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Preface
As we move into the third millennium, most observers seem to agree that student achievement has hit a wall. Both educators and stakeholders think that something needs to be done, but what? Ideas abound; solutions are a dime a dozen.

The key to success is to think and rethink how and why we do what we do in education. Most recent ideas have been offered in good faith, and sincere efforts have been made to meet the promises of various strategies. However, when highly trained professionals make enormous efforts and spend vast sums provided by citizens with little or no results, something has to be amiss.

The problem is a thinking problem.

“There is no expedient that the average person will not go to to avoid the hard labor of thinking.” –Thomas Edison

The existing level of student achievement and performance is a product of the approach educators have applied since the turn of the 20th century. The barriers to improved student achievement are reflections of the limits set by natural forces that govern individual and organization performance and the models they employ. These limits are, in turn, magnified when we operate in poorly designed or non-synergistic systems. 

In this book, I hope to share with stakeholders and educators alike a new thinking technology that will allow leaders to help school staff and students break through the current student achievement barrier. I will discuss natural forces and how they impact performance. I will focus on the use of energy flow and how energy flow can be facilitated to produce material results through the application of synergy, and I will share how energy flow can be restricted, resulting in accelerated entropy. (Please refer to the glossary at the end of the book for definitions.)

As we move through the third millennium, we have opportunities to make new and exciting choices. Unfortunately, many lack awareness that past choices now relegate educators and all stakeholders to the sameness we are currently experiencing. My intent here is to make these choices known.

I admit that I love the mechanics of observation, and I think most of us are by nature keen observers of our world. Based on my observations as a long-time learner/educator/observer, I believe most professional educators are unaware of the existence of natural forces that govern individual and organizational performance. Additionally, they are unaware that models exist that are more powerful than those currently used, and they are unaware of how to design synergistic systems. The discovery of each of these requires rethinking. New choices are required.

The intent here is to provide descriptions of these tools for parents, school board members, superintendents, business leaders, political leaders, teachers, and other professional educators in school districts, state offices, universities, and service centers.

I agree with and support W. Edwards Deming’s content about the industrial age business model’s not being the answer to our challenges in education. The limitations we have experienced in education are not due to the fact that we haven’t used the analytical/reductionist approach, but because we have. Deming rightly questioned why educators would want to use the business model that almost ruined American business, and he understood that schools are far more complex to manage than business.

We as a species are empowered and limited by the availability of tools—both mental and physical. Our ability to accomplish meaningful work in the form of increased student achievement is limited by the lack of availability of high-leverage tools and our inability to interact with these tools.

Many stakeholders in education are limited in the same way: out of sight, out of mind. If we do not have an awareness of these tools and their potential, then how can we possibly be expected to use them? I believe this is exactly where we are in our efforts to significantly increase school performance.

As with all models, humans are not perfect, and I do not claim to know all there is to know about increasing student achievement. As well, I do not claim originality for most of the ideas presented herein. All learning is cumulative, with each of us contributing to the total reservoir of awareness. I accept and promote the concept that there is no one right way. I wish I could but cannot possibly reference all the teachers, students, parents, leadership candidates, and community leaders I have observed and learned from over the past nearly four decades of working in schools. However, I deeply appreciate the opportunities to learn directly and indirectly from each of them.

I believe all school stakeholders should expect their leaders to be aware of the latest and best technology available, and I will provide readers with insights on the tools available to schools wanting to break the student achievement barriers. This book will focus on the following areas:

· “Thinking first” vs. “Just doing it”

· “Natural forces” vs. “Best practices”

· “Character” vs. “Technique”

· “Synergy” vs. “Analysis”

· “Effectiveness” vs. “Efficiency”

· “Quality of work-life” vs. “Getting the job done

· “Love” vs. “Who cares?”

The design of an organization’s structure either allows change to take place quickly or resists change. Flexible structures allow the organization to keep pace during times of rapid change. But no matter how well or poorly natural forces are described, the performance observed in organizations—high or low—is always a product of choices and the degree to which these choices are compatible with the natural forces within the environment in which they were made.

Once the structure exists for school site leaders to interact with the school’s stakeholders using the most effective tools available, the leader can perform the art of leadership. This is the true art of leadership.

Introduction
“I do not know what I may appear to the world, but to myself I seem to have been only like a boy playing on the seashore, diverting myself now and then finding a smoother pebble or a prettier shell than ordinary, whilst the great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me.” –Isaac Newton

“Our longing for understanding is eternal. The nature of the universe does not allow any of us to ever achieve total understanding. However, so much is waiting to be discovered that it exceeds our ability to measure and comprehend.” –Albert Einstein

Whether you are an extraordinary thinker like Einstein and Newton or an ordinary thinker as I am, we are all players in the same game, choreographed by the universe—the game of discovering, understanding, and finding meaning in our lives. 

In this game, intelligence is necessary but not sufficient to achieve success. An intelligent leader without the necessary tools is severely limited. And as intelligence is not enough for success, so working hard is not enough. In fact, working harder in many cases actually lowers performance. 

So how can America significantly increase school performance across school districts, states, regions, and the nation as a whole? I have challenged myself with this question for over three decades, and I have found that discovering the natural forces that hold the key to performance adds meaning to my life.

My career path began as a guidance counselor, where I served at a large (1,600 students) elementary school, and then I moved into a position as an administrative assistant at a large (2,500 students) high school. After that, I served as the principal of a combined elementary/middle school with 500 students for seven years. I was young, full of energy, and driven to do a good job as a principal, and I employed all the management techniques I had learned over the years. I did everything I had been taught but with more zeal, working harder and faster. The school improved in physical appearance, management, and control, and when our school was compared with other local schools, we were considered to be well managed and effectively operated.

However, after a few years, it became painfully clear to me that student performance and achievement had remained at the same level as when I became principal. More importantly, from my point of view, the quality of work-life for everyone had improved only marginally. How could this be? I was, in fact, working harder and faster than I thought possible. The staff and students were at full warp speed and showing the effects. With all this effort and little or no improvement in student achievement, I was profoundly disappointed and wondered what to do.

What I ultimately learned was that achieving quality and success in a social system requires a parallel improvement in the quality of work-life for all participants.

It is now common knowledge that job satisfaction (do you love or hate your job?) and self-happiness (are you personally happy or unhappy?) significantly impact personal health. For example, hating your job and being personally unhappy are the two most important risk factors for a heart attack. Therefore, this understanding of the impact of quality of work-life must be the bedrock of all we do as we move forward and significantly increase school performance.

I called upon two people I thought might help me rethink my entire game plan. I contacted Dale Lake and Oron South separately, both organization development consultants specializing in leadership development and both gifted in organization development.

Although I became increasingly concerned about organization performance and student achievement, others did not seem to share my concern. As long as the school was operating smoothly and no one was complaining to the county office, you were deemed successful. Still, I elected to try to discover why the school and the students were not performing better, so I asked others, whom could I talk with that best understood organization performance? I wanted to meet the “Yoda” of organization performance—the genius on the subject. I was told to call Oron South, who, although retired, was curious and agreed to come to our school to observe for a few days and then share his insights.

At our private exit meeting, I suggested to Oron that I could guess what he had learned: we had maybe five poor teachers and about 20 disruptive students who were dragging the school down, and I went on to suggest that I would bet we identified the same teachers.

Oron’s response? “The school cannot rise above your level of thinking.”

“Okay, but what about the five poor teachers and 20 disruptive teachers?” I asked.

Oron replied, “The school cannot rise above your level of thinking.”

“Are you saying I’m the problem?” I asked.

Oron said again, “The school cannot rise above your level of thinking.”

I then stated, “So you’re saying I’m the problem.”

Oron replied, “It’s your level of thinking that is the problem.”

I still vividly remember Oron’s telling me that if I wanted the school to perform at a higher level, I had to think at a higher level. Although I was working as hard as I could, applying all that I had learned over the years, there was a difference between working hard and working smart. As Oron pointed out, working smart requires rethinking. I needed to rethink individual and organizational performance through leadership eyes, not management hands.

Another guru in this area, Dale Lake also visited our school, and he shared with me that intelligence alone is not enough to facilitate an organization to high performance. Since I was a little short on that attribute, I was pleased to hear what he had to say. Dale Lake and Oron South helped me find a viable path among many to follow, shared models for improving organization performance, and encouraged me to discover new ways of thinking—especially, systems thinking.

After experiencing the slow start described above, our school of eight grade levels never failed to show a gain in student achievement on any of the overall results or on any of the 32 subsets of the Stanford Achievement Test. Our school went from the lower level of achievement in the district to the highest level in the state. These results can be attributed to rethinking and to teachers and stakeholders who were willing to prove that ordinary people can do extraordinary things. And our superintendent, A. J. Henriquez, gets the credit for providing an environment in which leaders were given an opportunity to either achieve or fail in a decentralized democratic governance structure. He was willing to reject the notion of compliance for the potential of excellence.

In Organization Learning and Beyond, Russell Ackoff pointed out the need to link the organization’s survival with its performance. A. J. Henriquez took the first steps toward this end when he was willing to link a school’s survival to its performance. This link is what responsibility and accountability are all about.

Based on all the attention our school received, I was encouraged and accepted a position as a staff member for the Commissioner of Education, and spent the next five years helping Florida implement better ways of training future school principals. Although I experienced great success in helping Florida become a national leader in the area of principal development, I now look back on the experience with wiser eyes. I have since realized through reflective thinking that I participated in helping Florida institute a more sophisticated program for training better school managers, not necessarily better leaders.

I now realize that I was helping school districts more efficiently train, and I emphasize the word train, future principals to do the types of things that I found ineffective during my first years as a new principal.

Life is full of repeat lessons.

There was great interest in training future principals to be better managers, but little interest in helping future principals rethink individual and organizational performance (student achievement). We used the word leadership, but, in fact, the behaviors we were talking about were management behaviors.

In 1988, I began working as an education leadership consultant. Since then, I have spent about half of my professional time delivering leadership development programs in school districts and the other half coaching principals at low- and moderate-performing schools and future principals. For the last ten years, I have worked almost daily on the front lines and in the trenches waging what I call our War on Ignorance. It has been through these experiences that I have learned the most, and I constantly ask myself, how do I go about sharing with these front-line troops what they need to know in order to wage an effective war on ignorance?

This book is part of that attempt. It contains descriptions of key ideas and natural forces I share with people participating in my seminars and coaching programs. It is written for those seeking a deeper understanding of the natural forces and processes that impact student achievement.

Please take your time as you move through the following material in which I describe the natural forces and leadership tools. This introduction will serve as a basis for communicating the content to be shared in the chapters.

“Come forth into the light of things; let nature be your teacher.” –William Wadsworth

Natural Law

Natural laws govern the behavior of all energy (material and non-material) in the universe. These laws operate consistently but relative to the containing environment in which they operate. 

Natural laws have discipline and have built-in consequences if violated. Natural laws are God-made, not human-made. All systems are governed by natural law, including mechanical, biological, and social systems—schools, for our purposes. The performance of systems is contingent on energy flow, which operates within the limits set by natural laws. By operating consistently with natural law, a leader can improve a system’s performance, and, conversely, can reduce a system’s performance by violating these laws. The key is to know—to be aware of these laws and operate from a state of knowledge.

If you were to go up to the roof of your house and step off, what would happen? You would hit the ground. The natural law is gravity, and the discipline would be the impact of your body hitting the ground. How about if you cupped your hands and flapped your arms as fast as you could and then stepped off? Again, you would hit the ground. What if you could speak five languages and were a powerful political leader? You would hit the ground. Are there ways to use the natural law of gravity to our advantage? Yes, think about using falling water to generate electricity. 

Gravity may, in fact, be one of the first natural laws humans become familiar with. Just observe a toddler.

“We can learn whatever we need in nature because we are part of nature. Human beings are part of creation. We live by the same laws as all of nature.” –Annie Wilson Schaef

Mental Model

A mental model is an inefficient device one uses to make sense out of a chaotic universe. Without the use of mental models, a person becomes dysfunctional.

Humans come hard-wired for certain functions and characteristics. They also come with the capacity to be programmed to learn from experience and the capacity to reprogram themselves. The way a person thinks about the world is determined by his or her mental models. This way of thinking is key to a person’s ability to operate efficiently and effectively, both individually and collectively.

No mental model is perfect. All mental models currently employed are at the same time more effective and less effective than other mental models that are in use or exist as a possibility. The key to individual and organizational learning is to constantly replace less effective mental models with more effective ones.

Living Synergistic Systems

A living synergistic system has the ability to create the conditions for its own existence. Like all systems, living synergistic systems cannot be separated into parts and maintain their essential character. Living synergistic systems are thinking systems. Their ability to facilitate energy flow is a result of all the parts of the system functioning as a whole. Wholeness, thinking, and creativity are all attributes that exist only when all the parts of a living synergistic system are viable and supportive of each other. Living synergistic systems are products of the synergy that results from the interactions that create their wholeness. The essential nature and almost all of the value of a synergistic system resides in its synergy-producing interactions and not in its parts.

The attributes of a living synergistic system have great consequences for significantly increasing student achievement. Leaders must focus on the wholeness of the systems they facilitate versus managing the parts of the system. Managing the parts of a living synergistic system, no matter how well intended, reduces performance.

Structure

Organizations (means) are designed to accomplish work (ends) that cannot be done by one person. Every organization has an inherent design. In most cases, the designs of existing organizations have evolved over time. Typically, unconscious design choices are primarily responsible for organizations now in place. Humans make choices about structures; then these same structures determine the behavior of the humans that work in the structures. As Winston Churchill said, “First we define our structures; then they define us.”

The structure of an organization is influenced and is a product of all the elements in the organization and the organization’s environment interacting. I will list a few of the elements: people, the decision-making process, contracts, communications methods, rules, hiring practices, customer needs, organization history, worker competence, environmental demands, methods of conflict resolution, etc. Every element that contributes to an organization has an effect on the organization. Although organizations can have similar structures, it is easy to see that no two are identical.

Structure is more important for organizational success than the individual qualities of the leader. In this book, I will give examples of organizational elements and will suggest structures that have proven valuable and are capable of facilitating energy flow with little resistance. Again, I would ask that you go slowly through the following material and think about the natural forces and tools that can facilitate these forces to our collective advantage.

