May 4, 2006

Power obtained by title or position. Coercive, subversive, or physical power. Intellectual power or social position. To my mind the best form of power is granted power. Power that is given from one person to another because of the perception that it is in the givers best interest to do so and there is value and affirmation in the transaction for both. 

What kind of person is granted such a gift? This has been in my thoughts a lot this year as I worked to get my ARP going. Just to keep things simple, rather than try to balance the whole he/she debacle I am just going to keep to the female pronouns and call it good but it is the same for both groups. To be a leader, there has to be a niche to fill, obviously. But, to be effective, a leader attracts people to her because of her personality, intellect and actions. A leader is subtlety charismatic─ comfortable in her own personhood and very real. Being honorable with a high degree of integrity is integral to the mix.  A true leader has vision but is very pragmatic. She tests her presumptions and is willing to fail and learn from her mistakes. She tries to take the long view, even if it is unpopular or more difficult. A certain amount of remove is at times, very important. If people are hacked or upset, it is best not to take it personally but to understand what is really going on. She works hard and her actions speak of her character beyond simple words. 
A leader, however, keeps people traveling the road with her for reasons beyond these. She is compassionate and empathetic but rarely sympathetic. A leader champions those around her. She listens and encourages others, lets them take ownership and risks in their own journeys. She praises what they do to her bosses. If mistakes happen, she accepts the consequences but doesn’t blame down. She works to find a solution. It is finding ways to move a community towards a better outcome which is the goal.  
I would like to be this person. I have tried to get better at each aspect but, like all things, it is a work in process. What I hope to do is that the day before I die, I am still thinking about the things that I would like to learn or improve about myself the next day…because like fine wine, people really should get better with age.  

June 19, 2006

I have been doing a lot of thinking about the whole concept of 360° feedback in regards of providing informative feedback within an educational setting. Cashman states that such feed back is used to help “leaders deal with the intention-perception gap..leaders are given feedback from multiple sources on their behavior, skills, and leadership approaches.” (page 112)  I know that such feedback has been popular in business settings for quite bit it is finally filtering down to the educational setting. In my school in Taipei, they had instituted a canned form of 360° feedback the year before without any preparation or training on the part of the administration or superintendent. It was a nightmare. Angst ran high and people found ways to subvert the process significantly. Susan Heathflield in her article, “360 Degree Feedback: The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly”, stated one of the problems with implementation could be from rater inexperience and ineffectiveness. “They may inflate ratings to make an employee look good. They may deflate ratings to make an individual look bad. They may informally band together to make the system artificially inflate everyone’s performance.”  At that school, you got to chose four people to rate you and your principal selected three others. Rather than losing face, people who went through it the year before chose to assign high ratings and write no comments. It was farcical on a teacher level and engendered such ill will. When I had to approach using the 360 format in my ARP, I thought hard and long about using it. Ultimately, I decided to use a modified form with six people. I asked open ended questions tied to my behavior, processes and growth on two of my four sub-ARP questions that dealt with group organization and processes. My principal got one, my critical friend another, and the two ladies of my organization cadre. My principal from a supervisory position, critical friend from a supportive but somewhat removed viewpoint, and two people from the sold choir in the form of the cadre ladies. I also wanted feedback from the unsold. During the course of the school year, there was one individual who was fairly subversive during the meetings and one individual who was clueless. I personally went to each person, with a stamped envelope and said how much I would appreciate their feedback. I have gotten five out of the six back thus far. I plan to open the envelopes here in the next week after I have written the bulk of my ARP reflection done before I see if my perceptions are reflective of how others view my job as leader. Granted I am a little nervous about what I will see there, but not angst ridden…contrary to the emotions in Taipei. I look forward to seeing what went well and areas that I can work on next year…which, I think is the whole point of using such a process.     
June 25, 2006
One of the things that really came home to me as the course progressed, was my shift from thinking about leadership only in the first person. My first focus was on me, what attributes and actions that I could do to lead others. Granted, leadership should start with this locus. I found, however, as time thundered on, was that I unintentionally followed Cashman’s process. First, I looked at my internal attributes and then brought forces outside myself into play. The scope of what I had to take into consideration about being a good leader broadened.  
More than anything else what stood out was the understanding the integral functions of relationships. Analyzing the relationships between individual people, figuring out how groups operated as a collective, and  the dynamics of global abstract forces─ such as politics or economics, upon individual actions make a difference in how I lead in the future. My friend Andrew, currently a vice-principal in Mumbai, called it sitting on “the balcony”. Only by rising about the action on the stage, in all senses of the words, can I begin to see all the players and what each is doing. My job is to try to sit in the nosebleed section and practice spotting the dynamics and how they play out. Then, go back into the fray as an active participant. This cycle will happen time and time again. Critical recursiveness is vital to effective leadership.  
My second ah-hah moment when I understood that, depending on what lens I used to look at these relationships, the outcomes and actions I would take would shift. There is no ONE way of dealing with things and flexibility in application is important. I know that as a leader I need to be very discriminating as fit. One of the things that I really appreciated in Schwartz’s book were the four questions on page 137, “What are the driving forces? What do you feel is uncertain? What is inevitable? How about this or that scenario? “ These questions are a more accessible way to do force field analysis on a problem. The whole advantage of applying force field analysis is that different ways to solve a problem are looked at according to the forces, both positive and negative, that impact the issue. First of all, it helps keep all the different forces in mind at the same time. It also takes the relationship between the forces into account. Planning for best case and worse case options seem wise if there is a linearity to what is being handled while multiple scenarios for more open ended topics make a whole lot of sense to me. The object is to plan long range, not to just be reactive to current, short term influences. The Art of the long view is just that…being mindful of the short term but not letting it serve as a block to envisioning long range analysis.         

Interestingly real leadership seems to be an interwoven tapestry of attending to the immediate relationships of the here and now, with compassion and objectivity, while looking out to the greater long range forces and planning accordingly. Planning for the good for the present and for the future. Hippocrates said  “Above all do no harm.”  As a leader, I will add on, “by leaving things better than when I found them.” Not a bad plan of attack. 
