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ABOUT 
THE BOOK

When leaders of a school with more than 300 students in challenging 

circumstances began to address the need for improvement three years ago, 

only 18% of the students were reaching state standards for reading in Grade 

6. At fi rst, few teachers believed their school was capable of progress. Fast-

forward three years, and 71% of the school’s sixth-grade students are meeting 

high standards. The teachers are “fi ercely proud.” Another school in a different 

district identifi ed 378 of its students—almost half—as at risk. Through 

intensive focus, the school reduced the number to 233 in one year. The teachers 

can hardly believe their level of success in such a short time.

Both of these schools have “ordinary teachers,” but these teachers have 

banded together under focused leadership for life-changing results. Motion 

leadership made these remarkable changes possible, not just because this mode 

of leadership operated within each school, but because similar leadership was 

nested in schools across districts. Local leaders in turn worked in the context 

of all districts in the state addressing the same agenda. All of these leaders 

know “the skinny” on how to achieve positive change in the face of formidable 

challenges.

Motion leadership is about system improvement—schools on the move in large 

numbers. How does this happen? Michael Fullan provides the skinny on how to 

become a motion leader.
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CHAPTER TWO

CHANGE 
PROBLEMS

Change problems come in all shapes and sizes, but they 
all have one thing in common—they are mired in inertia. 
The goal of all change leaders in these situations is to 

get movement in an improved direction. Motion leadership causes 
great new things to happen.

Bill Hogarth, the director of education in the York Region 
District School Board, faced the inertia of the status quo when, as 
a new CEO in 1999, he stunned the 
system when he said that all York 
children should be reading by the 
end of kindergarten. Mobilizing 
9,000 teachers and 130,000 stu-
dents in 190 schools is no mean change feat.

Courtney Millet, superintendent of St. John the Baptist Parish 
just outside New Orleans, has only 13 schools, but the inertia of 
the past is even more deeply entrenched. The district has had the 
same top-heavy central structure for over 100 years. She and her 
colleagues must fi gure out how to create a more visible presence 
in the schools in order to help students with minimal prior learning 
to become literate.

Motion leadership causes great new 
things to happen.
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RELATIONSHIPS FIRST

Think about the last time you were appointed to a new leadership 
position and you were heading for your fi rst day on the job. 
These days, all newly appointed leaders, by defi nition, have a 
mandate to bring about change. The fi rst problem the newcomer 
faces is the too-fast-too-slow dilemma. If the leader comes on too 
strong, the culture will rebel (and guess who is leaving town—
cultures don’t leave town). If the leader is overly respectful of 
the existing culture, he or she will become absorbed into the 
status quo. What to do? Take in the following good advice from 
Herold and Fedor (2008). Change-savvy leadership, they say, 
involves

careful entry to the new setting; 
listening to and learning from those who have been there  
longer;
engaging in fact fi nding and joint problem solving; 
carefully (rather than rashly) diagnosing the situation; 
forthrightly addressing people’s concerns; 
being enthusiastic, genuine, and sincere about the change  
circumstances;
obtaining buy-in for what needs fi xing; and 
developing a credible plan for making that fi x. 

What should strike you is not the charismatic brilliance of the 
new leaders but their “careful entry,” “listening,” and “engaging 
in fact fi nding and joint problem solving.” In other words, attend 
to the new relationships that have to be developed. There are 
situations, of course, where the culture is so toxic the leader may 
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Our change leaders are parsi-
monious in using a small number of 
powerful forces that get breakthrough 
results—such as having immense 
moral commitment to a cause along 
with a clump of empathy with those 
they are dealing with. This combina-
tion of resolute leadership and empathy enables these leaders to fi nd 
alternative ways when they get stuck. They demonstrate persistence 
with fl exibility but never stray from the core purpose. Jamie has it.

Has Jamie hit the wall in trying to get kids to change their eating habits?

© Peter Dench/Corbis

A combination of resolute leadership 
and empathy enables leaders to fi nd 
alternative ways when they get stuck. 
Th ey demonstrate persistence with 
fl exibility but never stray from the 
core purpose.
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The Schools on the Move strategy, mentioned earlier, has 
identifi ed 150 schools in the province that are making extraordi-
nary progress in improving literacy and numeracy achievement 
for their students. These schools are identifi ed by name, profi led, 
and given resources to help other interested schools learn from 
them. The whole atmosphere is that this is very hard and com-
plex work; some people are fi guring out how to do it. The strategy 
makes it easy to learn from peers who are having success.

Tower Hamlets is a very interesting case. One of the most 
deprived areas in all of England, over an 11-year period, 
1996–2007, they outperformed 
the country in terms of growth on 
every measure of student achieve-
ment. At the beginning, their 
literacy profi ciency score (for 
11-year-olds) was 35% (compared 
to the national average of 58%). By 
2007, Tower Hamlets equaled the national average of 80%. Same 
for math, same for science, ditto for secondary school results—
they performed way above expectations. How did they do it?

In working on peer learning across schools over the past 
decade, we often hear at the outset that schools won’t cooperate 
because they are competing for the same pupils, or they are only 
interested in their own fate, and we’ve even heard the notion that 
if other schools do poorly, better-performing schools look better 
by comparison. Once we got into it—the doing of cross-school 
learning—the issue of competition dissolved in virtually every 
case. We wondered about the dynamic.

Tower Hamlets provides the answer. Alan Boyle (2009) stud-
ied Tower Hamlets as part of a larger project called “Beyond 

Once school leaders see the slightly 
bigger picture and get to know 
each other in a common endeavor 
of great moral purpose, they thrive 
on “competitive collaboration.”
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