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I thrive when I can plan my work and work my plan

I tend to plan my free time as well as my work life

I thrive when I can stay open to the moment

I organize my work life, but lead a spontaneous personal life

Work before play is my preferred style

I tend to mix work and play

I feel comfortable implementing a plan

I feel comfortable responding to surprises

I like to decide quickly and get to work

I like to seek more options to ensure we make the best decision

Finishing early is naturally appealing

I enjoy the process of searching and seeking options

I may call for decisions even if we could find more data

I’d describe myself as goal-oriented

I may delay a decision even if we have a lot of data

I’d describe myself as process-oriented

I have a built-in clock and know how long things take

I know human limits and avoid over-commitment for self/others

I may underestimate how long tasks/activities will take

I often make new commitments and struggle to make all

Reflection

1. Think about your school or district’s use of pacing guides, curriculum maps, grouping students by
age level, school daily, weekly and yearly schedules, and homework policies. If one thinks of Judging
and Perceiving as a polarity where the best outcome involves accessing the values of each pole,
what action steps might incorporate more of a Perceiving approach to learning?
2. Loose-tight leadership (Sagie, 1997) incorporates both Judging (setting clear goals) and Perceiving
(granting autonomy in reaching those goals). How well are you managing the tension between clear
expectations and multiple pathways for meeting them?
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1.

Before diving into the big issues in the next chapters, take a moment to
think about your own education beliefs and possible sources. Below is a list
of terms that probably involve polarities. Chances are, you think of at least a
few of these as problems, based on real-life experiences with them. And
chances are, you’ve seen related policies implemented, jettisoned under
new leadership, and revived when leadership changes again. As you read
through them, note your initial reaction as positive (+), negative (–), or
neutral ( . . . ). And think about an educator you know who might give the
same term the opposite rating

___ Gifted education

___ Performance assessment

___ Phonics instruction

___ Competency-based
matriculation

___ Academic rigour
___ Direct instruction
___ Individualised instruction
___ Standardised testing
___ Cooperative learning
___ The Australian Curriculum

___ Shared leadership
___ Blended learning
___ Constructivist learning
___ Project-based learning
___ Social/emotional learning

___ Inquiry-based learning
Now, choose one of the terms that provoked a strong reaction. Use the following
questions to reflect on how you developed the viewpoint you hold. The
questions revisit the dilemmas we face in understanding and influencing
educational beliefs—both our own and those of others.
a. Reflect on the basis of your beliefs. Can you recall an experience, teacher, family
rule, or other factor that might have fostered your belief about this topic in
education? How has it contributed to your success as an educator?
b. Does anything about your own learning style or habits influence your belief?
c. Consider opportunities you’ve had (or made) to rethink that belief. Have you
worked with people who hold an opposite belief or have you read about their
positions? Conversely, what factors might have reinforced your position?
d. Might your belief lead to any unintended consequences? List them.
e. Can you name how your belief might be part of a polarity? What are some of the
downsides of your own pole? The upsides of the other?




© 2014 HBPLS • HA1287 • Unleashing the Positive Power of Differences: Polarity Thinking

5

6

Unleashing the Positive Power of Differences: Polarity Thinking • HA1287 • © 2014 HBPLS


 




&


 










Source: Polarity map template copyright by Polarity Partnerships, LLC www.polaritypartnerships.com














Reality 1
Reality 2

Reality 3
Reality 4

Reality 5
Reality 6

Reality 7

Reality 8

Reality 9

Polarities are energy systems within all interdependencies in life. Where there is
interdependence, polarities are at play.
Polarities are not new. They have been a part of our personal lives since our childhood
when we learned things like sharing. They’ve been written about in philosophy and religion
for centuries, and reaffirmed in research on leadership and organizational effectiveness
over the last fifty years.
Polarities are interdependent pairs for which AND thinking is required. They show up in
literature as polarities, dilemmas, paradoxes, or tensions.
And thinking is an essential addition to either/or thinking. It is not a replacement for
either/or thinking. These two types of thinking are themselves an interdependent pair, a
polarity.
In an argument over a polarity, both sides are right. A more appropriate phrasing might be
that both sides are accurate but incomplete.
Polarities are leverage-able. We don’t have to accept swinging from one pole to the other
but can see, map, assess, learn and leverage the energy system, putting to productive use
the time and energy each side is expending in trying to “win”, redirecting it toward a mutual
greater purpose.
Each pole has an upside and a downside. When we acknowledge the downside of our own
pole, we are acknowledging the legitimate fears of the other side, thus opening dialogue
about the portion of truth each side holds.
Polarities are unsolvable. The downside of one pole is often seen as a “problem” with the
upside of the other pole as a “solution.” Seeing one upside as a solution leads to it being
called a mistake later on. There is natural self-correction in the ongoing oscillation between
the two poles, but both are needed over time.
Seeing one upside as a solution leads to it being called a mistake later on. There is natural
self-correction in the ongoing oscillation between the two poles, but both are needed over
time.
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A common, ongoing issue in schools is ability grouping. Too much ability grouping often results
in cliques, labeling of students in negative ways, and other negative results of focusing on this
pole. However, there are downsides to never using ability grouping as well. Try mapping this
issue with your colleagues.



1.




Ask the group to think about the four key identifiers of polarities and whether they apply to using
homogeneous or heterogeneous grouping of students.
1.
2.
3.
4.



Is it ongoing?
Are the alternatives interdependent?
Over time, are both poles/solutions needed?
If we focus on only one upside, will we eventually undermine our greater purpose statement
(GPS)?




Ideally, client takes Step II. The TypeCoach Type Verifier and other tools that provide strengths/blind
spots information may also be used. Only Step I results are reviewed at this stage in coaching.
1. Create four “stations” that will represent the upside and downside of each of the poles: Ability
Grouping AND Heterogeneous Grouping. Place four pieces of flip chart paper and a marker at
each station. Post signs that mark each station as one of the following:
a.
Positive results of Ability Grouping
b.
Negative results of over-focusing on Ability Grouping to the neglect of Heterogeneous
Grouping
c.
Positive results of Heterogeneous Grouping
d.
Negative results of over-focusing on Heterogeneous Grouping to the neglect of Ability
Grouping
2. Divide participants into four small groups of approximately 2-6 people. Let them know that they
will work as a group at each station to brainstorm the values and fears each represents. Assign
each group to a starting station.
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3. Give each group five minutes at each station to write down their ideas of the values or fears of
the pole assigned at that station. ake sure each group starts on a fresh sheet of flip chart
paper without looking at the writings of the other groups.
4.
hen all groups have been at all four stations, have each group combine the results onto one
piece of chart paper to summari e the ideas for that station.
for the last rotation, have the
groups at each station draw an image that captures the information generated on the flip charts
at that station.
. Post the four charts on a wall so that they form the four quadrants of a polarity map. This step is
especially effective when you plan to continue the process to include creating sample arly
arning Signs and Action Steps.


 3.



Ask participants to consider how well their school or organi ation is currently leveraging this polarity.
There are two quick methods, as well as the formal PACT surveys that can be created online.
1. Participants can individually complete a “quickwrite”. How well are they handling this polarity?
Are they moving toward the upside or downside of a pole? Are they in a virtuous or vicious
cycle? Give them a couple of minutes and then ask for brief comments about their reflections.
2. Have each person indicate how well they or their organi ation are leveraging this polarity. ou
can do this by:
a. If the posters now form the quadrants of a polarity map, remind them of the spiraling arrow
that runs up and down the middle. Are they close to their GPS or closer to their deeper fear?
Somewhere in the middle? ach person can mark the appropriate spot with a marker or a
sticker.
b. If you have used rope or tape to mark an infinity loop on the floor, have each person stand
along the spiraling arrow to indicate their position.



4.



efore moving on to Leveraging, consider what you have learned from assessing. Common questions
include:
1.
hat can you discern about current and past actions?
2. How might the schools or organi ations represented move forward?
. How well are we handling this polarity?
. How did we get where we are?
.
hat worked/didn t work in the past?
6.
hat policies or strategies, present/past, have addressed this polarity? How well?
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This step is the key to stopping the pendulum swings on polarities. emember, polarities are unsolvable.
The downside of one pole is often seen as a “problem” with the upside of the other pole as a “solution.”
The time spent leveraging identifying early warning signs and action steps is key to channeling the
energy being lost to debates and changes in policies toward mutually agreeable, productive actions and
plans.
1. Ask for early warning signs that would help a teacher, a school, or an organi ation reali e that is
moving toward over-focused on one of these poles. These are the “canary in the mine”
indicators. Sometimes, appointing a person to sound the alarm creates trust that the warning
signs will be taken seriously.
2.

rainstorm possible action steps a teacher or a school could take to benefit from the positive
results of each pole. Sometimes, an action step leverages
poles these are called “highleverage” action steps.
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1) Students make poor
choices--Garfield,
series, movie tie-ins
2) Teachers struggle to
assess progress on
reading skills
3) Teacher planning loses
focus

3) Teacher planning focuses
on key concepts and
skills
Choice
and
Reading

2) Students spend more
time reading, the activity
most associated with
growth in reading skills

Illiteracy

3) Teacher planning
focuses on curriculum
goals, not student
engagement

2) Worksheets, test
preparation, and tests
make them hate books

Teaching Reading
Skills & Strategies
1) Students see reading
as meaningless work

1) Curriculum provides
sequenced learning of
skills
2) Assessments of skills
levels are provided
3) Teacher planning
focuses on curriculum,
collaborative planning is
easy

1) Students value reading,
lose themselves in books

Lifelong Readers

A) Student reading log
tallies show lack of
quality choices
B) Decrease in number
of standards
teachers have
covered
C) Decrease in teacher
knowledge of student
reading difficulties

Early Warnings

• Genre requirements

Action Steps

Source: Polarity map template copyright by Polarity Partnerships, LLC www.polaritypartnerships.com. From (c) 2014 Unleashing the Positive Power of Differences: Polarity Thinking for Our Schools by Jane A.
G. Kise. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin and Melbourne, AU: Hawker Brownlow.

A) Decrease in time on
task for reading skills
instruction
B) Decrease in student
time spent reading for
pleasure
C) Decrease in class time
used for independent
reading

Early Warnings

• DEAR time
schoolwide

Action Steps

Polarity Thinking™ Map for The Book Whisperer

Figure 9.6





Most teachers live for those moments when every student eagerly digs in to complete an
assignment—not for a grade or a reward but because they’re intrinsically motivated. We know that
trying to motivate adults or students via extrinsic rewards doesn’t work in the long run, unless the work
is boring and repetitive (Pink, 2009; Deci, et al, 1999.). Since we aren’t working to create classrooms
where boring, repetitive work is the norm, we want students to develop a desire to learn and to work
hard—and that internal motivation involves self-discipline, right?
In the past, people thought that intelligence, not perseverance or self-discipline, predicted
school success. Until the 1960’s, dropping out of high school was an option since plenty of good jobs
existed for people who lacked a diploma; the graduation rate was only about 60 percent. However, as
manufacturing occupations diminished, earning that diploma became more and more crucial for
earning a living wage—and schools found themselves tasked with educating all students.
Researchers quickly realized that students from poverty struggled in school. In the 1970’s, Hart
and Risley (1995) identified the huge vocabulary gap between students from families with different
levels of income. In response, preschool programs provided richer language experiences. While shortterm effects were promising, the learning gap grew again as students journeyed through school.
Researchers then found differences in the nature of parent-child interactions.
Extrapolated to the first four years of life, the average child in a professional family would
have accumulated 560,000 more instances of encouraging feedback than discouraging
feedback, and an average child in a working-class family would have accumulated 100,000
more encouragements than discouragements. But an average child in a welfare family would
have accumulated 125,000 more instances of prohibitions than encouragements (Hart and
Risley, 1995, p. 5).
This “encouragement” gap is even harder to overcome, since discouragement affects curiosity,
self-confidence, and willingness to take intellectual risks. Attention turned to whether interventions in
early childhood education could teach these traits.
In How Children Succeed: Grit, Curiosity and the Hidden Power of Character, Paul Tough (2012)
terms the vocabulary and other knowledge-based programs the cognitive hypothesis: If we fill young
children with the right input, eventually they’ll acquire the knowledge and skills needed for success in
school. Many researchers and practitioners in psychology, economics and education are challenging
that hypothesis.
What matters most in a child’s development, they say, is not how much information we can
stuff into her brain in the first few years. What matters, instead is whether we are able to
help her develop a very different set of qualities, a list that includes persistence, self-control,
curiosity, conscientiousness, grit and self-confidence. (Kindle location 75).
Advocates for this position believe that K-12 character education can help students develop
these crucial non-cognitive skills.
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The work of arol Dweck of Stanford (2006) also supports the importance of non-cognitive
factors. Students with a “fixed intelligence” mindset, believing that you either are or aren’t smart, are
less likely to persevere on difficult problems. urther, the quality of their problem-solving strategies
deteriorate as problems increase in difficulty. Students with a “growth” mindset, believing hard work
makes you smarter, not only persevere but also improve their strategies. Whereas “fixed” mindset
students made comments such as “This problem is stupid,” the “growth” mindset group said, “This
problem is hard, but it’s more interesting.”
Related research found that teachers trained in a “fixed” mindset complimented underachieving
students to improve their self-esteem. Those trained in a “growth” mindset actively worked with the
students to understand why they weren’t learning and brainstormed new ways to assist them einberg
(200 ). Thus, both teachers and students needed to internalize that working hard would make them
more successful.
ut is it possible to nurture self-discipline? Many educators remembered the “marshmallow
experiment.” Walter Mischel (1972) of Stanford offered preschoolers a marshmallow to eat, but told
them that if they waited to eat it until the researcher returned to the lab room, they could have two.
When Mischel followed up on his subjects years later, those who had waited the longest had better
social skills and higher SAT scores. His early conclusion was that the ability to delay gratification is key
to success.
However, Mischel (1972) himself pointed out that those able to wait knew how to distract
themselves. They sang songs, played with a toy, or made up stories while waiting for the researcher to
return. Mischel concluded that using willpower to “bear up” is the wrong approach, especially for
difficult or boring tasks. The essential skills involved distracting oneself or changing circumstances so
that temptations are less tempting These strategies involve skills that can be taught. rganizations
such as the KIPP schools have created measures and progress reports for attributes such as politeness,
self-control and the ability to focus.
Then, subsequent researchers found that a predictable, trustworthy environment had a major
impact on how long students would wait for those marshmallows (Kidd et al, 201 ). They
recommended that schools focus on creating trustworthy learning environments to support students
from more turbulent homes.
ritics, though, think the pendulum is swinging too far toward non-cognitive skills as the key to
success. . D. Hirsh, founder of the ore Knowledge oundation, faults How We Succeed for
downplaying the importance of knowledge. He contends that in the era of o hild eft ehind, schools
have emphasized tests, not knowledge.
n the contrary, mere information’ has been disparaged in favor of how-to strategies and
test-taking skills. What ough calls the cognitive hypothesis with regard to academics
might better be called the how-to hypothesis (Hirsch, 201 ).
Hirsh points to research from the ational ongitudinal Survey of outh; it shows that the
biggest single predictor of student success is a general vocabulary measure that serves as a proxy for
general knowledge. The second biggest factor is fine motor skills, which also ties to cognitive skills.
on-cognitive skills come in third. Self-discipline can’t overcome a lack of knowledge.
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In his article “Why Self-Discipline is ver-Rated,” Alfie Kohn provides more reasons to be
concerned about the emphasis on self-discipline, which he defines as using willpower to accomplish
desirable things. In contrast, self-control helps us avoid temptation or delay gratification. People with
too much self-control have problems, too, lacking the spontaneity, flexibility and creative expression
that lead to a balanced life. urther, there are limits to the value of perseverance. We need to be able
to ask for help, focus energy toward our interests and talents, and learn from failure. He summarizes
that success comes from knowing when to persevere or follow the rules and when these actions will
not be helpful (Kohn, 200 ).
Most troubling to Kohn, though, is that if schools focus on buckling down and trying harder,
then it becomes easy to ignore unjust societal, economic, or educational structures. We may fail to
question whether schoolwork is meaningful, requiring self-discipline, or not worth doing, requiring selfcontrol. He concludes,
“ to identify a lack of self-discipline as the problem is to focus our efforts on making
children conform to a status quo that is left unexamined and is unlikely to change Aside
from its philosophical underpinnings and political impact, there are reasons to be skeptical
about anything that might produce overcontrol. Some children who look like every adult’s
dream of a dedicated student may in reality be anxious, driven, and motivated by a
perpetual need to feel better about themselves, rather than by anything resembling
curiosity. In a word, they are workaholics in training.”
At KIPP Schools, which emphasize both cognitive and non-cognitive skills, the college graduation
rate for low-income students is four times the national average. However, their graduates receive a
level of support that society doesn’t offer to every high school graduate—and it still isn’t enough.
KIPP’s own website states that they have a long way to go toward their goal of graduating their
students at the same rate as high-income students. Do we understand how to help every student, yet
lack the national will to support them? r have we yet to find what really helps all students succeed?
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I tend to use facts and what’s worked in the past as guides

I tend to use ideas, connections, and the new insights they bring
as guides

I think of myself as practical, down-to-earth

I think of myself as original, thriving on doing things differently

I like step-by-step instructions—why start if you aren’t sure
you have accurate directions?

I tend to jump into things without reading directions, following
my hunches

Curriculum provides structure for teaching and learning

Curriculum provides ideas that can be modified and improved

I notice the “trees” of practical and factual details

I tend to focus on the here and now, what is happening in
the present

I notice the “forest” of patterns and meanings

I often find myself pondering possibilities for the future

For me, long-term planning is six to twelve months

For me, long-term planning is three to five years

I prefer receiving clear instructions and getting answers to all
my questions

I prefer receiving clear goals and charting my own way to meet
them

I prefer student assignments that require accuracy to ensure
fairness in grading

I prefer student assignments that allow them to be unique

I like to try a strategy multiple times, working to improve it

I like to try a variety of strategies and may not use them
more than once

Reflection

1. Sensing teachers and students tend to seek more practice before moving on to new learning. How
much practice is embedded in your intervention programs? Do some (possibly Intuitive) students
complain?
2. One emphasis in “21st Century Skills” for both mathematics and language arts is on questions and
problems that can be approached in multiple ways and that could have more than one answer. How
might teachers’ (and students) preferences for Sensing and Intuition affect their comfort with these
more open-ended tasks?
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