker (1837-1902) and his 

Quincy (MA) Method, calling for science and nature study, and the use of hands-on materials in 

teaching. He, too, wanted to eliminate the rigid rote routines of traditional education for a core 

curriculum, creativity, and making schools a happy place where there was “humane treatment of the 

little folks.” 

 

There were the child development movements, core-curriculum, and the big push of the followers of 

John Dewy (1859-1952) for Progressive Education calling for collaborative learning that included 

learning by doing real life things rather than “memorizing dead facts.” Curriculum issues dominated 

these school reforms. A curious historical note: In the 1930s when Progressive Education and its focus 

on learner-centered education was beginning to take hold in some schools, a study was created to 

follow children for eight years of progressive education. The Eight Year Study found that 
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progressively educated students were consistently more effective as learners in high school, college, 

and beyond. 

 

 However, World War II broke out and marked the end of Progressive Education. Society turned to 

rigidly structured schooling as the need to get students ready for the military’s command and control 

approach took precedence. And despite the remarkable findings of the Eight Year Study, Progressive 

Education never made a major comeback. 

 

After Sputnic, like so many other people, I too was sure that our schools needed to be reformed, and I 

felt certain that the new thrust was going to work this time because now we had a strong incentive: 

competition from the Soviets. Sputnick-induced reforms helped, for a while, but not in any sustaining 

way. That's no longer surprising to me, because most reforms, from the start of compulsory attendance 

to today, have failed to make our schools sustainably effective. 

 

From 1961 until I retired in1999 as a teacher, I personally experienced or witnessed more reforms 

than I can remember. Here are some, and I'm sure I've missed quite a few more: back-to-basics, whole 

child teaching, new English, new math, modular scheduling, whole language, back-to-basics, block 

teaching, team teaching, open classroom, back-to-basics, cooperative learning, Chicago math, 

portfolios as assessments, accountability, technology, multi-intelligence's, learning styles, back-to-

basics, management-by-walking-around, hands-on-learning, child-centered curriculum, parent 

involvement, Madeline Hunter Method, competency based accountability, inter-discipline teaching, 

whole child, state standards, looping, back-to-basics ( "back-to-basics" recycled often is a call for 

more rigorous classroom work.) 

 

According to Caren Black, writer and long time educator, in just the last quarter century alone 

(Emphasis mine), hundreds of books about reforming the schools have been written and hundreds of 

attempts at school reform have taken place. In her powerful little book (84 pages) entitled Get Over It! 

Education Reform is Dead. Now what?, she adds: 

  "In California alone (America's largest school system), thousands of  
  laws have been passed and hundreds of billions of dollars spent. Nearly 
  all other states have consistently spent more per pupil. Nationally,  
  education spending has increased between 61% and 100% over the last 25 
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  years, depending on the index used (Bracey). It stands to reason that all 
  of this effort must have accomplished a great deal... 
 
  (Yet) each new package, method, focus area leaves us a little more  
  disinterested, disheartened, disenchanted than the last. Many of us have 
  developed skepticism about the ability of brand new reforms to do anything 
  at all. Conversely, many of us continue to work feverishly on reform 
  efforts, convinced that (new reforms) somehow they will make a difference." 
(Pages 1,2) 

 
So, in well over a century, many school reforms have come and gone without making a significant 

change in the overall effectiveness of most of our schools, particularly those in the inner cities that 

serve a constantly changing diversity of students.  For years, educators and politicians in cities like 

New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Philadelphia, Dallas, Newark, Little Rock, and Detroit have been 

trying to fix their school systems. Yet year after year, in most of these cities, fewer than half of the 

students ever finish high school, particularly if they are Black, Latino or American Indian. And, 

according to Dropouts in America, a recent publication of Harvard Education Press, upwards of a 

third of all high school students in America do not finish high school. What kind of business could 

survive that rate of client loss and what kind of investor would continue to invest in a company with 

that record? 

 

2. WHY REFORMS USUALLY FAIL 

What is it that we don't seem to understand about school reforms? Why do they usually fail?  Let's 

look at some possible answers. Reacting to Sputnik, Congress passed the National Defense Act, a 

program that offered grant money to teachers to attend graduate level programs for up-grading their 

skills in the teaching of reading, writing, math, and science. For a while the National Defense Act 

(NDA) brought some changes to our schools, but though a number of teachers were given additional 

training, many of the schools failed to integrate into the curriculum what the teachers had learned. 

Instead, administrators imposed what they felt was needed to be integrated into the program without 

involving the teachers in the change process: a change model that breeds resistance by making 

teachers into presenters of others' agenda rather than professional instructors or educators (as in 

"educe"). This model of imposed change from the top of the organization overlooks the tacit (known 

but not tapped) knowledge and experience of the teachers, and as such discourages buy-in, and 

potentially dooms the reforms. 
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In 1963, I won a NDA grant to attend a summer graduate program at a major university to learn how 

to effectively assess student writing and how to understand the impact of the mass media and the 

popular culture on our nation's youth. When I returned to my teaching in September, filled with ideas 

and enthusiasm, I was disappointed to discover that not one administrator ever asked me anything 

about the program. Nor was I asked to give a report or even to share with anyone what I had gained. I 

wondered why no one cared.  

 

Rather than finding out what teachers were doing, the administration was busy imposing a new 

structure on the school week. It was called modular scheduling, and we teachers had no input on the 

value or the complications it might have. Instead we were told “that’s the way the school schedule was 

going to be run from now on.” It turns out that the assistant superintendent at that time was studying 

for his doctorate, and modular scheduling was a part of his work. The school system became his lab. 

After he transferred to another system, modular scheduling was dropped and the system went back to 

traditional scheduling. I'm not arguing for either form, but rather I'm showing you what is a common 

practice of reform in many schools: imposition on but without collaboration of the professional staff, 

or of any other stakeholders. One may wonder why the teachers union didn't fight these impositions; 

however, teachers at that time were not yet allowed to organize as a negotiating union. 

 

Two summers later, having moved to another school system, I was again a recipient of a summer 

program grant at another major university. This program focused on the teaching of grammar and 

composition writing. Yet again, when I returned to my teaching in the fall, filled once more with ideas 

and enthusiasm, not one administrator in this school system asked about the program. They never 

asked for a report, nor did they ask me to share anything with my colleagues. The command and 

control system does not encourage dialogue. 

 

I was beginning to build resentment and frustration over what I felt were administrators' distant, 

indifferent, seemingly arbitrary, and usually hierarchical attitudes toward teachers. They 

communicated that they had all the answers and they would tell us how we needed to change, thus 

invalidating any tacit knowledge or experiences we could contribute.  Sadly, the changes that 
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administrators often wanted were changes that they were studying in their personal work toward an 

advanced degree, and as such, they were using the school as sort of a lab for their research.  

 

Further, I had found that most administrators treated teachers in much the same way that many 

teachers treat their students: command and control -- negative validation. Psychologists have long 

asserted that positive validation builds effective people while, conversely, negative validation 

generally does the opposite. Ed Bales, Director of Motorola Corporation's School Connection 

Program, adds that innovative teachers are the least validated ones; they are usually held in suspect, 

despite how well their students are doing. Innovative teachers, he added, are commanded to fall back 

in line with the ordinary teachers. I was considered an innovative teacher. 

 

3. AN OUTSIDER'S PERSPECTIVE 

In 1980, Motorola, a $32 billion company today, knew it had to change its way of manufacturing and 

doing business or it would be driven out of business by Japanese competition. They also knew that the 

game plan had to include quality products. To achieve that, they knew that they had to have a 

workforce trained in quality. 

 

Ed Bales, then a sales executive in one of Motorola’s major businesses was asked by CEO Bob Galvin 

to assist in the founding of a new corporate organization (later to be named Motorola University) 

which would address the need to accelerate the learning of all employees worldwide. The CEO and 

several senior corporate leaders recognized that the changes required to become a global competitor 

would create a high level of incompetence in their workforce. While employees were talented, 

intelligent, and loyal, they did not know how to achieve the levels of quality required to be better than 

their competitors. The corporation invested large sums of money and provided the time necessary to 

train all employees in quality-improvement methodologies and processes. As part of this effort, 

Motorola University invented the now famous “Six Sigma” (a methodology for measuring and 

reducing product defects and improving quality) that led Motorola to be the first corporation to win 

the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award in 1988. Motorola University was actually the “agent 

of change” for the company. 
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The Motorola University team didn't just train employees, said Bales; they also trained suppliers and 

customers in the Six Sigma program of quality. The team knew that Motorola couldn't get quality 

products out the door if it didn't get quality supplies in the door, and it needed customers who 

understood the deeper value of Motorola's quality products. 

 

One of the big problems that the Motorola University team immediately faced was the low skill level 

of many of the company's employees. It was a time in which the company was moving from a manual 

to a computer-based workforce, and that meant that they would need to teach computer, math, writing, 

and even communications skills to a lot of people. Upon discovering the low skill levels in math and 

language, particularly of entry-level employees, the team realized that the supplier of employees, 

namely the schools near each plant, were not sending them well prepared students. Keeping the 

supplier concept in front of them, they remembered the business reality of not being able to get quality 

products out the door if you’re not getting quality supplies in the door - admittedly a crude metaphor 

but a reality nonetheless. Bales and his associates decided that they needed to also bring their program 

to the schools. 

 

4. WHAT MOTOROLA’S TEAM LEARNED ABOUT SCHOOLS 

Quickly, the team discovered that it wasn't going to be easy to get the schools to change because of 

three key issues:  

 1. Schools have no real change model in place other than imposing new curricula.  

 2. Schools have the wrong teaching model in place -- a one-size-fits all, standup and deliver 

model. In working with the teaching of tens of thousands employees, Motorola University learned that 

one-size cannot fit all. It ignores all that we know in brain research and research on learning.  

 3. Schools have the wrong management model: the bureaucratic managers who excessively 

(obsessively?) micromanage. 

 

Much of this became evident as Bales and his team worked with school managers through a week of 

training seminars similar to those they used with corporate managers. Bales’ team realized that school 

managers are products of over a century's history of command and control. As such, the administrators 

are highly reluctant to change and were deeply "risk averse," said Bales. Bales' team also observed 

that there were frequent turnovers of school people at the top -- administrators on the move to possible 
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better schools to work in or ones with higher pay.  This creates a lot of instability at the top, yet it is 

stability at the top that is highly needed in an organization that's undergoing change and challenges 

such as school are.  

 

Now we have the current "No Child Left Behind (NCLB)," yet another high level reform that 

supposedly even has some teeth in it: schools either shape up to the Fed's standards or loose some 

funding and status. Some states, hoping the teeth prove to be weak (maybe false?), are suing the 

federal government because it has failed to provide sufficient funds to help defray the huge cost the 

program has imposed on the states. Others are decrying the "testimania" of the program, forcing 

schools to teach to the tests. 

 

In February 2004, a bipartisan panel completed a yearlong study of NCLB and concluded that despite 

the worthiness of NCLB's goals it is "a flawed, convoluted, and unconstitutional reform initiative that 

had usurped state and local control of public schools." (NY Times, 2/24/05 page-18.)  Some schools, 

especially highly successful ones, are opting to not participate in the NCLB program, and foregoing 

some federal aid because of that. These schools have found that the one-size-fits-all program does two 

things: it “dumbs-down” the better schools, and it makes them look unsuccessful because they do not 

show "significant" improvement because their scores are already very high. Participating schools that 

do not show significant improvement in scores each year are placed on probation and that laughs in 

the face of the high quality schools.  

 

Some cities with low scores have even been accused of cooking their numbers so as to not be 

penalized. One may wonder from where did they learn how to cook the numbers? Floyd Norris, 

financial writer for the New York Times, writing about why some business executives cheat, said that 

when the stakes are the highest the numbers are most likely to be manipulated. NCLB has put an 

inordinate amount of high-stakes pressure on schools, so we should not be surprised if we find 

cheating going on. (From where do we think the cheating that kids do on tests was learned? Or, why is 

it that kids do cheat?) 

 

It’s the summer of 2006 as I’m writing this, the fall school year is about to begin, and the nation is still 

waiting for our school reforms to work. Talk about Sisyphean behavior. School reforms didn't start 
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with A Nation at Risk, or even with  Crisis in the Classroom or No Child Left Behind; they've been 

going up the hill and sliding right back down for well over a century. Hundreds (thousands?) of school 

reforms have come and gone, and they haven't really made a significant change in the overall 

effectiveness of most of our schools, especially those in our major cities or in the smaller cities that 

serve as ports of entry for immigrants. Yet year after year, some national politician, some local 

politician, or some education leader somewhere promises to reform our schools. And, once again, new 

programs are imposed, even though history tells us they won't really help much.  

 

What are we missing? What is it that we don't seem to understand about school reforms? School 

reforms don't fail just because they are too costly, or because of some cheating. They fail for much 

larger and more pervasive reasons. That's what this book will address: the reasons and ways to put 

those failures behind us.  

 

 

5. BLAME THE TEACHERS? 

In his book, Making Schools Work, author and management professor William G. Ouchi, says the 

following after a long study of effective and ineffective schools: “Teacher-bashing has become the 

favorite sport of politicians and superintendents who don’t know what to do about the schools and are 

looking for someone to blame.” He further adds that research shows that even with improved teacher 

training schools don’t necessarily improve and that’s because  “...the fundamental problem is not the 

teachers.” 

 

When working with teachers, Motorola’s Ed Bales found that teachers are the least empowered 

employee group he has ever met. Many of them fear the administration and don't dare step out of the 

box of traditional teaching. Often, the Motorola team would ask teachers to list and discuss what they 

thought good teaching was. Invariably, teachers knew what excellent teaching looked like, but when 

they were asked if this was what they were doing in their schools, the frequent answer was, "No, they 

(administrators) wouldn't let us do that." Bales found that not only do schools discourage the good, 

innovative teachers, but also they often force them to comply with the required curriculum and that 

lowers them to the performing level of average teachers. Teachers are also the best educated but 

poorest trained workforce in the country. 
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Take a look at any recent school reform, including NCLB and most of the reforms of the last century, 

and you will see that they are directed at the curriculum and the teachers. In "Teaching at Risk: A Call 

to Action," a paper from the Teaching Commission, the Commission said that to fix our schools' 

problems we need "...an intensive, sustained, and effective campaign to revamp our country's teaching 

force." (Page 14)  Very little is said in most reform efforts about the organizational structure and 

management styles used in our schools. Both are far out-of-date practices and both create a disdainful 

workplace in most contexts.  

 

James Harvey, who served on the Reagan Administration’s National Commission on Excellence in 

Education and one of the writers of A Nation at Risk, takes a dim view of the current No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) program. He says that if one turns to the U.S. Department of Education's web site and 

reads the description of the program, one will conclude that the program is "unmistakably hostile to 

teachers and administrators" who get painted as "the enemies of America's children." And, Rich 

Henry, President of Unified Field Associates, a firm that consults to corporations and schools, had this 

to say about NCLB: 

 

 "My take on NCLB is that it tries to 'mechanize' the entire process, 
 thereby diminishing the influence of individual teachers. Of course this 
 comes from an assumption of ineptitude. I think part of the solution is to  
 increase the influence of the individual teacher, since I think effective teaching 
 and learning is inherently a human relationship issue. I think we should be 
 reminding teachers of just how powerful they are, and then encourage them
 to rise to that powerful responsibility and opportunity." (From a personal email) 

 

Because I live in the suburbs of New York City, many of my references to school issues are about 

NewYork City's schools. But, in talking with people around the country and in perusing web sites of 

newspapers from around the country, I'm not surprised to find that New York is by no means unique 

in its school problems; rather it is representative of what most major school systems are facing.  

 

Bel Kaufman's Up the Down Staircase, a satire on school bureaucracy, first came out in 1969. It 

continues to be regularly reprinted. In her introduction to the 1999 printing, she wrote that letters 

continue to pour in to her from teachers and students from everywhere. Though her book is about a 
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fictitious metropolitan school, the reader quickly realizes that it's an amalgamation of several schools 

in New York City in which Ms Kaufman had taught. She says of her biting, yet humorous expose of 

inane bureaucratic behavior that she hadn't realized that she had written about many schools in many 

cities. "Teachers told me that it was a book that they should have written, had they not been so 

exhausted after a day at school." (Page xviii) And then she said: "Schools today are exactly the same 

as they were a quarter of a century ago, only now they are more so. Everything described in my fiction 

is today's reality. Only computers and condoms are new. Teachers still cope with demeaning non-

teaching chores, deadening bureaucracy, paper miles of clerical work, inadequate facilities, and heavy 

teaching loads." (Page xxiii) 

 

In re-reading Up the Down Staircase, I'm reminded of a line in Scott Turow's novel The Burden of 

Proof. Speaking of government agents, the line reads: "They are bureaucrats and their first love is 

their own rules." But let me hasten to say that I am not singling out New York City chools or any 

specific administrator, except to give examples of how the bureaucratic system, minimally, breeds 

ineffectiveness.  

 

Can it be different for teachers? Yes, according to Mark Lapworth, a parent member of a steering 

committee for a Montessori High School in Australia. He points to a report from the writer and 

historian, Fergus Bordewich, about student outcomes and teachers in Finland. In the 2003 

international standardized assessment of the reading, math, and science literacy of 15 year olds 

conducted by the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), Finland was the top country 

in all three categories. Bordewich explains that Finland has the smallest gap between best and worst 

students, the smallest gender gap in results between boy and girls, and the second smallest differential 

in results between schools. 

 

The report, posted on the Montessori High School’s web site, says that Bordewich found some key 

innovations in Finland’s education system: over twenty years ago the system shifted to a “student-

centered” approach giving increased attention to each student’s needs, stopped streaming students, 

decentralized administration (“Too much authority creates resentment.”), and gave more power to 

teachers. Further, it is incredibly difficult to get into teaching in Finland (more difficult than even 

medicine or law), teachers are highly trained and highly respected, and they have the autonomy to 
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select their own materials. Standardized tests are shunned so as to avoid teaching to the tests, students 

are taught to evaluate themselves and to work independently, and slow learners are given intense 

support. 

(www.montessorihighschool.org.au/News/Q_A/How%20will%20this%20high%20school%2) 

 

6. THE 91% FACTOR: PARENTS AND OUR LARGER SOCIETY 

To all of this, Bales introduces yet another reality factor that begs our attention; it’s the 91% factor.  

As Bales and his Motorola team wrestled with school issues, they came to the stark realization that 

during the years of K-12, childrens’ school time constitutes only 9% of their time. In the other 91% of 

their time, children are with their parents and with the larger society. Thus, students K-12 are not with 

the schools 91% of that time, so possibly our attention needs to be more on the 91% factor than on the 

school’s 9% factor.  

 

What happens during the 91% time? Certainly, some of that time is sleep time, but most of that is 

awake time and much of that is spent with media such as radio, TV, music, video games, cell phones, 

computers, the internet, iPods, MySpace, instant messaging, text messaging, magazines, blogs, web 

casts, YouTube, and malls (yes malls are a medium). Certainly these media are not leaving any 

children behind and they’re doing it without tests. 

 

Text messaging and talking on cell phones are really variations of hanging out, as teenagers often do.  

And the truth is that many teenagers hang out electronically long past midnight. I recently asked of a 

teen whom I know which media device would he keep if he had to give up all of his devices except 

one. I thought he would say his computer because he is a computer whiz. Instead he said he would not 

want to give up his cell phone on which he is often text messaging until after 2:00 AM. Any teacher 

who wonders why so many students seem to fall asleep in class or seem fatigued doesn’t really know 

his/her students’ 91% factor. Maybe, however, the SAT folks are beginning to catch on, because when 

they discovered that SAT scores were down, they blamed it on student fatigue.  

  

Here’s the point: the media are giving our children an education that strongly runs counter to the 

schooling that schools give.  The media of our youth are highly captivating and highly interactive: 

characteristics that are sorely missing in most school programs. Another teenager told me that he had 
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taken a TV production course in his school, yet for the entire semester, the teacher never handed the 

class a camera. And that reminds me of a story often told in the 1960s that still rings true, today: lots 

of kids were dropping out of school in those years, and someone asked a dropout why he didn’t want 

to return to school. The drop out answered that if he came back to school it would interrupt his 

education. That speaks volumes! 

 

Further, I wonder if there’s a foreshadowing here of the end of schooling as we know it when I notice 

that today’s students don’t have to drop out of school to be with the media. Instead, they bring the 

media with them to school in the form of personal electronic communications media, not just cell 

phones but also other handheld communicating devices. Though many of these devices are used for 

cheating on tests in our test (give me the one correct answer) dominated school program, they are also 

used by kids to keep connected to the 91% factor. Further, as I write, new games and new applications 

are being rapidly developed for cell phones and other hand held media. Many of the new games and 

applications involve conversing and interacting with other users. More and more the 91% factor is 

encroaching deeper and deeper into our schools 

 

Schools are struggling with this encroachment, but they are at a loss as to what to do other than to ban 

the devices. When they do ban them, cell phones particularly, parents rise up in protest, because since 

9/11, parents and children have found that cell phones are important items of security, giving all-day 

access to each other. 

 

This means there are issues that parents and schools must address concerning the education that 

children are getting from the media and the rest of the 91% factor. But while I do have thoughts on 

how some these issues might be addressed, I feel that all stakeholders must address these issues 

locally and collaboratively. 

 

Bales has one more thought regarding parents. Parents, he says, must become aware that they have a 

duel role regarding schools: as customers of schools and as suppliers of children to the schools.  He 

says that as customers, parents need to be both informed and actively involved, and  as suppliers they 

need to know that they have a responsibility to send children to school ready to learn. (“You can’t get 

quality products out the door if you don’t have quality supplies coming in the door.”)  
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So here we are: Bales' experiences from a corporate perspective corroborate much of what I'm saying 

in this book. Schools have the wrong management structure, the wrong management style, the wrong 

workplace atmosphere/culture. And though I somewhat bristle at the thought that schools must serve 

the corporate world's need by getting kids ready, especially in the lower grades, for the corporate 

world, I've been in the business world and I know the reality that the masses need jobs and businesses 

need quality employees. But, again, this issue along with others, belongs to the collaborative workings 

of all stakeholders in a given school and a given school system. 

 

 

7. AN ALTERNATIVE MODEL 

In 1968, my eighth year as a teacher, something major happened to my career that gave me even 

greater insight into organizations and into why school reforms usually fail. Three other frustrated, 

innovative teachers, approached me and told me that they were considering pulling out of public 

school and starting a private alternative school. They asked if I would be willing to join them. The 

intent was to have a model school built around three key principles:  

 1. Everyone is unique -- as a person and as a learner. 

 2. Everyone matters: students, teachers, parents, administrators, and all other employees 

 3. Curriculum, teaching and school management must reflect the first two principles.  

I joined them, and in September of 1969, we opened the Rockland Project School, named for 

Rockland County New York where the school was located and for our desire to have students learn by 

doing projects. It also was a personal project of each of us who founded it. 

 

At that time, people in schools and people in business told us that while our principles were lofty, they 

were also naive. Some even said they were too radical. However, the school, though very small,  just 

50 students, lasted 20 years. Other similar schools were already started in various parts of the country, 

many in reaction to the growing unrest in our society over the war in Vietnam and over social 

injustices, but most were started because the founders felt that public schools were deadly and 

antithetical to effective learning.  Most of these schools were called free schools or alternative 

schools. Many of them lasted only about two years. One school that did last is the often-modeled 
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Sudbury Valley School in Framingham, Massachusetts. It was founded in 1968, is still operating, and 

has become the longest lasting of these schools. 

 

Today there is a new rise of alternative schools, and if one includes in the account the rise of charter 

schools and other "learner centered" schools both  public and private, then according to Jerry Mintx, 

founder and director of Alternative Education Resource Organization (AERO) there are close to ten 

thousands such schools worldwide in AERO's database.  Many of today's alternative schools prefer to 

be called democratic schools because they are built on the democracy model of the New England 

Town Meeting.  

 

This book will not be an argument for alternative schools, per se, even though I agree with many of 

their principles. That may disappoint some of the people who knew me from my days in alternative 

education. However, reality has taught me that first we need a different kind of school management. 

Thus this book is a call for democratic management of our schools. Readers who want to know more 

about alternative schools can turn to the web site of AERO where the founder and director, Jerry 

Mintz has an essay explaining democratic (alternative) schools. (www.educationrevolution.org) 

 

I stayed with the Rockland Project School, our alternative school, for the first ten years of its 20 years, 

and here's my key point: from my ten years in alternative education I sensed more fully that public 

school reforms fail not because of weak teaching or the wrong curriculum but because of 

organizational and management practices that are far outdated and that invite failure. Years later, as a 

researcher and consultant to businesses and schools, I learned that several of our alternative school's 

democratic organizational principles and management practices actually foreshadowed what are now 

widely used and widely successful principles and practices in many businesses and some public 

schools.  

 

 

8. KEY PRACTICES BASED ON “EVERYONE MATTERS” 

It's curious that an organization dedicated to maintaining American democracy is structured and 

managed in ways antithetical to democracy. There are, however, organizations -- businesses, schools, 

non-profits, and even governmental -- that for over two decades have demonstrated that democratic 
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principles and practices create more effectiveness and sustainability then do our traditional principles 

and practices of command and control. It is the democratic organizational principles and practices that 

I will discuss in this book, because I feel that if we want to finally move our schools into the modern 

era we must first address organizational structure and management practices. 

 

• ATMOSPHERE If everyone matters, then the workplace atmosphere has to be one that 

reflects that.  In our little alternative school, we worked with each other and with each student 

from a position of individual strengths rather than weaknesses, building as positive an 

atmosphere as was possible. In Chapter 3, I will show that this practice can be found in 

organizations -- business and educational -- that use the process of “Appreciative Inquiry” 

(honoring and building on what is working well) and other strengths-based programs. 

 

• RELATIONSHIPS  If everyone matters, then everyone has to be treated as such and 

empowered to be a full partner of the organization. In our school, though we had some 

division of tasks, there was no administration. Each teacher was considered a co-director of the 

school and all decisions were made by consensus, often with kids and parents in on the 

process. All stakeholders had input in decisions about such as things as curriculum and 

organizational structure. In Chapter 4, I will show how this practice can be found in 

organizations, business and educational, that are structured more as networks rather than 

hierarchies and are led by people who function as servant leaders and stewards rather than as 

bureaucrats or autocrats.  

 

• TRANSPARENCY If everyone matters, then everyone needs to know the key realities of 

running the organization. In our school, the bookkeeping books and the economics of the 

school were fully open to all stakeholders of the school: kids, parents, and teachers. Everyone 

owned the school and the school board consisted of anyone who showed up at our school 

board meetings.  In Chapter 5, you will see how this practice can be found in organizations, 

business and educational, that operate under a process called “Open Book-Ownership.” 

 

9. OTHER ISSUES AND PRACTICES COVERED IN THIS BOOK 
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In Chapter 2, you will learn how organization theorist and organization development professionals 

"see" and understand organizations. You will learn about ways, other than the bureaucratic way, to 

organize any organization. In Chapter 6, you will learn how any stakeholder can help to move our 

schools to these practices.  And in the Appendix, you will find a list of key resources to which anyone 

can turn. 

 

I began this chapter with James Harvey's despair, followed by Ed Bales' critiques and Bel Kaufman's 

satire of adults in the larger society, but it is Harvey to whom I’d like to return one more time. In his 

New Horizons for Learning web article, Harvey relieves some of his despair about our schools by 

giving examples of good works that are happening in some schools. And then he ends the piece with 

the following dramatic conceit: 

 "America is the land of second chances. A punitive, test-driven society that  
 encourages young people to drop out of school isn't what this country is  
 all about. American education has taken a lot of people who looked like  
 losers in Act I of their lives and turned them into winners by Act III. In  
 this great drama, schools aren't just props or part of the scenery. They're  
 the essential story line. We still have time to make sure the story has a  
 happy ending." ( Harvey, op cit) 

 

10. AUTHOR’S THESIS STATEMENT 

Here is how I hope to help contribute to the happy ending of the story. From all of my experiences, I 

have come to more fully realize what I had often felt throughout most of my teaching career:  

School reforms usually fail because they are usually "schooling" reforms, reforms of the curriculum 

and/or of the teaching process, brought into an organizational structure that is ou of date and not 

conducive to organizational or learning effectiveness. These reforms are imposed and monitored by a 

hierarchical management system that is equally out of date and equally not conducive to 

organizational or learning effectiveness. Combined, the outdated and ineffective organizational 

structure and management style invalidates the tacit knowledge and experiences of all stakeholders, 

especially that of the teachers. This creates a workplace atmosphere of antagonism, mistrust, and one 

that is highly resistant to and incompatible with the reforms.  

 

However, compelling evidence shows that any organization in which management collaborates with, 

is transparent to, and respects, trusts and appreciates all stakeholders is an organization that is 
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sustainably more effective than traditionally managed organizations.  They also become consistently 

good places in which to work and learn.   

 

TRANSFORMATION ACTIVITIES FOR COLLECTING THE SCHOOL’S HISTORY 

(Note: Following each chapter and within the final chapter you will find collaborative activities for 

initiating a transformation, and because no process is free of complications, the same is true of 

collaboration. Before setting off on a major collaborative action, you might want to review some of 

the cautions about collaboration that I raise in the final chapter.)  

 

Do you know your school or your school system’s history?  Knowing and keeping alive an 

organization’s history is vital to an organization’s health, giving it continuity and a sense of long-term 

existence. As Shakespeare said in The Tempest, “The past is prologue.” Does your school community 

know its prologue, or is your school community suffering from what someone once called 

“organizational amnesia?”  If so, here are activities that can help tap into a reservoir of valuable 

material, and help build the culture in which everyone matters. 

 

Someone or some group needs to initiate the building of an archive of the school’s history. It could be 

initiated by the parents’ organization, the teachers’ organization, the school board, the school 

principal, the system’s chief administrator, or even a student group. (Some of the ideas and activities 

came from an article that appeared in Glass Magazine, March 1994, found at milestonespast.com, the 

web site of Milestone Consultants. You will find other ideas on their site.) 

 

 1. Publish a book on the history of the school/system and/or build a web site that includes: 

  . Oral history of the school from senior citizens, alumnae, and former employees. Have 

   students involved in some of this. 

  . An explanation of how the school got its name, if it has one, or its number 

  . A timeline of milestone anniversaries 

  . Histories of noted alumnae, and former school personalities 

  . News clippings about noted people who visited or performed at the school 

  

 2. Have celebrations of key anniversaries. 
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 3. Set up displays of the history and/or set up a museum. 

 4. Have all new employees read the collected material. 

 5. Keep this material alive, up-to-date, and up front; don’t let it hide in a file. 

 

CHAPTER TWO: WAYS TO UNDERSTANDING ORGANIZATIONS 

   "We live in a civilization composed of organizations...there are 
   more organizations each year than there were the year before... 
   If we are going to act effectively in a society of organizations, we  
   need a theory that helps us see organizations clearly, as they are." 
   Art Kleiner, Who Really Matters (Pages 5-6) 
 

There is a saying that states that fish don't see the water that they're in, and I'm sure that in his quote 

above, Art Kleiner, whom you'll briefly meet in this chapter, is implying much the same about people 

in organizations.  

 

Schools are organizations, and because it is my thesis that school reforms fail mostly because they are 

imposed rather than systemic, whole organization reforms, I feel it is important first to review some 

ways of thinking about organizations and about behavior in organizations. This section gives a 

succinct but simplified overview of some of those ways, taken from the thoughts of people such as 

Kleiner, whose writings, along with my personal experiences, have influenced my thinking about how 

to best structure, lead, and maintain a positive work culture - a culture that I feel is necessary for 

sustainably effective schools. 

 

Many of the examples and references in this chapter and those following will come from the business 

sector because many businesses have long since jettisoned the bureaucratic, hierarchical, command 

and control ways of managing their organizations. I once mentioned this to a public high school 

principal who reacted negatively by saying that the business model is not the right model for schools, 

and to a point she is correct. Unlike businesses, public schools do not have to compete for customers 

to keep the business going: compulsory attendance takes care of that. Also, unlike businesses, public 

schools have guaranteed incomes: taxes take care of that. But because both schools and businesses are 

organizations, they therefore have certain characteristics in common. That's what we'll cover in this 

chapter. 
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1. ORGANIZATIONAL CORE GROUP THEORY 

Art Kleiner likes to remind us that organizations exist to amplify our capabilities so that we can do on 

a larger scale what we might have trouble managing to do alone.  And we all can learn a lot about how 

organizations work from Kleiner. Currently he is the editor-in-chief of the business magazine 

"strategy+business,” (sic) but he has been observing and writing about organizations for some time. 

In one of his books, The Age of Heretics, Kleiner reports on how most organizations miss great 

opportunities when they turn their backs on innovative people and their innovations. (Remember how 

Motorola’s Ed Bales told us that he saw how schools turn their backs on innovative people, too?) 

 

Readers of The Age of Heretics quickly discover how wide Kleiner's scope of observations is. As a 

journalist, writer, and consultant, he has probably observed more organizations and interviewed more 

organizational people than most writers in the field. In addition to his own writing, Kleiner was the 

writing consultant to Senge's The Fifth Discipline and chief-editor/co-author of Senge's follow-up 

fieldbook series, which includes Schools that Learn. (Disclosure: Art is a long-time friend, whom I 

first met in mid 1960 when I had the honor of being his 8th grade English teacher. I saw then, as I still 

do, that Art is a brilliant thinker and writer.) 

 

While working on The Age of Heretics, Kleiner began to sense something significant about how 

organizations seem to function. His wide collection of observations and interviews led him to a new 

theory for understanding organizations: the “Core Group Theory.” This became the material for his 

latest book, Who Really Matters. Kleiner discovered that an organization is strongly under the 

influence of a core group of people, usually at the top, but along with that, he further discovered that 

an organization will tend to move in the direction of how everyone perceives what the core group 

wants. Sometimes these perceptions are accurate, but most often they are not. In today’s schools the 

over-riding perception of the non-core group is that the core group wants nothing more than high test 

scores. That may be close to being accurate. 

 

Kleiner feels that his organizational theory is more robust than other theories because, different from 

other theories, it applies to all organizations. In some organizations the core group is a small elite 

group of people. In others it may be a larger group, but in all organizations the direction that the 

organization will move is determined by how the non-core-group members perceive what the core 
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group wants. In many ways, the core group is that ubiquitous "they" that people in organizations often 

talk about or complain about. (e.g. "They should do something about the parking problems." "They 

pay themselves well, and we have to face cuts."  "They ask too much of us and pay us too little." 

“They want us to teach to the test.”)  

 

Along with Kleiner’s keen analysis, is his further conclusion: we can't effectively change an 

organization until we identify, understand, and influence the core group as well as all others' 

perceptions of the core group. (Italics mine.) Ideally, he says, the core group could be a core group of 

the whole.  

 

A Core Group Story from Our Alternative School 

 When I look back on the Rockland Project School (as well as on public schools in which I've 
worked or served as a consultant), I know that Kleiner is right on target. about core groups. At one 
point in the operating of our school, a group of parents came to us teachers and complained that they 
felt we were like a stone wall. They couldn't get us to hear their needs and they couldn't move us. It was 
a reasonable complaint: the staff worked collaboratively every day and met in consensus meetings 
every afternoon. We were a tight group, caught up in what we saw were the "real" day-to-day issues of 
the school.  
 
And we were caught up in our success. Without realizing it, we had put up barriers as we trapped  
ourselves in "group-think." Fortunately, for the staff and the parents, and ultimately for the students,  
we were an open school, which meant that all owners had a stake in the outcome, and the parents  
woke us up. 
 
To address the issues, we held an all-day Saturday workshop that everyone was invited to attend:  
students, parents, and teachers. During that workshop, as we dialogued our way through some knotty  
issues, one parent, a philosophy professor at a local university, said something that became somewhat  
of a motto for the school. He said, "What I deeply like about this school is that we're willing to muddle 
our way through issues." It was that workshop that -- through our muddling, partnership democracy- 
helped to break down the barriers and resolve some key issues. On that afternoon, Art Kleiner might 
have said that we were truly a core group of the whole.  
 

Organizations need a core group, says Kleiner, be they good, great, mediocre, or destructive, and his 

book gives us ways for identifying more clearly who the core group really is. Once we know who the 

core group is, Kleiner feels, we can more fully understand their function in the organization as well as 

our own function.  His book gives us several chapters and exercises for diagnosing who really matters. 

Some of these include the following exercises: 

 Who really matters here? 

 How is the core group chosen? 
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 What does the organization know? 

 What signals are we (non core group people) sending? 

 Where are the feuds in the core group? 

 

Though Who Really Matters is mostly about business organizations, Kleiner does include some core 

group analysis of other organizations including schools, teachers unions, and universities. In his short 

but poignant chapter on schools, he says that U.S. public schools are among the most complex of Core 

Group environments. Public school core groups, he adds, include: 

 1.politicians who set standards from afar 

 2. school board members and local politicians 

 3. active parents  

 4. superintendents who typically turn over every three years (The national average is 2.8 years 

in  large systems.)  

 5. long-tenured faculty 

  6. local realtors who in the suburbs have tremendous lobbying force 

 7. some critical administrators.  

These seven make a complex, tense, and often feuding core group. 

 

Under such complexity, teachers get treated like pawns rather than professionals. This, Kleiner says, 

prompts many of the quality teachers, especially new ones, to leave. Almost fifty-percent of the 

teachers hired for public schools leave within the first five years, "not for lack of salaries, but for lack 

of legitimacy." (Pages 180-189) Again, it's the problem of a management system that fails to validate 

the stakeholders.  This chapter in Kleiner's book also covers the "hidden curriculum. " He says that 

students, and others astute enough to, often sense core group behavior and eventually learn to be 

skilled at "playing the game" of school. 

 

However, Kleiner has a powerful suggestion for teachers who feel diminished by the core group. It is 

the same suggestion for all others who are not in the core group of any organization: build personal 

“skills equity", i.e. strong competencies in specific skills that the organization needs. In so doing an 

individual will accomplish three things: help to hold on to employment in the organization, possibly 
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help to move forward in the organization, and help to improve the potential of being hired elsewhere 

should that situation arise. 

 

Besides giving us a tool for understanding organizations, Kleiner gives us a lot of examples of 

positive core groups whose organizations are subsequently sustainably successful. Not surprising, 

many of these organizations such as Southwest Airlines, Springfield Remanufacturing, and others also 

appear as model cases in the writings about collaboration, respectful leadership, and transparency 

which you'll read more about in subsequent chapters. 

 

Yet, one wonders how many public school core groups would be willing to break down the barriers 

between themselves and all others in the organization so as to wrestle with systemic issues?  Kleiner 

has a thought on this when he addresses in Who Really Matters why more organizations don't follow 

the model of those that are successful through being a positive organization of the whole. Here's his 

thinking: 

 

 "...it would require most Core Groups to fundamentally change -- not just 
  what they say, but how they think, how they are paid, and how they build  
 relationships. Almost by definition, no one has either the courage or the  
 organizational wherewithal to propose this kind of change unless they're in  
 the Core Group themselves. Most of us, after all, have an unconscious  
 vested interest in keeping ourselves and our organizations going in the  
 same pattern of basic management where they already exist. We've invested 
 our career, our habits, our thinking, and our feelings in an organization that  
 maintains the current Core Group." (Page 115) 
 

At first Kleiner's argument may seem to be ad hominem; however, after a more careful reading, one 

realizes that he is addressing the system rather than pointing fingers.  And he's realistic enough to 

suggest that the initiative to change the system has to come from someone or some group capable of 

doing that. Often this means the top leadership or the board; however, throughout this book, you will 

find that the initiation or the spark of an initiation for changing the school system can come from any 

stakeholder, whether in the core group or not. 
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That having been said, I hasten to say, emphatically, that Core Group Theory is a very important 

concept and tool to use when reforming our schools. People wanting to make schools more effective 

would do well to read Kleiner's book and take the initiative to engage in the exercises he gives.  

 

 

2. THE LEARNING ORGANIZATION  

Why do so many administrators and managers behave in negative ways? It would be too simple and it 

would be unfair to say that it's because these managers are power-mongers or control freaks or people 

who love their own rules. Some are, but many are not. Systems thinkers tell us that organizational 

problems are caused more by the system than by the people, and though that may be a hard statement 

to sell to the thousands of folks who lost out at Enron, WorldCom and other organizations that went 

down because of executive greed and dishonesty, there is deep wisdom in this systems thinking 

statement. Reformers of these fallen companies, as well as reformers of schools, would do well to 

review the management systems to see how the systems allow for greed, dishonesty, mismanagement 

and negative behavior to have ever taken place. 

 

In studying the management systems of organizations, particularly systems that have proven to be 

inadequate, Peter Senge, noted author and systems analyst, saw that most individuals in organizations 

are blinded to the systemic dynamics of their organization. To help wake us up to organizational 

dynamics, Senge suggested that we need to become conscious of the organization’s learning so that 

individuals and the whole organization, collectively, can improve capabilities. This he says is what a 

learning organization does and is. 

 

Who is Peter Senge? He is an internationally recognized organizational consultant, a senior lecturer at 

MIT's Sloan School of Business, and the founder/chairperson of the Society for Organizational 

Learning (SoL). He is also co-author of three fieldbook sequels to The Fifth Discipline. They are The 

Fifth Discipline Fieldbook, The Dance of Change, and Schools That Learn. The last is a key resource 

for school reformers. (Disclosure: I contributed to Schools That Learn and to The Fifth Discipline 

Fieldbook.) 
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To guide us in creating a learning organization, Senge offers five disciplines that we need to integrate 

into the organization:  

• personal mastery: "cultivating of individual aspiration and awareness" 

• mental models: "becoming more aware of the sources of our thinking" 

• shared vision: "fostering commitment to common purpose" 

• team learning: "transforming our skills of collective learning" 

• systems thinking:  "developing awareness of complexity, interdependencies, change, and 

leverage"  

Systems thinking is the key discipline that integrates the other disciplines. Thus the title of Senge's 

book, The Fifth Discipline  

 (Note: The succinct definitions of each discipline above are taken from Senge's Schools That Learn) 

 

Senge’s The Fifth Discipline became an international best seller, and corporations all over the world 

began to address the five disciplines of a learning organization. A few schools did, too; most did not. 

And it’s ironic that although schools are designed to be organizations for learning, most of them are 

not learning organizations. Why? Senge’s answer is that it is because school personnel are not are 

fully aware of the inadequacies of their prevailing ways of managing. In The Fifth Discipline, Senge 

says he finds that businesses, much more than public organizations, are deeply aware of their 

management inadequacies. As such, he says, businesses know the value in "building new types of 

organizations - decentralized, non-hierarchical...dedicated to the well being and growth of employees 

as well as success."  

 

Further, Senge finds that many businesses have “a commitment and a capacity to innovate that (is) 

lacking in the public sector.  I came to realize why business is the locus of innovation in an open 

society...business has a freedom to experiment missing in the public sector and, often, in non-profit 

organizations." (Page 15) (Emphasis mine) 

 

An organization that fails to work through the dynamics of the five disciplines is an organization that 

most likely has a learning problem because it is not really learning, and thus it is not going to be able 

to realize its potential. Certainly the century of failed school reforms indicates that our schools are not 

organizations that learn. Ask any educator, preferably teachers, how many of Senge's five learning 
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organization disciplines are wrestled with in their school or their school district. It will be rare to find 

schools that have wrestled with even one or two. 

 

Of the five disciplines, Senge calls systems thinking (seeing wholes) the cornerstone of a learning 

organization. To help people who want to start becoming systems thinkers, he has distilled the 

thinking of several key systems thinkers into eleven thought provoking laws. It would do schools a lot 

of good to pay close attention to these, so here they are in a synthesized form: (See The Fifth 

Discipline, pages 57-67) 

1.Today's problems come from yesterday’s solutions that were not systemic solutions. 

2. The harder you push a system, the harder the system pushes back. Systemic 

solutions don't push; they integrate. 

3. In non-systemic changes, behavior initially grows better before it grows worse. 

4. A non-systemic easy way out usually leads back in. 

5. A non-systemic cure can be worse than the disease. 

6. Non-systemic changes are faster but end up being slower. 

7. Cause and effect are not closely related in time and space in any kind of change. 

8. Small changes can produce big results --but the areas of highest leverage are often 

the least obvious. (Leverage means applying well-focused actions in the right place.) 

9. You can have your cake and eat it too -- but not at once. Systemic changes bring the 

change (the eating) while maintaining the whole (the cake). 

10. Dividing an elephant in half does not produce two small elephants. Systemic 

change respects the integrity and the dynamics of the whole. 

11. There is no blame; the fault is in the system. 

 

Our alternative school was founded in 1969, long before Senge had identified the five 

disciplines of an organization that learns. And though we didn't know about systems 

thinking as such, we were aware of R. Buckminster (Bucky) Fuller's call for systemic 

thinking. We practiced that by consistently operating the school from an integrated, 

holistic perspective. We also didn't know the terms “personal mastery,” “shared 

vision,” “team learning” and “mental models,” as Senge has defined them, but they 

were definitely a part of the school. We wanted everyone, including ourselves, to be as 
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effective as possible. Students, parents, and staff all shared a common mission: to 

honor and respect each individual's unique talents and personal needs. We learned as a 

team, meeting daily to discuss the day's events and making decisions by consensus. 

And as to mental models, we called them personal metaphors, and we often discussed 

which of our metaphors were holding us from moving forward. We were a learning 

organization in many ways. (Though, I hasten to add, we also had some organizational 

learning disabilities that I will discuss later.) 

 

Public schools, I feel, are particularly trapped in the first two of the eleven laws of systems thinking: 

1) today's problems come from yesterday's non-systemic solutions, and 2) the harder you push, the 

more the system pushes back (Sisypheanism).  For example, one can observe over the years that many 

of today's problems that schools face came from yesterday's non-systemic solutions. And one can 

observe that as society pushes harder and harder to reform the schools, the problems seem to push 

back. (NCLB is beginning to face this pushback.) Further, the disciplines of team effort, shared vision, 

and systemic thinking are incompatible with an autocratically run school. At our alternative school, 

because we were operating systemically, we were most often able to move ahead through 

collaborative efforts. 

 

3. SCHOOLS THAT PRACTICE SYSTEMS THINKING 

While many of our nation's schools have organizational learning problems, not all do. Senge's third 

fieldbook, entitled Schools That Learn, reports on such schools. These are schools that are actively 

learning through systems or systemic thinking and through the practices of some of the other the four 

disciplines. One dramatic example is the whole-systems approach of the Memphis, Tennessee, public 

schools. It’s a school system of 162 schools and 110,000 students -- 71 percent of whom live in 

poverty. In 1992, under the guidance of Dr. Gerry House, the newly appointed superintendent of 

schools, Memphis turned around a highly ineffective school system into one in which all schools and 

each teacher became partners in a redeveloping program dedicated to educating all of the city's 

children. In 1999, because of her strong leadership in a shared whole system vision, Dr. House was 

selected Superintendent of the Year by the American Association of School Superintendents. 

(Currently, Dr. House is President and CEO of the Institute for Student Achievement in New York) 
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There are many other examples of whole system school projects in Senge's Schools that Learn, and 

school reformers would do well to become familiar with this resource. They would also do well to 

become students and practitioners of Senge's five disciplines: systems thinking, shared vision, mental 

models, team learning, and personal mastery, along with Senge's eleven laws of systems thinking. 

You can read more about a whole systems administrator in the Thom Ficarra story in the section on 

collaboration. 

 

4. ROLES IN ORGANIZATIONS 

We can also understand organizations better by knowing and understanding the “role-context” 

behavior of people in organizations, says Barry Oshry, another systems thinker. In his book Seeing 

Systems: Unlocking the Mysteries of Organizational Life, Oshry explains that all people in an 

organization have a role-context within which they must function and which influences their behavior. 

In interacting in an organization, people tend to think that they are dealing person to person, when in 

fact, says Oshry, people really are dealing role-context to role-context. To explain, he says there are 

essentially three role-contexts: tops (executives), middles (managers), and bottoms (workers). 

Customers become an additional role-context. Further, he adds, we can even see these same role-

context levels in families, schools, churches, teams, communities, and nations, as well as in all work 

groups. People in any organization are role-players of the role-context in which they function. Further, 

all experience the following six role realities: complexity, responsibility (accountability), invisibility, 

vulnerability, tweenability (being pulled in opposite ways), and neglect. Appropriately, his book is set 

up as a three-act play. 

 

The key point of Oshry's work is that because of our blindness to the reality of others role-contexts, 

we get trapped into ad hominem attacks and defensive behaviors. We see people more from our own 

role-context than from theirs. Our turf shapes us into who we think we are and who we think others 

are. 

 

At the Rockland Project School, we did have roles but no designated turfs. We were all co-directors of 

the school and so with this equality, each of us functioned in all roles: tops, middles, bottoms. We did 

divide up the doing of certain tasks, such as keeping attendance records or filling in state forms, but 

everything else, including all decisions, was done collectively. Some of them were painful ones such 
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as having to release a teacher, or having to deny a teaching position to one of the parents, or having to 

decide who qualified for our limited scholarship funds, but all of these were done collaboratively by a 

core group of the whole. 

 

There were, I'm sure, times when the students felt that they were in the bottom because, just as in a 

family, some of the decisions were weighted toward what the adults felt was best. There were also 

times when the parents felt left out of the "tops" level, as in the story of the complaint that the teachers 

were acting like a brick wall. And there were times when personalities made others feel lesser or 

superior. In Who Really Matters, Kleiner refers to Elliot Jaques' work on the "requisite (necessary) 

hierarchy" that is inherent in nature and in all organizations, even democratic ones. The art is to build 

the system so that the "requisite hierarchy" does not become the ruling hierarchy.  

 

5. MARTIN’S RESPONSIBILITY VIRUS 

Another way of looking at behavior inside an organization comes from a book entitled The 

Responsibility Virus, by Roger Martin, Dean of the Rotman School of Management at the University 

of Toronto. After long years of consulting with major corporations, Martin consistently saw a 

troublesome pattern of behavior in many executives. They tried to become heroic leaders who took on 

far too much responsibility. They in turn pushed their employees into being passive followers - many 

taking the attitude of "let the boss do it." He calls this pattern the “responsibility virus.” 

 

Using lively, concrete examples, he shows us how the behavior works. The heroic manager, feeling 

overly worried that his subordinates cannot carry their full responsibilities, begins to micromanage 

and take on more responsibilities than he or she can handle. This causes two very serious 

consequences: the manager makes bad decisions and the subordinates, seeing that responsibility is 

being taken away from them, are now unwilling to take on the responsibility, preferring to sit on the 

sidelines and watch the manager fumble. The two conditions and their resulting behaviors feed off 

each other. Thus, Martin calls it a virus that does significant damage to an organization because the 

dysfunctional behavior continues and spreads.  

 

What drives this virus is the fear of failure, and this fear of failure brings humans to one of two basic 

behaviors: fight or flight. Heroic managers fear that their own failure may come from the failure of 
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those whom they manage, so they take the fight position of "I'll do it myself." Certainly, in an 

autocratically managed organization the behavioral virus runs unchecked. Schools and businesses are 

replete with failed heroes who came into but were unable to turn around a troubled organization. 

 

Though Martin gives a lot of concrete examples, he also offers help in the form of tools for redefining 

leadership so as to ward off the virus. The key to his tools is collaboration through dialogue. Martin 

rightly says that a leader must dialogue and must yield if he or she wants true strength. It is a theme 

that runs through all of the key practices given in this book for developing sustainably effective 

schools. 

 

6. BURNOUT 

Somewhat similar to the responsibility virus is that of “burnout” which hits many employees. A study 

done by Towers Perrin, a major human resources consulting firm, and reported in Forbes, shows that 

close to 55% of employees surveyed feel "exhausted, confused, unsupported." I see a lot of the same 

in many schools.  

 

In the book The Truth About Burnout by Christina Maslack and Michael P. Leiter, the deep research 

strongly indicates that burnout is not primarily a problem of the individual but of the social 

environment in which people work. Again, as others have, Maslack and Leiter call for organizations to 

turn to the more human side of business - to what McGregor called “Theory Y” patterns of behavior. 

The authors say: 

"The structure and functioning of the workplace shape how people 
interact with one another and how they carry out their jobs. When 
the workplace does not recognize the human side of work, then the  
risk of burnout grows, carrying a high price with it...Burnout is not 
a trivial problem but an important barometer of major social  
dysfunction in the workplace...[it] says more about the conditions of 
the job than it does about  [individuals]...it is not the individual but 
the organization that needs to change." (Page 21) 

 

In both the responsibility virus book and the burnout book, the evidence points to the contingent being 

a bungling, non-validating leadership that ignores the tacit knowledge and experience of all 

stakeholders. It further supports my thinking that in schools that fail to validate the teachers, most 

teachers would resist any attempt by such leaders to involve them in a modicum of collaboration. In a 
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climate of mistrust, employees much prefer stepping back and watching their bosses bungle. It's a 

sinister synergy that prevails in command and control workplaces.  

 

 

 

7. ORGANIZATIONAL ARCHITECTURE (Lattice, Chaordic, Web) 

Every organization has an operating structure. Most are explicitly drawn in organizational charts that 

show who is accountable to whom. Some are less explicit. In our alternative school, the structure was 

more implicit than explicit and even emergent. The co-directors (all of the teachers) made the day-to-

day decisions by consensus, and the overall economic and philosophical decisions were made by 

consensus by the board, which consisted of anyone who came to a board meeting. Art Kleiner might 

call our governance a core group of the whole. Schools usually follow the traditional top-down, ladder 

or pyramid structure of command and control. 

 

Lattice Structure 

In 1958, the late Bill Gore, a former executive at DuPont, founded W. L. Gore & Associates, to 

manufacture products made from fluoroplymer. He wanted to build an organization in which people 

could be responsible and creative, and he felt such an organization should not be a hierarchical 

organization. He didn't want people being accountable to the boss; he wanted them to be accountable 

to themselves and to their colleagues. Gore wanted business goals to be made by consensus, and to 

have leaders emerge from those whose efforts created followers. New ideas, he felt, were not to be 

owned by an individual but by anyone who wanted to contribute to the idea. All employees were to be 

known as associates, were to manage themselves, and were to have great leeway in defining their own 

jobs. Peers were to evaluate each other rather than having bosses do the evaluation, thus making 

people accountable to their colleagues. 

 

Looking for a metaphor, to describe how this organization differed from the traditional ladder or 

pyramid model, he decided on the model of a lattice. Few traditionalists, I'm sure, thought that a 

company so loosely structured would survive. Yet the company survives to this day. It is known as W. 

L.  & Associates, the manufactures of such highly successful products as Glide dental floss, Elixir 

guitar strings, and the very famous waterproof, lightweight Gore-Tex fabric used in many 
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applications, especially in medical and military items. Today, Gore has 6,000 associates, forty-five 

locations worldwide, and a revenue flow of $1.2 billion. 

 

Year after year, W. L Gore & Associates gets included in Fortune's 100 Best American Companies to 

work for. This team-based operation lattice, that fosters personal initiative, innovation, and direct 

person-to-person communications, functions under one single-minded rule: "the waterline principle." 

Simply, here's how it works:  

 “All associates are to view the company as if it were a ship on which 
 everyone is sailing. If an associate accidentally bores a hole above the 
 waterline, that's not viewed as a calamity, because innovation often brings  
 mistakes. But, if an associate bores a hole below the waterline, the ship  
 could sink. Thus the waterline principle states that any associate planning  
 an action will consult with appropriate associates, who might share in the 
 responsibility of taking this action, to determine if the action might seriously  
 harm the success, the reputation, or the survival of the enterprise.”  (The Dance  
 of Change, by Peter Senge, page 411-12) 

 

Chuck Carroll, President and CEO of W. L. Gore & Associates said, "We work hard at maximizing 

individual potential, maintaining an emphasis on product integrity, and cultivating an environment 

where creativity can flourish." (company web site) When one of their plants reaches a certain level of 

employment, rather that hiring more for that plant, Gore instead opens an additional plant so as to 

keep the size at the ideal number of associates. 

 

Chaordic Structure 

In late1960s, Bank of America, competing with MasterCharge, had given out franchise licenses on its 

BankAmericard.  Other banks decided to create their own card and also franchise. A credit card frenzy 

broke out across the country. Anyone could get a credit card somewhere. Red ink soon began to flow 

for the banks. In 1968, quite concerned, Bank of America called all of its franchisees to a meeting in 

Ohio, hoping to find a solution. The meeting was not going well, people were angry, and a lot of 

finger pointing was happening. 

 

Dee Hock, a Seattle bank executive suggested that a group be organized to study the situation and 

make recommendations. What Hock saw was a need for a single, independent entity to control the 

BankAmericard business, and by 1970 it was in place with Hock as the CEO. The company was 
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called National BankAmericard, Inc, but it was later changed to Visa International. Today, Visa 

International is a member organization of 20,000 independent financial institutions, serving 14 million 

merchants world-wide, has 600 million customers, and does $1.3 trillion in business, which is about 

twice the size of General Electric, and all of this is managed by 3,000 people in central administration. 

 

A maverick thinker, Hock was convinced that a command-and-control organization may have worked 

for the industrial revolution but it no longer seemed appropriate to current business. He said that the 

old style management was "not only archaic and increasingly irrelevant" but that "they were becoming 

a public menace, antithetical to the human spirit and destructive to the biosphere." (Fast Company, 

October/November 1996, page 84).  

 

He further said: 

 "All organizations are merely conceptual embodiments of a very old, 
very basic idea -- the idea of community. They can be no more or less than 
the sum beliefs of the people drawn to them; of their character, judgements, 
acts and efforts... 
An organization's success has enormously more to do with the clarity of 
shared purpose, common principles and strengths and beliefs in them than 
to assets, expertise, operating ability, or management competence, as important 
as they are." (Fast Company, op. cit.) 

 

He and his colleagues did not build a command-and-control organization. Instead, they built Visa into 

an organization that incorporated the chaos of competition with the order of cooperation. For that they 

coined a word: the "chaordic" organization. They took the "cha" from "chaos" and "ord" from "order" 

and created the words "chaord" and "chaordic." Both words are now registered trademarks of the 

Chaordic Commons (See www.chaordic.org). 

Chaord (kay'ord) 1: any autocatalytic, self-regulating, adaptive, nonlinear, complex organism, 

organization, or system, whether physical, biological or social, the behavior of which harmoniously 

exhibits characteristics of both order and chaos. 2: an entity whose behavior exhibits patterns and 

probabilities not governed or explained by the behavior of its parts. 3: the fundamental organizing 

principle of nature and evolution. 

 

 

Chaordic (kay'ordic)  
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1: anything simultaneously orderly and chaotic. 2: patterned in a way dominated neither by order nor 

chaos. 3: existing in the phase between order and chaos. 

 

When people are released to their own responsibilities, there is inevitably some messiness and even 

the potential for "devilishness" and dishonesty. Actually, the same holds true in overly-controlled 

organizations but often more sinisterly. Hock knew that people in traditionally structured systems 

spend a great deal of the time trying to circumvent the system. Thus, the chaordic organization 

architecture builds in both chaos and order in much the same way that Gore Associates does with its 

waterline principle.  

 

Taken from the Chaordic Commons web site, here are some of the principles of a chaordically-

structured organization that might well apply to schools: 

 

• Power and function must be distributive to the maximum degree. No function should 
be performed by any part of the whole that could reasonably be done by any more 
peripheral part, and no power vested in any part that might reasonably be exercised by 
any lesser part.  

• It must be self-organizing. All participants must have the right to organize for self-
governance at any time, for any reason, at any scale, with irrevocable rights of 
participation in governance at any greater scale.  

• Governance must be distributive. No individual, institution, or combination of either or 
both, particularly management should be able to dominate deliberations or control 
decisions at any scale. 

• It must seamlessly blend both cooperation and competition. All parts must be free to 
compete in unique, independent ways, yet be linked so as to sense the demands of other 
parts, yield self-interest and cooperate when necessary to the inseparable good of the 
whole.  

• It must be infinitely malleable, yet extremely durable. It should be capable of constant, 
self-generated, modification of form or function, without sacrificing its essential 
purpose, nature or embodied principle, thus releasing human ingenuity and spirit.  

• It must be cooperatively and equitably owned. All relevant and affected parties must be 
eligible to participate in functions, governance and ownership.  

 

Visa is a non-stock, for-profit membership corporation, or "In another sense," say the Commons folks, 

"it is an inside-out holding company in that it does not hold but is held by its functioning parts. If 

converted to a stock company, Visa would have an astronomical market value, excluding its 
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thousands of affiliated entities. But it cannot be bought, raided, traded or sold, since ownership is in 

the form of non-transferable rights of participation." 

 

Web Structure 

In the late 1980's, journalist/writer Sally Helgesen was doing research and interviews with women 

leaders in business for her book The Female Advantage: Women's Ways of Leadership. She 

discovered that many women leaders had built what she saw as "profoundly integrated and organic 

organizations, in which the focus was on nurturing good relationships; in which the niceties of 

hierarchical rank and distinction played little part; and in which the lines of communication were 

multiplicitious, open and diffuse." (The Web of Inclusion, Page 10) 

 

Further, she found that many of these leaders did not put themselves at the top of their organization's 

chart but at the center, deliberately drawing circular organizational charts rather than the typical top-

down ones. This organization structure broke down barriers, boundaries, and rank. And it improved 

the flow of information across the organization. 

In her book, she referred to this structure as "the web-of-inclusion" because she saw how it did indeed 

open the doors for all employees to be included. 

 

After The Female Advantage was published in 1990, Helgesen received a significant number of 

responses from people who practiced similarly structured leadership but didn't know what to call it. 

They were pleased that she had called it "the web-of-inclusion." More important, she found that the 

responses were not necessarily gender specific or industry specific. Men as well as women were 

practicing inclusion leadership in organizations that ranged across a wide spectrum of industries, 

including profit and non-profit ones, and even some military leaders. Many leaders were breaking 

away from the bureaucratic, autocratic, chain-of-command-and-control of traditional management 

practices. 

 

These responses and her awareness that many leaders were trying to make their organizations good 

places in which people can work, led Helgesen to write a second book that would trace five 

organizations that were using a weblike organizational structure. The book, The Web of Inclusion: A 
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New Architecture for Building Great Organizations, would become another top selling management 

book for Helgesen.  

 

The web as a new architecture for an organization, says Helgesen, is particularly of value if the 

organization is going to encompass the dynamics of technology in our information driven age, rather 

than being overwhelmed by it. "The old organizational architecture, with its implicit presumptions of 

an underlying hierarchical order, its emphasis on rank, boundary, and division, has outlived its 

usefulness as the metaphor by which we relate individuals to the institutions that employ their labor 

and shape their lives. (It is) a vision that wastes talent and resources and breeds frustration and 

cynicism, and fosters an atmosphere of us against them," she says. (Page 12) To me, that's an apt and 

indicting description of many of our schools. 

 

Helgesen saw that in today's organizations it is the dynamics of people more than the complexity of 

structure that is necessary. (Emphasis mine) She sensed that a web-like structure could help build an 

organization from the center out, in a never-ending process, building not by force and not by issuing 

commands, but by  

 

"providing access and engaging in constant dialog. Such an architecture  
recognizes that the periphery and the center are interdependent parts of a  
fabric, no seam of which can be rent without tearing the whole. Balance 
and harmony are essential if the periphery is to hold; if only the center is 
strong, the edges will quickly fray. Thus the leader in a web-like structure  
must manifest strength by yielding, and secure his or her position by  
continually augmenting the influences of others." (Pages12-13) 
 

The five organizations that Helgesen discusses in The Web of Inclusion are: 

• INTEL, which used a company-wide web of employees to move the  
 corporation away from marketing to computer manufacturers and  
 instead marketing to the end users of personal computers. The now  
 familiar "Intel Inside" logo was an outcome of this movement. 
 

• MIAMI HERALD used a web-of-inclusion to break down barriers  
 between departments and barriers to involvement of women and 
 minorities. It brought many people who were formerly considered 
 outsiders into the decision-making loop and it helped to increase 
 employee control over the purpose, direction, and process of their work. 
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• ANXITER, an electronics infrastructure company, used the web  
 architecture to create an on-the-job, master-apprentice training program  
 and to narrow the gap between bosses and employees. Employees 
 throughout  
 the company were used as experts to give hands-on-training to new 
 employees. Technical experts were sent along with sales trainees on 
 their beginning field visits.  
 

• NICKELODEON incorporated the web structure to help maintain its 
informal  

 operating system, which they felt, was necessary for their service as a
 provider of children's entertainment. They also used it to build 
 strategically stable alliances with companies with whom they did 
 business. 
 

• Boston’s BETH ISRAEL HOPSPITAL, wanting to give better care to 
patients, found that the web architecture enabled them to radically 
modify the traditional medical hierarchy of a hospital. They instituted 
the primary nurse program, which places nurses at the center of the care 
giving. In this program, the nurses, not the doctors, coordinate each 
patient's care and also function as the link between patients, their 
families, their doctors, and the rest of the hospital support staff. 

 

For the hospital chapter in The Web of Inclusion (chapter 5), Helgesen uses the following title:  

"Power to the Front Lines: Boston's Beth Israel Hospital." She then begins the chapter with two 

quotes: one is from the  late Peter Drucker, one of the most respected thinkers and voices in 

organizational  management and business writing; the other is from Alvin Toffler, the noted writer of 

the future. Both quotes are fitting for education reformers to think about. (Note: People interested in 

hospital issues might want to turn to Internal Bleeding, by Drs Wachter and Shojania. Also, for an 

article about how one sinking hospital turned itself around, see ”Five-Star Hospitals” by Joe Flower 

Spring 2006 issue of strategy&business.) 

 

Peter Drucker, writing in the January/February, 1988 Harvard Business Review, page 47: "In the new 

information-based organizations that are presently evolving, knowledge and expertise will be 

primarily distributed at the bottom, held by those who have the most direct contact with the 

customer." 
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Alvin Toffler, from his book Power Shift, 1990, Page 210: "Just as owners became dependent on 

managers for knowledge in the Industrial Era, so now managers are becoming dependent on their 

employees for knowledge." 

 

 

School reformers would benefit from reviewing the five case studies in The Web of Inclusion, and 

particularly that of Beth Israel Hospital. Like hospitals, schools are service organizations, and they 

both are non-profits. Traditionally, both are hierarchically dominated by chain-of-command 

management. And, most important, both work directly with their clients, daily. (The comparisons, 

however, should probably stop there, for I fear that some readers might think that I might be making a 

direct analogy between schools and hospitals. I am not.  Schools, differently from hospitals, are not 

dealing with maladies that need to be fixed, despite the rhetoric of many in the "learning disabilities" 

camp. If I am to stand in any camp, it would be the "educators camp" where "educate" means to 

"educe.") 

 

8. REALITY CHECK 

In a recent interview with Sally Helgesen, I asked her about the sustainability of the five cases she 

reported. She was sorry to report that with the exception of INTEL, all of the others eventually pulled 

away from the web structure. INTEL, she felt, most consistently retained the web culture (and 

subsequently it's impressive ability to have survived quite well the dot com crash), because it, of all of 

Helgesen’s original five, has had continuous leadership and a continuing commitment to the strong 

vision of its founder. The others were either taken over by new management (new core group) who 

changed the culture, or changed the organization's direction, or buckled under market forces that 

challenged them. 

 

Like so many businesses and other organizations, schools too are often faced by change of 

management (core group). Indeed many school administration jobs are revolving doors for 

administrators on the move. Suburban superintendents tend to move every three or four years, 

principals often as frequently if not more so. Urban school systems often get a new chief administrator 

when there's a political change in the city's administration, each promising to finally reform the poorly 



 52 

performing and highly blighted inner-city schools. All of this, says Helgesen, leaves the front line 

teachers in a "very unstable environment." (Personal interview.  Helgesen's sister is a schoolteacher.)  

 

As with all organizations, including hospitals, schools too can be challenged by market forces or 

external forces. (For hospitals, for example, the insurance industry has become a major market force 

on them.) Taxes, state and federal aid and compulsory attendance guarantee both income and clients 

for our schools, but reduced taxes, reduced aid, budget cuts and a community's demographic changes 

are the market-like forces that often challenge our schools. Certainly the new federal changes, such as 

the required No Child Left Behind program, is to schools what market forces are to profit business.  

 

Before closing this chapter, I'd like to caution that we not forget the long view, for possibly by the 

time this book gets printed, schools per se, may be obsolete. Why do I say that?  Consider this: the 

director of public services at Microsoft in the UK said that soon we're all going to need to be more 

effective in our reading and talking skills once voice recognition technology makes the keyboard 

obsolete. Or consider this: in 2005 when Sony replaced its Japanese CEO with a Western CEO, Tim 

Clark and Carl Kay, authors of Saying Yes to Japan, suggest in an Op Ed, February 9, 2005 New York 

Times article, that Sony is not only changing its organization but it is changing its orientation. 

Competition has pushed electronic products into commodities causing Sony to decide to move away 

from manufacturing and more toward service. Just as it is with the keyboard and with Sony and other 

businesses, it is possible that the competition for the minds of our youth, the schools versus the 91% 

non-school influences, will make schooling into a commodity, too.  

 

9. CONCLUDING THOUGHT FOR CHAPTER 

Each of the above approaches to understanding organizations is in reality a metaphorical tool. 

Metaphors are the essential thinking tool of humans for understanding phenomena, but they are like 

the fish and the water: we don't usually see our metaphors and are not aware of how they influence 

what we perceive. Metaphors (mental models) are extremely valuable, especially when we keep our 

organizations and ourselves aware of the metaphors under which we function. But we must also 

remember that all metaphors have limits to them; they have biases, and they have blind sides. As we 

grope for ways to build sustainably effective schools, we need to keep clearly in mind which 

metaphorical tool we are using as we review the organization and what its biases and blind sides 
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might be.  The three practices that this book advocates - collaboration, respect, and transparency - are 

also metaphors, and as such exact certain kinds of roles and certain kinds of structures. And as with all 

metaphors, these too, will need to be constantly called to our attention for review and revision. 

Dialogicians like to remind us that it's okay to hold a point of view so long as we don't fully let the 

point of view hold us. Metaphors have a strong hold on all of us. 

 

Which metaphors will always dominate our thinking about schools? Here's a story to the point: 

 

A Cherokee Indian Story 
An old Cherokee was teaching his grandson about life." A fight 
is going on inside me," he said to the boy. "It is a terrible fight and 
it is between two wolves. One is evil -- he is anger, envy, sorrow, 
regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, resentment, inferiority, lies, 
false pride, superiority, and ego. The other is good--he is joy, peace,  
love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity,  
truth, compassion and faith." 
 
He continued, "The same fight is going on inside you -- and inside everyone, too." 
 
The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather, 
"Which wolf will win?" 
 
The old Cherokee replied, "The one you feed.” 
 

 

 

TRANSFORMATION ACTIVITES FOR: UNDERSTANDING THE SCHOOL AS AN 

ORGANIZATION 

Getting to know more about your organization’s core base and organizational structure is valuable, 

especially if the organization is moving away from a bureaucracy or boss run culture to one of 

collaboration in which everyone matters.  Here are some activities that can help in understanding your 

school’s organization. Use these activities to create enlightenment and transparency, not divisiveness. 

If these activities are done collaboratively, greater insight into unrealized blind spots in the 

organization’s information flow and communications will be uncovered. (These activities are but a 

small start in understanding an organization. They come in part from Art Kleiner’s Diagnostic 

Exercises in Who Really Matters, a far more thorough approach to understanding an organization.  

Further, if your individual school or the school system resists moving toward a collaborative, 
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everyone matters organization, then Kleiner’s book becomes important for you as an individual to 

help you survive in a bureaucratic organization. The activities also come in part from Storytelling in 

Organizations, by J. S. Brown, et al.)  

 1. Draw a map of your school’s/system’s chain of command. How many layers are there? 

 2. What does each administrator really do? 

 3. What were the last five key decisions? 

 4. Whose interests were considered the last five key decisions? 

 5. Who are the people who have the power to make things happen or to stop things from 

 happening? 

 6. Where is the knowledge (skill, academic, historical, facilitating, economic, or any other) in 

 your school/system, both organizational and academic? 

 7. How do the school community and the larger community know what people have the above 

 knowledge? 

 8. Who will be deeply hurt if power, privilege, and rank are replaced by egalitarianism? 

 9. What covert organizations and social values both inside and beyond the school/system 

 might be challenged by a collaborative, everyone matters culture? 

 10. What might a network structure of your school/system look like? 
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CHAPTER THREE: BUILDING THE POSITIVE ATMOSPHERE 

 

"To deal effectively with our problems, we must understand, accept and  
apply one fundamental, indispensable proposition. It is the ancient truth  
that drove primitive people together to ward off their enemies and wild  
beasts, to find food and shelter, to raise their children in safety, and  
eventually to raise up a civilization. Now, in this ever more complex world,  
we need to accept and apply this basic truth: that we're all in this together,  
like a family, interconnected and interdependent, and that we cannot afford  
to revert to a world of 'us against them.' It is the one great idea that is  
indispensable to realizing our full potential as a people." 
Mario Cuomo, (from a program flyer for Kurpala Insititue) 

 

1. IMPOSED CHANGES AND "HERO” MIND SET 

As Dilbert might say, schools are suffering from "chronic alienation." In a struggling Midwest factory 

town, a new chief administrator came to take over a troubled school system. The administrator's first 

task was to deal with the district's deep dept, and he did so by laying off over three hundred teachers 

and staff and reassigning many others. Next he turned to the curriculum, in particular the reading 

program - an area of dismal results. He instituted a new reading program, one that has been showing 

interesting results in major cities. However, the principal of one of the district's schools where the 

existing reading program was doing exceptionally well refused to follow the new program 

 

A philosophical struggle broke out into the open between the principal and the chief administrator. It 

even played out in the local media. Exercising his authority, even against the wishes of the parents of 

the successful children in the school, the administrator reassigned the principal to another school and 

had the new reading program installed. 

 

In New York City, when Michael Bloomberg became the mayor in 2002, he appointed Joel Klein as 

the Schools Chancellor. Mr. Klein, not an educator, was a former assistant attorney general in charge 



 56 

of the Justice Department's antitrust division under the Clinton administration and had a strong 

management reputation. Mr. Klein then appointed Dianna Lam, a San Antonio school administrator, 

to be Deputy Chancellor for curriculum. 

 

Lam introduced some major curriculum changes, the two most dominant of which were the Everyday 

Math program which stresses concepts over basic mastery, and the Balanced Literacy program which 

includes reading and writing but downplays phonics. Those who wanted to stay with the traditional 

approach to math and literacy quickly attacked both programs, considered to be progressive ones. 

However, the new program was it, like it or not. But in a twist of events, the Balanced Literacy 

program had to be modified to include phonics or the Federal Government would deny the city funds 

from the No Child Left Behind program.  

 

One of my purposes in sharing these two stories is to point out a consistent flaw in most curriculum 

approaches: They are usually imposed by the top levels of the hierarchy and they are a one-size-fits-all 

program. Imposed changes, as we will see later, almost always fail because they produce a negative 

workplace environment. With one-size-fits-all programs, we are attempting mass education, but we 

fail to fully educate the masses. That's because one-size-fits-all laughs in the face of what we long ago 

learned about individual learning styles as well as variant teaching styles.  

 

The larger purpose behind telling these two stories is to set up what this chapter is about -- that 

collaboration is a more effective way to run an organization than bureaucracy or imposition. Business 

writer Seth Godin, speaking about bureaucracy on his web blog, said "Just because it's the 

bureaucratic thing to do doesn't mean it's going to work. In fact, the opposite is usually true." In 

moving the principal from the building, the Midwest bureaucratic administrator created an 

antagonistic environment, one that showed no respect for what was already of value in the school. In 

imposing the two new programs on New York City schools, the Chancellor also created an 

antagonistic environment. 

 

Stories such as these abound, often because educators (as well as many administrators in other 

organizations) are trapped in a mind set that says that the best way to fix a troubled school is to bring 

in a new administrator as the potential hero to make every thing right. That thinking opens the door to 
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bossism, dictatorism, autocraticism. Mind-sets create systems, and as systems thinker Peter Senge, 

likes to say, the fault in most situations is more the fault of the system than that of individuals. And 

John Mash, aviation expert and former airline pilot, said something similar in a radio interview. He 

explained that our airline safety greatly improved when we changed the system of having the cockpit 

run by a "Captain Kirk" mindset to one of a team effort, collaborating on major safety decisions.  

 

Those of us who live in the greater New York City area, have watched a long parade of "heroes" being 

brought in to save the city's schools.  Each comes in with the "best" program for the city and imposes 

it. They last about three years, and then they get moved out because their promised salvation didn't 

work. Then a new hero comes in and the departing hero moves to another city to be that city's hero, at 

least for a while, before moving on again, and again. One former New York chancellor, Ray Cortines 

(1993-1995) moved on to be the school head in San Francisco, and then to San Jose, then Los Angles, 

and is now a consultant. And, Dianna Lam, the New York Deputy Chancellor for Curriculum, left 

New York shortly after her arrival supposedly because of a conflict of interest and became a 

Superintendent in Rhode Island. 

 

Systems thinkers, such as Senge, would be quick to point out that the "hero" approach to change is a 

non-systemic change and that imposed change usually causes an initial improvement but then things 

begin to worsen.  

 

Here's yet another systems reality: the harder you push the system, the harder it pushes back. And all 

non-systemic, imposed changes are very hard pushes on the system. Part of Bloomberg and Klein's 

agenda for New York City's schools included a push for smaller high schools. Typically, a school that 

housed 600 to 1,000 students was replaced by four schools of approximately 110 students, pushing the 

remaining hundreds of students into the city's larger high schools. 

 

In reducing the enrollment in some schools, many of the larger schools experienced an increase in 

enrollment even to the point of overcrowding. A Brooklyn high school's enrollment went up by 22%, 

a Bronx high school by 21% and a Manhattan high school by 26%. In the increased sized schools, 

behavior problems and violence increased, and to accommodate the swelling enrollment some 

electives and honors classes had to be cut. Parents, particularly in the better schools, demanded 
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explanations, and Chancellor Klein was reported in the New York Times to have admitted that some of 

these problems came from the wider efforts to overhaul the system. According to the Times article, he 

said this: "In the process, have we done some things not exactly in the way we should have done 

them? I'd be the first one to admit it." (1/14/05)  The harder you push the system the harder it pushes 

back, and today's problems were yesterday’s non-systemic solutions. 

 

When Michael Bloomberg became the mayor of New York City, one thing he said was that he wanted 

to be held accountable for the performance of the city's school students, but in February of 2005, the 

last year of his first term, the NY Times conducted a poll to assess the mayor's chances for reelection. 

The poll showed that the mayor received support for reelection from 41 percent of the registered 

voters, but 68 percent of them disapproved of his handling of the city's schools, and that number got 

even worse because 75% of the voters who are parents of children in the city's schools were 

dissatisfied with his school handling. Further, this poll was conducted before voters knew who the 

mayor's opposing candidate would be.  

 

(Mayor Bloomberg was reelected. Since then he and Chancellor Klein have continued their education 

agenda, and the latest announcement is that they are giving principals far more autonomy over their 

own budgets and staff. And in a dramatic move that shows the influence William Ouchi, management 

professor [See Chapter Five], Bloomberg and Klein are also giving the teachers the right to rate their 

principals - an echo of democratic management practices. [See Chapter Six]  I feel both of these 

moves could be breakthroughs for New York City schools, though there has been some resentment by 

some principals and the teachers union because the change, again, is being imposed rather than 

collaboratively arrived at by all stakeholders. Being imposed, will this promising democratic practice 

also turn into another Sisyphean reform?) 

 

In a small suburban middle school, a new principal came on the job during the summer. One of the 

things he did was to call selected teachers in for summer meetings.  To the meeting for the school's 

English teachers, the new principal had invited a "successful" reading teacher from the principal's 

previous district. The principal asked this reading teacher to explain a reading program the new 

principal wanted the English teachers to use. It was this principal's first encounter with the English 

teachers and he had not yet reviewed their program. Had he done so, he would have found that the 
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English program was a highly respected program; the school's students consistently scored at the top 

of state tests.  And the new principal did the same thing with other subjects: imposing different 

programs without knowing what they were replacing and without collaboration from the professional 

staff. 

 

 Another new principal came into an elementary school that had long been rated as an outstanding 

school and had even been rated as excellent by the Federal government's school evaluation program, 

but had had some troubling times under the previous principal. The new principal's first act was to 

remove the "School of Excellence" banner from the entrance hallway of the school and proceed to tell 

the teachers that that was then and this is now. They'd have to re-earn the status under her watch. 

Demoralizing? Indeed. 

 

In a major city, the teacher's union accused a regional superintendent of 100 schools of micro-

managing the teachers, even to the point of minute-by-minute classroom practices and classroom 

furniture arraignment requirements. The teachers claimed that this was restricting their ability to 

teach, but the city's higher school administrators claimed that the regional superintendent was 

following the procedures of their newly-mandated uniform math and reading programs. One of the 

deputy chancellors even challenged the teachers by saying that they should stop complaining and 

comply because the city's teachers had been failing for over 40 years in giving the kids what they 

need.  

 

Again, the administrators were implying that they, most of whom where formerly teachers, knew 

better how to teach kids, and they would impose on the professional staff what they felt was the better 

approach. At best, this is a highly- divisive way to run any organization, and especially one where the 

professionals need to build effective relations with their clients, such as teachers need to do. However, 

we must not forget that being a school administrator these days is a highly stressful job, very complex 

and filled with inordinate pressures from all stakeholders, much of it not even education related. Yet, 

one wonders how differently might our schools be and how different might the administrators' jobs be 

if collaboration were the norm? Let's find out... 

 

2. STORIES OF COLLABORATION 
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There are better ways of fixing problems than by in-your-face, bureaucratic impositions and non-

systemic changes. Here are some examples: 

 

 In the early 1980s I dropped out of business to return to the public school classroom. I was hired by a 

small K-8 school as an English teacher for grades 6,7, 8. The Superintendent/principal who hired me 

asked if I specialized in grammar or literature, the two most frequent choices of English teachers. I 

said that, while I enjoy teaching both, I like to make writing the focus of my language arts teaching. 

He liked that because he knew that writing was not being fully addressed in the school or in most 

American schools. (Think of all of the paper work writing creates for teachers.)  

 

After a few months of observing my teaching, he asked if I would be willing to run a one-week staff 

development program for the entire school leading to a writing-centered language arts program. From 

my experience in working collaboratively at our demonstration school, I said that I would be pleased 

to do so on two conditions: that he and his administrators also took the class (which he said he was 

already planning to do), and that he invite a handful of the parents who were most negative about the 

school's English program. I did not have to ask that our work be collaborative, because that is exactly 

what the administrator wanted. He agreed to both conditions, and for one very enriching week, we 

collaboratively reviewed how we could improve the school's language arts program.  

 

I merely facilitated the collaboration of very exciting input from very high quality teachers, parents, 

and administrators. Before the close of that week, we had not only reviewed the program but we also 

collaboratively drafted a K-8 writing program and established a follow-up committee called the 

Language Arts Revision Committee (LARC). Any teacher and any parent from the summer program 

wanting to continue being involved constituted the LARC committee. 

 

There was virtually no resistance to the program that we collaboratively developed and instituted. It 

was ours. It was research based, best practices oriented and it met standards that were ahead of those 

that the state imposed a few years later. Further, through the LARC committee, and through 

continuing in-house development programs (run by us, not by outside experts) and through a 

mentoring program for new teachers, we had a long running and highly-effective writing program. By 

the time the state began testing students for writing, our students consistently ranked in the top.  
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(Note: My involvement with this project also brought me into teaching graduate courses and into 

consulting to other schools about the teaching of writing. After several years of doing this additional 

work, I wrote a seminar training-guide and process-response-journal that was initially tested in a 

summer institute for teachers sponsored by a local college.  Teachers, administrators or any one else 

interested in seeing and using this guide may freely download it from my personal web site at 

jamesevers.com. It is called the Writing IQ Program.) 

 

Thom Ficarra, now Superintendent of Morris Schools, Morristown, NJ, once mused to me that in the 

new state standards there is a call for students to be more collaboratively involved in their in-class 

work so as to be ready for today's workplace, which has become highly collaborative. Then, says 

Ficarra, the state turns its back on collaboration and tests students as individuals through a verbal 

intelligence measure. (I might add that the state standards also encourage respect for variant learning 

styles yet the State's test measures only one style. A brilliant senior citizen friend of mine, an artist 

and poet, said that when she was in school taking tests, she often knew the answers but was too rushed 

to get them down in time. She called this the tyranny of time - a serious problem in our rushed 

society.)  

 

Ficarra further mused that if students need to collaborate, why not teachers. Here’s Ficarra’s story: As 

a young administrator in the late 1980s, Thomas Ficarra often felt rather alone in his management 

style. He intuitively practiced systemic thinking and collaboration, two practices not characteristic of 

most school administrators. But in 1990, he read Senge’s The Fifth Discipline and finally felt 

validated. In the book, Ficarra found that not only was his management style described and given a 

vocabulary of terms, but also it was documented as being highly effective and as necessary for this 

new era.  

 

Later, as Superintendent of a small school system in Mt. Arlington, NJ, Thom was leading the school 

and the community through growing changes. Thom was dedicated to bringing the focus of the 

change into a wider scope than just buildings, curriculum, assessment, and pedagogy. These, he says, 

are necessary and he calls them the means of education. But as a systemic thinker, he felt that the 
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means needed to flow from a shared vision. He called shared vision the “ethos” of the organization - 

the spirit that motivates the actions of the people of the organization.  

 

By bringing the community and the education staff together, Thom began building the ethos of the 

Mt. Arlington Public Schools. Then, needing a new principal for the two elementary schools that 

constitute this K-8 district, he began interviewing prospective candidates. As a student of classical 

philosophy and literature, Tom liked to ask each candidate to talk a bit about a book that moved or 

changed their lives.  

 

One candidate he interviewed was Jane Mullins Jameson, a new administrator who had 18 years 

experience as an exceptional elementary teacher and several years as a teacher’s association leader 

and negotiator. Thom saw strength in her elementary experiences, an area that was not his expertise, 

and he added that he liked to hire to cover his weaknesses. When he asked Jameson what book she 

was recently moved by, she said Peter Senge’s book The Fifth Discipline. Thom knew then that he 

had the right candidate for continuing the building of ethos. Together they did continue building the 

district’s ethos as well as the means.  

 

Two years latter, Tom became the superintendent of the nearby Morris School District of Morristown 

and Morris Plains, NJ, This is a school system of 4,500 students and nine schools. Tom instituted the 

same kind of program as he had done in Mt. Arlington, beginning first with the building of ethos. His 

first move was to ask key members of the community to a dinner that he cooked for them in his home, 

not for a gripe session but to explore ways of establishing open communications with the community. 

He also brought the staff together and explained to them that he would encourage and support them as 

professionals, colleagues and collaborators. He encouraged them to be readers and researchers and to 

dialogue with each other. He said that because they were professionals, the teachers could expect him 

to not be a top down manager nor, he said, would he or any other administrator micromanage the 

teachers or the curriculum. Further, he told them that, except for very limited use, he did not favor off 

the shelf, canned teaching packages. Rather he favored staff-developed programs, and to help them in 

doing that they would be supported in their development and given time for doing so. He established 

an after school academy for staff development with programs to be offered by teachers who had 

shown mastery in specific areas of the curriculum.  
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And most important, just as this would be the mental model of respecting the teachers as professional 

learners, Thom said, so must it be the mental model for the children in the classroom. Children are to 

be respected as learners and empowered to take part in structuring their own learning through the 

support and guidance of the professional teachers. Further, the teachers would build in ways for the 

students to work and learn collaboratively with each other.  

 

In essence, what is now happening in the Morris School District is that a positive and supportive 

environment-of-whole has been created for all stakeholders, as everyone works collaboratively to 

enhance his or her own capacities as well as that of the entire district. It is a school district where 

everyone matters. And if testing is a valid full measure of a school’s quality (which I don’t believe it 

is), then by those measures the Morris School District is a high quality school district. The test scores 

are high and are strong without having testing or “teaching to the test” dominate the curriculum. 

 

And what about Mt Arlington, where Thom had initiated a whole-community, collaborative program? 

By bringing Jane Mullins Jameson to Mt. Arlington, Thom had added a strong advocate for 

collaboration.  Jane says she remembers her days as a negotiator for teachers when she was active in a 

local teacher’s association. She always felt that the Board held a “we-they” attitude that kept a barrier 

between the teachers and the governance of the school. So, after the Mt. Arlington Board appointed 

Jane to take over as Superintendent when Thom left, she vowed to continue building on the existing 

collaborative program.  

 

She holds weekly staff meetings designed to encourage staff involvement and staff development from 

within. This she calls “participatory democracy” that helps to break down any we/they thinking. In a 

recent conversation, she said that shared leadership of the school is slowly taking hold. By running 

open meetings, the staff is beginning to feel that there are no secrets being held from them and that 

they are an integral part of the well being of the school and the program.  Further, just as does Thom 

Ficarra, Jane encourages the teachers to bring participatory democracy into the classroom, so that 

students too can develop being the best they can. For Jane, the life of education becomes a joy when 

everyone is learning together and collaborating in building a community that is a wonderful place for 

children, teachers, parents and administrators. 
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Thom remains as Jane’s mentor and a collaborative colleague. Together, they have been invited to 

present workshops on systems thinking and collaboration for other school districts and administrators. 

Borrowing a term, but modifying it a bit, from Dr. Felon Earls, Harvard professor of human behavior 

and development, I’m calling what Thom and Jane have done for Morris Schools and Mt. Arlington’s 

Schools “collaborative efficacy.” 

 

3. APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY, BEST PRACTICES, POSITIVE ATMOSPHERE 

 

“When we celebrate what’s right, we find the energy to fix what’s wrong.”  
Celebrate What’s Right with the World, video, by Dewitt Jones 

 

From England there is a story similar to the stories of Thom Ficarra and Jane Mullin Jameson. It came 

to me from Robin Shohet, an “Appreciative Inquiry” (AI) practitioner and an organization consultant 

based in Scotland. Robin has been doing research on schools in England for a book on supporting 

teachers, sponsored by the Teacher Support Network. He has found that 40% of England’s teachers 

drop out of teaching after their third year, many of them from having feelings of despair and 

powerlessness. But, at a conference he was giving, he heard about some positive things happening in a 

school in London, and he arranged to visit.  

 

The school that Robin discovered is Brampton Manor, a large multi-cultural comprehensive secondary 

school in London’s East End. Fifty-five different languages are spoken there, 50% of the students get 

free meals, and one-third of the arriving students are below the expected attainment level. In 1999, the 

school failed the Ofsted (Office of Standards in Education) inspection, leaving the staff deeply 

discouraged until 2000, when Neil Barry came to Brampton Manor as the new head teacher.  

 

Neil Barry came with a plan of recovery, something he had already accomplished at a previous school. 

That plan simply was to build a positive and praise based culture. He brought the staff together to 

review the plan and to encourage them to build on their strengths. He agreed to support them and he 

told them that he consistently would be visible in the school, would meet with the parents, and would 

address disruptive behavior. Within three years, Brampton Manor had a culture that celebrated the 

successes of the school and the community. 
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In 2003, the school invited Robin to collaborate in an introduction to Appreciative Inquiry. At the first 

meeting, just ten people attended, but from that small group and with the guidance of Robin and 

Lesley Bond, School Counselor, a residential (retreat) was held that included a parent, students, and 

teachers. Now AI has come to be an integral part of the school culture, and a deeper spirit of respect 

for all stakeholders is growing in the school and the community. Lesley Bond, no longer new to AI, 

said that she’s discovered that AI is an indestructible process from which good always emerges. 

 

But it is because of Neal Barry that AI found fertile soil. As an intuitive appreciative, Barry knew that 

he needed to support the staff by helping them feel valued. He created an environment that made 

teachers want to be there and he gave teachers opportunities to grow and develop professionally. 

Brampton Manor now has a robust professional development program that uses excellent staff 

members as mentors, and the school has been designated as a training school for other teachers, 

something that allows Brampton Manor to select exceptional new teachers for the school.  Barry’s 

favorite question is to ask of anyone, “What was good today?” All of this helps keep the appreciative, 

positive culture dynamic. 

 

After some twenty visits, Robin guest-edited a full issue of Self and Society with articles about the 

school. In keeping with the principle that everyone matters, Robin included an article by Lesley Bond, 

an interview by him with Neil Barry, an article by a parent, an article by a student, an article by a 

teacher on the challenges of teaching 13-14 year olds, a report by the Deputy Head teacher on a values 

assessment project, and a piece on non-violent communications co-written by Robin and Lesley Bond. 

That piece openly discusses the realities of moving from a long-used process to a new one that offers 

the potential of transformation.  

 

In a recent interview about Brampton Manor, Robin had this to say: 

 “This project at Brampton showed me the tremendous potential of AI.  
 When I started I knew next to nothing but as Lesley Bond said it has  
 a life of its own. I think everyone basically wants to find the best in  
 each other, but we have allowed ourselves to buy into a blame, criticism 
 culture. The students got AI even quicker than the staff and they helped 
 to spread it through the school.” 
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Clearly, from Robin and each of the stakeholders he included in the Self and Society issue, there most 

definitely is a transformation going on at Brampton Manor in London’s East End. 

 

[Self and Society is a publication by the Association for Humanistic Psychology (www.ahpb.org.uk). 

The Brampton Manor issue, Vol. 32 Number 7, is sold out. Readers may contact Robin at 

shohet@findhorn.org.] 

 

In Germany, according to Fritz Walter, a German change management consultant, school teachers, 

just as with teachers everywhere, feel that they get most of the blame for school failures. In work 

similar to what Robin Shohet is doing in Scotland and England, Fritz Walter is helping schools move 

toward positive change. Walter's consulting company is consulting with 15 schools in Berlin, using AI 

to help them generate mission statements, develop school programs and concepts for formal and 

informal learning. 

 

So far, says Walter, AI Summits have been highly received by the teachers, rating them far above the 

usual workshop process they experience. He feels this is because AI helps people look for what works 

and for the jewels. He adds: "This is a big difference from what they have done yet in workshops. 

Many schools use the Zukunftswerkstatt from Jungk, which starts in the first phase to bring out all 

what is not working..." Thus, in Germany, as in any application of AI, it begins positively while the 

other interventions begin negatively. 

 

There are too few stories that show schools as positive workplaces, and too many stories that show 

school workplace cultures as highly negative. Negative workplace cultures are not conducive to 

effective learning. They are "we/they" cultures, rather than "all-of-us" ones.  It doesn't have to be this 

way. Let's take a look at what happens in smart organizations, both schools and other kinds, where 

positive cultures are maintained and are proving to be highly effective. For that we will take a closer 

look at Appreciative Inquiry, the change approach that has had some powerful effects in many 

business and education organizations. 

 

Appreciative Inquiry, now a widely used organizational practice, had its beginnings in the early 1980s 

when David Cooperrider, then a doctoral student in organizational development at Case Western 
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Reserve University Weatherhead School of Management, was sent out on an assignment. His 

assignment was to help Cleveland Clinic in Cleveland, OH, address some organizational problems. 

Cooperrider noticed while working with a small group of employees at the clinic that as they focused 

on an organizational problem they also began to focus on other problems at the clinic, and the more 

that they focused on each additional problem the more discouraged the employees became. It was 

drawing the energy for change right out the group and even out of the system. 

 

Discouraged by the negative flow of this focus, Cooperrider wondered what would happen if he 

reversed the focus. After reviewing this with his faculty advisor, Suresh Srivastva, Cooperrider and 

Srivastva decided that instead of using the traditional problem solving approach of diagnosis and 

feedback, they would use an inquiry approach asking the group to talk about what was going well at 

the clinic and what they appreciated about their life at the clinic. Thus, instead of the traditional deficit 

approach of searching for root causes of problems, they were using an assets approach for discovering 

the root causes of what was working well. 

 

Soon Cooperrider and Srivatva found that the energy turned positive, sparking an increase in 

cooperation and measurable business performances. After presenting the outcomes of this positive 

inquiry approach to the Cleveland Clinic's board, the board asked them to use the method with the 

entire organization of 8,000 employees. In a footnote in the report to the Board, Cooperrider and 

Srivatva referred to the approach as "Appreciative Inquiry." In 1987, the two wrote what is now 

considered a classic article entitled "Appreciative Inquiry into Organizational Life.” (Research in 

Organizational Change and Development, 1987, Vol.1, Pages 129-169) 

 

Slowly but steadily, Appreciative Inquiry is influencing organizational development away from the 

deficit approach and toward the positive approach. Since the early work at the Cleveland clinic, AI has 

been used around the world by hundreds of organizations, profit and non-profit, including many 

schools. The list of organizations that have used AI grows annually. Currently it includes such major 

corporations as Blue Cross/Blue Shield, British Airways, BP, Wendy's, Verizon, McDonalds, John 

Deere, Motorola, and Roadway. It includes such government and non-profit organizations as the 

Canadian Department of National Defense, City of Berkeley, City of Denver, the  EPA, the Navy, the 

Postal Service, Cleveland Clinic, Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, Methodist Medical Center, 
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University of Wisconsin, University of Minnesota, and Benedictine University. And the part of the list 

that is growing quite rapidly is that of school systems, including the Cleveland public Schools, 

National Association of Independent Schools, West Springfield, MA, Public Schools and more that 

will be discussed later in this chapter. 

 

 

AI began as a way to turn around the negativity that dominated traditional problem solving. 

Cooperrider came to realize that a problem solving group and its organization will go in the direction 

of that which is being studied: negativity breeds negative organizations; positiveness breeds positive 

organizations. He decided that rather than continuing the Cleveland Clinic on the path of problems 

and their subsequent negativity, he would move the organization toward its positive core and then 

build on that. That was the start of AI, which now has a significant body of literature and thousands of 

professional practitioners. 

 

I first became aware of AI in 2003, when I was asked to review a manuscript on AI for Berrett 

Koehler Publishing for whom I was a reviewer. The manuscript ultimately was published under the 

title The Power of Appreciative Inquiry: A Practical Guide to Positive Change, by Diana Whitney and 

Amanda Trosten-Bloom. For several years I had been presenting training programs at various 

corporations in the process of problem solving and for which I had created a program called the 

O.P.E.N. Problem Solving System. My program followed the classic four-step deficit approach of: 

1. Opening up the problem by searching for root causes 

 2. Projecting possible solutions 

 3. Evaluating these solutions for the best possible fit 

 4. Nurturing in, not forcing, the solution.  

 

On first reading the AI manuscript, I was displeased with what I felt was a too heavy critique of the 

classic approach, a process that had worked well for as long as humans have been problem solving. 

Nor had I seen in my training work that the traditional approach always created a negative energy and 

an over focus on problems, though I suspect that that was because I kept the focus on the process 

rather than allowing a complaining session.  Further, I felt that the AI process as discussed in the 
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manuscript had too many steps to go through, creating for me at least on the first reading, a somewhat 

confusing process.   

 

I was, however, impressed by the fact that AI moved the problem solving process toward a positive 

energy base, and I liked that it was built on collaboration, something that I insisted was necessary in 

my O.P.E.N. System. And then I realized that I was slowly being won over, in part, to the AI position. 

What did it was my reading of the main case study given in the manuscript.  It was about how AI 

helped turn around the energy and direction of a manufacturer's major division.  

 

Briefly, here is the story: In 1985, Hunter Douglas, a New Jersey manufacturer, purchased a small 

manufacturer of thermal window coverings and created the Hunter Douglas Window Fashions 

Division. The division grew rapidly, and by 1988, its sales were pushing $300 million. Then by 

adding new window fashion products, the division’s sales soared even more, making it the leading 

revenue-producing division of the entire Hunter Douglas company.  

 

Initially, the division was run informally, somewhat like a "mom and pop" business with 27 highly 

involved employees. Office people were free to wear casual clothing and work in a relaxed 

atmosphere, spirited by the mission of helping bring an energy conservation product to market. But as 

the business grew, an experienced manager was brought in and he moved the office work more toward 

a more formal business dress code and work atmosphere. The company grew to a level of 700 

employees with three separate product lines and four separate buildings. As it did, the community 

spirit began to drain from the division and the growth even blurred people's sense of purpose and 

direction. Shop floor employees began to refer to management as "suits," and management began to 

refer to shop floor people as "hourlies." 

 

In 1996, Hunter Douglas realized that it needed to try to regain much of the energy that initially led 

the company, so the leadership decided to do a traditional organization development (OD) 

intervention. At the same time, there was a management team studying the organization's information 

technology (IT). Rick Pellett, General Manager of the division was on both teams. He went off with 

the IT group to a retreat with an OD consultant named Amanda Torsten-Bloom. Torsten-Bloom, 
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trained in AI, chose to facilitate an AI based process with the IT group, and because of that exciting 

things began to happen. Here's how Pellett, described it: 

"People engaged so much more that they ever had before. They came 
 to life. They began drawing from a wellspring of intuitive business  
sense that we've never seen before. They began talking about sharing  
passions: their vision for what they could become in the future ...for  
what they could contribute to the Company and the world. 

 

I'd always been a pretty self-sufficient leader, I was smart, and I  
knew it. Some of my best decisions had been made fairly  
independently, But what this team came up with, through these  
interviews and conversations, was head and shoulders above  
anything any of us could have imagined independently. The process 
 got people powerfully and positively engaged in resolving a real,  
immediate Company issue. It jump started an initiative that, until  
 that time, had brought us only anxiety and heartache."  
  (The Power of Appreciative Inquiry, Pages.\ 121-122) 

 

When Pellett returned, he joined a regularly scheduled meeting of the other group, and members 

noticed that something was different about Pellett. The group had been spinning its wheels on a 

particular problem, but Pellett began asking some questions that helped get the group moving on a 

more positive note. Speaking later about that meeting, Mike Burns, Vice President of Human 

Resources said, "Clearly the man (Pellett) had been transformed!  He wasn't the same person I'd 

known for eight years." 

 

Soon, Burns and others who noticed Pellett's transformation wanted to know more about what 

happened at the IT retreat, and two weeks later they invited Torsten-Bloom to do an AI presentation to 

the problem solving group. Shortly thereafter, Torsten-Bloom was asked to present an AI introduction 

to a larger management team. That presentation included both an overview experience of the AI 

process, compelling examples of where AI had worked, and a surprise field trip to one of the 

company's production sites where the participants conducted AI type interviews with employees on 

the shop floor.  

 

There on the shop floor, the interviewers quickly discovered that shop floor employees shared the 

same hopes and dreams for the company as management. They also discovered that the boundaries 

that existed between "suits" and "hourlies" were artificial and that human connections could be made. 
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They further discovered that floor people had had peak experiences similarly to managers. More 

important, they discovered that AI's use of positive (appreciative) interviewing (inquiry) was a 

powerful tool for enriching and moving the organization forward, and soon they wanted to use it with 

the entire workforce of the division.  

 

Five years after the first introduction of AI at Hunter Douglas Window Fashions Division, nearly all 

employees were experienced in the AI process. Diana Whitney and Torsten-Bloom's book is filled 

with profound stories from people throughout the company at all levels telling how the AI process 

helped them personally and how it helped to move the company to a better awareness of its core 

competencies. These stories and the full experience of Hunter Douglas prompted Diana Whitney and 

Torsten-Bloom to say that the company was no longer "doing" AI, it was "being" it. And they added 

that from their many experiences in using AI in all kinds of organizations, they can honestly say that 

Hunter Douglas's experiences is the norm, not the exception. 

 

Initially, AI used positive inquiry to search for the best in an organization's practices and the best in its 

people. As the practice continued to grow, it became a systematic approach that followed what the 

practitioners call the 4-D Cycle:  

1. Discovery: appreciating what is  
2. Dream: imagining what might be 
3. Design: determining what should be  
4. Destiny: creating what will be.  

 

The 4D Cycle and other AI practices are also built around eight principles that have their roots in 

social constructivism: 

• The Constructionist Principle: Words create worlds. 

• The Simultaneity Principle: Inquiry creates change. 

• The Poetic Principle: We can choose what we study. 

• The Anticipatory Principle: Image inspires action. 

• The Positive Principle: Positive questions lead to positive change. 

• The Wholeness Principle: Wholeness brings out the best. 

• The Enactment Principle: Acting "as if" is self-fulfilling. 

• The Free Choice Principle: Free choice liberates power. 
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 ( The Power of Appreciative Inquiry, Page 54) 

 

And finally, AI includes Ten Essential Conditions for AI Summit Success: 

• A relevant, clear, and compelling task 

• An unconditional focus on the positive 

• Robust planning 

• The whole system in the room the whole time 

• Commitment to support success of decisions and outcomes 

• A healthy physical and relational space 

• Minimal and mindful facilitation 

• Begin with appreciative interviews 

• Flow through the AI 4-D cycle 

• Create a narrative rich environment 

    (The Appreciative Summit, Page 38) 

 

4. SCHOOLS AND APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY 

Wouldn't it be something if school systems could experience a transformation toward a positive 

competency core as so many organizations have through the use of AI? That was what was on my 

mind after working with the Whitney, Trosten-Bloom manuscript. I reflected on how in our 

demonstration school, we frequently asked ourselves what it is that we were doing well and that kept 

us attuned to our vision and our mission. And we did it collaboratively: teachers, parents, kids. 

 

About a year after my critique of the Whitney, Trosten-Bloom manuscript, the publisher sent me 

another AI manuscript to review, entitled The Appreciative Inquiry Summit: A Practitioner's Guide for 

Leading Large-Group Change, by James Ludema, Diana Whitney, Bernard J. Mohr, and Thomas J, 

Griffin. In the book, the authors walk the reader though the AI Summit process, and through many 

case experiences that give the reader compelling evidence of the incredible transformations that 

people and organizations are experiencing using AI.  

 

This manuscript more fully moved me to the AI side of problem solving and strategic change, though 

I have not fully ditched my O.P.E.N. System; rather, I now see the wisdom of including positive 
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inquiry and projecting a vision into the process.  The experiences that the authors have gone through 

have led them to echo Mario Cuomo's quote that opens this chapter. They say that the "time is 

right...for celebrating what human beings are capable of achieving together and for advancing a 

“positive revolution in change.'"  

 

5. GETTING BACK TO SCHOOLS 

Because some of the organizations mentioned in The Appreciative Inquiry Summit were schools, I 

decided to call Jim Ludema, one of the authors, to learn more about them. In the interview, Ludema, 

an organization development professor at Benedictine University, suggested that I contact AI 

practitioner Marge Shiller who was doing extensive AI work with schools and who had initiated the 

Positive Change Corps, an organization of AI professionals willing to volunteer bringing AI to 

schools. 

 

I called Marge and here's the story I learned: Positive Change Corps (Note: In 2006, the group’s name 

was changed to Positive Change Core.) grew out of an AI introductory seminar in the summer of 2001 

that Marge Shiller was presenting along with AI creator David Cooperrider. At one point in the 

seminar, the people broke off into separate interest groups, one being a schools interest group. In this 

group, as excitement about AI grew, one member of the schools group, Dr. Suzanne Marotta, 

Superintendent of Schools, West Springfield, MA, offered her system as an opportunity to test AI in a 

large-scale school system.  Shiller agreed to be the consultant to the project, which became an AI 

Summit that included 650 people: teachers, administrators, students, parents, and community 

members. 

 

The West Springfield experience was a huge success and it led Shiller to see more clearly the AI 

potential for improving schools. In May of 2002, with the help of her colleague, Shelia McCann, 

Shiller gathered a group of AI practitioners and educators to explore more fully bringing AI to 

schools. That meeting led to an agreement to create a corps of volunteers for bringing positive change 

to schools. They called it Positive Change Corps (PCC) and it led to a second school AI project 

conducted by Gina Hinrichs, a founding member of PCC, and Susan Rhodes-Yenowine, at Sacred 

Heart School, Springfield, IL. 
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As the word spread, those interested in being a part of PCC began to hold monthly telephone 

conferences to encourage each other and to share experiences of using AI in schools. By February of 

2003, AI Practitioner, an international newsletter, devoted its entire issue to a review of several school 

related AI projects that were conducted in California, Ohio, Maine, Canada, and England. Dr. Shiller 

served as the guest editor of the issue. The articles were evidence that the emerging PCC was viably 

moving AI in helping schools bring about positive changes. 

 

6. SPECIFIC SCHOOLS USING AI 

West Springfield, MA  

 “We are the questions we ask.  It is about time that we allow our strengths to 
 inform our vision enabling us to dream a brighter tomorrow when all children create 
successful futures.”    
Dr. Suzanne Marotta    

 

In 2001, Dr. Suzanne Marotta, superintendent of West Springfield, MA Public Schools (WSPS), 

attended an introductory AI seminar co-led by Dr. Marge Schiller and Dr. David Cooperrider. WSPS 

is an urban and suburban district with 4,000 students, 500 faculty and staff employees, seven 

elementary schools, a middle school, and a high school.  

 

While at the AI seminar, Dr. Marotta sensed the potential for an AI approach in WSPS. She invited 

Dr. Shiller to introduce AI to a group of teachers, principals, the union head, and the curriculum 

director from WSPS. After the introduction, the group, agreeing with Marotta about he potential of AI 

for the district, helped to arrange a district AI Summit. Their objective was to use AI's approach of 

sharing and celebrating the district's stories, and AI's strength based whole system method. From that 

they planned to co-create the district's vision and its strategic plan for the future, hoping to transform 

the district to a positive based culture and to increase student achievement. 

 

In April, 2002, Dr. Shiller trained a large group of cross function and cross generation stakeholders 

(125 faculty, staff, grade 6-12 students, parents, and community members) in AI and how to conduct 

AI interviews. After the interviews were conducted throughout the district and the community during 

the spring and summer, the following key topics emerged as ones to address: lifelong learning, role 

models, learning is fun, valuing everyone, and relevance of learning to real life.  
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Then, in September, with the help of other Positive Change Corps members, Dr. Shiller began a two-

day AI Summit entitled "Celebrate the Stories" for 650 participants that included all stakeholders: 

parents, students, other community people, teachers, administrators, staff, and administrators. The 

Summit's design included small group interaction and a large group report.  

 

In a case study report posted on the web site of the AI Commons (a world portal at www. 

appreciativeinquiry.case.edu), WSPS reported that the benefits of the AI Summit of Celebrating the 

Stories were as follows: 

• A shared positive experience 

• Strengthened networks in and across schools 

• Commitment and ownership at the school level to follow up on projects 

• Community awareness and desire to partner  

• Conversations about hope 

• Dialogue across functions, ages, experiences, and boundaries 

• Renewed energy and commitment to the schools and to the children 

The report further concludes that "There is a great need in our (nation's) school systems today to re- 

Form (sic). This re-Formation can occur with a strength based whole systems change approach that 

taps into the answers that are in the system. The re-Forming comes from each participant.  It is based 

on hope and a mindset of abundance.  The AI Summit provides proof that the answer does not come 

from outside experts but from within what is best in their own community. It is all a question of 

wholeness.” 

(www.appreciativeinquiry.cwru.edu/intro/bestcases.cfm) 

 

 

Ontario, Canada 

The “Conseil des Ècoles publiques de l’Est de l’Ontario” (CEPEO) is a French public school board 

covering a territory of 32,000 square kilometers (the size of Switzerland) in eastern Ontario, Canada. 

The board consists of 34 elementary and secondary schools and adult education centers, 10,000 

students and over one thousand employees. It was created in 1998, following major restructuring by 

the Provincial Department of education. This board resulted from a merger of the French language 



 76 

sections of four different school boards formerly covering this same geographical area. The board is 

led by 12 trustees elected at large by the Francophone population and one student trustee, chosen by 

his peers. 

 

Jacinthe Bergevin and Jaqueline Peletier, bilingual AI consultants brought AI to the Board's strategic 

planning session. Here' what they say in an article in the Feb. 2003 issue of AI Practitioner about the 

results of using AI with the Board:  

Boundless energy, bold and innovative ideas, shifts in vocabulary and 
perceptions and a new collective determination to forge ahead has been  
the norm for the past year. The will, vision and commitment of parents,  
trustees, students, educators, managers and business partners has continued  
to unfold since we first introduced the CEPEO to Appreciative Inquiry. 

 

Near Cleveland, OH 

In northeast Ohio, near Cleveland, Shaw High School, serves a highly impoverished community. The 

students often referred to the classrooms as "chambers of horror." Into this difficult situation, in 2000, 

came Charleyse S. Pratt, to introduce AI as a possible way to ground the school and define its vision. 

Pratt, a lecturer at Case Western's Center for Management and an adjunct in the University's School of 

Engineering, helped form an AI project team of administrators, teachers, students, graduate students 

from the University, parents, and community leaders.  

 

One of the principles of AI is that an organization must first collect its history, and even a 

depressed/troubled school such as Shaw has a history worth collecting. Then the team conducted a 3-

day AI Summit for all stakeholders. Out of this summit came several promising programs and a five 

year plan called "Imaging Shaw 2005." The school also became involved in establishing the Institute 

for Appreciative Leaders in Education Systems at Case's Center for Management. 

 

The WOW School, Dayton, OH 

A similar experience happened at a similar school in Dayton, OH. The school had one of the lowest 

test records in the state and was deeply troubled. An inspired and respected principal and a few like 

minded teachers chose to change the school to a charter school, adopting the Stanford Accelerated 

Learning Model, and changed the school's name to World of Wonder (WOW). Then with the aid of 
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two AI Practitioners, Nancy Aronson and Susan Wood, introduced AI as a way of building a positive 

future.  

 

In a write-up in the February, 2003 AI Practitioner, Aronson and Wood, included the following about 

collaboration and expectations that came from the AI program: 

 

“Collaboration at the WOW School is "1+1+1= 4 (the whole is greater 
 than the sum of its parts.) All stakeholders (families, staff, students 
and community) equally contribute, rotate, and share leadership. 
  
We expect and encourage each other to take risks. We are responsible  
and obligated to share our strengths to move toward and beyond our  
comfort zones through life-long, powerful learning experiences. 
  
We are bold enough to ask for leadership, deliberately building on the  
strengths of the group. We expect active participation. We expect to make  
mistakes and learn from them. We will trust one another to facilitate our  
collective growth. 
 
Integration: At the WOW School learning is powerful and is evident when  
everyone is focused on meaningful tasks that are enriching, shared and clear.  
The school community fosters creativity, taking-risks, and accomplishment  
of goals and ownership of learning. Our emphasis is on meeting learner's  
needs, skills and interests so that all are WOWed by what is learned.” 

 

England 

The Heathside School, a public co-ed suburban school (Note: In England a "public" school is a tuition 

based private school, the reverse of the U.S.) with 1,300 students, 6-12, began an AI process after 

principal Glyn Willoughby learned of AI in his post graduate studies at Surry University. Realizing 

that all stakeholders needed to be involved in helping to shape the future of the school, Willoughby 

invited an AI consultant to facilitate a collaborative  AI project with everyone. He chose Neil 

Samuels, Manager of Organization Development and Learning at BP Corporation, and together with 

Jon Adamson, Director of the Sixth Form (11-12 years) planned a strengths based project for the sixth 

form. 

 

Julie Menhennent, head of the 10 years (lower form), joined the team in planning an all-school inquiry 

project. During the time of the planning, a tragedy happened to one of the school's students. She was 
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traveling home for a vacation and disappeared, later to be found dead. The all-school project was held 

off until the fall, and after it finally happened, everyone found that it not only renewed their vision and 

excitement about the school but it also helped them deal with the death of the student in constructive 

ways.  

 

Here are three quotes from AI Practitioner that capture the best of the Imagine Heathside project: 

“I thought this was about money but today I’ve realized that most things can be 
solved in people’s heads and hearts.” (14 year-old) 
“I had forgotten how much we want to be here.” (11 year-old) 
 “What a day! Of the days in my adult life I will return to, that will be 
right up there. Inspirational and reminded me of lots of things I 
should never lose touch with - how inspiring it is to be around young 
people, how powerful a method of generating energy AI really is. Just  
what an uplifting day!” (Peter Shepherd, an AI consultant and volunteer  
at the Heathside Summit) 

 

 

Other Schools 

In the state of Utah, Appreciative Inquiry is widely used in schools and by The Utah Public Education 

Coalition that includes the following stakeholders: Utah Education Association, Utah School 

Employees Association, Utah Association of Elementary School Principals, Utah Association of 

Secondary School Principals, Utah PTA, Utah School Boards Association, Utah State Board of 

Education, Utah State Office of Education, Utah School Superintendents Association. In a recent 

email to members of the Positive Change Core, consultant Joyce Lempke had this to say: 

 On January 17 and 18 in Davis County, Utah, an amazing group of educators  
 gathered to dialogue about community outreach to promote loyalty to the  
 public schools in Davis.  Marge Schiller and I had been told that the principals  
 and administrators in Davis were extraordinary, and that the schools were  
 already doing great outreach work.  What we discovered was that, in our  
 opinion, Davis could well lead the nation in connecting in meaningful ways  
 with their public. 
   As person after person told stories of the strong  connections each school  
 has with its community, we began to realize how well deserved the accolades  
 had been.  Then, as groups began to dream and design new connection  
 strategies, and bake the "Great Davis Commun-i-cake", we saw the hearts  
 and souls of these committed people at work. What a privilege for us to be  
 in the room, to see the dedication and genius of the group! 
   
  When we begin from strengths, build on strengths, and move to 
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 strengths, it is delicious! 
 
 

 

Each year the list of other schools in which AI has been happening grows, especially through the work 

of the PCC volunteers and others, internationally. Schools such as the Harmony Union School District 

in Occidental, CA; the Lower Merion schools in Lower Merion, PA; and the Sacred Heart Griffin 

school in Springfield IL, where Gina Hinrichs, one of the founders of PCC conducted one of the 

earliest AI interventions done in schools. There is also the work of LifeTrek Coaching, an 

international consulting firm that has brought AI to a number of schools and districts including the 

Fostoria City Schools in Fostoria, OH. Those interested in learning how to structure a district-wide AI 

Summit will find significant help by visiting http://www.CelebrateSchools.com, a LifeTrekCoaching 

site that includes slides from the Fostoria Schools Summit. Additionally, Dr. Megan Tschannen-

Moran, co-founder of LifeTrek, and an Associate Professor of Education Leadership at the College of 

William and Mary, writes about her experiences with specific school leaders in her 2004 book Trust 

Matters: Leadership for Successful Schools. This is a book that several school leaders have said is a 

must-read book. In a September 29, 2006, e-mail to Positive Change Core members, Dr. Tschannen-

Moran writes: 

“I had a very positive meeting yesterday to wrap up my work with an elementary 
school in which I'd been invited to lead an Appreciative Inquiry process to deal with a 
school culture that had gone sour. A power struggle had emerged between the principal 
and the teachers, as teachers reacted with resistance to what they perceived as too much 
change all at once. Yesterday, just a month after the day-long summit we held in 
August, I met with the planning committee to review the plans that had emerged at the 
summit and to discuss how to assist in bringing those plans to fruition. One of the first 
questions one of the teachers asked me was, ‘What if we no longer want to do some of 
the things in those plans because they are no an longer issue?’ They told me that there 
has been a significant shift in the tone and quality of conversations in the school as a 
result of the summit. We did have a very lively and productive conversation to review 
all of the plans from the summit and almost all were glued onto green folders with the 
invitation to ‘Go for it!’ A few were paper-clipped onto a yellow folder pending the 
outcome of some requests that were yet to be made, and only two were tabled in the 
red ‘Not Just Now’ folder. This experience has affirmed for me the powerful shifts that 
are possible when we change the starting point of our plans from asking ‘What's wrong 
here?’ to ‘What's really great here?’” 
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Each of these schools demonstrates not only the value of the Appreciative Inquiry approach but also 

the value of collaboration and trust. (As more material comes for this section from interviews with 

some PCC practitioners and with other school administrators that have used AI, I’ll post that in the 

Appendix on my web site.) 

 

7. COMMUNITY COLLEGES 

AI is widely used in community colleges.  One of the key resources for that is a report entitled 

“APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY IN THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE: Early Stories of Success,” by Nancy 

Stetson and Charles Miller. (www.companyofexperts.net).) 

 

8. PERSONAL EXPERIENCES 

In the Rockland Project School 

My personal experiences come from collaborative approaches that I practiced before I knew about AI. 

They incorporated at least the strengths-based inquiry aspect of AI. For example, in our alternative 

school the teachers met every afternoon after school (some of those meetings went until 6:00 PM and 

even later) to review the day and to review any student whom we felt we needed to discuss. 

Sometimes it was behavior issues and sometimes it was academic issues, but all discussions were 

totally collaborative of all of the teachers and they usually included the strengths of the students as 

well as the issues. 

 

Further, whenever there seemed to be a significant school issue, such as curriculum issues, it was 

usually discussed in an all-school evening meeting that included kids, parents, and teachers. The same 

was true of our scholarship meetings. They were open to anyone who wanted to attend and at which 

parents applying for scholarship assistance discussed their needs with the full group assembled. And 

there were other experiences similar to the one I related in the Core Group section about our all-day 

community meetings.  

 

Experiences from Consulting 

Other personal experiences I have had in the value of collaboration come from my work as a 

consultant to schools, often in the teaching of writing. I always ask that all of the teachers be at the 

first meeting whenever I'm going to facilitate an issue. In each opening session I ask the teachers to 
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share what is going well at the school vis-a-vis the issue we are addressing. For example, a school in 

an affluent suburban district called me in because this school’s fourth grade writers had done quite 

poorly on the writing portion of the State's test. 40% of the children had failed the test in a district in 

which 90% or higher usually pass. After working with the teachers by first reviewing and sharing 

what they and other teachers were already doing in the teaching of writing in their classes, I then 

asked them to collaboratively develop a writing program that incorporated these best practices, along 

with agreed common writing terms. Then, and only then, did we look at other best practices widely 

used in the teaching of writing by teachers in other schools. It all led to the beginnings of a building-

wide, unified and seamless curriculum. Here's a sampling of how the collaborators felt about the 

program: 

Teachers: 

• Fourth grade teacher, 30+ years of experience 

“The approaches modeled gave the students and the teachers a process and a focus and helped us build 

on the importance of continuity of previous experiences in writing and in literature. It was helpful to 

have the integration of all teachers in this project. We are all on the same wavelength, now, in the 

teaching of writing, the building of a seamless curriculum. Our children are enthusiastic about living 

the “writerly life,” daily practicing in their writer’s notebooks and in their works in progress and 

understanding such elements as details, details, details, fit and flow, and being a writing coach.” 

 

• Third grade teacher, four years of experience 

“Our third grade team now has stronger knowledge of what to expect from third grade writers. We 

regularly refer to I. Q. (impact and quality), fit and flow,  and sensory details. We regularly use mini-

lessons and are putting common language on our report cards. The amount of writing that is going on 

and the positive feeling about writing is very high, now.” 

 

• Fifth grade teacher, 20+ years of experience 

“I loved it; it breathed new life into our school and put us on the same page. The teaching of writing 

begins with the kids and they now are more in control. We now have a consistency, a focus, a 

common language, and a tool (Writer's Guide and Assessment Tool), which the students and I 

regularly revise from experience. I feel it's been the absolute best thing that ever happened here.” 
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• Librarian, member of third grade team, former classroom teacher, 25+ years of experience 

“The key strength is that the program was teacher created and developed, not from a prescription or a 

recipe. Teachers and kids are using the tool (Writer's Guide and Assessment Tool) and the content of 

it is theirs. Our team is enthusiastically sharing with each other what our students are doing.” 

 

Administrators:  

• Principal (interim) for first year of the program 

“Our desired outcomes included having students learn to write, do more writing, gain practical 

experiences in writing for the 4th grade test, and learn to do writing as a thinking process. These 

outcomes were met through a program that made writing interesting yet kept a focus on getting a job 

done. It carried a design that made for permanent change through modeling, coaching, and working 

developmentally. Students gained in their writing skills, and teachers gained in their teaching of 

writing skills.” 

 

• District Language Arts Curriculum Coordinator 

“This was precisely the right expertise needed. The routines, and the modeling, harnessed energy and 

lit the fire that began the building of consistent terminology and practices. It was exciting to watch the 

teachers and the students catching the enthusiasm. The test results show very impressive growth.” 

 

• Principal (new), second year of the project 

“This got the ball rolling towards common language, practices, and expectations. We continue to 

revisit the work and our report cards are now reflecting the language. It was a passionate building of a 

solid foundation for our continuing journey.” 

 

4. OTHER APPROACHES 

In the Appendix, you will find material on practices similar to Appreciative Inquiry that go beyond the 

traditional approach to problem solving. Such practices include SOAR, O.P.E.N., S.O.A.R., Open 

Space, Scenario Planning, Collective Efficacy, and Positive Deviance. 
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Because Positive Deviance (PD) is quite similar to Appreciative Inquiry’s approach to finding and 

encouraging best practices, here is a succinct summary of it. It is used in working with community 

problems especially of poor nations. The definition from the PD web site:  

Positive deviance is a development approach that is based on the premise that  
solutions to community problems already exist within the community. The  
positive deviance approach thus differs from traditional "needs based" or  
problem-solving approaches in that it does not focus primarily on identification  
of needs and the external inputs necessary to meet those needs or solve 
problems. Instead it seeks to identify and optimize existing resources and 
solutions within the community to solve community problems. 
(www.positivedeviance.org) 

 

10. CLOSING THOUGHT ON BUILDING THE POSITIVE ATMOSPHERE 

 

In the spring of 2005, a group of AI practitioners gathered at Benedictine University for a talk from 

David Cooperrider, founder of AI. At the talk, Cooperrider said that there are two ways to trigger 

positive change: (1) Advance our capacity to appreciate. Wake up our capacity to see the true, the 

good, the strength. Discipline ourselves to see our new capacity and strength. Not by being in a 

coasting passive mode but by actively noticing and sharing what is good. 

(2.) Extend relationships, connections, networks for the positive change. Build relationships/networks 

in the world to continue the ability to appreciate. As humans, we have the capacity to access strengths 

across the whole world. This helps achieve Super-fluidity -- so fluid so that there's no friction. (From a 

5/11/05 e-mail to PCC members by Gina Henrichs who attended the talk.) 

 

Smart organizations practice collaboration because they understand what Mario Cuomo is saying in 

the opening quote to this section that we are all in this together and so we will have to work 

collaboratively. They also agree with the authors of The Appreciative Summit (Ludema, Whitney, 

Mohr, and Griffin) who said "time is right...for celebrating what human beings are capable of 

achieving together and for advancing a 'positive revolution in change.'" 

 

 

TRANSFORMATION ACTIVITIES FOR: BUILDING THE POSITIVE CULTURE 

These exercises are a start toward finding the school’s positive base. They are not meant to be a full 

Appreciative Inquiry. For that, an AI facilitator is best. Nor are they meant to ignore any problems or 
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challenges, but rather to begin with rediscovering the school’s strengths.  The initiative is best if it 

comes from the administration, but it could come from any stakeholder or any stakeholder group. 

 

Have everyone -- students, parents, teachers, administrators, board members, alumnae -- write about 

the following: (Designate someone to collect and disseminate the writings.) 

 

 1. What are the good qualities of the school now and in the past? 

 2.  Tell specific stories that show any of these good qualities in practice. 

 3. Why, to you, are these qualities important? 

 4. What initiatives or what conditions do you feel are helping, or were helping, to   

 make these qualities possible? 

 5. How can we best share this information with all stakeholders?  

 6. What core values found here can we build upon? 

 7. If we put these core values into practice, how will they affect the school now,  

 and how different might the school be five and ten years from now because of these values? 
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CHAPTER FOUR: SERVANT LEADERSHIP 

 

But I now see a leader, you, needs to be the person who has more 
faith in people  than they do in themselves. More faith in people's 
capacity than they do in themselves because people have lost  their way. 
Margaret J. Wheatley in an address to the Servant Leadership 
Annual Conference, June 1999 

 

1. FAITH IN PEOPLE’S CAPACITY 

Faith in people’s capacity? That sounds like an excellent rallying cry for teachers: have faith in your 

students’ capacity. But Margaret Wheatley, quoted above, was talking to managers when she said this. 

Yet, looking at the history of school reform failures, it doesn’t appear that school managers have 

much faith in the capacity of the teachers. That’s because school managers have an outdated view of 

employees. 

  

In the 1960s, the early years of my teaching, I began doing some writing about schools as not being 

necessarily happy places in which to work. One day, I met an editor of a business publication, and in 

our conversation he suggested that if I wanted to know something about well-run organizations, I 

should not read education journals. Instead he suggested that I read business journals such as the 

Harvard Business Review. Because I come from a background in business, I welcomed the 

suggestion. He then shared an article with me that he had written about human changes coming into 

practice in many corporations.  

 

The article introduced me to Abraham Maslow's theory of the “hierarchy of human needs” and to 

Douglas McGregor's management patterns called “Theory X” and “Theory Y.” The works of both of 

these men were behind the corporate changes that editor wrote about. Maslow, a behavioral 

psychologist, developed a theory stating that once we humans have met our basic needs for such 

things as food, clothing, shelter, comfort, and safety we then begin to focus on our social needs, our 

ego needs, and ultimately on our self-actualization needs. It was his work on self-actualizing needs -- 

self-growth, personal creativity, self-fulfillment, self-confidence and independence -- that caught the 

attention of people oriented business managers. They realized that employees need more than just a 
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secure job and living wages; they also need a job that gives them a sense of worth and self-fulfillment. 

This thinking gave birth to the empowerment movement.  

 

These managers were also influenced by Douglas McGregor's The Human Side of Business, in which 

he explains the characteristics of his Theory X and Theory Y management styles. McGregor, an MIT 

professor of management, found that most business managers view human behavior from a 

pessimistic and negative point of view. They believe that employees need to be commanded and 

controlled, essentially because people are inherently lazy, shun work, and want to be directed so as to 

avoid responsibility. This he calls Theory X management style. It maintains autocracy, bureaucracy, 

and the robotization of employees, and it breeds a negative environment of resentment and even 

subversion. 

 

Next, building particularly on Maslow's needs theory but also on works of other behavioral 

psychologists, McGregor, saw that Theory X managers didn't really understand human behavior. 

Strong evidence now exists, he says, to show that humans are very capable of expending physical and 

mental effort in work as naturally as they engage in play, and they want to be so. Further, humans will 

willingly exercise self-direction and self-control toward objectives to which they can feel committed, 

willingly accepting responsibility and willing to show a high degree of imagination, ingenuity and 

creativity for solving problems. McGregor called this second, more positive view of human behavior, 

Theory Y. 

 

 However, having said that this is true about humans, it is not enough for managers to just believe it in 

order to have a better workplace. Instead, Theory Y managers must also help to create the right 

conditions for people to be committed, creative, and willing to work well. This includes “...removing 

the barriers that prevent workers from fully actualizing their potential.” (Wikipedia)   

 

In 1981, twenty years after Maslow and McGregor’s work, William G. Ouchi, a management 

professor at UCLA, studied the impact of Japanese businesses on American businesses and saw that 

Japanese business success was highly due to yet another approach to management that was 

complementary to Theory Y, and quite different from Theory X. He called the Japanese approach 

“Theory Z.” Theory Z has the following characteristics: employees can expect long-term employment 
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with the company they work for, are involved in decision making, are released to individual 

responsibility, are evaluated and promoted slowly, are under implicit and informal control based on 

explicit and formalized measures, may follow moderately special career paths, and given holistic 

concern from the company for themselves and their families. (Ouchi later became involved in 

studying school management and wrote a book about it. You will meet him again in Chapter Five on 

Open Book Management.) 

 

2. TODAY’S SCHOOL MANAGEMENT REALITIES 

Though many business managers now honor the needs-hierarchy and operate under Theory Y 

practices, most school administrators don't. Theory X is still quite alive in our bureaucratically run 

schools. One example written about recently in the NY Times tells of a Theory X type principal of an 

elite New York City high school, a school that requires an entrance exam to get in. The principal was 

accused of sending harassing e-mails to teachers and of building a negative atmosphere, yet he was 

consistently praised by his supervisory superintendent. Many of the school's outstanding teachers left 

the school because, they said, they could no longer bear working for the man. They accused him of 

arbitrarily dropping several in-demand programs and canceling trips that had had months of planning. 

In scores of interviews, parents, teachers, and alumni told the Times reporter that the principal 

controlled the school by fear and intimidation. 

 

Looking at the behavior of this principal from the perspective of Barry Oshry's  systems, we would 

view the principal as a "middle." The reality for "middles" is that they are literally caught in the 

middle. "Tweenability" (being pulled in opposite ways) runs high for them. Pressured by his 

supervisory superintendent to keep tests scores up and by his staff and parents to keep the program 

enriched, the vulnerable principal resorts to Theory X management practices. For example, the Times 

article reported, he micromanaged the student newspaper so much that he could never keep a 

consistent faculty advisor. They couldn't function under his heavy micromanagement, reported the 

Times article. The question is: was the principal himself micromanaged by the level above him?  

 

In the industrial model of school management, principals particularly are vulnerable to "tweenabilty" 

issues. And in large bureaucratic systems such as those of major cities, there are even additional layers 

of "middles." The New York principal reported to a supervisory superintendent who in turn reported 
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to another level superintendent who reported to the chancellor at the top. And, because each level has 

unique realities that differ from all other levels, organizational behavior can get very complex.  

 

The day the article appeared in the Times I mentioned it to Jim Hennessy, a retired corporate executive 

whom you will meet more fully in this chapter. After reading the article, Jim said,  "I'm surprised to 

see that Theory X is still being practiced." Sadly, this principal is not necessarily an exception, 

particularly in large school systems. In city after city, in school system after school system, in school 

after school, there are bureaucrats and autocrats still practicing the old industrial model of Theory X 

management. They abound, and because of that, few if any school reforms have a real chance of 

taking hold. We have a century of failed reforms to show us this is so.  

 

Further, in a conversation with Marty Kurtz, an international, in-demand, organizational consultant, I 

learned that OD (organizational development) consultants know full well that in all organizations the 

business gets played out in the quality or lack thereof of the workplace relationships of everyone, and 

especially so of the key players. Here's more of what Kurtz had to say: 

 

"The issues in an organization are broad and systemic. If the  
relationships between departments and key players are good, 
 change will be easier and swifter. If they are not good, that will add  
another level of complexity to any organizational change engagement. 
If OD (organizational development) change agents don't pay attention  
to these relationships, then they might design fabulous new systems that  
will never be implemented or will be poorly implemented. The effectiveness  
of business relationships will impact how information is shared between  
people in the departments.” 

 

And about schools in particular, Kurtz, who has worked with schools, had this to say: "Schools are 

fraught with bad business relationships." (He also had some poignant things to say about school 

boards, which you will find in the guide section for school boards.) 

 

Recently, a contact recommended a book to me that was written in 1991 and that echoes what Marty 

Kurtz says. The book is entitled The Predictable Failure of School Reforms, by Semour B. Sarason, 

Yale Psychology Professor Emeritus, and its thesis is that we will never get school reforms right until 

we get the power relationships right in our schools both of administrators toward teachers and other 



 89 

administrators and teachers toward students. You can’t have power games going on and still expect to 

create an environment in which everyone matters. 

 

In February 2005, following the firing of Carleton S. Firorina from Hewlitt-Packard, some 

newswriters speculated that it was because she was a woman in a man's job. However, after the dust 

settled, more and more were finding that Ms. Fiorina's management style didn't blend with HP's 

milieu. Her style, insiders say, was too hierarchic and confrontational for HP's more congenial, less 

abrasive, and more collaborative workplace. One wonders, if she had first done an Appreciative 

Inquiry before presenting her vision, might she have come to realize that HP had a proud history of 

innovation and collaboration, and that some very good practices were already in place that need to 

remain so but didn't fit in with her style?  

 

 

SERVANT-LEADERHSIP BACKGROUND 

And what might have happened if Fiorina had been a servant leader? Or for that matter, what might 

have been the fate of Harvard University President Lawrence H. Summers if his leadership style had 

been that of a servant leader. And what about the New York City principal’s leadership style? In the 

March 2007, issue of Oprah Magazine, and speaking to women managers with advice that all 

managers should follow, Suzy Welch, former editor of the Harvard Business Review, writes that the 

most important thing a manager should remember is that “...it is no longer your success – it’s the 

success of your people...” that really matters. 

 

 

The concept of servant-leadership is not necessarily a household concept in management circles, even 

though the term has been around since 1969 when Robert Greenleaf coined it. A few years before that, 

Greenleaf had retired from AT&T, where he had a long and respected career as a management 

researcher and an advisor to executives. He was using his retirement years to give graduate seminars 

at various colleges. While thinking about his seminar work, he began to reflect on Herman Hesse's 

Journey to the East, a book that he had read some fifteen years earlier. It was the rereading of this 

book that helped Greenleaf clarify his thinking and from which came the servant-leadership concept. 
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In Journey to the East, the narrator of the story has become an initiate in a league and joined other 

initiates in a pilgrimage to the East. For their journey, a man named Leo serves as the guide and valet, 

and he does all of the menial chores for the travelers. In addition to being skillful at his chores, Leo 

also lifts the travelers' spirits through his singing and by his very gentle presence. However, at one 

point in the journey, Leo disappears, and quickly the group of travelers falls into disarray and finally 

disbands. The narrator, having been moved by Leo, spends several years in hopes of finding him. One 

day, he rediscovers Leo, but the narrator also discovers to his surprise, that Leo, the servant, is 

actually the head and great noble leader of the league. Thus, to Greenleaf, Leo is a servant leader. 

 

In his first essay on servant leadership, Greenleaf had this to say: 

 
“The servant-leader is servant first. It begins with the natural  
feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first. Then conscious  
choice brings one to aspire to lead. He or she is sharply different  
from the person who is leader first, perhaps because of the need  
to assuage an unusual power drive or to acquire material possessions.  
For such it will be a later choice to serve after leadership is  
established. The leader-first and the servant-first are two extreme  
types. Between them there are shadings and blends that are part  
of the infinite variety of human nature. 
 
The difference manifests itself in the care taken by the servant-first  
to make sure that other people’s highest priority needs are being served.  
The best test, and difficult to administer, is: do those served grow as  
persons; do they, while being served, become healthier, wiser, freer,  
more autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants? And,  
what is the effect on the least privileged in society; will they benefit,  
or, at least, will they not be further deprived?” (“The Servant as Leader”) 
 

Also during his retirement years, Greenleaf established the Center for Applied Ethics in Indianapolis. 

He soon changed the name to The Center for Applied Studies. In 1970s, he wrote a series of essays 

about servant-leadership, the first being "The Servant as Leader," followed by "The Institution as 

Servant," and then by "Trustees as Servants."  And then, until his death in 1990, Greenleaf continued 

to write an extensive series of essays and books including the widely sold Servant Leadership: A 

Journey into the Nature of Legitimate Power and Greatness. 
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In 1985, the Center was renamed the Robert K. Greenleaf Center and eventually became known as the 

Greenleaf Center for Servant-Leadership. It continues to carry on the work of Greenleaf. Larry Spears, 

current CEO of the Center, writes in Focus on Leadership (Wiley, 2002) that: 

  

"The servant-leader concept continues to grow in its influence 
 and impact. In fact we have witnessed an unparalleled explosion  
of interest in and practice of servant-leadership during the past 
decade...Servant-Leadership now in its fourth decade, as a specific  
leadership and service concept continues to create a quiet  
revolution in workplaces around the world." (Page 1) 
 

 

4. SPEAR'S LIST OF TEN CHARACTERISITCS OF THE SERVANT-LEADER 

 

"After some years of carefully considering Greenleaf's original writings, I have identified a set of 10 

characteristics of the servant-leader that I view as being of critical importance...These 10 

characteristics of servant-leadership are by no means exhaustive. However, I believe that the list 

serves to communicate the power and promise that this concept offers to those who are open to its 

invitation and challenge." (Spears, Page 5) 

 

• Listening 
• Empathy 
• Healing 
• Awareness 
• Persuasion 
• Conceptualization 
• Foresight 
• Stewardship 
• Commitment to the growth of people 
• Building community 

 (Focus on Leadership, Wiley, 2002,page 5-8) 
 

Many people hearing the term servant-leadership for the first time feel that it sounds like a missionary 

program; some don't like the term "servant" at all. Others say that the concept hits home with a strong 

impact of "Yes." Yet the concept has had a far-reaching impact. It is not about missionary zeal or 

about being a slave; instead, as Greenleaf, a life-long student of how things get done in organizations, 

says it’s a conscious choice to serve first and then to lead.     
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The literature coming from the Greenleaf Center is rich with quotes from noted and respected 

management thinkers who praise the concept and encourage the practice. They include such names as 

Warren Bennis, Stephen Covey, Margaret Wheatley, Joe Jaworski, Max DePree, Peter Block, John 

Gardner, Peter Drucker. In the afterword to the 25th Anniversary Edition of Servant Leadership: A 

Journey into the Nature of Legitimate Power and Greatness, Peter Senge writes: 

"I expect Servant Leadership (the book) to become more important in  
the future because it is one of the very few books that illuminate 
the depth of commitment required to build truly innovative 
organizations...It is a profound journey, and Bob Greenleaf 
understood it right from the start -- and he described it more 
cogently and evocatively than almost anyone else." 

 

 

5. A SERVANT-LEADER SAGE SPEAKS ABOUT LEADERSHIP 

Servant Leadership requires a leader who thinks of his or her rank not as being boss over “lessers” but 

as being primus inter pares -- first among equals. (A term used by Robert Greenleaf) In 1990, Jim 

Hennessy, a former executive of AT&T, retired as an Executive Vice President of NYNEX, which at 

that time was a Baby Bell spin-off of AT&T and was a FORTUNE 50 (fifty) company. (NYNEX is 

now part of Verizon.) Hennessy's retirement completed a corporate management career in the 

telephone business that began as an entry-level manager in 1958, shortly after he left the U.S. Navy. 

His career ultimately led him to the top executive team of the company.  

 

In addition to his extensive corporate work, Hennessy served as Chair of the Board of Dominican 

College in Rockland County, NY, and Chair of the Board of Nyack Hospital, Nyack, NY. Two years 

after his retirement, he was asked by the newly elected County Executive of Rockland County, NY, to 

serve as his Deputy County Executive and revise the heavy layers of county bureaucracy. Thus, the 

scope of his leadership experiences included business, education, health care, and government. 

 

Through various level positions in his career, Hennessy built a reputation as a manager dedicated to 

ethics, tolerance, quality, setting and achieving goals, and meeting the needs of all stakeholders with 

whom he worked or served. Though he saw himself as a server and as a first among equals, neither the 

terms primus inter pares or servant leadership were in his management vocabulary until sometime in 

the early 1980s when Jim read Robert Greenleaf's Servant-Leadership: A Journey into the Nature of 
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Legitimate Power and Greatness. That’s when Jim Hennessy discovered that his style of management 

was indeed that of a servant-leader and a first among equals. 

 

 In an interview with Hennessy on management, he had the following to say: 
"If you read all of the management books, you may find there are hundreds of ways to manage. I don't 
know if there really are only five or so, but I think it is more like a spectrum. At one extreme is the 
violent dictator kind of leader - the Hitler type leader, and along that spectrum there might be dozens of 
various types of dictators. There's one that some people called the benevolent despot, who generally 
has the right instincts and wants to do things right for most people, but who still is totally in charge. 
Despots have most of the right words and decide everything. 
 
If you move to the other end of the spectrum, you find that there are some people who are there who 
have been thrust into leadership roles, or who have been appointed to them, but who are really leaders 
in name only. They may or may not be great servants but they are not leaders. They're there and they 
bumble their way through. 
 
Then moving from the end of the spectrum toward the center of the spectrum, you come to leaders 
who, for want of a better name, I'll call conciliators. They are trying to lead but are very much 
interested in being liked and in not rocking the boat too much. They are usually viewed as weak.  
 
 
In the center of the spectrum, you find the servant-leaders - people who serve and lead. Interesting, 
when people review my writings they often dislike the "servant" word in servant-leadership. I find that 
they respond much better when I talk about leaders who serve and lead. So, in the middle of the 
spectrum are the people who serve and lead. 
 
I think that in any short-term situation, we can all find leaders from any place on the spectrum who 
have led their groups to success -- to attainment of their goals. In some sense, then, leadership is 
situational, or it's personality. In the short term, you may or may not accomplish something, but what 
I'm convinced about is that for long-term sustainable success, you need to move towards the center of 
the spectrum - towards people who serve and lead. Also, because every situation, every decision, has 
built-in conflicts, a leader needs to work with all stakeholders and all points of conflict and still attain 
goals. 
 
Further, I don't think that there's an exact point in the center of the spectrum where it all comes to serve 
and lead. Humans don't work that way. But people who serve and lead are within the center area of the 
spectrum. I think some of the literature on servant leadership forgets the leadership part. Greenleaf, 
however, talks about people who serve first and then consciously decide to lead. He differentiates: you 
choose to serve and because you understand serving, you choose to lead. I've often written about that as 
serve and lead and serve and lead.  
 
There may be idealized times when you are serving and leading simultaneously, but a lot of the time 
you're moving back and forth between those two actions. This doesn't come through clearly in a lot of 
the servant leadership literature, but I'm convinced more than ever that servant leadership or serving 
and leading are not at a fixed point at the center of the spectrum. You move through serving and 
leading and leading and serving; some times you lead a little more than you serve and sometimes you 
serve a little more than you lead. But you are operating in the center area of the spectrum, not out at 
one end where the dictator never serves or at the other end where the person never leads. Long-term 
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sustainable success can come from that center, from the middle, moving from serving to leading, from 
leading to serving and sometimes both simultaneously." Further, Hennessy adds, "In many issues 
and decisions, it is hard, but not impossible for servant leaders to apply the concept of primus 
inter pares in a regular hierarchy." 

 

6. SEVRVANT-LEADERSHIP IN SCHOOLS 

On the Greenleaf Center’s web site (www.greenleaf.org) there is a list of schools that use or practice 

servant leadership. There are dozens of colleges on that list, but there are only two K-12 schools 

listed, and one teacher. In K-12 schools, the practice is more that of individual educators rather than 

that of specific schools or school systems. The three listed are: 

 1. Bloomfield Hills Schools, Bloomfield, MI, Gary Dolye, Superintendent 

 2. Edmonton Catholic Schools, Canada, Dr. Dale Ripley, Superintendent 

 3. St. Louis School, Honolulu, HI, James Barros, Senior High Teacher 

 

In April 2006, the Greenleaf Center held its annual Leadership Institute for Education. In the brochure 

for it, the following reasons were listed for why educators should attend: 

• Gain personal and professional growth and development around the 
emerging field of servant-leadership 

• Obtain useful resources and techniques to facilitate change at your own 
institution 

• Experience a powerful sense of community and renewal from joining with 
other like-minded learners 

• Clarify your values and identify ways to manifest them in your personal and 
professional life 

• Encounter cutting-edge thinkers, educators and leaders 
• Spend time with facilitators who have wide-ranging experience in 

educational institutions on issues of servant-leadership 
• Spend time with Kurt Takamine , leadership educator, scholar, and author 

of Servant Leadership in the Real World 
(There may be literature available reporting on this Institute in which other 
practicing educators may be noted.) 

 
7. CLOSING THE CHAPTER 

I'd like to close this chapter with a musing by Jim Hennessy, who after retiring from the corporate 

world began writing free verse musings about many topics. Here's one of his on servant-leadership: 
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           Serve First      

   Some selfish people 
   never know the joy of serving well. 
   Some managers who never serve 
   wonder why no one follows. 
    
   Some who serve well, 
   are capable of leading, 
   fail to step up; 
   the world loses. 
 
   Serve first, 
   serve well, 
   so that you may be 
   judged worthy to lead. 
 
   If you do, 
   if you are, 
   then go out ahead, 
   and show the way. 
    James E. Hennessy , 
    Leadership, Ethics, Quality  (2004, www. hennessymusings.com) 
 
 

TRANSFORMATION ACTIVITIES FOR: DEVELOPING SERVANT LEADERSHIP 

Stakeholders should answer these questions for themselves and take whatever personal actions they 

need to be more serving to those whom they serve. The questions can also be used in a training 

program for servant leadership. (Help on forming some of these questions came from Jim Hennessy.) 

 

1. Think about colleagues who report to you, are at the same level of responsibility or 

are above you, as well as customers and other stakeholders inside and outside the 

organization. 

2. How frequently do you ask them to tell you what their needs are? 

3. How well are you serving their needs? 

4. How well do you listen to what they say? 

5. How often do you ask them to tell you how well you are serving their needs? 
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6. How do you get candid, honest input from your team members before a decision is 

made by them or by you, or even by someone higher? How then do you give them 

feedback? 

7. What do you do to assure those whom you lead that you are not the boss over 

”lesser” but that you are the primus inter pares -- first among equals, even if that is not 

bureaucratically so? 

8. List three times in the past month when you led by going out ahead and showing the 

way.  

9. What do you need to do to be more of a model servant leader? 
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CHAPTER FIVE: OPEN-BOOK MANAGEMENT 

“In large school systems, central office expense constitutes 30% 
 of the total budget. No business could service at that rate.” 
William G. Ouchi 

 

1. WE/THEY BUDGET CONFLICTS 

In 2004, New York City Schools Chancellor Klein claimed that he had cut $250 million from the 

bureaucracy's budget and poured that money back into the classrooms.  However, in 2005, the City's 

Comptroller, William Thompson, a highly prominent Democrat, rebutted Klein's claim. Thompson 

said that his office was able to find only $140 million savings in the Education Department's 

administration's costs. Thompson further claimed that his office found no documentation that the 

saved money was plowed back into the classrooms, that $30 million of the savings came from cut 

services, not from reduced costs, that $80 million came from workers transferred, and that the D.O.E. 

was possibly playing a budgetary "shell game." To this the mayor retorted that though Mr. Thompson 

was a very good comptroller, he had simply counted differently from the D.O.E. 

 

Another school budget issue that happened in New York actually happened shortly after Mayor 

Bloomberg had announced his plans for the City's school system. At that time, Randi Weingarten, the 

President of the teacher's union, was supportive of the mayor's plan. Then, four months later, 

Chancellor Klein announced the firing of 864 teacher's aides. Hearing this, Weingarten sued the 

Chancellor and withdrew support of the mayor's program. The mayor said that the layoffs could be 

averted if the union could cut $600 million in labor costs -- a we/they solution:  a dictatorial budget 

move, at best, moving the responsibility away from the administration and away from collaboration 

and solely onto the shoulders of the teacher's union.  

 

In late 2004, when contract talks between the teachers union and the city broke down, Weingarten 

made an even stronger attack on the chancellor's program entitled Children First. She told a NY Times 

reporter that "the much vaunted reorganization system, has produced flat reading scores, widespread 

mismanagement, overcrowding, chaotic high schools and profound demoralization among thousands 

and thousands of hardworking teachers who find themselves shackled by an inane micromanaging 

bureaucracy." (B4, 12/3/04) 
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Addressing school budgets as large as that of any major city, or even those in school budgets of very 

small systems, there are often numbers that don't quite add up to someone's point of view, and there 

are usually issues that get placed on opposite sides that really belong in a cooperative problem solving 

session. This is especially true at labor negotiating times when teacher unions are at the bargaining 

table with administrators and boards and both sides are often showing conflicting numbers.  

 

A large amount of human time and value is spent over these negotiations, and it leads one to wonder 

why there needs to be any confusion and competition over budgets in a non-profit business that does 

not have to market for clients and is guaranteed an income from taxes. The pie to be split is relatively 

fixed, the costs are relatively fixed, and there is no possible legal way that the organization can have a 

potentially growing cash flow. Why then can't the budgets be arrived at collaboratively, at least by the 

primary stakeholders?   

 

Not possible, said one school superintendent when I asked him this question. There are funds, he said, 

that he needs discretion over for new state mandates that can come up at any time. If the teachers 

knew about the discretionary funds they would want them for textbooks or something else. He's right, 

of course, because that's exactly what would happen in a we/they environment. Teachers suspect that 

the administration is hiding some money somewhere probably for one of the administrator's pet 

projects. Teachers feel the money could be more wisely used. Administrators, on the other hand, are 

under pressure of possible government mandates that would require unexpected funding. Yet, I've 

seen schools in which at some point in the school year teachers were told that there was no money left 

for materials or for teacher development programs. Yet the administrators of that system would find 

funds for themselves to go to conferences. We/they creates a negative atmosphere, and a negative 

atmosphere is the least effective of any workplace environment. It is especially so of environments 

that should be about learning. 

 

At the Rockland Project School, the books were open to everyone, and all stakeholders collaborated 

on the budget. One year, one of our parents arranged for the school to receive a sizable gift of funds. 

To decide where to invest those funds, we held an all-school community meeting and collaboratively 

worked out an investment program that satisfied our need to have the funds well invested. We had 

learned much about collaboration from the local Quaker Friends group whose education building we 
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rented for the first three years of our school. The Quakers have no hierarchy and make all decision by 

consensus. 

 

2. DISHONESTY 

There often are reports in the media of someone in some organization, both profit and non-profit, who 

has found ways to steal money from the organization. Schools are not immune to this. In an affluent 

Long Island, NY, school system, top officials were accused of having stolen $11.2 million in an eight-

year period between 1996 and 2004. One of the accused was a former superintendent and the other a 

former assistant superintendent. Monies were diverted to themselves, to relatives, and to cronies, 

reported New York State Controller, Alan Hevesi. His report also indicated that the accused school 

officials spent the money lavishly on artwork, trips, automobiles, private mortgages and a host of 

other unauthorized expenditures.  

 

In 2002, after the rush of corporate financial scandals that rocked our nation, the government passed 

the Sarbanes-Oxley Act  (called SOX) requiring corporate finances to be transparent. It requires very 

specific accounting methods, and it includes civil and criminal penalties for anyone who falsifies 

company accounts. Such transparency could have blocked the embezzling by the Long Island school 

administrators or others such as a Missouri superintendent who stole over $800,000 to support his 

gambling addition. 

 

Embezzlement in our school systems is not new and not overly pervasive. But it happens, and when it 

does, everyone loses. However, despite the fact that school budgets are supposed to be public, the 

rendering of them is done behind closed doors. There often are no "close-eye" controls built in, 

leaving lots of opportunity for embezzlement by people skillful enough to even deceive auditors. The 

Long Island embezzlers used a simple procedure of paying their own credit card purchases and cash 

advances by charging these expense to a legitimate vendor's code in the computer system but issuing 

the check to their credit card company and then in the computer changing the name back to the vendor 

to conceal the fraud. This was done on a software program called Finance Manager that has fraud 

controls built in that were never activated. According to a report in the New York Times, 251 schools 

in New York State alone use the same software program. 
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 School budgets need to be transparent, too, and more closely monitored by all stakeholders than they 

have been. We're going to take a look at companies that have gained greatly by being transparent 

through a process called “open book management,” a process that we employed at the Rockland 

Project School from our start in 1969 and a process that is used in democratic schools around the 

world. 

 

 

3. OPEN BOOK MANAGMENT 

In 1979, International Harvester Company appointed Jack Stack, a thirty-year old rising manager, to 

the role of plant manager of its remanufacturing facility in Springfield, MO. The plant did quite well 

under Stack's leadership, but four years after his appointment, Harvester found its self caught in hard 

times. It decided to sell off some of its assets hoping to avoid bankruptcy. Stack was told that the 

remanufacturing plant would be sold. He gathered his twelve managers and supervisors together to 

have them consider buying the plant from Harvester. 

 

Agreeing to take on a huge debt load, the group decided to buy the plant and make their Springfield 

Remanufacturing Company (SRC) an employee owned company. They established an employee stock 

option plan for the full workforce of 119 people. In 1983, the year that the employees took ownership, 

the price for a share of stock was ten cents.  

 

The first year was trying for the company's bottom line, yet despite a steep loss that year due to the 

debt, they achieved $16 million in sale and decided to carry on. By the end of the second year the 

company made a profit and continued to do so, year after year. By 1991, the company employed 600 

people and had annual sales of well over $70 million. By 2001, despite recessions and other 

challenges, SRC had experienced 17 straight years of profit with annual sales of $160 million. The 

price per share of stock reached $81.60! 

 

How did they accomplish this? Early on, Stack realized that all employees needed to know the game 

of ownership, the game of business. But Stack wasn't thinking of the word "game" in any 

metaphorical sense such as in the game of life; rather, he felt that business should be fun -- a game 

that people can learn to play and enjoy. To do that, he and his associates built a process for teaching 
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and playing the game of business. All employees were taught how business decisions were made, how 

finances worked, how to read and understand financial statements, and how to interpret production 

reports, sales reports, and a host of other reporting and analysis tools.  

 

Each Friday, the assembly line at SRC is shut down and the employees gather in groups called 

"weekly huddles" to review the week's numbers. Why not? These are the owners and owners need to 

know the numbers and anything else that might affect their ownership. New employees are taught the 

game by their colleagues and by company "chalk talks." All company information is available to all 

employees. Says Stack, "we work hard to foster an environment that brings out the best in people, 

giving them the confidence, the courage, and self-esteem to do what they are capable of." (A Stake in 

the Outcome). 

 

In 1986, Bo Burlingham, a senior editor for INC. Magazine who had been tracking SRC's success, 

wrote an article about its dynamic growth and sustainability. The article led to a host of executives and 

managers from other companies wanting to visit SRC. Again, Stack made a game out of these visits, 

allowing the visitors to tour the plant and visit with any employee. Visitors often came away feeling 

that they had learned some significant business lessons from shop floor people, lessons that had 

eluded them in their own businesses and in their education. In 1992, assisted by Burlingham, Stack 

wrote a book about SRC called The Great Game of Business.  

 

The Great Game of Business became a top-selling book, causing even more visitors to visit SRC. 

Stack became an in-demand speaker at various conventions and to other companies. All of this 

attention caused a serious loss of time for Stack and for the employees. Ingeniously, Stack helped 

some of his managers create a spin-off business called The Great Game of Business (GGOB). It 

became their task to handle visitors, conduct training seminars, and give speaking engagements. 

Today, like SRC, GGOB is a successful employee-owned business that also generates cash for SRC. 

Each year GGOB holds a convention in the St. Louis area called The Gathering of Games where 

leaders from companies around the world that operate by open book ownership gather to share their 

experiences and to guide others in playing the game. And GGOB is but one of several such spun-off 

businesses that SRC employees have create. 
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SRC is not the only company to run as an open book, employee owned business. Others include 

several billion-dollar corporations, a host of mid-size companies, and many mom and pop businesses, 

both in the United States and internationally. These include such companies as Southwest Airlines 

(the consistently highly profitable airline in an industry that consistently loses money!), Harley-

Davidson, VeriFone, Outback Steakhouse, Herman Miller, Home Depot, Science Applications 

International Corporation, AES Corporation, Whole Food Market, Kingston Technology, and Service-

Master. It also includes oil companies, hair salons, internet companies, a roller coaster manufacturer, 

fast-food chains, law firms, landscaping companies, furniture retailers, mining operations, municipal 

governments, non-profit organizations, and schools such as alternative and charter schools. 

 

Stack's second book, A Stake in The Outcome, also assisted by Burlingham, was published in 2002. In 

it, Stack points out that SRC's aim was to build participative ownership, not subservient ownership. 

He had learned early in his work career that most people hate owners because owners often "play the 

owner card:" putting entitlement in employees' faces, flaunting their wealth, their status and their 

power. An open book/ ownership organization is built on and survives on trust.  The SRC folks say 

that in such companies, trust rises to a high level, as does integrity, fairness, creativity and 

involvement. When everyone is in on the financial decisions and is getting a piece of the action by 

voting on organizational matters, Stack and others say there is an unusual level of mutual respect. (See 

www.greatgame.com) 

 

Stock option plans are not new to American businesses; they've been around for a long time. 

However, in recent times, because of the abuses of stock options by certain corporate executives, and 

because of the failing of many high tech companies that were built on stock option plans, some 

business people feel that stock option programs may be an unwise practice. But Joseph Blasi, Douglas 

Kruse, and Aaron Bernstein, authors of In The Company of Owners, say that businesses should not 

turn away from broad employee stock option plans. 

 

These authors have collected extensive data to show that in companies where there is broad employee 

ownership of stock through stock options, the outcome is very good. Yes, they add, there have been 

abuses, and yes, there were many technology companies with stock option plans that are now out of 

business. Those that went out, went out because of the abuses or because of a market downturn, did so 
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not because of stock option plans. Indeed, they show that employee owned high-tech companies that 

survived the downturn are doing quite well.  

 

The central argument of their book is that most organizations would enjoy more motivated workers 

and larger profits in business if they had broad employee stock option plans. They call this broad 

ownership "partnership capitalism," and they show that true partnership capitalism encourages 

employees to think like owners.  

 

 

It will not work well, however, in traditional corporate settings, which is why, for example, employee 

ownership failed to turn around United Airlines. Despite being an employee owned company, United 

continued to operate as a bureaucracy; the core group executives continued to maintain the traditional 

hierarchy that always existed at United. Further, Jack Stack adds that United's executives failed to 

teach all of its employees how to be owners. Blasi, Kruse and Bernstein say: 

"The first task (in partnership capitalism) must be to alter the  
less flexible corporate hierarchy that still grips many large US  
companies...Partnership capitalism works best in an entrepreneurial 
corporate culture. It requires firms to spread power, prestige,  
and resources broadly...and attempt to equip (employees) with the 
skills and information they need to achieve the goals of the company. 
Flat (organizations) require managers and executives to listen to 
employees and even to accept criticism from them." (Pages 207-208) 

 

The deeper outcome of open book/ownership businesses is the culture that arises from it. It creates 

what can be called a transparent organization, and the transparency creates an environment in which 

trust, honesty and openness are understood to be fundamental elements. The GGOB folks say on their 

web site that "making the inner workings visible to all will put pressure on companies to clean up their 

acts."  And Stack adds that at SRC,  

"We were establishing the principle that everybody had a role to  
play in making the company successful and that we were all  
depending on one another to do our own part. We're starting  
to break down the walls of ignorance that keep most companies  
from tapping into their most valuable resource: the intelligence 
and creativity of their employees." (Page 68 A Stake in the Action) 
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4. OWNERSHIP IN SCHOOLS 

At this point, you should be raising an issue about how one can have ownership in a public school 

since public schools aren't shareowner organizations. I'd rather raise the following questions: why 

shouldn't school financial books be open and why can't all employees in a school be treated as 

fiduciary owners or stewards of the school? Further, practitioners of open book/ownership 

organizations have shown that it builds a culture of trust, honesty, openness, and equality; it taps 

stakeholders' intelligence and creativity; it turns an organization into a learning organization; it 

improves organizational communications; it enhances learning; it improves employee attendance; and 

it reduces burnout. It seems to me those are very strong arguments for schools to be so structured.  

 

In the late 1970's, I was asked to take over as principal of a private middle school and high school and 

then the next year to become the director of their full K-12 program. Many of the students from our 

alternative elementary school went on to this private middle and high school, our son and two 

daughters  included, and for a few years I had served as a member and then president of that school's 

board.  

 

When I first became a member of the school board, a few years before becoming the principal, the 

school was sitting on a nice endowment fund given by the grandparents of three of the students. The 

funds were in the control of a board member who was also a banker and I discovered that he had a 

free hand in making decisions about where to invest the money and when to move it to other 

investments. That was contrary to how we had managed the endowment funds at our alternative 

school. I raised an issue about that, and suggested that if not the whole community, at least two board 

members should sign-off on any movement he did with the funds. The board agreed with me; the 

banker promptly resigned from the board. 

 

The previous administration of the school had kept the books relatively private, making reports to the 

board which trusted their reports without question. There was some infighting going on with 

administrators that the board did not fully know about; nor did the administration let the board know 

that the school was having some economic difficulties. As the new principal, I wanted a full review of 

the school's finances and so I called in an accountant to review the books.  Shortly after her review, 
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the accountant told me that the school was in deep trouble and it looked like it could not be able to run 

fully the next year.  

 

I called for an all-school meeting of all stakeholders and we spent an entire Saturday collaboratively 

reviewing the status and the future of the school. At that time I had no knowledge of Appreciative 

Inquiry but I did facilitate a traditional problem-solving process. The outcome of the meeting was that 

we needed to close the middle and high school programs and concentrate on keeping the lower school 

open. I concurred, but the high school teachers didn't. I agreed to resign and they agreed to try to run 

the high school collectively.  

 

The high school lasted just another year because it wasn't successful in raising funds quickly enough 

to save it. Shortly thereafter, the lower school also closed. I had come into the program too late, but I 

strongly feel that if the books had been open all along, the funding issue could have been addressed 

far in advance of trouble. As SRC found out, collaborative ownership and budgeting works well when 

it is done in a true open and informative environment. In February 2005, the Roman Catholic Bishops 

of Brooklyn moved to close 22 Catholic schools because of lack of funds and enrollment. Consistent 

and collaborative open book management, I feel, could have saved many if not all of these schools.  

 

5. EGALITARIAN ORGANIZATIONS 

However, even without share ownership, and even without fully opened books, organizations can still 

be open and can build a culture of trust. A significant and possibly the key part of a culture of trust in 

an organization is the issue of egalitarianism. And a significant part of egalitarianism is the sharing of 

information. Certainly school administrators can and should share information. This is exactly what 

Ken Iverson says. Who is Ken Iverson? He is the retired former chairman of NUCOR Corporation, 

America's third-largest steel maker and an egalitarian organization. It is not an employee owned 

company and it is not an open book/ownership company in the same sense as SRC. But it is an open 

information organization, and it has a strong culture of trust, two characteristics not true of most 

schools. 

 

In his book, Plain Talk: Lessons from a Business Maverick, Iverson writes about his tenure at 

NUCOR.  
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“Inequality still runs rampant in most (organizations). I'm referring  
now to hierarchical inequality, which legitimizes and institutionalizes 
the principle of 'we' versus 'they'...just as racial inequality was once 
legitimized and institutionalized in American society. 
 
America was founded on the idea that people are inherently equal,  
regardless of whether they are poor, young or old, powerful or weak. 
So you could make a pretty good case for an egalitarian culture on 
ideological grounds alone. Yet there's no need for ideology. The best 
case for promoting equality rests on practical considerations like 
profitability and growth. A business needs motivated employees 
to compete over the long term and an egalitarian business culture 
is an extraordinarily practical way to sustain employee motivation." 
(Page 55) 
 
"Sharing information is another key to treating people as equals,  
building trust and destroying the hierarchy. I think there are two 
ways to go on the question of information sharing: Tell employees 
everything or tell them nothing. Otherwise, each time you choose  
to withhold information, they have reason to think you're up to 
something. We prefer to tell employees everything. We hold back  
nothing." (Page 67) 

 
"The average employee in the United States is a lot smarter than  
most managers will give him credit for. If you really want answers  
[that] you can use to make the business perform better, ask the people 
 who are doing the actual work of the business. It's that simple.  
Front line employees continually amaze me with their capacity  
to make improvements."(Page 73) 

 

Are these the words of an altruist? Not at all. To put Iverson's remarks and NUCOR into perspective, 

imagine a $3.6 billion, Fortune 500 corporation with 7,000 employees. Now picture its corporate 

headquarters, the number of executives and the layers of managers in a corporation that size. A typical 

Fortune 500 company (and large school systems) has from eight to twelve layers (levels) of 

management housed in either a fancy city skyscraper or in a sprawling, opulent suburban campus.  

 

Not so at NUCOR, a profitable steel manufacturing company doing business in excess of $3.8 billion. 

NUCOR has only 22 people in its corporate headquarters, including clerical people. The corporation's 

offices are housed in rented space in an office building in Charlotte, NC, and there are only four layers 

of management from the CEO to the front line shop workers in their 21 independently-operated 
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businesses. There is no corporate jet, no limousines, no executive parking places, and no executive 

dining room. "The executive dining room", says Iverson, "is the deli across the street." 

 

Here's another perspective: in the book Crisis in Bethlehem: Big Steel’s Battle to Survive (Bethlehem 

Steel, Bethlehem, PA), author John Strohmeyer, tells how Bethlehem's executive core group kept 

themselves separate from the rest of the company. At one point, the executives took corporate funds to 

build a beautiful golf course for themselves. Soon there were grumblings from midmanagers and as 

the grumblings grew, the executives took more corporate funds and built a second course for the 

midmanagers. Employees not in either rank also began to grumble, and -- you guessed it -- the 

executive took even more corporate funds and built a third course for the employees' use. In 2003 

Bethlehem Steel, once one of our nation's giant  steel makers, struggling to crawl out of bankruptcy, 

was bought by International Steel Group. 

 

NUCOR, in contrast to Bethlehem and the rest of the troubled American steel industry, has not lost 

money in any business quarter for thirty consecutive years.   It pays employees at a rate that runs close 

to 75 percent of the steel industry's average and fills it out with "at risk bonuses."  The employees are 

the best paid in the industry, yet the company has the industry's lowest labor costs per ton of steel 

produced. As of the writing of the Iverson's book in 1998, the company had never laid off an 

employee or shut down a facility for lack of work. When times get tough, everyone takes a cut in pay, 

including management, which takes a far larger cut than hourly employees. NUCOR built a culture of 

trust through egalitarianism and information sharing and it has paid big dividends. 

 

And speaking of the hierarchical (Theory X) structure that dominates most organizations and many 

schools, Iverson, wanting to maintain the low level of management, had this to say: 

“I've learned to stay alert to the signs of an expanding hierarchy:  
cliques within divisions...reams of memos...conflicts between  
department managers...committees...communication bottlenecks 
...non-stop meetings. Where hierarchy lurks, these evils will rear  
their ugly heads."(Pages 62-63)  

 

There is so much evidence in organizational literature showing that a Theory Y culture -- one of 

respect, trust and shared information -- proves to be far more successful than a culture of Theory X - 

one of hierarchical command and control. Further, what else is learned from studying this literature is 
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that most management fads fail because they are not whole-systems changes. John Case, a leading 

writer on open-book management puts it this way: "Most management fads give the 'how to' but not 

the 'want to.' After the burst of enthusiasm wears off people say 'Why bother'."  (Inc. Mag, June, 

1995)  Students of organizational behavior will be quick to recognize that what Case is talking about 

is the so-called Hawthorne Effect that was documented at AT&T's Western Electric plant so long ago.  

 

After a change was initiated in the production process at the Hawthorne plant, there was a rise in 

output, but it was short lived and production actually went down. It became apparent that the initial 

attention had given some boost but it wasn't deep seated enough to hold in a bureaucratic structure. 

This also reflects Systems Thinking Law number 3: Behavior grows better before it grows worse 

when low level interventions are applied. 

 

The writer John Case goes on to say: 

"Open-book not only gets people to act differently, but gets them 
to think differently. It changes - fundamentally -- the link between 
the employee and the company...job security, advancement, the  
future depend not on the whims of some bosses or department heads 
but on the company's success in the market place and each person's 
(informed) contribution.” 

 

6. CLOSING THE CHAPTER 

Let's bring this back to schools. Do you think that the New York principal mentioned earlier operates 

a culture that builds trust or that shares information or builds egalitarianism?  Further, do you think 

that this principal works for a school system that is an open system? As the saying goes, garbage (and 

trouble) rolls down hill in a hierarchy. In an open-book/ownership culture trouble is minimized and is 

faced at its source by the collective networked effort of the full organization.  

 

At the Project School, we had an open-book/ownership culture. Everyone knew the numbers: kids, 

parents, teachers (We did not have administrators.). Everyone knew the information: kids, parents, 

teachers. And everyone was an owner of the school: kids, parents, teachers.  Also, because we were a 

private school we had to market for clients, and we had to offer a program that would hold our paying 

clients. We were a business, so in essence we were a partnership: kids, parents, teachers. Blasi, Kruse, 

and Bernstein might say we were a partnership-capitalism organization.  
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Public schools do not have to market for their clients: compulsory attendance guarantees that there 

will be clients. Nor do they have to sell their services to generate income: tax laws guarantee that there 

will be income. So how can a public school become an open-book/ownership culture? By operating as 

a participatory democracy and a quasi-partnership-capitalism organization -- a shared ownership. 

There can be no secrecy, no dishonesty, no autocrats, no heroes, and no responsibility viruses in a 

partnership democracy. Possibly a better term for such a public school would be to call it a 

“partnership democracy.” 

 

The people at Great Game of Business have yet to report on schools that practice open book 

management; however, there are some examples of schools that are managed in a way that is close to 

being an open book. Most alternative schools and many of the charter schools operate with transparent 

and collaborative budgets, characteristics of open book management.  

 

And there other schools that come close to being open book schools. Such were written about in 

Making Schools Work (2003), a report of a study done by LEARN, an education alliance of business 

leaders for restructuring the schools of Los Angeles. Making Schools Work is written by William G. 

Ouchi,  Management Professor at UCLA, and author of the highly successful business book Theory Z 

(1981). He also was one of the founders of LEARN and its only academic member.  LEARN’s basic 

premise is that school management structure needs to be changed. After several years of trying to help 

bring about this change in Los Angeles, they moved their focus beyond just Los Angeles because, 

Ouchi says, they kept hitting resistance from the city’s school board and school administrators.  

 

In 2001, LEARN commissioned a study of the management practices of our nation’s schools, a study 

that included the three largest districts in the US: New York City (1.1 million students), Los Angeles 

(723,000), and Chicago (435,000). It also included the three largest Catholic districts: Chicago 

(128,000), New York City (115,000), and Los Angeles (103,000). Further, it included six reputable 

independent schools and three school districts that seemed to have transformed their schools into 

highly effective schools: Edmonton, Canada (81,000), Seattle (47,000), and Houston (209,000). 
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It was particularly the discovery of what was happening in the Edmonton schools that caught the 

attention of the people doing the study.  There, as is true in Seattle and Houston, the district moved 

away from central control to a highly decentralized program. Each principal in Edmonton is 

considered an entrepreneur and is fully in charge of managing his/her own budget and the hiring and 

firing of staff.   

 

Following its review of the management programs of Edmonton, Seattle, and Houston, the LEARN 

reviewers came to see that successful schools had seven key management characteristics: 

1. The principal is an entrepreneur. 
2. The school controls its own budget. 
3. Everyone (administrators, teachers, students, parents, the community) is 
accountable for student performance and for budgets. 
4. Everyone (above the teachers) delegates authority to those below. 
5.  There is a burning focus on student achievement. 
6. The school is a community of learners. 
7. Families have real choices among a variety of unique schools. 

 

This is quite similar to how we managed the Rockland Project School, how Thom Ficarra and Jane 

Jameson manage theirs, how all of the successful businesses and organizations I’ve reviewed in this 

book so far function, and how any school can finally create an environment in which everyone 

matters. One wonders why it’s not happening everywhere. Since the 2003 publication of Making 

Schools Work, only six school districts, in addition to Seattle and Houston, have attempted to put at 

least the entrepreneurial part of program into place in limited applications. Applications can be found 

in Boston, New York City, Oakland, Chicago, San Francisco, St. Paul, and in the state of Hawaii. 

Boston has tried it in 19 schools. New York City has tried it in 49 schools, and in September 2006, 

raised that number to 200 and gave principals of these schools 100% control of their budgets with the 

proviso that they had three years to turn round their school scores or face possibly not being hired 

back.   

 

However, in an interview of Ouchi in the Spring 2006 issue of strategy&business by Art Kleiner, 

Editor in Chief, Ouchi expressed concern that the state of American schools remains dire.  For 

example, New York City has 75,000 credentialed teachers, but only 50,000 of them are in the 

classrooms. Those not in classrooms are in administration, which, as Ouchi points out, constitutes 

30% of the total school budget. In Edmonton, principals control 91.7% of their budgets, while in our 
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major city schools, principals control less than 10 percent. Further, predictions are that the US will 

need two million new teachers in the next ten years. Is it the need for more money or is it where we 

are putting our money? 

 

My one concern with the entrepreneur’s approach is that principals may tend to think of themselves as 

heroes who’ve saved the system, rather than servants and stewards who work together with all 

stakeholders in reforming the school. In Leading with Soul, a leadership allegory by Lee Bolman and  

Terrence Deal, a sage says to a business manager the following: “A business is what you make it...If 

you believe it is a machine, it will be. A temple? It can be that, too.” 

 

Call it open book or call it the entrepreneurial approach -- there is enough compelling evidence that 

these more collaborative approaches are better than top-down management of our schools and of any 

other organization. One final thought from Professor Ouchi taken from the strategy&business 

interview: “[H]uman beings have limited computational ability. None of us is smart enough to tell our 

subordinates how to do their jobs. So everyone must delegate authority down, with an accountability 

system in place.” Or as the sage in Leading with Soul puts it “The heart of leadership is in the hearts 

of leaders. You have to lead from something deep in your heart.” 

 

7. CLOSING THE CHAPTER 

 In reflecting on some of the thoughts from our opening chapter, one should now sense that a 

partnership democracy (open-book/owner culture) would be a learning organization because 

information freely flows through the organization's network. It also would be an organization in which 

necessary role distinctions and the roles themselves would be more widely understood and accepted. 

Yet despite these role distinctions, the core group in a partnership democracy becomes a core group of 

the whole. Partnership democracy is a whole-systems approach that works quite well in many 

corporate organizations of varying sizes - from mom and pops to Fortune 500s. And, of course, even 

in an open-book/owner/partnership democracy there will be a need for checks and balances and ways 

to guard against creeping hierarchy, abuses of the commons, revolutions, internal troublemakers, neo-

Ludites, incorrigibles, and other such destructive behavior that can creep into any organization.  

Two final thoughts: Stack says at the end of his second book written long years after working in and 

observing an open-book/ownership organization:  
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This journey is not for the fainthearted. Ownership is a long, hard,  
lonely road. (But) the payoff is a workforce full of people who care, 
 who take responsibility for themselves and for one another, who will 
 do whatever is necessary to protect their community and the business  
behind it...ownership is a state of mind. Ownership is hope. It's curiosity, 
openness, an eagerness to learn and grow. It's caring about yourself  
and the people around you. It's wanting to contribute, to make a difference.  
It's the courage and conviction to face the future. It's confidence,  
self-esteem and pride. It's the ability to handle diversity. It's giving  
back to your community and appreciating the gifts you've received."  
(Pages 265-66 Stake in the Action) 

 

And David Whitford, writer for Inc. Magazine: 

In the end, open-book management works for one reason: it  
transforms human behavior. It gives individuals reason to care,  
knowledge to work with, and power to act. It connects every  
worker with the ecstatic buzz of business and enables ordinary  
people to perform better than anyone expected." (INC. Magazine, June 
10,1995) 

 

I can say honestly that we at the Rockland Project School were ordinary people who did indeed feel 

the "ecstatic buzz" of learning together and that enabled us to do some extraordinary things. We were 

a partnership democracy. 

 

TRANSFORMATION ACTIVITES FOR: DEVELOPING OPEN BOOK/OWNERSHIP 

MANAGEMENT 

Every stakeholder should think through these questions and then hold 

discussions with others. 

1. How transparent are your school’s finances? 

2. How open are the communications about your school’s finances? 

3. What, if anything, would be gained if everyone knew the full details of all of 

the school’s income and expenses? 

4.What, if anything, would be gained if everyone were commissioned to be 

fiduciary stewards of your school? 

 5. How differently would you function if you knew that you, personally, were a 

steward of your schools funds? 
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6. What would need to be done to teach everyone the components and 

responsibilities of being a steward of the school’s funds? 

6. How might the teaching and learning in your school be affected if every 

stakeholder was considered an owner of the school? 

7. What are the key issues of owning and running an organization? 

8. What needs to be done to teach everyone the basic components of your 

school’s budgeting? 
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CHAPTER SIX: FURTHER SUGGESTIONS FOR INITIATING THE TRANSFORMATION 

 “We act ourselves into believing as readily as we believe ourselves into acting. “                                                                         
    Jerome Brunner, On Knowing 

 
I wrestled a long time with getting this, the final chapter, started because I knew that it needed to be 

different from the others -- more pragmatic and less research and report; that’s harder to write. After 

far too much procrastinating, my motivation to begin writing came from an unusual source: the 

messages on two fortune cookies at a recent Chinese lunch with my wife. One message read “Don’t 

think; act.” The other read “Cut through organizational impediments and get some real work done.” 

So here goes:  

 

In this chapter, my key point is this: The transformation of schools into organizations in which 

everyone matters will take root best if it is initiated from among the school’s stakeholders, not from 

without, nor from a blueprint, or with an expert’s guidance. To help you get started, I’ll give some 

suggestions of how I might initiate the transformation if I were in any of the various stakeholders’ 

role. But remember, any suggestions you find here are just that -- suggestions, not blue prints. 

 

Before giving some suggestions, however, I want to share two more stories of initiating. Remember 

the principal who said to me that the business model would not work for education? Well, here are 

two stories that might give her, or anyone still doubting, a fresh look. 

 

1. RICARDO AND SEMCO 

Ricardo Semler was born in 1959 in São Paulo, Brazil, the son of Antonio Curt Semler, an Austrian-

born immigrant who, fifty years ago, founded Semco, a successful engineering and pump 

manufacturing company in São Paulo. As a young man, rather than joining his father’s business, 

Ricardo preferred being a rock musician playing local gigs, but after a few years, he grew tired of the 

music life and joined the family business.  

 

At the time he joined the business, Semco was struggling with sinking annual sales of $4 million. 

Young Ricardo had some radical thoughts for revising the business, but his thinking clashed with his 

father’s and with those of the other executives. They wanted to retain the traditionally-run company 
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and hopefully ride-out the downturn. Ricardo, then in law school, decided to leave the company, but 

in an abrupt surprise, the father decided to step down, giving full leadership to Ricardo, then 22 years 

old. In 1982, after taking control of the company, Ricardo, realizing that he had to quickly change the 

direction of the company and the management, fired 60% of the managers. Then he turned the 

organization toward a democratically run company and toward a more diversified product line.  

 

Now, some twenty years later, Semco is a highly profitable business that employs 3,000 people, has 

$207 million in annual sales, and has experienced a steady growth of over 27% per year. It is an 

internationally-recognized model of collaborative management because it is an organization where 

employees set their own hours, decide on their own salaries, and choose and evaluate (every six 

months) their own bosses. And it is an open book company where there are no financial or 

informational secrets and everyone shares in the profits. Further, all of Semco’s successes have come 

at the same time that Brazil was in economic trouble and many companies and banks failed.  

 

In 1990, Semler created the Semco Foundation to help inform other organizations about the 

effectiveness of democratic management, profit sharing, and other practices that contribute to Semco’s 

sustainable and increasing profitability. Further, the success of Semco’s “everyone matters” company, 

has brought Semler onto the world stage as a management guru. In addition to being a widely called 

upon speaker, including being a guest lecturer at Harvard Business School and at MIT’s Sloan School 

of Management, he is also the author of several best selling books, including Maverick: The Success 

Story Behind the World’s Most Unusual Workplace (1993) and The Seven Day Weekend: Changing 

the Way Work Works (2004). And, he says that he doesn’t wear a watch, because, as a hands-off 

leader, he “has all the time in the world.” (ODE Magazine January/February, 2007). 

 

 

When Semler is asked why so few organizations have turned to democratic management, he usually 

answers that there are two reasons: (1) most managers are unwilling to give up power and control, and 

(2) most managers don’t trust that people would responsibly use any given empowerment nor would 

they willingly work toward the greater mission of the business. In reading about Semler’s thinking, 

one can see the influence of Maslow’s needs theory and McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y 
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thinking. (See “Ricardo Semler Won’t Take Control”, by Lawrence M. Fisher, strategy&business, 

Winter 2005) 

 

WHY SEMLER’S STORY IS HERE 

Semler’s story doesn’t end with the democratization of Semco or his entry onto the world stage; it 

continues into education. In 2003, realizing that Brazil’s schools were not effectively meeting the 

needs of most students, Semler took the initiative to bring democratic principles to education by 

creating a democratically run model school and an education think tank, both funded by the Semco 

Foundation.  

 

The school, Lumiar International School, is a private day school in Sao Paulo, Brazil, for children and 

adolescents ages two to ten with socially mixed classes and democratic freedom. Each individual is 

guided in taking responsibility for his/her own learning choices and direction, being encouraged to 

learn whatever he/she finds interesting. And each student is an equal and active member of the 

school’s democratic community. According to its web site, the school’s stated purpose is to develop 

independent, responsible, and happy people. (www.lumiar.org) 

 

The education think tank, Lumiar Institute (according to its web site) states that it’s mission is to 

redesign the school model for the present days. “The Institute is working along three basic lines: 

research on the new possibilities opened up by the most advanced technologies; new proposals for the 

selection, organization and presentation of curricular contents; and formation of new schools in its 

model all over the country. For the development of research, the Institute formed a body of 

interdisciplinary specialists and will establish exchanges with research centers on education in the 

world. Aiming to multiply the model, the Institute has established partnerships with local governments 

and seeks to work as well with national and multi-national companies with a strong presence in 

Brazil.” (www.lumiar.org.br/article.php3?id_article=42) 

 

Thus Ricardo Semler has taken a business model – appreciation, servant leadership, and open book -- 

and brought it to education.  
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2. TRACI FENTON, WorldBlu, and The DEMOCRATIC WORKPLACE 
 
Years ago, when Traci Fenton began working in a Fortune 500 company, she was filled will great 

expectations that she would matter in the organization. However, once on the job, her spirits quickly 

dampened.  The reality of indifference toward individuals in the boss driven, top down culture of a large 

corporation, hit her hard. She realized that she didn’t matter, that her voice wasn’t going to be heard, and 

that she was going to be just another employee, just a number. 

 

Compelled to find out if workplaces could be more respectful and more engaging of all employees, she 

began a long period of research into organizational design. She found that indeed there were many 

organizations designed around democratic principles. In these organizations, everyone mattered and was 

engaged as a member of the organization and its mission. Not totally surprising to her, Fenton found that 

these democratically run organizations were highly successful: they lead their respective industries, were 

sustainably profitable even in down economies, were able to attract and retain top talented employees, and 

were highly innovative organizations.  

 

Ultimately, her research moved her to form WorldBlu, a leadership and business design studio for  

“elevating the human spirit and inspiring freedom through organizational democracy and freedom-centered 

leadership.” (www.WorldBlu.com) Over the years, her work led her to observe democratically managed 

organizations around the world. Eventually, this led her to formulate what she sees as the ten principles 

inherent in democratic workplaces. They are purpose, transparency, dialogue + listening, fairness + dignity, 

accountability, individual + collective voice, choice, integrity, decentralization, and reflection + evaluation. 

These principles have also become the criteria for selecting model organizations for inclusion in WorldBlu’s 

list of Most Democratic  

Workplaces™, which, beginning in 2007, became an annual list. 

 

WorldBlu’s list includes such companies as Springfield Remanufacturing Corporation, Semco, G. E.  

Aviation Durham, and Linden Lab (Makers of Second Life).  Each of these companies practice at least one 

of the management practices called for in this book: Appreciative Inquiry, Servant-Leadership, and Open 

Book Management, practices that are complementary to a democratic workplace.  

 

Writing in an August of 2006 Christian Science Monitor opinion piece, Fenton had this to say: 
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 “Business leaders who want to retain and leverage talent and position  
 yourselves for success in the new business landscape, listen up. More  
 workers want to be fully engaged, and they want a new model through  
 which they can express themselves while making a contribution that matters. 
 
 This demand for engagement is driven by five trends that are dramatically  reshaping the  
 business context: 
 
 • Technology, the Internet, and a "flat" world. Myspace.com made us 
 somebodies; Wikipedia.com made us experts; Zimbio.com made us  
 collaborators; Blogs and podcasts gave us voices. 
 
 • Enron backlash. People are disgusted with the greedy model of  
 business epitomized by the rise and fall of companies such as Enron,  
 Tyco, Global Crossing, and others. 
 
 • The victory of political democracy. With two-thirds of the world  
 considered politically democratic, businesses need a system more compatible  
 with democratic rule. 
 
 • Generations X and Y have arrived. As a borderline Gen-X/Gen-Yer, 
  I can tell you we expect to have a voice at work, be treated with authenticity  
 and openness, and have the opportunity to make a difference now. 
 
 • The search for meaning at work. In Patricia Aburdene's recent book   
 "Megatrends 2010," she states that spirituality or the search for  
 meaning is the No. 1 megatrend of our time. People want their work to 
  matter and to be an expression of their sense of purpose and identity. 
 
 Command and control ways (as in, "do what you're told because I'm the  
 boss and I know best") of the Industrial Age are dead. A Democratic Age   
 demands a democratic approach to business that engages employees  
 fully, taps their reservoir of talent, builds on their strengths, and rewards  
 them in the process.” Christian Science Monitor, August 23, 2006 
 http://www.csmonitor.com/2006/0823/p09s01-coop.html 
 

Much the same is being said by Charles Leadbeater, author, consultant to businesses and world 

governments, and world authority on innovation and creativity. In his new book, WE-THINK: the Power of 

Mass Creativity, he shows how Internet participatory-democracies such as eBay, Google, Wikipedia, Flickr, 

Craiglist, YouTube, The Sims Game, Second Life, notschool.net, and others are foreshadowing the 

emerging era of collaboration and participation. People in this era, he says, no longer want to be workers or 
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even consumers. They want to be participants and collaborators, and the new economy will be dominated by 

an ethos of democracy and equalitarianism.   

 

AN ASIDE: For me, a pertinent example of participatory democracy is the growing use of electronic books, 

both free and or print-on-demand. An author no longer needs to be someone of note before a publisher will 

even look at his or her book proposal. Now, any one can write and post his or her work on the Internet. It is 

swiftly democratizing the publishing industry. One of the companies on the 2007 WorldBlu’s list of Most 

Democratic Workplaces™ is Berrett-Koehler Publishing Co, which although a traditional print publisher is 

a democratic workplace nonetheless.  

 

 Similar to what Leadbeater has done with his book WE-THINK, I have chosen to post my book as a free 

download on my web site and have asked for comments, critiques, or any other contributions. This makes 

my book more a collaboration with people who want to participate rather than the managed marketing 

effort of a publishing company. 

 

BACK TO SCHOOLS 

Can schools be run democratically?  Yes, they can and many are. Our Project School was a democratically 

run school, as is Semler’s Lumiar International School in Brazil, and so are the over 200 other schools listed 

in the catalog of the Alternative Education Resource Organization 

(http://www.educationrevolution.org/lisofdemscho.html). Many of these schools follow the Sudbury model 

as practiced by the Sudbury Valley School in Massachusetts. Sudbury based its model on the long respected 

democratic model of the New England town meeting. 

  

 

Some people may caution that democratically run schools might work in small schools but not in our larger 

school districts. It is the same caution Fenton hears about democracy in the workplace. “It may work in 

small businesses,” they say, “but not in mega corporations.” Fenton however is quick to point out that 

workplace democracy is definitely scalable. WorldBlu has observed a wide range of democratic 

organizations, including those having fewer than 100 employees to those with over 35,000 employees. It can 

work in any size organization.  Actually, some schools in such large cities as New York and Los Angles are 

following William Ouchi’s plan of more autonomy for principals, and some of these schools even permit the 
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teachers to evaluate the principal. These schools are coming close to being fully democratic workplaces. If 

Fenton, Leadbeater, and others are correct, democratic schools will soon be the norm rather than the 

exception, not by imposition but because all stakeholders will demand this and so will the new economy. 

And, let’s not forget that students (and teachers) are in the non-school environment far more than they are in 

the school environment and in the non-school environment there’s a lot more opportunity for participating 

and contributing then in school environment. 

 

(There’s much more on Leadbeater’s site http://www.charlesleadbeater.net. And on Fenton’s web site, 

http://www.WorldBlu.com, one can find a wealth of resource information about democratic organizations, 

including a review of all the myths about the practice. You will discover that a democratic workplace is far 

more than just about voting or participating in decision-making and that they are not necessarily free of 

hierarchy.) 

 

WorldBlu plans to bring its work to schools as well as to businesses, and for that Fenton’s associate Lisa 

Kensler is collecting data (teacher perception via surveys) at the middle school level to test the relationships 

among practicing democratic principles (democratic community), trust, and organizational learning. For that 

she is using Megan Tschannen-Moran's Trust Survey, Marsick and Watkins Organizational Learning 

Survey, and the WorldBlu survey which she adapted for use in schools.  

 

In the Christian Science Monitor opinion piece quoted above, Traci Fenton gives an effective variation 

version of the principles of a democratic workplace. With Fenton’s permission, I’ve slightly modified her 

principles by changing the word “companies” in each principle to the word “schools” so that you might get 

a deeper feeling for the powerful impact these principles could have on our schools as well as any 

organization: 

 

Here, then, are the WorldBlu’s Principles of Organizational Democracy, modified to read “democratic 

schools:” 

1. They get naked. Say goodbye to the "secret society" mentality. Democratic schools are authentic, open, 

and transparent with their employees about their financial health, strategy, and agenda. 
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2. They have a conversation. Instead of the monologue or dysfunctional silence that characterizes most 

schools, democratic schools are committed to ongoing conversations and collaboration. 

 

3. They loathe rankism. Democratic schools are all about fairness and dignity, not treating some people like 

"somebodies" and others like "nobodies." 

 

4. They understand the meaning of life. Any employee in a democratic school can tell why the school exists 

and where it is headed. A democratic school’s purpose and vision is their true north. 

 

5. They point fingers. Not in a blaming way; in a liberating way! Democratic schools know who is 

accountable for what. 

 

6. They think the individual is as important as the whole. In democratic schools, people are seen not only for 

what they bring to the collective goals of the organization but also for their individual contribution. No one 

is just a cog in the machine. 

 

7. They're not Cyclopean. Democratic schools thrive on giving employees choices. 

 

8. They've got backbone. Integrity is the name of the game, and democratic schools have a lot of it. They 

understand that freedom takes discipline. 

 

9. They're so vain. Move over Narcissus, democratic schools have you beat! Democratic schools are vain 

because they're so committed to looking in the mirror and asking, "How can we be better?" not just 

quarterly or annually, but daily. 

 

10. They don't believe in the caste system. Democratic schools are all about distributed and decentralized 

power. They don't just derive (or hoard) power from one power source at the "top" because in a democratic 

school, there usually isn't a traditional top.” 

(Christian Science Monitor, op cit) 
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Thus, if we want schools in which everyone feels that they matter - schools that work well for everyone - 

then the democratic model is what we need to turn to. Indeed, as Fenton frequently says, the democratic 

workplace is inevitable, as more and more business realize it is. 

 

 

3. TAKING THE INITIATIVE 

My planned title for this chapter had been “PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER.” However, I was 

reminded of what Steward Brand said when he printed a space photo of the earth on the cover of the 

first Whole Earth Catalog. He said, “We can’t put it all together; it already is.” As I’ve learned from 

Appreciative Inquiry, organizational transformation is not about fixing what’s wrong but of 

collaboratively acknowledging and collaboratively celebrating what is working, what is good, and 

what is positive. And then it’s about collaboratively bringing all of that into alignment with a guiding 

vision and mission founded on the principle that everyone matters. Doing this will help the 

organization begin to metamorphose into a more effective organization for everyone.  

Where to begin? Certainly, review the questions at the end of each chapter in this book, for in them 

you may find an initiating activity. Then review what is given in this chapter, particularly the 

principles of democratic organizations, remembering that you will not find a blue print for how to 

transform your school. That would be antithetical to having the transformation come from within the 

organization. And, finally, turn to the suggested actions suggested below for specific stakeholders.  

 

 At the outset of this book, I said that any one of the transforming management practices suggested in 

the book nicely compliments the others, so BEGIN ANYWHERE. Some stakeholders may want to 

begin with building the kind of stewardship necessary for open book management, others may want to 

first have everyone learn how to be a servant leader, and still others may want to begin by building the 

awareness of appreciating the good, the strengths, the best practices. Others may want to return to the 

ending of each chapter in this book and use the discussion questions, or gather resources related to a 

given chapter for reading and discussing. Just begin.  
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Who should initiate any transformation practice? A simple answer is: you -- anyone willing to take 

the initiative: an administrator, a parent, teacher, even a student...anyone. Just do it, not to be a hero, 

but to be an initiator. As Buckminster Fuller once said, he wanted to be a trim tab:  the little rudder 

that turns the big rudder that turns the ship. Be a trim tab. 

 Here are some initiating suggestions: 

As an administrator in any capacity but especially as the chief administrator of the district or of a 

given school, I would begin by bringing together stakeholders to collect statements about what’s good 

about the school or district, what’s working well, and what are its best practices.  I would have the 

parent organization, with the help of the students and teachers, collect and write the school and/or 

district’s history by collecting stories from alumnae, from senior citizens, from retired teachers and 

administrators. Then I would see that this history is published in hard copy and on a web site, and I 

would arrange an event to celebrate the history.  This will get momentum under way for a possible 

Appreciative Inquiry Summit. Further, I would make a commitment to becoming more of a servant 

leader to all stakeholders and I would become responsibly transparent about the school’s finances. 

Then I would help initiate training in servant-leadership for everyone and training in the stewardship 

of open book management and collaborative budgeting. And I would set up a process by which 

everyone would evaluate my strengths as a servant to their needs, doing this on a regular basis such as 

every two or three months. Then I would initiate training for everyone in how to read a school’s 

budget and financial reports and how to participate in collaborative budgeting  

 

As a school board member, I would help an administrator initiate the suggestions above, and I would 

press to have all board members read and discuss Robert Greenleaf’s specific report on servant 

leadership for board members. Further, I would encourage all board members and the administrators 

to read The Great Game of Business and/or A Stake in the Action. Then I would encourage the board 

to initiate a training program for the community in how to understand school budgets and finances in 

preparation for collaborative budgeting. 

As a teacher, I would begin practicing the art of supporting students’ strengths before making 

suggestions for improvement. Practicing appreciation of strengths can be infectious with students and 

colleagues. I would teach my students how to collaborate and support each other’s strengths. I would 
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also get a group of colleagues together to share the best practices each utilizes and record these 

hopefully to have these lead to a unified curriculum. (A good model of these practices can be found in 

my Writing IQ Program, a free download for teachers at www.jamesevers.com.)  Further, I would 

have students collect stories of the school’s history from any source: parents, alumnae, senior citizens, 

retired teachers, and retired administrators. And I would begin practicing being a servant leader to my 

students, parents, fellow teachers, and administrators. 

As a parent, I would get other parents to join in collecting the school’s history and the school’s best 

practices. I would encourage a study group to read and discuss any of the books related to building a 

school community in which everyone matters. Further, I would encourage parents to practice 

appreciative inquiry and servant leadership at home. 

As a student, I would initiate a newsletter of the school’s history, best practices and strengths. 

Further, I would practice being appreciative of teachers’ best practices, and I would encourage school 

board members to begin reviewing and discussing some of the resources in this book to help build a 

democratic school community in which everyone matters.  

4. CAUTIONS 

As you venture into collaborating, it is important to keep in mind some realities. Collaborating and 

consensus are not about majority rules; there are no votes taken to arrive at decisions. Rather, 

collaborating and consensus require dialoging – a back and forth conversation or discussion that 

eventually arrives at consensus – a coming together of the minds, or the arriving at a proposed course 

of action that all can agree on. To make a dialog work best, it helps to have a neutral facilitator who 

keeps the discussion going forward and doesn’t let a single point of view dominate. An administrator 

is not the best choice for this role because many people may be lured into giving in to what they think 

the administrator wants. Also everyone participating must remember something that Peter Senge 

suggests about behavior in dialoging: “It’s okay to hold a point of view, but don’t let that point of 

view hold you.” 

And keep in mind something that group facilitators often caution about: “group think” – a derogatory 

term that implies decisions that are made too hastily by cohesive groups who become trapped into 

feeling they know best. They turn their backs on countering points of view. To avoid this kind of 

group arrogance it helps to allow a “devil’s advocate” to speak openly. (Remember the story from the 
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Project School and how the parents had to tell us teachers that we had become “a stone wall?” We 

were trapped into groupthink and a good bit of arrogance, too.) 

Next, there’s the caution of the group reality of 80/20; the 80/20 rule says that typically 80% of the 

work will be performed by 20% of a group.  However, effective collaborating can transform this ratio. 

Once most people who initially are reluctant to get involved begin to trust that their involvement is 

both safe and in their own best interest, they will be more willing to participate. Some will be attracted 

into collaborating when they see the growth others are experiencing. But, there will always be some 

who just don’t want to participate for whatever reasons; they either will simply bide their time to 

retirement or leave the organization. 

Then, there’s the danger of heroes. In the opening of this chapter, I said the initiator should avoid 

becoming a hero. Heroes break down collaboration, cause envy, breed feelings of “let the hero 

(usually the boss) do it,” and they reopen the door to the slippery slide back to hierarchy. And, if the 

hero leaves the organization, much of his/her programs tend go too, leaving the door open for the next 

hero to step in or be invited in, to impose new programs.   

Finally, even with collaboration, hierarchy won’t fully disappear. That’s because in some ways it is 

necessary, especially when there are laws that require administrators to make certain decisions or 

perform certain functions. Division of labor often creates an inherent hierarchy. However, these 

decisions and these functions need not be inhibitors of collaboration or of the principles of Everyone 

Matters. People who are served by servant leaders and who work in an open organization are 

respectful of decisions and functions that can’t be theirs. It is when the inherent hierarchy is used to 

impose on, or boss over the functions of others within an organization that resistance and negativity 

build, getting us right back into our long history of failed reforms. As this book has hoped to show, 

the evidence is very compelling that open, appreciative, servant oriented organizations will fare better 

and be more sustainably effective for all stakeholders than hierarchical, unappreciative, command and 

control organizations. 

5. CLOSING THE CHAPTER  

Some of the suggestions above may, at first, seem a bit naïve or unrealistically idealistic. However, 

each is based on practices that have long been used in a variety of organizations including businesses 

and schools. Once one accepts that compelling evidence shows that a work culture in which everyone 
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matters proves to be the most effective way to have people work together, then a commitment to 

making such a culture is easy. It’s a wonderful journey to be on, not only for the organization, but also 

for all stakeholders. Not only does this journey make the organization work effectively for all, but it 

also gives each stakeholder a renewed sense of self-worth. 

 

 

POST SCRIPT 

In the introduction to this book I said that I felt confident that my argument would hold to Art 

Kleiner’s five key qualities that he feels are required of a really good organization idea. Here they are 

again in a review:  

1) Timeliness  
Could it be any timelier than now to transform our schools? This book’s call for making schools 
places where everyone matters is most certainly timely. 
 2) Explanatory power that other theories do not have  
The failed school reforms of the last century or more address teaching and the curriculum but do not 
address the school management system. This book’s explanation for making schools work carries a 
fresh approach. 
3) Pragmatic value, including replicable results  
What could be more practical than building an esprit de corps – a respect and a devotion to one 
another and to the purpose of the organization? And as to the replicability of the results, note the long-
term sustainability of the organizations reviewed in this book. 
4) Robust empirical (real world) foundation 
 Robust? Yes. Hundreds, possibly thousands, of existing organizations world-wide are functioning 
with deep respect for all of their stakeholders. 
5) Natural constituency ready for the idea 
Again, the compelling evidence strongly shows that people want to be treated with respect and are 
more than willing to give their all to the larger purpose when they are respected and involved. 
 
In an interview with Dominique Haijtema, the Dutch journalist (for her book De essentie von 

leiderschap and reprinted in Ode Magazine, January/February 2007), Ricardo Semler said that the 

problem with people’s behavior in organizations is ”not the people but the cage” they are put in, and 

he added that such behavioral problems  “start at school...the foundation of conformity and 

submission...” My thesis is all about changing the cage of traditional management: hierarchy, 

bureaucracy, bossism, impositions, Theory X, and mistrust, with the management system of Everyone 

Matters: respect, openness, servant-leadership, and appreciation. For if Marshal McLuhan is right, as I 

believe he is when he says “We shape our tools and then our tools shape us,” then imagine what shape 



 127 

our schools and all other organizations might be in if we built them around the principles of Everyone 

Matters.  

 

Remembering R. Buckminster Fuller, this book is my trim tab. 

======================================================================= 

Please Note: With the rapid growth of information, I frequently find new material that should be 

added to this study, so I will be adding this material to the E-Manuscript. For those who have already 

downloaded the E-Manuscript, I will post also the new material to a page on my web site at 

http://www.crisisinschoolmanagement.com. 

 

 

 

 

Appendix  

(An expanding collection of material added after the manuscript was completed can be found on my 

web site www.jamesevers.com and on my resource lens 

www.squidoo.com/makingourschoolswork/) 

1. The Most Widespread Education Method in the world  (as suggested by Mark Lapworth, parent 

member of a steering committee for a Montessori High School in Australia, and taken from 

http://www.montessorihighschool.org.au/Philosophy.html) 

“Today the Montessori method is the most wide-spread educational philosophical model in the world, 

according to the Association Montessori Internationale (AMI). It is being utilised to a greater or lesser 

degree in over 8,000 schools all around the world, in both the private and public sectors. Maria 

Montessori's work continues to expand, serving the needs of children in many countries. 

The Montessori approach is child-centered but adult guided, structured but free-learning and 

emphasises basics in an enjoyable way. Mutual respect, tolerance and concern for others are 

considered the paramount aspect of the Montessori community. The Director/ress role is to guide and 

facilitate rather than to teach. Along with the other children and the didactic materials, he/she provides 

a complementary combination to assist the child in his/her development as an active and contributing 

member of the community. 
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Dr Montessori believed that the environment in which the child grew was fundamental to the child's 

work in creating the adult he or she would become. She believed that education begins at birth and 

that the first six years of life are the most formative as during this time the child's power of absorption 

is at its highest. In this time values are set, language developed and attitudes and patterns of learning 

that will last a lifetime are formed. 

The Montessori method is a worldwide, non-denominational education approach. It has proven 

extremely successful in a wide range of different cultures due to its recognition of universal truths 

about childhood development and learning. Montessori teachers are referred to as "directors" as they 

see their educational role as leading a child through a journey of self discovery and facilitating the 

child's own learning rather than merely delivering a compartmentalized didactic curriculum. 

 

NSW Montessori Association (NSWMA) was formed in 1979 by a group of Montessori schools then 

operating in Sydney and the Blue Mountains. It now represents over 20 schools providing learning 

environments for children from 18 months to 12 years old.  

 

In 2004 Forestville Montessori School and Northside Montessori School separately began researching 

the possibilities of a Montessori High School to operate in Sydney. By 2005 ongoing discussions had 

begun between the two schools and research also involved other Sydney and Canberra based 

Montessori Primary Schools. 

 

A Steering Committee and number of sub-committees have been set up to move forward with the 

establishment of a Sydney-based Montessori High School. The school will enable children enrolled in 

Montessori pre-primary and primary classes to extend their Montessori experience into the high 

school years.” 

2. For Board Members, Especially Chairpersons  

From Jim Hennessy (e-mail): “Just finished my 2 mile walk and had a few thoughts on first among 

equals. 

For a board of trustees or directors of a not-for-profit (and even an elected legislative branch in a 
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government) the concept is true in that every board member has one equal vote.  Depending on the 

bylaws, the chair usually appoints committee chairs and committee members and therefore has some 

position power in that sense.  Also the chair controls most of the agenda of meetings.  And can cut off 

discussion.  And has a big say on new members. 

   

So having a chair who truly views himself/herself as first among equals and really works hard on all 

members' involvement, consensus and open two-way communication is a blessing - and rare. That is 

why it is so hard to apply the concept in a regular heirarchy.  But not impossible  - for a servant leader 

for many issues and decisions.” 

   

3. NETWORK MANANGEMENT 

Karen Stephenson,Ph.D, an anthropologist at the Harvard School of Design and a specialist in 

organizations’ cultural networks, has an excellent and important article on managing networks at  the 

following site: http://www.netform.com/html/netmanage.pdf. Her personal web site is netform.com. 

4. OTHER SCHOOLS    (To be periodically expanded on my web site www.jamesevers.com) 

Essential Schools 

“For over twenty years, the Coalition of Essential Schools (CES) has been at the forefront of 
creating and sustaining personalized, equitable, and intellectually challenging schools. Essential 
schools are places of powerful student learning where all students have the chance to reach their 
fullest potential. 

The CES Network and Essential Schools The CES Network includes hundreds of schools and 
more than two dozen Affiliate Centers. Diverse in size, population, and programmatic emphasis, 
Essential schools serve students from pre-kindergarten through high school in urban, suburban, and 
rural communities, and they are characterized by personalization, democracy and equity, and 
intellectual vitality and excellence. 

CES practice is exemplified by small, personalized learning communities where teachers and 
students know each other well in a climate of trust, decency and high expectations for all. Modeling 
democratic practices with a strong commitment to equity, Essential schools work to create academic 
success for every student by sharing decision-making with all those affected by the schools and 
deliberately and explicitly confronting all forms of inequity. And, Essential schools focus on 
helping all students use their minds well through standards-aligned interdisciplinary studies, 
community-based "real-world" learning and performance-based assessment.  

The CES Common Principles  The Coalition sees school reform as an inescapably local 
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phenomenon, the outcome of groups of people working together, building a shared vision, and 
drawing on the community's strengths, history and values. Yet while no two Essential schools are 
alike, all Essential schools share a commitment to the CES Common Principles, a set of beliefs 
about the purpose and practice of schooling. As they develop their own programs, the Common 
Principles guide schools to examine their priorities and design structures and instructional practices 
that support: 

• Personalized instruction to address individual needs and interests; 

• Small schools and classrooms, where teachers and student know each other well and work in 
an atmosphere of trust and high expectations; 

• Multiple assessments based on performance of authentic tasks; 

• Democratic and equitable school policies and practice; 

• Close community partnerships. 

(http://www.essentialschools.org/pub/ces_docs/about/about.htm) 
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For a more extensive resource collection, see http://www.squidoo.com/makingourschoolswork/  

To send resource suggestions and reactions to the book, go to http://www.jamesevers.com/?q=contact 

 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

 

Who am I? I am a retired person who has had a multi-fold career as an educator, trainer/consultant, 

entrepreneur, and writer. As an educator for nearly 40 years, I served in the following roles: public 

school teacher, team-teaching member, district writing curriculum committee chair, superintendent's 

advisory chair, enrichment teacher, teacher-in-charge, writing coach, private school co-founder/co-

administrator, private school teacher, private school board president, teacher trainer, under-graduate 

and graduate school adjunct, leader of a standards assessment group, and a consultant to schools.  

 

As trainer, consultant, and entrepreneur, I have consulted to various schools and corporations, ran my 

own consulting business, and served as a co-founder/marketing manager of a small manufacturing 

company. This got me behind the scenes in several organizations, schools and corporations.  From 

there I was able to observe firsthand, various organizational structures, management styles, and 

workplace atmospheres. 

 

As a writer, I've written training guides for businesses and schools, many articles in both fields, and a 

biweekly business book review column that ran in several business publications for many years. Of 

the books that came across my desk for review many were about consistently successful organizations 

that followed certain organizational principles and practices. You will find these principles and 

practices highly referenced in this manuscript.  

 

And, finally, I've maintained an active reading/research life, keeping abreast of the leading edge of 

organizational and education thinking. 



 133 

======================================================================== 

Please Note: With the rapid growth of information, I frequently find new material that should be 

added to this study, so I will be adding this material to the E-Manuscript. For those who have already 

downloaded the E-Manuscript, I will post also the new material to a page on my web site at 

http://www.crisisinschoolmanagement.com. 

 

 




