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INTRODUCTION
The Challenge, the Way, and the Why
Dave Faulkner
Halls Creek, Western Australia, 2008
It was a new day for me, the principal of Halls Creek District School.
Some days would start with the piercing shriek of the alarm clock,
but usually I was awake long before it rang, my mind already buzzing
with a thousand things that had to get done, many of them roll-overs
from old to-do lists. Other mornings, the bad dreams would wake me.
Many principals have bad dreams. But today, it was the bird—a crow,
to be exact, the one with a call that sounded a lot like a sick goat being
hurled off a cliff and who liked to set up shop in a tree right next to
our bedroom window. I opened one eye, reached for my phone, and
glanced at the screen. It was Monday morning, barely light out, and I
already had 33 e-mails, 7 texts, and 2 missed calls.
I rolled out of bed, and my running shoes were the ﬁrst thing that I
saw. They were ﬁlthy, covered in trash juice, which is a close contender
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for the worst-smelling thing on the planet. The local municipality had
gone on strike last week, and with our school janitorial staff out sick, I
had spent part of my Sunday hauling 50 large trash cans to the dump
on the other side of town. It had topped 100 degrees every day for the
past fortnight, so by the weekend, the bins were nasty—but not too
nasty to keep my deputy from meeting me in the carpark at 8:00 a.m.
without me even asking. A hero. After the ﬁnal bin drop, I thanked him
in his love language: a Snickers bar and a can of Red Bull.
Sundays were supposed to be my “revolutionary days,” a chance to
get some quiet time to work up new creative curricula or professional
development activities for the staff. But between the trash bins, an
unfriendly e-mail inbox, and a pile of administrative work I had to get
through, this recent Sunday had been a 14-hour slog of reacting, not
revolutionizing.
But today was a new day and a new school week, in one of the most
remote towns in the world. We were in the Australian outback, red
dirt country, 750 miles away from Darwin, the nearest main city. Most
of the 1,000 people who lived in Halls Creek were Indigenous, and as
small as the town was, it was well known as a center for culture and art.
But Halls Creek also had its fair share of problems. An award-winning
journalist wrote a major article describing it as “worse than a war zone”
due to its levels of poverty, alcohol abuse, and violence. My family was
from up this way; both my grandparents and parents had worked for
years as missionaries in this part of the country, and my father had
been a teacher here. Despite the many challenges Halls Creek faced, I
loved it—and I loved the people who called it home.
I dressed quickly, grabbed a Red Bull from the fridge, and with a
wide yawn, scooped up the keys to the school bus. Yes, it occasionally
fell to me to drive the bus, and I actually kind of liked it. It was a great
way to connect with the kids, and blasting some 90s-era INXS over the
bus speakers usually did the trick to kick me into gear and ready me for
another day as the principal of Halls Creek. But this week, the novelty
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was likely to wear off. With our regular guy away, I was on driving duty
every morning.
As I turned the corner for the ﬁrst pickup, I slowed the bus to a
crawl to negotiate the scatterings of broken beer bottles that littered
the road. There had clearly been some parties the night before—and I
knew these parties meant many of my students who lived here wouldn’t
have been able to fall asleep until the early hours of the morning.
I pulled up to the ﬁrst house and leaned on the horn, turning down
the stereo to listen for signs of life. Other than the goat-killing noise of
the crow, which was apparently following me, there was silence. Nothing newsworthy there—the Campbell kids were always slow to rise.
I put the bus in park, jogged up to the front door, and yelled out
a cheery “Hey hey hey! Time for school!” I knocked heavily on the
thin timber door, mindful not to pick up any splinters from the extra
holes that had appeared over the weekend. “Shut the f--k up!” was the
cheery greeting I received from the next-door neighbors. Also par for
the course at the Campbell house. After a few seconds of waiting, I
heard the pitter-patter of bare feet making their way toward me. My
ﬁrst win of the day.
One of my students opened the door, her head not quite through the
neck of a stained sweater, a mop of unbrushed hair bleached blonde by
the sun bursting out the top. Laughing, I pulled the sweater down and
greeted my now-identiﬁed grade 6 student with a “Morning, Jess!” She
responded with a shy smile and an open-mouthed yawn before stumbling toward the bus, her little brother trailing behind her.
The bus’s ﬁrst run was smaller than usual; I was right about the
parties taking a toll. But with 13 kids (by now wide awake) on board,
and INXS swapped out for a fun new rap tune from the kids’ favorite
band, we arrived at the school carpark in style. The kids were all out
the door before I had fully opened it, bolting toward the breakfast station. I strolled over as well, tempted by the wafting aroma of baconand-egg sandwiches.
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“Small run?” asked Alice, a teacher, offering me a roll wrapped in
greasy wax paper.
“Afraid so,” I responded. “Looks like the party was a big one last
night.”
I declined Alice’s offer of breakfast—had to make sure all the kids
were fed ﬁrst—but she explained, “We have extra from the festival last
week, so there is plenty to go around. And you are going to need it this
week!” She didn’t have to ask me again.
The second bus run took a little longer, the route a bit farther away.
For some of the families out here, education was not the highest priority. I passed my own house on this run, and I grinned widely as I picked
up my 5-year-old daughter, Grace, and Maddy, her best mate and the
granddaughter of Auntie Lynn, a local elder who had been helping me
out ever since I had taken the job the year before.
By 7:45, I was in the building and had a few moments for e-mails. I
sat down at my desk and took a quick look down the hallway in front
of me. Turning the desk to face outward was one of the ﬁrst things I
did when I moved into that new office—a clear symbol to my team that
I was never too busy to chat with them. There had been quite a few
offices for me over the last ﬁve years, the education minister having
made it a habit to overestimate my ability to quickly turn around some
of the tougher schools in the state.
The ﬁrst two e-mails weren’t great.
One was from a pair of teachers who had been away for the weekend. On their way home last night, their car had broken down 200
miles from Halls Creek; the repairs were going to take the whole day.
The second e-mail was from a teacher who was taking a sick day and
wanting to schedule a meeting with the visiting department psychologist. I didn’t blame her. As a community, everyone was dealing with far
more trauma and pain than a little town of this size would usually have
to endure. A few suicides in our small community earlier in the year
were now dangerously close to becoming a really scary trend.
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So that was three teachers absent on this Monday. There were no
relief teachers in Halls Creek, so my only option was to cancel the
scheduled numeracy and literacy staff development sessions; all of us
would be needed in classrooms. I sent the bad news via text message
to Kate, a senior teacher, who had probably spent the better part of
the weekend preparing for her one-on-ones with staff. Her response
was quick and to the point: “SERIOUSLY?” I pressed the call button as
soon as I saw it, kicking myself as I waited for Kate to pick up. I should
have told her in person, not through a text. She was a brilliant teacher
who really cared, and here I was, letting her down.
Classes started at 8:00, the schedule designed to squeeze in as
much learning as possible before the heat of the day set in. I put myself
in with grade 7, but just after 9:00, one of our newest teachers burst
into my class saying she needed help. She was from the city and young,
so my initial thought was that there probably wasn’t much happening.
Still, I caught the eye of Rose, my ever-capable assistant teacher, and
she gave me a nod that said, I’ve got it. Go.
Turned out my initial thought was wrong. My walk across the
courtyard soon turned into a jog and then into a sprint to break up
two high school girls ﬁghting on the pavement. Then there were egos
and small wounds to be patched up in the sick bay and a traumatized
teacher to calm. Well, the visiting psychologist will soon have another
patient or two, I thought.
Just as things seemed to be getting under control, another ﬁght
broke out, and once again I found myself playing the role of a boxing
umpire trying to get between two ﬁghters. This time, though, the ﬁghters weren’t kids but parents. Yes, word of the earlier altercation had
gotten out, and a couple of moms had come to have some words with
us. One of these mothers I knew well—since I was a kid, in fact. She
had lost her husband the month before and was taking it really hard.
Needing backup, I sent for one of the community grandmothers, volunteering that day in the early childhood center, and she was quickly
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on the scene. Her calming effect was the miracle I’d been hoping for.
Disaster avoided.
With 20 minutes to go before the morning break, I called my wife,
Kathryn. Could she come over to help prepare food for the 90 kids
in the school’s feeding program? She was there a few minutes later,
accompanied by Chef Ebony, our 4-year-old daughter, who messily and enthusiastically smothered jam onto slices of bread. The job
got done.
By midday, the temperature was up over 100 degrees. With a new
set of behavior issues to deal with, lunch for me was a fourth coffee and
a week-old slice of birthday cake from the staff room fridge. I spent the
rest of the afternoon immersed in one of my least favorite activities:
conference calls with department staff, located anywhere from 300
miles away to more than 1,000.
At 2:45 the bell rang, and I leaned back in my chair, stretched my
aching body, and rubbed my face roughly with my hands. My head was
a throbbing mess of stress, exhaustion, and caffeine. As my vision came
back into focus, I spied a small sticky note stuck to my computer monitor. In capital letters, it ordered me to GET OUT!—a blunt reminder
that I needed to be out of the office and present in the learning and
lives of my students and staff as often as I could be. I got out. I wasn’t
doing the afternoon bus run, but I wanted to say goodbye to as many of
the kids as I could before they left for the day.
As they raced around the corridors of the school, I high-ﬁved those
nearest to me and yelled out to others.
“Awesome day today, Sarah! See you tomorrow!”
“Lucas, say hi to your pop and tell him I will see him at council
tomorrow night.”
“Maggie, same songs tomorrow morning on the bus! We’ll see you
early, hey? And make sure your brothers come with you this time.”
Jess, my ﬁrst passenger early that morning, ran up to me. “Hey, Mr.
Faulkner, are we doing horse riding tomorrow?” she asked.
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I knelt down, grinning from ear to ear. Jess had hardly missed a day
since we launched the horse program, and after a weekend of brainstorming, she had decided to name the horse Jessie, after herself. She
was crazy about that horse. “Yep, deﬁnitely, Jess,” I replied. “Jessie will
be pumped to see you.” She raced off down the hallway, running her
hands along the artwork that we had painted the term before with the
help of some boys who had clocked hours in the juvenile justice system.
I headed down to the basketball court, eager for a few moments
with the team. Their bare feet were slapping on the cracked concrete
pavement. They were good—much better than me—and I quit after
only a few minutes, the sweat already soaking my Halls Creek School
T-shirt, the sun still high in the sky and burning hot.
In a day full of disruptions, the e-mails had been piling up in my
inbox, and as the school quieted down for the day, I returned to my
office to try to make a dent. The ﬁrst e-mail was from a ﬁnance controller at the central office 1,500 miles away, asking me to explain
why we had spent our behavior management grants in a way that was
“unorthodox.” In a moment of frustration, I deleted the e-mail . . . then
immediately regretted it.
The next one was from a teacher whom I had spent the last seven
weeks trying to recruit. She was an A-gamer—a passionate, highly
skilled educator. We’d worked together two years before, when I held
a different job. She was exactly what the Halls Creek team needed. The
ﬁrst lines of her message looked good. She talked about how she had
loved working with me (very kind) and how she was honored that I
had reached out to her. She recalled a few great moments from our old
school. But then a single word in the second paragraph hit me like a
ton of bricks: sorry. No, she could not accept a position. Her husband
had just taken a mining job that the family couldn’t refuse. I groaned
quietly to myself, leaning my head against the screen.
In my short career, I’d built a reputation for resilience and getting the job done. A few colleagues at my ﬁrst Principal’s Association
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Conference gave me the nickname “Mr. Fix-It.” I had won a bunch of
awards and been proﬁled often on national TV for the work I was doing
in schools. But my place was not at award ceremonies or in front of
cameras; my place was here, with the kids of Halls Creek, ﬁxing things.
Today, though, Mr. Fix-It was failing. From the half-empty school
buses to disrupted learning, from bloody ﬁghts to frustrated staff . . .
I just wasn’t in good form. Today, the job felt too big, too tough. I
felt useless.
I was only 29 years old. Perhaps I was in over my head. Was it all
worth it? Did anyone care? Were we making any difference at all? I
thought about heading straight home to see Kathryn and the girls and
to spend the rest of the afternoon just trying to be a better dad.
All this was interrupted by a knock on the door. I put on my game
face and greeted my visitor. It was Robyn, our attendance officer.
I stood up and sat on the edge of the desk. I forced a smile. Robyn
smiled back and her grin was wider than mine and genuine. She was
waving a piece of paper in her hand.
“Mr. Faulkner, I’m here to make your day,” Robyn said, bounding
over to sit next to me. “I’ve got our official attendance numbers since
we started the new 6-in-5 model.”
Our 6-in-5 model was a bold attempt to squeeze six days of learning
experiences into ﬁve days of school. It was a big swing for us, involving
pulling in extracurricular activities beyond regular school subjects
and giving students lots of ownership and authorship over what they
learned, when they learned, and who was teaching them. The goal was
to boost learning, engagement, investment—and yes, attendance.
I am a pretty optimistic person, but right then, I thought about
all the empty seats on the morning bus run and prepared myself for
underwhelming data. In my career, I had become used to big increases.
I used to take great pleasure in drawing graphs with steep upward
slopes—something I hadn’t been able to do here.
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“We have more students coming to school every day,” Robyn
beamed. “Way more, in fact! If you sum it up, more than 100 more
students came to school for at least 95 percent of this term. Also—and
this is absolutely fricking unheard of—more parents are bringing their
children to school, which is why the buses are less full.”
Robyn loved numbers, and she really loved these numbers. Her
eyes were shining with tears.
I took a few seconds to respond, and the great lump in my throat
allowed me only two words: “That’s awesome.” And then, against my
wishes, tears came to my eyes as well.
Karen, one of my deputies, poked her head in the office. “You just
told him, didn’t you?” she asked, smiling. “It’s amazing, right?”
All Robyn and I could do was sit there and nod, silly grins on
our faces.
“I’ve got more news, though,” Karen said, as she too hopped up
onto the messy desk, squeezing between Robyn and me. She opened
her laptop to a screen of literacy and numeracy test results and proceeded to decipher them for us, comparing the red squares splashed
across the screen from last year with the green squares that showed
how many kids were now on track. Then she opened an e-mail from
the grade 10 teacher, which stated, with a healthy dose of exclamation
marks, that ﬁve senior students were now in a position to take work
placements, starting next semester. It was the impromptu meeting
that I needed, from two people whose support I really needed.
A few hours later, as the sun began to set, I locked up the school and
began the walk home. While there had been many tough days over the
past year, I knew deep down that today was the ﬁrst time I had thought
about giving up. The school leader was supposed to be the strong one,
showing the way for everyone else. Today, it was my team who had
been there to pick me up, to get me through, to push our work forward.
They were incredible people who gave the job everything they had.
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Together, we were changing our school and doing great things for our
kids, each other, and our community.
I knew there would be more tough days ahead, but with each step
home, my resolve strengthened, my pulse quickened, and my smile
widened. I even sent a quick text to Kate, apologizing again for cancelling today’s training sessions and letting her know we’d ﬁgure out a
way to ﬁt them in tomorrow.
As I walked up the driveway to our little house, I saw the bus parked
out the front, dropped off by my other deputy, Gary, after the end-ofschool run. There was a note under the windscreen wipers: Karen
texted me about the results. So good! I grinned as I folded it up, placing
it into the pocket of my jeans. What a team we had.
A chorus of “Dad! Dad!’” and a rumble of footsteps greeted me, and
soon my knees were wrapped up by the tiny arms of my daughters,
Grace and Ebony, their school T-shirts covered in the red dust of Halls
Creek. Our home.

why did we write Dream Team?
Years ago, at a TEDx conference afterparty, we—Aaron and Dave—hatched
a plan on a napkin.
It was an audacious vision to help accelerate education change across
the world.
At the time, Dave was working as a district superintendent. He had
moved on from Halls Creek, but he was drawing on skills he had built there
to help leadership teams in his region change their schools. Aaron had just
returned from two years in Africa where he ran a school for street kids.
Still thin from the multiple bouts of malaria he had contracted, he had
started work on an organization that would back local teams of startup
entrepreneurs in some of the world’s poorest communities.
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We discovered that we shared a few key beliefs.
We thought that the world could be a lot better than it was.
We thought that education was one of the fastest ways to drive positive
change.
We thought that the pace of change in education could be accelerated.
We were also impatient and wanted to be part of helping make this
happen now.
In the years since, the educator-led changes in education we have witnessed have been exciting. There are plenty of us working hard every day
to prepare our kids for an increasingly uncertain world. We are staying up
late thinking up ways to engage our students more deeply. We are learning, adapting, trying. We are making a difference.
As hungry as educators are for positive change, and as much as many of
us love walking the aisles of education expos to see what innovative toys
we can bring into our schools, living in today’s state of ﬂux can also leave
us a bit ﬂummoxed. Every day, it seems, we need to juggle curriculum
changes, directives from the head office, and the latest research ﬁndings
(which might just tell us that the new approach we’ve been piloting is, in
fact, the opposite of what we should have been doing). Whenever we take
a bold step forward with a new idea, we know that a step or two backwards
might be just around the corner.
Yet we all show up for work each new day, walk into our classrooms and
offices and staff rooms, and keep trying.
If this describes you, this book is for you.
It is for school leadership teams who are curious.
Who are hungry for change.
Who try to predict the future by having the courage to try to create it.
It was written by doers, about doers, and for doers.
It talks a little bit about why things should change and what needs
changing, but it is mostly about how to make change. As Karl Marx said,
“Philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways. The point
is to change it.” (Yes, we just quoted Marx. It’s a great quote, right?)
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So the point of this book is to help leadership teams in schools
change things.
Right about now, unless you are wondering if we are communists, you
are probably asking yourself, “Aren’t there already loads of books on education change?” The answer is yes, there are many (and no, we are not communists). You could ﬁll a library shelf or a Kindle’s hard drive with books
on the subject. The great Michael Fullan has been releasing an excellent
contribution every second year. His friend, the ever-friendly and bigbrained Andy Hargreaves, has been almost as proliﬁc, and occasionally
they have even written together. John Hattie has delivered breakthrough
ideas with his meta-analysis of thousands of research papers, as has his
inspired compatriot, Viviane Robinson. And then there is Ken Robinson,
who, in his charming way, has used his books and the TED Talk stage to
challenge a generation of educators to do things differently while giving
us a much-needed injection of optimism along the way. We have read the
works of these experts and the works of many others, and we applaud
them for their brilliant contributions.
We are a little different, though, and so is this book.
So, before we go any farther, who are we?
For a start, neither of us have the title “Dr.” before our names. Aaron
is the closest to having a PhD. Thanks to some academic overexuberance
in his 20s, he collected a research MPhil from Cambridge and a few master’s degrees from some other universities. He did this as a military officer
bouncing between war zones and operations and then as a social entrepreneur while working in slums and villages in East Africa. Aaron went on
to cofound an organization that has already helped to bring life-shifting
changes to more than half a million people living in poverty.
Dave skipped out of university a year early and chose to ﬁnish his
education degree on the job. After being selected for a rare school-based
internship, he became a graduate teacher at 21, a principal at 24, and a
district superintendent at 30. Throughout his career, he has led some of
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Australia’s most dramatic school turnarounds. Dave now advises governments around the world and speaks on the world’s largest education
stages about how other educators can lead change in their settings.
Seven years ago, we started an organization called Education Changemakers (EC), based on a simple idea: that the best ideas to change education almost always come from teachers and school leaders. While this
seems like a pretty obvious concept, it’s one we still feel we have to ﬁght
for, as far too many decisions about and directions for education are still
being determined by those without a lived experience of the challenges
of schools.
We assembled a team of brilliant education leaders from across the
world, and the EC crew now work to support as many educators as we can
by providing them with the tools to make change more effectively. Tens
of thousands of people now come through our programs each year, and
what they go on to do in their schools with the tools they acquire from us
is astounding. We have witnessed good schools become great, dramatic
rises in student engagement and learning outcomes, courageous moves
into new pedagogies, brilliant implementations of new technologies, the
launching of completely new schooling models, and exciting changes
to the ways that educators come together to improve their schools and
systems. Almost always, when these shifts have been schoolwide, they
haven’t come from one individual, or even from a particularly exceptional
principal. They have come from a team of leaders—people with tremendous individual talents and strengths, who unite to achieve something
truly extraordinary.
The parallel that jumps out to us was the U.S. men’s basketball team at
the 1992 Olympic Games in Barcelona—the famed “Dream Team” of NBA
all-time greats, each at the peak of their powers. Ask anyone with even a
passing interest in basketball to name some of the legends on this team,
and you’ll hear names like Michael Jordan, Magic Johnson, and Larry
Bird. What was amazing about this group was that while individually they

© 2019 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760565114 • 119022

DreamTeam.indd 13

11/5/18 1:40 PM

14

Dream Team

were all outstanding and the best players in their regular squads, together
as one “Dream Team,” they became the best basketball team the world
had ever seen.
Yes, the world needs great individual education changemakers, capable of identifying problems worth solving, understanding those problems,
ﬁnding innovative solutions, and scaling them for wide application; these
are the “edupreneurs” we highlighted in our ﬁrst book (Tait & Faulkner,
2016). But the world also needs Dream Teams—school-based, changefocused groups of talented administrators, teachers, staff, students, and
community members who are passionate about making things better
for kids, who believe that school-based change is the means to this end,
and who are willing to roll up their sleeves and work together to make
change happen.
This book is for Dream Teams in the making. It’s a practical, real-world
collection of stories and ideas designed to help you work together to
change your school and systems faster and more effectively.
It sounds like our focus is transformational leadership, right? Well,
yes and no.
We named our company Education Changemakers, and like Margaret Mead, we’ve never doubted that a small group of committed citizens
can change the world. (“Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”) So, it’s
interesting to us that transformational leadership has gotten a pretty bad
rap from the education academics over the past decade.
In a 2007 research paper for the Australian Council for Education
Research, Viviane Robinson reported that transformational leadership
had an extremely modest effect on student achievement, only drawing
an effect size of .14. Contrast that with .84—the gold-medal effect size of
instructional leadership. While this ﬁnding is powerful, we have the niggling feeling that the breakdown of change in schools is often not so binary.
Admittedly, we have seen our fair share of leadership teams focus
so much on transformational leadership that they failed to prioritize
learning. At points in both our careers, we have been guilty of this. But
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we have also seen education leaders with a single-eyed focus on instructional leadership helm schools with terrible cultures, unhappy teachers,
and a revolving door of personnel. The sweet spot, we think, is somewhere in between. When leadership teams who show many of the characteristics of transformational leaders channel their skills into bold
efforts to lift teaching and learning, the results are a pleasure to see. This
book attempts to ﬁnd that line between transformational and instructional leadership.
It is also a book that we have tried to make as readable as possible—
something you can get through in a few nights with a glass of wine in your
hand or even while sitting on your favorite chair during the holidays.
Although the book is underpinned by strong academic ideas, processes,
and approaches (remember: Aaron has four degrees, one of them from
Cambridge), we have not written it to be “academic.”

how the book works
Dream Team is woven together out of three elements, reﬂecting the
loosely controlled chaos that a change effort is.
About a third of the book is our insights and ideas. Thanks to extensive
research and a wealth of experience, we have a strong sense of what school
change looks like when it is led by a powerful leadership team.
Another third of the book is devoted to real stories of school change
achieved by 10 brilliant leadership teams. We identiﬁed and spent time
with these teams. The ﬁercely ambitious and inspired individuals that
compose them didn’t think in terms of how things were but of how things
could be. Then they did the work to make those dreams come true.
You will meet the team from Lesher Middle School in the leafy suburb of Fort Collins, Colorado, and the team from Jeremiah E. Burke
Elementary School, located in one of the most economically challenged
parts of greater Boston. We’ll take you to the Windy City and show you the
powerful change being led by the team at Chicago Tech Academy High
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School on the West Side. Then we’ll head up north to dig into the successful change efforts that took place at John A. Leslie Public School
and John Polanyi Collegiate Institute, both in the education powerhouse that is Ontario, Canada. After that, we will take you to the other
side of the world—to our home country of Australia, where we’ll look at
how the team at Melbourne’s Wooranna Park Primary School is striving to make a school that is “as exciting as Disneyland.” We’ll also learn
from the team at Cornish College, a private school on acres of stunning
wilderness, and go to the island of Tasmania to reﬂect on how the team at
Bayview Secondary College fought to keep their school alive. Back on
mainland Australia, in what might be the most isolated city in the world,
we’ll have a look at Challis Community Primary School, just a primary
school on paper but so much more in reality. And then last but certainly
not least, we journey to the homeland of John Hattie and Viviane Robinson to learn from the team at Manurewa Intermediate School, which
is thriving in the center of one of New Zealand’s most disadvantaged
communities.
All these stories of leadership and change are brilliant, but that’s all
we’ll say about them now—it would ruin the fun otherwise! As we move
through the book and along the journey of change it presents, we will
draw on these leadership teams’ ideas, insights, and experiences to ﬂesh
out our own.
The ﬁnal third of Dream Team provides real-world tools for innovation
that you can take back to your schools and systems to help you change
things faster and more effectively. We’ve called the whole book a “playbook” because what we present here isn’t prescriptive. We lay out an
approach and provide a variety of options that you might deploy, based
on your school’s challenges and the circumstances you ﬁnd yourself in, to
create the change you want to see. As the game changes, “Dream Teams”
change with it and draw on other plays that they have up their sleeves.
We invite you to see us as your friends, ﬁghting the good ﬁght alongside you. We have been there ourselves (as have the leadership teams we
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proﬁle), and we continue to work actively in schools and in disruptive
education startups.
Have you ever been reading a leadership book that told you a practice
you’re using is absolutely the worst thing anyone could do? Have you had
moments during a conference or a professional development session
when the presenter rips a particular approach you’re using to shreds, and
you shrink into your seat thinking, Oh, God, she’s not talking to me, is she?
Are people looking at me? This book is not here to make you feel like that.
But it is not all pats on the back, either, because you won’t get it right
every time.
You will make mistakes. We all do. Dream Team is a manual to help you,
and everybody else on your team, get it right more often. We’ve written it
to help you ﬁgure out where your school is going, build the innovative culture to drive the solutions you need to that new reality, make what works
stick, and then consider how the approach might be scaled and expanded
to other schools so that even more kids can beneﬁt.
We know that getting good at changing things can be quite hard to do
without the right support and training. In business, many promising new
leaders study for an MBA before they move into a role in the executive
suite. In education, though, the system often plucks its best teachers from
the classroom. Then, with relatively little training, these teaching stars
are thrust into leading hundreds or sometimes thousands of people.
As the Swedish philosopher Bo Dahlbom said, “You can’t do much carpentry with your bare hands, and you can’t do much thinking with your
bare brain. We need tools.” This book gives you some of the tools you
will need.
We have broken it down into an easy-to-follow, 10-step approach,
which we call the Change Leader Journey (shown in Figure A). It’s best
implemented in the order we have laid out. Whenever you need to, you can
pause or take a step back in the journey. You can certainly move through
Dream Team all in one go, but know that it will come in handy at different
stages of your change effort, so keep it close by for repeated reference.
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Figure A

The Change Leader Journey

1. Passion

6. Leadership

How can we start to build our
Dream Team?

How can we enlist more
leaders throughout the school
to support this change?

2. Listening

7. Culture

How can we source the right
inputs to deﬁne the change
ahead?

How can we foster an
innovative culture and
generate new ideas for
solving identiﬁed problems?

3. Focus
How can we focus on a few
speciﬁc areas for change?

8. Solutions
How can we turn our innovative
ideas into real change?

4. Alignment and Autonomy
How can we gain the
conﬁdence and authority
we need to make the
change we want to see?

9. Proof
How can we prove our change
initiatives have made the
difference we hoped they
would?

5. Community
How can we best engage our
community in this change?

10. The Future
How can we make the change
last . . . and what’s next?
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The Change Leader Journey is built on a focused analysis of what great
teams are doing, distilled to the common threads and practicalities they
used to make change happen in their school:
• Step 1 is to start with the heart, and that means determining (and
juggling) what you want to value as a team. It’s about bringing into
account your various passions and beliefs, and then assessing your
united commitment to the change effort ahead.
• Step 2 is to listen to your students, staff, and community members.
Doing so dramatically increases the chances that you will build
solutions that they feel are important.
• Step 3 is to determine the focus areas that your team will be working to solve.
• Step 4 is a balancing act—to align your approaches with the system
while also forging the autonomy you need to be successful.
• Step 5 is to prepare your community for the challenging but purposeful days ahead.
• Step 6 is to tackle the challenge of distributing leadership across
the school.
• Step 7 is to build a culture of innovation and leverage it to generate
new ideas and solutions.
• Step 8 is to test and implement your solutions.
• Step 9 is to assemble your proof—sourcing the evidence you need
to demonstrate your solutions’ impact and prepare to embed them
and increase that impact.
• Finally, there is Step 10, which is to keep the momentum up and
make the improvements sticky, sustainable, and scalable before
helping your team decide what work to tackle next.
Despite the challenge of educating students in and for this increasingly complex world, we are optimistic about the future. And we draw
most of this optimism from people like you, passionate educators who
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are willing to forgive themselves every night and recommit every morning to making things better for kids. In the words of American transcendentalist and abolitionist Theodore Parker, famously paraphrased
by Martin Luther King Jr., “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it
bends towards justice.”
Together, as a team, let’s reach up, grab a hold of that arc, and pull it
down toward better schools for the kids we teach.
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PASSION
How can we start to build our Dream Team?

The year was 1968. On April 4, Martin Luther King Jr. was gunned down
on a balcony in Memphis. Later that night, speaking from the back of a
ﬂatbed truck in Indiana, presidential candidate Bobby Kennedy asked
those gathered to help “tame the savageness of man, and make gentle the
life of this world.” Two months later, he too would be killed.
Later that year, on a humid Boston morning, a 10-year-old Lindsa
McIntyre packed her school bag and walked a mile from her home to
Woodrow Wilson Elementary School. She was accompanied by her father,
who had taken the morning off work, eager to support his daughter as she
made the courageous step of being one of the ﬁrst African American students in the city to be integrated into an all-white Boston public school.
Lindsa was excited, too. Finally, she would see inside the kind of school
that had been out of the grasp of so many Americans.
But Woodrow Wilson Elementary School didn’t live up to Lindsa’s
expectations. When the winter arrived, she would ﬁnd herself shivering in
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the unheated classrooms. She would ﬁnd herself lined up with other students each morning to have her hair and ﬁngernails inspected. Instruction
was spartan, delivered in a strict and disciplined manner. But the greatest
challenge for Lindsa was that, while her teachers meant well, they had
very little understanding of what life was like for her and the other new,
nonwhite children in their classrooms. They simply didn’t know how to
connect with the integrated students. “I loved school,” Lindsa explained,
decades later, “but I wasn’t sure if school loved me.”
Over the 1968–69 school year, 150 African American students joined
the Woodrow Wilson school community. And an almost equal number of
white students left, withdrawn en masse by their parents.
When Lindsa moved on to high school, things didn’t improve. She and
several other African American students did not attend any classes in the
main building; they were sent to another building, three blocks away. They
had no access to the gym, cafeteria, or nicer classrooms. Lindsa wanted
more from her education, and for her life, but she felt trapped.
One evening after dinner she told her parents that she wanted to leave
her high school. The news wasn’t received well by her father, a man who
worked long hours to feed his family of nine children. He argued that she
should be grateful for the opportunity she had. But Lindsa was determined. She threw a challenge back to her father, inviting him to come with
her to school the next morning and see what she was experiencing. So once
again, as he had several years before, he took the morning off work and
walked his daughter to school. They passed through the well-resourced
main building, then out the doors and down the street to the annex area
where the nonwhite students spent their days. Convinced, Lindsa’s father
gave her a task and the rest of the day to complete it. “Go home and look
through the Yellow Pages,” he said to her. “Circle three schools you want
to go to, and tomorrow we will visit them all.”
The next week, Lindsa started at Cambridge Academy, a small private
school in very well-to-do Harvard Square. The school was exceptional,
and Lindsa excelled there, working hard each day, acknowledging the
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sacriﬁces her parents were making to keep her there, even as the lights
were turned off at home when power bills couldn’t be paid. Years later,
as a senior, Lindsa paid a visit to her old high school and was shocked by
what she saw—shocked by the learning situation of her friends. Determined to pay her blessings forward, she began teaching them in her
spare time. They thrived under her guidance, and Lindsa realized she had
found her calling.
Her ﬁrst official teaching job was at Jeremiah E. Burke High School,
known locally as “the Burke.” It’s a four-story Art Deco schoolhouse built
in 1934 and located in the Boston suburb of Dorchester. For Lindsa, it
was the site of a hard-fought apprenticeship. She routinely found herself
going above and beyond her regular lessons to engage with her students
and attempt to understand the realities of their lives. Many of them were
the children of Caribbean immigrants, and Lindsa tried to connect with
them the way she wished her teachers back at Woodrow Wilson Elementary had done for her. She spent a decade at the Burke before moving on
to pursue new challenges. Still, it felt to Lindsa like she was leaving part of
her heart behind.
Decades later she returned to reclaim it. This time, as the headmaster. But the Burke was in trouble. A school of just over 500 students, it
was averaging more than 500 suspensions a year. Only a third of kids were
graduating, and only a ﬁfth of the graduates were making it to college.
Within six months of Lindsa’s arrival, the school was officially placed
into turnaround. Yet Lindsa was as inspired as she had ever been. She
believed she was in the right place, at the right time, and up to the challenge. She got to work building her team, and they rolled their sleeves up
and changed the school.

assembling your dream team
Lindsa McIntyre has a powerful story. The image of her and her father
walking into a newly desegregated school to help support a more united

© 2019 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760565114 • 119022

DreamTeam.indd 23

11/5/18 1:40 PM

24

Dream Team

United States is a stunning snapshot of a particular time and a place, reminiscent of the great Ruby Bridges only a few years before.
Lindsa’s experiences made her the right leader for the Burke for many
reasons, but here’s what jumps out to us. First, she was a local. Lindsa had
grown up in the greater Boston community, and she had even taught at
the Burke before. Second, she had a lived experience of the problems she
was trying to solve. Lindsa was uniquely placed to help the students at the
Burke, because she had lived many parts of their stories herself. Third, she
was passionate about making a difference at the Burke. And, as it turned
out, she was going to need every ounce of that passion to help lead the
change that would turn the school around.
While doing our research for this book, we spent a lot of time with a
lot of school leadership teams and learned a lot about the people on them.
Those three qualities of Lindsa’s we just pointed out—local connection,
lived experience, and passion—showed up again and again. They were so
characteristic, in fact, that they are our foundational recommendations
for assembling your Dream Team.

LOOK FOR LOCAL CONNECTIONS
Think back to Dave’s story from his Halls Creek days. One of the most
powerful assets he had up his sleeve was that his family had lived in the
area for decades. The community elders were close friends of his parents and grandparents, and this engendered trust and gave him a certain
standing. When Dave turned up as the principal, people were willing to
listen to him.
We saw this same dynamic in so many schools:
• When Gill Berriman was appointed as the principal of Bayview
Secondary College in Tasmania, she had been teaching at the school
for 15 years. She was known, and she was respected.
• Being appointed as the principal of Manurewa Intermediate School
in South Auckland was a homecoming of sorts for Iain Taylor. He
had been a student there when he was 11 years old. His deputy
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principal and right hand during the school’s transformation was
Greer Doidge. She had been at the school for 20 years.
• Local credibility was essential to pursuing change at Chicago Tech
Academy High School. One of the reasons Principal Linnea Garrett
and Assistant Principal Tiara Wheatley were taken seriously by the
ChiTech kids and the community was that Tiara had grown up in
the area and Linnea had spent the last 15 years of her career working in challenging schools on the South Side.
• Before coming to Lesher Middle School, Principal Tom Dodd had
been working in Colorado as a teacher and athletics coach for 22
years. Deputy Principal Waren Morrow was a Fort Collins local who
had served in the Colorado National Guard. Rounding out the team
were teachers who were, respectively, a Fort Collins local and a 20year Lesher veteran.
• The team of parents who led the change at Cornish College were
local residents who had saved their hard-earned money to pay for
a private education for their children. When they stepped up to
lead, it was their friends, dinner party friends, and fellow book-club
members whom they were mobilizing.
This is interesting to us. Often, the picture we have of a change agent,
particularly in the corporate sector, is someone brought in from outside
to kick some ass. No one within the community knows these people, and
there is a great deal of fear around what they will do, whom they will ﬁre,
and how they will alter the culture. Yet in education, from what we have
seen, the teams that are most effective at transforming schools have a
heavy dose of local hometown heroes in their mix. So, if you are reading
this book and feeling a little extra-conﬁdent right now because you have
years of experience at the school or in your area, you’re right to do so. Your
change efforts just got a little power boost!
Not to say that it’s impossible for an outsider, or an outside team, to
make change happen; it just seems to be harder. And here, we are talking
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from experience. When Aaron was 25 years old, he was appointed as a
school director for a very challenging school in Tanzania. He turned up
with his wife, Kaitlin, a backpack of clothes, 20 words of Swahili, and a
whole lot of passion. Here’s is the brieﬁng he received: “The school needs
a lot of things to be ﬁxed and some real leadership. Please bring it.” Those
of you who have read our ﬁrst book, Edupreneur, know just how hard
things got for Aaron, someone trying to lead change as an outsider. We
will share some of these stories a little later for those of you we are just
meeting now.
If you’re not a local, if you’re new to your community and can relate
to Aaron in Tanzania with his 20 words of Swahili, you do have options,
though. One way is to double your efforts to understand your community
by listening, being conspicuous, and being present. Another is to lobby
for adding more locals to your Dream Team right at this early phase of
change. Look for leaders who have well-established credibility but also
the openness to trying something new.
Whether a new leader is a born-and-bred local or an import, there is
sometimes a tendency to come in and launch an overhaul of the school’s
entire leadership team, especially in a school that really needs some big
changes. Our advice is to think carefully about this and not jump to conclusions about your legacy leaders. It is worth taking a little longer to
ﬁgure out what different people may bring to the table. You may be pleasantly surprised by the assets you have—and by the positive contributions
they can make. At Manurewa, for example, Iain Taylor found that he had,
in Greer Doidge, a team member with deep connections to the community who was able to powerfully contribute to some of the school’s most
dramatic changes.

BRING IN AUTHENTIC UNDERSTANDING
When Lindsa McIntyre returned to the Burke as its leader, she brought
a lived experience of the problems she was trying to solve. As a child,
she had attended schools where staff struggled to empathize with the
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students in their classes who were “different” from themselves. She was
well-versed in the challenges of poverty because she had lived through
them herself, never forgetting the pangs of guilt she had felt when the
electricity in her childhood home would be turned off (paying the bill
came second to covering her private school fees). Where the majority
of teachers would struggle to understand how a child feels in class the
morning after witnessing a shooting on the streets or hearing the devasting news that a family member had been killed, Lindsa didn’t. And
because she knew the stories of the Burke’s students so intimately, she
was convinced that the traditional education approach that had been
tried there for years was never going to succeed. She understood these
kids needed something different.
Many members of leadership teams we spent time with for this book
pointed to their past experiences—particularly their experiences as
students—as heavy inﬂuences on their work. It’s interesting that these
experiences were generally negative ones. Aiman Flahat brought to his
leadership role at John Polanyi Collegiate Institute the memory of being
told that, as an immigrant to Canada, he should settle for second-best.
He shared with us how, as a new arrival from Jordan, he sat down with
the career advisor who immediately assigned him to the basic courses in
the school rather than the advanced classes. When Aiman told his parents about this, his father was so outraged he went to the school the next
day and demanded his child be placed in the advanced math and science
courses. The following week, a frustrated career advisor told Aiman that
he was fooling himself if he thought he could succeed in those classes. But
succeed he did. Aiman graduated with honors and went on to study engineering and work on hydroelectrical plants. But he never forgot how little
faith that teacher had in him. When Aiman kicked off the change effort at
John Polanyi Collegiate, he did so with a ﬁerce determination to provide
every opportunity to every child. He vowed he’d never settle for anything
less than high expectations in any school he was part of . . . and he did this
because he understood what was at stake.
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Digging down into your motivations to make a change in the world is
an important and powerful thing to do. When Aaron met Nora Tager, an
Ashoka fellow and accomplished social entrepreneur who has dedicated
her life to social change in South Africa, he asked what kept her going
through her struggles. The response he got from this little old lady, with
her nice pearls, earrings, and well-pressed blazer, surprised him. “I harnessed the rage,” she said.
Greg McLeod at John A. Leslie Public School is another who channeled his own disappointment with school into present, positive action.
Greg grew up in a disadvantaged part of Toronto, and school for him was
unengaging. He was more likely to skip school and get up to mischief with
his friends than apply himself in class. It’s probably not a coincidence that
Greg focuses his leadership on making his schools as engaging as he can
possibly make them. He understands what the alternative feels like.
As a leadership team, it is worth leaning in to your individual and collective motivation for undertaking change. Why do you believe the things
you do? Why are you the kind of educator you are? In fact, why are you an
educator at all? The greater your understanding of these points, the more
likely you are to understand why you advocate for certain things for your
students. And the better you understand your students, the more likely
you are to advocate for what they really need.

PRIORITIZE PASSION
The task Lindsa signed up for was a mighty one: being the senior leader in
a team charged with turning around one of the most challenged schools in
the state of Massachusetts. She wasn’t daunted, though; she was inspired.
And this is the third thing that jumps out at us from her story as characteristic of so many change leaders we’ve met: they all had a huge passion
to make a difference.
While this might sound a bit facile, we believe passion for the work is
vitally important—so important that we want to talk more about it here,
right at the beginning of the Change Leader Journey.
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Changing a school, a learning culture, and often a community is serious work. Along the way you are going to upset a lot of people. You are
going to ﬁnd more gray hairs on your head than before you started. You
will see less of your friends and family. You will start to get those physical ailments that come with stress. On a rare occasion, you might win
an award that acknowledges what your team did. Or, even rarer but far
sweeter, a student or parent will thank you for making the effort. But
more often than not, you will be in the thick of a process that is messy and
challenging—and is probably going to be so for years.
The quickest school transformation we saw during our research took
place over three years. Most schools saw core members of their leadership
teams buckling in for about seven years, about the same time as a twoterm president of the United States. We don’t want to scare you, but take
a look sometime at the “before” and “after” photos of the past few U.S.
presidents. It will give you a sense of what you’re signing up for.
There’s no getting around it: if you want to be part of a team that will
lead a powerful change in your school or learning community, you need to
commit to investing the time that change requires. You need to be able to
give it your all, which means you need to come in wanting this badly. You
must have a passion for the work. As Steve Jobs once said, “You have to be
burning with an idea, or a problem, or a wrong that you want to right. If
you’re not passionate enough from the start, you’ll never stick it out.”
Almost all the principals we spent time with while researching this
book fought hard to win the roles at their schools. Eight of the 10 left very
comfortable jobs at well-functioning schools to take on the role of leading
a transformation effort. Many of the deputies and assistant principals we
spent time with had turned down multiple job offers with higher pay and
greater seniority at other schools so they could stay the course with their
current team.
We also found it interesting that these leadership teams took a while
to lock in. At the very beginning of the change effort, there was a period
where the existing members of the leadership team, as individuals, had to
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ask themselves a tough question: Were they really willing to give all that
was required? Showing great honesty and professional integrity, some
people acknowledged that they were tired, overextended, and out of ideas.
They chose to move to other schools or to step out of a leadership role and
focus on classroom work. Occasionally, members of these teams would
have the gumption to challenge fellow members in whom they lacked
conﬁdence, and some of these discussions made the challenged individuals understandably upset.
But surprisingly, when challenged, most people rose to the occasion.
For example, soon after his arrival at Manurewa, Iain Taylor began an
audacious effort to rapidly refresh his leadership team. He wanted to bring
in new people—professionals he trusted and had worked with before. But
Greer Doidge, a local with 20 years of experience at the school, dug in her
heels. She wasn’t going anywhere except along for the change journey.
Greer’s passion for her school, her staff, and her kids made her a powerful
and often counterintuitive voice on the team.
We recommend that right now, here at the beginning, you and every
member of your team take a moment to reﬂect honestly on how inspired
and ready you are to move into a period of transformation and hard work.
There are plenty of ways that you can do this, but one that we have found
useful is to actually plot your levels of inspiration and effectiveness across
your career. Get it out on paper, noting different phases of your practice
or positions you’ve held, thinking about your best moments, your worst,
and where you are now. We’ve provided an example in Figure 1.1—a map
of Dave’s career in action. Notice his frustration during university and the
love for school leadership that emerged during his ﬁrst principal job. (For
Dave, the toughest jobs are generally the most inspiring.)
On your team, how have individuals’ inspiration levels changed
throughout their careers? What were the circumstances in which you
felt most and least passionate about the work? Most and least effective?
How have internal and external challenges affected your inspiration and
effectiveness? What about shifts in leadership and organizational goals?
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Figure 1.1

A Sample Map of Personal Inspiration and Effectiveness
Second year at Halls Creek:
My best work ever. Working
with a great team sustained
inspiration and
effectiveness.

High

Inspiration
and
Effectiveness

First principal job:
Thrilling, inspiring,
and a real
challenge.
24 years old and
in the hot seat.

First teaching job:
Whoa—that was
hard! 21 years old
with the toughest
class in the
school.
University:
Excited
about
teaching but
bogged
down in
classes!

Second
semester at
Halls Creek:
Building a really
great team and
starting to
take risks.
Mr. Fix-It:
Short stint as a
leader in a tough
school. Hard to
be effective
knowing this was
an acting role.

District
superintendent:
We did some
important work,
but I missed the
thrill of being at
Halls Creek.

First week as
principal at
Halls Creek:
Realized this
was going to be
a crazy amount
of work . . . and
we might not
succeed.

Low
Points in Dave’s Career

We hope that your team has the kind of culture that allows everyone to
feel safe sharing these insights openly. (If you do, please be as honest as
you can, and don’t plot your current passion level score higher or lower
than it really is.) As a group, it can be really powerful to dig into these
results. The big question to answer is whether you collectively—this particular grouping of leaders—are ready for the period of change ahead.
If you are brave, before you start discussing team members’ various
passion levels, ask each member of the team to give their thoughts on
what the overall team passion ought to be. This little activity may provide a quick win—a chance to conﬁrm that you are all ready to go—or it
may catalyze a few tough conversations about whether you really have the
right people you need.
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RECOGNIZE ONE ANOTHER’S PASSIONS
Passion is not a one-dimensional human experience, and chances are that
the different members of your team are inspired by different things. Some
people have a real passion for ﬁnding solutions to problems, so engaging
in these early phases of school change will be something that they are
excited about. Others ﬁnd great purpose in helping people and will be
energized by the thought of supporting teachers working to improve their
practice, assisting students to engage powerfully in learning, or reaching out to parents to change a community. Consider too that in a world
where loneliness, depression, and anxiety are becoming more prevalent,
and where many of us are more connected to our personal devices than
human community, there will likely be people on your team who are
passionate simply about the idea of being part of a collective working to
achieve something great.
A framing device we have found helpful is psychologist Robert Vallerand’s (2010) model of harmonious versus obsessive passion. According
to Vallerand, harmonious passion is the one to strive for. People working within harmonious passion are highly engaged in their work because
it brings them intrinsic joy. When your work is aligned with your value
system, there are huge beneﬁts, including improved physical health,
self-esteem, creativity, ﬂow, and work satisfaction. Obsessive passion
ﬁrst may seem quite similar, but if you dig a little deeper, it is often more
about achievement—one person trying to prove himself or herself right,
prove someone else wrong, or just win. This model explains why many
successful sports coaches often rely on a simple mantra to have their athletes perform as well as possible: Push away the noise and just have fun out
there. People displaying signs of obsessive passion often confess that they
can’t stop thinking about work and that it forms a large part of their selfconcept; this is correlated with increased chances of negativity, burn-out,
and higher aggression. These quick insights underscore how valuable it is
to recognize what kinds of passion you have on your team and how that
can affect individual and collective behavior.
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RAISE PASSION LEVELS
If you are lucky, you will be in a position where your entire team is passionate (ideally with harmonious passion) and ready to go for the change
chapter that lies ahead. But this is not always the case, and rather than
glossing over these realities, this is a vitally important time to discuss
them. Maybe as you engaged as a team, some of you admitted to being
tired, to having lost that loving feeling. Or maybe, while people weren’t
admitting it, others could tell that they were not as sharp as they once
were. This is all totally normal, and to be expected, because the work you
do as educators is hard, very hard.
But rather than just giving up or moving people on, there is plenty that
we can do to try to raise the levels of inspiration and effectiveness to their
once-high places. The ﬁrst is to tap into the power of purpose, and the
Japanese have a very useful concept for this called “ikigai.” While much
has been written on ikigai, a 2016 book by Francesca Miralles and Hector
Garcia is a friendly introduction to the idea. Literally, ikigai means “a reason for being”; more colloquially, it means the reason one gets up in the
morning. To ﬁnd your ikigai, you draw four overlapping circles, one for
what you love, one for what you are good at, one for what you can actually
be paid to do, and one for what the world needs. What lies in the middle is
your ikigai. If your being in the particular school you are in and doing the
particular work you are doing is your ikigai, brilliant. If not, it may be time
to consider either how you spend your time in the school or whether this
school or this speciﬁc job is right for you.
Another approach that can help raise teamwide levels of inspiration and effectiveness is to increase the autonomy members have. Quite
simply, the more autonomy people have in their own work and efforts,
the more likely they are to be inspired by their work. As Steve Jobs once
famously said, “It doesn’t make sense to hire smart people and then tell
them what to do; we hire smart people so they can tell us what to do.” Jobs,
an often-aggressive taskmaster, was famous for spotting supremely talented people and then getting the best out of them. For example, he was
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certainly not the lead founder of the iPod; that’s a title better ascribed to
Jon Rubinstein. Similarly, it was Jonny Ive, not Jobs, who was the creative
force behind the company-saving iMac computer. This is a reminder that
if passion levels aren’t quite where you need them to be for the change
chapter ahead, you might consider giving key members of your team more
impressive job titles and more power to determine where the school is
going and how it is going to get there.
But now let’s jump into checking whether the members of your team
are passionate about the same things and sufficiently aligned to be willing
to solve the same problems.

aligning team passions
While it is too early in the transformation effort to determine exactly
what the change effort’s strategic priorities and activities will be, it is still
important to get a sense of the approaches and beliefs of the leadership
team as a whole. Simply put, a leadership team that has misaligned priorities will be building on a poor foundation.
When we spent time in the schools we proﬁled in this book, we saw
leadership teams whose passions were uniﬁed and explicit:
• At Wooranna Park Primary School, the team was focused on making learning as engaging as possible.
• At the Burke, the team was committed to supporting the whole
child, no matter how challenging the child’s situation.
• At ChiTech, the team was driven by the belief that powerful and
deep learning is possible for all kids.
• At John A. Leslie, the team believed that every child could be a
changemaker.
• At Lesher, the team was committed to offering an elite learning
experience that all children could access.
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These kinds of powerful statements of passion are absolutely informed
by strategic priorities, but there is little doubt that the personalities and
personal passions of individuals on each leadership team played a part
in shaping those priorities. For example, Tom Dodd, principal of Lesher
Middle School, worked as an elite wrestling coach, and in that role, he
was always pushing the members of his team to meet high expectations.
Principal Ray Trotter of Wooranna Park made international headlines for
expressing his belief that school should be “as exciting as Disneyland” and
for his commitment to physically constructing engaging learning environments, by hand, often over the school holidays. The ChiTech team became
extremely inspired by deeper learning approaches, particularly those displayed by High Tech High School, even before Linnea Garrett assumed
the principalship. She was brought in on this wave of change, quickly harnessed the passion of her fellow leaders, and applied it to get real results.
The ﬁrst step in bringing team members’ various passions into alignment is to clarify what those passions are. What education topics are folks
reading about? What do they get excited to see on the program at educational conferences? What approaches are they bringing up in the staff
room? What are they evangelizing about and continually trying to implement or work toward? The quickest and easiest way to sort through this
information is to have each person ﬁnish this sentence: “What I think we
should be doing for our students is _____.”
The aim here is to summarize big ideas into some bullet points or short
sentences so you can move more quickly toward alignment. For example,
one member of your team may say, “What I think we should be doing for
our students is ensuring that that their teachers are as good as they can
be.” Another might say, “What I think we should be doing for our students
is making sure they have the capabilities they need to thrive in the future.”
Capture all these passion statements on a big sheet of poster board or in
a projected document, and see if you can whittle it down to three areas
that you are united behind. While these are not the strategic directions
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the school will necessarily take (these will come later), it is important to
determine whether you are on similar pages as a leadership team.
As your team works to clarify your various personal passions and
align them into a uniﬁed commitment, take note of whether you’re leaning toward more traditional priorities and approaches or whether you’re
drawn to the cutting edge. If they are more traditional approaches, be sure
to “future-proof” them by ensuring that they will provide students with
the capabilities needed in a rapidly changing world. If it is new approaches
that excite you, be sure to seek out and stay abreast of the emerging evidence of their effectiveness.

So that is Step 1 of the Change Leader Journey.
Drawing on Lindsa McIntyre’s story, we saw that the most powerful
change leaders often work in teams with a healthy blend of locals who
have powerful connections in their community. There are people on the
team who have a lived experience of the problem they are trying to solve,
which brings huge empathy to the task at hand. The team members share
a high level of passion for the same kinds of work and are buckled in for the
long-term commitment necessary to make this transformation happen.
A leadership team that takes an honest look at itself now is much better positioned to take on the work of the next stage, when team members
must park their own ideas for a period and listen to the ideas of others in
their school and community.
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