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Dr. Ponce, Superintendent & Executive Leadership Team Members,
Thank you for the opportunity to present EXCELLENCE REBORN—Catalyzing Student Success
through Positive Culture and the Attraction & Retention of Highly Qualified Teachers & Principals.

In preparation, 233 employees went above and beyond the call of duty at the end of a long year
and persevered nonetheless to pour their hearts, minds, and souls into 76 focus groups spanning

three months. Employees had multiple bites at the apple, and by the time we were done, it was clear
to nearly everyone involved that inquiry IS indeed intervention, because scores of employees

described how encouraged they felt being presented with a ‘safe space’ forum through which their

voices would not only be heard and documented, but conceivably influence the organization’s
future direction.

One week following the conclusion of our 76th focus group, 475 employees then invested an average
of 51 minutes per person combing through an equally exhaustive, rigorous, and in-depth survey

predicated on composite focus group findings. If responsiveness is any indication of interest,
employee interest is through the roof, because within four hours of launching the survey 159
employees had already begun it.

The sheer volume of employee input cannot be overstated. Provided a softcopy of our SWOT
Analysis template, employees personally typed 56 single-spaced, .5” margin pages of input

comprising a whopping 21,246 words. Moreover, a second series of additional inquiry categories

resulted in another 101 pages comprising 41,080 more words. Reading at 130 wpm, this is eight hours

just to wrap one’s head around those components, and they are but a tiny slice in a much larger pie.
I share this level of granularity for two reasons: First, because I hope you are encouraged by

employees’ commitment and zeal, and second because Cynthia’s instincts at Lake Texoma were

spot-on. Employees did have some feelings to purge and demons to exorcise, and we are confident

that for so many of them, the invitation to participate was not only a tangible sign that they matter,
but also served as a mechanism through which sensemaking and personal catharsis could begin. As

you’ll find further in the document, one principal remarked at the end of his third and final focus
group, “This was good for my psyche,” while another said, “These are positive experiences that help
relieve stress.” These sentiments were shared many times over, and we, too, were buoyed by the
work.

As I wrote last month, this project has been incredibly meaningful to our team. I think the

opportunity to serve those who serve others (and who have been on the frontline teaching young
adults isolated by circumstance and COVID) has felt cathartic for us, too, representative somehow

of the end of an era, the turning of a page, and certainly the completion of a pandemic cycle not
experienced since 1920, and therefore (God willing) unlikely to recur for the remainder of our own

lives. For affording us the opportunity to capture and champion your employees’ input, we thank
you wholeheartedly.

On the pages that follow, we have done our level best to channel everyone’s essence thoroughly

and accurately, while also contextualizing when required to make the most sense of things. Given

the length of this document, it may require up to seven focused hours to ingest it all, but if you ever
find yourself overwhelmed, know that you are not alone. Most clients go dark for a couple days after

reading such documents, as it’s more unfiltered feedback than most of us receive in a lifetime. Grab

a highlighter, pen, caffeine, and maybe some Post Its so you can jot as you go then return later to
suss more meaning out of what you’ll surely perceive as a clear narrative before it’s over.

One conclusion I reached years ago is that no matter how much we hear and do our best to ‘pass

along,’ as outsiders to an organization we are merely tourists. In the same way a native speaker best
knows the contextual nuances of his or her mother tongue and culture far better than any visitor
ever could, we ask in advance for forgiveness in any paragraphs where we’ve grossly missed the
mark. These will surely be yet another example of outsiders “[Knowing] us on paper, but not as

people.”

We do know that heavy on employees’ minds presently is the conservatorship, future ambiguity and

job uncertainty, compliance requirements, and flat-out needing to recover if not totally recuperate
before gearing up to take to the field again next year. I so love the metaphor Cynthia articulated

recently regarding “re-setting the table” in advance of next year, as it’s reminiscent of the “launching”

you mentioned in February, and both of these sentiments align perfectly with our own impressions.
This being the case, our visual cue for this summary is the butterfly and her metamorphosis. After

being encased first as pupa, then chrysalis, the butterfly eventually emerges and takes flight high

and bright. We sense with every fibre of our being that the tenacity, grit, and resilience required
throughout the dark preceding year will somehow be rewarded in sunshiny ways we cannot

currently conceive. Your patience, too, along with restraint—opting to be inclusive, inquisitive, and

strategic at a time when your preference might have been to move more quickly, tactically,
heroically, and directly will be rewarded one day as well.
Here’s to that certainty and future,
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FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS
1. Texans Can Academies SWOT Analysis (“Evaluate the entire organization at large
when describing the following four categories.”)

2. Energy Self-Assessment (“Where would you plot your current energy level in this
season at TCA?”)
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3. Blue Sky Dream Board (“When answering the following, imagine that you’re king
or queen of TCA, have a magic wand, all the money in the world, and unlimited
time.”)
 “I’d love to see….”
 “Why have we never…?”
 “I wish we would:”
• Start:
• Stop:
• Continue:
4. Purpose (“In your own words, why does or should TCA exist? Its central purpose?”)
5. Scorecard (“If performing that purpose well, what would be the evidence of
success? In other words, how would you know the purpose is working?”)
6. Identity & Reputation—
What is TCA’s reputation today?

What do you want it to be
10 years from now?

?

?

7. Vision/Future (“When you look to the future, what will it take for TCA to survive,
thrive, succeed in its mission in service to students, and grow to reach its true
potential?”)
8. Priorities (“If the organization could only pursue five priorities next year, what
would you suggest they be?”)
9. Purpose (“In your own words, why does or should TCA exist? Its central purpose?”)
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10. Fence Sitters (“For those employees on the fence about returning next year, what
do you perceive they have to hear/see/know/believe between now and then to
excite/ motivate/draw them back after summer?”)

11. Survey Suggestions (“In late May, we’ll be launching an online survey to augment
these inquiries. Are there any specific survey topics, categories, or questions you’d
like to see asked?”)

The sheer volume of Focus Group input was absolutely tremendous: 41,080 words comprising 101 pages
of single-spaced text authored by 233 employees across 76 sessions between March and May.
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The SWOT Analysis alone generated 21,246 words comprising 56 pages.
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WORKSHEET FORM
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ONLINE SURVEY
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“He was asking—as hard as a person can, ‘Who are you? I need to know, I need

to know more, I need to know even more’—and his attention would release

people. He could get secrets, he could learn things, and then he will tell stories about
people in terrible trouble—people who are brave, and special, and full of heart,

paralyzed but not over—and he will take this thread of them and he would pull
them out, pull them s l o w l y out. But what he also did simultaneously, which was

the great part, is he’d pull the whole world in from the other way, too. He would tell

these stories so well that other people (playwrights, actors, poets) would pick up the
stories he tells, retell them, or tell them in their own way…and the net effect is that
people who are lonely and left out (people with all kinds of difficulties) are
[literally] storied back into the world.”

Radiolab’s Robert Krulwich describing his late friend, Oliver (author of 1990’s Awakenings

starring Robin Williams and Robert De Niro) in Oliver Sacks: His Own Life (September 2020)
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 Single quotation marks (‘…..’) will generally indicate colloquialisms, emphases, or buzzwords.
 Double quotations (“…..”) indicate literal quotes, often from participants…though not always.
 Yes, in some cases direct quotes have been modified ever so slightly to preserve anonymity, or to clarify the
sentiment based on our understanding of it.
 Please forgive any typos, misspellings, or errors, for they are simply that.

—Editor

INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION
For, In, On
It’s true, and somewhat rare, too. In the past couple decades alone, most organizations have shed

any semblance of waste (administrative, clerical, outsourceable, and cost-center related roles chief
among them), with today’s busy executives commonly scheduling their own meetings, managing

their own calendars, and booking their own flights. Hyper-competition, speed, commoditization,
technologization (e.g., always digitally connected and accessible by the cell phone attached to our
umbilical cords), and even contemporary social shifts being the kinds of drivers many people point

to when hypothesizing about why and how we got here. Whatever the constellation of causes, the

phenomenon is now the norm—not the exception—so, expectedly, it shows up in the everyday

language of organizational life, for example ‘doing more with less’ and ‘working manager.’ Working
managers are leaders who have full-time jobs (jobs like salesperson, engineer, logistician, lawyer,

you name it), and in addition to performing that job (that already takes up all their time), they are
also responsible for leading, career planning, and performance managing an ever-swelling number

of direct reports (perhaps some they’ve never even met in person because they work for them from
the other side of the earth). “Hit your quota?” your boss will ask, “Excellent! Now how about those

performance reviews I’m still waiting on? When can I expect to hear how all your people are doing?”
Few industries and sectors and modern workplaces have dodged this jungle-leveling tsunami, and
what a devastatingly adverse consequence it has had on strategizing.

We commend you, therefore (and all the more in light of simultaneous audits and ballooning

commitments at the end of an already exhausting year), for pausing so deliberately, fully, inclusively,
even vulnerably by welcoming us into your garage to kick the tires. June 1st marks 193 days since

you first invited us to come and listen to those running your beloved pride and joy—the hundreds

of colleagues comprising the organization you want to work On in service to students by further
gelling as an Executive Leadership Team and thinking holistically, district-wide, and longer-term.

When describing the need to do this very thing (working On the organization rather than just For

and/or In), the late, great Stephen Covey once quipped, “If you tell a salesperson to go hit his sales

quota, he’ll chop down every tree in sight…and shake down the ones he can’t in pursuit of fruit, but
if you tell a strategist to go and do likewise, he’ll have some questions for you, perhaps the most
immediate being, “Are we on the right island?”
1

1

Similarly, “If the ladder is not leaning against the right wall, every step we take just gets us to the wrong place faster.”
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Our Hopes for You
We have a sea more than these, but our seven primary hopes flowing as the results of this work

together include: (1) First and foremost, to improve students’ academic achievement through the

attraction and retention of highly qualified teachers and principals, but also, as we heard so many

times in focus groups, “To instill hope in those who may feel hopeless.” (2) Second, as described
(and witnessed) in February at Lake Texoma, to see your ELT further develop an identity as an

organizationally-focused team rather than a collection of strong leaders with direct reports whose

focus may be limited to their single silo. (3) Third, for you to unify around 5-8 overarching
commitments for 2021 and beyond that provide prioritized, strategic focus (sniper vs. shotgunner).

(4) Fourth, we hope to see the articulation of a thematic goal for the coming year that elevates the
district together (and informs identity and messaging). (5) Fifth, for the entire organization to begin
wearing one jersey playing for the same team rather than islands unto themselves or even

competitors deadlocked in a zero-sum game, the spoils of shared victory being synergy,
multiplication rather than addition, a sense of oneness and esprit de corps, and true leverage that

leads to lift. (6) Sixth, to see your ELT set the standard for how employees are to relate to one
another, and, in turn, how you expect employees to treat the key constituents/stake-

holders/customers they serve at the center of it all: students. (7) And finally, we hope to see TCA
become an energized, high-performing, healthy, fun, benchmarked, virtually peerless employer of

choice in your space with more fantastic candidates knocking on your door than you could ever
hope to hire in a lifetime.

Psychological Safety
You’ll see ‘psychological safety’ appear no fewer than three more times in this document (because
it’s that big a deal) and, by the end of your reading, we anticipate your full appreciation of its
essentiality, its power, its potential, our having described it through several tangible, meaningful

examples as shared first-hand by your employees. That said, we are at least introducing its definition

and attributes here, because psychological safety is Job 1 when creating healthy culture, aligned
teams, and enviable corporate identity—the places and things into which high-performers want to
pour their time, treasure, and talent(s).
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Said another way, psychologically dangerous teams stifle creativity and silence people, commonly
leading to a sense of ‘stuckness.’ Quiet teams are often quiet because psychological safety is lacking,

and instead of tiptoeing to the end of a long and bendy branch together, members of dangerous

teams (or companies, or campuses, or functions) will rarely, if ever, ‘take one for the team.’ Instead,

members find themselves relegated to communicating with their affinity subgroups (aka ‘cliques,

gangs, factions’) via backchannels, or in code, or only when the coast is clear. So, if you’ve ever been
on a team where meetings felt like a colossal waste of time, well then, it’s likely because the real

communication and work—the meaningful, actual stuff—was never safe to talk about together in

the large group anyway, so the ‘important’ decisions, choices, commitments, and communications
were happening incommunicado.

Some teams—and some people, of course—are dangerous; that’s why we’re each endowed with

instinct, reflexes, a limbic brain, and fight-or-flight responses. (Were we not, we’d have been eaten
already by some saber-tooth tiger!) But as you look to the future of TCA and strategize how best to

attract and retain highly qualified teachers and principals, don’t look for answers outside your
window, because the mirror tells you everything you need to know: The way we each (as a leader
on an ELT, as a parent, or as a gymnastics coach, for all we care) ‘show up’ behaviorally for one

another (and the young-adults students standing before us) should be a direct reflection of how we,
too, would like to be treated.

It’s not rocket science, it’s good for the goose, good for the gander.
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CONTEXT
Acknowledging Battle Fatigue: From COVID & Compliance to the
Consequences of Change on Culture

Several pages from now, it will be high time to explore in great detail a whole host of perceived TCA
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats, blue sky dreams, purpose affirmations, scorecard

suggestions, identity and brand ideas, and even recommendations for rallying the troops, and how,

specifically, to invite desirable fence-sitters to give their profession another shot by returning again
next year. Before all that, however, we want to pause now, catch our breath, and set the stage—
because this past school year has been, in a word, novel, to say the least.

Context, as you know, is king. In fact, you might recall the ‘burning building’ example shared a few

weeks ago: Generally speaking, if given the choice, most followers in virtually any organization today
would say they strongly prefer being included in decisions that affect their day, but if the building
in which they work were to catch on fire, sear paint off the walls, billow black smoke out the elevator,

and roar thunderously up the west side stairwell like some wild banshee freight-training in your

direction, these same employees would zealously forfeit their inclusion preference and eagerly
follow a dictatorial autocrat (who happens to know the safest route to the east stairwell and nearest

exit) straight down the hall faster than Peter Pan’s shadow, down those everlovin’ stairs three at a
time, and out into the Die Hard parking lot where the fire department has encamped with hoses
running every which way.

What changed? Just context, that’s all, but Context might as well be the name of some telepathic,

shape-shifting Marvel character who can bend space, time, perceptions, and transform elements
and matter with her mind for good or ill.

Michael Jordan famously said, “Tough times don’t build character, they reveal it,” and the world has
lived this truth for the past year, horns and halos everywhere we turn. Nothing quite like a global
pandemic to bring out the best and worst in people, and TCA’s population is not immune to these

phenomena. We acknowledge it—this challenging context—and we, too, are humbled by it. Gains,

losses, traction, setbacks, you name it—we’ve all lived it lately.

Comments attesting to this fact spoken by TCA employees included: “Change fatigue.” “COVID

issues, compliance issues, tele-teaching…it’s been tough.” “For some folks, I ain’t sayin’ names, but

it’s a job. I’ve never seen it that way. It’s a ministry. Don’t tell anybody, but I’d do it for free. Might
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as well!” “I attribute all this to COVID. Never seen anything like it.” “I’m fried, man, totally drained.”

“I’m not burned out, but we are tired. Real tired.” “I’ve never worked so hard in my life.” “It’s felt like

a year of constant correction.” “Know your staff. Wrap your arms around your campus, your students.
Build relationships. Comradeship is important.” “Lots of lost opportunities to meet because of

COVID. No gatherings, lost connections, new teachers haven’t had chance to meet ‘n’ mingle. How
do we come back from that?” “Lotta folks wanna scapegoat it [COVID], but we got stuff to do.”

“Most of our students need some form of counseling, at least some life skills training. Going beyond
the academic, especially now.” “Relationships negatively impacted across the board, with each other,

students.” “[Some students were] talking about trauma, and it resonated because their ACE score

[Adverse Childhood Experiences] would be so dang high: alcohol dependencies, drugs, so many of
these kids feel hopeless. They do not feel like high school benefits them and their people or tribe.

Many of these kids don’t have anyone around them who’ve even graduated high school.” “The

tension’s been insane. Pulled so hard in [what can sometimes feel like] opposing directions. How do
I choose between being compliant or teaching this kid in front of me the way he learns [best] if they’re
at odds?” “There’s a lot of reluctant teachers, from burnout, COVID outbreak on campus, total lack
of student engagement with all the false starts, distractions.” “They talk about mental health, and I

worry for these kids; they’ve lost a year, [some of them] in isolation, but for us [teachers], too. We

need help, too. We need a full-time psychologist on every campus for kids and staff.” “This has been
a combat year.” “We’re all drowning in the same water, but in two different ships: the kids and us as
teachers.”

This past year (overshadowed in so many ways by the twin storm clouds of COVID and compliance)
has taken an undeniable toll from the till of mental well-being, and there’s no denying the fact that

‘big change’ like this has ‘big consequences’ on culture and other ‘soft, squishy stuff’ having to do
with people. Let’s take a few moments to consider that.
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The Soft Stuff Is the Hard Stuff: Intra- and Interpersonal Dynamics, Change, Focus
& Flow, Energy, Unity, Trust, Differences, Feelings & Performance, and Resilience

Like it or not, it’s true: It really does come down to people. There are two wheels in every job, one

technical, the other interpersonal. Like bikes, rear wheels provide power and drive, and front wheels
direct and steer. Depending on the job, or the situation at hand (like the burning building), these

wheels can be disproportional or equal in size. A patent clerk position, for example, or a freelance
lab chemist who works remotely might have disproportionately large back wheels, whereas

salespeople or similar public-facing positions require sufficiently big front wheels. Granted, we’re

generalizing, oversimplifying, and stereotyping, but you get the idea: To the extent an individual is
aware of these wheels—and endeavors purposefully to adapt as needed, even shifting gears up or

down depending on the need at the time—an individual is likelier to succeed in more situations
than those riding 19th century penny-farthings (enormous front wheel, microscopic rear wheel) or

drag-racing motorbikes (enormous back wheel, tiny front wheel). The trick, of course, is finding the
right proportion for the moment, and balancing there; that’s why the image includes an algebraic
x: because we’re always searching for x, x representing the right value and missing variable to solve
the given problem.
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Organizations—a multitude of people working together to solve particular problems—are bikes,

too, as we’ll see when we explore culture a bit later. We’ve asked many employees over the years
to send us whatever photos they can find that best portray their employer’s ‘culture bike’ and
represent ‘what it’s like to work here right now,’ and what they send us speaks volumes:
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As your team embarks further upstream in coming days to strategically plan, our hope is that

introducing similar people-related principles (like self-awareness, wheel proportion, gear shifting,
balancing, and the culture bike itself) will lead to a shared language that benefits the ELT for years
to come. That being our intent, we’ll quickly outline some principles across nine people-related
categories that appear to matter most right now: (1) Intra- & Interpersonal Dynamics, (2) Change,

(3) Focus & Flow, (4) Energy, (5) Unity, (6) Trust, (7) Navigating Differences of Opinion (e.g., Conflict),

(8) Feelings & Performance, and (9) Resilience.

Intra- and Interpersonal Dynamics
Intrapersonal dynamics—like how we interpret, process, or respond to distress; or cope when

overworked; or regulate our emotions (or fail to) in the midst of heated arguments; or grieve in
different ways and at different paces than our spouse following deep loss—occur in the precious

real estate between our ears. Interpersonal dynamics occur between people. Let’s look at three
adverse interpersonal dynamics occurring in the organization right now.

First up is tension. The absence of tension is a bad thing, and common in apathetic relationships or

personal depression. The presence of tension is a good thing, so long as it’s constructive, not

destructive. When people (and relationships) go through change, tension expectedly shifts; that’s
natural. In your vocation and district, doing what you do and educating young adults, you’re experts
in this and deal with tension every day, especially when interacting with overcomers and survivors

of trauma. Worth remembering, of course, is that in healthy, productive, sustainable (survivable,
long-term) work relationships, task tension needs to be higher than relational tension, because that’s

ultimately what we’re paid to do: complete tasks. But when relationship tension is higher than task

tension—as indicated at far left in the diagram below—employees describe working at less-thanoptimal productivity levels because they are overly consumed with relationship tensions (and

sometimes drama). We could explore this for hours, but one focus group participant hit the nail on
the head when observing, “We could do the mission if all the other tomfoolery would go away!”
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Second is versatility. Versatility is defined as adapting one’s behaviors to meet or exceed the expectations
or concerns of others. Think of it sort of like interpersonal flexibility, or one’s capacity for shifting those

gears. We can each exhibit lower or higher versatility at various speeds—typically depending on whether

or not we choose to be versatile, or with whom we’re interacting (our ‘chemistry’ together), or the
context/situation at hand (back to the building again). And whereas ‘manipulation’ is self-serving,

deceptive, and zero-sum (taking from another’s ledger to add to our own), ‘versatility’ can be personally

effortful (not easy), but doing so demonstrates our willingness to be temporarily uncomfortable in an

effort to make someone else more comfortable around us (and for what it’s worth, yes, there are humans

who behave as if the idea of flexibility has never crossed their minds, couldn’t point it out if it bit them
on the nose, and cannot—in their right minds—imagine why anyone would choose to be uncomfortable
for a while so someone else could be more comfortable).

Now, if you’re searching your memory-bank for an example of your own versatility, think back to any
instance in your life when you were jerky towards someone, then learned s/he was surprisingly sensitive,
so you went ‘out of your way’ to apologize or make amends. There you go: You chose to be more

versatile, not less, and while we trust it made the other person more comfortable with you, we also know
it took some doing and discomfort on your part to get there. A second instance that comes to mind is
marriage (!), as people frequently marry someone diagonal to them ! A third instance might be that time
2

you, as a Driver who loves control, chose to temporarily ‘back off’ and ceded control of a given task to

2

Think Jerry Maguire’s infamous “You complete me.”
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someone else, perhaps even someone far less capable than you, but did so because you knew how

important it was to the individual, or because you wanted the individual to own the outcome, or because

you saw it as a developmental opportunity or stretch assignment. Or let’s pretend you’re an Expressive
whose boss is an Analytical, and you go the extra mile by emailing all your research and reasoning to

your boss three whole weeks before meeting with her so that she can review your logic well in advance
and not feel ambushed or ‘sold.’

Versatility breeds versatility, by the way, so to the extent you’re versatile with others, they’re more inclined
to be versatile back. This is so prevalent that it even has a name: reciprocity.

In conclusion, versatility is quantifiable, but like most behaviors, it can be learned and improved with
practice . Its distribution in the population is normal (bell-curved in the center), with approximately 50%
3

of people exhibiting ‘average’ versatility in the majority of interactions, and 25% of the population each
demonstrating ‘lower’ and ‘higher’ versatility respectively. Said another way, each interpersonal style

being one quarter of the population, if you are behaving in ways that keep you comfortable nearly all the

time, you are ‘losing’ approximately 50% of the people with whom you’re communicating and interacting,
because their preferences are different than yours (and sometimes even diagonal/diametrically opposed).

Because versatility tends to erode when stressed, we expect to see less of it during prolonged periods
of constant change, as is the case here. Proof of this is when someone completely shuts down and

mutters the words “I’m done.” We’ll explore several solutions for this in LOCUS & FOCUS: WITHIN &
WITHOUT, because no one in his/her right mind would choose to work for a low-versatile leader if given
the choice. More importantly, by modeling versatility for others, who then model it for students, you

increase the likelihood of academic achievement and career success, because low versatility can make
career success trickier.

A handy phrase to keep in mind for those moments when you sense you’ve failed to communicate in a versatile way is: “I’m
sorry; I’m struggling to find the right words here to say what I mean; please trust my positive intent and coach me on my imperfect
delivery.” This is what is known in coaching circles as an invitation for feedback. Invitations are often game-changers in
complicated, contentious, even toxic relationships because they demonstrate one’s courage, vulnerability, and commitment to
the other person’s feelings and interests. As an added bonus, once you’ve done this, it’s not unusual for the other person to do
the same (if not now, maybe someday). In organizations where invitations for feedback thrive, so, too, does positive culture.

3
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Third is backup behavior. Backup behavior is defined as a predictable, exaggerated set of style-related

behaviors that are often unconscious reactions to high distress, for example, how someone (rather reliably,
as a pattern) responds to pressure, time constraints, disagreement, anger, anxiety, loss, embarrassment,

zero control over circumstance, and so forth and so on. In short, how do we behave when we are at our

worst? For many of us, our backup pattern is our strengths multiplied ‘to the power of infinity,’ meaning
that the very behaviors that people typically compliment me on have now, under such an intense,

protracted period of stress, become so terribly extreme and exaggerated that they are now my
weaknesses, my Achilles heel, my ultimate undoing.
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Approximately 1 in 4 people are perceived as Analytical in nature, which is fantastic when dotting i’s and

crossing t’s, but in response to conflict or similar stressors, Analyticals often become too analytical,
frequently seizing up via ‘analysis paralysis,’ ‘freeze’ behavior, failure to pull triggers, and avoiding
decisions, meeting with people, making commitments, etc. Making your way around the 4-block, you’ll

see that exact same pattern for the remaining interpersonal styles (Driver, Expressive, and Amiable):

strengths devolving into weaknesses and/or liabilities.

The opportunity for every human being is to become increasingly self-aware, to catch and arrest our

behavior before it becomes toxic to those in our care, and to invite trusted advisors [above, beside, even

within our own ‘chain of command’] into our inner circle to hold us accountable by speaking truth to
power when our strengths undermine us by ‘being turned up to 11.’ For those periods when you’re

feeling awfully wobbly on your rails, or operating too full tilt in the presence of others by powering

down/checking out, behaving overcontrolling/dictatorial, venting/muttering/lashing out at anyone

within earshot, or acquiescing to/abiding indefensible behavior, what a blessing it can be to have
someone in our lives who can shake us by the shoulders and help us snap out of it. Easier said than
done, of course, but who knows, maybe these planted seeds will grow into a tree someday and save a

job, a relationship, a teammate, a career, a marriage, a family. We have, each of us in turn, seen all of
the above happen.
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Change

Like the three interpersonal dynamics described, another contextual reality to consider when
interpreting employees’ input and strategizing for the future is change itself. Ironically, change has—

for a long while now—been too many employees’ only constant. Here are some recent

comments to the fact: “Change should happen in August when we’re fresh, ready to go…but instead
we die the death of a thousand cuts through never-ending change.” “Constant change. Unbeneficial,

disorganized, distracting, dilutes our mission. So sporadic.” “For me, the real stress is constant

change…and we’re already struggling, but then things change again and again and again. It’s really
just overwhelming.” “I don’t have a budget here until October, when in [my prior ISD], I knew it

before my summer began!” “Lack of planning and lack of policies have us where we are. The

constant changing doesn’t help any.” “Policies should not have exact dates. Just the idea that we
use dates, like by when something happens or begins, when it needs to be more like ‘The first
Tuesday of October’ or whatever. Set-up for failure before we even begin.” “Scheduling, enrollment,

planning for next year…I’ve no clue.” “Such things are projectable…but we continue to do them bass-

ackward, late, ill-informed, then change them over and over again mid-stream.” “The constant

change is a nightmare.” “We ask questions, but no one has the answers. Or, depending on who you

ask, you’ll get totally different answers.” “Whatever the plan is for next year needs to be rolled out

now, before summer, well before the students return so we can all be trained over the summer.”

“Whatever we start in August needs to stay in place through June. Even if it’s wrong or sucks, just

so we can run one pure play from start to finish and trust both the process and how it’s to be

measured.”
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Sometimes in life, change is an event, a single episode with a clearly identifiable beginning

and ending. Though it’s swept our legs out from under us and knocked us off our perch or plateau,
we tumble down into the valley below before where, eventually and mercifully, we often get our

bearings, recalibrate, then begin a rather predictable ascent up and out of the valley of despair.

When change is not episodic though, and, instead, lingers and lingers and lingers ambiguously

with no apparent end in sight, constant change becomes our new normal, making it incredibly
difficult to get to some hoped-for-yet-unknowable ‘other side.’ We call this middle purgatory

the Is Bridge, because what was has ended, but what we hope will be has yet to begin! The human

brain is magical in millions of ways, chief among them pattern recognition and connecting dots, but
one thing it cannot abide well for very long is tenuous uncertainty. To live in a state of constant

change, constant ambiguity, and constant foreignness is ‘a fate worse than death’ because it is

anathema to progress, to growth, much of what we ‘knew to be true and certain and reliable’ having
been replaced with what can only be described as alien and unmooring. That’s why ‘no news’ can

often feel worse than ‘bad news,’ because with bad news there can at least be closure or some

facsimile of it, after which we know where we stand and no longer have to manage blind spots. To
be stuck as an employee on the Is Bridge is irreconcilable, unsustainable, depleting, discouraging,

disheartening. Momentarily, we’ll introduce some solutions to this that we believe could prove really
helpful in light of the conservatorship dynamic.
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Before that, though, another occurrence to anticipate during seasons of change and ambiguity is

whether the persons experiencing it perceive mostly gain or mostly loss as a result. Feeling

powerless, for example (a loss of control), without personal agency or the ability to strongly

influence one’s workplace, culture, career, or classroom can be maddening. Envision in your mind a
principal (though the leader could just as easily be any site leader, whether the General Manager of
an AMC movie theater or some Plant Manager in Timbuktu) who has historically enjoyed a fair

degree of autonomy in running ‘his’ or ‘her’ campus. Presumably, this site leader has a past record

of successful operation, otherwise he or she would not enjoy so much autonomy today. Into this

ointment, though, let’s add another fly: Suppose the leader has a Type A personality, a real go-

getter who treasures having some degree of control over his/her domain (as an Expressive or Driving
style, say, people who are tell-assertive and chop wood quickly). In seasons of constant change,

moving targets, clunky and unpredictable starts and stops, and decreasing inclusion and ‘say’ in

decisions that “affect how I run my campus” (due to TCA running and gunning in ‘perceived crisis’
mode in response to TEA “who is all up in my business”), you can bet your bottom dollar that these

principals (or, again, any site leader for that matter who values autonomy and speed) will become

increasingly resistant. In short, the greater the perceived loss—whether real or imagined—the greater
the resistance.
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One of the most debilitating paradoxes about change (and our response to it) is that at the very

moment we need our leaders and employees to be the MOST versatile (to survive change), they are

sometimes the LEAST versatile. Now, we’ve heard TONS of comments about how adaptive and
Herculean many leaders and teachers and other employees have been this past year, generally

working miracles, but should you ever run into the converse—instances where leaders you’re relying

on to be agile appear to be digging in their heels, recalcitrant, stubborn—pause and ask yourself
Why. Not always, but surprisingly often, it’s not because they take exception to the direction or

decision they’re being asked to embrace, but rather, because they were not included in the PROCESS
of deciding, or, even more infuriatingly (because it further degrades agency), were simply told, “Hey,
it’s not negotiable: TEA tells us we have to do this, so do it already. It’s the LAW.” True enough. When

possible, though, even when the WHAT is non-negotiable, rope folks in wherever and whenever

they can affect the HOW it gets processed or implemented, because in change, resistance is like

death and taxes—inevitable—so you can either overcome it early (and when it’s relatively smaller)
through acts of inclusion, or fight it day after day after day like a growing snowball because it’s one
of the last remaining coping mechanisms in the toolbox for people who feel powerless.
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As the following table hints, perceived loss and accompanying resistance to change are just opening
acts, salvos, and precursors to confusion, shifts in energy, and misplaced focus.

As leaders in change, whether the change is good or bad, do what you can to help followers perceive
it with an opportunity mindset. Otherwise, left to their own devices, employees with

misinformation—or only ‘part of the story’ about change’s context—might get ‘stuck’ in Survival

mode or Transition mode, when Potential is the holy grail. For all its devastation, who knows, maybe
COVID, for example, accelerated virtual transformations that many organizations had been slow to
adopt, or motivated someone who hated his job to make a career change for the better, or, at a

minimum, ushered in a new era of appreciation for familial relationships because we couldn’t see

Grandma at Thanksgiving, leaving us with an abiding sense of gratitude and gratefulness for those

we love, less inclined going forward to take these blessings for granted. Each of these three

examples demonstrates an opportunity or potentiality mindset, seeing gain where others may see

only loss. As persons in roles of influence, any time we can help followers move across the Is Bridge
faster, we’re doing important psychosocial remediation that tows people (and their cliques) out of

bogs by the bumper, so no matter how catastrophic a change at hand, try and imagine How might
employees interpret this and Is there a silver lining in here somewhere, a kernel I can apply some heat

to in order to make this palatable, a strategy for redirecting or judo-ing the negative energy into

something positive, a method through which employees can sew a silk purse out of this sow’s ear, or
some way to capitalize on this as an opportunity for inclusion, continuous improvement, value

creation, or increased competitiveness? With time—and perspective, hindsight, and settled
emotions—most people do arrive at a point in the future when they can at least catalog loss and

make sense of the senseless. Again, the magical brain in action—interpretation, sensemaking, and
connecting dots where there was once only chaos and disconnection.
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For any of you interested in reading more about the process of change, we have included a brief

case study about the New York City Police Department in the APPENDIX. In a handful of slides, you

can see not only how culture and change often intertwine over time, but also how important it is to

make the hard decisions about persons of influence who cannot make the leap from what was to
what will be.

Before tackling focus and flow (which we’ll explore together in the next section), here’s one final

change table that describes five employee ‘wants’ from Leadership in times of uncertainty and
tumult.

4

“COVID has created a lot of uncertainty. The constant change undermines momentum. Deadlines are unrealistic. TEA
monitoring so much. Organization is under their thumb. Much stress, possibility of job loss (‘leveling’). How can we keep staff
optimistic about the future?”
4
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Focus & Flow
Another contextual consequence of change—and particularly constant change—is that it

undermines momentum, mojo, focus, and flow. In fact, if given the choice between never-ending
disruption or some semblance of stability or stasis, most people would choose stability…even if it’s

known going into it that its results will be sub-optimal. Why the heck is that? For a multitude of

reasons, of course, but primarily because people are creatures of habit, choose predictability over

chaos, and lean toward repetition rather than novelty, because repetition is easier than

improvisation, and, as discussed in regard to the Is Bridge, certainty trumps ambiguity any day of
the week. The employee who suggested sticking to something all the way through next year “even
if it’s wrong or sucks, just so we can run one pure play from start to finish and trust both the process

and how it’s to be measured” is a case in point. A few thoughts about focus and flow follow, and

reinforce the importance of articulating a theme for next school year that folks can wrap their heads
and hearts around for months on end.

First, high performance requires focus and flow. Focus is defined as selectively concentrating on

one aspect of the environment without distraction by other things and, if we are to use this definition,

we think it’s fair to say that too few employees experienced adequate focus this past year. One focus
group participant remarked, “It’s not unusual to be participating in three meetings at once, or to be
called out of teaching to attend more meetings.” As valuable as focus is, flow is even more valuable.
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Flow is completely focused motivation. It is a single-minded immersion and represents perhaps the
ultimate experience in harnessing one’s emotions in service of performing and learning. In flow,
employees’ and students’ emotions are not just contained and channeled, but positive, energized,
and aligned with the task at hand. The hallmark of flow (aka full engagement) is a feeling of joy,

though it is sometimes characterized by such deep focus that we lose awareness of ourselves,

including our emotions, time, space, distractions, and those around us.

Five Elements of Flow: (1) Intense and focused concentration in the present moment (there is no
future, there is no past, there is only here and now); (2) Inseparable action and awareness (everything

becomes one); (3) Loss of reflective self-consciousness (one never asks, ‘What do I think about this,

here, now?’); (4) Distortion of temporal experience (one's experience of time is altered; hours fly by);
and (5) Experience of the activity is intrinsically rewarding, all-consuming, and self-perpetuating.
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Three Requirements for Flow: (1) Clear goals and progress (this adds direction, structure, greases

the skids, and lights the fire to continue, chug along, and burn on); (2) Clear and immediate

feedback (this helps an individual navigate through changing demands and adjust his/her
5

performance effortlessly—like shifting gears on a bike—to remain in the flow state); and (3)
Perceived ratio of ‘the challenge at hand’ to ‘my skill level’ must be roughly 1:1 (both confidence and

a sense of mastery are key). For growth, 1.25+:1.
Flow Dynamics:

By ‘feedback,’ we do not mean ‘from another person,’ we mean: from the system, or as a response to your stimuli. In other
words, one tackles, and the system/project/task responds. It advances or retreats. It progresses or fails. It moves forward,
backward, whatever. The alternative would be nothingness. For example, toiling, seemingly in vain, with no sense of movement
in the project, task, assignment, etc. Trapped in purgatory on the Is Bridge. There must be an echo, a reverberation, a bounce
of some kind.
5
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What Blocks Flow? Environmental conditions facilitating flow vary from person to person, as do
flow blockers. Be respectful of others, though, working—wherever and however possible—to

minimize things that thwart employees’ and students’ mojo and flow: (1) Too many meetings; (2)
Gossip, chatter; (3) Email; (4) Texts; (5) Ringing cell phones; (6) Interruptions; (7) Needless

questions; (8) Opening and closing doors; (9) People walking in and out; (10) People hovering,

standing around you; (11) Food (!); (12) Television; (13) Music with lyrics; (14) Doorbells; (15)
Barking dogs; (16) Traffic noise, horns, train whistles, and so much more.

Workplace factors that motivate employees, like flow, similarly vary from person to person,

but there is growing consensus that beyond ‘hygiene’ [basic, essential] factors including
compensation, policies, and general supervision, four realities are the secret sauce for creating an

environment in which many of today’s professional educators thrive: (1) Autonomy (self-

direction); (2) Affiliation (connectedness, esprit de corps); (3) Mastery (challenge accompanied

by skillfulness); and (4) Purpose (contribution, meaning, clarity, and hopefulness about the
future).

Among the many root causes of job dissatisfaction in virtually any workplace , all of which
6

derail focus and flow, one in particular speaks directly to human energy, which we’ll explore
now.

(1) Conflicts (especially those with one’s boss); (2) Burnout (too much distress and pressure, too little time to think for oneself
or to spend with family and friends); and (3) Absence of Success (due to low achievement resulting from too many distractions,
too few resources, or ever-moving goal posts).
6
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Energy

Years ago, After Shock author Dr. Steve Buchholz wrote “Anyone who leads people is in the energy
business.” Energy—like effort, time, and focus—is a key commodity to be managed in any
organization, and all the more in organizations experiencing great change. The topic of energy (or

lack thereof, aka burnout) arose numerous times in focus groups and the survey: “Running on

empty.” “I used to feel I could make a difference, but now I don’t know if I have it in me anymore.”

“Been a long, hard year. [I’m] having to push myself to be there mentally for students and
colleagues.” “I’m an educator, but a mother first and foremost, so with young kids at home, it’s been
tough.” “Summer break won’t be near enough time [to recharge my batteries after such a difficult

year]. Teaching’s been exhausting, but home was chaotic, too!” “Give us a longer summer break!
We want so much normalcy for these kids, but then heck, we get out at such weird hours, including

working on Saturdays. We spend a lot of time at the Can, and our principal says we spend more
time with each other than we do with our own kids.” “I’d love to lessen teacher burnout. More PD
days, more half-days for teachers. I just feel our teachers need a break.” “Where I came from, once

a month teachers would have a day for themselves…to plan, etcetera. We need that in our district,

too.” “WE HAVE LONG HOURS! We’re there until 4:45, minimum, and with most ISDs they are out
by 4:10. Plus, the drive home. It’s 7:30 am to 4:45 pm plus. It’s just A LONG DAY! Really long. The
longer, extended days really bother me.” “We need non-duty mental health days. Maybe 1-2 a

month? Between the hours, schedule, long day, student attention span, it takes everything I’ve got
to keep going.” “I get home and got nothin’ left to give to my family. I’m zapped.” “I would love to

see effective campus-wide support from the corporate level. I would love the opportunity to get

away from my desk and engage with our students more on a regular basis. I would love the
opportunity to grow our engagement within the community so that we are making a meaningful
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impact not just on our student population, but the community that our school is within, but I don’t
see us having the energy to do it all.”

In changing times, we want (and need) employees’ heads (and hearts) in the game more than ever,

but as you can see (or feel) by reading those comments, it’s crystal clear that summer cannot come

soon enough—nor will it last long enough for those employees fortunate enough to get a break at
all! While we want their full engagement (and the commitment that accompanies it), what we’re
seeing in spades is burnout.

Moreover, people possess two kinds of energy, one protective, and one productive. Productive
energy abounds in healthy, thriving workplaces where eustress (positive, motivating stress) is the

norm. Productive refers to the fact that employees are getting tons done, on-task, not distracted by
chaos, feeling optimal focus and flow, and essentially whistling while they work! In distressing

workplaces, the preponderance of human energy is exerted toward survival, self-defense, watching

one’s back/covering one’s six, and just trying to get the hell outta here as quickly and safely as
possible. Whereas productive environments generate excitement, enthusiasm, and joy in work,
protective environments are rife with insecurity, doubt, and sometimes even fear…fear of the

unknown, fear of the future, fear of bullying or intimidating behaviors exhibited by low-versatile

colleagues in backup behavior and the like. We heard a great deal about “a culture of fear,” “a

gotcha culture,” and it was heartbreaking to hear one focus group participant say, “When I go home

[after work each day], my husband always asks why I’m so angry…and I’m angry because [her voice
cracking now] this place is treating people like shit and there’s nothing I can do about it.”
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In workplaces that can feel threatening at times, employees predictably give NGFE energy (the

minimal amount of NOT GET FIRED ENERGY!), whereas eustressful environments lead employees to
dance out of the building each afternoon floating on a cloud of accomplishment and pride. As you
might imagine, distressful environments have so much turnover that it’s virtually impossible to
inculcate any sort of meaningful culture, whereas eustressful environments are regarded as
exemplary Employers of Choice, commonly benchmarked by the competition, and renowned for
both their culture and how hard it is to get a job there because applicants exceed openings by
factors of 100 or 1,000 to 1.

Because boiling the ocean (an entire culture, an entire district) can be an overwhelming thought,

ask instead How can I—within my own personal locus of control—create a ‘safer, more energizing
space’ for my co-workers? The answer is simpler than you think: Demonstrate empowering,

connecting, contributing behaviors predicated on trust, and not only will eustress skyrocket, but
employees will further see themselves as owners of the enterprise, and with ownership comes
boundless commitment, pride in work, stewardship, selflessness, lack of ego, greater care and

contribution, and a long line of highly qualified job applicants out the door and snaking around the
corner who wanna be part of this magical kingdom you’ve co-created.
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Unity

As will be evident in SURVEY INSIGHTS & INTERPRETATIONS, employees want far more uniformity,
standardization, reliability, and predictability across campuses and the entire enterprise than

currently exists, but we want to contextualize those later details with something less businessy, more
fundamental, more essence-oriented and, frankly, more spiritual. In a word, unity. Though

standardization and uniformity run backward in time like a golden thread through lean

manufacturing, total quality management, the work of W. Edwards Deming beginning in 1950, Henry

Ford in 1903, the Industrial Revolution in 1712, Roman road and aqueduct practices, Egyptian
construction methods, and Sumerians in Mesopotamia who likely codified the first written words

4,000 years ago, there’s more to the story. For all the obvious reasons like profitability, efficiency,
supply chain optimization, buying in bulk, or feeling that when you’re in McDonald’s you’re clearly
in McDonald’s, consistency makes sense.

But arguably, one sedimentary level below that is collaboration and teamwork, and one level deeper

still is the human desire to be part of a family, a tribe, a community, a connection. To belong. To
contribute to a greater good. To be part of something larger than oneself. This commitment to

something grand frequently leads to increased passion—zealousness, even. It is un-cappable, like

the crackling energy of an NCAA national championship basketball game, ecstatic fans everywhere
who are clearly ‘all in’ and ‘whole hog.’
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A true sense of shared purpose can engender this feeling, for sure, and especially among those

employees who describe their work as “a ministry” or “a calling .” But great leaders can facilitate
7

this feeling, too, by the example they set for others. Such was the case with Walt Disney, and MLK,

and Gandhi, and Mother Teresa, and Jesus. And respected coaches and mentors and teachers.
And great teams, expectedly, create this sense of oneness and unity, as was the case with The

Manhattan Project, the Apple Macintosh Development Team, and countless others in every

conceivable realm of human existence. So our word of encouragement and advice is this: Should
you choose to pursue employee recommendations including Aligning the District (standardized,
but not cookie-cutter; consistent goals, messaging, and policies across campuses) and/or

Standardizing

Operating

Procedures (standardized

policies,

procedures, operations,

processes, practices), don’t lose sight of the forest for the trees, the forest being unity, oneness,

esprit de corps. Said another way, if you standardize but fail to unify, that would be reminiscent of
the Zen proverb Why—when I point to the moon—do you stare at my finger?

What’s a Team? A team is defined as a small number of people with complementary skills who are

committed to a common purpose, performance goals, and guiding principles to which they hold

themselves mutually accountable. Leaders of teams lead people where they would not go by
themselves…and not by the power of their positions, but by the strength of their examples.
It’s worth noting that in most organizations (let’s call them average or typical or mediocre), people are

no bigger than their job descriptions, which is to say, people attack problems based on their title, and

contribution is woefully sub-optimized as a result. We are each MUCH, MUCH BIGGER than just the title
The word vocation comes from the Latin vocare, which means to call. For people who feel called, a job is neither a job nor
part of a career, but rather, personal identity, life itself, and for those who believe this way, yes, a ministry, as they would do it
for free if they could, and some do, aka pro bono or gratis.
7
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on our business card or the label on our org chart. To work on a team in which you are not expected to
bring your FULL SUITE OF CAPABILITIES because “That’s not your job, Frank, so shut the heck up, would

ya?” is illogical and demoralizing. Yes, the buck does need to stop with a particular someone (for clarity
and accountability reasons), but there’s no reason a teacher shouldn’t be encouraged to speak her mind

about marketing, or an advocate shouldn’t be expected to speak his mind about curricula. We are each

a full package, and while specialization is real, world-class teams (and especially Leadership Teams) invite

open dialogue across the board on all manner of topics, and then—once those who have constructive
opinions have been heard—the ‘decision owner’ has the prerogative to decide how to proceed from

there. Dynamics like this go a long way toward bolstering employee fulfillment, whereas organizations
in which employees feel stifled or silenced or “muzzled” will not—in one million years—attract and retain

high quality teachers and principals.

Every successful team inevitably migrates through five Critical Passages: (1) Participation (When

each member asks him or herself Do I really wanna play for this team? The answers Yes, No, and

Maybe lead to passage #2; (2) Allies, Factions, Subgroups, Gangs, and Cliques (The passage where

individuals ask Who are the other people on this team I can surround myself with to survive, thrive, or

find support? Who here seems to agree with me?); (3) Conflict (All teams face conflict. Nearly 4 out
of 5 teams face it poorly, either avoiding it/retreating when nearing it, or, lighting everyone on fire

halfway across the Is Bridge and eviscerating anyone left standing!); (4) Individuation (Contrary to

conventional wisdom, there are “I’s” in teams. Dynastic teams do not, in fact, subsume each person’s

individual identity, à la, culty We-World. On the contrary, dynastic teams are the result of fantastic

who individuals who, oh by the way, play REALLY well together and bring out the greatness in

others); and (5) True Collaboration (I know how to work well with others, to shift gears, and to be
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versatile in service to my colleagues, our shared purpose/collective calling, and the demands of the
situation at hand.).

En route, as Patrick Lencioni describes in The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, teams must learn to trust,
disagree, commit, be accountable and hold others accountable, and keep their eyes on the ball.

In doing so, individuals mature together through up to six evolutionary phases, each being higher

and higher in respective performance level, the sixth (at far right, a High-Performing Team) perhaps
best represented by a Navy SEALs team.
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As Warren Bennis described in Organizing Genius, Great Groups share up to 16 uncommon
experiences or realities: (1) Greatness starts with superb people; (2) Great groups and great

leaders create each other; (3) Every great group has a strong leader; (4) Few great groups have
heroic managers; (5) The leaders of great groups love talent and know where to find it; (6) Great
8

groups are full of talented people who can work together; (7) Great groups are obsessed with

their mission; (8) Every great group is an island—with a bridge to the mainland ; (9) Great groups
9

see themselves as winning underdogs; (10) Great groups always have an enemy; (11) People in

great groups are focused; (12) Great groups are optimistic, not realistic; (13) In great groups, the
right person has the right job; (14) The leaders of great groups give members what they need
and free them from the rest; (15) Great groups ship; and (16) Great work is its own reward.

8
9

We’ll explore heroism in LOCUS & FOCUS: WITHIN & WITHOUT.
The aforementioned Manhattan Project is a good example, along with Lockheed’s Skunkworks.
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And finally, because competition was mentioned a number of times in focus groups (as in

“We’re competitive with other campuses sometimes, but I don’t know why. Protecting things we
know, maybe not sharing successes for fear of their taking credit.”), competition can be a good
thing, as long as it’s healthy. The comment above is representative of zero-sum competition in

which another’s gain is my loss, and vice versa. Zero-sum competition can be healthy, but more
often than not it’s toxic, especially in a resource-deprived organizational culture. An often

healthier form of competition would be collaborative competition in which locations work
together by sharing best practices in an effort to raise everyone’s performance degree by

degree, one rung after the other as if we’re all climbing the ladder side by side. But perhaps the

most universally acclaimed approach to healthy workplace competition is known as upward

competition, as it’s characterized neither by giving or taking (like zero-sum’s winners and losers)

nor simply being our brother’s keeper (as in collaborative competition) but, instead, as striving
upward together to reach or achieve a stated standard. Like a good round of golf, the goal is to
shoot par (or as far under it as possible), which is why players return time and again. It’s generally

fun, easier on relationships, less cut-throat, more survivable, and aligns everyone toward a North
Star rather than at odds with one another fighting over finite table scraps. “In golf, you and I
stand shoulder to shoulder against par, and one of these days we’re gonna beat that sucker.”
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In healthy competition like this, we stand united and focused upward, “All for one and one for all.”
Equally important, upward-gazing competitors are less likely to stab one another in the back

because there’s nothing to be gained by it, as the standard (or par) is unwavering, immovable,

undeterred, unflinching…and cares not one single iota how you did against your brethren, but
rather, how you performed in pursuit of perfection.
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Trust
People chuckle when we say it, but we’ll say it again because it’s true: Trust is the lube of life. Without

trust, there’s friction and fire. It’s our understanding that TCA is in the process of “re-establishing

trust with TEA,” so we offer the following as additional ways to think about trust—and what
comprises trust—so that you feel as fully equipped as possible to earn it back.

Covey described trust as “currency, and you’re either operating in the red or in the black. To earn

more trust with others, make more deposits.” Over the years, we have documented ‘coins’ leaders
have consistently mentioned, each of which seems to be a deposit in the bank of relational trust.

The coins in the first stack include behaviors like discretion, propriety, positive/win-win intent, safety
and security, empathy, listening, and so forth. These things we might categorize as behaviors that
facilitate interpersonal approachability. A second coin stack denotes various behavioral deposits

that grow one’s character and integrity account. A third stack emphasizes how crucial shared
commonality is to trust-building, and the fourth and final stack describes the importance of
reliability and predictability (as contributors to a knowable pattern of behavior, ‘surprises’ generally
being viewed as anathema to trust-building).
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Beyond the currency involved in trust-building, it can also prove helpful sometimes to know the

four paradigms of trust, because each sheds additional light on the ‘operating system’ running in

a particular individual’s mind as he or she is sizing-up whether to trust others in general, or you
specifically: (1) The Belief Paradigm (I don’t know you at all, but I trust you. I will give you the benefit

of

the

doubt.

All

you

can

do

is

lose

my

trust.);

(2)

The

Proof

Paradigm

(I don’t know you at all. I don’t trust you. You must earn my trust.); (3) The Naiveté Paradigm

(I trust everyone all the time, even when it’s unwise or after I’m betrayed.); and (4) The Never
Paradigm (I don’t trust you [or anyone] and I never will.).

Differences (aka Navigating Differences, Managing & Resolving Conflicts, and
Exploring Why Employees Quit Employers)
Ever-present in any change (be it good or bad), is conflict. Why? Because conflict is natural,
inevitable, and inherent in every relationship, even the one we have with ourselves . It stands to
10

reason, then, that any large-scale disruption to stasis and the status quo will lead to even more
11

conflict. Being creatures of habit, people love stability and upward climbs, but change can feel like
one step forward, two steps back! This perceived regression (even if it’s logical or necessary, like To

move faster later, we need to go slower right now, or, We’re going to build your muscles, but doing so
requires tearing and soreness, or, I’ll straighten your nose for you, but to do that, first I have to break
it) can test most people’s tolerance levels quite quickly and fully (push your buttons), as can the

swelling sense of disequilibrium. In nature, we either eat or get eaten, grow or die, progress or

regress. We are surrounded by life and activity, so standing still and treading water are not really
options for surviving, and certainly not if you want TCA to thrive. These realities, and more like them,
are fertilizers for conflict.

Similar to the continuum of energy that describes Rustout, Engagement, Burnout and the like,

conflict can be similarly plotted. Seen here, feelings of helplessness/powerlessness herd

emotions to the extremes, and all the more if an employee perceives risk, rivalry, emotion, and
exposure. Some people, most commonly the ask-assertives among us (Analyticals and Amiables)

cope or respond to blooming conflict by retreating leftward more often than others: First, by

assenting to others’ demands, no matter how ludicrous or ill-informed they may be (just to keep the

10 “I have conflict with myself,” a leader shared, “about what I should or should not eat, and the very same me who doesn’t want
to get out of bed some mornings is the very same me who resists going to bed at night!” Same me, same stasis, same
unwillingness…just a different moment contextually.
11

Many people impacted simultaneously.
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peace and maintain harmony in the relationship, even going so far as to give the ‘conflicter’
[offender, abuser, bully, cheat, idiot] the benefit of the doubt); Second, by leaving the high-conflict

relationship (visually, emotionally, out of earshot, or literally, as in That person is dead to me); and

Third (and most ‘final’), by altogether quitting the organization, or resigning .
12

Converse to ask-assertive individuals, those perceived as tell-assertive (Drivers and Expressives) are

more inclined to migrate rightward: First by asserting themselves (dominating, seizing control,

silencing or excluding others, and often through positional power, à la, Because I’m your boss and I

say so); Second, by lashing out more personally than professionally/attacking the person in the
position rather than working constructively and properly together in the light of day to actually
improve the broken process at hand or to fix the problem, and all the while doing so in rightward
ways that feel both escalatory in nature and increasingly unresolvable (for example, normalizing
destructive behaviors that can include shouting, insulting, casting aspersions, throwing

fastballs/curveballs [aka ‘zingers’], muttering, back-channeling, undermining, getting even, or
outright sabotaging). As we’ll explore in LOCUS & FOCUS: WITHIN & WITHOUT, to the extent lashing

behaviors, in particular, are tolerated on any team by any leader in any organization for any period
of time, they can be misinterpreted by recipients of the vitriol (aka ‘victims’) as condoned, and once

toxic or hostile behaviors become normalized in culture, the end is nigh. Third and farthest right
along the continuum, then, comes indignation (seething fury, rage, wrath—and seeming righteous

indignation too, by the way, which is when aggressors become so infuriated through powerlessness

that they’re willing to burn it down to the ground and die in the fire if that’s what it takes to avenge,
get even, settle the score, or send the message loud and clear, once and for all). We see this

devastating extreme in school shootings, suicide bombings, kamikaze pilots, jihadists engaged in
13

holy war against the infidels, and militant extremists of any variety who are more than willing to go
out in a blaze of glory and die for the cause.

It’s important to note that by the time an employee actually walks out the door (never to return again), his/her mind, heart,
and soul actually quit long ago: Quit caring quite so much, quit going the extra mile, quit seeing the world through rose-colored
glasses (a regression and de-evolution from optimism to pessimism then outright hopelessness), quit giving the jerks in his/her
life the benefit of the doubt or power over his/her life, and so on. This is why leaders must be highly attuned to the feelings—
and hearts—of employees across the enterprise, and aware of/attentive to psychological safety phenomena, visible signs of
distress, and people who appear to have faded from view. These are all Not Get Fired Energy (NGFE) precursors, realities in
which people have quit but stayed (until they land a better job or future). In the military, we’ve heard leaders describe this as
ROAD Warriors—Retired on Active Duty. “Yeah, it really does tend to come down to people.”)
12

13

Kamikaze translates as “divine wind” or “spirit wind,” apropos of zealotry.
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Again, the above are absolute extremes, and hardly the sorts of behaviors consuming an
organization, but understanding the conflict continuum can be wildly helpful when gauging Is my

employee salvageable? How far is s/he right or left? Have we crossed the Rubicon now—past the point
of no return—it being too late to repair the damage?

There are a number of fantastic tools and resources through which you can equip employees to

navigate differences and manage or resolve conflicts effectively, but we’ll conclude with dialogue
before exploring why employees quit employers.

Dialogue is a fascinating word. Its prefix, dia, is Greek for to pass through thoroughly, completely, and
is found in hundreds of English words: diagnosis, diabetes, diaphragm, diatribe, dialectic, diagonal,

diamond, diabolical, diaphanous, and diarrhea among them! Its suffix, logos, translates to meaning,

logic, reasoning, principle, plan, and word. Heraclitus, its coiner, introduced logos as the pursuit in
Greek philosophy “to understand the mind of God” or “His divine reasoning.” Colloquially, we equate

‘logo’ with ‘meaning,’ as brand logos intend to convey or say something about the product to which

they are affixed, emblazoned upon, or associated with. BMW’s blue-and-white fan blades emblem,
for example, harking back to its aircraft engines origin, or what is evoked in one’s mind when he or
she hears a brand like Pfizer, Enron, Red Cross, etc.

Taken together, then, dia + logos = meaning through, as in to create meaning through togetherness.

Subtle as it sounds, this understanding of dialogue has profound implications, because it shows us

the way out of conflict: working together to co-create shared understanding of and solutions to
problems or opportunities. The opposite of dialogue is debate, a series of controlled, mechanistic,
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‘telling’ assertions that require (and welcome) minimal listening. Notoriously, political debates
include massive research and preparations, then ‘staying on point’ and ‘sticking to the script,’ and
No matter how much your ‘opponent’ tries to distract or not answer, don’t get dragged in…stay on

message. In other words, don’t listen, lest you run the risk of forfeiting control or creating ambiguity

in the minds of observers. Falling somewhere in the middle between dialogue and debate is
discussion, it, too, having an interesting suffix, cutere (or quatere) meaning to shake apart, to examine,

to investigate, to dash to pieces. Sharing its suffix with concussion, you get the idea: Discussion is not

a warm-and-fuzzy pursuit like dialogue is, and though we have perhaps only rarely stopped to

ponder what discussion means literally, we DO know that when someone says, “We need to discuss
this,” the hairs on the back of your neck stand up.

Therefore, as leaders, do all that you can to listen to others, to demonstrate genuine curiosity about

their work, their world, their ideas, and how they, too, feel things can be changed for the better. By
dialoguing more—and debating and discussing less—not only will differences in opinions feel less

antagonistic, they’ll actually lead to healthier, more constructive conversations that point the way

up and out of the valley, or nearer to the Will Be state on the other side of the Is Bridge. Rather than
seeing conflicts as zero-sum (win/lose) in which people take sides, dialogue facilitates sideless

conversations in which each part is committed to brainstorming and committing to a ‘third and
better way forward’ than what either you or I could accomplish on our own. Like upward
competition, dialogue puts you and your disagreers on the same side of the table, the ‘enemy’ not

being the other person, but now the problem we need to fix together, the opportunity we need to
pursue together, the continuous improvement we can only create…together.
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Before turning in earnest to why employees quit employers, we leave you with this thought:

Somewhere along the line, you’ve surely heard the maxim (most commonly attributed to Maya
Angelou), “People don't care how much you know until they know how much you care.” A similar

maxim states, “Long after you're gone, people recall less what you said, and more how you made

them feel.” Between 2004 and 2006, Capital One commissioned a study to understand employee

fulfillment, fulfillment being far richer a term than satisfaction, because satisfaction connotes a
slightly lower threshold than true, deep, lasting, abiding fulfillment, in part because fulfillment

requires meaningfulness, too. What did the research show? Turns out, sure, “how much [Capital One
leaders] care” does trump “how much leaders know.” (In fact, leaders who went out of their way to

‘peacock their intellect, expertise, or knowledge’ [by bragging, touting, puffing their chests out with
self-pride] actually turned employees off rather than impressing them. Zero surprise there, right?)

And yes, it also turns out that “employees DO remember how leaders make them feel” a bit longer

than they remember the exact words that came out of leaders’ mouths, e.g., “what leaders said.” But

the 1-degree difference that blew everyone’s minds—while also making all the sense is the world—
was the finding that “It’s less how employees feel about their leaders” and “More about how

employees were made to feel ABOUT THEMSELVES in the presence of one’s leader.”
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Like atomic energy, though this may read like a microscopic difference, it has the potential to build
or destroy worlds. For any employee fortunate to feel in his or her leader’s presence enough, more

than able, trusted, treasured, valued, beloved, smart, competent, capable and the like, wow,

psychological safety, surplus energy, dialogue, multiplicative (rather than just additive) solutions are
sure to follow. In short, the sky’s the limit.

But in relationships where employees are made to feel stupid, small, insignificant, incapable,

untrustworthy, amateur or, as mentioned prior, “peasants, lowly masses,” then tapping employees’

passions and heart and discretionary energy reservoirs will remain far out of reach, turnover will
remain high, and those who stay may eventually become the employees you don’t want anyway:

ROAD Warriors who give only NGFE. Avoiding that theoretical catastrophe—and solving it—is

actually simpler than you might think. All that’s required is versatility, inclusion, dialogue, and

practicing the platinum rule: Rather than treating others as you’d like to be treated, be curious—and

learn how they like to be treated—and do so.

♦ ♦ ♦
Important to future pursuits to more effectively attract and retain highly qualified teachers and
principals is appreciating why many individuals leave in the first place. Not surprisingly, the root
causes are frequently of the soft, squishy variety! Departure is often attitudinally related, as many

high performers leave organizations in which they feel they feel Leadership is too set in its ways,
stubborn, or closed-minded. ‘A-players’ (the top third performance band) are disinclined to remain

in cultures where they believe change is impossible “so long as those guys still run the place.”
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To put an even finer point on it, as depicted below, high performers typically quit cultures and
bosses, not companies or policies or procedures.

In EXCELLENCE REIMAGINED THEN REBORN (having covered focus group and survey findings in
detail by then), we’ll explore what any ELT can do specifically to mitigate or altogether reduce A-

player turnover. The solution requires a great deal of intestinal fortitude (aka leadership courage),

but the long-term organizational benefits far outweigh any immediate and temporary discomfort
experienced as a result. As preview, there are really only three options.
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In the meantime, as leaders committed to working not just For and In the organization, but On it,

too, pay attention to canaries in the coal mine, the precursors to turnover that indicate an employee

is in trouble or struggling to stay. Were each campus to employ (or share) a psychologist on staff in
service to students and staff, s/he would be looking for signs similar to these:
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Shy of needing to be quite that vigilant about anything so dramatic as these distressors on a daily

basis (but nonetheless conscientious, in part because of one participant’s insights regarding ACE
scores), every employee should be trained in using The Pinch Model below, a wildly pragmatic and

popular tool for navigating differences by clarifying expectations (as missed expectations are the
most common root cause of disappointment in life), addressing lower performance than promised,

achieving stability, then overcoming pinches and avoiding crunches or even outright exits by more

effectively anticipating and responding to disruptions .
14

Feelings & Performance

Regarding expectations and disappointment, one focus group participant remarked, “To the extent District ever tells us
what’s expected, we can meet it.”
14
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Our eighth ‘soft’ topic is no more delicate than those preceding, but perhaps it is a few degrees

more personal, driving as it does straight to the heart of the matter: people’s feelings. Here are 17

comments out of hundreds, each representative of others as a whole. (Though you might feel

discouraged, frustrated, or overwhelmed by them, count your lucky stars that people were so open,
because we cannot improve what we cannot see. Soon enough, we’ll make a hard right turn toward
solutions, so hang in there as we complete just a few more contextualizations.)

“Campuses are right now faced with a policy change that will put kids at a disadvantage to reach

their post-graduation goals. The loser in this is the KIDS. If Corporate would seek input first next

time, that would go a LONG WAY toward improving how I feel.” “Despite all the bad you’re hearing,
we stay…for our colleagues…even though we are working under duress.” “Dr. Ponce’s got a good
heart, a heart of gold. Please tell him to visit more often. We’ve been made to feel like peasants,
lowly masses, and servant leadership is overdue.” “Feeling like failures all the time. Being a high
school teacher is hard enough, requires a high level of performance in the best of times.” “How do

we get past this?” “I feel marginalized, denigrated, morale-less, voiceless, powerless, pressured,

stressed, confused, overworked, frustrated.” “I’m in a pickle right now [on a particular issue] and it

drives me nuts, stresses me out.” “I’m stuck. I don’t know how we move forward anymore .” “If it
15

was still about the kids, this place would be heaven, because where else can you have such a huge

impact on a young person’s life? But we’ve lost our way, big time.” “Lack of empathy for us, and
feels like a caste/class system. Their lack of caring/empathy for us is really difficult. Corporate’s
answer when COVID began was, ‘You’re going back to work in-person, and if you don’t like it then

maybe this is not the place for you.’ Everyone thought it was just totally heartless.” “[We’re trying to

perform and deliver] with both hands tied behind our backs, and our HEARTS are taking the beating.
Too much TEA, COVID, these dramatic issues.” “There’s a lotta frustration and ‘Oh. My. God.’

Moments around here!” “There’s all this frantic energy, pushing us into a corner. Strong, rash

decisions—some more stringent than anything TEA needs or wants, so we’ve wound up creating
more work for ourselves than necessary.” “This was the toughest couple years…and I can’t put my
finger on it.” “We bear the brunt of decisions that are reactions to fears, many of them unfounded,

of the state, or TEA, or/or/or.” “We each have to do what’s right for our families and mental health.
Too much nonsense going on that’s running off good people.” “We get caught between Corporate,

and parents, and constant change, and trying to do right by these kids, but there are too many
efforts by Corporate to solve a particular problem when, in fact, they’re just creating 10 more.”

Though stuckness can occur for a number of reasons, including ambiguity and lack of vision (“Where there is no vision, the
people perish [on the Is Bridge],” Proverbs 29:18), it is sometimes also a symptom resulting from too little psychological safety.
Whether ‘danger’ is real or imagined does not matter. All that matters is I perceive or feel danger here (for example, I fear
retaliation, retribution, or simply being fired for speaking truth to power “Because that’s what happened to the other guy!”).

15
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Comments describing exclusive decision-making (for whatever reasons it occurs and is justified,

be they expedience, or non-negotiability [because doing something is required by law and therefore

not up for debate or discussion]) will be explored in greater detail later, but do indicate that TCA is
working as hard as it can and as fast as it can to move forward and leave the past in the rearview
mirror. When doing so, and responding to or creating change, just beware employees’ capacity

to ingest and digest only so much information and change. Employees can feel overwhelmed

and saturated very quickly, and all the more when an employee is “a jack of all trades.” Like working
managers—teachers, principals, and anyone else affected by change (aka ‘everyone’) likely has a full

plate already—so it’s important to do the vital few things with excellence, and in due time,

rather than “everything all at once, yesterday!” There are plenty of distractions, shiny silver

objects, and new things to do and pursue in the world or in response to crisis, but if organizations

are not careful, they can find themselves doing a great many things mediocre rather than the most
important things with excellence. This requires saying No to certain priorities, because “If everything’s

a priority, nothing is.” We heard this many times over, one employee remarking, “If everything’s

urgent, then nothing is. Yesterday I got 18 emails with ‘Urgent’ in the subject line! What am I
supposed to do with that? How do I prioritize if EVERYTHING is a priority?!?” You can’t.

Naturally, feeling negatively, overwhelmed, or confused will show up in an employee’s performance.

Before exploring our final contextual ‘soft’ topic, Resilience, let’s conclude with The Five Root Causes

of Non-Performance, a wonderful aid when striving to understand, remedy, or altogether elevate

a specific employee’s performance. The root causes of non-performance can include: (1) Selection

Errors (I hired a too-short basketball player! Sometimes no amount of additional education, training,

or ‘working at it’ will improve an employee’s performance level because s/he is simply the wrong
person for the job or not up to the task at hand. Many organizations lose precious time arriving at
this conclusion, and all the while the low performer is becoming disillusioned, frustrated, and a

growing disruption to those counting on his or her work product. Think 0 x 10 = 0. Best to cut bait

and move on. Worse, still, is keeping someone who’s the wrong cultural fit, essentially passing the

bad apple/hot potato to department after department where the pattern only repeats itself,
eventually dragging countless more employees’ performance downward.) (2) Miscommunication

(Assuming you’ve hired the right person for the job, the second root cause for non-performance is
misunderstanding expectations, feeling confused by mis-messaging, or generally groping in the

dark for clarity and direction. If you’ve hired a talented player and s/he is not performing as
envisioned, ask why! Many times the answer is as simple as Because I’m not sure what you want me

to do here. What are your exact expectations [e.g., expected outcomes] of the task at hand? Showing
a new hire, for example, something s/he can see or touch by way of boilerplate, template, standard,

right way, exemplar, etc. goes a long way toward kickstarting ‘right selection, right fit, but slow or
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low task execution’ misfires.) (3) Training (Assuming you hired a tall enough basketball player who

understands success and your expectations, have you sufficiently trained this college athlete to win
in the NBA? It’s a different game, after all.) (4) Personal and/or Organizational Barriers (Personal
barriers are exactly that, and we all experience them at one time or another and to varying degrees

in the course of our careers. Going bankrupt, getting divorced, taking your child to chemo for a

year, caring for an elderly parent whose health is declining—these personal barriers to present focus
and performance are part of the human condition, so be mindful, empathetic, and keep dialogue
flowing and the lines of communication open with this employee to manage through it in whatever

ways seem best. Organizational barriers—politics, turf, power plays, bureaucracy/red tape,

hierarchy, limited resources, slow decision-making processes, or even no processes whatsoever—

frequently constrain performance, and expectedly so.) (5) Attitude & Motivation (Maybe 20 years

ago the employee was the ideal selection, demonstrated a clear understanding of expectations,

trained him or herself on better ways of working and received 5-star employee performance
evaluations in return, overcame any number of personal and organizational barriers in the

intervening years since, but has now lost the stomach or heart or hands or back or mind or interest

or commitment required for the work at hand. Happens all the time. Attitude and motivation are
fluid, not static. For any number of reasons, most employees do eventually come to the tail of the

trail, the end of the line, and decide to retire [to travel the world, spend time with grandkids, or, as

one retiree told us, “To get what use remains out of these old legs before I’m unable to climb
mountains anymore!”] or to quit or switch careers, you name it. We’ve seen an unprecedented

number of these transitions in the past year, as have you, COVID being an inflection/reflection point,
a clarifier, or a watershed moment for many who’ve pondered their navels more in the past 14
months than in the preceding 18 ½ years!).
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Resilience

TCA has demonstrated incredible resilience this past year, the opportunity being to reset and restart

for next year—and to keep resilience at the heart of everything you do.
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Organizational change—and the nature of employees’ responses to loss (be they real or
perceived)—is not dissimilar to individuals’ grieving process.

One key for moving through tumultuous times, constant change, and perceived loss and grief (as
Martin Seligman describes in Helplessness and Learned Optimism) is to engage one’s personal
agency in the world, exactly as you and your students have done since your organization’s
inception...and will do here again. To neither quit nor blame, but to fight on, to rise to the occasion
and overcome it, better than ever before.

P a g e | 73

And when feeling powerless, to neither spill your emotions all over others nor to shut your

employees out by seizing too much control over their own sense of agency.

And, instead, to challenge yourself—any pessimistic beliefs or doomsday-ing explanations as they

arise—and also in the lives of your employees when it appears, they, too, seem to be dealing with
perhaps more than they can handle alone.
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Because in the same way you teach your students, so, too, can each of us learn to out-hustle or

outsmart our circumstances, especially when we work collaboratively to do so, and to find ‘third
ways’ forward together rather than on our own.

In the end, it’s worth it. There are few feelings as powerful as hopefulness, and the pride that
accompanies knowing Come what may, I sleep well at night because we did everything in our
power to succeed, to thrive and, in so doing, left it all on the field.

Underpromise & Overdeliver
As you continue reading, maybe underlining or highlighting observations that ring particularly true
or even jotting a few comments here and there in the margins of this document, you will inevitably
begin to wonder, as all ELTs do in due time, What should we share with those who participated in

this process? How do we thank them for trusting the process, for giving of their time, for responding
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so meaningfully, so fully? How do we close the loop, prioritize, perhaps involve them further through
brainstorming, or planning, or contributing in whatever should come next—be it strategic planning,

or writing, or speaking internally with others about essential commitments and next steps? You may
also wonder, Beyond what we choose to share internally, what should we share externally with

stakeholders, key constituents, the state, donors, and those who straddle the fence internally/externally
like Board members (especially new ones) and other advocates eager to see what ‘lift’ we might get as
a result of implementing those priorities that make the most sense in the short term as well as the
long term?

In EXCELLENCE REIMAGINED THEN REBORN nearer the end, we’ll suggest a handful of specific

things that may help as you ponder the above and prepare for strategic planning more thoroughly,
including—but not limited to—ideas for a communications plan, and perhaps even a management

plan and strategy for employee inclusion throughout next year (and beyond, for that matter,

perennially). From a contextual point of view, though, given that’s where we remain for the moment,

below are two categories of reactions conveyed to our team by employees participating in the focus
groups and/or the survey: Optimism & Skepticism.

Optimism: Numerous participants expressed a sincere, deep appreciation for this process and the
opportunity to be heard, in part because it provided a safe forum through which they felt they could

get things off their chests or have a voice in the organization that is kind enough to employ them.

With equal vigor, we were asked again and again to “Pass along my thanks to Dr. Ponce [and others]
for affording us this opportunity.” Our team does hope that you realize how appreciative employees

were to have the chance to speak their minds—and through mechanisms by which they truly believe

improvement is possible or which were, at a minimum, cathartic. “I gotta be honest. When I was told

about this I thought, ‘Great, one more thing to do,’ but now that we’re done, man, I gotta tell you—
this was great for my psyche!” “It feels great to know that if I’m crazy, at least I’m not alone!” “I
thought maybe it was just me who felt this way, but obviously that’s not the case, not at all.” “This

was great, thank you! It felt like a therapy session, and one we really needed.” “So productive. Thanks

for making it fun and easy to be open without feeling negative.” “I’m hopeful. Expecting positive
change now.” “[This] lets us know we’re not alone. [Our] concerns matter to someone and aren’t

ours alone anymore.” “Nice to know we’re all in this together.” “Helpful process to voice our concerns
and document ‘em on paper. To see how many themes/concerns we share.” “Hoping for change,

just need an actual plan for traction.” “[TCA] is finally recognizing weaknesses and looking to move
in the right directions.” “Why have we never thought of doing this stuff before?”

Cautious Optimism…and Outright Skepticism: In our initial focus group question set (when we
facilitated the SWOTs, Purpose, Metrics, Blue Sky activity, etc.), several employees were hesitant,
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reserved, quiet, non-participative. Eventually, though, the overwhelming majority were fully

engaged, even if their attitude could most accurately be classified as ‘cautiously optimistic.’ Others,

however, were clearly more jaded, less hopeful, and quite doubtful that anything real, substantive,

transformative, or constructive would ever come of this work. Because of this reaction, we began
asking the following question at the end of most sessions, and again on the survey: “How confident
are you that substantive, meaningful, positive change will result from this District Direction

project, including the input provided through focus groups, worksheets, and this survey?”

Responses included these comments and more like them: “I am skeptical. When we point these

things out…we’ve been shut down and told to stop. So if all the Principals tell Corporate these things
and they continually fail to act, then why bother?” “In the past, it seems Corporate is eager to ask

our opinions, but then after telling ‘em, they change NOTHING.” “[I’ve got] many examples [I could

share of the district office not listening]—and once, an entire DAY wasted suggesting this sorta stuff

three years ago…and yesterday, literally yesterday, we are still speaking to the same old crap that

never changes: TOPS being repetitive, redundant, TOPS sucks/sucks/sucks…and yet they never

listen, never change.” “We’ve been real specific in the past, went so far as to [document and

communicate] my ideas, but nothing changes, nothing will come out of it.” “I continue to feel totally
abandoned on the battlefield. They don’t care to change. Why risk this?” “We do this all the time,
many focus groups in the past. Everything is there, spelled out for people, how to move forward…it’s

essential [that we do move forward]. We REALLY WANNA SEE CHANGE THIS TIME! Focus groups,
reflections, pouring our hearts out…then right back to business as usual.” “What are the next steps

after therapy? What items will be addressed, by whom, how, when…and report them back to
us?”

For some old-timers, employees who describe being here 20 or possibly even 30 years now, what

can sometimes arise (long after apathy has come and gone, assuming the employee is sufficiently

content to remain [as evidenced by his/her tenure], but disinclined to get his/her hopes up too high
about dramatic change for fear of getting heartbroken again), skepticism can mutate into scar tissue,

which is increasingly thick, strong, somewhat unmoving, and de-sensitized. We mention this only

because sometimes, to really capture everyone’s attention and most fully, a little ‘shock and awe’ is
required. Visible, demonstrable change that takes people’s breath away and signals, Hey, you spoke
and wrote…and we heard you. Now watch this……………...

As LOCUS & FOCUS: WITHIN & WITHOUT will describe, shock and awe can come through leadership
changes, quite commonly, but also leadership STYLE changes, to say nothing of a good ol’ fashioned
public Sacred Cow Barbecues, or discussing Undiscussables in public.
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Four Parallels
Our final contextual observations, whatever their worth, are four quick parallels (or ironies) that
sprang to mind in the course of this process, perhaps one or two that we’ve already conveyed in
one forum or another.

At Lake Texoma in February, Dr. Ponce articulated several thought provoking, compelling, insightful,
encouraging, motivating, and stirring remarks, not the least of which (when describing TCA’s
relationship with TEA) included, “They know us on paper, but not as people.” We suppose that

sentiment is worth keeping in mind throughout this document as well: TCA has earned our team’s

respect in so many ways, and we were quite moved by your employees on many occasions with
them, and it’s also fair to say we don’t know them like you do, nor like you know one another, so

however meticulous or thorough this document may be, it’s only paper. What you choose to pursue,

or not, is your prerogative. We believe there is much TCA can do with what you, your leaders, and
all employees have expressed throughout this process, and stand ready to help further if invited to,
but want to acknowledge—in writing—that yep, it’s only paper.

Employees’ feelings about TEA are mixed, a great many indicating TEA’s just doing its job; they mean

well by holding us accountable, and we respect that. It’s on us to earn their trust. There’s a lot of
paperwork floating around every which way lately, isn’t there, and attempts to sufficiently capture

‘truth’ in writing. As one teacher lamented how lame STAAR testing is (and all standardized testing,
for that matter) at capturing anything even remotely predictive of “living a long, good, happy life as

a gainfully employed, contributing member of society who loves his job and votes,” the second

parallel occurred to us: The way any educator feels about TEA is probably not all that different
from how many students feel about standardized tests.

Because it surfaced in several focus groups, we want to pass along some employees’ message that

TCA is perceived by some in the public as “the place where bad kids go,” and therefore the
organization should continue to work ceaselessly and tirelessly to purge that association from all

brand identity and public perceptions. Though it will take time and be an uphill battle, it’s well worth

doing, because no one likes being pigeon-holed or having to live under the mantel of negativity,
and certainly not young people with their whole lives ahead of them, and certainly not young people

who are, despite the many onslaughts and offenses they face in their daily lives, nevertheless pulling

themselves up by their bootstraps to attend school and to make the most of things. In light of this
very real struggle, one of us recently saw the powerful HBO documentary entitled Tina, about Tina

Turner, an overcomer who survived years of emotional, sexual, and violent physical abuse at the

hands of her then husband, Ike Turner. In the documentary (produced by her and her kind,
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supportive, Swiss husband, Erwin Bach—with whom she has lived now for 27 years), she includes

public media/press tour footage and interview clips from throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and even the

2000s during which she was relentlessly questioned (badgered, even goaded) by reporters to talk
more about Ike and her infamously explosive relationship with him, which was so very clearly

traumatic, damaging, scarring. At one point in 1993—having divorced Ike 17 years prior in 1976—

she is interrogated once again by a pushy, slimy journalist. This time she waves the question away
dismissively with her hand and says, “Really? Really? I’ve got a number one hit record and you want
to talk about my ex-husband again? That’s where you want to go? Really?” One can’t help but

think “bad kids” is TCA’s Ike, and anything within reason (and consistent with your calling and
charter) that you could do to alter this for the better would be a great gift to prior, current, and

future graduates. “The way we feel as teachers,” one said, “untrusted, is how many of our kids feel
before they get to us.” Exactly. No one wants to carry such burdens, nor should they.

The fourth and final parallel amounts to We should practice what we preach. “The social emotional
health our kids need is something we don’t practice ourselves or model.” “[The] Social Emotional

Learning kinds of things we need for kids are the very elephant in the room that WE do not model.”
“It’s ironic that RELATIONSHIP and relational teaching is what works and matters so much with these
kids, but then relationship is the biggest problem we have with each other. No trust, no sense of

stability, no unified vision.” These are problems, and though COVID is, for many, slowly easing into

the back seat after far too long riding up front, this summer will be over in a blink, and soon enough
everyone will be playing catch-up, employees and students alike. Incorporating social emotional

health and other well-being best practices into all future years should be a given, but for everyone.

P a g e | 79

80 | P a g e

FROM SWOTs
TO
SURVEY
CATEGORIES

FROM SWOTs to SURVEY CATEGORIES
Strong Foundations
Across focus groups and the survey, there are many strengths—both past and present—that TCA

can build upon in the years ahead. The desire, the motivation is there, perhaps not all the tools or

the right tools (weaknesses) or the clarity to calm fears and direct action (threats), but groups know
what they need to do better and make the organization stronger (opportunities).
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Root Causes Over Consequences
We frequently use the Tree Model with ELTs to communicate (1) How extraordinary teams differ

from ordinary ones; (2) The sorts of distractions or focuses found at varying heights above and

below ground; but perhaps most importantly, (2) To differentiate ‘root causes’ from ‘the symptoms’

(or ‘consequences’) of those root causes. It doesn’t take long for most teams to identify the tree
level that consumes them. Though generic, the image below is the result of hundreds of workshops

over the years and untold numbers of participants’ perspectives. We share it not because this
particular tree is your tree—or even similar to yours (because it may or may not be)—but because

the Tree Model introduces a very important need: the need for all teams, and all leaders, for that
matter, to first understand/see/appreciate the differences/distinctions between causal factors and

consequences so that they can then focus the majority of their energy like a laser beam on causes,
not consequences. Addressing consequences and ignoring causes is a fool’s errand, a colossal

misuse of time, energy, focus, and finite resources, and won’t lead to lasting improvements anyway.
It is, as has been described elsewhere in literature, “the illusion of progress.”
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A second way to see common differences between causes and consequences is The Eight Elements
of Exemplary Organizations. In the far-right vertical column beneath EXPECT, we see
consequences. Reading the top row left to right, we see a series of eight elements required for high,
ideal, successful organizational performance. If any one of these elements is missing, or substandard,
you can easily see at right what happens as a result. For example, in the absence of Direction,
Inaction is a common consequence; In the absence of clear Priorities (or overabundance of priorities,
16
for that matter, “Everything being a top priority,” or “Everything being urgent ”), Waste is a
consequence, because people are spending too much time on the wrong things and too little time
on the right things. On and on it goes, common causes, common consequences.

We’ve been asked many times “Can a company have more than one?” and the answer is “Yes, it
happens all time.” We’ve been asked “What happens if you’re missing all eight?” and the answer is
“It sucks to work there.” Whatever your challenges and opportunities prove to be, how clarifying
and constructive it can be for all employees to appreciate the differences between causes and
consequences.

16

Also, “We can’t re-organize without clear direction, can we?”
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The following items were focus group participants’ most commonly postulated root causes:
CAUSAL?
1. TALENT MANAGEMENT: “It all starts with people.”
2. STUDENTS FIRST: “I wish everything we did was first filtered through the question How will
this serve the student?’”

3. CLEAR VISION, CLEAR PRIORITIES: “We’ve survived a lot. Fried. Ready for a fresh start next
year, but then Where to for the next decade?”

4. PLANNING: “Planning is a root cause. Improve it and we can improve prioritization,

communication, meetings, time management, you name it. Don’t fix it and we’ll keep chasing
our tails.” Also, Calendar.

5. ORGANIZATIONAL HEALTH: “We’ve lost that lovin’ feelin’!”
6. DISTRICT ALIGNMENT: “Gotta start singin’ outta the same hymn book.”
CONSEQUENTIAL?
7. COMMUNICATION: “Every day is a bombardment of distractions and different directions.”
8. TIME MANAGEMENT: “I’m invited to meeting after meeting that keeps me out of the
classroom.”

9. PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT: “Thoughtful, purposeful, strategic…not just ‘more.’”
10. UPDATED CURRICULA: “Fresh, best, research-based.”
11. BRAND/IMAGE/REPUTATION: “Gotta get past that ‘bad kids’ rep. It’s not true and does both
our students and our district a disservice.”
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Force Multipliers, Speed Multipliers, and 1-Degree Differences
Beyond the value that pursuing causes rather than consequences can bring, there is also value in
prioritizing force and speed multipliers and 1-degrees.

In the same way tools of any kind reduce exertion and transform energy to accomplish tasks faster

with less effort, force and speed multipliers can make short shrift of otherwise overwhelming

numbers of priorities by forcing leaders to identify how to literally accomplish more with less, and
faster, but in healthy and sustainable ways likely to lead to success. In military science, examples of

force multipliers might include couriers, deception, drones, ethos, fear, fortifications, geography,

GPS, intelligence, mobility, morale, politics, psychological warfare, reconnaissance, spies, swarming
tactics, training, and even weather. Speed multipliers (like wheels!) increase the distance coverable
in less time. As you study employees’ forthcoming input, look for suggestions or possible solutions

that you believe could conceivably multiply force or speed (or reduce delay), like software or buy-in

(because people do not resist their own ideas) or intrinsic motivators (fast, free, easy) or a global

calendar that people love to use or an org chart with roles and responsibilities that clarifies who does

what, etc.

Now consider H2O and how profound the change is between just one degree and another

degree—assuming it’s the right degree! When you think about it, that one degree shift occurring

between 32°-33°F and again at 211°-212°F can seem almost magical. Closing the gap to maximize
students’ academic achievement through the attraction and retention of highly qualified teachers and
principals requires change, sure, but it’s not necessarily significant, wholesale change, and it’s

certainly not change across the board, because TCA has many fantastic things going for it. Find the
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1-degree recommendations (THE being the operative word), and like causes and force and speed
17

multipliers, you’ll be off to the races.

18

Following employees’ individual + group brainstorming and documenting of SWOT items, a

personal energy assessment, blue sky dreaming, start-stop-continue suggestions, purpose and

metrics ideas, identity and reputation dialogue, future vision input, theming process, identification
of priorities, and topical and question-level suggestions for inclusion in the online survey, we
translated these items into survey categories. Insights and interpretations of survey results follow.

In The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference, Malcolm Gladwell details the broken windows theory. It
reveals that visible signs of crime, anti-social behavior, and civil disorder create an urban environment that encourages further
crime. The best way to reduce crime, then, is to deal with the visible signs first—however insignificant they might appear to be.
In New York City, for example, removing panhandlers from underground transit entrances and exits, returning subway cars to
service only after they had been repainted, and cracking down on prostitution paid huge dividends for daily commuters, but
also precipitated the inflection point after which tourism increased. Studies undertaken in Europe and beyond support the
effectiveness of this approach. As the journal Science reported, “One example of disorder, like graffiti or littering, can indeed
encourage another, like stealing.” In APPENDIX, CHANGE IS A PROCESS…THAT TAKES TIME, see Case in Point: NYPD Culture
Change for something similar in the same timeframe. The theory applies to cities, buildings, communities of virtually every kind,
businesses, and schools. In focus groups, several employees shared examples of seemingly insignificant observations at TCA
that, à la broken windows, are also 1-degree difference makers. These three are representative of dozens more like them: (1) “In
our POLICIES, non-custodial staff cannot enter the kitchen…but the trash is not getting taken out, and Corporate has not called
us back or sorted this out, so what are we supposed to do with all this trash?” (2) “In addition to [current] campus facility cleaning
crews, a sanitation crew should be contracted to do a deep cleanse monthly.” (3) “I wish I could go to school knowing what is
going to happen every day. I wish teachers would report on time to school and care more about assisting the kids and caring
more about helping the kids to be successful. I wish we had more supplies for COVID instead of saying there is a deep cleaning
when it is not happening. I wish we had a full staff to help my students. I wish there would be more school spirit where more
people could get excited.”
17

(1) Consider the relevance of 1° in navigation. A journeying sailboat that is off course by just 1° will miss its destination by one
mile for every 60 miles that it travels. An airplane leaving LAX bound for Seoul would land—not in South Korea but, much to
the passengers’ chagrin—in an altogether different country. Sports are interesting examples, too. (2) For example, think about
applying the 1° principle to Lance Armstrong’s seven stripped victories in the Tour de France. Having raced precisely 15,133
cumulative miles between 1999 and 2005, Armstrong’s seven 1st place wins separate him from the 2nd place finishers by a total
of just 39 minutes and 40 seconds. This is an astonishingly small margin of victory considering the 20 stages, three-week
duration, and an average speed of 25-26 mph. (3) Or look at the sport of baseball. Over the course of a 162-game season, a
batter who hits .285 versus one who bats .300 makes approximately 80 fewer hits (assuming about 550 at bats for the season)
or, stated another way, about one fewer hit for every 20 games played. Also, a .300 hitter will be a Hall of Famer, while a .285
player will not. (4) The same subtleties are true in golf. Tiger Woods’ scoring average is 69 strokes per round. At the time of this
writing, the 125th ranked player (Bubba Dickerson) averages 71 strokes per round resulting in an earnings difference of $5
million for Tiger and $500,000 for Bubba. (5) How about motor sports (e.g., NASCAR, NHRA)? Typically, less than one second
separates the winner from second place. Whether it’s cycling, baseball, golf, or race car driving, in each instance, it’s the 1° that
counts. This discovery reveals that winning (in sports and most organizations) is seldom about colossal failures. Instead, it is
mostly a matter of degrees, and often just one.

18
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SURVEY INSIGHTS & INTERPRETATIONS
Texans Can Academies Employee Survey

Overview. The purpose for undertaking such an extensive endeavor as a 58-question, hour-long

survey, is to make sure that every TCA employee has an opportunity to share what is on his or her heart
and mind, what brings joy and what causes worry. The goal, as always, is to really listen. Over the years,
we at the Leath Group have found that providing employees an anonymous platform upon which to
express themselves grants us a normally inaccessible glimpse into unvarnished truths.

In the following pages, we hope to accurately unveil these truths to you, while doing our best to protect
the anonymity of individual voices.
This survey touched on major themes from the Focus Groups workshops. We learned a great deal about
what employees believe are TCA’s Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats, in addition to
learning about their thoughts regarding TCA’s Purpose, Customer, Identity/Brand, what questions they
would like to see on the survey and their overall experience with day-to-day life as a TCA employee,
what inspires and what pinches.
We hope you learn from these pages what the current snapshot of life at TCA looks like, from the ground
up, and we hope you come away understanding the strategies from which to build a true team identity
through understanding more about the focal areas to be prioritized and improved.
We are honored to partner with you and impressed by the commitment of TCA employees to serve this
organization. Often while reading through the comments in this survey, we encountered employees who
have a heart for service and a real calling to do what it takes to meet the demands of such a challenging
profession.
Thank you for inviting us in. We look forward to the next steps.
Response Rate. From the beginning, we knew we had something special. As soon as the survey
launched, the response rate jumped and continued to increase over the course of the week. In the end,
475 TCA employees logged into the survey. A typical response rate for employee surveys normally
ranges between 30-40%. A survey response rate of 50% or higher is considered excellent, and response
rates that are on the higher end suggest employees who are motivated and deeply invested in the action
that follows in the survey’s wake. This is why we are so happy to report that the response rates for this
survey ranged from 55% - 93% depending on location, with an average response rate of 70%. We hold
that TCA employees are excited to see what comes next.
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While this, indeed, is cause for celebration, perhaps the magnitude of a 58-question, 15-page monster
of a survey (which takes on average 51 minutes to complete) was a little ambitious for the end of an
unprecedent school year, as the response rate for total completion (all 10 required questions) was 29%
(ranging between 9% - 36% by location). Let’s not be discouraged by the survey fatigue TCA employees
experienced; their 29% response rate is still considered typical.

Demographic Information. Each repondent was asked to identify the location where

he or she worked (Location), how long he or she has worked at TCA (Tenure), and in what capacity (Role).
These demographic variables are important as they provide the information necessary to make specific
recommendations. Less than .005 employees chose not to identify their Location, Tenure, or Role. These
individuals were dropped from further analyses based on the demographic information.

Location. Repondents identified with one of 15 locations that they called home base. Fourteen of these
places are schools and the final location is Central Administration.

Region. In addition to reporting on individual locations, clusters of “home bases” were consolidated into
various Regions so as to consider different interpretation of the data. We report the analyses in three ways:
•
•
•

Region4 (Dallas, Fort Worth, Austin/San Antonio, Houston)
North/South (Dallas/Fort Worth v Austin/San Antonio/Houston)
Region2 (Dallas v. All Other Locations)
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Tenure. While the measurement of length of time an employee has worked at TCA as assessed through
our demographic question cannot be considered a measure across time, we can view these employees
as different snapshots filling out a picture of the TCA experience as it relates to tenure. Five divisions of
length of employment at TCA were used (1st year, 2 years, 3-5 years, 6-10 years, and 11 years or more).

Role. The five Roles selected to represent TCA employee categories are only considered very general
guides as to the way the organization fulfills its various duties. Although this classification system may
not be considered ideal, respondents were free to take advantage of the “Other” category and write in
a job title or description of their position at TCA. Approximately 20% of the respondents selected “Other”
and were classified after the survey closed according to the most relevant role description.
•
•
•
•

•

Campus Auxiliary Staff (Facilities, Maintenance, Kitchen, Security)
Campus Leadership (Principal, Assistant Principal)
Corporate Leadership (Officer, Director)

Professional Support (Student Advocate, Academic Advisor, Interventionist, Administrative
Assistant, ARD Facilitation Specialist, Accounting, Payroll, Purchasing, Finance, IT, Controller,
Registrar, Student Nutrition Specialist, Clerk, Coordinators, Development Team)
Teacher (Instructional Coach, Tutor, Teacher’s Aide, Teaching Assistant, Literary Coach,
Department Head)
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Statistical Analyses.

The mean scores for each of the 21 questions where respondents
rated their perspectives on each of the topics is reported in the chart below, in order from highest mean
score to lowest. On a 5-point rating scale, TCA employees find the nature of their work to be incredibly
meaningful and they feel heard, valued, and supported by their Coworkers. In addition, TCA employees
have good relationships with their Bosses and feel comfortable speaking openly with them. They also
find satisfaction in their jobs for the most part and find the Mission of the organization to be inspiring.
Areas where respondents noted their lowest scores concern carrying around the worries about work that
keep them up at night, yet for those individuals who do express these pain points to others at work, they
are significantly more likely to encounter others who help them solve these problems.
This past year was so unusual as to be unprecedented, and employee Burnout is evident. There is hope
on the horizon that a return to a more normal school year will bring about the lower levels of Burnout
that employees believe they experienced before COVID impacted the school year.
Many respondents remain cautiously optimistic that this District Direction project will bring about
change, yet without change many of the current TCA employees don’t see themselves sticking around.
One of the most important changes should be in helping employees feel comfortable speaking openly
with Corporate Leaders and in feeling heard, valued, and supported by these Leaders.
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Job Satisfaction. Respondents who took advantage of the comment sections for each question tended
to fall on the extremes. This was true for the comments regarding Job Satisfaction. We found five general
themes that impacted employee Job Satisfaction:
•

Lack of training: “I love what we stand for and the students we serve, but in a way, I feel that we

disservice our students by not providing appropriate training for certain departments. When staff

are not fully trained it leads to miscommunication with students which causes barriers for our
students.”
•

People (for good or for worse): “I wish TCA would take a better initiative to appreciate their

teachers more by offering support, better resources and incentives. Some teachers desire to
grow professionally and feel valued.” “I like the purpose of giving a 2nd chance to students in
need. I like the tight close community feel of the school.”
•

Communication timing: “I would like to know key information ahead of time. If feels like we are

always at the end of a deadline.”
•

Negative work climate: “Hours are long is the only thing I would change.” “Lack of respect,

honesty and transparency from leadership.”
•

Lack of pay: “I love my job and what I do and what we do for the students. But I would be more

satisfied if we actually received salary increases. As we have been working very hard with no pay
increase. Would actually like to have evaluations and opportunities to work towards a raise or
bonus.”
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Mean Scores for Ratings Questions

Meaningfulness of Work
Relationship with
Coworkers
Open Comm with Boss

4.4

Relationship with Boss

4.1
3.9 3.9

Job Satisfaction
3.8 3.8

3.6 3.6
3.6

Inspiring Mission
3.5

3.4 3.3

Equipped with Work Tools
3.3 3.3

Job Retention (1 year)

3.2
3.0

2.9

Supports Full Potential
2.8 2.8

Inspring Core Values
2.6 2.6

Work Life Balance
Burnout
Confident Survey brings
Change
Mission Statement in
Practice
Core Values in Practice
Open Comm w Corp
Leaders
Relationship with Corp
Leaders
Job Retention (5 years)
Burnout (in non-COVID
year)
Others Help to Solve
Worries
Expresses Worries to
Others

Analysis of Variance. In addition to reporting mean scores for the 21 ratings questions, Analyses of
Variance (ANOVA) statistical procedures were computed slicing the data across demographic variables.
Tenure. There were significant relationships on five of the ratings questions: Job Satisfaction,
Openness of Communication with Corporate Leadership, Job Retention (Year 1), Job Retention
(Year 2), and Burnout.
•

1st year: Employees in their first year have high levels of Job Satisfaction and low levels of

Burnout. In addition, they feel comfortable speaking openly with Corporate Leadership.
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•

2nd year: Employees in their 2nd year seem to be showing signs of strain. They report the

lowest levels of Job Satisfaction and comfort in speaking openly with Corporate

Leadership. These employees are also the least likely to stay at TCA after a year (and also
after 5 years) if nothing changes.
•

3 – 5 years: Employees in years 3 through 5 are struggling as they report the highest

levels of burnout. In many ways, they look very similar to 2nd year employees, reporting

the 2nd lowest levels of Job Satisfaction, Communication Openness with Corporate
Leadership, Job Retention after Year 1 and Year 5, just behind 2nd year employees.
•

6-10 years: Employees in the mid to late range years may be described as “meh” when it

comes to Job Satisfaction and Communication Openness with Corporate Leadership.

These employees have the 2nd highest rate of Burnout (behind 3-5 year employees), yet
they are committed to TCA, for better or for worse, as they have the 2nd highest report
of Job Retention after Year 1 and Year 5 (only behind the longest tenure employees).
•

11+ years: Employees who have the longest tenure at TCA have the highest reports of

Job Satisfaction, Open Communication with Corporate Leadership, and the lowest report
of Burnout. In addition, they are planning to stay at TCA no matter what (as measured

by Job Retention, Year 1 and Year 5). You might say their experience has served them
well and allowed them to see past any current difficulties.

Role. There were significant relationships on eight of the ratings questions: Relationship with
Boss, Communication Openness with Corporate Leadership, Relationship with Corporate
Leadership, Job Retention (Year 1), Meaningfulness of Work, Burnout, Burnout in a non-COVID
year, and Work Life Balance.
•

Campus Auxiliary Staff: In many ways, the Auxiliary Staff are the happiest employees at

TCA. They report the lowest Burnout (both after this year and in non-COVID years) and

the highest reports of their work having Meaning. They also feel heard, valued, and

supported by both their Boss and Corporate Leadership, with which they experience
Communication Openness. They are the employees who are most likely to stay at TCA,
even if nothing changes.
•

Campus Leadership: As we know, this has been a rough year for Campus Leaders, and it

shows. These employees report the lowest Work/Life Balance and the highest levels of
Burnout (which has risen significantly this year for these decision-makers from non-

COVID years). They are also the most distanced from finding Meaning in their work and
desire to see the most change (i.e., are the most likely to leave after a year if nothing
changes).
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•

Corporate Leadership: The adage “it’s lonely at the top” may refer to Corporate Leaders

who report feeling the least heard, valued and supported by their Boss. Being at the top

may bring other struggles as well as we see similarities between Corporate and Campus
Leaders who report the two lowest scores on Meaningfulness of Work. Perhaps the
current year has brought unusual stress to this group of employees as normally they have
some of the lowest levels of Burnout (non-COVID years). The picture is not all dire as they
report high levels of Work/Life Balance and positive relationships and open
communication with their coworkers at Corporate.
•

Professional Support: Employees who work as Professional Support Staff enjoy the

highest levels of Work/Life Balance and some of the lowest levels of Burnout, especially
this year. But they are on their guard as they are very likely to leave after a year if nothing

changes. We see these folks as being right behind Campus Leaders in wanting to see
change happen.
•

Teacher: Teachers have both high-highs and low-lows. They report the highest levels of

Meaningful Work and commitment to TCA in staying put in their jobs after a year, even

if nothing changes. However, they have one of the lowest levels of Work/Life Balance
(behind Campus Leaders) and report being unable to speak openly with Corporate
Leadership.

Region. Using the three Regional divisions described earlier, we found significant relationships
on ten of the ratings questions: Relationship with Boss, Communication Openness with Boss,
Communication Openness with Corporate Leadership, Meaningfulness of Work, Work/Life
Balance, Expresses Worries to Others, Mission Statement in Practice, Core Values in Practice,
Inspiring Core Values, and Confident Survey will bring Change.
•

Dallas Campuses: When considering Dallas Campuses against all other campuses,

Dallas Campuses report feeling heard, valued, and supported by the boss
(Relationship with Boss) and experiencing open communication with the boss.

However, Dallas Campuses struggle to find Meaningfulness in their work and don’t
express their worries to anyone at work, choosing to keep their difficulties to
themselves.
•

Austin/San Antonio: Austin/San Antonio taken together report the lowest ratings on

Relationship with Boss and Communication Openness with Boss, suggesting that
there may be reason to explore these relationships further.
•

Southern Campuses: When comparing Northern against Southern campus locations,

the Southern Campuses seem to have a more positive outlook. They report higher

levels of openness speaking with Corporate Leaders than do the Northern Campuses,
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better Work/Life Balance, and believe in the Mission and Core Values as both stated

and practiced. Finally, Southern Campuses are more confident than Northern
Campuses that this District Direction project will bring about change.

Free Response Questions. There were eight free response questions that helps to fill out
the picture of what’s going on inside the minds of the respondents. These eight questions concerned:
•
•
•
•
•

Pride: What aspect of your job do you take the most pride in?
Worry: What worries about work keep you up at night?

Professional Development Goals: What are your PD and/or work goals?
Support: How can TCA best support you achieving these goals?

Work Tools: What might be lacking in terms of work tools for you to do your job to the best of

your ability?
•
•
•

Training: What type of training implementation would you most like to be involved with?
Mission Statement: What part of the mission statement may need to be refreshed?
Core Values: What part of the core values statement may need to be refreshed?

What aspect of your job do you take the most pride in?
In the responses below, three themes emerge.
First, and overwhelmingly, respondents tout the ability, opportunity, and responsibility of helping
shepherd students toward graduation and beyond as their singular guiding light. Willing to do whatever
it takes, they make that connection with a student that sparks the desire to learn, to develop self-worth,
and to become a productive member of society. This group places student success above all things at
all times.
•

Helping our students realize the potential they possess!

•

Connecting with students and motivating them to do better in their education.

•

I enjoy working at Texans Can, especially when I'm able to see students achieve their dreams.

A second group of respondents (about 1/3 the size of the first) promote the interconnectedness of TCA
from helping students and supporting teachers to getting the paperwork right and making sure kids eat
a good meal. All aspects of the job seem equally important, impacting not only the students’ success
but that of teachers, administrators, staff, and corporate as well. This group strives to connect all aspects
of the organization to the desired outcome, equally.
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•

Being a part of an awesome team that plays a vital role in emotional and educational growth
of our students.

•

Helping the teachers and staff quickly solve their technology issues so they can focus on the
students.

•

Securing committed partners that engage for multiple years and that will stay committed with
or without me due to their connection to the core work of TCA.

And the third group of respondents (about equal in size to the second) take the most pride in a personal
aspect of the job, be it teaching students, driving compliance, supporting coworkers, building
relationships, leading others, or representing the organization. Their concern is with excellence for
themselves (learning, developing, leading) and that of the organization (delivering, providing,
maintaining). This group focuses on their role in the organization and doing it to the best of their ability.
•

I take pride in all I do. I love to be here for all the teachers and the staff. Knowing that they are
getting what they need to do the best they can makes me feel great.

•

I take pride in being productive. Not allowing office politics to interfere with my job duties and
responsibilities.

•

Being able to represent the organization as an out-front leader and doing that job well.

What worries about work keep you up at night? Or what are the chronic pain points that you
experience daily/weekly at work?
The responses to ‘what work-worries keep you up at night’ sorted into seven themes with significant
overlap between them. Some respondents listed multiple worries that ran the gamut. They are as follows:
1.

Overwhelmed

2. Collaboration
3. Toxic workplace
4. Pressure of perfection or failure
5. Student concerns
6. Future
7. No worries, confused by the question
Those respondents with multiple concerns or using the words: always, too, constant, excessive, etc., were
assigned to the OVERWHELM theme. Defined by long hours, chronic pain, overwork, constant change,
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uncertainty, and balancing work tasks with life needs, overwhelm seems to offer its respondents no
solutions to or resolution of their plight.
•

Some concerns that can keep me awake at night is overwork. My work and that of others.

•

Uncertainty of what will change from workday to workday - literally.

•

What tasks I will have to face the next day or being at work all day. The chronic pain points I
experience weekly at work are migraines and fatigue.

•

Not able to balance work and family tasks

Respondents assigned to the second theme, COLLABORATION, report worrying about completing
assigned tasks correctly, competency of coworkers, effective communications, direction of leadership,
and making the most of the opportunities presented.
•

Missing opportunities because I can't get information from someone, or not having
cooperation/support/buy-in for initiatives at the campus level.

•

Not enough office space or staffing for student needs. Low level communication among staff
and low morale.

•

The best people play for a winning team—it is important we win otherwise we lose the best

people who beat their heads on the walls for years and when they realize things won’t budge,

will leave to find a team that they can win with. I fear, without progress, we will gradually

become stuck with those that don’t care to win and suffer a "brain drain" to other organizations.

In the third category, TOXIC WORKPLACE, respondents report high levels of daily anxiety and stress over
a variety of issues from bad bosses to moody coworkers, from constant unnecessary changes to feelings
of isolation/unimportance, and from work-policy induced chronic pain to concerns for physical health
and safety. While these concerns might overlap some with OVERWHELM, these respondents identify
specific problems with potential solutions.
•

A toxic work environment at this campus. Employees are so apart. Nobody interacts with each
other.

•

Working in an environment that is toxic as I see staff bullied and harassed, but no support after
it has been reported.

•

The possibility of contracting COVID and having to use my PTO to recover, being in a classroom
with unmasked and unvaccinated students, and being too sick to receive the vaccine myself.

Related to all three theme-categories above, some respondents noted a specific pain-point for their
anxiety and stress: PRESSURE OF PERFECTION OR FAILURE. Though the comments range from not
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enough time to lack of preparation to miscommunication, all speak to the pressure of getting things
perfect with no margin for error. The following comment seems to best sum up this category in a single
statement.
•

Compliance responsibilities and demands that arise without warning or preparation time.

Making sure that students are not harmed by oversights. Being overly anxious that everything
is perfectly correct and zero room for mistakes.

Category 5 comments fall under the heading of STUDENT CONCERNS. Though these comments run the
gamut from concern for the student’s future to student motivation to student attendance to concern for
lack consequences for an unruly student, each fixes work-worries squarely on student behavior.
•

The performance of the students. I know I can't make the student come to school or want to

succeed but I only hope that I can say or do something that will help along the way.
•

The students’ disrespect and misbehavior and lack of consequences.

•

The students not doing the work, potentially if they don't come back this coming year. How are
we going to get students back after this whole pandemic thing is over.

•

Think about ways to help increase graduation rate. Students success is very important to me.

Category 6, THE FUTURE, collects responses with worries specifically about job security and uncertainty.
Respondents are concerned about losing their jobs due to office politics, personal failure, or
organizational insolvency. A few are also troubled by pay inadequacy, poor promotion prospects, and
leadership incompetence.
•

The changes that have been implemented at the end of the school year. The uncertainty that
the school will be functioning next year due to TEA.

•

Job security and lack of empathy for situations that are out of one’s control.

•

Hoping charter schools remain an option... I dread going back to work at a public school ... they
are very unrealistic and dysfunctional.

The final theme-category, NO WORRIES, collects those comments in which respondents report no
worries or issues related to those above. Though, it is important to note that a few reported that they
used to worry (as their colleagues do above) but have managed to learn how to leave work at work so
they can sleep at night and enjoy their personal lives. And a rare few also expressed confusion about the
question of worry, wondering if they were ‘in the right place’ or thankful they had a ‘great campus and
supportive leadership.’
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•

Do not have any worries that keep me up at night. In the beginning, I worked tirelessly and

endlessly to perfect my lesson plans for the week and even each day. Now, I believe I have
control over maximizing my time during planning periods each week.
•

Am I missing something—is my campus on point?

•

No night worries about work—I leave work AT work! Pain point at work is to get the students
to be present and as vested in their education as we adults are.

What are your professional development and/or work goals? For example, how are you working
to improve yourself and your lifelong learning?
The responses to ‘what are your professional development and/or work goals?’ garnered a spectrum of
answers that fell along a single axis from meeting standard requirements to actively seeking advanced
degrees well beyond requirements. After some consideration, the continuum was aggregated into the
themes below, though certainly each theme has its own spread from minimal to maximal effort.
1.

Certification/meeting requirements

2. Continuous growth & best practices
3. Understanding & implementing compliance
4. Advanced degree/beyond requirements
The first group, and by far the largest, characterizes their responses with attending, completing,
intending, learning, looking, staying, training, and working on requirements as outlined with, for a few,
the goal of advancement into administrative leadership positions. The rest have achieved their goals as
teachers and wish to keep current with curricular developments, complete certification if needed, and
improve their ability to teach and reach their students, effectively and efficiently.
• I plan to increase my knowledge in my current position. I would like to understand more about

the role and rules to my position, maintain my position and understand how important my
position is to others.

The second group, about half the size of the first, adds to their colleagues’ desire to ‘meet requirements’
with statements about collaborating with others, finding mentors, asking for feedback, reading on their
own, improving their basic skills and certifications on their own dime. The focus of these folks seems to
be not only on personal improvement and skills development, but the application to the organization
and the classroom to improve the lives of staff, teachers, and, most importantly, students.
•

I am always reading scholarly articles on how impactful the implementation of the arts is in

assignments to keep students engaged (drawing, painting, music, poetry, etc.). I always look for
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creative assignments based on TEKS. Last, I try to find readings on education regarding social
reform/injustices, collaborations, and laws.

The third group, by far the smallest of the four, adds to those best practices the responsibility of keeping
up with the changing laws and requirements of administrating and teaching, federally, statewide, and
locally. Compliance knowledge and action is part of their self-improvement and, for a few, a duty to their
colleagues and students.
•

As I become more involved in meeting requirements of the state directed mandates, I immerse
myself into finding out all I can to keep TCA in compliance to those requirements.

The final group, only half the size of the second group, actively seeks advanced degrees in addition to
shared concerns for self-discovery, best practices, and collaboration with others. Some seek special
certifications for niche student populations with educational needs. Some have ambitions beyond
teaching that may benefit TCA in the future.
•

Enrolled in my third graduate degree. Attend meeting and seek the counsel of other

professionals. Read, read, read. Ask questions and work to be a more effective communicator
and team member. Equip subordinates with the tools to be successful and clearly visualize their

specific goals and how those fit into the department and organizations plan for student success.
How can TCA best support you in achieving these goals?
The responses to ‘how can TCA support you in achieving these goals?’ ranged widely, leaving some
uncorrelated with the following theme-categories:
1.

Documentation/Training

2. Time Allowances/Resources
3. Accountability/Goal-Setting
4. Payment/Recognition
5. Opportunities
6. Communications
By far the largest category, TRAINING ran the gamut from continuing the current level of PD support, to
arranging for more on-campus courses, to improving the level of training, to refocusing soft-skills
training to more practical applications. A few called for better documentation of processes and
procedures.
•
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•

Bring back leadership training programs. Allow educators to attend professional conferences.
Offer certificate training. PD's involving the art of teaching, creating campus teams to improve

instruction.

At about half the size of the first group, these respondents focused on TIME and RESOURCES. Most feel
constrained by the clock, not enough hours in the day for work tasks, professional development, and a
personal life. Many also asked for more compassion from administrators. Thus, included with these
responses are many simple appeals for more caring support.
•

Allowing more time for work and family balance. More clarity on position and outcomes of
work duties.

•

Support at leadership level that actually CARES!!!

Similar in size to the second group, these respondents focused on ACCOUNTABILITY for all (leaders,
contributors, and teachers alike) and GOAL-SETTING as a means to improve both organizational and
personal success. A few called for annual evaluations as well as job analysis to help set appropriate and
achievable goals.
•

Enforce an expectation for professional growth for each job category and providing work time
to do it. Either conducting district-level PD for the various categories of positions; providing
funds for PD and professional conferences for all job categories; and allowing time to attend
these sessions.

The 4th group, slightly larger than groups 2 and 3, called for promised reimbursement PAYMENTS for
professional development training, assistance with tuition payments, and greater RECOGNITION of
personal achievements through pay increases and career advancement.
•

Helping pay for certifications and include raises and bonuses when one is attained

•

Tuition reimbursement with an agreement to serve Can for a number of years would be helpful.

Group 4’s call for greater recognition dovetails into Group 5’s focus on OPPORTUNITIES. Respondents
asked for greater flexibility, more responsibility, and more opportunity to create a personal path that
benefitted both themselves and the organization.
•

Continue to support my development as a coach, but also offer more opportunities to coach
my peers, especially at other campuses.

•

Providing opportunities for growth. As of now, there is no where I could move in my current
position.

The final group reported a need for better and more targeted communications. By far the smallest group
and spread across a wide array of communication needs, respondents in this group asked for better and
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more timely information on available training, frequent outreach to parents urging attendance for their
students’ sakes, and a clearer vision for the future more consistently communicated than in the past.
•

Communicate the idea that making time for goals is important. Invite us to share opportunities
for further development as they come along. It might do well to make this a regular part of the
department's communications.

•

Provide a clearer vision of the goals of the unit, without redirecting the unit’s activity.

What might be lacking in terms of work tools for you to do your job to the best of your ability?
Initially difficult to categorize, many of the responses to ‘lack of work tools’ were quite personal and
therefore specifically individual, as opposed to more systemic or organizational comments. However,
nine loose categories were devised in hopes of giving actionable recommendations. These were:
0. Tools are adequate/wholly inadequate. The first category indicates the nature of the responses

overall—personal and individual but vague as to what tools. For example, a few feel the tools
provided are adequate (I feel completely equipped to do my job.), while others feel the tools are

not adequate (Actual tools that help. The tools in place do not assist or help.). The bulk of
respondents varied between these extremes (I feel that I have all that I can reasonably ask for.).
1.

Documentation. A small number of respondents requested a web-based and/or printed

manual(s) accessible before, during, and after training—an indication of the desire for
individualized asynchronous learning.

2. Technology. A group twice as large as ‘documentation’ desires better, more reliable technology
that ranges from computer equipment to software to internet connectivity to lab equipment to
organizational integrated IT programs.

3. Clarity and Support. The largest category of responses had to do with better communication of
expectations from corporate and better support of those on campuses working to comply.
o

The physical tools I am provided are sufficient for my position. What I feel are lacking are
IT resources/programs that are complimentary and are purposefully designed or sourced
to meet our requirements. (Involve the people at the lowest possible/daily level of use in
the requirements generation for systems purchases or enhancements).

o

When questions arise, it's hard to know who can help. When given a task, very limited
information is explained about how to complete it.

o Clear purpose, value proposition, for the entire organization. Administrative support, and
external professional resources to fulfillment of the mission.
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4. Time and Space. About the same number of respondents as the ‘documentation’ folks is the
need for time to concentrate on requests and the space necessary to accomplish them.
o Time to do things correctly, instead of rush, rush, rush and wasting time redoing things that
corporate changes their minds about.
o Space to program and allotted time to work with students.
5. Training. The second largest group behind ‘clarity and support’ is the desire for “more effective
training” from “leadership training” to “socio-emotional training” to interface with data tools
training so that individuals can “…develop my own reports not have someone give me a report.”
These responses are perhaps best captured by this one: “Training specific to my job.”

6. Academic Resources and Curriculum. Similar in size to the smaller groups concerned with
‘documentation’ and ‘time and space,’ these respondents request more and better academic

materials such as “reading resources” and “math intervention programs” as well as the
“opportunity to write curriculum” so that “…don't have to use the Exemplar Lesson Plans” and
instead “…develop the lesson plans that are available.” The breadth of these responses can be
captured by the following:

o

If tools are physical materials, I think we are not doing badly, but if teaching tools like
pedagogical tools, we need more.

o

The curriculum is all out of order, has no flow, lacks information.

7. Funds. The smallest set of responses asked for the “budget to be fixed” so that “what’s needed
can be ordered when needed” for both individual classrooms and campuses as a whole.
8. Specific. When the responses were so specific as to defy our ability to categorize into the groups
above, we moved them here. These responses constitute the third largest group behind ‘clarity

and support’ and ‘training,’ respectively. The following are but a few examples:

o Advisors multitask daily. It was once suggested of using volunteers (Parents) to help with
certain tasks.

o I lack the ability for people to take my meetings seriously when I prepare materials and a
schedule. I am also the only one on my team without an office making zoom calls horrible.

o How the find those with attendances issues without doing a step by step year view for each
scholar.

o More team members to manage, one-man operation at maintaining 13 campuses.

o

A library. Students need class sets of books.
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What type of training implementation would you most like to be involved with?
As with the responses to ‘tools’ above, the responses for ‘training involvement’ were either quite specific
and individualized or overly inclusive and vague. For the latter, most of these responses were assigned
to the ‘Any and All’ category while a few had sufficient description to add to one of the category groups
below. However, the bulk of the responses were so specific they threatened the respondent’s anonymity.
Therefore, the following categories are summarized without specific comments.
0. Any and All. Responses captured in this category express a desire for “more training,” all training

“related to my job” that will “help me do my job to the best of my ability,” and, for some, any

training at all as it is “…important to be able to educate yourself for any implementation.” A few
asked for “refresher trainings” that allow “new staff to meet up and make sure we’re all on the
same page and know what we’re supposed to be doing.”
1.

Admin Related. These respondents expressed a desire to do more training that supported the
organization as a whole or, more specifically, classroom management and support. Two
responses dealt with finances and budgets.

2. Teacher Related. The second largest group of responses clustered around teacher training in

the areas of curriculum, technology, certification, software, and specific programmatic learning
initiatives.

3. Relationship Related. The largest group of responses clustered around what are typically
referred to as soft-skills (e.g., trust building, collaborating, and influencing). These responses also

ranged in and out of the classroom from better student interactions to better teacher
collaborations to improved client management, marketing, and sales. There were a few
comments calling for coaching and mentoring programs as well.

4. Technology Related. Responses in this category involved training in tech areas from current

hardware and software to data entry and attendance interfaces to IT systems and emerging
software. These responses, though closely related to the ‘admin’ responses, were more focused

on the acquisition of technology skills than on the organizational purpose of the technologies as
were the admin folks.

5. Catch All. Some responses were so specific, cryptic, or otherwise uncategorizable that they were
assigned to this final ‘catch all’ category. The responses gathered here have no real bearing on
the discussion at hand.
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What part of the mission statement may need to be refreshed?
As a reminder of the mission as written on the website:
Our mission is... To provide the highest quality education for all students, especially those who
have struggled in a traditional high school setting, in order to ensure their economic
independence.
Responses were categorized in the following groups:
0. As Is—responses call for much more than preserving the mission, many would like the
organization to hold itself accountable to that mission, specifically in the areas of ensuring
‘economic independence’ and providing ‘nontraditional’ education environment. These

respondents would, with a few suggestions from the next group (Specific Changes) achieve the
mission as stated through measurement of outcomes, implementation of vocational programs,
and a refocus on nontraditional students in need of a quality education.
1.

Specific Changes—responses reinforce the ‘As Is’ calls for better implementation of the mission,
but add that the mission statement itself needs to change slightly and specifically to
accommodate the evolution of TEXANS CAN. They would like to alter the wording in these areas:
a. rewrite “…highest quality education” to something actionable,

b. rewrite “…especially those that struggle in a traditional high school setting” to something
positive, and

c. rewrite “…ensure their economic independence” to something measurable.
2. Scrap It All—responses call for a redo or to start from scratch. One such respondent felt the
timing was right for reworking the mission:
o

I think a whole new mission statement given the circumstances and current condition of
the CAN.

While others gave good cause for an overhaul:
o The whole thing. It almost makes it seem like it's the students fault they didn't fit in with
the traditional high school model.

o

The Mission can seem a little alienating to other populations. We need students. Let’s Get
'em All!!! Not One Left Behind.

o

Anything about high school. I think the word high school is becoming weaker with
vocational two-year schools across the state.
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What part of the core values statement may need to be refreshed?
As a reminder of the specific language of the TEXANS CAN VALUES, the statements on the website are
as follows:
Our core values are...
•
•
•

Student centered decision making.

A rigorous curriculum based on reading and thinking skills.

Fulfilling every aspect of our mission with a sense of urgency.

Responses can be categorized as follows:
0. ‘FINE as is’ commentary calls for no action on the values as written or implemented. This should

not be written off as complacency. Some of these may fall squarely onto the spectrum of the
next category.

1.

‘LIVE UP to our values as written’ responses look to challenge the validity of the implementation

of the values rather than the values themselves. Specifically the key modifiers of each value:
‘student-centric,’ ‘rigorous curriculum,’ and ‘sense of urgency.’ Of these responses, most would
have the organization:

i. hold decision-makers and their decisions up to the litmus test of a student-centric value
(process shift),

ii. adopt a science-based, best practices approach to curriculum selection, making the choices
truly rigorous (policy shift), and

iii. cultivate a sense of urgency in everyone for the mission (culture shift).
2. ‘SPECIFIC direction’ responses run the gamut of possible changes beginning with a call for

changes outside the values language (possible additions) to include shifts in curriculum focus
(e.g., a vocational and/or collaborative emphasis). Other comments challenge the need for

‘urgency’ as apart of the value mindset, preferring methodical or deliberative approaches. Others
would include ‘student potential’ instead of ‘student-centered.’

3. And finally, ‘SCRAP IT ALL and start over’ responses call for an entirely new approach.
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Urgent Process Improvements. From information gained during the Focus Groups,

a list of nine Urgent Process Improvements was generated. Respondents were asked to rank order their
top three choices which were transformed into a Rank Order across all respondents which considers the
entire list of nine variables from most important to least. The following chart represents all respondents’
rankings and the assigned numeric value placed on each Urgent Process Improvement.

URGENT PROCESS IMPROVEMENTS
59
47
44
40
39
34
29
24

Aligning the District (standardized, but not cookie-cutter; consistent goals, messaging, and
policies across campuses) 19
Sharing Best Practices across campuses (templates, analytics, technology)
Establishing Effective Training (onboarding, position descriptions, role manuals,
mentorship)
Standardizing Operating Procedures (standardized policies, procedures, operations,
processes, practices) 20
Obtaining Up to Date Software/Technology Systems (high quality, easy to use, connected,
aligned, stable) 21
Disseminating Information Proactively (broadcast communication that is clear, consistent,
pertinent, inclusive)
Engaging in Proactive Planning (moving from a reactive culture, global real-time calendar,
sticking to what was planned, stability) 22
Improving Employee Evaluations (consistent, fair, providing 360-degree feedback, adding
accountability, discipline, including meaningful and actionable feedback)

When aligning (and re-organizing, for that matter), should one of TCA’s strategies include centralization, beware the tendency
to overcorrect or overswing the pendulum toward ‘so much excessive centralization’ that that then becomes the new problem.
20 Heard in focus groups: (1) “In our POLICIES, non-custodial staff cannot enter the kitchen…but the trash is not getting taken
out, and Corporate has not called us back or sorted this out, so what are we supposed to do with all this trash?” (2) “In addition
to [current] campus facility cleaning crews, a sanitation crew should be contracted to do a deep cleanse monthly.” (3) “I wish I
could go to school knowing what is going to happen every day. I wish teachers would report on time to school and care more
about assisting the kids and caring more about helping the kids to be successful. I wish we had more supplies for COVID instead
of saying there is a deep cleaning when it is not happening. I wish we had a full staff to help my students. I wish there would be
more school spirit where more people could get excited.”
19

Three frustrations articulated most frequently included: (1) “The [existing] systems don’t interface or ‘talk’ to one another well,
much less seamlessly. I suppose the solution to all this is more money than we can afford to spend.” (2) “We all use our own
things: Classkick for him, something else for me. What’s best, and should these be things we use in common?” (3) “A lot of time
‘clerking,’ inputting data is time lost we could be investing in students. And trying to get what I need out of the reports…they
don’t seem to generate what we need, or there’s got to be an easier way.”
22 Several focus groups hypothesized that poor, late, or exclusive (rather than inclusive) Planning was a root cause and, if
improved, would benefit scheduling/calendaring, prioritization, communication, meetings, and time management. As one
participant suggested, “If we don’t fix planning, and we’ll keep chasing our tails.”
21
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Practicing Effective Meeting Management (clear objectives, appropriate purpose and meeting times,
right people/duration/frequency, organized, include follow up) 23

Urgent Process Improvements
70
60
50
40
30

District
Alignment,
59

Best
Practices,
47

Training,
44

SOP,
40

Technology,
39

Messaging,
34

Planning,
29

360s,
24

Meetings,
23

20
10
0

Across the board, Aligning the District (standardized, but not cookie-cutter; consistent goals, messaging,
and policies across campuses) is THE most Urgent Process Improvement for TCA to undertake. This focus
is supported across all Roles, including Corporate Leadership, and the majority of the Locations and
Regions. The Austin/San Antonio Region also believes that Disseminating Information Proactively
(broadcast communication that is clear, consistent, pertinent, inclusive) is an urgent process to improve.
Interestingly, Corporate Leadership does not believe that Sharing Best Practices across campuses
(templates, analytics, technology) should take precedence, although TCA overall ranks this as the 2nd
most urgent process improvement to consider. Corporate Leadership, instead, feels strongly that putting
effort into Standardizing Operating Procedures (standardized policies, procedures, operations,
processes, practices) is important, although most respondents are lukewarm on this idea, at best (with
the exception of FW Westcreek Campus).

A recurring theme in focus groups, as numerous participants arrived late, had to leave early, were interrupted, or joked,
“While I’m here with you guys now, I’m actually attending two other meetings right now, too.” The dynamic speaks again to
focus and flow.

23
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14
12
9

Standardizing Operating Procedures (standardized policies, procedures, operations, processes, practices)

Obtaining Up to Date Software/Technology Systems (high quality, easy to use, connected, aligned, stable)

Disseminating Information Proactively (broadcast communication that is clear, consistent, pertinent, inclusive)

Engaging in Proactive Planning (moving from a reactive culture, global real-time calendar, sticking to what was
planned, stability)

Improving Employee Evaluations (consistent, fair, providing 360-degree feedback, adding accountability, discipline,
including meaningful and actionable feedback)

Practicing Effective Meeting Management (clear objectives, appropriate purpose and meeting times, right
people/duration/frequency, organized, include follow up)

40

39

34

29

24

23

23

24

59
47
44
40
39
34
29

TCA Overall Ranking

1
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Disseminating Information Proactively (broadcast communication that is clear, consistent, pertinent, inclusive)
Engaging in Proactive Planning (moving from a reactive culture, global real-time calendar, sticking to what was planned, stability)
Improving Employee Evaluations (consistent, fair, providing 360-degree feedback, adding accountability, discipline, including meaningful and
actionable feedback)
Practicing Effective Meeting Management (clear objectives, appropriate purpose and meeting times, right people/duration/frequency, organized,
include follow up)
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Important Organizational Priorities. From information gained during the Focus

Groups, a list of 16 Important Organizational Priorities was generated. Respondents were asked to rank
order their top three choices which were transformed into a Rank Order across all respondents which
considers the entire list of 16 variables from most important to least. The following chart represents all
respondents’ rankings and the assigned numeric value placed on each Important Organizational Priority.

IMPORTANT ORGANIZATIONAL PRIORITIES
117

75

Strengthening Relationships within Community Outreach, Parent Involvement, and Partnerships (investing in
parents, communities, businesses, and the help we/they need from each other)
Establishing Transparent and Trusting Communication (clear, complete, unfiltered, de-politicized, agendafree, tolerant of differences, permission to speak truth to power as long as it's constructive and never
insubordinate)
Acquiring and Retaining High Quality Talent (hiring and retaining highly qualified, effective, certified,
passionate, committed, knowledgeable teachers/leadership/staff)
Creating an Organizational Culture of Psychological Safety (working to overcome fear, distrust, anxiety,
uncertainty with empathy, listening, support, encouragement, inclusion)
Reducing Employee Churn (turnover, early retirements, emotional support for overwhelmed teachers,
balance of duties/responsibilities, improving overall stability)
Encouraging Courageous/Calming Servant Leadership

73

Bolstering Campus Morale (combating fatigue and failure messaging)

66

Incorporating Thoughtful and Inclusive Decision Making (not simply top down, more campus/teacher
involvement, unbiased)
Managing High Quality Talent (managing employee performance, giving feedback, rewarding those who grow
and improve and perform at increasingly higher levels, and releasing those who are unwilling or unable to
evolve, demonstrate the values, or perform highly)
Awakening Passionate, Heart Driven, Relational Employees with Positive, Constructive, Can-Do Attitudes

95
86
82
78

62
60
49
44

Advancing Professional Development (growing talent through thoughtful, strategic, aligned training
opportunities, assessments, mentorships, certifications, and the like)
Leveraging a Student Centric Vision for the Future (understanding student needs and demands)

37

Refreshing Reputation/Brand (broader audience, updated, inspirational)

31
31

Developing Best in Class Student Curriculum (solid, cutting edge, relevant, research-based, technology
focused when necessary)
Revisiting Financial Allocations (best use, appropriate prioritization, increased transparency)

24

Fostering Cooperative District Climate (instead of competition; ensuring geographic equality)
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Across the board, the most Important Organizational Priority seems to be Strengthening Relationships
within Community Outreach, Parent Involvement, and Partnerships (investing in parents, communities,
businesses, and the help we/they need from each other). Although Corporate Leadership believes
Creating an Organizational Culture of Psychological Safety (working to overcome fear, distrust, anxiety,
uncertainty with empathy, listening, support, encouragement, inclusion) is important to prioritize, many
respondents, especially Campus Leaders, believe that Establishing Transparent and Trusting
Communication (clear, complete, unfiltered, de-politicized, agenda-free, tolerant of differences,
permission to speak truth to power as long as it's constructive and never insubordinate) is of 2nd most
importance, even though Corporate Leadership is only tepid on prioritizing this.
In addition, while Corporate Leadership sees Refreshing Reputation/Brand (broader audience, updated,
inspirational) as the 3rd most Important Organizational Priority, most respondents give this the “thumbs
down,” including every other Role (Campus Leadership, Teacher, Professional Support).
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11

Managing High Quality Talent (managing employee performance, giving feedback, rewarding those who grow and
improve and perform at increasingly higher levels, and releasing those who are unwilling or unable to evolve,
demonstrate the values, or perform highly)

Awakening Passionate, Heart Driven, Relational Employees with Positive, Constructive, Can-Do Attitudes

1

0

2

4

Fostering Cooperative District Climate (instead of competition; ensuring geographic equality)

1

1

10

2

5

Bolstering Campus Morale (combating fatigue and failure messaging)

Developing Best in Class Student Curriculum (solid, cutting edge, relevant, research-based, technology focused
when necessary)
Reducing Employee Churn (turnover, early retirements, emotional support for overwhelmed teachers, balance of
duties/responsibilities, improving overall stability)

Leveraging a Student Centric Vision for the Future (understanding student needs and demands)

6

14

20

1

3

3

5

5

5

Establishing Transparent and Trusting Communication (clear, complete, unfiltered, de-politicized, agenda-free,
tolerant of differences, permission to speak truth to power as long as it's constructive and never insubordinate)
Acquiring and Retaining High Quality Talent (hiring and retaining highly qualified, effective, certified, passionate,
committed, knowledgeable teachers/leadership/staff)
Advancing Professional Development (growing talent through thoughtful, strategic, aligned training opportunities,
assessments, mentorships, certifications, and the like)

Revisiting Financial Allocations (best use, appropriate prioritization, increased transparency)

6

5

5

Incorporating Thoughtful and Inclusive Decision Making (not simply top down, more campus/teacher involvement,
unbiased)

6
5

11

Encouraging Courageous/Calming Servant Leadership

6

2

17

11

Refreshing Reputation/Brand (broader audience, updated, inspirational)

Strengthening Relationships within Community Outreach, Parent Involvement, and Partnerships (investing in
parents, communities, businesses, and the help we/they need from each other)
Creating an Organizational Culture of Psychological Safety (working to overcome fear, distrust, anxiety, uncertainty
with empathy, listening, support, encouragement, inclusion)
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Job Retention. According to information available on the Texas Education website, the teacher

turnover rate at TCA is 37%, over twice as high as the average teacher turnover rate of 16.5% in the state
of Texas. We asked respondents the question, “Hypothetically if YOU were to leave TCA, what would be
your TOP 3 primary reasons for leaving?” Respondents selected from a modified list of 10 typical reasons
employees leave an organization. The following chart represents all respondents’ rank ordered responses
and the assigned numeric value placed on each.

Reasons for Leaving
100
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61

58
44

39

35
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33

28
18
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86
63
61
58
48
44
39
35
33
28
18

Inadequate salary
Leadership style(s) of individuals who direct the work
Few promotion opportunities
Unhealthy organizational culture
Lack of personal/career development
Lack of appreciation/recognition
Uncomfortable working conditions 24
Difficult coworker relationships
Nature of work/the work itself
Low decision-making involvement 25
Lack of autonomy

Sustained high-performance requires focus and flow, so be attentive to and mindful about reducing as many unnecessary
distractions as possible. The time required to shift one’s focus from the task at hand to the next might seem relatively
inconsequential in the particulate, but in the aggregate is formidable.
25 Consider embracing any one of the number of tools that facilitate more informed, delegated, decentralized decision-making
and that function as surrogates when leaders are unavailable, including: criteria, filter, rubric, axes, organizing principle, vision,
mission (and mission intent), core values, exemplars-standards-models, and directional correctness.
24
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It comes as no surprise, we imagine, that the number one reason why a TCA employee would choose to
leave the organization is due to salary concerns. Indeed, across the board, Inadequate Salary was rated
as the #1 Reason why an individual would (hypothetically) quit his or her job. In many cases, the 2nd most
common reason is due to Leadership style(s) of individuals who direct the work. Relatedly, many
respondents noted that an Unhealthy organizational culture would cause them to seek employment
elsewhere.
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Lack of personal/career development
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Low decision-making involvement

Lack of autonomy

Campus Leadership
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Student Enrichment Opportunities. From information gained during the Focus

Groups, a list of 16 additional Student Enrichment Opportunities was generated. Respondents were asked
to rank order their top three choices which were transformed into a Rank Order across all respondents
which considers the entire list of 16 variables. The following chart represents all respondents’ rankings
and the assigned numeric value placed on each Student Enrichment Opportunity.
Across the board, Life skills (budgeting, nutrition, conflict resolution, etc.) was considered the most
valuable additional Student Enrichment Opportunity to consider.

Campus Leaders (Principals, Assistant Principals) agree that Life skills (budgeting, nutrition, conflict
resolution) is the most important Student Enrichment Opportunity to consider. The Dallas Region is most
closely aligned with Campus Leaders on this activity.
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Campus Leaders also see value in adding Vocational/trade school opportunities for students, which was
also ranked highly for all respondents (ranked 3rd). Interestingly, Corporate Leadership saw zero value
in adding Vocational/trade schools or Sport/athletic extracurriculars as Student Enrichment
Opportunities, yet Campus Leadership saw those as the 2nd and 3rd most important add-ons. 26
Allowing different campuses to take the lead on piloting the Student Enrichment adventure they feel
meets the greatest demand within their student population and takes advantage of the talents and gifts
of their staff, then allowing Dallas Grant East, Garland, and Ft Worth Westcreek to work on incorporating
Life Skills into their program might be a good place to start. Houston North could try a Career Center,
while Dallas Pleasant Grove could work on adding Certifications. Each of these campuses would then in
the future partner with another campus mentor them and share Best Practices.

Heard in focus groups: (1) “[We should pursue] the building of certification and trade programs, as the vast majority of our
students have great interest in these options post-high school.” (2) “With ‘No Child Left Behind,’ the vocational programs died
in exchange for college prep.” (3) “The lack of uniformity [at TCA] around extracurriculars, sports, vocations, etc…is another
example of [our] lack of [shared]/same systems. Optics, COVID/dental program, etc..” (4) “A focus on helping the whole child—
economic independence—but we don’t do that because ‘I can teach you how to annotate an article,’ but how the heck does
that actually prepare them for economic independence? We do offer this medical-based training/certification,
landscaping/forestry… [and] these things are good...leading to certification is GOOD STUFF. Cosmetology, barbershops,
welding, collaborating with the community to help students graduate and reach economic independence…we really have to
collaborate with these kids to help them start learning how to live independently.” (5) “Create a division or different schools to
teach specific skills that help our students to become economically independent.” (6) “A lot of our kids do not have hope; they
come from impoverished environments of survival vs. thriving, at best. To help them break down Romeo & Juliet, they are SO
FAR REMOVED from that. I feel like our curriculum is SO IRRELEVANT for so many of these kids.” (8) “I have a classroom full of
books, but no kids want to read.” (9) “I wish we would stop focusing on things our students don’t seem to actually care about
sometimes and instead focus on what will really help them more, for example, job and career assistance.” (10) “Should
trades/vocationals matter more than diplomas?” (11) “Sometimes what we do isn’t what we say we’re doing to help kids. For
example, college prep tests that aren’t relevant for our kids.” (12) “What percent of our kids graduate TCA? What percent
complete their freshman year of college?”
26
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Life skills (budgeting, nutrition, conflict resolution, etc.)

Vocational/trade school

Sport/athletic extracurriculars

Whole child student advocates

CCMR

Electives

Career center (internships, post-graduation employment)

Work Study program

Parent outreach/education

Blended learning

Extracurriculars (non-sport/athletic)

Specialty school(s) established at various campus(s)

Certifications

Full time licensed social workers on campus

ESL/ELL (increase sophistication, systematic deployment)

Emotional support skills

Psychologists on campus

Directors for special populations

FIE cognitive intervention center

17

14

12

11

10

9

9

9

5

5

4

4

4

2

2

2

1

0

0

8

12

23

42

31

45

51

19

64

12

26

25

47

9

11

42

52

81

Teachers

Campus Leadership

7

19

47

58

30

71

66

13

42

10

24

40

51

73

20

5

54

61

65

Professional Staff

2

0

7

3

3

5

2

2

3

0

7

2

6

3

10

10

0

0

10

Corporate
Leadership

FIE cognitive intervention center

Directors for special populations

Psychologists on campus

Emotional support skills

ESL/ELL

Full time licensed social workers

Certifications

Specialty school(s)

Extracurriculars (non-sport)

Blended learning

Parent outreach/education

Work Study program

Career center

Electives

CCMR

Whole child student advocates

Sport/athletic extracurriculars

Vocational/trade school

Life skills

Campus Leadership
17
14
12
11
10
9
9
9
5
5
4
4
4
2
2
2
1
0
0

5
1
1
0
1
0
8
3
3
3
2
0
8
17
10
2
0
2
0

Austin

10
15
12
5
3
0
5
9
2
0
3
2
4
7
0
9
8
8
0

San
Antonio

6
14
2
9
5
17
1
9
1
1
7
2
5
1
0
8
3
5
0

San Antonio
Highlands

Austin / San Antonio
5
3
0
4
9
14
3
0
0
9
6
0
0
2
4
10
0
0
7

Dallas
North

24
5
2
9
2
15
4
2
4
4
12
2
4
4
3
11
8
1
1

Dallas Grant
East

Life skills (budgeting, nutrition, conflict resolution, etc.)
Vocational/trade school
Sport/athletic extracurriculars
Whole child student advocates
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Career center (internships, post-graduation employment)
Work Study program
Parent outreach/education
Blended learning
Extracurriculars (non-sport/athletic)
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Full time licensed social workers on campus
ESL/ELL (increase sophistication, systematic deployment)
Emotional support skills
Psychologists on campus
Directors for special populations
FIE cognitive intervention center

16
21
17
7
0
7
9
5
15
2
13
0
9
5
14
17
7
3
1

13
17
3
1
1
10
8
6
4
1
8
7
21
11
2
14
3
3
2

Dallas Pleasant
Grove

Dallas

Carrolton /
FB

12
10
15
13
7
15
2
9
1
1
15
2
8
6
6
3
7
0
0

Dallas Oak
Cliff

18
7
4
6
3
8
12
4
1
0
11
0
11
5
0
3
1
0
2

Garland

6
12
19
16
4
14
5
5
7
0
10
1
6
11
4
4
7
0
1

27
9
3
6
2
1
7
3
3
0
3
6
5
11
0
5
5
0
0

FW
Westcreek

Fort Worth
FW
Lancaster

8
12
21
8
0
13
9
3
3
1
6
3
5
6
6
5
9
0
2

Houston
Hobby

8
12
21
8
0
13
9
3
3
1
6
3
5
6
6
5
9
0
2

Houston
SW

Houston

6
18
8
7
0
11
18
4
9
6
6
3
10
6
4
4
4
3
0

Houston
North
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Conclusion. As we bring this survey report to a close, it is worth recapping the comments from
the respondents on the final page of our survey.

What did we fail to ask in this survey that you would like to ask and answer now?
With few responses to this question, there is, as expected, some difficulty in finding themes within.
However, three categories emerge loosely tying these comments and questions together. These
categories are:
1.

Continuity Concerns. Respondents want to talk about vision, mission, and purpose going
forward. From an individual level to the organizational level, the comments and questions want
to know if what was true is still true going forward, and if there are changes, what does those
look like, who should be leading, and where?
2. Process Concerns. Respondents want to talk about options, fairness, and preferences. There
seems to be some anxiety about the job itself, its risks and pitfalls, and the toll it takes mentally
and physically. Between the lines, there seems to be an appeal for communication transparency
and participative decision-making.
3. Financial Concerns. Respondents want to talk about the how’s and why’s of money. More
importantly, these comments and questions echo the process concerns above, mostly in the are
of fairness. Many use money as a scorekeeping record of value, feeling slighted when their
perceived value to the organization slips in comparison to others.
Why is it important, on these last gasp questions at the end of the survey, to pay attention to those few
responses received? Because, in marketing communications (the practice of influencing behavior), it is
often true that where there is one comment, there are many hidden just like it. Consider, for example,
that most of us do not bother to comment on poor service or poor quality or poor atmosphere when
eating out for dinner, we simply do not go back. It is essential, therefore, to heed the lone comment or
two when offered as representative of a silent army of like-minded individuals choosing to walk-away
rather than offer feedback.
Is there anything more you would like to say? Any final thoughts or suggestions to improve TCA as an
organization or to inform its forthcoming strategic planning?
Leath Group ends all surveys with a call for ‘anything more?’ or ‘anything we missed?’ This allows
respondents to have a final comment on the survey itself, the organization, ideas for improvement,
literally anything. This sort of open-ended response rarely has many takers and produces few themes.
However, in this case, we find three:
1.

Servant leadership; improve performance thru transparency and collaboration

2. Unbiased processes and procedures; improve quality thru accountability
3. Keep our promises; improve resources and incentives
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Though few in number, these responses, given that they cluster at all, may be significant. Beginning at
the bottom, the smallest group by far calls for promises to be kept around reimbursements while asking
for better pay, and a potential bonus for a rough pandemic year that saw many rise to the occasion and
a few go above and beyond the call of duty. Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory suggests, however, that this
is a hygiene factor which, if taken care of, would decrease dissatisfaction without necessarily increasing
employee satisfaction. Action here is helpful but not culture-shifting.
The second largest group of responses clusters around processes, procedures, and accountability, mostly
calling for specific ideas and implementations. The thought behind them, however, is that success comes
from continuous process improvement. Perhaps one comment says it best:

•

We don't need to reinvent the wheel. We don't have to be crazy different, just different enough to
stand out. People have already done this and done it well. We should do what others are doing
but do it better.

And finally, more desperate than those above are the calls for leadership, trust, transparency, and
collaboration. Respondents believe in CAN, its purpose, mission, and values, but see its leaders falling
short of the mark when one or more break trust with staff and teachers. A failure of one leader is a failure
of all leaders to act. To what extent would consistently reinforced servant leadership solve the numerous
issues in this report? Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory would label this a motivator with significant ability
to raise or lower employee satisfaction. Immediate and substantial action here would be culture-shifting.
What action(s) need to be taken for you to know that your voice has been heard during this District
direction project (focus groups, worksheets, survey)?
Perhaps the single most important question asked on the survey is ‘what actions need to be taken for
you to know that your voice has been heard?’ If any themes can be found within, and these prove to be
low-hanging fruit, how simple and effective it will be for leadership to move the needle on culture and
the future going forward.
Within these comments, two strong themes emerge with a small subset of potential actions to be taken
or results to be experienced that would signal positive change in the right direction. These themes, writ
large, are: 1) a nebulous call for VISIBLE ACTION & RESULTS; and 2) more TRANSPARENCY &
ACCOUNTABILITY, which itself, many respondents noted, was a good first action.
1.

Visible Action & Results—though vague, including such comments as ‘less talk, more action’
and ‘see the changes requested’ and ‘I won’t believe it until I see it,’ may be indicative of an hourlong engagement with this survey and/or years on the job that have seen many such initiatives
come and go without action or lasting change. These respondents can be assumed, therefore,
to be receptive to any visible action or result in keeping with organizational priorities and urgent
improvements ranked within this report. Some suggested the direction from which these
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changes should come, i.e., ‘there needs to be change from the top down.’ While others specified
actions which can be aggregated to three general requests for monetary investment:
a. Training Availability—across this survey, requests for training work as both a signal for
individual immediate attention and of long-term investment in individual career success.
Movement on this front, communicated correctly and implemented fairly, would signal
meaningful change at the individual and systemic level.
b. Pay Parity & Raises—given the sum total of comments in this report concerning
reimbursements promised, special bonuses for a tough year, and equal pay for equal
work (aka fairness), any action on this front, communicated correctly, would likely be
heralded as the strongest step forward by employees at all levels.
c. Policy & Procedures—addressing fatigue, qualifications, career opportunities, bullying
from leaders, and culture improvement. Movement in this area would likely begin under
the heading of second major theme with transparent communication and publication of
policies for: 1) no tolerance, 2) career and promotion, and 3) work-life balance.
2. Transparency & Accountability—primarily through two-way communication and mutual
evaluation—is top of mind for these respondents. Most feel this survey itself was an excellent
first step if not the beginning of a yearly process and a safe place for employees to offer
constructive criticism and course corrections without fear of reprisal. They would also like to see
this report for themselves, evaluate the results, and hold leadership accountable for
implementation going forward. Some would also like to have the opportunity to evaluate
leadership as part of future surveys while others would like to take these findings to locally
formed focus groups for implementation suggestions. Immediate movement on this front and
its consequences was captured by one comment in particular, echoed by others, laying out a
succinct path forward:

•

I would like to see the results of this survey (not every short answer response, but data on
how employees responded to starred/ranked questions), along with a plan to how

leadership will address the results, a plan for implementation, and a place to check
progress. If the results of this survey are not shared, I will not think this was a serious
exercise. There needs to be transparency.

We can’t think of a better way to close this report. Again, we thank you allowing us to partner with you
in this important endeavor. We have been humbled by this experience—the openness and willingness
of so many to share their experiences of TCA with us in the hope that in sharing their perspectives, they
may make the world a little better place for future TCA employees with similar callings and, more
importantly, the students who pass through their halls and classrooms.
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LOCUS & FOCUS: WITHIN & WITHOUT
Spheres of Influence
In LOCUS & FOCUS: WITHIN & WITHOUT, our aim is to introduce a few tools and ways of thinking
about leadership in general, your own personal leadership style and the styles of those leaders who
report to you—and also the impact of leaders’ beliefs, behaviors, and even preferences/biases on

organizational culture at large. When we say LOCUS, we’re talking about one’s locus of control.

When we say FOCUS, we’re encouraging you to choose the ‘vital few’ or ‘most essential’ things (like

root causes, force/speed multipliers, the ‘right’ 1-degree difference makers, etc.) to embrace as a

result of this recent work and summary of it in order to effectuate demonstrable, difference-making

continuous improvement toward the goal of improving student success through great hires who, in
turn, create a greater organization across the board. It is so important for you to not try and ‘boil

the ocean,’ but to, instead, lean into only 3-5 priorities where you know in your bones change

there will facilitate positive change most everywhere. When we say WITHIN, we’re suggesting you
start internally with yourself as a leader, then in concert with your direct reports—cascading

improvements first through how you ‘show up’ as a leader for those in your care, whom you serve—

then radiating logically with your own teams/functions/departments to buoy up, and then focusing
on those constituents nearer the tail end of your food chain. And lastly, when we say WITHOUT,

we’re acknowledging the ecosystem in which TCA exists, serves, partners, outreaches,

competes…and has less ‘control’ over. They are not to be discounted, of course, but rather, to be

prioritized, but properly so. Some groups (Development, for example), may have larger percentages

of outward-facing work, but the same could be said for teachers, only differently, because they

mostly influence the parents of students, for example, and by no means can control them.

To model/demonstrate that hierarchy of ‘from inward to outward’ prioritization, the first tool we
want to share is Spheres of Influence. We have, at times, also called it the Worry Wheel, but

whatever its handle, it captures succinctly the rings of radial influence any human being has on
his/herself, plus those in relational proximity.

Proportionally speaking, you want to spend the majority of time as leaders (and human beings,
for that matter) on the bullseye—Things I can control, like one’s attitude, curiosity, disposition

toward others, pace, ratio of ‘transmitting’ to ‘receiving’ (speaking vs. listening, etc.), the words you

use in your vocabulary (or should, or shouldn’t because they trigger or offend or mislead), etc. Most
people agree that all we can control is ‘me, myself, and I,’ so that’s always the first focus.
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Now, if there are things you cannot control, who knows, maybe you can influence them? As
you brainstorm things you cannot control but can influence, you’ll notice the list is much, much
longer. Though I cannot control an entire organization, for example, I sure as shootin’ can influence

it through my own personal behaviors. For instance, I can influence how decisions get made in the

larger organization by changing how I make decisions with my own team; I can influence how ‘safe’
people might feel in my presence by behaving in ways that encourage and do not judge rather than

embarrassing those people in public or retaliating when they speak truth to power; and because we

are human and will err, I can also improve my apologizing skills, and rather than disingenuously
promising to ‘learn from this,’ I can actually learn from this—and demonstrate my learning and

contrition through healthier behaviors going forward.

And then there are those things in my organization or world that I cannot control, cannot

influence, but can (and should) anticipate, like death, taxes, and resistance to change due to

perceived loss. A great thing every leader should anticipate is that mistakes happen, people fail, and

things go wrong. That’s life. But when we fall short, say, as a team, how do we react? We know such

things are inevitable, anticipate-able, and so we should embrace a ‘reaction strategy’ for when things
go wrong, for example, roping in folks and facilitating ‘teachable moments,’ or asking How did we

get here, and what can I do as your leader to set you up for success better next time? In his best-

selling book, Extreme Ownership, author/former Navy SEAL Jocko Willink writes, “There are no bad

teams, only bad leaders.” This is an incredibly powerful idea, because if you subscribe to it, you’ll

spend a lot less time looking for people to blame, and a ton more time asking yourself and others,

How do we learn from this failure and prevent it from ever happening again?

Finally, there are two bits beyond the wheel—far beyond your Control, Influence, or Anticipation. In

the rearview mirror are regrets, and for leaders (and people) who live in the past, these can be allconsuming, distracting, and get brought up time after time. Why bother? In a word, don’t. The past

is the past; tie it to a balloon or Chinese lantern and let it go already. Grieve it, explore it, postmortem it, journal about it, see a shrink about it, do whatever the heck you must to reach closure

on it, and then join all the rest of us in the here and now. No employee wants to follow a leader who
drives with his/her eyes fixated in the rear-view mirror. Too often, especially when there’s change a

leader does not agree with (or that makes him/her feel powerless), he or she will bring it up all the

time, ‘the good old days,’ ‘you wouldn’t understand,’ ‘when so-and-so ran the show,’ and whatever
else. As we explored in the Five Root Causes of Non-Performance, here we have a leader struggling

with personal barriers to progress AND declining, passive-aggressive, resistant attitude and

motivation. Don’t let one bad apple run off ten good ones: Help that leader evolve and move
forward through something like a 60-Day Get Well Plan, and if s/he has not pivoted 180° by then,

wish ‘em the best in their next pursuit.
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Equally problematic are leaders living in the future, especially if it’s a future of worry. In David

Mamet’s movie The Spanish Prisoner, Ricky Jay’s character says, “Worry is interest paid in advance
on a debt that never exists.” Throughout focus groups and the survey, scores of employees

expressed worries and fears about job security and the like. As leaders, all we can do is demonstrate
a commitment to the present with an eye toward the future, and should you see your employees
drifting into Worry-Land, encourage them to focus on what they can control, influence, or anticipate,
leaving the rest to God, fate, karma, or whatever ideological truth guides them through to peace.
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Situational Leadership: Resetting & Recalibrating for the Era Ahead
Situational Leadership encourages each of us to consider an employee’s current competence and

commitment levels for any given task and adjust our management approach/style accordingly.

Currently, it feels like TCA is running flat out in fifth gear all the time, a perpetual state of
hypervigilance resulting from the many stressors bearing down on you. Crises—real or perceived—

prompt the fight/flight/freeze response, but humans are not built for remaining in any of these
responses long-term. Therefore, we encourage you to take a moment, catch your breath, ingest and

digest all that your employees have communicated to you throughout this process, and then reset
and recalibrate for next year at a different speed and tenor with a refreshed leadership tone,

one of potentiality or something similar. You are definitely under-living your potential as a district,

and this trickles throughout the enterprise to employees, families, students, virtually everyone

involved.

Absolutely, fear is a motivator, as any stick or switch can be, but as leaders of adults who, in turn,
lead students who may, in turn, already be living in some degree of difficulty or distress, who better
than you to embrace and demonstrate a healthier, more positive aspirational self-management

leadership style? This is the Pygmalion Effect in action, so to the extent you hold yourself to a higher

standard and, in turn, everyone else around you—including students—TCA will be far likelier to

create an Employer of Choice vibe and culture that draws great talent like moths to a flame.

“Our ‘emergency’ meetings are institutionalized now,” one employee remarked, “the norm, not the
exception. How can anyone live that way?” Not well, frankly, and not for long, either.
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Heroic Management & Post-Heroic Leadership
The surest way to improve your leadership style is to change how you make decisions and
delegate work. Until changing these, nothing changes. How we decide and delegate flows from

the issue at hand, situational context, our beliefs about ourselves, and our beliefs about others. In the

1950s, for example, MIT’s Douglas McGregor introduced the world to two examples of managerial

beliefs about employees, each of which has tremendous consequences in practice. Managers

possessing Theory X beliefs about employees emphasize heightened supervision, external rewards,
and penalties, while managers possessing Theory Y beliefs emphasize the motivating role of job

satisfaction and encourage employees to approach tasks without direct supervision.

Theory X Managers Believe

That the typical employee is not motivated to
perform, has little ambition, avoids responsibility, is
self-oriented/self-interested (vs. group), is less
intelligent, lazier, works solely for a sustainable
income, needs to be taught, responds best to
rewards or punishments as motivation, operates
more efficiently under a hands-on approach to
management, that all actions should be traceable to
the individual responsible (to ensure direct reward or
reprimand), that the employee / employer
relationships is ‘we / they,’ that it’s important to look
for mistakes because you cannot trust employees’
work, and that because supervisors are in almost
complete control of the work, this produces a more
systematic and uniform product or work flow.
Theory X managers further believe one of two
approaches to managing employees is most
effective: (1) The hard approach (close supervision,
intimidation, and immediate punishment) and (2)
The soft approach (characterized by leniency, less
strict rules in hopes for creating high workplace
morale and cooperative employees). Theory X
managers believe that implementing a system that is
too soft can result in an entitled, low-output
workforce.

Theory Y Managers Believe

That employees are internally motivated, enjoy their
jobs, endeavor to better themselves without a direct
reward in return, enjoy designing / constructing /
publishing their work in a timely manner, strive to
have positive relationships with their bosses in order
to create healthy culture, are the most valuable asset
in the organization, take full responsibility for their
work and therefore do not need close supervision to
create a quality product.
Because Theory Y managers relate to employees on
a personal level, work tends to be more egalitarian
and democratically delegated.
Critics of Theory Y point out that the more personal
and individualistic feel leaves too much room for
errors in consistency, uniformity, and quality.

Theory X work design is most common in assembly
lines and manual labor environments because the
work conditions allow employees to specialize in
work areas which, in turn, allow the company to
mass-produce a higher quantity and quality of work.
McGregor believed both ends of the spectrum are too extreme for efficient real-world application.
Instead, he advocated an approach located somewhere in the middle would be the most effective.
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Perhaps for millennia, control was the order of the managerial day, and Theory X assumptions ruled.
Because many managers made decisions unilaterally through the authority and power of their
positional roles, that leadership style has been described as heroic management and dominated

because (1) Work was more routine or standardized; (2) Managers were believed to have the most
knowledge and experience; and (3) Organizations largely focused on quality and cost efficiency.
Heroic management works when (1) The manager is the expert; (2) Work is simpler, routine,

procedural, and clear; (3) Employee interdependence is low; (4) Change is slow or limited; (5) The
manager has done the technical work; and (6) The employee is inexperienced.

Expectedly, heroic management frequently leads to (1) Dependency; (2) Defensiveness; (3) Passivity;
(4) Low risk-taking; and (5) Blaming. Most problematic, however, is not what it leads to, but rather,

what it denies: Autonomy. When managers lead heroically, employees routinely describe feeling (1)
De-valued, de-energized, and de-motivated; (2) Creatively blocked; (3) Neither stewards nor owners;
(4) Less productive; (5) Stalled-out; (6) Undeveloped; and (7) Unfulfilled.

For many managers, the struggle here is whether one is too over-controlling or too under-controlling

(‘laissez faire’). If they are naturally inclined to control, then it follows logically that they believe they

know best, are and must remain the expert, are surely right, have all the answers, must suppress
conflict and any challenges/threats to their authority, and will be predisposed (like many of us) to

seek recognition, praise, and acknowledgment that they are in the right and doing what is best for
the enterprise, no matter what the critics say. Hunting for support, of course, goes hand-in-hand
with confirmation bias and subgrouping.

If there is a yin to heroic management’s yang, it is post-heroic leadership wherein leaders see

themselves as facilitators whose responsibility it is to ask thoughtful, probing questions to
draw out the best ideas, most competence, highest performance, and greatest commitment

from others in pursuit of shared/co-owned solutions. A perfect example of post-heroic

leadership is the time one of us asked a CEO to sketch-out his company’s org chart and he drew an
upside-down pyramid and remarked, “That’s me—at the bottom.” He was circling the tiniest apex

at the tip of the upside-down pyramid and continued, “I work for all these other people up here,”

indicating that he was but one person…whose job it was not to ‘control and direct the lowly masses,’
but rather, ‘to ask them what they need, what barriers stand between them and excellence, and to
then give them what they need to get there.’ When asked to describe what this CEO expected his

leaders to do for their followers (the people his leaders ‘served’), he replied, “To listen, include, equip,
coach, encourage, walk the talk, make the tough calls, and get the hell out of the way so the people

doing the actual work can get on with it.” He clearly thinks like an architect working On the business,
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his aim not being to motivate so much as to hire great people, equip/resource them, and—through
proper organizational design—focus on enablement.

For many leaders, particularly green or insecure ones, what that CEO described flies in the face of

what they believed management was all about. We also find that leaders who originated as subjectmatter experts (SMEs) or sprang from a technical field (and expect executives to carry that large
back wheel with them up to mahogany row) struggle to climb the ladder presented below, because
their historic focus has been on self or individually-oriented contributions rather than, as the CEO
described, orchestrating an environment in which high caliber talent thrives.

You’ll notice in your survey results that ‘qualified’ people recurs frequently and matters a great deal
to your employees. We don’t disagree that conversance in the issues matters, especially if they are

technical in nature, but insisting that Corporate personnel, in particular, have enormous back wheels
commensurate with their job descriptions is hardly a hill we’d die on defending. Why? Because if

environment, ecosystem, the provision of resources, the removal of barriers, facilitating, asking
questions, including, coaching, making the tough calls, aligning, being versatile, generating passion,

innovating, strategizing, serving, inspiring, and the like are the essence of post-heroic leadership,
technical prowess can perpetuate ‘the curse of knowledge,’ for example, too many executives with
technical backgrounds dismissing employees’ ideas too quickly with retorts like, We tried that and it

didn’t work; That’ll never fly; You don’t know what you’re talking about; and Thank you for the
suggestion…I’ll look into it [myself].
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So long as Leadership INCLUDES and FACILITATES and resides AT THE BOTTOM OF THE

PYRAMID—in service to the campuses while managing the relationship with TEA—great things will

be possible. What’s happening now, as we understand it, is too little communication across the top,
made all the worse by too little inclusion from those nearest the student.

This brings us back full circle now to the opportunity for any leader to optimize his/her decisionmaking. Sure, a leader can be more directive about time and money constraints, expected

outcomes, and who plays, but should otherwise move as far southward on the following diamond
as possible in order to get the best ideas with the most buy-in and greatest commitment, all of
which equates to more successes, not fewer.
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Remember, all other things being equal (and hygiene factors being met), the single greatest
determinant of employee fulfillment and departure is the relationship one has with his/her boss:

“I’m not quitting TCA, I’m quitting YOU!” The greater good, purpose, culture, shared values, personal
calling, sense of ministry and contribution and esprit de corps and surplus energy and all the rest

matter immensely and—in some cases assuage (as in, “I stay at TCA IN SPITE of all the bad things

because I LOVE THESE KIDS”)—but to the extent Theory Y/post-heroic leadership thrives, great

talent will come running. And stay in order to help you co-author the future together.
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Sacred Cows, Undiscussables, Blind Spots, Watch-Outs, Possible

Employee Disconnects Resulting from Differing Points of View, and
From-To

Let’s start with sacred sows and undiscussables, then proceed to those things that are harder to

see, especially above the cloud cover.

We get the impression Marquez Reading, for example, would have historically been a sacred cow,
and while a handful of people might have once been incredibly vested in it, fewer are today—
teachers’ primary concerns being about whatever replaces sundry curricula and ensuring they know

about it with more advance notice next time. Maybe Cars for Kids is sacred too? Some dislike putting

the word ‘cars’ before ‘kids’ because it buries the headline that you’re a school, but only ‘voice of
the customer’ research could successfully find its way to the bottom of the true answer there. Maybe

‘Texas only’ and ‘high school only’ are sacred cows, but employees did share prior examples of
broadening and failing at it, explaining why “We’ll never do that again!” Anyway, you get the idea:

whatever the ACTUAL sacred cows are in your organization, be receptive to dialogue—even if you

disagree with the arguments—otherwise you’ll wind-up surrounded by only bobbleheads and Yes
Men, not A-players.

Also be mindful of new hires. Not altogether uncommonly, new hires arrive bright-eyed and bushytailed—with dreams of changing the world. As their honeymoon period comes to a close, usually
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within the first six weeks, the old guard often (and with the best intentions in mind) discourages a
few things…like challenging the status quo, or suggesting things that trigger executives, or poo-

poo-ing some cow they had no idea was the founder’s totem, or whatever. In short, newbies get

‘assimilated and acculturated,’ their optimism fades, they lose their sparkles, and before you know

it, NGFE all over again. We really think it’d be great if you guys adopted a Walk a Mile in My Shoes

program, spent one day each month working at a campus, and invited campus folks to spend a day

with you at the district office every quarter. Knocking around in others’ shoes—and on their turf—

pays huge dividends in countless ways, from morale-building to creative ideation to respect-earning

to, eventually, someone asking, “Hey, so, lemme ask you a question: Why the heck do you guys do
this thing that way?” Presto-blammo and almost inadvertently, someone’s stubbed his/her toe on a

sacred cow that’d been part of the furniture so long you’d forgotten why it was there in the first
place.

Years ago (making a long story short here), Pillsbury—headquartered in Minneapolis—decided to

roll out a new fandangled production technology called ‘aseptic packaging.’ It’s essential technology

today, but at the time it was met with tons of resistance internally. The food scientists were excited;

it’d make their careers. Same with the marketing folks. The finance team was worried about the ROI,
and the crusty ops dudes roared, “No way in hell I’m importing some German technology and

redoing every plant’s layout…on a whim!” There’s a video of all this action unfolding, because the

university there wanted to film a team proceeding through Tuckman’s forming-storming-normingperforming, and man-o-man, the storming phase took weeks. Corporate had put their best people
on the project and agreed to do whatever the project team suggested. In the course of storming,
once all the ‘business’ objections have been resolved to the old guards’ satisfaction (cost, schedule,

risk, quality, configuration, brand impact, price passthroughs, etc.), things get personal for a while,
and the young MBAs and food scientists get trounced on, accused of “wanting some moose head

for your wall.” In a scene known as Last Gasp, as the Finance Director puts his foot down and says,

“There’s no way kid, over my dead body, we’re gonna toss out equipment that works and hang our
future on this plan of yours,” to which the meek scientist replies, “With all due respect, Sir, your

argument is tantamount to saying you’re open to transforming transportation at the turn of the last
century, as long as we keep the horse.”

♦♦♦
Being sacred—resting atop the budget, as they do; and sitting upon the proverbial trophy case of

someone’s ego, as they sometimes do; and being defended by executives, as they often are—seeing
and talking about sacred cows is commonplace, even if no one’s willing to barbeque them. By

contrast, undiscussables live in the dark, under the rocks, and virtually never—by definition—get
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discussed in public. But boy-o-boy, are they griped about at home, in carpools, in bathrooms, and

in the ‘meetings after meetings,’ but no one dare speak of them in public! Undiscussables can often
include things like nepotism, favoritism, office relationships and the like, but the ones we’re after

here are the sort Socrates spoke to: The most important things, the necessary/essential

things...that we should therefore think about and talk about the most (even if it’s uncomfortable).

They are the things that—if changed—would be triumphant sea changes. They are also the issues
that—if not killed, curtailed, stopped in their tracks, resolved, begun, or whatever—become
leadership lids jeopardizing an organization’s current viability and future potential.

In instances where ‘everyone knows what the undiscussables are, but no one’s gonna say anything
for fear of death,’ it’s sometimes attributable to the slippery slope. A common executive complaint
in most organizations is the dwindling number of truth-tellers the higher one ascends in hierarchy.

Way up high on Mt. Olympus above the cloud cover with all the other gods and friends you’ve

appointed, no one below would dare tell the boss he’s full of it, or that ‘the emperor has no clothes.’
As a result, more and more, leaders can feel increasingly isolated, out of touch, or simply unaware
of whatever dramas roil below. The solution, of course, is to get out more, and to ask more

questions, and to make these visits habits . Over time—assuming there are no public executions—
27

employees will grow increasingly comfortable with leaders…and share more of the dirt , the real
28

and key and limiting issues that, unresolved, may lead to that 0 x 10 phenomenon. And should any
leader know about an undiscussable, but choose not resolve it, his/her avoidance of the issue

publicly can eventually slide so far down the slope that employees conclude with one another in the
restrooms after meetings, Well, I guess he’s cool with that behavior, eh? Avoided, ignored, unmade
decisions get interpreted over time not only as tolerance and condonement of the issue, but as

embracing and perpetuating it through inaction. Many sports franchises, for example, have been
brought to their knees by teams built around one tremendously talented athlete who, like some

character in a Greek tragedy or Shakespearean play, remained unchecked for behavior off the field

until it eventually caught up with everyone on the field. The #metoo movement (and all the men

swept up in it), now Ellen DeGeneres (and others like her), all accused of creating or abiding toxic

27 A favorite and highly successful tool for this is START-STOP-CONTINUE. Ask employees, “What would you like us [or me
personally] to START doing at TCA? And STOP doing? And what do you protect, or treasure, and desire strongly to see
CONTINUE?” When you first begin asking these questions, many employees will communicate lots of CONTINUES and fewer
STARTS and STOPS than you expect. That’s okay; keep asking. After several weeks of asking, the floodgates open, because
everyone begins to believe you’re serious when you ask, because they’re already seeing positive change and nobody shot the
messenger.
28

No, not gossip. The unfettered, unvarnished, unfiltered, spin-free truth, however hard it may be to hear.

P a g e | 141

workplaces. For every one we hear about, an untold number continue, though most appear to be
expedited by social media backlashes and beyond.

When Blake’s wife, Dawn, was growing up in Albuquerque, her parents implemented something on
Thursday nights called “Coke-Tales.” Amounting to ‘amnesty hour,’ each of their three children was

to go around the horn and share one ‘bad’ thing they’d done in the prior week: a lie they’d told, an
F they’d made on a test, why their clothes smelled like skunk, or whatever they wanted to share that

particular Thursday. Not being allowed sodas on other nights, all the kids looked forward to Coke-

Tales, and eventually looked forward to purging their sins to their parents, because they knew if they

shared them here and now—volitionally and of their own recognizance—there’d be zero

punishment! Yee-Haw, a get-out-of-jail-free card! Intentionally or otherwise, each of Dawn’s parents
were demonstrating powerful leadership principles through Coke-Tales: I see you; I care; you are
safe; you can trust me; I love you and always want what’s best for you; I cannot fix what I do not

know—but if you choose to fix something on your own, I’ll respect that, but also know then how best

to be praying for you; you’re not alone; and if you’ll be honest and let me into your world—and become
comfortable using your voice and speaking truth to power—you kids can accomplish great things.

That’s what we’re after in undiscussables: disarming weapons, the sort that can become nuclearized

when left untended. Sometimes though, an employee will skittishly articulate an issue s/he believes
to be nuclear, and an executive will successfully say, “Man, I’m glad you told me that. Honestly, it’d

never even crossed my mind, but now that I’m hearing about it, where do you wanna take it from
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here?” And just like that, in an instant—some ‘worry’ or ‘anxiety’ that has kept that poor, unfortunate

soul fretting and tossing and turning in bed for months, gnawing at his fingernails every waking

hour—evaporates. Poof, just like that, in 60 seconds or less, its power over him has vanished. That’s
what we’re talking about here.

We know our team has stumbled or wandered into an undiscussable when someone whispers to

us, or catches us in the hall after a focus group, or offers to see us out and walks us all the way to
our cars. The texts, the notes, the emails, the whatevers…these are the moments when some of the
most meaningful morsels of information are conveyed:

Certificates frustrations; leaders’ inflexibilities; competence, favoritism and friends vs. meritocracy; “a
few bad apples spoiling the whole bunch;” no SOPs; “a culture of fear”/ ”hell to pay;” oppression; an
attitude of Why did you do it this way and You’re in trouble now vs. How can we fix this?; “all day on

my feet…then 29 minutes to eat. Zero empathy from Corporate about working conditions;”

campuses describing being in competition with one another (and keeping secrets, running in

shadows) rather than collaborating in service for students; fear of involving Corporate “because
they’ll only take forever and screw it up anyway, assuming they [deign] to get back to us at all;”
feeling “abused” and “guarded” and “punked” and “madness” and “pimped out for my ideas—with

others taking credit for ‘em” and “broken-hearted;” being asked to help then kicked off the island;
feeling like “bottom-line trumps student-centered;” “the real mission is staying the hell open;” “the
focus has shifted…we’re on a life raft…what’s so dire that I’m not privy to?”; a dozen comments about

the past and a desperate desire to turn the friggin’ page already; a MASSIVE number of comments

about Corporate—"uninspiring,” “pushing things down our throats rather than asking what we need
and realizing they exist to serve us so that we can serve the kids rather than the other way around,”

lack of transparency, no understanding/faith that where they’re told the money goes is, in fact,

where the money goes; bullies that are tolerated to no end [condoned, perpetuated]; and “people
that don’t communicate yet should.”

The odd thing, we find, is that moments later we’ll be having the most delightful chat with someone
who was just described as “Satan” and is anything but. Sometimes it’s the lack of self-awareness,
29
sometimes it’s the stressors, sometimes it’s the mandate, sometimes it’s being misunderstood ,
30
sometimes it’s the lack of relationship , sometimes it’s simply become so toxic that no one can find
29

As mentioned in CONTEXT, intent vs. delivery.

Sometimes it’s easier to vilify people we don’t know incredibly well (and to de-personalize and objectify them, too, à la
sociocentrism [see APPENDIX]), but “It’s harder to hate up close.” In nearly every project we undertake, one employee or another
(and more frequently than not, from another department) will all but and sometimes even demonize another department’s
leader, only to discover that the demon is beloved by his/her direct reports. Not for survival or political reasons, but rather,
because they know their leader best and have come to understand not only his/her intent, but also because proximity breeds
30
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the door fast enough . As a general rule though, a number of undiscussables in any
organization can be disarmed surprisingly quickly when they’re tackled head-on, thrown on a
rock in the sunlight: We heard you; we apologize…we had no idea…now that we know, how
can you help us fix what is fixable, learn from it, and see that it never happens again on our
watch? ‘Cause we’ve got lots of fights ahead of us—out there, WITHOUT, so we gotta circle the
wagons and fix ourselves WITHIN before we can stand any chance whatsoever of becoming all
that we believe we can in this world.
31

It is true, too, that not everyone always makes it to the other side of culture change. Not every
organization, not every leader, not every change initiative or new commitment. As described in the
Five Roots of Non-Performance, sometimes individuals say, Hey, if that’s what you guys want and
that’s the future, I’m out. Fair enough; bygones. Years ago, a West Point professor remarked, “You
32
often get more lift by parting ways with the wrong people than hiring all the right ones .” (“I can
[finally] breathe again” is a comment we’ve heard often too, after a poor fit has been cut loose.
Like many fears, simply talking about an undiscussable can delete its power. Furthermore, through
RELATIONSHIP (like the CEO’s with Tommy), virtually anything is possible. What’s discussed gets
solved; what’s not festers, and in exit interviews—if you’ll call someone long enough after they’ve
left and landed elsewhere and reset their emotions—you’ll be able to learn, like Tommy’s CEO
eventually did, what the dirty-dozen reasons are for most A-players’ departures, then be in position
to leapfrog them with solutions so they are behind you, not the water in which everyone swims
today.

context and familiarity, both of which can serve to further humanize the villain. Since conflict is often a porthole into what
matters to a person (matters so much that s/he would behave this way), start with empathy, then proceed to curiosity by asking,
“What motivates you to behave this way?” Knowing that, it’s sometimes easier to close the gap together by describing your
perceptions about how these behaviors actually block, rather than facilitate, accomplishment of the task by which the person is
so motivated.
In APPENDIX, CHANGE IS A PROCESS…THAT TAKES TIME, see Make Hard Decisions Regarding Organizational Fit and Coach
Outliers Up or Out.

31

We’ve worked with hundreds of teams, and a truer statement was never spoken. To err is human; to forgive, divine. We once
coached an analyst who quit a company and shared the story of his final day at work: “The CEO called me up to his office and
asked, ‘Hey Tommy, can you tell me why you’re leaving us? I hate to see you go.’ I gave him all my reasons, which he respected,
then shook my hand, wished me the best, and asked [his assistant], ‘Hey Heather, if Tommy’s up for it, can you put me on his
lunch calendar for next month?’ So everyone starts working dates, right. He walks me to the elevator and I say, ‘What’s lunch?’
‘Listen, Tommy, you did everything you could for us under a very difficult set of circumstances. I’ve worked lots of places in my
life—some good, for good people, and some bad, for bad people—but I believe most people play the hand they’re dealt to
the very best of their abilities at the time. Let’s have lunch because I also believe that we should say goodbye to employees with
the same gusto we welcome ‘em in.’” Needless to say, as Tommy recounted this story, tears streamed down his face. “That’s
grace, man; that’s grace.” Yes it is, Tommy, and somewhere up the line that CEO must have learned the importance of how
people are made to feel in your presence. Tommy recounts that story all the time now, as we have again here, because it’s such
a powerful teaching tool that communicates positive intent, forgiveness, grace, transition, real world, hopefulness, but perhaps
most of all, perspective. We are often, each of us, making the most of our skillsets to play the hand we’re dealt.

32
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Blind Spots
Any time we undertake a project like this (doing our darndest to represent employees’ voices the
most fairly, fully, faithfully, and objectively as possible in service to potentiality, identity, priorities,

and alignment to magnetize culture toward great talent), we try to keep our eyes open for possible
blind spots. Have you read any in this document yet? Has anything employees have said surprised

you, or caught you off guard, or come as news you didn’t already know? Maybe, but probably not.

Only you can say, though we anticipate much of this comes as affirmation or confirmation, not as
new news.

Do keep your eyes peeled for such things—inviting feedback, discussing undiscussables, asking

employees to “Help me out here. What am I not seeing that you guys see?” Access your intuition

and, as with Coke-Tales, make it psychologically safe for employees to climb your mountain and
show you what they see when they look at you in the mirror. Also, we cannot emphasize this enough:
Spend more time in the field. Granted, perhaps most of you do, and who knows, maybe even several
of you have offices at a campus or something, but our encouragement is the same: Be seen, be
present, be accessible. Don’t worry that Oh, I don’t think they’ feel as comfortable with me, or tell me

what they really think, because the only way to remedy that is to overcome it through presence and
familiarity.

Around 1996, a member of our team invited a respected mentor of his to observe a class he was

teaching, after which he asked the mentor for feedback. With his twinkly, wise, grandfatherly eyes,

the 70-something mentor said, “Sean, because you’ve asked, I’m going to give you what may prove

to be some of the most actionable advice you’ll ever hear in your career: Be the very best version of
Sean that you can possibly be, then get out of the way so that others’ ideas can become the ideas.”

Without presence and invitation, the ideas may never come.

When you met at Lake Texoma, and again in April, you co-created a number of fantastic deliverables.

We share them again here, and hope they encourage you, because from our point of view it would

appear that you have very few blind spots indeed, are aligned well with your people, were perhaps—

in many ways—seemingly clairvoyant, which proves to us that you do get out, that you do know

your people, that you do have your finger on the pulse of the population. Presuming those

perceptions are mostly right—like two Venn Diagram orbs that overlap so completely they virtually
block out the sun—all that’s left is the doing .
33

Or, as John Goodman’s character howls in the Coen brothers’ 1987 hit Raising Arizona after commanding everyone in a
hayseed bank heist lobby to drop to the ground, “Alright, everybody, we're just about ready to begin robberin' proper!”

33
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ELT SWOT Themes (from April) included:
I. PASSION for who we are and what we do

II. CULTURE of TRUST & PERFORMANCE with ACCOUNTABILITY
A. Improve negative employee morale

B. Restore TEA’s trust and confidence in TCA

III. DISTRICT-WIDE ALIGNMENT & COHESION
A. Create consistency across campuses

B. Ensure equity (love, influence) with southern campuses

C. Tear down silos (“Currently, one hand doesn’t know what the other is doing.”)

IV. TRAINING & SKILL-BUILDING

A. More training for campuses

B. More clearly defined roles to help identify necessary skills to build up
C. Training, interacting, and modeling the TCA way (see ALIGNMENT)

V. COMMUNICATION

A. Define a clearer communication strategy

34

B. Get everyone connected to/through systems, processes, expectations, and goals
(again, see ALIGNMENT)

VI. REPUTATION in the COMMUNITY

A. More people need to know the reality of who we are and what we do
B. Expand our influence

C. From “unwelcoming” to welcoming

A number of employees describe “Miscommunication among Corporate groups.” “It seems that not ALL departments
communicate when making a change. It’s after the fact.” “District needs to get on the same page.”
34
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5-8 ELT PRIORITIES (Strategic Focal Areas)
“Top Tier”

“Also Rans”

1. Team dynamics, communication,
culture

6. Better recruitment and talent selection

2. A strategic plan with all stakeholders
included

7. Transparency

3. Student engagement, student
retention, brand development and
management, reputation

8. Identify core values or nonnegotiables

4. Define success metrics and how to
close the gap

9. Improve Corporate culture and
employee engagement

5. Operational strategies:
compliance/audit plan,
policies/procedures/compliance

10. Remove silos

2021 Thematic Goal Brainstorm included: Build on Greater Success, Elevating Our Success, New

Era, Next Chapter, Not Done Winning, Possibilities, Potential, Pursuit, Reaching New Heights

Next Steps (from February) included:
 Develop ‘a plan to plan’ and end-date to
be ready to launch into next year!
 Listening sessions at campuses, then
survey
3. Land on Top 5 or so strategic
focuses/priorities, next year’s theme,
share our plan with the Board, then
socialize throughout the organization
4. Discuss structure to pursue these
35
commitments

35

See EXCELLENCE REIMAGINED THEN REBORN—ELT: Purpose, Priorities, and Plan for a jumpstart list of possible ideas.
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Watch-Outs
Swirling in the same ecosystem as sacred cows and undiscussables, watch-outs are issues whose

potential threats OR opportunities we underestimate. To the leader’s eye, an issue might appear

benign when, in truth, it’s actually the bane of someone else’s existence or the very reason why that

individual (or collection of individuals) cannot seem to get traction, break through, break out, or
break beyond. Watch-outs can also be tiny beacons of hope, though, that we should very much

follow, but for whatever reason we turn our noses up at them, ignoring a passing chance to grow
nearer to our potential. This sort of watch-out is the kind that, in retrospect, is often a regret—an

onramp we should have taken, a runway we now wish we’d taxied toward but, being committed to

the work of the day (or distracted by other shiny silver objects at the time), we miss our shot at ‘the

big one’ that got away. Steve Ballmer—then CEO of Microsoft—completely missed the ‘social’
bubble, but more publicly lamented for years that he and his team had altogether underestimated

mobile as a market and Jobs’ iPhone, too, saying at the time, “iPhones will never sell because the
price at $600 or $700 is too high.” Hindsight being 20/20, he eventually admitted, “There was

business model innovation by Apple to get it essentially built into the monthly cell phone bill [and

we missed it completely].”

It occurred to us through focus groups that while they are likely not even low-grade threats at this
time, there are a few domains that generated energy—be it enthusiasm for the opportunities, or

frustrations with inaction. Either way, possible ‘under-livings,’ if you will. We’re sure to get the

language wrong here, so just consider the following notional, not literal. 3/4ths of the domains lean

inwardly, then the fourth revolves around students while also staying between the lines with the

state.

Watch-Out #1: ORGANIZATION & OPERATION (hygiene factors )
36

This first domain is about pulling things together more tightly within, theoretically to further
alignment, maximize efficiency, and minimize distraction, frustration, and waste (in energy, time,

chasing the wrong priorities, etc.). For example: (1) PRIORITIZING (which you’re clearly in the midst
of doing right now), because “Everything is urgent, due yesterday.” “Everything feels urgent. Not

sure how important though.” “Don’t know what to focus on first.” “Frenzied.” “We’re so reactive right
From Herzberg's Two-Factor Theory: Hygiene Factors must be attended to in order to eliminate dissatisfaction, but satisfaction
comes from within. Without PRIORITIES, PLANNING, proper ORGANIZATION, CALENDAR visibility/access, IMPROVED TIME &
MEETING MANAGEMENT, known ROLES & RESPONSIBILITIES, STANDARDIZING & SYSTEMATIZING, and other related items
that one could logically fold into this domain, the additional 10s will be multiplied by numbers as low as zero.

36
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now: this, that, everything.” “Everything is last minute.” “District is reactive. No planning ahead.” “Too
many things to do. Too many initiatives, and not following through or letting them run the course

before starting new initiatives.” “Being ready for all or most of them at once [is hard enough], then

[also] the constant incremental stuff. Rough.” “Staff need to understand that changes will happen
and that [as] campuses, Corporate will direct things where we need to see more action.” “Too many

changes from Corporate that then cause issues at the campus level.” (2) PLANNING, for example,

“It all boils down to better, more inclusive and proactive PLANNING.” “I would love to see teachers
become more a part of the decision-making process at a district level.” “Too reactive.” “If only we

could stick to a plan.” “This was a pandemic year and everyone’s hoppin’.” (3) RE-ORGANIZING ,
37

but, “They’re [Corporate] not doing it with much input, that I know of. That’s been the problem for

a long time: Decisions pushed down we cannot successfully implement, and now re-organizing
without the fingerprints of us who have to make it work.” “You watch, it’ll swing too much the other

way now. They’ll hear ‘Oh, communication sucks? Fill out this form then, or here’s something to read

and respond to!’” “Taking away certain positions and adding new ones. This comes from a Corporate
level decision yet it feels they have no idea what necessarily goes on locally.” “The data-driven school

vs. the real day-to-day school do not meet up, not always realistic.” (4) GLOBAL, VISIBLE, REAL-

TIME MASTER CALENDAR: “There is a calendar, but I don’t know that people pay attention to it.”

“Calendar-at-a-glance would be awesome.” “I wish we had a person solely responsible for ensuring
the district schedule didn’t have conflicts.” “The development of a district-wide calendar, due dates,

etc. that is inclusive of all the pertinent moving parts…everything is interconnected but often the
directives feel as if they were decided in a vacuum.” “So many tasks required at this time of year, a

good detailed district calendar with dates for events and projects would be useful.” “A master

calendar—so everyone knows where everyone is, what they’re doing when.” “A master calendar
would be a simple thing to begin at the end of this year and introduce. Something relatively easy to

do, and we should do it.” “We DO have a master calendar, but so many things pop up that get
added to it.” “The issue is when one’s poor planning becomes another’s emergency.” “I’m the

principal; I have the master calendar, but nobody else can see it. And currently it’s empty, but in the
beginning it was full.” “Milestones every year that we reach or plan for should be populated on the
calendar earlier.” “You can see my calendar, but God forbid you tweak yours and it ripples to

mine/me.” “Plan the year ahead. [Need a] yearly ‘LOOK AHEAD’ calendar for our typical meetings

and events.” (We know there’s a master calendar—and was populated well before this crazy year.

The opportunity, in part, may be communication of it, and folks’ using it as designed. That will take

37

See Possible Employee Disconnects Resulting from Differing Points of View momentarily for a few ramblings regarding

employees’ perspectives on organization structure, its complexities, and why re-organizing, we imagine, is trickier than it seems.
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tremendous discipline on lots of people’s part.) (5) General TIME MANAGEMENT, and MEETINGS,

in particular, sound like banes for some employees : “Too many wasteful meetings.” “Death by
38

meeting.” “We need to practice effective meeting management (clear objectives, appropriate
meeting times, invite the right people, and no meeting without a pre-socialized agenda).” “Our

meetings are so disorganized.” “I’m literally in three meetings right now as I [participate in this] with
you!” “We don’t always know what’s due for the meetings. Deliverables could be more clearly

communicated.” “Meetings aren’t bad. It’s the meaningless meetings we need to avoid.” “I’m unable
to communicate with all staff since everyone’s too busy.” “So many demands vying for my time.

Constantly on a short timeline to get a lot of things accomplished very quickly.” (6) DISTRICT-WIDE

ORG CHART WITH ROLES, RESPONSIBILITIES, SWIMLANES: “Clearer roles and goals needed!”
“Clearly delineated responsibilities would be SO helpful.” “A comprehensive ORG CHART that shows

everyone and ‘who does what’ and where they’re at in their little boxes and lines. Would make my

job SO MUCH EASIER because I’d understand. Include little bullets of what people do.” “Clearly
defined roles and responsibilities.” “Everyone stay in their lanes, starting up top!” “If someone is

hired for a position, they should be given their roles and responsibilities as well as timelines and due

dates as to when those duties need to be completed or performed.” “Make sure everyone in the

building knows what’s going on (graduating students, entering grades, everyone doing their job).”
“Too much ricebowling [hogging all the good tasks at work]. The person usually takes on tasks and

responsibilities that she thinks will bring her some recognition, or [that] doesn't require her to get

off her ass.” “Why are people assigning tasks to my staff without coordinating with me?” “I don’t like
circumventing the chain of command.” “Everyone needs to know what everyone’s doing, where the
edges are, the borders, where things touch.” “Sometimes people give opposing interaction because

they don’t know how one another interacts. And how do you interact with them, reach them? Email,

phone, face-to-face, what?” (7) STANDARDIZING & SYSTEMATIZING (including SOPs, Systems,
Software, etc.): “SMS sucks.” “None of the software really talks to each other, so many things are

having to be done multiple times or in different ways and everything just seems so much harder
than it ought to be.” “I know software’s expensive, but we need some better platform, everything
integrated. Everyone uses their own thing, Classkick or something else, and it’s like we’re all lost in

Meetings, like communication, are a complaint everywhere we go, if that’s of any consolation (à la misery loves company)!
One client said, “Meetings are where minutes are kept and hours are lost.” A Lockheed rocket scientist once said to us, “If I
asked you to guess what part of my anatomy matters most to Lockheed, what would you guess? I’ll tell you: You’d think it’d be
my brain, but no, apparently it’s my ass…because they insist I sit on it in meetings all day every day!” Interestingly, Lockheed
eventually installed a ‘meeting minder meter’ inside every conference room. As employees arrive to each meeting now, they
swipe their badge to enter, and the meter displays the running cost in real-time of each meeting, so that someone can eventually
complain, “Hey guys, we’ve already blown $800 and haven’t made any decisions yet. Can we get this thing rolling?” As a general
rule—on assembly floors, in mines, or at natural resource companies where a great deal of the work is done outside—employees
usually gather for a ‘tailgate’ or ‘standing’ meeting, as everyone is inclined to move much faster when on their feet.
38
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our own woods.” “Things are harder and slower than they need to be.” “Nuisances. A few times I

get, but when it’s the norm—all this clerking and low-value data entry crap and I’m already early
then late then standing up and running around.”

Watch-Out #2: ETHICS, ENERGY, ETHOS:
Beyond the Organizational & Operational emphases described prior, we sense a huge amount of

interest in what we’d call ETHICS, ENERGY & ETHOS. Ethics because, being a school district, not only

is TCA in an enviable position to impact young adults’ lives through education, but also morally and
through work ethic. Energy, because human energy is—as explored more than once now—a

commodity that cannot be wasted, and in organizational cultures where people feel electricity in

the air, like greatness is afoot, word will spread that ‘TCA is the place to be’ and will attract more
and more great talent. And ethos because it’s so much more than culture. Ethos embodies character,

culture, aspiration, spirit, vibrancy, community, ideology, the works. It’s the ‘feeling’ you get from
being in a certain place in time. And so, a few thoughts regarding Ethics, Energy, Ethos: (1) RESPECT.
“I don’t like being in meetings and people are on their cell phones. It’s disrespectful. If it’s important
enough to be here, be here.” “Did you see him? On his phone THE WHOLE TIME, like he’s got more
important things to do.” “Coarse language.” “Eye contact is important. It shows me you’re listening,

and that you care to.” (2) RESPONSIVENESS: “Customer service orientation, who serves who.”

“Corporate doesn’t call back, doesn’t answer phones. The last [person] was terrible about that. Out

of the EIGHT TIMES I called, only one time was my call returned. I literally had to drive to Corporate
to get an answer. What’s that about?” “Hello? Is anybody listening?” (3) LESS MICROMANAGING:

“It’s constant.” “Unrelenting.” “[That person] hounds me.” “Badgering, all the time.” “You’d think I’d
robbed a bank the way [that person] chases me down for explanations!” “We don’t need a babysitter,

thank you very much.” (4) POSITIVE MOTIVATION because all A-players need is permission and
removal of barriers to perform, and MENTAL HEALTH because a great many people are worried not
only about students, but peers and self. “Teachers need emotional support after this year. The district

needs to build/create a robust emotional support team for teachers.” “Mental health focus should
be more. These kids are coming from a place where they need more mental health focuses.”
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Watch-Out #3: PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT & PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT (aka
“PD/PM”)

Sounds like employees really treasure PD—and want more of it—going so far (frequently) to
champion the idea of creating (1) AN INTERNAL TRAINING DEPARTMENT. We probably agree

with that. Generally, if a client is considering building one internally, but the personnel inside it won’t

be training every day, we advise against it, because it can become a cost center or the employees
therein overly bureaucratize what could otherwise be elegant and nimble and low-cost, but given

TCA is an entire school district with high turnover and constant intake and exit of employees, a

PROPER in-house training group might go a long way toward reducing hemorrhaged talent.
Moreover, in-house groups can be great standard-bearers, quality controllers, flame-keepers, and
also ensure ‘The TCA Way’ is properly inculcated in new hires and constantly improved upon by

vets. “We need a PD dept/training dept—and the people who DO run it better be credible,
experienced people.” “Why do we not have a class that teaches ethical behaviors/professional

expectations?” “Need more orientation/onboarding for teachers (key cards, access, etc.).” “Build an

opportunity to listen to master teachers.” “Establishing effective training (onboarding, position
descriptions,

role

manuals,

mentorships).”

(2)

TALENT

&

OVERALL

PERFORMANCE

MANAGEMENT sounds like a watch-out opportunity also: “Accountability is a problem here.”

“People are not held accountable enough.” “Coach our people to succeed.” “Get rid of the toxic

people and leaders. Get the right people on the bus! Better to wait and not hurry the hiring process.”

“High performers leave losing organizations because one bad apple ruins the whole bunch.” “Hire
for attitude.” “Holding people accountable for HOW they behave is within our control, so why would

we not control that?” “I’d love to see consistency on campus. I wish we could start asking for help

when we need it. I wish we could be more blunt with the teachers, but then people might quit. I
wish we would stop taking advantage of our principals.” “Feels like I’m working harder than others,

and while I’m not affirmed for it, they’re not held to account in any way. I’m conscientious, so I’ll
keep doing what’s right, but something about it doesn’t sit right with me.” “We could do better at
painting a career picture for people. What’s the path? How do set goals?” “Improve employee

evaluations: Consistent, fair, providing 360-degree feedback, adding accountability, discipline,
including meaningful and actionable feedback.” “Novice principals or others unfamiliar with

struggling kids (coming from, say, DISD) need help identifying those struggles—seeing them—so

they can swoop in and help. This comes back to HIRING THE RIGHT PEOPLE. What does SECOND

CHANCES mean?” “Quality instruction is important.” “Right people, right job should yield the right

outcomes.” “Some Corporate leaders talking down to women.” “The campuses are not the problem!

My guess is the district is on the hot seat, but we are nearest the flame.” “Things have gotten too
mechanical. Losing site of the kids.” “We feel like we have a boulder on top of our neck right now.”
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“We need quality training. For what positions? ALL positions! New teachers, for sure! We should use

the 3-month probation period. New positions/onboarding. At beginning of year. When new
programs are introduced. Clearly defined roles and responsibilities.” “With the bad apples,

[Leadership] seems to manage to the exception versus to the rule.” “Would you graduate a student

who gets grades but bullies others, violates codes of conduct? Someone who hurts more than
helps?” (3) FRUSTRATIONS WITH PRINCIPALS’ 360: “A 360 should be done on everyone.” “A lot

of things feel ‘gotcha.’ Some admin tries to play gotcha (and it’s not in arrears; principals get their
360 a month too late) and look for mistakes instead of solutions, makes for high turnover.” “And

now the TEA monitor has her own line…and SHE, TOO, can deduct points…feels like our principals
are getting murder sentences for jaywalking!” “Give me the data points being used in the 360 so I
can improve. We’re told those who fail their 360 will be let go.” “If several principals are failing their
360, it’s unfairly executed.” “Involve the principals in writing the 360.” “Monthly 360 review and

constant changes, fatigue, stress. Corporate needs to get their process together and clarify

expectations in more detail (e.g., everyone currently putting notes in various areas…we only need
one). We work as a team, so why isn’t everyone subject to a 360, or all of us evaluated as one,
together?” “Principals…some need to slow down, focus on THESE weaknesses/areas…because you
are passing up your errors!” “The 360 is a whip vs. constructively developmental or reinforcing.

What’s their agenda?” “There should be metrics to measure district leaders and departments.
Leadership needs to improve. Campuses spend every day being evaluated/judged/criticized. Who
is evaluating central office leaders…and how?” “Too much subjectivity in the 360.”
Watch-Out #4: STUDENT & STATE

TCA is all over these next two, but given their importance, we wanted to account for Enrollment &
Compliance as part of STUDENT & STATE, that orb definitely being equally important to the other
three domains.

In summary, the idea is that being attentive to watch-out domains like these (or whichever domains
resonate with you, included herein or altogether overlooked, be they threats, opportunities, or some

combination of both) will foster an environment in which—like sacred cows and undiscussables—
leaders and employees feel comfortable speaking their minds. Remember, fearful cultures are often

silent, while healthy, psychologically safe cultures view dialogue, discourse, even disagreement (so

long as it’s constructive, not destructive) as signs everything’s working as it should be.
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Four Possible Watch-Out Domains for Next Year:
1. ORGANIZATION & OPERATION
2. ETHICS, ENERGY & ETHOS

3. PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT & PERFORMANCE
MANAGEMENT (aka “PD/PM”)

4. STUDENT & STATE
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Possible Employee Disconnects Resulting from Differing Points of View
Employees describe seeing the big picture clearly for what it is, but also mention being influenced
somewhat by the lens through which they most frequently view TCA. Three apparent lenses
include: (1) "Compliance RULES, it’s the LAW!" (2) "Students First, Please," or (3) "Is There Some

Middle Ground Here?" The "Compliance RULES!" crowd is small in number but large in power. The
"Students First" crowd is large in number but small in power. The “Middle Grounders” are focused
on collaborative process improvement �.

On campuses, focus group employees overwhelmingly perceive that compliance work has

overshadowed student focus of late, obviously driven by the district’s response to TEA, and no one’s

dismissing that need (though some suggest TCA should go private, as described in APPENDIX, BOLD

IDEAS FROM BLUE SKY DREAM BOARD). The state has its testing requirement(s), there are
attendance and enrollment priorities, and central office is coming to the end of a year in which the

best laid plans were laid to waste. Like a slippery three-layer cake on a hot Texas day, there’s bound
to be some breakage and ooze.

A second dynamic described is presented graphically below. At left, employees either sketched a

tiered triangle or concentric rings, but both shapes convey the same perceived pecking order:

Corporate first (in response to the state, perhaps), then campuses and teachers receive their

direction, then kids get taught. The campuses—and several functional groups, too, which is ironic

(because they comprise Corporate)—said they would prefer the image at right, where the students

are the heart of everything, and Corporate exists to succeed with the state while supporting the

campuses (in a servant leader sort of way ) so that campus staff and teachers can “best teach the
39

[unique] child in front of them at the moment.”

Now, it almost goes without saying that these are heavy-handed oversimplifications with what feels

like a lot of oppositional judgment baked in, but at least they capture the sentiment before it fades
altogether in the summer sun.

39

“We should be serving students. Students and teachers should not be serving central office.”
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The third and final dynamic was frequently described not as factions (as in Compliance vs.
Students-First

vs.

Middle

Grounders)

or

as

hierarchy

(Corporate→Campuses→Kids

or

Kids→Campuses→Corporate) but, rather, as a pulling, a tension, a tug-of-war in which everyone
at TCA feels torn between Compliance and Kid.

Whatever the dynamic, if any of them is accurate even in part, this year goes dark very soon—and
surely then whatever tensions have taken center stage will subside for a few weeks—but as an

increasing number of initiatives roll out next, anything you can do to make them feel more

collaborative (within reason, especially given people’s interest and availability, and whatever’s
negotiable) should be warmly received. The general consensus is employees are eager to learn of

Vision and future direction for TCA, but also the opportunity to be involved in shaping it, as perhaps

the most common refrain at campuses is, "Do they really understand what it is they’re wanting to
accomplish next?"

The answer in the short term is probably to recover and set a conservatorship cadence, but when
doing so, ensure campus leaders, staff, and teachers feel heard and loved.
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From-To
Our remaining bookend, From-To, is a deceptively simple yet perfectly profound aid when

struggling to help followers fully grasp what it is you envision in your mind’s eye for TCA in its future
state as contrasted with the present state. The idea is to facilitate populating the table with a few of

your own initial wants, desires, needs, and expectations to get the ball rolling, then asking employees

what they want, courageously feeding you phrases that you’ll write down. The following examples

illustrate how powerful it can be to ask one’s own employees what they see NOW…contrasted

against what they need to see in the FUTURE to stay, to thrive, and to expend surplus energy beyond
NGFE in order be all-in and here for the vision and culture communicated.

From

“Lack of employee input.”

“Oppressive culture.”
“Corporate too obstructive.”
“Too compliance driven.”
“Inflexibility.”
“Defensiveness.”
“Closed-minded.”
“Toxic.”
“Narcissistic.”
“Controlling.”
“Ego maniac.”
“Too many decisions made in vacuums without
understanding the entire enterprise holistically.”

“Favoritism and friends promoted.”
“Corporate tone is off…kind of angry.”
“[If] you don’t want to do it my way, we have lots of
applications to fill your spot.”
“Dictatorial.”
“Insecure, threatened leadership.”
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To

“If a decision is going to be made that drastically
impacts someone’s every day, involve them early and
often.”
“Comfortable culture, fearless.”
“Asking [instead], How can I help you get that?”
“Students succeeding, and compliance becoming a
background concern we no longer worry about.”
[No opposite provided, but versatility would be it.]
“Receptivity.”
“Less threatened by new ideas.”
“Healthy.”
“Service culture of ministry, servant leaders.”
“Trusting.”
“Greater good.”
“Where there is no guidance, a people falls, but in an
abundance of counselors there is safety.” —Proverbs
11:14
“Meritocracy.”
“Warm, inviting, safer.”
“I count.”
“Interject a more community style of leadership, not
authoritarian.”
“Realize we have your back and stop seeing
shadows. Your win is our win.”

EXCELLENCE
REIMAGINED
THEN REBORN

EXCELLENCE REIMAGINED THEN REBORN
Business Bits: Purpose, Priorities, and Plan
Before tackling people parts and the softer side of business, let’s begin with a few preliminary

thoughts regarding the purpose of the changes ahead, how you might go about selecting from the
countless possible priorities best suited to advance that purpose, then conclude with several straw
man/scarecrow ideas for planning, then earnestly launching these commitments next school year
and beyond.

The opportunity before you, and therefore the purpose of changing at all, is your articulated desire

to catalyze overall student success and academic achievement through positive culture and the
attraction and retention of highly qualified teachers and principals.

It is our conviction that inquiry IS intervention, and so by simply hosting focus groups and inviting

employees to contribute their ideas through a survey, intervention (and possibly improvement) has

already begun; intervention being the inflection point after which, everyone hopes, positive change
will become the tide that raises all boats. Now, because so many of your people have contributed
such massive volumes of equally thoughtful and passionate input, the immediate need is to

literally prioritize the priorities using a tool, be that tool simply a list of criteria, or a filter,

rubric, matrix, or the like. Different audiences select different tools, so while the choice may seem

arbitrary, it’s ultimately a measure of utility, and therefore of functionality. What follows are simply

handy examples, examples where groups have used axes (importance, urgency, anticipated value,

readiness, impact, effortfulness required, current performance level, whether something might be a
visible win or quick hit, etc.). As you ponder or create your own tool, also keep in mind root causes
vs. consequences, 1-degree difference makers, force and/or speed multipliers, sacred cows,

undiscussables, possible blind spots, watch-outs, and from-to. For example, if you’re wanting a
healthy culture that attracts A-players, but don’t hold leaders accountable for undiscussables, you

will, as they say, “Exhaust yourself in pursuit of rest.” No treading water allowed here; you want to

really be able to slingshot past any current barriers to success or potentiality and optimize enablers,

whatever you view those to be among the many conceivable priorities from which you might
choose.
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We’ve also seen groups write an organizing principle statement by which they prioritize the

priorities. An example of one might be something like, “To be a top five priority, every priority must

balance students’ potential (or economic independence, or whatever) with state compliance.” St.

Augustine even gave us an operating principle when he wrote, “In essentials, unity; in non-essentials,

liberty; in all things, charity.” Operating principles are incredibly powerful, because in a leader’s
absence (say, unavailable for a meeting), a principal’s staff would know, “Whatever we do, it must
be in accordance with our operating principle.”

A third option—beyond a tool or operating principle—is Vision, because it, too, is often a sufficient

surrogate for decision-making when one’s leader is absent: “What does the vision require? If we
decide X, do we grow nearer to reaching our vision, or move farther away from it?” The same is true

of mission or purpose, for that matter, like when soldiers who—having lost their leader—still know
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the mission’s intent, and therefore how to continue carrying it out faithfully to achieve mission

success. Core Values, too, can often work similarly, and many parents instill values in their children

that serve them for a lifetime. Acculturated first with safety, stranger danger, Hold my hand when

we cross the street…and be sure to always look both ways, then permitting (and eventually

encouraging) their children to roam farther and farther from home, then by car, then with curfew,

and frequently as adults those same children will draw upon their family’s values when choosing,
deciding, prioritizing at critical junctions in life. The same can be said for exemplars or standards

or models, and even more personally when someone wonders What would Mom [or Dad] do in this
situation? And finally, directional correctness. In the absence of tool, principle, vision,

mission/purpose, intent, values, role models, or even ideology or belief system, an
organization/team/person should be able ask If I at least follow this river, maybe it will eventually
lead me to a town. For those times when prioritizing or setting direction are required, but all one

perceives is ambiguity or fog or ‘everything is critical and was due yesterday,’ perhaps one of these
will be a worthwhile guide, compass, lighthouse, or guiding star.

Maybe you have already, but if you have not yet landed on or articulated a formal vision for TCA 10

years hence, here’s a reminder of what a great vision is, includes, and captures:

Visions must meet three criteria: realistic, worthwhile, and desirable. Realistic, because people won’t

devote their lives to pipe dreams. Worthwhile, because where followers perceive inherent additional
value, they are more willing to change more. And desirable, because realism and value alone are
insufficient. GREAT visions also INSPIRE. “Gotta want it real bad.”

164 | P a g e

“EXCELLENCE REBORN”
Executive Leadership Team, Texans Can Academies

Sensitive Work Product, Internally Confidential, Not for Distribution

Visions empower employees and often help them reconcile the righter of two competing interests

in most circumstances because they introduce clarity of direction, motivation, autonomy (freedom,

because As long as I get nearer to the vision through this next decision, then I’m on-track and ALSO

out of harm’s way with my leader!), and the vision supports employees by serving as surrogates in

the leader’s absence.

And finally, should it expedite shared language about what’s what and what goes where and how do

all the various pieces and parts connect, the Vision to Action illustration below shows a common

way leaders explain how individual employees’ actions contribute to the broader, longer-term,

enterprise-wide vision way out in the big blue yonder beyond the horizon.

As Richard was rarin’ to set SMART goals in April and move out on a plan already, hopefully the

above image arrives not a minute too late to expedite goal brainstorming and to show how goals

support strategies, which support mission, which supports vision in the context of end game, end

game typically being the contextual future reality in which we compete, for example, new competitor

entrants, consolidation, increasing regulation, state compliance, and these kinds of environmental
factors or forces.

Because there is so much internal tension in TCA currently (the three lenses/crowds we described,

the triangle/concentric rings, and the tug-of-war/pulled in multiple directions many employees feel),
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ideally you’ll land on vision that helps employees reconcile any mandates, see that perhaps they

actually run parallel rather than at cross-purposes, and that by serving one or the other well, who

knows, perhaps each benefits the other or the whole itself. Should employees be presented with a
plan of priorities that shows BOTH the students coming first…AND the state trusting more, awesome
blossom, you’ve found a twofer.

Once completed, it might also be nice for you guys to create a document that captures all this on
one sheet of paper, essentially all the VIA elements along with priorities and how you set them or
why you chose them. Could be helpful for employees to see everything in one place.

Key to prioritization is that—when done right—it should also de-escalate the ‘everything is

important and everything was due yesterday’ feeling. PRIORITIES ARE POWERFUL that way, because
they give employees permission to focus, and commission leaders to ensure that focus is not only

permitted, but healthier. Part of prioritization is learning to incorporate No into an ELT’s, a district’s,
and a campus’s vocabulary. In the same way removing toxic players often behooves teams more

than hiring the right players, so, too is learning to say No more often than Yes a powerful pivot,

because anytime we say Yes to something, we’re actually saying No to higher priorities. Say No

more, show that it’s okay to do so—essential, even—and what a liberating load off it can be for
followers and cultures alike. We’ve wandered into many-a-place where EVERYTHING was seemingly

LIFE OR DEATH IMPORTANT and also URGENT, URGENT, URGENT…and workers were exhausted
and demoralized all the time. When a new leader arrived there, let’s say at a manufacturing plant in
Laredo, and came to see this dysfunction for what it was, eventually announcing, “Okay everyone,

I’ve sized things up, and here’s what we’re stopping RIGHT NOW,” goodness, you could feel the
oxygen return to the room in that split-second, and people just about danced the night away. Say
No to the drama, Yes to strategically chosen priorities, and Hello to a brand new dawn .
40

Finally, just as fodder and/or random thoughts for your Strategic Plan development, a few
remaining brain droppings below for your consideration:

It occurs to us that it might be catchy for ELT leaders to begin using the phrase, “For Can to succeed at anything, we cannot
say yes to everything.” The campuses are absolutely manic, and what we wouldn’t give to see employees’ faces there light up
and rejuvenated because they finally cast some unnecessary monkeys off their backs. That reminds us of the client who gave
each department one of those long, stringy monkeys with Velcro hands. Anytime one department pushed a task to another
department, the leader had to loop the monkey’s hands over the receiving department leader’s doorknob, as if to signal, “I’ve
transferred my monkey to your back now.” Within a matter of weeks—because it made ‘passing the buck’ dysfunctions so
visible, departments began to work better together because NO ONE WANTED TO BE CAUGHT HANGING HIS/HER MONKEY
ON SOMEONE ELSE’S DOOR. As Susan Powter might say, you gotta “Stop the insanity!” wherein everything is urgent and
priority, and therefore, as many said, “Nothing is.”
40
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1. Include priorities in all communications, referring to them constantly and keeping them in

front of people. Even onboard new hires and incorporate sharing TCA’s priorities in their new
hire packet, so they know early on how priority your priorities truly are!

2. We like the idea of Corporate Universities, and your being professional educators and a

school puts this idea right up your alley. If the day comes that an in-house Training
Department is created, that group could do a lot to further inculcate all employees in these

priorities. In the meantime, Raul and the entire ELT can be the carriers of them.

3. Maybe launch a ‘master teachers’ series, where your teachers can learn from the best and

you yourselves can have more master teachers! Identify them and praise them and send

them off to inspire and work with teachers across all your campuses, to identify

developmental needs, best practices, and elevate everyone’s performance as a result.

4. You could also identify a cadre or cohort of your very best teachers to serve on a ‘Curricula
Excellence Council’ with an eye toward licensing TCA intellectual property or content, best
practices, curricula out into the world.

5. Get great teachers in creative conferences about social emotional health, various whatnot,
and best practices. In furtherance to their development, but also to champion TCA out in

the world even more than now, and not as a school for strugglers, but for scrappers and

overcomers who, with grit, have persevered and shall continue to do so, no matter what the
world throws their way.

6. You could even create a Grit Grant/Award, recognizing students who model the vision, the
values, the priorities through their personal commitment and/or service to peers, their family,
their community.

7. Send Development Team members to each campus—fanned out—to meet in person with
leaders and staff to ask, “In light of these priorities and our new vision, what community

and/or business alliances or partnerships do you envision supporting them, and how

can we enable that or step aside? What can we do for you, or not, that would be most
helpful?”

8. Conduct interviews with the local community and nearby businesses asking, “What would it

take for you to consider offering some of our students an internship, or small group ride-

along opportunities to learn from your salespeople, or to otherwise experience business

skills and relationship-building?”
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9. Identify some kick-ass visible business targets (companies) and try to orchestrate ‘one
great win’ with each that you can publicize wide and deep.

10. Somewhere in your planning, you could create a ‘Not a car depot or auction house, but a
SCHOOL’ marketing/advertising campaign, or some other fun way to judo misperceptions
and “bad kids” biases. We think Raul could do something neat, Jaywalking/man-on-the-street
style here, filming tons of people (maybe at sporting events or large venues, like Katy Trail

Ice House) asking, “Ever heard of ‘Cars for Kids?’ Oh, you have? Fantastic, so tell me what it

means. What is it, who’s it about, what’s it for?” It could become a fun, funny, yet positive

and constructive way to begin reshaping common misperceptions, should this ever be of

interest to you.

11. As you plan, we like Richard’s idea for three time-horizon buckets, for example, “Now/Next
Year, Within 5 Years, and By 2030.” We personally advocate for 10-year visions, because

the older we get, the faster time flies. In our 20s, we facilitated 2-3 year Vision Statements.
What a joke.

12. In accordance with Values, which should be articulated and flow from Vision, Mission,

Priorities and the like, you could give every leader/employee/student a neat ‘Code of
Conduct’ pin. (Or whatever is ‘cool’ that people would be proud to have on their person—

be it a lapel pin, or button, or laptop stickers, or whatever [ask the recipients first for their

ideas]—and hold people accountable for the behavioral values espoused thereon. In lieu of

every employee doing a 360 (though we DO believe every LEADER would benefit from a
360), these ‘public displays of accountability’ for good behavior (and private admonishments

for bad) might be a clever way to articulate culture and make it—and your purpose,
priorities, values, etc.—more tangible. (We can’t seem to find our stash of custom coins

and also what the military calls ‘challenge coins,’ but they are very neat and people love
earning and collecting them.) Following are a few pins, though. Of particular bemusement

was the PMW pin you see in the center, which graduates of a leadership program received
personally from the President of their division. He hosted what he called “Do Tanks, because

thinking’s not enough—we need to get shit done.” After one particularly honest Do Tank in
which employees courageously surfaced a number of undiscussables that all came as

surprises to him, he joked, “From now on, these aren’t PMW pins, they’re your official Bullshit

Badges, and any time you hear any one of your leaders, myself included, say something you
know to be misleading or untrue just plain stupid/ignorant, raise your badge high in the air

and say, ‘I call BULL-SHIT!” His employees died laughing, and for two more years did that
very thing and transformed the culture of dialogue in that company. Sadly, once this

168 | P a g e

“EXCELLENCE REBORN”
Executive Leadership Team, Texans Can Academies

Sensitive Work Product, Internally Confidential, Not for Distribution

authentic president retired, an insecure bully succeeded him, publicly disparaging anyone

who challenged his authority, and now that once-thriving and uproarious culture that set a

standard in its industry has become a silenced culture of fear. In the past two years alone,
more than 300 of 1,100 employees have quit this boss, but we continue to receive rueful texts

and emails lamenting the loss of their beloved leader—the round table at which everyone
sat equal to him, and his sparkling Camelot, the kingdom in whose presence everyone was
made to feel worthy, equal, and enough, just like Tommy.
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People Parts: From ELT through Leadership to Ideal Culture in

Service to Student Success

Proceeding past business bits, let’s talk now about people, the most appreciable asset in any

organization. We want to look at the people side of things by starting first with Dr. Ponce (as leader

of the organization and ELT), then Leaders in general, and ultimately Culture itself. Our logic for
doing so begins with the reality that vision, priorities, strategy and such typically expressed at the

top must also be modeled there for people to follow. In everything you do as leaders and as a team,

first be cognizant you are harbingers of culture, or ‘culture in miniature,’ so whatever you dream of
seeing or wanting in culture, demonstrate it personally through your words and deeds.
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Decades ago, Candid Camera host Allen Funt set in motion a prank involving three to five volunteers
instructed to ride an elevator “facing the rear,” and so they did, and in clip after clip, befuddled
newcomers enter the elevator and they, too, wind-up facing the rear about 70% of the time!
Everyone resists at first—but then, presuming others know something they don’t—they abide, turn
away from the door, and act like fools because everyone else is, too. What a great example of peer
pressure and leaders’ (often unintentional) influence on followers and culture. (Generally, far more
influential and seen than they will ever fully appreciate.) As leaders, the lesson is to continually ask
ourselves Is this behavior we’re demonstrating right now what we want our culture to be long-term,
and if it’s not, stop doing it, because much of what we do becomes monkey see, monkey do.

We begin then with a gift for Dr. Ponce—the gift of how followers perceive him, which is a priceless
gift indeed, because without knowing it, examples are being set all the time. Afterward, we’ll proceed
to change leadership, culture at large, and a list of ideas for leadership in general, and culture quite
specifically through lots of tools.

Focus Groups’ Perceptions of Dr. Ponce, As Shared [Even] Without Our Soliciting
“Dr. Ponce is an education expert, plus he knows how it’s felt to work here, so I’m ready for change.”

“Go big or go home.” “He needs to begin FIXING these things NOW. He CANNOT wait until
August!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! His people need to get trained, get expertise, otherwise it’s too late.” “He needs

to hear from more of us. He listens to too many voices he shouldn’t and too few he should.” “He
was a respectful, admirable soldier. Time to break some glass.” “He’s a kind, thoughtful man.
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Fortunate to have him. Can’t be afraid to make tough decisions though.” “He’s not fighting for the

right people, the people who genuinely have passion for this work and these kids. I worry who’ll

have his back and represent him well if the good people get away.” “Heart of gold, sees it all, wants
the best for the kids, but he will have to make hard decisions that will be very uncomfortable for
him. Decisions he will not want to make. This year, plain and simple, we’ve lost our way. TEA monitors

are not a bad thing, but between COVID and TEA, we find ourselves living in fear. No one should
fear the TEA: They are here to support us, to make us better, but our people are scared and

distracted. Ponce really needs to put some people in their place, be tough, clean house.” “I don’t

understand why he’s pushing so many of us away, not [advocating for…].” “I have to trust that stuff’s
happening behind the scenes that I’m not aware of that explains the delay. We’re near the end of
the game and so many people are wondering if coming back is worth it. If he wants strong talent,

he better fight fast.” “I hope the Board engages more. [Unlike a big, bureaucratic, overly political]

ISD Board, we could do cool things in a charter like ours. Hoping the Board is on board with Ponce’s
vision!” “I see Ponce as a surveyor who trusts we are doing the right things. Feels like he’s wisely

gathering information, surveying, critiquing, so we can do analysis rooted in truth, not politics, to

improve…which is good…versus punitive, us getting in trouble.” “I think Dr. Ponce will realize

everyone is feeling the same thing. 99% of the themes are universal here.” “I want to believe that

given the info you guys give him from these sessions, Ponce will make the right decisions. Sure,

other decisions were made for budgetary reasons, but we want to believe our voices will actually be
heard and action will take place, because to work in this type of environment [voice trails off]… I
don’t know how much longer I can do this. I have never felt this broken, this negative. I’ve wondered

every day How much longer can I do this? The appreciation IS NOT EVIDENT.” “I wonder when Ponce

hears the themes whether he’ll be bold enough to set things right.” “I would hate to lose my job

because Ponce doesn’t hold the right people accountable.” “It’s heartbreaking what’s happening.
Oh my god, he KNOWS who the suckholes are, but HE’S NOT DOING ANYTHING ABOUT IT. When

he knows we are struggling but fails to take action, crap, it’s terrible. He’s DEVALUING us!” “Ponce

has been Superintendent since 2016, but only Boss for four to five months. He’s got people in his

corner with similar convictions, but we’re afraid to stick our necks out. I think if he knew how most
of us felt, he’d drop the hammer without blinking.” “Ponce has very hard decisions to make.” “Ponce

is caught between a rock and a hard place, struggling, I think, to make a series of tough decisions.
He’s in the middle—Should I do it, or should I not? There are intolerable people and unnecessary

things we do. If we don’t get the benefit out of it, remove it from your charter, don’t do it anymore.”
“Ponce needs a strong vision for the future. You don’t think he thinks the current vision should be

our future vision, do you?” “Ponce needs help. He’s asking us all this stuff because he doesn’t know

what he doesn’t know. God bless him for doing it.” “Ponce’s in denial and losing time. How can I
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trust and feel safe that if I tell him what the real issues are I won’t be silenced for it?” “Type it like I
say it, I ain’t scared: Ponce needs to clean up District Office! We had an adverse year with attendance
and compliance, but I don’t see no heads rolling, do you? Say what you mean and mean what you

say. He’s the sheriff now, get it done!” “Vision, people, culture...the most important responsibilities
of any CEO .” “We now have a Superintendent who understands change theories as related to
41

educational systems and will be a champion for the people and the little guy.” “You ain’t heard

nothin’ yet [uproarious laughter]! He should take us all out for dinner and we’ll tell him even more!”

“You cannot clean a table with a dirty cloth. Ponce is trying to align goals, mission, but he’s gotta
be free to do it on his own terms. I view this [inquiry] positively. As a charter, we can do things

uniquely, and I hope he’s permitted to do that.” “You know what they say: With friends like these,
who needs enemies? If he was in the room when some of these things went down, it’d break his

heart to see how people get talked to and outright dismissed. Beware who you surround yourself
with, that’s all I gotta say.”

For Those on the Fence
We DID ask, however: “For those employees on the fence about returning next school year,

what would they have to hear/see/know/believe between now and then to excite/motivate

them to WANT to return after summer?” The following SIX THEMES arose in response. To be a

theme, there had to be a number of consistent comments regarding similar topics we were able to
categorize. What follows are the most representative comments of each theme, not the entirety of

all comments. They are presented according to frequency, for example, COMMUNICATION,

HONESTY, TRANSPARENCY arose most frequently, and EXTRINSIC & INTRINSIC MOTIVATORS the

least frequently. The comments within each paragraph block are merely in alphabetical order.

COMMUNICATION, HONESTY, TRANSPARENCY: “Be more straightforward about what’s going
on, what it means, implications and consequences.” “By July 15th, I guess something is due?” “Even

Dr. Ponce can’t predict what TEA will do. TEA can always yank our charter if they choose. It’s a
month-by-month thing. Charter schools don’t get the same privileges as an ISD. We’re a lot more
vulnerable. Plus, they’re constricting the number of new charter schools being commissioned, and
being combative with TEA is not a useful strategy. We gotta pick the right fights and learn to turn

the other cheek sometimes.” “[I want to hear that] the company is focused on growth and making

improvements that will benefit students and staff. That the company is continuing employee
41

Agreed, and strategy, too. Regarding people…Performance Management, always, because people are the engine.
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longevity programs. That longevity program incentives have increased to be competitive in our
industry.” “Q&A. Really be able to talk about these things together in detail, ask questions, some

back and forth.” “Should I be scared? We’re adults, man! Involve us, communicate with us, listen to

us.” “TEA does not have the best track record, reputation, but they’re the devil we know.” “TEA is a

bureaucracy trying to help a bureaucracy, like ‘We’re from the government and we’re here to help
you!’” “That Texans Can Academy will be here.” “The Town Hall sugarcoated the conservatorship.
They hear ‘charter renewal’ and get all excited, but if Dr. Ponce’s not in charge, well, that’s a whole
new reality.” “Trickle the information down more effectively, consistently. Whether you’re a student
advocate or some other role, have back-ups in positions to achieve consistency regardless.”

INCLUSION, INVOLVEMENT, ASKED WHAT WE THINK: “At least being given this OPEN FORUM,

every person had a shot. Cannot complain ‘I was not asked.’” “Currently, too much ‘Here’s the
Directive, do what you’re told!’” “Giving people the opportunity to influence their day-to-day means
the world.” “If we did this focus group thing regularly, role by role, year in and year out, maybe we’d

have a better-belonging community, more feedback, more fulfillment.” “Leadership is too

complacent about teachers. Please remember us and check on us.” “More inclusion so we can tailor
based on people who KNOW how to do that job.” “Teachers’ voices are not heard and have never
been part of strategic planning. We need to do this all the time. True representation per campus.”
“We are so rarely asked what we think.”

CONSISTENCY: “Fairness, parity between all, and being able to say ‘One Can Way’ wherever

possible—from department heads to principals to C&I to early-year training.” “From the top-down.

In ALL aspects: education, fairness, grading, attendance.” “So inconsistent across the board: We say
‘It has to be done at this time,’ but don’t say what system, or how. Folks need consistent directives

about HOW things oughta be done.”

FREEDOM BACK INTO THE CLASSROOMS: “So much compliance. Give our teachers freedom to
teach their way to reach that kid they gotta reach.”

SECURITY & CONFIDENCE: “If I decide not to look for another job elsewhere, will I be coming back

in the fall?” “Ponce’s doing good at communicating ‘You’re good for now, just do your job,’ but it’s
hard to quell anxieties, fears, worries.” “[Security] that our folks will have a place to return to.” “The

WHOLE DISTRICT is in a conservatorship, not just a school/campus.” “What does this mean for MY
JOB? HOW SECURE AM I IN MY POSITION now that TEA is in this conservatorship position?”
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EXTRINSIC & INTRINSIC MOTIVATORS : “APs get the short end of the stick when it comes to
42

rewards and pay.” “Better titles [bit of heat about ‘advocate’ vs. ‘guidance counselor’ or something],
fairer pay for the longer day, hard to eat on the run—and told not to eat in front of students [because

of food insecurity], we’re jacks of all trades, too much data entry and too little time for preparing,

really helping.” “I [fear that] giving incentives for attendance, or STAARs, or whatever…I think those

carrots can lead to GREED.” “Meaningful strategies to retain great teachers who can change a kid’s

life.” “Pay equal to other schools of similar size, student body, etc.” “Pay, comp, benefits, perks.”
“Paying the academic advisors and advocates and instructional coaches a higher compensation.”

“Pay rate for advocates.” “We just need a much broader view on how to best motivate our folks
emotionally and financially.”

Change Leadership
As you ponder how to best to lead change, a few thoughts to accelerate that process. First, an

appreciation for the need to establish sideboards, or non-negotiables. Anything along the lines of
what you don’t want people dickering over, so they can invest their energies instead toward the
realms where you do welcome their focus. We describe ‘red change’ as the tell-assertive phase in

See APPENDIX, MOTIVATION, Rewarding & Recognizing: Two Types of Motivators for examples. For many employees, a
number of intrinsic motivators are also considered meta-pay, or the equivalent of pay. Longer lunch breaks, additional prep
time, a duty-free mental health moment, etc.
42
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change—often at the very beginning—when a leader says something like, “We got dinged, and we

gotta respond. No ifs, ands, or buts about it. Compliance is table stakes, so get with the program,
or get gone.”

Then the mass vaccinations or flea dippings occur, where everybody gets painted with the same

brush through leader orientations, primers, compliance training, safety training, or whatever is at

hand for any given leader and the organization in response to stimuli externally or internally, be it

a mandate, a new competitor, a harassment claim, the works.

Red change is forceful, fast, and a number of folks will get their backs up or claws out, because

they’ve been cornered and told what to do, and nobody enjoys that process. But it is what it is, so

we proceed as quickly as possible through it to survive and fight another day.

‘Green change,’ by contrast, is the complete opposite. It begins small, maybe as a dialogue over
dinner between two friends, or co-workers as they nosh in the employee break room. We call this

the ‘pudding club’ crowd, just a euphemism for how insignificant an idea seems at the time, but
maybe the three or four people who met at 3:00 every afternoon to eat pudding and gripe for 10

minutes wound-up brainstorming some interesting suggestion that eventually made its way onto

someone’s agenda five weeks later and three floors up. America’s founding fathers began much this
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same way, disgruntlement by disgruntlement, no taxes without representation, a series of Ben
Franklin’s letters making their way through the colonies, and the rest is literal history.

Green changes take time, generally die out before getting far, but every now and then—one breaks

through. The neat thing is that because they begin in such humble, modestly egalitarian ways, their
roots often run deeper, as people feel increasingly vested in their own ideas, and develop a sense
of pride and camaraderie.

In organizational life, most changes are hybrid changes (next page), something along the lines of:

“Compliance is here to stay, it’s not going away and it’s not negotiable, but in light of it, are there
other opportunities we should be pursing internally to ensure it never happens again, while perhaps
also preparing us for new and future possibilities we’ve never pursued? Back-up plans, for example,

if this conservatorship doesn’t work out and we want to go private or pursue serving these kids
differently somehow.

Whatever the content is, hybrid changes include non-negotiables AND green opportunities for
participation and personal influence greater than one’s current role. This will be key, as you’ll see
soon.
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Keep in mind that for a period of time longer than you’d prefer, both leaders and employees will

straddle the canyon atop the Is Bridge, not quite knowing what the future holds, but knowing there’s
no turning back to what was before, hence the need for continued progress through change. For

many employees, this is where TCA currently stands—somewhere between the past and the future,
a periodic purgatory. Through vision, priorities, strategies, goals, etc., things will become much
clearer for most, and we presume August will be a nice transition for many, but there will remain

things over which employees have minimal influence (red stuff), which time usually reconciles and
makes sense of as perspective settles in and roosts to stay.
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As you lead change, anticipate three steps (Change Process). The initiation phase, then wrestling

with inertia and the status quo or existing comfort zones, then eventually a new and integrated

future where ‘that change’ has become ‘the norm.’ Then what? Usually, another change to replace

the last, as that’s the nature of life: transitioning from plateau through trigger to valley to back up

again to next trigger, in a loop that repeats over and over and over, as everything old becomes new
again, and if you don’t like what you see, just wait, it’ll change eventually anyway.
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And finally, The Change Train portrays how employees adopt change over time, or struggle to. Our

advice is usually to spend most of your emotional energy in these early days on the receptive folks,
the ones who see the opportunities in change, and just need to know how to sign up and contribute.

Initiators of change (the founding fathers, for example), articulate vision and what might be possible
if we’re willing to change, then GOBIs follow suit once they understand the value proposition and
Get On Board Immediately. Then what? Time passes. Like an ice age. It can feel as a leader that

change is moving in slow motion ever since the precipitating event or inflection point occurred.
Leaders’ focus between train cars 1 and 2 must be to orchestrate demonstrable successes, because

once skeptics see that an electric car is a viable mode of transportation, many are all in. Then what?

MORE TIME PASSES, as the 45% of supporters bang their heads and hearts into the silent majority
at the back of the train who have little interest in joining the radicals up front. In fact, in many
changes, the majority near the caboose will describe Initiators, GOBIs, and Successors quite

derogatorily or dismissively (depersonalizing them, then objectifying them—the process of

sociocentrism as included in APPENDIX), using descriptive words including heretics, crackpots,

zealots, suckers, hair brains, delusional, clueless, insane, weak, “too team player,” suck-ups, crazy,

you name it. On and on this apparent champion vs. resistor power struggle plays out until, at some

point, the forward momentum and sheer weight of the change breaks through and overcomes the

dam put in place by the resistant many. And once the change has lived so long that it’s becoming
the norm and customary, those who resist it will perceive a power shift putting them at a new

disadvantage, it now being riskier to denounce the change than just abide it, and so they go dark,
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become quiet, and only complain about the change with close friends who remain likeminded,
disinterested in change, but nevertheless 50% acceptant that we’ve crossed the proverbial Rubicon,

beyond the point of no return, so where there’s no way back anymore, but there’s also no use in
denying the change or resisting it and risking unemployment. In time, approximately half of the

employees in the caboose will leave, blaming the change, but that first 50% continue in silence,
sucking their teeth .
43

Our caution for executives is beware the shiny silver objects, because many executives are good
starters but need to be better finishers of change. A common sin is to launch multiple trains

simultaneously or in rapid succession, which only ‘trains’ employees to put their heads in the sand

until the next ‘flavor of the month’ comes along to replace the last. The finest executives focus on a

very small number of commitments to change—and see them through all the way to their

destination. In fact, we even discourage using the word ‘initiative,’ advising instead to use the word

‘commitment,’ so that employees begin to think of change not as something that will come and go,

but rather, as part and parcel of continuous improvement, evolution, and forward progress, the idea
being that If we’re not growing, we’re dying, and so in the words of Dori, “Just keep swimming!”

One final word of wisdom here: When branding a change, as many are prone to do, don’t overly

codify or institutionalize the change too much, otherwise…it, too, becomes bureaucracy in and of
44

itself, and therefore not the spirit of continuous improvement, agility, adaptation, progress, change.

We’ve seen too many instances of clients branding THE CHANGE ITSELF (rather than a commitment

to change-ing)—only to regret it three years later, commonly complaining That change was so

successful that now it will be hard for us to ever get past it! Imagine, for example, that TCA lands on

a ‘theme’ for next year. Awesome. After you print collateral, develop internal marketing materials
around it, provide employees and/or students with new badges with the Core Values on them, t-

shirts, or whatever, endeavor to continually communicate that Hey, this is just the booster rocket.
Once we’ve broken past atmosphere and pierced space, this collateral will all be discarded—so we can

embrace whatever we must next in order to continue the future phases of our mission.

43 One’s location on the train can swing wildly depending on the change itself. The image is not meant to depict any particular
group or person as always being in these same cars for every change. For example, an employee might be an Initiator and
champion of one cause, but a fervent resistor of another. The key is to understand why.

A manufacturing client once embraced lean thinking, which is about reducing waste in any process, be it lost time, inventory,
scrap, complexity, red tape, etc. Within four years, they’d stood up a Lean Institute internally, leased an entire floor downtown
for it, flew people from around the world to get boned up in lean thinking best practices. In time, they prohibited any plant
from incorporating lean methodologies without first getting approval from the Institute. This is the height of hypocrisy and
irony, because lean thinking advocates none of this ‘institutionalization,’ as it leads to recalcitrance, the enemy of progress.
44
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Culture
As you work purposefully through change, the water in which you swim is Culture itself, the big C,

if you will, so we’ll conclude with just a couple more models that can be quite informative as you
become ‘cultivators of the intended Culture.’

Firstly, not everyone wastes much time thinking about culture, what it is, exactly, and what
constitutes it. Because of this, leading through change to improve culture can feel like groping one’s

way through the dark in some foreign hotel room late at night after arriving jet lagged, so knowing
the Eight Aspects of Culture enables leaders to focus intentionally on altering whichever aspects they
believe must be changed the most in order to succeed in the mission at hand.
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Secondly, though successful organizations always possess their own internal microcosms (if in no

other ways, at least departmentally), the larger organization itself is usually dominated by a ‘True

North’ quartile, which is the one box among the other three that dominates most. You can see in
the image examples of real organizations, but also departments that fall in different subquadrants.

These subquadrants are important to know, because much organizational strife is the result of
diagonal groups whose world view is completely juxtaposed to the other’s. This is part of the

tension between the ‘compliance’ and ‘students first’ crowds or camps, compliance being about

process and outcome, and teachers being so committed to changing lives through personal

interaction and relationship building. There will always be tensions between those with opposing

perspectives deriving from within their own subculture, but to the extent we can, as leaders, help

employees see inherent advantage in being well-rounded combined with tools for sensemaking and
reconciling what can otherwise feel irreconcilable, there will be more peace in the land.
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As you reflect on your own personal leadership style and example, your leadership through the ELT,
then continue to lead through change in pursuit of intended culture, we want to throw just a few
more logs on your creative fire.

1. In the same way you hear people chirp, It’s not what you say, but how you say it, we find it’s
important for leaders to embrace the reality that they must model not only the What,

but also the How. It’s not enough these days to possess wisdom alone, a leader must also

excel at being able to communicate that wisdom. This harkens back to the ‘big back wheel,
tiny front wheel’ problem, where a leader might have deep technical expertise, but fail at

being a good role model because of delivery, or exclusion, or backup behavior and the sort.
2. If you don’t have ones you’re in love with already, we’d strong suggest the ELT identify and

articulate its Core Values, and make ‘empowerment’ one of them. For employees feeling

powerless, empowerment is the solution.

3. In another attempt to make culture tangible (and in the same way some groups have a
‘cussing cup’ or ‘cussing jar’) you could incorporate a similar ‘core values cup’ in ELT

meetings or meetings with other leaders. On the one hand, you could find a way to praise

leaders when you observe or hear of their modeling a value, but also collect money from
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them when you see them violate a value. This can be a playful way to disarm conflict, as
leaders will become so accustomed to the cup that when they feel themselves getting

triggered or defensive or angry or hurt or whatever, you’ll see them reach for their wallets
and apologize in advance: “I’m sorry, but here comes a five, ‘cause I’m about to go off on

you for saying XYZ!” We once had a team that was TERRIBLE at meeting management, so

eventually they gave every member of every team an assigned role: Timekeeper, Notetaker,
Facilitator, Room Service (snacks, drinks, etc.). The timekeeper was far and away the most
coveted position, because whoever drew the long straw for that meeting got a Nerf gun,

too. He or she would manage time, and anytime a colleague ran long, the timekeeper would
shoot ‘em with a foam dart, much to everyone’s howling delight! Anything on this order—

making fun of what can otherwise be frustrating—is a great way to incorporate joy into

work, while also enabling leaders to loosen up and laugh at themselves, rather than at the
expense of others. You could do the same thing with versatility or backup, making light of
moments when a leader demonstrates whichever one.

4. Before we lose it, here’s a comment that speaks directly to what one focus group participant

expects: “You're never going to keep students if you can't keep employees, and you're never
going to keep employees with a boss. You need A LEADER.”

5. To change culture, you’ll need to function as the one big arrow we described earlier, as

opposed to a group of peers each with his or her silo, moat, turf, walls. Communication is
breaking down somewhere, so for the organization to feel unity, the folks at the top have to

function as a seamless 1. Cast the needed change and vision so ambitiously that it transcends

any one function, demographic, person, personality, or role. So big, in fact, that it creates its

own gravitational force, like a planet. Therefore, everything you do must be in service to the
huge vision and not succumb (or be made ‘small’) in the meantime due to positional worries,
concerns, fears, or individual interests.

6. Think of strategies/excuses for involving others. “The change is not mine for me, nor yours
for you, but ours for TCA to elevate student achievement and rebuild trust with TEA.”

7. Somewhere down the line, we’d love for you to survey your students. They are your

customers, after all, so what do they suggest be improved? What are their barriers to

attendance, to success? What do they see in the classroom or procedures or culture that can
be made better? Ask them, and welcome them as co-authors of culture. It could very well
change their lives.

P a g e | 185

8. Some shock and awe can often pay huge dividends when lighting the first fuse to change,

so consider a Sacred Cow Barbeque one night, where everyone buses to a great restaurant

with red and white pleather tablecloths and goes around the table reading their Sacred Cows

aloud from their Post It notes, the ones they want to challenge. When ready, try and do the
same with undiscussables.

9. Don’t hide the vision, whatever it is. Publicize it, plaster it up, rope the kids into it; question

constantly how others think it’s coming along; let kids sign posters commemorating their era

on the timeline. Anything that gets it out from under the table and facilitates others seeing
their faces in the growing family photo album of success.

10. For principals, leaders, teachers, whomever you perceive is sitting on the fence but needs to

get their head in the game, approach them one-on-one, personally, look them in the eye,
and tell them you really are hoping…counting on the fact that when they are ready, they’ll

join you on the field. Few things go so far as a personal invitation, so don’t hesitate to send

them out. When in doubt about where they stand, straight-up ask ‘em. “You with us?”
Remember: dialogue.

11. For broad appeal and inclusion, do more campus visits, and consider the Walk A Mile In My

Shoes program, à la Undercover Boss. Make the rounds, get out, glad-hand. Vision, people,

culture…the gentleman who said it, he’s right: These are the ‘vital few’ for CEOs.

12. There was a gal at Westcreek, and Clay had a gentleman down south…these two individuals
just sparkled. Radiated intelligence and intuition and thoughtfulness. We’d love to see you

pluck people like this from their virtual obscurity and welcome them onto a team or
project of some sort.

13. Ask employees, “How do you suggest we continue to gain and maximize employee
involvement in this change ‘commitment to continuous improvement’ (rather than
‘initiative’)?” Also, “Are there any teams you think we need to stand up? Groups of people to

go skin stuff?” You could literally post ‘openings’ on such teams, and find ways to reward
participation, either through time off or some particular intrinsic recognition strategy.
14. Involve parents.
15. Seek out business allies to ‘co-champion’ TCA’s vision, each of its top 3-5 priorities, and see

how community leaders can tangibly ‘show up’ for TCA in some real and meaningful ways.

Maybe they sponsor a road trip to D.C. to learn about US Government. Maybe there’s a

travel agency that could put together a package for students who win some essay contest
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and get to travel to Europe for a week. The sky’s the limit; start thinking that way, that big,
that creative, that fun, that exciting. These things can be wildly creative, and especially if

folks understand how to join the brainstorm.

16. Coach people up or out, orchestrate graceful exists for any leaders who in coming years

cannot seem to get with the program. As we like to say, “Good person, bad fit.” That’s truth:
Not everyone is a good fit; if they are, the gate’s too wide.

17. Give teachers stretch assignments, reward/recognize students regularly for exhibiting an

‘Overcomer Attitude,’ anything (like the Grit Grant/Award) that acknowledges the
difficulties, but also the overcoming of them.

18. Consider Coke-Tales, or any forum you can invent tantamount to ‘Amnesty Hour.’ Give stars
or credits or points or coins or anything for ‘Speaking Truth to Power, Constructively &

Respectfully’ to encourage dialogue and positive dissent. If you wind-up hiring a couple
psychologists in the coming year to help with mental health among staff and students at
campuses, involve them in these meetings and moments. These “Can Confessions” or

whatever. They will learn lots, and also know better how to engage and help as a result of
what they see and hear.

19. Constantly telegraph, as a leader, that you welcome/want suggestions, feedback, input,

and any start-stop-continue ideas submitted to you, and that you take such submissions

seriously by closing the loop afterward and displaying their ideas in action. Heck, for that

matter, pave a sidewalk with people’s names on each brick. Anything to get folks’ DNA into

the vision, the priorities, the future of TCA and its culture.

20. Any time you hear a problem ask, “How can we outsmart that? I mean, that is why we’re all

here, right? To learn to outsmart life’s curve balls and grow our grit.” Problems (like conflict)
can be those portholes into people’s souls and often reveal what a person is struggling with

personally, but also publicly, so make all problems and conflicts teachable moments to

be dissected and understood, as it will engender an openness in culture, and far less
silencing, hiding, fearing, retreating and the like.

21. We don’t know how far you’ve gotten in re-organization, but it’s helpful to re-organize
around vision, priorities, and purpose. Most organizations re-organize around ROLES, and

it’s far more successful to organize around where the puck is sliding to in the future, and

how we need to skate there as fast as possible to get to the other side of it. Remember the
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Eight Elements of Exemplary Organizations, and how Structure should follow Direction, not
the other way around.

22. Another belief we have about re-organization is “Go slow now to go fast later.” We know
this project may feel like it’s taken eons, and you’re surely feeling pressed at the eleventh

hour to make your final appeals to campus folks, in particular, and before summer, but have

every confidence that it was worth it. Again, inquiry IS intervention, so employees have

already been on the psychological road to progress with us for weeks now. 76 focus

groups is MASSIVE, and lots of leaders we’ve seen now three or more times. In that period,
they have cycled through skepticism to openness to eagerness, so even though the train might

feel late or last minute, it’s actually right on time. When you announce whatever it is you feel

you need to announce based on the findings—and promise Better Days Are Coming—
crowds will be readier than ever to join you.

23. In addition to ‘empowerment’ as a Core Value, also consider INCLUSION. It would be a

gamechanger if a leader’s second or third question to self was, “Have I included those who
will be impacted in my decision?” Even better would be, “I don’t know what to decide. Who
should I involve to help me?” Except for the few ‘red change’ sideboard decisions to be made

autocratically, virtually all the rest should happen more democratically. Either head resistance
off early through inclusion—when it’s minimal—or spend the rest of the change trying to

overcome resistance.

24. Would be neat to see GOALS, too, as part of priorities, be they on a lanyard badge or
wherever.

25. Make sure employees (and leaders) do everything they can to ‘think beyond their silos,’

with a district-wide/enterprise-wide panoramic point of view. Culture is huge, so leaders
need telescopes more than microscopes much less jewelers’ loops.

26. Using the 4-block culture model presented, it would be interesting to see your plottings on

where you think each department or function or demographic is currently…and where
you feel they need to migrate more. Then, work to facilitate that happening!

27. When you reflect on the train, tend to the track, too, which is the resources and future.
Like we said, some leaders turn their gaze away too soon; gotta see the train to its destination
before catching another.

28. After visioncasting, specifically identify (with others), “What do we need to END? What do

we need to BEGIN? How do we TRANSITION across the Is Bridge?” Similar to the start-stop-
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continue stuff, but so large as to be organizational or programmatic in nature. And
remember, whatever the theme for next year, it’s transitory, only a booster rocket. It will

eventually be eclipsed by something better, something after.

29. Also keep in the forefront of your mind that vision, priorities, operating principle…these
and many things are great and essential surrogates for those times when one’s leader

is not present or unavailable. And you can use them as teaching moments later, for

example, “What did you decide in my absence or without me, and how did the vision help

you when doing so?” A pleasant side effect of empowerment (employees making more

decisions without their leader’s involvement) will be fewer meetings for all.

30. The idea of creating a ‘Master Gardener’ award crossed our minds, or ‘Culture Creator’ or

‘Culture Chair’ or giving seeds in packets…random, but wanted to capture in writing in case
it sparks something.

31. In terms of STRUCTURES to facilitate change, a few ubiquitous ones include: (1) STEERING
TEAM: This is the ‘head’ of sweeping culture change, a body of 8 to 12 representative folks

you’d love to stand-up and empower as official Change Agents for the first year. We
frequently facilitate such groups through a year of change strategies, but easy enough to do

on your own if you prefer. (2) ADVISORY COUNCILS: These are narrower, granular groups

tasked with elevating excellence in a specific subject area or domain, for example, authoring

an SOP manual, or establishing attributes of Best In Class Curricula, or anything similarly

technical in nature. These groups convene, do their job, then evaporate. (3) PROJECT
TEAMS: These are the primary, most direct way to enact long-term culture change, as each

project team is commissioned and chartered by the steering team, and members are hand-

selected by the steering team. We’ve facilitated hundreds of project teams, and they change

worlds. They typically go after a very specific mission, be it “Making the campuses more
welcoming and inviting,” or “Researching employees’ input for well-being solutions and
strategies” or, heck, at Southwest Airlines in the early 2000s their steering team
commissioned a project team named “The Seven-Year Itch Committee,” because fun as SWA

is, they, too have a degree of attrition, and it spikes at year seven. Very intriguing. As a rabbit
trail, SWA employees have color-coded cards in their pockets that they can give to co-

workers to acknowledge and affirm going above and beyond, and these cards count as
money toward gifts or prizes they can buy, win, or pay forward to others. Another great

example of ‘culture come alive.’ (4) TIGER TEAMS: Tiger teams strike hard, fast, and with

claws; they come together very quickly, solve something in a few days or no longer than a

week, then they execute and dissolve. They can tackle a particular strategy or campus issue
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quickly, then move along. Inclusion, inclusion, inclusion. That’s what all these teams are
about. ‘Ours,’ not ‘Mine/Yours.’ Make sure all teams rotate, including the steering team

members. This ain’t Congress where folks go to die and institutionalize; these are coveted

spots that come vacant every quarter, or six months, or year. Start a long sign-up list, and
foment people toward wanting to play. Lastly, in this same vein, another achievement of so

many teams is that they enable influence beyond one’s chain of command, which can breathe
new life into employees who find themselves dead-ended in a department that’s stagnated
or under-lived its own potential. Subsequently, change comes to all towns, even in cases

where leaders resist. Yet another example of why the vision needs to be so big: It eclipses
power bases, because achieving it is impossible without working together. As you reflect on

these many teams, don’t panic: Key people are placed on them (including yourselves), and
managing them is much easier than you may think.

32. When you think of diversity and representation on such teams, save a slot on as many teams
(as appropriate, of course) for student representatives, too.

Incentivize students’

participation by making it easy on their schedule, or giving them cash awards or intrinsic
motivation through whatever lights their wick. You could even ask them to write an essay

about why they’d like to join a certain team, or an essay after they’ve participated on one,
and we have to believe these could be quite powerful personal testimonies and recruiting

aids for future student slots. For that matter, students could submit a 3-minute video
pleading their case, why they wanna join some student congress type group.

33. Maybe a student suggestion box. Encourage them to submit starts-stops-continues, or
whatever they want. Add a raffle aspect, and blammo: more incentive.

34. Continue those partnerships with TV and Radio, pivoting/pushing past misperceptions.
“Here’s what it means to be a Can Kid.”

35. For the SOP committee (if you pursue it that way), populate the team with people who are
exemplars from campuses; people who live and breathe the campuses and can come

together to work it/author it together. And anything to give the southerners an excuse to
travel north, or vice versa, so all the cities feel ‘one.’

36. Consider a mentor program, an ‘employee churn’ tiger team, opportunities for all the
advocates from Can to come together for a day. Just excuse after excuse to co-mingle,
rope folks in, plead your case for change, and foment excitement.
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37. To attract/retain A-players, identify whatever BARRIERS exist to their coming and staying.
Then remove those barriers. Then publicize the removal of those barriers. For servant

leaders, in particular, humility is the way, but in CHANGE, silence is the death knell, so be
proud of progress and broadcast it. Invite others to do likewise, just make sure it gets

broadcast in as many ways as possible.

38. We heard you have a newsletter? What role do students have in writing it? Curious. Could

be a neat venue/mechanism for change, as could a video version each month, given ‘these
kids these days’ and Instagram, Snapchat, etc.

39. On the master calendar, populate it with key CHANGE milestones, too, for example,
‘progress toward vision’ like a thermometer or capital campaign. Gantt Chart the change.

Maybe Roadmap it, too, which we could help with, if interested. Whatever you do here, it

will further transparency and buy-in, because employees will very clearly see what’s

happening, what’s going on to move past it, and how they can play.

40. And finally, I don’t know how religious you’re allowed to be (or interested in TCA being), but

someone in a focus group shared the following scripture: “Supporting those with little or no
hope: A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out, till he has

brought justice through to victory.” (Matthew 12:20). It occurs to us you could also create
something called a “Matthew Moment” or “Matthew Matters.” Any instance in which

anyone…staff, students, whomever…could give someone else a challenge/encouragement

coin for having ‘facilitated hope’ or ‘instilling hope’ in the other person. As always, such things

could also be convertible into an extrinsic reward, if you wanted, but we love the idea of

these intrinsic acknowledgments that show your overcomers HOW to live a good and noble
life, while pursing WHAT one does to become educated in it.

Communications Plan & Forward Messaging
As we round the final horn together, we reflect now on communications. The goal in nearly all

corporate communications is, very much like our decision diamond, to get as far south as you can

on the continuum. You don’t just want employees or students aware; you want them committed,
like the pig to breakfast!

P a g e | 191

Here’s a brainstorm of communication ideas to get you started:
1. First off, apologize to employees for our having taken so long to close the loop regarding

focus group findings, in particular, then thank them for how VOLUMINOUSLY and
PASSIONATELY and THOROUGHLY they responded to the survey! Goodness, it was
awesome input!

2. We do think good phraseology to reiterate in the next week or two could be along the lines

of: “Sometimes to do something right—and go faster later—you really gotta dig deep on
the front end, and that’s exactly what we’ve done.” Also, “THANK YOU, everyone, for

PARTICIPATING. CONTRIBUTING. Your feedback has already proven INVALUABLE, so thank
you for that.” It take a long time to blueprint a house, but once the foundation is poured,
the process flies.

3. Then, time to pivot all the more, anything along the lines of—if/when you’re ready, and

assuming you agree, of course, something like: “We asked, you answered. Some of the
feedback was hard to hear, some of it overwhelmed us, but you know what? We see more
fully than ever how tough this year has been on everyone, but also, ALSO, how desperately
we need to pick ourselves up and dust ourselves off before next year in EVERY WAY,

including NO MORE FEAR. We’re gonna lick this thing. No more fear of retaliation, no more

fear of your leaders, no more living in fear of compliance or the TEA, not of COVID, not of

anything. Well, maybe there is one thing to fear…and that would be UNDER-LIVING OUR

GOD-GIVEN POTENTIAL. If I personally have any fear remaining, it’s that I’m afraid of anyone

becoming overwhelmed, or apathetic, hopeless, abiding the status quo, or failing to live up
to what each and every single one of us is capable of becoming and doing and contributing
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to these kids’ lives and, through them, to society at large…and all the more after The Year

That Was. Let us so live that when our time has come and gone, we go in peace knowing we
left everything we had to give on the field. And to live so well that when our time is up, heck,

even the undertaker himself will be sorry to see us go!”

4. Then, choose a first/tangible/visible ‘quick hit’ success you can orchestrate
accomplishing, then market the heck out of it. Get this ball rolling uphill.

5. Put some posters up in the schools for next year.
6. Give kids badges or anything to commemorate having been the first generation of the
future TCA and all its newfound potential.

7. Let us know what—from among these many pages you might like us to distill to a meaningful

thematic and prioritized ‘summary for all’—and we’ll get you that so you can start closing
the loop and sharing factoids from the findings.

8. Publicly praise and champion employees and leaders who demonstrate the post-heroic
leadership style.

9. Land on that theme you want to launch into next year, as it’ll need to be on everything.

Print it up, and ask everyone to submit a photo of their signature, and get those signatures
on the vision gauntlet, however you choose to codify and articulate it.

10. Hos regular communication and Vision Updates about progress, or if you do the Roadmap,
keep moving the pin rightward as you pass TCA mile-markers.

11. Host Town Halls, yes, but with lots of Q&A. Meet with small groups, host brown bag Lunch

‘n’ Learns at each campus in a regular rotation during which teachers and campus leadership
can visit with each of you on the ELT at length about your passion and where you want to

see the Can arrive as a result of your vision.

12. Write up ‘Employee Spotlights,’ or using an iPhone app like 8 Millimeter, have students and
employees submit acknowledgements of ‘Being Caught Doing Right,’ or ‘Business As

Unusual,’ because it’s stasis and the status quo that you’ve targeted in your sites to obliterate.
13. Commission an in-house Marketing team representing all campuses and Central Office that

regularly reaches out to schools for success stories and praises to pass around and heap
on everyone caught doing things right in furtherance to the mission and vision.
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14. Consider on-the-spot awards, host quarterly recognition/meal moments, banquets,

create an Eagle & Turkey award (one of each) that get passed around from campus to
campus for coming in first or last in monthly metrics; these crack people up and are beloved.

Fly a custom flag for best attendance or punctuality or enrollment or whatever metrics
demonstrate excellence and forward momentum.

15. Require each department/function to perform their own SWOT analysis and roll it up

to you. Hold each leader accountable for progress to goal, both through motivation and
gentle taps when falling behind or taking their eyes off the prize.

16. Create scorecards that are brief and memorable, five or so metrics only, indicative of district

or campus or classroom performance and health, or mental well-being, or whatever matters
to you in this season.

17. When people do things right and you acknowledge it publicly, be VERY SPECIFIC about
why your perception of their behavior is illustrative of “pushing us further along and
nearer to the vision/promised land.”

18. If there are barriers to success (and other challenges), find ways to praise people who

REMOVE or minimize or prevent them in the future. Join arms in ways that make every

employee (and student, in some way) feel that personal sense of responsibility,
ownership, agency, and pride in the evolving Culture.

19. Consider a partnership with Mike Rowe or anyone like him. Invite him to speak, or for

“three lucky students who submit the best story about why they’d love to learn a trade” to
fly to Mr. Rowe’s next scheduled public appearance someplace.

20. Have field trips to places, schools, even competitors (à la ‘frenemies’) whom Can might
benchmark, learn from, or partner with.

21. You absolutely GOTTA do more trades stuff, we hear, so toss in entrepreneurship, financial

literacy, balancing budgets, any of that content and it’d surely be wildly successful, and also
a great excuse for communicating more success elsewhere. The unspoken vibe we hear
amounts to If the kid wants to go to college, perfect, but if they’re only interested in a trade,

well, good luck with that. We don’t think that’s a wise choice, but, okay, whatever. When, in

fact, if only 40% of graduates who leave TCA to attend college complete their freshman year

(that’s what we heard, dunno if true), then tons of kids have lost precious years in their lives

when they could have learned something equally fulfilling and, with increasing frequency,
even higher paying jobs on the other side and without all the tuition debt. We noticed a
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story in a local paper the other day, a “signing day,” where high school seniors joined a
vocational program. The 5A school did a neat thing there, reinforcing the fact that There’s
no right or wrong path, just be true to yourself and find something you love where you can
also become a contributing member to society.

22. You could make screen savers, mechanisms for nominating peers for intrinsic or extrinsic
motivators, establish a ‘Brother’s Keeper’ program, and even commission a simple TCA app

through which students and employees can submit their suggestion box items AND
nominate folks for awards AND submit a Spotlight Story or Success Story.

23. Find ways to engage businesses around each school, whether through an Entrepreneur
Speaking Series or school-to-work program or the internship (again); literally any excuse to
get out and be known and build more bridges to partnerships and alliances anew.

24. We definitely suggest asking campuses what THEY want or need in all these regards, as

our impression is that each campus is unique in varying ways, and therefore ‘one size’ does

NOT fit all, and wherever the dynamic is pull vs. push, decentralized yet organized, all the
better.

25. Explain to people why the 3-5 priorities were chosen (whether readiness, speed, impact,

visibility, root cause, 1-degree quick hitters, or whatever). (A quick hit, BTW, before we
forget…is to “Deep clean the schools.” We heard about impressions of dirtiness more than
expected.)

26. Always close the loop on implementation of employee or student suggestions, otherwise
they’ll stop coming. Find every opportunity inside and outside the book to brag on folks
and make ‘the change’ become ‘their change,’ too.

27. Ask employees and students how THEY suggest the Vision be reached, or sooner, or

what they perceive the organization could do to ‘make it so,’ and how—in what ways—they

can contribute individually.
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CONCLUSION & FINAL THOUGHTS
We commend you for undertaking this project (in addition to so many others) during a season when
any lesser leader might have buried his head in the sand (when not already curled in a fetal position

in the corner) in response to times unprecedented for exactly one century now. The work required
by your employees this past year to educate amidst a global pandemic was nothing short of

Herculean, so it felt only right that our summary be commensurate with their efforts, should it
somehow become both a meaningful cultural artifact of all that was while also serving as a
springboard for the vision you see in your mind’s eye.

Between the rich qualitative input and extensive quantitative findings that naturally lend themselves

to post-assessments each year, Texans Can Academies now has a culturally oriented baseline for
comparative purposes as the organization commits itself to internal growth and evergreen
excellence for everyone, students, their families, and staff alike.

By committing yourselves now and in the years ahead to improved student achievement through

positive culture, your reputation will precede you and be welcomed by new communities, new
employees, new partnerships, and new students should you pursue expansion at any point, but also

by current students, alumni, and faculty who begin to feel a subtle shift in the value of graduates’

diplomas as the organization is viewed through new lenses or seen with fresh eyes.

In summary, we believe TCA (“the Can”) can and will establish a benchmarked culture district-wide
that becomes a hotbed for new talent, proven talent, and the highest levels of talent afforded by
one of the fastest growing states in the nation, a state known more each year for its business-friendly

environment, technical innovation, diversity, and economic prosperity. You are to be congratulated

for doing more than your fair share and more than any one school district should be expected to

contribute toward meeting current and anticipated employers’ talent needs when looking for young

adults who are lifelong learners with grit, determination, an eagerness to succeed, and the proven

capacity to overcome whatever life throws their way.
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GROWTH CURVE: A FANTASTIC AID WHEN WORKING
‘ON’ THE ORGANIZATION

P a g e | 201

CHANGE IS A PROCESS…THAT TAKES TIME
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DISTRIBUTION OF CULTURAL HEALTH
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SOCIOCENTRISM
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MOTIVATION
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PURPOSE
For all the varied viewpoints and perspectives shared across the Can, purpose is the one area where

we found people in “violent agreement!”

45

We heard clear messages about the good work being done to create opportunities for students
who have struggled in traditional ISDs for a number of reasons. From Dallas to San Antonio,
participants described passionate personnel committed to providing a foundation for kids in search
of academic, career, and life stability.

Opportunities is the operative word here. As one campus leader said, “We don’t offer chances
because chances run out, but opportunities can be renewed if a student takes the initiative.”

This student centered purpose is central to the identity of Texans Can. By focusing on the whole

child, the work of educating students goes beyond classroom success and hopefully graduation.
Conversations were most passionate when discussing the way marginalized youth are welcomed,
engaged, and seen. Many of these kids learn to develop critical emotional and life skills. These
lessons help develop financial independence in a safe environment where willing pupils can change
the direction of their lives.

As Can contemplates how to thrive and succeed in the years to come, a big step in continuously

improving may start with rethinking the mission to help students develop this type of economic
independence. Some participants believe we have to transform what we’re doing to prepare

students for life outside and beyond our walls. Partnering with companies in different industries,

creating partnerships with colleges, and boosting vocational training for professional trades are all
necessary approaches that will have a positive impact on the students we serve while also reshaping
and increasing our reputation across Texas.

Continuing to provide support for students beyond graduation should also be a hallmark of our
organization, as we feel increasingly called to help young adults reach their full potential.

Whether the mission becomes more clear or murky, there are, of course, differing philosophies on

how to achieve it, and regardless how aligned we all find ourselves in pursuit of this mission, we’ll
still face obstacles in doing this work. Two modest examples that arose often revolved around TCA’s
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identity, namely, dispeling Can’s reputation as “the school for bad kids,” or mistaking our school for

its car program. And, in due time, proceeding beyond compliance concerns so we can reach our
potential in service to our students’ potential.
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COMPOSITE VISION

46

When asked to cast a vision for the future of the Can, respondents shared a wide range of ideas
about the what is, what should be, and what could be.

47

An ideal future state looks something like this...
A decade from now, Texans Can is not only surviving but thriving, a leader in
education both here in Texas and beyond. The Can will be the preferred choice

for students seeking an alternative approach to high school completion and
career readiness.

While the organization would continue to foster relationships with families and

the community at large, parents and students will proactively seek out our
schools and programs.

And programs will be evolving, from sports, business certifications, and other

credits, to internships and more, all provided in the half day model that
continues to set us apart in the state.

These options will lead to greater opportunities, and the more students
succeed, the more we'll celebrate them. The impact on recruitment will be

positive, but more significant will be the inspiration, guidance, and mentorships
available as graduates return to build a legacy with younger students.

And the students will indeed be younger. Rather than waiting for high school

age students often up farther down a challenging path and saddled with
increasing responsibilities at home, the Can will catch younger students, even
as early as 6th grade, to build a better foundation through middle school years.
All of this work will require significant direction and alignment across the

organization, so corporate will play a central role in leading and supporting the

campuses. Site leaders, teachers, and instructional staff will remark on the
substantial ways they feel trusted, supported, and empowered. Organizational

barriers will be a thing of the past as leadership moves away from a compliance
Six Strategic Uses of Vision: (1) Provide a force for change; (2) Provide a basis for decision-making; (3) Connect team tasks to
organizational strategy; (4) Pull people out of their narrow perspective; (5) Provide the basis for addressing obstacles; and (6)
Increase member motivation.
46
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If interested in focus group VISION notes, let us know. The file is large.
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driven mindset and, by default, feels less restrictive, demanding, and

obstructive to those who will convert their valuable time into life-giving hours
with students.

A substantial factor in this kind of alignment and success will be the

decentralized nature of leadership as corporate leaders operate from all parts
of the district including the southern areas.

Students will be further served by more thoughtful enrollment practices. For

example, confusion over credit requirements and frustration over seemingly

wasted effort will give way to more manageable requirements, thus reducing
student churn.

Another major net effect will be a reduction in teacher turnover too. Talented,
certified teachers will not only be easier to recruit but eager to hire on with such
a well-respected, capable organization.

The reputational currency will yield even more positive, meaningful, and

profitable relationships with business and community partners, not to mention
ISD officials.

Kids will not view the experience as perfunctory, simply putting in time and

checking boxes. Rather, they'll eagerly tell their parents how they "Want to go
to Can!" Attendance will improve, so teachers and officials will spend less time

chasing students (and annoying already frazzled relatives). As a result, teachers
will have more positive energy to pour into the kids.

Commitment will be the theme of the day, not compliance, which will
demonstrate a healthy, winning culture. Offices, classrooms, and break areas

will feel like "they used to," with colleagues supporting one another in
meaningful work, and students who feel the love just as their teachers and
school officials do.

But that's not to say this culture will feel cookie-cutter. Each region, site,

location, and office will maintain its uniqueness, those day-to-day experiences

that are special to those involved.
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REPUTATION
To many people, the Can seems to be held in high regard. The closer one is to the organization, the
clearer they see the positive impact being made for so many at-risk students.

In addition to a wide base of supporters (including those who give financially towards this work),
the Can has a good reputation with a number of partners in the business community. These

supporters contribute because they believe in the good work we do. Some of our benefactors even
see our work as essential.

Despite all the amazing work we do in and for the community, some reputational barriers persist,

and many opportunities to clarify our brand with parents, communities, businesses, and future
partners.

Being perceived as a school for the “bad kids” by some is one of the primary challenges we face.

We must find proactive, creative ways to counter the narrative that we are catching kids who have
been rejected by other ISDs or that our students are troublemakers on their last chance. Not only

are these characterizations unfair, at best, but they are also inaccurate. One simple example to
illustrate this erroneous view is how Can serves refugee students.

To be fair, observed participants in focus groups, the Can has marketed itself this way, includes such
ideas in the charter, and communicates as much to the TEA.

While there certainly are a percentage of students in our ranks facing more than their fair share of

challenging circumstances, they should be seen for what and who they truly are: overcomers, not

strugglers. The latter label should give way to the positive reality that our teachers and staff are

trained to work with youth who have yet to find success in traditional education models.

So what can be done to recast this work in a more favorable light? How might we find more creative
ways to reflect this institution and its students more accurately? For starters, we must ensure that

graduating students have the necessary tools to live up to our vision. Once more long-term success

is ensured, the Can should share more success stories and personal stories, including what

challenges were faced and overcome.
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And these stories should represent the full reach of the Can, from DFW to Houston to San Antonio

to Austin. A number of participants in the southern part of the district frequently described the

experience of feeling like an afterthought. In addition to being out of the loop and underrepresented
in a variety of ways, they shared how their students were also not known or recognized as much.

"Send us your success stories," is said to be a familiar refrain they hear from folks in the central

office. Their desire is that central would have more familiarity with their work and students and
provide more representation through the website and other marketing materials.
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If interested in focus group REPUTATION notes, let us know.
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BOLD IDEAS FROM BLUE SKY DREAM BOARD
TCA’s RELEVANCE: GO PRIVATE, VOCATIONAL, CAREER PREP, OTHER
1. “A lot of our kids do not have hope; they come from impoverished environments of

survival vs. thriving, at best. To help them break down Romeo & Juliet, they are SO FAR
REMOVED from that. I feel like our curriculum is SO IRRELEVANT for so many of these
kids.”

2. “Ditch TEA and the State, do our own private school thing! Call our own shots!”

3. “GO PRIVATE SCHOOL!”

4. “How to reconcile, what trumps what? And to what end?”

5. “I have a classroom full of books, but no kids want to read.”

6. “I wish we had classes that taught our students general life skills, basic computer skills,
emotional health and personal improvement (goal setting).”

7. “I wish we would stop focusing on things our students don’t seem to actually care about
sometimes and instead focus on what will really help them more, for example, job and
career assistance.”

8. “It’s an identity crisis, wing walking: ‘Kids’ vs. ‘Compliance.’

9. “Our competitors are going online, viral; if our charter prohibits that, are we remaining
contemporary? Relevant? Leading? Meeting OUR kids’ needs?”

10. “Our students face such unique challenges: need counseling, are on probation, have been

to jail and we’re trying to keep them out of jail. I wish we could help with more GUIDANCE,
more MENTORSHIP. Their WHOLE PERSON needs more service. They are starving, and the
STAAR test just feels so insignificant in their life spectrum.”

11. “Should trades/vocationals matter more than diplomas?”
12. “Should we go private instead of charter school?”

13. “Sometimes what we do isn’t what we say we’re doing to help kids. For example, college
prep tests that aren’t relevant for our kids.”

14. “TEA ‘going south’ could be the best thing that’s ever happened to us!”

15. “The odds are so against them; it’s never made sense to me [what we offer, and don’t].”

16. “The red tape and rigmarole make it really hard to KEEP THE FAITH in the education field. I
feel we are not offering these kids what they need.”

17. “The standardized/STAAR/compliance realities feel the same, representative of one

another. We are a non-traditional high school, so WHY DO WE INSIST on them adhering to
the same tests, [the same] standardized realities. IT’S NEVER MADE SENSE TO ME.”
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18. “The system we work on isn’t always reflective of our accomplishments with overall
students.”

19. “To address a need that is outside of the norm.”

20. “We do not have ‘normal’ circumstances with our kids/these kids. We’ve got kids who have
failed STAAR 3-4x due to language insufficiencies...in many cases it’s as if they never

attended school before they get to us. I feel we hold them to ‘usual’ standards in regular
high schools, and it disadvantages them because their reality is so discouraging.”

21. “We’d have to literally be a private school to abolish standardized testing, but as for

helping/offering more robust ESL programs, etc., we could do that if we really focused on
it. ELA is for after you’ve grasped a concept of the language, so ELA should be a whole

different forest, but ESL is not considered a credit class that could go on a transcript [so it’s
very problematic]. And sometimes we have kids in both ELA and ESL classes, when these
should be stacked, not simultaneous. The kids are desperately trying to learn English for
better jobs, bilingualism, and feeling confident in life!”

22. “What percent of our kids graduate TCA? What percent complete their freshman year of
college?”

23. “What we have to comply with is not always in our students’ best interest(s).”
ELEMENTARY & MIDDLE SCHOOL
1. “I feel if Can branched out, and we had elementary all the way through high school, THAT

WOULD BE BENEFICIAL. Give the kids a better foundation. These are high school kids who
can barely read middle school.”

2. “I wish we could catch our kids EARLIER. We could do so much more for them. I wish we

were a middle school, too. They need our help earlier. By the time we get them, WE ARE

LITERALLY THE ONLY SCHOOL THAT WILL TAKE THEM. They’ll say, ‘I’ve been kicked out of
everywhere else before this.’”

3. “Middle school, elementary school, vocational/trades, etc. Gotta catch these kids earlier,

when we can really make a difference or even prevent rather than recovery, and get those
who need it the help for their career after.” “MIDDLE SCHOOL.”

DAY CARE

220 | P a g e

“EXCELLENCE REBORN”
Executive Leadership Team, Texans Can Academies

Sensitive Work Product, Internally Confidential, Not for Distribution

TRANSPORTATION COMPANY
1. “The transportation company idea sounds unfeasible: distance, proximity, sparse.”

2. “The amount of time and effort to launch a middle school would be hard and take time. I
cannot fathom where the administrative manpower would come from.”

3. “I’d love to see the district providing transportation but using schools’ bus with very
specific routes.”

GENERAL BLUE SKY IDEAS:

1. “I wish we had a person solely responsible for ensuring the district schedule didn’t have
conflicts.”

2. “I wish we had a shorter workday - not simply for personal comfort but for more time for
preparation, planning, development, and rest.”

3. “I wish we had classes that taught our students general life skills, basic computer skills,
emotional health and personal improvement (goal setting).”

4. “I wish we would start focusing on our teachers and their well-being over the well-being of
the students understanding that if you take care of the caretakers, they can take care
better.”

5. “I wish we would stop saying our hands are tied about certain things and start coming up
with innovative solutions to issues.”

6. “I would love to see teachers become more a part of the decision-making process at a
district level.”

7. “I’d love to be able to showcase excellent work rather than check off compliance-based
requirements that don't impact the day-to-day student/ teacher success.”

8. “I’d love to see a lounge set up for teachers for relaxation and work.”

9. “I’d love to see administration coming into classes outside of observations and building
relationships with students in the academic setting.”

10. “I’d love to see more specialization at the corporate level - such as Professional
Development Department.”

11. “I’d love to see the district providing transportation but using schools’ bus with very
specific routes.”

12. “Sometimes what we do isn’t what we say we’re doing to help kids. For example, college
prep tests that aren’t relevant for our kids.”

13. “The amount of time and effort to launch a middle school would be hard and take time. I
cannot fathom where the administrative manpower would come from.”
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14. “The system we work on isn’t always reflective of our accomplishments with overall
students.”

15. “Why have we never created a group or looked into lobbying for our interests at a state
level (Not a complaint or a ‘it should be’ I genuinely don’t know).”
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