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Part

I

The Power
of Reflective Exercises
for Staff Development

T

o quote one of the exercises that appears later in this book, let’s
“Begin at the End”:

• If you want to develop with your colleagues a coordinated teaching
and community relations strategy to achieve more positive student outcomes (not only test scores but other evidence of achievement)
• If you want to examine with your colleagues the legitimacy of
current educational practices in the interests of more positive student
outcomes
• And if you know that regardless of district, state, or federal policies,
improved working relationships with your colleagues will enhance
student achievement
. . . then this book deserves your attention.

PURPOSE AND AUDIENCE

■

This book is about enhancing the performance of schools as successful
organizations, ones in which both staff and students are active and productive learners. Most directly, it allows school staff the opportunity to
determine, to a great extent, the content and course of their own development as education professionals. It is designed especially for professionals
who want to undertake a stimulating journey toward more effective working relationships with their colleagues. Professionals who believe that the
“whole” of collective efforts is infinitely greater than the “sum” of individual efforts. Professionals who are convinced that their own learning is
prerequisite to the learning of students—and that the learning of students
is enhanced by their own learning. Professionals who understand that

1
© 2008 Hawker Brownlow Education CO6335

Part-I-Kaagan.qxd

2

8/19/03 12:30 PM

Page 2
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staff development must embody new ideas about learning, not just
espouse new ideas about learning. Professionals who enjoy challenging
themselves and who see playfulness as an essential ingredient of professional self-improvement. Professionals who hunger for new ideas and
fresh perspectives. In sum, this book is for those seeking to open themselves to different ways of learning and working with each other and with
students.
Most particularly, the text is for teachers, counselors, administrators,
and staff developers as they undertake formal staff development efforts. It
also encourages them to take advantage of opportunities for professional
learning in such forums as staff meetings, school improvement team sessions, site-based management group meetings, and curriculum planning
sessions.
At the same time, the ideas and exercises in the book can meet the needs
of citizen leaders and parents who are as interested in self-development as
their educator colleagues—people who not only want to see the investment in their schools pay off but also seek to become inspired and critical
learners themselves. The exercises can be as useful to a group of parents
and citizen leaders seeking to foster improvement in their schools as to a
group of education professionals out to do the same.

■

GUIDING PRINCIPLES
The guiding principles of the text are as follows:
• Educators can and should take responsibility for their own professional development. While there are advantages to securing the services of
outside experts to assist with both the substance and process of development, there are compelling advantages to educators shepherding their
own development. This book not only advocates this principle but offers
readers a set of tools to implement it.
• If school staff—teachers, administrators, counselors, staff developers—want to adopt fundamentally different approaches to working
with each other and with their students, then they have to do different
things with each other, from the very beginning of their development
activities through to their completion. They have to experience modes of
interaction that reflect the developmental challenges they will confront in
their workplace—questioning and adjusting operating assumptions,
assessing and reframing goals and values, and probing and reshaping relationships. (This principle is the “bell that rings in my ears” every time I
interact with a group of professionals who say that they are interested in
examining and improving their practices, anxious to get out of well-worn
patterns of behavior, questing for renewal and revitalization.)
• All exercises chosen for staff development purposes, especially
those chosen as starters, should exemplify sound learning concepts. With
few exceptions, they should be responsive to the proverb,
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I hear and I forget.
I see and I remember.
I do and I understand.
This is to say that good staff development should take advantage of the
real context and circumstances in which the participants find themselves
as professionals. A collection of individuals from the same workplace with
different interests and talents and a set of prevailing relationships, brought
together in a particular space at a particular time—these can provide
ample grist for learning if the right elements are combined and creativity
is applied to the design of the development experience. If mediated properly, experience can be a most powerful teacher.
• Staff development should in significant part be about finding allies,
colleagues, even soul mates for ideas that are worth pursuing. So much of
the activity that takes place in schools is isolating for the professionals who
work there. Good professional development should counter this sense of
isolation. Thus, exercises should be rich in opportunities for staff to
become more familiar with each other as professionals, to see how they
might join forces, to begin to view each other in a new, more understanding and appreciative light.
These principles point to the conclusion that staff development is
inevitably about collective capacity building. In fact, the two words,
“staff” and “development,” imply collective capacity building. Thus, education professionals who attend staff development sessions should feel
that they have learned important things about each other and about how
to do their jobs better. And they should return to their daily responsibilities uplifted, renewed, and ready to assume new challenges. They should
feel more empowered and enabled to act on behalf of the children and
youth they serve.

MAKING THE EXCEPTION THE RULE
Unfortunately, the outcome to which the principles point is still the exception rather than the rule. Too many staff development sessions are oneshot events that professionals have been compelled to attend and from
which they learn less than they would like—and than their students
deserve. Too often they return to their jobs more convinced than ever that
whatever they accomplish will be attributable to their own lights, their
own perseverance as individual professionals. It is the unfortunate reality
that many education professionals feel more alone in facing the real challenges of their job after a staff development session than they did before it.
This situation must change because it is a waste of human capacity and a
squandering of scarce resources. The current exception needs to become the
future rule. Education professionals and their charges—school-attending
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children and youth—deserve no less. Local communities and the nation
deserve no less. Achieving this needed change in practice, however, requires
significant shifts in policy at all levels—federal, state, and local. And preceding this policy shift is a necessary shift in attitude and assumption.

■

COMMITTING TO ORGANIZATIONAL
LEARNING CONCEPTS
All those concerned with staff development have to agree that its underlying aim is learning—both individual and organizational learning. This
means that those who oversee and influence, and design and carry out,
staff development programs must first of all adopt the ideas of theorists
like Chris Argyris, Edgar Schein, Don Schon, and Peter Senge. Similarly,
they must subscribe to positions advanced by educational theorists like
Michael Fullan, Tom Guskey, Anne Lieberman, Linda Darling-Hammond,
Seymour Sarason, and Roland Barth. The latter have, among other things,
contextualized sound learning concepts in school operations and cited
their implications for the design of staff development programs. Some of
the central concepts they identify include the following:
• The necessity of reflective practice by professionals, individually and
collectively—the ability to step back regularly from daily responsibilities
and pose hard questions about functions, roles, and performance, to focus
on why things are being done the way they are and whether they might be
done differently. True learning communities function in this way.
• The distinction between theories-in-action and espoused theories—
the differences between what school professionals really do and how they
really interact, as opposed to what the mission statement mounted on the
wall of the school foyer says about what they do and how they interact.
• The power of assumptions in shaping school culture and determining the behavior of all who work in the school. These are the tacit beliefs
that distinguish the acceptable from the unacceptable. If, for example, it is
assumed that teachers should not share professional knowledge with each
other, then they will not.
The essential requirement of this kind of learning is that professionals
explicitly and jointly commit to reaching for broader and deeper perspectives on their demanding roles, that they create the time and space to ask
themselves and each other a few basic questions, such as the following:
• As professionals, what are we doing in this school? What are our
most dominant “theories-in-action”?
• What are we really doing in this school? What underlying assumptions drive our behavior as professionals in this school?
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Part

II

30 Reflective Exercises
Maps and Markers
Expanding the Mental Landscape

T

he first set of exercises invites participants in a staff development
program to extend their mental boundaries—work toward attaining
greater collective self-consciousness as professionals and engage in more
directed self-criticism. They increase their familiarity with colleagues’
assets and inclinations, gain a greater understanding of the past’s impact
and the future’s potential, encompass a broader political landscape, and
extend themselves mentally into the community surrounding the school.
We begin with a few light exercises that afford participants an opportunity
to introduce themselves in novel ways.

13
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Exercise

10

Leadership
Then, Now,
Into the Future
PURPOSE AND RATIONALE

■

This exercise is meant to focus participants’ attention on their past,
present, and future modes of leadership by asking them to create
metaphors for these evolving states. Metaphors magnetize; they draw
together the differing perspectives of group members into a common
bond. This exercise provides a ready visual flowchart of how the participants see themselves taking the collective lead on behalf of teaching and
learning in their school. Increasing the focus of participants on how they
lead—in the past, present, and future—helps them to discern a larger context for their work, a kind of Big Picture. The aim of professional development in general should be to expand participants’ collective range and
scope. This exercise offers a set of markers for that expansion.

CONTEXTUAL CUES

■

This exercise is not a starter but one that crystallizes ongoing effort. Thus,
it is best done after participants have engaged with each other for a period
of time, and it looks as if it would be important to solidify gains. It might
also be a capstone of staff development efforts, a way to create a lasting
impression of the common goals the group will pursue as a result of the
development sessions.

DURATION

■

While the activity takes only 15 minutes, the discussion that develops after
it can be considerably longer as participants summarize and talk about
past, current, and anticipated modes of leadership.

35
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■

OPTIMAL GROUP SIZE
The best group size for this exercise would be 12 to 35, although the postactivity discussion can become more cumbersome with groups of more
than 25. For large groups, expert facilitation would be in order.

■

PROPS
Newsprint sheets—one for “Then,” one for “Now,” and one for “Into the
Future”—enough Magic Markers for each participant, and masking tape.

■

PREPARATION
None needed.

■

PROCESS
A blank wall area is sectioned off, with three newsprint sheets posted side
by side. One sheet is headed, “Then”; another, “Now”; and a third, “Into
the Future.”
Using Magic Markers, participants write in large print on the appropriate newsprint sheets a list of metaphors for how they see their leadership in the school—first metaphors for their past leadership, then present,
and finally into the future. Metaphors can be of any sort—musical and
artistic, animalistic, mechanistic, just to cite few of the possibilities. For
example, was the participant, for the most part, a soloist who now joins
more regularly into chamber groups, with an eye to joining more of a unified orchestra in the future? Or was he more of a distant father figure who
now serves as social worker, looking to a future where he might become a
mediator of knowledge and a moral guide?
As the participants post their metaphors, one or two participants,
who posted early, stand at the wall and make notes about metaphors
that seem to convey the same or similar meaning. When all have finished,
they sit or stand nearby and review the visual presentation in front of
them.

■

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION
1. Which of the metaphors seems most on target, most compelling for
where we have been, where we are, and where we intend to head as
school leaders?
2. Which metaphors, or which cluster of metaphors, are ones that strike
us as useful benchmarks as we move forward on the agenda that we
have developed in these professional development sessions?
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Maps and Markers: Leadership Then, Now, Into the Future

3. What relationship do we see between what our leadership mode
has been, what it is at present, and how we intend to shape it?
4. Are our aspirations, as reflected in the most compelling metaphors,
too high, too low, or about where they should be?
5. What does this array of metaphors say about the culture of this
school? That is, what sorts of patterns or themes dominate the ways
we characterize our leadership—past, present, and future?

© 2008 Hawker Brownlow Education CO6335

37

Instant History
Best, Worst
E-xplore Perspectives
Snapshots
Listening for Assumptions
See
Patchwork Perspectives
Stakes
Context Map
The “View From Downtown”

Bringing the Outside In
Snapshots
Rotating Pencils
Fruits of Silence

Snapshots
See

Gaining Perspective

Don’t Surprise Me
Listening for Assumptions
Patchwork Perspectives
Unheard Voices
Blame Game

Rotating Pencils

Begin, Begin, Begin

Fostering Change

NOTE: Some exercises are listed in more than one cell. When it appears more than once, the name of the exercise is in italics.

Advancement

Surprise Me

Animal Attributes
Ancestors
Pushpins
Dashing Dual
Interview
E-xplore Assets

Starter

Pause/
Reflection

Identifying Assets

Leadership Then, Now, Into
the Future
Vision Sketch
Informed Purpose
Beginning at the End
Context Map
The “View from Downtown”
E-xplore by Association
Standing Offer

Informed Purpose

Modest Expectations

Supporting Leadership Action

8/21/03 11:48 AM

Purpose

Topic

Res-Kaagan.qxd
Page 104

104

© 2008 Hawker Brownlow Education CO6335

