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Change is a constant in life. It affects us on multiple levels: personal, organizational, local community, regional, globally, and environmentally. As a leader it is very important that you have a sense of the dynamics of change in order to understand its effects upon people that you have responsibility for leading. 

The futurist, Paul Saffo (http://www.saffo.com), has identified six criteria or skills one needs to understand if they are to deal with change and possible futures. They are:

1. Define a Cone of Uncertainty

2. Look for the S Curve

3. Embrace the Things That Don’t Fit

4. Hold Strong Opinions Weakly

5. Look Back as Far as You Look Forward

6. Know When Not to Make a Forecast.

I will briefly define each as they relate to the world of education. We will expand these examples within the Top Practices MasterMind activities.

The idea of a cone of uncertainty relates to your understanding and tolerance for uncertainty and unpredictability. It is a way to help you identify the myriad of events that are continually surrounding you. Today many authors, Tom Friedman, Jeffery Sachs, and Art Shostak, are promoting a shift in our thinking about how schools are critical in preparing our students for a globalized world that must confront the issue of environment sustainability. Innovation and creativity are the central skills need to survive in this world. The need to understand the impact of technology and the changing patterns of relationships among institutions underpins the realities of this emerging world. New knowledge is developing which is causing us to think across disciplines. At the same time schools are under tremendous pressure to perform well on “high-stakes” test through the mandates of No Child Left Behind.

Your awareness of the external events effecting your school or district needs to be a regular part of your daily activities. Given this context, you as an educational leader must know how to differentiate between what is highly improbable and just off-the-wall impossible. What this means is that you must know the boundaries of your “cone.” The key is not having too wide of a cone, or too narrow of a cone. The more you are willing to “look-at” and “work-on” the boundaries, the better you will feel in dealing with uncertainty in thinking about redesigning schools to meet the needs of the next generation.

Within the structure of our schools, we interact with daily events routinely. Overtime this can affect our thinking and perception that most problems and their solutions are linear in nature. We start with A and need to end with F and to get to F the path is B-C-D-E. The problem with this approach is that in reality it very seldom works that way! As an educator you need to look for S Curves. Change very seldom is in a straight line. Change is incremental with starts and stops and starts again. Sometimes it explodes on to the scene and then backs off. The important concept for you is to always be looking for the indicators of when a change might be starting and that many times they begin in unexpected ways. For example, how many of you saw the coming of cyber-education? The relation to the boundaries of your cone are linked to this skill.

The third skill, looking at things that don’t fit, is a way for you to find and identify the possible emerging change. Using the example of cyber schools, they started appearing in the late 1990’s. They did not fit the existing structure and mind-set of what a school looks like. I was involved with chartering a cyber school as a superintendent and was confronted with the establishment and spent more time in court fending off suits focused on issues that this was not “real” schooling. The fact is that I knew that this “new” approach to delivery of educational programs might become a major factor because of the trends and predictions concerning informational technologies. Today, as a professor at a major university, most of my teaching is in a highly interactive on-line environment. As Staffo points out, the best way for you to see new things coming (s-curves) is to become attuned to things that don’t fit, things people can’t classify or will even reject. It is hard at times to do this because we feel like we are drowning in our daily events. Because of this, it is hard to “see” the things that don’t fit. Can you think of things in your view that don’t quite fit your present realities?

We all have strong opinions about many aspects of our life and work. If you want to really feel comfortable with change, uncertainty, and unpredictability, one must develop the mind-set of strong opinions weakly held!  It is not an easy thing to do because of the nature of our training.  We have been taught that good research is based on strong information that leads to strong hypotheses that can cause us to ignore evidence that might contradict them. Think about the opinions you have about instructional practice, curriculum design, the daily schedule of your school, and the use of technology. How do you test these opinions and beliefs? How did you reach your opinions? These are the types of questions you need to ask yourself. If you reach your conclusions quickly and they become embedded in your belief system, then when confronted with changing environs there is the likelihood you will have a harder time working with conflicting data to your opinions.

The fifth skill set relates to your ability to understand past events and how they shape the present and future possibilities. The key word is shape. It is necessary to look to the past to understand patterns that developed overtime, not to predict the future. Have you ever head educator’s say this “new” program is just a repackaging of old ones? I remember when our state department of education promoted behavioral objectives which became outcome-based education which have evolved into standards-based education. Why it seems that it is a “repackaging” can be found the process of looking back twice as far as you look forward is very important in dealing with change. What impact did Fredrick Taylor have on this repackaging? Why do we have grade levels? Why do people say that with all the infusion of technological tools into our school, the daily structure still looks the same as it did 100 years ago? Remember that you are not looking for identical events, but patterns of relationships that will give you insight to finding new ways in implementing the changes that will make education highly successful for our future needs. 

Finally, it is important for leaders to know what is really new and what is not or know when not to predict something will happen. Saffo alerts us to the fact that even with dramatic changes and events, many times more things stay the same then change. Think about all of the major technology initiatives over the past 10 years that have been touted as the most revolutionary gadgets to change how we will learn, work, and live. Remember the idea of the cone of uncertainty. It is what allows you to see what events are on the edge of possibilities. If you are able to integrate the above skills into your thinking, then it becomes easier to sort out what needs to work to bring about sustainable change for the future.

As I stated above, these six ideas of Paul Saffo will be expanded in our work within the Top Practices’ MasterMind group. They give you the prerequisite framework for thinking about the complexity and uncertainty that confronts you on a regular basis.  They will help you in becoming an effective leader in getting people to understand and live with rapid and continuous change.

*************************************************************

The Mission of Top Practices Education
The people of Top Practices Education are a diverse group of educators, community leaders, business leaders and experts from the US and around the world who are committed to one central idea: 

It is possible to achieve sustainable change in our schools regardless of the political or organizational realities at the national, state, or local levels. We believe that like-minded individuals, working together for a common goal can overcome the long-standing obstacles that have kept us from moving forward. Find out how you can get connected.
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