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1

1
A Systems Model for Leading Change

What do children want? What do adults want? And what about 
principals? Superintendents? I’ve learned that supporting growth 
in school systems involves meeting universal, human needs. We 
all need support in order to do our best work. So what we do in 
our classrooms, our one-on-one relationships with colleagues, our 
teams, our schools, and our districts really matters to everyone—
and to our success. It’s all connected.

—Veteran superintendent

The purpose of learning is growth, and our minds, unlike our bod-
ies, can continue growing as long as we live.

—Mortimer Adler, philosopher and educator

Up and down the system, teachers, administrators, students, families, 
and communities are working with heart and love to make schools and 
other educational institutions safe and brave spaces for growth. And 
the work isn’t easy. Driven by pressing issues of equity, democracy, and 
social justice—and facing the increasingly complex challenges of their 
classrooms, schools, and broader society—educators at all levels strive, 
day after day, to make an even bigger difference in the lives of their 
students and in the world. Anything less, they tell us, just isn’t good 
enough. “Our kids need more. They deserve more,” they affirm. And we 
wholeheartedly agree.

At the same time, these courageous educators worry that even their 
most earnest efforts can sometimes feel, well, small against the big, 
big backdrop of our high-stakes accountability context and the deeply 
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2 Leading Change Together

entrenched inequities of our larger educational system. “What can I do?” 
they wonder. “What can we do together? How can things change?”

As the words from a veteran superintendent at the beginning 
of this chapter suggest, the work we do in our classrooms, schools, 
teams, and districts does matter immensely to our students, each other, 
and the system as a whole. And, significantly, there are core ideas and 
practices that can help us grow at any level of an organization. After 
all, even the grandest system is made up of people, and helping peo-
ple to grow is the heart and soul of teaching, the bread and butter of 
education, and the ongoing focus of our research and writing about 
adult development.

Adult development? Yes. As we’ll describe in Chapter 2, adult learning 
and development are linked to student growth in a profound way, and 
have a fundamental bearing on improved student outcomes and educa-
tional experiences (Donaldson, 2008; Guskey, 1999; Leithwood & Louis, 

2012; Mizell, 2007; Wagner, 2007). In fact, under-
standing and sharing developmental ideas—and 
implementing practices that help adults explore 
their own and others’ experiences and assump-
tions—is one of the most powerful drivers of 
school change that we have encountered in more 
than 25 years of research and work with educators 
across the system (Drago- Severson, 1996, 2004a, 
2004b, 2007, 2009, 2012a, 2016; Drago- Severson 
& Blum- DeStefano, 2016; Drago- Severson, Blum- 
DeStefano, & Asghar, 2013; Drago- Severson, Roy, 
& von Frank, 2015).

Toward this end, this book is aimed at helping you effectively lever-
age the deeply meaningful—and profoundly human—work you do 
with and for individuals and smaller groups to effect broader organi-
zational and systems change, since these different levels are intimately 
connected. More specifically, this book pulls from the best of what 
we’ve learned in our collective decades as university and K–12 educa-
tors, researchers, coaches, and professional learning facilitators to offer 
a comprehensive, practical, and developmental model for leadership 
and capacity building in and across educational systems. By tapping 

Understanding and sharing 
developmental ideas—and 
implementing practices that 
help adults explore their own 
and others’ experiences and 
assumptions—is one of the 
most powerful drivers of 
school change that we have 
encountered in more than 25 
years of research and work with 
educators across the system.
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3A Systems Model for Leading Change

into what we see as the DNA—that is, the foundation and building 
blocks—of growth and improvement in individuals, schools, and orga-
nizations, this book extends and enhances our prior work to help you:

• Deepen your understanding of adult development and its role in 
systemic and school-wide change and educational improvement,

• Connect theory to practice with developmentally oriented struc-
tures and strategies that enhance collaboration, communication, 
feedback, and more,

• Support individual and organizational growth with a differentiated 
approach to leadership and capacity building, and

• Build trust, capacity, collegiality, and sustainability with develop-
mentally oriented practices that meet adults—and help adults meet 
each other—where they are (in the psychological sense).

Whether you work in a school, district, university, educational 
institution, or other kind of learning-oriented organization, this kind 
of developmental intentionality can help you cultivate a common lan-
guage for talking about and supporting growth (i.e., capacity building) 
both individually and organizationally—as well as a shared lens for 
seeing and thinking about leadership and change initiatives. This kind 
of coherence is especially important in light of the many and mount-
ing reform efforts, curricular programs, accountability pressures, data 
streams, professional learning emphases, and Big Ideas that educators 
must juggle, synthesize, and navigate every day. As teachers and edu-
cational leaders often share with us, there can be so much going on 
in their classrooms, schools, and districts that it’s hard to know what 
to pay attention to. Although no one theory or approach holds all the 
answers (or eliminates the need for other kinds of learning), we have 
found that looking up and down the system through a developmental 
lens can bring a new kind of clarity and consistency to educators’ work. 
Relatedly, employing a developmental approach is not about adding 
one more thing to educators’ ever-expanding “to do” lists—but rather 
about infusing the entirety of our leadership, collaborations, communi-
cations, and capacity building efforts with an even deeper understand-
ing of how people’s internal experiences and capacities will influence 
their work on the outside.
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4 Leading Change Together

As mentioned earlier, we see adult development, growth, internal 
capacity building, and transformational learning (we use these terms 
interchangeably) as the foundational DNA of educational change and 
improvement—whether we’re working with individuals, groups, or 
organizations. No matter where we work, learn, or lead in a system, 
expanding our internal capacities can help us bring more and different 
gifts to our relationships, organizations, instructional practices, leader-
ship efforts, and ever-growing network of connections. In other words, 
when we develop new internal capacities, we add new tools to our 
toolboxes for supporting growth, leading change, collaborating authen-
tically, and so much more. This, in turn, has implications for the expe-
riences, learning, and development of those around us, because when 
we grow in our educational leadership roles, we are better equipped 
to help others do the same—and so on and so forth. From this vantage 
point, taking a systems-level view may be as simple (and profound) as 
realizing that, in the words of Mahatma Gandhi (1913), “If we could 
change ourselves, the tendencies of the world would also change” 
(p. 241). We look forward to further exploring this and other important 
ideas throughout this book, and can’t wait to dive in.

Next, we introduce our comprehensive model and focus on the 
principles of perspective taking, collaboration, and continuous learning 
that, together, comprise its outer ring. We place these guiding processes 
on the outer ring because, in combination, they help us understand 
what internal capacity building looks like, feels like, and entails—as 
well as why it’s so important for educators and education today.

After discussing each of these three key principles and how they 
work in tandem to fuel change and internal capacity building up and 
down the system, we then describe our model in its entirety—includ-
ing its five inner, overlapping elements (theory, culture, the pillar prac-
tices for collaboration, feedback, and sustainability). As we will explain, 
these inner elements—each of which is featured in its own chapter—
represent distinct but related aspects of supporting adult development. 
As such, they offer us key insights, strategies, and practices for gently 
stretching the outer ring of our model to encompass more over time, 
and to support capacity building systemwide. Finally, we conclude by 
inviting you to engage with a series of reflective questions aimed at 
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5A Systems Model for Leading Change

helping you to synthesize, discuss, and apply the big ideas from this 
chapter to your own learning and leadership. We hope that this struc-
ture and information enables you to bring key ideas to your practice—
or as we like to say, “to bring your learning home.”

A Promising Model for Building Capacity and Meeting Adaptive Challenges
Our world is not—and has never been—static. And, as you know, there 
are few problems in schools today that technical competence alone can 
resolve or fully address. We need to be smart, and we need to know 
our stuff, but the most urgent and adaptive challenges at our door-
step—such as serving all students well, closing the educational oppor-
tunity gap, and helping students participate in an increasingly diverse 
and interconnected society—require something more of us, something 
different. For this reason, our comprehensive, practical model priori-
tizes the ongoing development of our internal capacities (rather than, 
say, a checklist of discrete skills or knowledge items), since we need 
more complex ways of making meaning, seeing within and outside of 
ourselves, and relating to and with each other to meet the mounting 
adaptive challenges of education today.

According to leadership scholar Ronald Heifetz and his colleagues 
(Heifetz, 1994; Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky, 2009), adaptive challenges 
present puzzles for which there are no technical solutions. This is 
because the root causes of adaptive challenges are hard to pin down or 
identify. In fact, they don’t come with ready-made answers (even from 
experts), and we need to live with and in these kinds of challenges 
as we are all figuring them out. They also tend to require changes to 
the less tangible aspects of our work—such as our organizational cul-
tures, our mindsets, and even the essence of ourselves. As decades of 
reform efforts have made clear, the profound adaptive challenges we’re 
facing as educators can’t be solved simply by working longer hours, 
purchasing new curricula, studying harder, turning up the heat, tweak-
ing the margins, or tinkering with the smaller pieces of the whole. To 
effect systems-level change, we need something more than expertise. 
As renowned systems theorist Donella Meadows (2008) argued, “Living 
successfully in a world of systems requires more of us than our ability 
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6 Leading Change Together

to calculate. It requires our full humanity—our rationality, our ability to 
sort out truth from falsehood, our intuition, our compassion, our vision, 
and our morality” (p. 170). So how can we do this? How do we build 
and bring these bigger and better selves to our classrooms, schools, 
districts, and relationships? How do we grow more encompassing ways 
of thinking and seeing the world, the work, and each other to effect 
needed change?

Well, that’s where development comes in. Speaking more specifically, 
development involves expanding the cognitive, affective, interpersonal, 
and intrapersonal capacities we need to manage the complexities of 
learning, teaching, leading, and living (including adaptive and systems- 
level challenges) (Drago- Severson, 2004b, 2009, 2016).

Put another way, growing these vital capacities helps us

1. Take a greater perspective on ourselves, others, and the systems 
we live and work in;

2. Connect more deeply and meaningfully with colleagues and 
other stakeholders (e.g., as team members, collaborators, leaders, 
and community members); and

3. Continue to learn, teach, lead, and adapt as the world changes 
and evolves.

In fact, these three benefits—which we refer to throughout this 
book as perspective taking, collaboration, and continuous learning—
exist in a kind of chicken-and-egg relationship with development. We 
say this because they drive the important learning and transformation 
associated with growth and internal capacity building, yet they are also 
outcomes—positive results of development, and the fruits of its boun-
tiful yield.

With this in mind, we’ve positioned perspective taking, collabo-
ration, and continuous learning along the outer ring of our compre-
hensive, developmental model—where they serve simultaneously as 
goals and guiding principles for building internal (personal) and orga-
nizational capacity. Interrelated components of an ever-expanding and 
increasingly inclusive process of growth, which we depict in Figure 1.1, 
these three elements evoke a constant seeing and seeking that never 
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7A Systems Model for Leading Change

really ends—because we’re never finished grow-
ing or learning, and we need each other to grow, 
see, and be more. And this is truly a wonderful 
thing. In the sections that follow, we dive deeper 
into the principles of perspective taking, collabo-
ration, and continuous learning as guiding processes for capacity build-
ing, and explore why they are so important for educational leaders of 
all kinds—and to school improvement today.

Perspective Taking: Setting Our Sights on Systemic Change
“Wow, I never knew that.”
“I never thought about it that way before.”
“Everything seems different now.”

We’re never finished growing 
or learning, and we need each 
other to grow, see, and be more.

FIGURE 1.1
Guiding Principles and Processes for Capacity Building
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8 Leading Change Together

We’ve all had these aha moments in which we realize something new 
about ourselves, someone else, or the world. When they happen, we 
uncover a previously unknown aspect of the way things are, were, or 
work (both within and outside ourselves), or we suddenly see things 
we thought we understood well in an entirely new light. Sometimes 
exhilarating, sometimes painful, mundane, or profound, these realiza-
tions are gifts that fuel momentum and the deepest kinds of learning—
and they’re also what we mean when we talk about perspective taking 
as a key ingredient of capacity building.

As teachers, leaders, and students—and as parents, children, 
siblings, partners, and friends—we all see and interpret the world 
through our own unique lenses, and these ways of seeing influence all 
that we know and understand, often unconsciously. As David Foster 
Wallace (2005) famously analogized, fish live their entire lives in water 
without explicitly recognizing that they are swimming. Water is sim-
ply what they know, unquestioningly. We, too, often “swim” through 
parts of our lives without conscious awareness of our assumptions. 
Sometimes this unwitting immersion in our individual and collective 
assumptions can take a real toll, just as breathing in smog day after 
day affects everyone, even if we can’t quite see the pollution in the 
air around us (Gooden & O’Doherty, 2015; Tatum, 1999). That said, 
we firmly believe that if we can more closely, critically, and caringly 
shine lights on the hidden parts of ourselves and our systems—if we 
can jump out of the water, so to speak, or test the air quality around 
us—we can bring bigger selves and greater internal capacities to our 
work and relationships.

Taking perspective on education, society, and ourselves. When 
it comes to education, it seems clear that we have some work—and 
perspective taking—to do to better effect change in the system. Despite 
the hard work, care, and noble efforts of so many educators—and the 
equity- oriented rhetoric framing most new policies and reform initia-
tives—too many students face unfair and consequential gaps in edu-
cational opportunity because of their race, gender, sexuality, home 
language, learning needs, zip code, or immigration, family, or socioeco-
nomic status (Apple, 2006; Au, 2009, 2016; Cuban, 2016; Giroux, 2016; 
Ravitch, 2010, 2013).
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9A Systems Model for Leading Change

Given these pressing urgencies, we need to think even more care-
fully about how and why these inequities came to exist, as well as the 
internal and external forces that keep them in play (even inadvertently). 
In fact, engaging in this kind of critical work involves taking a greater 
perspective on these competing forces so that we can better under-
stand, manage, and challenge them. As educational philosopher Paulo 
Freire (1970) stated, “To surmount the situation of oppression, people 
must first critically recognize its causes, so that through transforming 
action they can create a new situation, one which makes possible the 
pursuit of a fuller humanity” (p. 47). This, essentially, is what we mean 
by perspective taking. After all, if we cannot see, understand, or recog-
nize our own individual and collective assumptions, they will continue 
to run and drive us.

And, this isn’t just a school problem. A quick look beyond the 
school house walls makes clear that inequalities and -isms of all kinds 
are, in fact, deeply human, societal challenges. Schools are mirrors of 
our deepest cultural complexities and inconsistencies, and we need to 
surface and confront our personal and institutional blind spots—to take 
a greater perspective on them—if we hope to change them. The prom-
ise, then, of perspective taking as we’ve described it here resides in 
the knowledge that the way things are—the way we are—at any given 
moment in time is not inevitable or immutable. Change can happen 
(and it does!), but we must galvanize the courage to face ourselves, our 
world, and the challenges we encounter with clear eyes, compassion, 
and a growth mindset (Dweck, 2007). Ultimately, taking a greater per-
spective—and helping others to do the same—can be an act of freedom. 
When we recognize more of the inconsistencies and assumptions that 
shape ourselves and our systems—or what we call our developmental 
growing edges—we are better positioned to address them and effect 
enduring change. As we will discuss in the next section on collabora-
tion, no one can do this work alone. Only together will we be able to 
see beyond our own range of vision and imagine new ways ahead.

Collaboration: Connecting People and Working Together Within and Across the System
As we have begun to explore, changing the system is human work. 

Like learning and living in today’s complex world, systemic change 
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10 Leading Change Together

requires more of us. It requires our biggest and fullest selves, and it 
requires an intentional coming together of voices, visions, and perspec-
tives, because individuals could never see everything on their own. As 
one aspiring school leader shared with us, “We are often so stuck in our 
own experiences. Engaging with others can illuminate so much . . . if 
we trust in the power of community.”

In this section, we discuss the second encompassing principle at 
the outer ring of our model: collaboration. These days, collaboration 
is the air we breathe. It is, as many now argue, a defining part of 
the new normal of modern-day life (Davis, 2009; Gates, 2013). Indeed, 
research about leadership and teacher learning overwhelmingly sug-
gests that adult collaboration is essential to building internal capacity, 
improving instructional practice, and positively influencing student out-
comes throughout the system (Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, 
& Easton, 2010; Goddard, Goddard, & Tschannen-Moran, 2007; Kirp, 
2013; Kirtman & Fullan, 2016; Kraft & Papay, 2014; Leithwood & Louis, 
2012; Louis, 2015; Moolenaar, Sleegers, & Daly, 2012; Poulos, Culbert-
son, Piazza, & d’Entremont, 2014; Ronfeldt, Farmer, McQueen, & Gris-
som, 2015).

Research also suggests that collaboration—a foundational ingredi-
ent of supportive working conditions—can help educators significantly 
increase their effectiveness over time (Kraft & Papay, 2014) and stay in 
the field, even when working in high-challenge contexts (Achinstein, 
Ogawa, Sexton, & Freitas, 2010; Adnot, Dee, Katz, & Wyckoff, 2016; 
Simon & Johnson, 2015). In other words, collaboration is consistently 
emerging as one of the best ways we can help each other navigate the 
challenges and opportunities of teaching, leading, and learning; take 
greater perspective on our work and our selves; and grow the individ-
ual and organizational capacity to do more—together.

Although many districts, schools, cities, and organizations are now 
creating offices, positions, and even professional standards (e.g., Learn-
ing Forward, 2012) dedicated to supporting collaboration in and across 
schools, the adults we work with in university courses and professional 
learning initiatives frequently share their anxiety about what we call 
real collaboration, and the inherent vulnerability involved in truly shar-
ing practices, perspectives, and ideas. Many of the brave educators we 
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11A Systems Model for Leading Change

work with and learn from are crying out (both literally and figuratively), 
“We want to collaborate and we want to be good at it—so very much—
but we’re just not sure how to do it.” This is true of educators and lead-
ers in general, and equally true of offices and educators that are tasked 
with “enhancing collaboration” among adults.

By way of an example, members of one newly minted district-level 
leadership team in a large, urban school system asked for help growing 
their multisite collaborative initiatives. When asked about their biggest 
challenge supporting teachers’ work together throughout the district, 
the team answered that their most pressing struggle was actually their 
own collaboration. As one team leader courageously confided, “Our 
job is to teach people how to collaborate, but we struggle to do it our-
selves—and we’re not sure how to fix it. Can you please help us?”

This team’s challenge, we have learned, is hardly unique. For many 
educators, collaboration can feel like an obligatory, hit-or-miss enter-
prise (or, as one teacher put it, like an “arranged marriage”). As a result, 
formal and informal opportunities to come together sometimes end up 
being rather uncollaborative—even when individuals begin with the 
best of intentions. Recently, a group of dedicated elementary educators 
gathered in a colleague’s classroom for a weekly grade-level meeting. 
Reminiscent of the parallel play sometimes found among young chil-
dren (Barth, 1990), these teachers were working independently (and 
silently) on their own tasks and lessons when another colleague walked 
in and casually asked what they were up to. Surprised that it wasn’t 
obvious, they answered with all earnestness, “We’re working together!”

Meaningful and purposeful collaboration—which is profoundly 
worth it and deeply needed—can be incredibly difficult. We need more 
than just time allocated in our schedules for collaborative work (though 
this is, of course, essential). On the intrapersonal and interpersonal 
levels, we also need practice and more complex internal capacities to 
open ourselves—and our perspectives—to new ideas; to share what 
we really think and feel; to turn toward conflict and pain points in our 
relationships, rather than away from them; and to build bridges in our 
lives and communities. In other words, collaboration requires logistical 
coordination and courageous vulnerability to engage genuinely and 
authentically with and for one another.
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12 Leading Change Together

In addition, a developmental lens makes clear that, as adults, we 
orient differently to collaboration and its inherent opportunities and 
challenges, and need different kinds of supports and stretches to really 
make the collaborative shift from “I” to “we” in our work. Ultimately, 
working together can help us build even more internal capacities to 
meet both the adaptive and the systemic challenges of learning, teach-
ing, and leading. As scholar and activist bell hooks (1994) said more 
than 20 years ago, “To engage in dialogue is one of the simplest ways 
we can begin as teachers, scholars, and critical thinkers to cross bound-
aries, the barriers that may or may not be erected by race, gender, 
class, professional standing, and a host of other differences” (p. 130). 
Put most simply and profoundly, then, we need this kind of authentic 
dialogue, connection, and collaboration to grow and do our best work.

Continuous Learning: An Everlasting Journey
“The world is always changing, so we have to, too.” 
These wise and seemingly simple words—shared with us by a new 

principal taking her post in an urban high school—capture the hope 
and spirit of the third guiding principle of our model: continuous 
learning. Just as dusting off a decades-old lesson plan will never quite 
cut it when leading a new group of learners (even when we’re teach-
ing the “same” topic), we—as you know—can’t rest on our laurels or 
the comfort of our current meaning making when striving to influence 
the future. The terrain of our educational world and its growing com-
plexity is shifting—and growing larger—much too quickly for that. 
And the children and adults in our care deserve and need more. With 
and for our students, colleagues, and school communities, then, we 
need to constantly build capacity in ourselves, our schools, and our 
systems in response to (and in anticipation of) the urgent challenges 
swirling all around and within us.

In recent years, researchers, practitioners, and policymakers have 
been exploring the conditions and processes that support continuous 
learning in schools (Bryk, Gomez, Grunow, & LeMahieu, 2015; Daly, 
Moolenaar, Der-Martirosian, & Liou, 2014; Darling-Hammond, Wilhoit, 
& Pittenger, 2014; Kirtman & Fullan, 2016). In this book, we add a 
developmental dimension to these contributions, as well as a distillation 
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of key principles and practices that support capacity building and con-
tinuous learning for teams, professional learning communities (PLCs), 
groups, cabinets, and individuals throughout the system. As we’ve 
depicted in Figure 1.2, continuous learning—along with perspective 
taking and collaboration—serves as a goal and guiding principle of our 
comprehensive, practical model for systems change (and its outer cir-
cle). We’ve included continuous learning as a third and equally import-
ant focus here because perspective taking and collaboration (which 
fuel each other) are also both lifelong processes. Learning is never just 
a one-off endeavor. Rather, it is something we both pursue and savor as 
it takes different shapes and forms throughout our lives. As John Dewey 
(1916) explained, “Growth is not something which is completed in odd 

FIGURE 1.2
A Developmental Model for Leadership and Capacity Building  
in Schools and Systems
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14 Leading Change Together

moments; it is a continuous leading into the future” (p. 56). Promis-
ingly, continuous learning is something that we can intentionally invest 
in when we prioritize the overlapping, inner elements of our model: 
 theory, culture, the pillar practices, feedback, and sustainability.

About the Model, About This Book
In the chapters that follow, we detail each of the central elements of our 
model: theory, culture, the pillar practices, feedback, and sustainability. 
As the overlapping circles in our model suggest, these elements work in 
tandem and over time to fuel continuous learning, perspective taking, 
and collaboration (i.e., internal capacity building) up, down, and across 
the system. In other words, they are engines that drive the kind of inter-
nal capacity building that inspires and undergirds the premise of this 
book. To help bring each of these vital, developmental elements to life, 
we focus on one central element in each of the next chapters.

In Chapter 2, we describe the theory we need to understand and 
support development in adulthood and across the lifespan. In partic-
ular, we highlight constructive-developmental theory, pioneered by 
renowned Harvard psychologist Robert Kegan (1982, 1994, 2000), as 
one promising lens for understanding and seeing more deeply into our-
selves, others, and the systems that surround and connect us (Drago- 
Severson, 2004b, 2009, 2016).

Next, in Chapter 3, we emphasize the importance of organizational 
culture as a key lever for change. More specifically, we outline the 
preconditions and leadership capacities needed to positively influence 
how we and others feel in our schools and organizations, as feeling is 
intimately tied to our thinking and behavior—as well as the outcomes 
of our work on behalf of all in our care (Drago- Severson, 2009, 2012a; 
Drago- Severson & Blum- DeStefano, 2016; Drago- Severson, Blum- 
DeStefano, & Asghar, 2013).

In Chapter 4 we discuss four collaborative pillar practices for 
growth—teaming, providing adults with leadership roles, collegial 
inquiry, and mentoring—that have been proven to effectively support 
internal capacity building, interconnection, and the vital exchange of 
ideas (Drago- Severson, 2004b, 2007, 2009, 2012a, 2016). These pillar 
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practices can help us think differently about how we work together as 
we lead and learn for change—and can help us join together to meet the 
adaptive and systemic challenges we face every day. We share key ideas 
and strategies, as well as our latest learnings about implementation.

In Chapter 5, we offer effective, research-based strategies for devel-
opmentally oriented feedback, which can enhance communication 
practices as well as how we talk with one another to support personal 
and organizational transformation (Drago- Severson & Blum- DeStefano, 
2014, 2016).

In Chapter 6, we zoom in on issues related to sustainability, or 
how we keep growing ourselves, each other, and our systems. We focus 
on the need for renewal and refilling—for both individuals and orga-
nizations—in order to continue building capacity for ongoing learning 
and improvement systemwide (Drago- Severson, 2009, 2012a; Drago- 
Severson & Blum- DeStefano, 2014, 2016).

Finally, in the Epilogue, we offer additional opportunities to apply 
key developmental ideas to your own experiences and leadership. 

Throughout this book, we draw from the rich stories and experi-
ences of real-life educators to connect theory with practice, and to help 
you apply core ideas to your own learning and leadership. To protect 
the confidentiality of individuals and organizations, we use pseudonyms 
and—in some cases—composite examples from more than one educa-
tor to illustrate key learnings from our research. We also offer several 
pause moments—designated by a pause button icon—to remind you to 
reflect on and synthesize big ideas as you read.

As we will explore, each of the five inner components of our 
model—theory, culture, the pillar practices, feedback, and sustainabil-
ity—can, independently and in combination, foster growth and internal 
capacity building within our most complex organizations, just as within 
a single human being. In fact, in important ways, it is actually this same 
kind of capacity building that matters most no matter where we look in 
a system. With this in mind, our practical, developmental model seeks 
to highlight and translate promising strategies and proven practices 
across boundaries and contexts. Echoing the veteran superintendent’s 
quote at the beginning of this chapter, we need to meet the human 
needs of everyone in the system, including students, teachers, principals, 
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superintendents, parents, families, and all stakeholders. Promisingly, 
the intentionality we’ve built into our model has a certain universality 
to it that gives us great hope and supports growth systemwide.

Just as in nature, with its fractals and exponential repetition—where 
the spiral of a small shell mirrors the immense span of a galaxy, or 
where the intricate channels of microscopic capillaries in our hearts 
echo the sprawling branches of trees and massive river systems—the 
shapes of learning and life have a tendency to repeat in the macro and 
the micro. In the same way, how we care for kids, how we care for 
adults, and how we care for one another in our schools and systems is 
all connected, and it all matters.

In terms of scaling up, which we know is vital, we invite you to 
consider an alternate visualization of our model as depicted in Figure 
1.3. In this version, you could imagine that the outer ring represents the 

FIGURE 1.3
A Vision for Simultaneous, Layered Learning
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capacity building of a single individual. As you know, employing prac-
tices and ideas from the central elements could help this person further 
grow (i.e., take a greater perspective, work more collaboratively with 
others, and continue to learn). Yet, you could also imagine zooming 
out—so that the outer circle now represents the learning of an entire 
school community—and the central elements of theory, culture, the pil-
lar practices, feedback, and sustainability permeate the experiences of 
the whole faculty and staff. But what if we zoom out further to take a 
district-level view? A state view? A national or international one?

In the end, our comprehensive model (and the expanded visualiza-
tion) show how, when applied across contexts and scales, the ideas and 
practices represented by the overlapping circles can create new kinds 
of patterns, connections, and capacities—and kaleidoscopic visions we 
have not yet imagined. In other words, when it comes to building inter-
nal capacity and effecting change throughout the system, the seem-
ingly simple (but nonetheless profound) developmental elements of 
our model may yield some of the most valuable and needed results 
when employed in combination.

As systems thinker Donella Meadows (2008) helped remind us, 
“Out of simple rules of self-organization can grow enormous, diver-
sifying crystals of technology, physical structures, organizations, and 
cultures” (p. 81). Similarly, psychologist Carl Rogers argued that “What 
is most personal is most universal,” describing how we are all linked—
up and down the system and across contexts—by a common humanity. 
To think like both a systems scientist and a psychologist, we’ll need to 
keep our eyes on the shape and direction of our larger schools and sys-
tems as we nurture the work of personal development that fills us with 
hope, meaning, and new capacities. This, we have found, can make a 
tremendous difference in the lives of students and adults throughout 
the educational system.

Chapter Takeaways
In this chapter, we introduced a comprehensive, developmental model 
for leadership and capacity building in education. With five overlapping, 
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inner components—theory, culture, the pillar practices, feedback, and 
sustainability—this model is driven by three encompassing principles 
of internal capacity building: perspective taking, collaboration, and con-
tinuous learning. Here, we highlight key takeaways for you.

• Perspective taking involves seeing more about ourselves, others, 
society, and the relationships among these entities. Taking per-
spective can help us better effect change.

• Because each of us can only see what we can see and know what 
we can know, we need other people in order to learn and develop. 
Collaboration is thus essential to both perspective taking and inter-
nal capacity development.

• Learning—like educational change and improvement—is an ongo-
ing and never-ending process of discovery. As individuals and 
organizations, we are never done learning or growing.

• A developmental approach to learning and building capacity can 
help us recognize and infuse the DNA of growth into our work 
systemwide.

Reflective Questions

1. After reading and thinking about the ideas offered in this chap-
ter, what are one or two ideas that resonate with you—or feel 
interesting or exciting to you?

2. How, if at all, do the principles of perspective taking, collabora-
tion, and continuous learning connect with your own experiences?

3. What are some of the ways you work to build internal capacity 
in those in your care? In yourself?

4. How do you think growth occurs in individuals? In systems?
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3
Culture for Capacity Building

They may forget what you said—but they will never forget how 
you made them feel.

—Carl W. Buehner, Richard Evans’ Quote Book, 1971

When anyone asks a local real estate office what makes a difference 
in the selling price of a home, the well-known answer is  “Location, 
location, location.” In building a professional development center 
for school leaders, success relies on relationships, relationships, 
relationships.

—Gayle Moller and Anita Pankake, Lead with Me, 1998

In this chapter we move to the second inner circle of our compre-
hensive, practical model to explore culture as a key driver of educa-
tional change and improvement (see Figure 3.1). Although culture has 
multiple meanings at every level of education—and in other sectors 
for that matter—we use it here to describe the everyday norms, val-
ues, and beliefs that permeate the behavior, traditions, and rituals of a 
professional relationship, team, school, district, or organization (Drago- 
Severson, 2012b; Schein, 1997). It is, in other words, how we think, 
feel, and act together—collectively and individually, and up, down, and 
across the system.

Like leadership scholars Lyle Kirtman and Michael Fullan (2016), 
we contend that culture sits at the heart of individual and systems 
change, and that cultivating a positive culture is one key responsibility 
of educational leaders. After all, people grow and learn best when they 
feel good. Conversely, many leaders tell us that it’s hard to get any-
thing done when something in the culture feels “off,” no matter how 
many initiatives they introduce. As one veteran principal shared, when 
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it comes to the school culture, “You’ve got to address it first. And then 
over and over and over again.”

Still, pinpointing what makes a culture work—or not work—can be 
hard to do when you are in the middle of it. Sometimes we liken the 
experience to trying to wrap your arms around the bubbles in a bubble 
bath. For these reasons and more, in this chapter we offer theoretical 
ideas and practical takeaways you can employ to build and enhance 
a growth-oriented culture in your context—at any level of the system. 
Related to this, we also emphasize leadership and culture as broad, 
inclusive concepts. As teachers and students, families and school staff, 
community members, policy makers, and researchers, we all lead in 
public and private ways. Likewise, we all take part in, create, and are 

FIGURE 3.1
Culture as a Key Driver of Capacity Building 
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connected by our educational cultures. Every day and always. Toward 
this end, we hope that the core ideas and leadership strategies pre-
sented in this chapter will be of help to all educators, regardless of role.

To begin our discussion of culture, we first present the develop-
mental concept of a holding environment—or the growth-enhancing 
context (or contexts) in and out of which we grow (Kegan, 1982; Drago- 
Severson, 2004b, 2007, 2009, 2012a). Through our research and teach-
ing we have found that this concept can be a helpful way to think about 
culture and capacity building systemwide, as adults’ different ways of 
knowing will influence their expectations and experiences within work 
environments and professional relationships. After this, we explore the 
essential preconditions of trust, safety, and respect that undergird any 
growth-enhancing culture or holding environment, as well as the power 
of modeling as a culture-building practice (Drago- Severson, 2009, 
2012a; Drago- Severson, Blum- DeStefano, & Asghar, 2013). In all cases, 
we share stories, examples, principles, and strategies that you can use 
to build cultures for growth in your own context and leadership.

Culture as Holding Environment for Capacity Building
Originally coined by pediatrician and psychiatrist Donald W. Winnicott 
in 1965 to describe the evolving care young children need as they grow 
out of infancy, the term holding environment—as we use it here—
refers to the fluid combination of supports and challenges we need in 
our roles and relationships to flourish and increase our internal capaci-
ties. As Robert Kegan (1982) argued—extending Winnicott’s usage—we 
actually need this kind of holding throughout our lifespans (includ-
ing adulthood). In Chapter 2, we discussed how adults with different 
ways of knowing will feel supported and challenged by different things, 
because they make sense of their responsibilities and relationships in 
different ways. As you may suspect, this has tremendous implications for 
the ways we shape, cultivate, sustain, and experience holding environ-
ments that support internal capacity building—and therefore increase 
perspective taking, collaboration, and continuous learning.

When translating these ideas to culture, it is essential to under-
score that a holding environment can be a personal or professional 
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relationship, a series of relationships, or a team, school, district, pro-
gram, family, or complex system. In fact, research suggests that we may 
need a constellation of holding environments to best learn, grow, and 
thrive (Drago- Severson, 2009). From this perspective, one might even 
argue that culture is, essentially, the sum total of the holding environ-
ments we experience in a given context (see Figure 3.2). Building a 
growth- oriented professional culture, then, involves fostering and nur-
turing many overlapping holding environments for diverse stakehold-
ers, committing to maintaining them over time, and adjusting them as 
individuals grow and change.

FIGURE 3.2
Overlapping Holding Environments as Culture 
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Relationship(s)

Team(s)

School

District

Community &
Broader Context

Culture
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Practitioners and scholars readily recognize the important and 
powerful influence school leaders can have on the environmental, 
instructional, and social-emotional factors that make up the “feeling” 
of a school—and directly affect behaviors and learning (e.g., Cohen, 
McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009; Deal & Peterson, 1990; Drago- 
Severson, 2012b; Hoy & Miskel, 2005; Kelley, Thornton, & Daugherty, 
2005). In addition, it will likely not surprise you that superintendents 
have a powerful influence on the culture of a district (Kegan & Lahey, 
2009, 2016; Teitel, 2013). In our work and research we have learned 
that looking at culture through a developmental lens can help us more 
intentionally shape contexts at every level (i.e., in professional relation-
ships, teams, coaching, departments, schools, districts, organizations, 
programs, and more)—so they can serve as more meaningful holding 
environments for growth (Drago- Severson, 2004b, 2009, 2012a; Drago- 
Severson, Blum- DeStefano, & Asghar, 2013; Drago- Severson & Blum- 
DeStefano, 2016).

Promisingly, taking a greater perspective on our different holding 
environments can help us begin to see culture not as an immutable 
given but as a malleable byproduct of history, circumstance, and, when 
we’re fortunate, our own hard work. Indeed, on both the macro and 
micro levels, culture is something we inherit and create, something that 
shapes us but that we can shape in turn. And, for sure, there is great 
hopefulness in that.

What Do Holding Environments Do?
With this in mind, it is important to understand that, developmen-

tally speaking, holding environments serve three key functions. First, 
they meet us where we are in our learning, growing, and way of know-
ing, without an urgent press for change. This means that holding envi-
ronments honor a person’s or a group’s inherent value and intentionally 
offer supports that will feel most meaningful to that person or group 
in the moment.

Second, and as we often do intuitively for children and adoles-
cents, holding environments will also challenge adults’ growing edges 
in order to help them begin to develop new, more complex internal 
capacities. In many ways, this is similar to Lev Vygotsky’s (1978) famous 
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conceptualization of working in the zone of proximal development. The 
big idea here is to offer just enough challenge to a person or group in 
order to safely promote growth (i.e., internal capacity building).

Third, holding environments stay in place, with both consistency 
and flexibility, as people within them demonstrate new internal capac-
ities. Just as we wouldn’t offer the same supports and challenges to a 
toddler as we would an infant, or to a teenager as we would a young 
child, the contexts we create for adults (and ourselves) need to change 
as we grow. A strong holding environment for a teacher just growing out 
of a socializing way of knowing, for instance, would be different from 
a strong holding environment for a seasoned superintendent stretching 
beyond well-practiced self-authoring capacities. And the same would 
hold true for adults in the very same role who happen to make meaning 
with different ways of knowing, and for teams with different levels of 
comfort and experience with collaboration. The big idea here is that, no 
matter whom we are working with, we need to differentiate the sup-
ports and challenges we offer so we can best honor others’ needs and 
experiences—individually and collectively.

That said, holding environments of all kinds—like growth-oriented 
cultures more generally—do have some similarities. This is true espe-
cially since, at every level, they stem from common roots of trust, safety, 
and respect (which we refer to as preconditions).

Setting the Stage: The Foundational Preconditions of Trust, Safety, and Respect
In our teaching and research, trust, safety, and respect have emerged 

as vital preconditions for supporting growth (Drago- Severson, Blum- 
DeStefano, & Asghar, 2013). As one middle school assistant principal 
recently put it, “the foundation [needs] to be laid before anything else 
can be accomplished.” In order to build effective holding environments 
that can serve the three functions already described, trust, safety, and 
respect are indispensable. They help a person to feel supported and 
developmentally challenged over time. And, as you may suspect, they 
tie into vital elements of Abraham Maslow’s (1943, 1954) hierarchy of 
needs. As such, these preconditions form the bedrock of any growth- 
oriented holding environment or culture and have a central place in the 
DNA of capacity building systemwide.
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Indeed, when the preconditions are genuinely woven into the fab-
ric of a relationship, group, organization, or system—such as a team, 
school, or district—we know it. We feel it, sense it, and appreciate it, 
and it makes all the difference. For example, as part of a recent work-
shop for superintendents, principals, and teams from more than 60 
New England districts, one principal captured the vital importance of 
trust, safety, and respect when she shared what it felt like to be sup-
ported by her superintendent in her professional learning. After reflect-
ing privately about her experiences, this courageous principal stood up 
and offered the following to the full group:

My superintendent gave me some very critical feedback last 
spring. I wish I could say it was easy to hear. It wasn’t—but it 
was still incredibly helpful to me. What made me be able to take 
it in was that I felt respected and appreciated for the work I do 
every day. I felt valued for my strengths, and knew I didn’t have 
a target on my back or anything. So after reflecting on what my 
superintendent shared about how I could become a better prin-
cipal, I came to see that she was right. Feeling respected by her 
helped me to trust and respect her feedback.

Just as in one-on-one relationships, the preconditions are vital 
within professional teams and larger organizational contexts as well. As 
a different superintendent recently confided (before a different work-
shop), the trust and rapport she experienced with her team of princi-
pals and deputy superintendents was one of the best parts of her job. 
As she explained:

I love working with my team. We like each other. We’re real 
together. We talk with and care about each other—and the 
things that matter in our lives. It’s remarkable and I cherish it. 
I’ve worked with other district teams where the atmosphere is 
so competitive. It can ruin things, you know? Here, we’re a great 
team. I’m not saying we’re perfect. We’re not. But we trust each 
other, we feel safe sharing our mistakes, we ask each other for 
help, and we respect each other. That’s kind of everything.
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In both of these cases, as soon as we heard (and admired) these leaders’ 
thoughtful words, we were reminded: Preconditions. Preconditions. 
Without these, we cannot support internal capacity building in others. 
Without these, it is hard for us to grow—at any level of the system.

Yet, as powerful and affirming as it can be to experience the pre-
conditions in a nurturing holding environment, far too many educators 
confide painful stories of feeling unsafe, disrespected, or alone in their 
professional cultures and relationships. In one heartbreaking example, 
a district-level leader confided that he’d been working in his district for 
nearly 20 years—but only ever trusted two other colleagues. Two. Other. 
Colleagues. What a hard way to spend each day.

Unfortunately, this leader’s story echoes the experiences of other 
dedicated educators. It calls to mind the state-level leadership team 
members who, eager to implement a new program, confessed that they 
first had to work on their “little trust problem.” As they intuited—and 
has now become a catch phrase in some of our courses and work-
shops—there is no such thing as a little trust problem. It is impossible 
to come together in the spirit of improvement or to build a growth- 
oriented culture if, as one principal described it, colleagues “smile in the 
hallways but gossip behind closed doors.”

So what does this mean for shaping cultures that genuinely support 
internal capacity building (i.e., greater perspective taking, more effec-
tive collaboration, and continuous learning)? How can we move, as 
one aspiring principal wondered, toward more “intentionally develop-
mental cultures” and away from the idea that trust, safety, and respect 
are “things that just happen if we’re lucky”? As suggested by the delib-
erate overlap of the circles in our larger model (see Figure 3.1), a 
working knowledge of constructive-developmental theory can help 
us deepen and enhance our understanding of culture, holding envi-
ronments, and the preconditions. Although the importance of trust, 
safety, and respect has been well documented in the educational lit-
erature (e.g., Barth, 1990; Bryk & Schneider, 2003; Tschannen- Moran, 
2014), it is also important to remember that adults will attune differ-
ently to the preconditions depending upon their ways of knowing. 
You could imagine, for instance, a colleague who loves being taken 
into the boss’ “confidence,” or given an off-the-record explanation for 

LeadingChange.indd   52 11/1/17   10:56 AM



53Culture for Capacity Building

why a particular policy is in place. For another colleague, however, 
this same kind of behind-the-scenes sharing might feel disorienting—
and more like a breakdown of structural boundaries than a show of 
trust or respect.

To help you think even more about this important takeaway, we 
invite you to pause and consider your thoughts regarding a few 
reflective questions.

1. What concrete shows of trust and respect do you think would be 
most important to instrumental knowers (e.g., thank you notes 
of appreciation, staff recognition events, positive feedback, spot 
bonuses)?

2. What do you think would feel like a safe space for adults who 
make meaning with a socializing way of knowing? A self- 
authoring way of knowing? That is, how could you help these 
people feel valued, appreciated, and competent?

3. What do trust, safety, and respect mean to you? What are your 
preferences for experiencing and demonstrating these powerful 
interpersonal values? In what relationships do you feel respected 
and safe to take risks?

4. How do you nurture trust, safety, and respect with those in your 
care? How do you think your colleagues would feel about or 
would describe your efforts?

Of course, there are no hard and fast rules about what consti-
tutes trust, safety, and respect for adults who make meaning with any 
way of knowing, but it can be helpful to consider colleagues’ devel-
opmental preferences for the preconditions in big, broad strokes as 
you think more about how to differentiate your leadership to support 
growth with developmental intentions. In light of this, in Figure 3.3 
we offer a general overview of how adults with instrumental, socializ-
ing, self- authoring, and self-transforming ways of knowing may orient 
to the preconditions. We hope this helps to support your own culture- 
building efforts and deepens conversations about the supports and 
challenges that would feel most helpful to all in collaborative contexts 
and professional learning environments. Discussing these kinds of 
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expectations up-front is a powerful way to step into cultures that help 
everyone feel supported.

In the end, and no matter how we orient to and understand the 
preconditions, we all need to feel trust, safety, and respect to thrive, 

support others’ growth, and grow ourselves in 
our roles and relationships. How we feel really 
matters. How we feel about each other really mat-
ters. And the culture we create together sits at the 
heart of it all. Yet, bringing the preconditions to 
life in our workplaces requires more than just an 
espoused commitment to developmental princi-

ples and practices. Instead, it requires the deep embodiment of these 
values in our hearts, minds, and leadership—as well as the capacity to 
model them as integral parts of our own growth and that of others.

FIGURE 3.3
A Developmental Exploration of the Preconditions of Trust, Safety, and Respect

Way of Knowing Expectations for Trust, Safety, and Respect

Instrumental These knowers will respond to concrete demonstrations of trust and 
respect—such as verbal acknowledgments, requests to carry out specific 
responsibilities, and rewards for successful performance. They will feel safe 
when expectations are clear and consistent, and when colleagues are acting 
“as they are supposed to.”

Socializing These knowers will feel safe and respected when their personhood and 
contributions are explicitly affirmed by valued others, and when they can 
trust that their relationships are secure. They will appreciate opportunities 
to strengthen interpersonal relationships and connections, and to learn from 
expert colleagues and supervisors.

Self-Authoring These knowers will feel trusted and respected when invited to demonstrate and 
share their competency and expertise, and when given ample opportunity for 
autonomy and self-direction. Safety—in the psychological sense—will stem 
from the alignment of personal, collegial, and organizational values and beliefs.

Self-Transforming These knowers will orient to environments that promote open and respectful 
exchanges of ideas, mutual learning, and authentic dialogue (in general, and 
specifically about internal and systemic inconsistencies and contradictions). 
Trust and safety, for these adults, derive from meaningful opportunities to 
explore pressing questions, personal and organizational strengths and limita-
tions, and new possibilities in the company of equally invested adults.

How we feel really matters. How 
we feel about each other really 
matters. And the culture we 
create together sits at the heart 
of it all.
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Modeling the Message: Leadership Capacities 
for Change and Culture Building
When we talk with educators about the fundamental importance of 
modeling—we often share a powerful quote, attributed in some form 
to Ralph Waldo Emerson: “What you do speaks so loudly that I can-
not hear what you say.” As these words suggest, our actions mean so 
much when building a culture for growth—sometimes even more than 
what we can say out loud. Yet, as a developmental lens helps make 
clear, modeling to intentionally support growth—and to help people 
feel trust, safety, and respect—calls for our fullest selves and sensitivi-
ties. It requires deep wells of internal capacities, as well as a relational, 
humanistic stance toward leadership that reaches beyond traditional 
managerial approaches (Darling-Hammond, Meyerson, LaPointe, & Orr, 
2009; Donaldson, 2008; Drago- Severson, 2004b, 2009, 2012a; Kegan & 
Lahey, 2016; Petrie, 2014; Shoho, Barnett, & Tooms, 2010). As educators 
are asked to do more and be more—rather than just know more (think 
back to the Chapter 2 distinction between informational and transfor-
mational learning)—modeling the capacities we hope to help others 
grow toward is another powerful way we can support change and inter-
nal capacity building throughout the system.

Although there are many capacities and qualities worthy of mod-
eling in our schools and systems, two big bucket categories emerge as 
essential when it comes to shaping growth-enhancing cultures: (1) those 
related to growing and showing ourselves, and (2) those related to wel-
coming and supporting others. We dive deeper into each of these big 
buckets next.

The Courage to Be—and Grow—Yourself: Modeling Self-Development
For educators at every level of the system, the biggest gift we have to 

give is the gift of ourselves. When we have the courage to show who we 
are personally, professionally, culturally, and developmentally—along 
with our most sensitive and vulnerable growing edges—we empower 
others to “show up” as well. So when reflecting on the qualities needed 
to show and grow ourselves, we think about things like vulnerability, 
authenticity, transparency, and courage.
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Of course, as you already know, stepping forward in such brave 
ways is not always easy—especially in the fast-paced world of educa-
tion where we already run as fast as we can. By way of example, please 
consider the story of Octavia, a mid-career principal in an urban ele-
mentary school. Committed to issues of social justice and educational 
equity, Octavia put in long hours at her school each day (and often over 
the weekend) and held tightly to the reins of all curricular and profes-
sional development initiatives. “There’s no time to waste,” she would 
often say, and she was extremely proud of her reputation of holding 
high expectations for her staff. Yet, as Octavia confided to her coach, 
she was struggling to translate her vision for building equity into the 
safe, trusting culture she knew would be best for her staff and students. 
“When I ask for input and voice at faculty meetings, I hear crickets,” she 
lamented, wondering what more she could do to get feedback and deep 
involvement from her staff. “I know they [the teachers] care, and I know 
they work hard,” she continued, “but they won’t tell me what they’re 
thinking.” Knowing Octavia, and her workaholic, self-authoring intensity, 
her coach recognized the opportunity to ask a question that would both 
support and challenge her. “Do you think your teachers really know how 
much you want and need their help?” the coach asked gently, prompting 
Octavia to reply, “Wow, I never really thought about it that way.”

As it turned out, this question, and the consequent perspective tak-
ing, effected a momentous shift in Octavia toward greater transparency, 
vulnerability, and authenticity. She began to invite her teachers behind 
the curtain of her thought and work processes. This was hard at first. 
For instance, instead of sharing only the most glossy, polished versions 
of her ideas as finished products, Octavia dropped her “leader mask,” 
acknowledged the uncertainty and ambiguity of some of her decisions, 
and invited colleagues to think collaboratively with her earlier in the 
process. She was up-front, too, about how much she wanted to improve 
the culture of the school, and about how much she valued her teachers’ 
contributions. Increasingly, when the teachers felt that Octavia genuinely 
wanted their input, and when they recognized her as a fellow traveler 
in learning, it created a completely different kind of holding environ-
ment for connection and communication. As Octavia later reflected, this 
shift toward authenticity and transparency “changed everything” in the 
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culture. As she further explained, “We started thinking together about 
our collective strengths and challenges, and we talked openly about the 
ways we were and were not working as a team. It’s definitely a process 
that takes time, but we’re getting there.”

As Octavia’s story illustrates, there is great strength in vulnerability 
and real promise in sharing more of who—and where—we are at a 
given moment in time. Modeling that we are all learning—and sharing 
our honest thinking and areas for growth—is one of the most powerful 
ways we can build growth-enhancing cultures that support increased 
perspective taking, critical reflection, and meaningful change. As one 
aspiring principal came to realize in an emotional learning moment, 
“It’s OK—and really, really important—for leaders to share their think-
ing and feelings, and to let people know how they are affected by 
words and actions. And I mean this for the good stuff and the hard stuff. 
We have to show our hearts.”

A developmental lens helps us to see that this kind of radical, reflec-
tive honesty is hard for all of us. Considering people’s different ways of 
knowing, what do you think it would feel like for instrumental knowers 
to share their personal growing edges? Or to learn about a colleague’s? 
And, what do you think socializing knowers might risk when asked to 
share vulnerable parts of themselves during a team meeting or PLC? 
In what ways might it be hard for self-authoring knowers to step back 
and away from the images of competence they’ve so carefully honed? 
And how might adults’ different internal capacities influence the boons 
and challenges of engaging in education’s most pressing and impera-
tive conversations—such as the role of personal and cultural identity, 
implicit bias, systemic racism, sexism, and xenophobia? What kinds of 
leadership, culture, and supports might help adults—no matter their 
way of knowing—turn toward, rather than away from, these pain points 
and opportunities?

In their book An Everyone Culture, which highlights the practices of 
deliberately developmental organizations in the corporate sector, Robert 
Kegan and Lisa Lahey (2016) emphasized the enormous stores of energy 
we devote every day to keeping our best professional faces forward and 
to minimizing the exposure of what we see as our private and personal 
weaknesses. They likened this careful packaging of our personas to a 
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second, secret job—one which no one has actually hired us to perform. 
Educators frequently share similar challenges, acknowledging—as did 
one school principal—that vulnerability and transparency can feel uncon-
ventional compared to most expectations for leadership. As he explained:

Being vulnerable and transparent can be really hard in my role. 
I often feel like everyone—the teachers, the cabinet, the board—
really expects me to know everything. Sometimes I don’t. I don’t 
always have an answer ready, and I don’t know how to tell them 
that. I don’t want my not knowing to seem like weakness or 
incompetence.

Despite the internal and external challenges to authenticity, vulner-
ability, and transparency thoughtfully highlighted by this principal, our 
research—and others’ (e.g., Brown, 2012; Kegan & Lahey, 2016; Mead-
ows, 2008)—raises up the promise of shifting our collective focus from 
concealing growing edges to working on them. In fact, we have found 
that modeling a commitment to self-development and growth can help 
us acknowledge the parts of ourselves we are less confident about (that 
we all have), the aspects of others and the world we are less familiar 
with, and the promise of working on these gaps. In the end, pretending 
our growing edges do not exist only gives them more weight in our lives.

Living norms. In our work, we’ve found that there are many ways, 
big and small, to model vulnerability, authenticity, transparency, and 
courage. One powerful transfer-to-practice strategy for prioritizing these 
intrapersonal and interpersonal elements in our professional cultures 
involves developing what we refer to as living norms (Drago- Severson, 
2004b, 2009, 2012a, 2016; Drago- Severson & Blum- DeStefano, 2016; 
Drago- Severson, Roy, & von Frank, 2015).

By norms, we mean the collective agreements about behavior held 
by a group (which are of course key). And by living norms, we mean 
norms that are open to adjustment and change, as well as norms we can 
aspire to and live by. For example, these can include being genuine and 
honest, sharing personal stories, acknowledging challenges and uncer-
tainties, saying “I’m sorry” when we make a mistake, and working openly 
on improvement goals. Rather than being something a group or team 
develops once and then leaves in a file folder (or a list of expectations 
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around logistical matters like cell phone use), living norms address 
authentic issues, and are periodically revisited and tweaked in light of 
a group’s evolving needs. Living norms can help us think intentionally 
about answers to questions like “How are we doing?” and “What’s hard 
for us as a team?” and “What could we be doing better?” More specifi-
cally, being up-front about our hopes and needs for self- development 
over time—and inviting others to do the same—can open new and 
promising spaces for growth, development, and interconnection.

Leaders and educators across different levels of the system share 
that developing such real norms—norms that really matter—is not 
always an easy process. Yet, they report that doing so makes collabora-
tion better, more authentic, and more meaningful. Although there is no 
such thing as a perfect list of norms, in Figure 3.4 we offer a sample set 

FIGURE 3.4
Sample Living Norms from Highly Effective Teams

• Be fully present

• Come prepared

• Deeply engage with and in the sharing of others

• Understand and appreciate the learner mode of where you are in the moment

• Ask for help when needed

• Ask questions when you don’t understand

• Allow yourself to be vulnerable

• Pay attention to both the spoken and the unspoken (the verbal and the nonverbal)

• Self-regulate the number of times you contribute in a meeting (i.e., allow others to speak before you 
speak again)

• Be kind and gentle

• Remember that we are fellow travelers on a journey

• Support each other wherever we are (individually and collectively) as learners and leaders

• Don’t hold back: deliver your truth kindly, and take the risk to offer honest feedback

• Assume good intentions

• Be respectful and open to accepting questions and comments that come from different paradigms

• Refrain from judging

• If you have an issue, address the person and support each other in moving forward

• Prioritize forgiveness

• Vegas-style confidentiality: What happens here stays here, and what’s said here stays here, too
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developed by highly effective teams. You are welcome to use these as 
supports in building your own leadership and culture.

The Wisdom to Welcome Others: Modeling Care, Appreciation, and Inclusiveness
As Octavia’s story and the sample norms show, vulnerability, 

authenticity, transparency, and courage are not just about showing and 
growing ourselves. As an equally important and complementary coun-
terpoint, we need to welcome others into our lives and leadership—and 
to bring people together in meaningful ways that support the precon-
ditions, mutual development, and systemwide growth. As other stud-
ies of authenticity have argued (e.g., Blum- DeStefano, 2014; Cranton & 
Carusetta, 2004; Gardner, 2011), sharing oneself also means recognizing 
and honoring the selfhood of others. Only then can we move our edu-
cational cultures gently and genuinely from the spirit of “I” to the spirit 
of “we,” as called for in our complex world (Drago- Severson, 2012a).

In our second big bucket of leadership capacities that support 
growth-oriented cultures, then, we find terms like care, appreciation, 
and inclusiveness. Just like a commitment to self-development, these 
interpersonal nuances—and the capacity to embody them authenti-
cally—can help us infuse the preconditions of trust, safety, and respect 
in our teams, schools, communities, and organizational cultures.

Please take, for example, the thoughtful work of Parris, a veteran 
educator who recently took on a new post as a district-level curriculum 
leader. As Parris explained, one of the first things he did in his new role 
was “go from building to building to get to know my people—all 60 of 
them—and ask about their lives, their children’s lives, their interests.” 
As he conceded, this interpersonal effort “took a lot of time,” but he felt 
strongly that it was “well worth it,” and that it set the stage for his and 
his colleagues’ mutual success. Compellingly, Parris explained that he 
realized the importance of connecting in these ways after celebrating 
a big milestone anniversary with his partner—without anyone in his 
former school knowing about it. “It’s not like I needed them to know 
or be happy for me,” he shared. “I mean, I didn’t tell them or anything, 
since we didn’t talk about that kind of stuff there. It just felt strange that 
such a big part of my life was missing when I was at work.” Yet, Parris 
also realized and respected that people have different levels of comfort 
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when it comes to sharing personal stories, so he approached his “con-
necting conversations” with what we’ve come to call pass or play oppor-
tunities (Drago- Severson, 2012a)—or invitations with options. By “pass 
or play” we mean that Parris invited colleagues to share (or to feel OK 
not to share) to any degree that they felt comfortable, and was explicit 
about this purposeful flexibility. Just as a good holding environment 
seeks to meet people where they are, Parris strove to connect in ways 
that felt meaningful to his colleagues (not just him), and followed their 
lead as they built trusting foundations for collaboration.

As often comes up in our classes and workshops, there is no one 
right way to be caring, welcoming, or appreciative, just as there is no 
one right way to feel cared for, welcomed, or appreciated (as we con-
sidered in Figure 3.3). We all bring diverse preferences, experiences, 
personalities, backgrounds, cultures, and ways of knowing to the table, 
so the most important advice we have when it comes to welcoming 
and supporting others is twofold. First, simply mean it (as there are few 
things more off-putting than insincerity). And second, adopt a learning 
stance about what would feel best to everyone else. Being yourself 
and valuing others really are two sides of the same coin. We need to 
develop welcoming ways that feel authentic to us, and that also respond 
to the diverse hopes, needs, cultures, and developmental orientations of 
the adults in our care. As one aspiring superintendent explained after 
experiencing a developmental approach to leadership, the best orga-
nizational cultures “invite and empower all people to grow, share, and 
contribute—rather than assume they should act a certain way.” When 
we do this, she continued, “We get to stand as co-learners right beside 
the people we are leading and learning about.” 

To help you think more about ways to demonstrate care, appreci-
ation, and a welcoming stance in your own contexts, please consider 
the following research-based strategies (Drago- Severson, 2004b, 2009, 
2012a) that you could adopt or adapt with diverse adults to build a 
growth-oriented culture—together:

• Demonstrate interest in and responsiveness to adults’ personal sto-
ries and experiences.

• Learn more about the hopes and expectations of a new colleague 
or community member.
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• Remain open to and earnestly curious about different ideas, view-
points, cultures, traditions, and beliefs.

• Dedicate time for colleagues and other adults to connect and share.
• Provide food for meetings and other gatherings.
• Express gratitude often (e.g., in person, over the phone, or through 

a note in a mailbox, inbox, or personnel file).
• Welcome questions, ask for feedback, and create spaces for discus-

sion, both privately and publicly.
• See possibility and good intentions in others.
• Co-plan optional community-building gatherings and activities.
• Ask how you can help, or how others would like to contribute, 

when new initiatives and opportunities arise.
• Share developmental ideas and use them to build a common lan-

guage and lens for growth.
• Invite adults to really think about—and discuss—the kinds of sup-

ports and challenges that would feel most meaningful to them.

Inclusiveness. In addition to the transformational power of care 
and appreciation, we want to add a special note about inclusiveness 
as a global principle. Although care and gratitude can absolutely help 
stakeholders feel included, we must also always think about how to help 
even more people feel valued, seen, and heard. For instance, how might 
we make sure that all of our teachers, staff, students, and families feel 
welcomed and valued? How can we build more meaningful connections 
across organizational roles and lines of difference (of all kinds)?

As you may have experienced, even well-intentioned efforts to open 
ourselves, our leadership, and our professional cultures to others can 
fall short. Sometimes, we (or others) may not have yet developed the 
internal capacities needed to lead and learn in these ways. Other times, 
the ingrained culture of an organization or system may get in the way of 
contributions from different stakeholders. Taking a broader perspective 
on capacities and culture, we have found, can help us be more inten-
tional about the culture-building steps we take.

Please consider, for example, the reflections of Honor, a social stud-
ies department director in an independent school. When talking about 
the importance of leading with inclusivity, Honor suddenly thought 
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back to her husband’s recent designation as a “high-potential employee” 
at his corporate workplace (an award designed to invite greater lead-
ership from a select group of colleagues). “Of course I was so excited 
and proud of him when I found out,” Honor explained, “and very glad 
that his bosses recognized his brilliance and contributions.” However, 
she continued:

Now that I’m thinking about it, though, it reminds me of the 
situation in my prior school, where the principal had her “pets” 
who sort of got all the goodies. She had a few favorite teachers 
who were on every committee and who led all the professional 
development. Don’t get me wrong, my principal was a great 
leader, and my colleagues were amazing teachers. But so were 
the rest of us. I guess I’m just wondering now how my hus-
band’s colleagues—who didn’t get picked for the high-potential 
program—feel. Most teachers know better than to think of kids 
as lacking potential, so why do we do this to adults?

As Honor’s bittersweet reflection helps illustrate, it can be all too 
easy to limit our inclusive strategies in ways that unintentionally leave 
people out. And this insight feels especially important to keep in mind—
and challenge—in light of the unfair opportunity gaps already affecting 
too many students, families, and educators because of their race, gen-
der identity, religion, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, learning 
needs, country of origin, age, immigration status, home language, color, 
or creed. We all know that each of us has different strengths, limitations, 
gifts, and growing edges, and we emphatically believe that, as one pre-
schooler recently shared, “everybody’s special and important.” When 
we told him that his parents and teachers were lucky to have such a 
wise little boy, he answered with a smile, “Yeah. But so are everybody’s 
mommy and daddy, and everybody’s teacher.”

The truth is, we are all high-potential. We all deserve to belong, 
no matter our demographics, professional role, years of experience, 
learning style, or way of knowing. Embracing this knowledge makes 
us more. And modeling it—really modeling it—in our interactions with 
colleagues, administrators, students, families, community members, 
stakeholders throughout the system, and even ourselves may be one 
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of the most “high-potential” strategies we know for building growth- 
oriented cultures and holding environments for change.

Chapter Takeaways
In this chapter, we explored the importance of organizational culture as 
a key driver of internal capacity building, as well as educational change 
and improvement. Here are some points for review.

• Culture is a manifestation of how we think, feel, and act together—
collectively and individually, and up, down, and across the system.

• Educators at every level of the system can influence the culture.
• Holding environments—like culture—can develop within a rela-

tionship, a series of relationships, a team, school, district, family, or 
complex system. These are just some of the contexts in and out of 
which we grow.

• A good holding environment offers both supports and challenges, 
and serves three primary functions: (1) it meets us where we are (in 
the psychological sense), (2) it helps us gently stretch our capaci-
ties, and (3) it stays in place and evolves as we grow and change.

• Both holding environments and organizational cultures depend 
upon the foundational preconditions of trust, safety, and respect.

• Adults will orient differently to the preconditions, depending upon 
their ways of knowing.

• Modeling is a key way to build positive, growth-oriented cultures.
• Effective educational leaders (broadly defined) model both self- 

development and inclusiveness.

Reflective Questions

1. What do you see as one or two of your bigger learnings from 
this chapter?
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2. What are the characteristics of an effective holding environment 
for you?

3. Can you think of times when you felt (or did not feel) the precon-
ditions of trust, safety, and respect? What was that like for you?

4. Which leadership capacities for change do you feel you model 
well? Which, if any, would you like to develop further?

5. What is one new strategy or idea from this chapter that you 
would like to implement in your own practice?

LeadingChange.indd   65 11/1/17   10:56 AM



142

Acknowledgments

As we express our gratitude, we must never forget that the highest 
appreciation is not to utter words, but to live by them.

—John F. Kennedy, Thanksgiving Day Proclamation, 1963

Gratitude makes sense of our past, brings peace for today, and cre-
ates a vision for tomorrow.

—Melody Beattie, author

This is a book that brings together and extends nearly three decades 
of research, teaching, and writing. And, as such, it draws from a deep 
well of learning, connections, and supports. As you might imagine, we 
have many people to thank—both together and individually. We know 
what a gift it is to have people to thank and we do not take that gift 
for granted.

To begin, we want to express our enduring, collective gratitude 
to the many dedicated educators who have generously shared their 
thoughts, feelings, and experiences with us in our research, university 
courses, workshops, institutes, coaching, and professional learning ini-
tiatives in schools, districts, and other organizations. Learning with and 
from you is a tremendous gift. We are so very grateful for you—and 
your trust, open hearts, and all you teach us. We hope that you see and 
feel your wisdom reflected in the pages of this book.

We would also like to express our enduring admiration and grat-
itude for Professor Robert Kegan, whose constructive-developmental 
theory—and visionary leadership—continues to inspire and inform our 
own work, research, and teaching. You are a legend.

LeadingChange.indd   142 11/1/17   10:56 AM



143Acknowledgments

We are deeply grateful to Robb Clouse, Susan Hills, Darcie Russell, 
Elizabeth Ferry Slocum, Jamie Greene, Georgia Park, and all on the 
ASCD team. Thank you for your confidence, collaboration, expertise, 
care, respect, feedback, and support. You really are a dream team. It has 
been a true pleasure to bring this book to life—together.

We hope, too, that the individuals, groups, and organizations men-
tioned next know and feel our heartfelt and shared gratitude: Dan Alp-
ert, Anila Asghar, Caroline Chauncey, Tracy Crow, Katie Embree, Howard 
Gardner, Alicia Kachadourian, Michael Marino, Kim Marshall, Lucy Tam, 
the TC Turtles—and ALL of the inspiring students, faculty, and adminis-
trators at Teachers College, Columbia University, at Harvard’s Graduate 
School of Education, and at Bank Street College of Education. We also 
thank the leaders at Learning Forward for all you do to strengthen edu-
cation and all who devote their lives to making a difference.

In terms of personal acknowledgments, I, Jessica, would like to express 
my limitless gratitude to my incomparable network of support and love. 
In particular, a big shout out is due, as always, to my amazing parents, 
Deborah and Richard Blum, my generous parents-in-law, Linda and 
George DeStefano, and my little sister, Allison Blum (to whom I always 
look up). Without you guys, well, I wouldn’t be me—and I’d certainly 
never have a moment to write or think (smile).

I’d also like to express my deepest appreciation to Ellie Drago- 
Severson, my cotraveler in this writing and learning journey—and my 
cherished teacher, mentor, thought partner, and guru of all things adult 
development. Thank you, Ellie, for your trust, generosity, love, and all 
you teach me.

Finally, my acknowledgments could never be complete without spe-
cial mention of my husband, George DeStefano, and our beautiful chil-
dren, Orin and Perry. You—my boys—inspire me and fill my days with 
hope, excitement, love, and joy. I know how very lucky I am.

I, Ellie, feel blessed and very fortunate to have people to thank for their 
love, support, faith, teachings, and guidance. To start, I would like to 
express my heartfelt gratitude for my family, friends, colleagues, and 

LeadingChange.indd   143 11/1/17   10:56 AM



144 Leading Change Together

collaborators for their care, love, presence, and support, which have 
strengthened me and the contributions I am able to make. These indi-
viduals have strongly influenced my life, and therefore this work in 
powerful, important, and inspiring ways.

I begin with heartfelt appreciation for family-friends, extended 
networks of family-work friends, colleagues, and partners in thought 
who have contributed to this book in meaningful and different ways 
because of their influence and presence in my life. I trust you know in 
your heart what an honor it is to collaborate with you and how much I 
admire all you do everyday to make this world a better place. And, I trust 
you know why I mention you here. While I express gratitude for you 
on this page, I hope you feel my deep loving gratitude and love each 
and every day: Matt Aborn, Richard Ackerman, Mary Anton- Oldenburg, 
Janet Aravena, Bill Baldwin, Lydia Bellino, Ira Bogotch, Judith Brady, 
Maria Broderick, Deb Brooks-Lawrence, Tom Buffett, Deanna Burney, 
Kirsten Busch, Chuck Cahn, Hyunjin Choi, David  Chojnacki, Robb 
Clouse, Jenny Coniff, Tracy Crow, Mary Czajkowski; Bud Drago, Carl 
Drago, Joe Drago, John Drago, Paul Drago, Eleanor Duckworth, David 
Eddy Spicer, Jane Ellison, Katie Embree, Dolores Esposito, Carmen 
Fariña, Susan Fuhrman, Niki Gamble, Minerva  García-Sánchez, Ber-
nard Gassaway, Monica George-Fields, Deb Helsing, Fred-Ted Hill, 
Stephanie Hirsch, Janice Jackson, Tom James, Susan Moore Johnson, 
Anne Jones, India Koopman, Lisa Lahey, Daphne Layton, Kami Lewis 
Levin, Sarah Levine, Shana Lindsey-Morgan, Jed Lippard, Andy Malone, 
Andrew Mandel, Neville Marks, Victoria Marsick, Pat Maslin-Ostrowski, 
David McCallum, Kathleen McCartney, Ailene Altman Mitchell, Eliza-
beth Neale, Peter Neaman, Aliki Nicolaides, Christy Joswick-O’Connor, 
Lisa Pilaski, Julie Porter, Barbara Rapaport, Mark Rush, Chelsey Saun-
ders, Kate Scott, Hannah Sevian, Steve Silverman, Bill Sommers, Josh 
Stager, and Sue Steubner.

I have had the honor and privilege of longer-term relationships 
with many leaders and educators who serve—with heart and soul—in 
a variety of organizations in order to build a better world for children, 
adults, and communities. I am grateful for all that you teach me as 
we strive together to enhance conditions that support adult growth 

LeadingChange.indd   144 11/1/17   10:56 AM



145Acknowledgments

and leadership development. I share my sincere and deep gratitude 
for these organizations and the giving and dedicated people within 
them: Bridgewater State University and all leaders it serves; the Chi-
cago Public School System; the Connecticut Public School System; the 
New York City Department of Education; the New York City Office of 
Collaboration; the New York City Office of School Support and Super-
vision; the New York City Principal Pipeline; the New York City Office 
of Teacher Effectiveness; the Cahn Fellows Program, the Summer Prin-
cipals Academy Program, the Adult Learning & Leadership Program, 
the Education Leadership Program, and the Urban Education Lead-
ers Program at Teachers College; Learning Forward; the Manhattan 
Borough Support Team; Florham Park Public Schools; Summit Pub-
lic Schools; Middle School 88 (Brooklyn, New York); Minds at Work; 
Teach for America and its SSLF program; New Visions Charter Schools 
of New York; the School Leaders Network; the Executive Leadership 
Institute of New York (ELI), and especially the leaders affiliated with 
the Advanced Leadership Program for Assistant Principals (ALPAP); the 
Near East South Asian Council of Overseas Schools (NESA); the Bow-
man School; Lexington Public School District; Prospect Hill Academy 
Charter School; the Wilson School District; and the network, district, 
and school leaders in New York State.

I want to offer a little extra-special and deep gratitude for two of my 
many teachers and mentors.

For nearly thirty years, I have benefited tremendously from the 
blessing, modeling, teachings, and cherished friendship of Professor 
Howard Gardner of Harvard’s Graduate School of Education. I am truly 
blessed to enjoy the precious gift of learning from and with you, How-
ard. Thank you for so generously and selflessly sharing your wisdom 
and your light with the world and with me. Thank you for your won-
derful forms of support and for your presence in my life. Your teaching, 
leadership, modeling, and theories inspire my life, my teaching, and my 
commitments. You model goodness and inspire all who are blessed to 
know you. I am very grateful for your friendship and leadership, and 
for the gift that is you. I hope you know how very much you mean to 
me. Thank you so very, very much from my heart.

LeadingChange.indd   145 11/1/17   10:56 AM



146 Leading Change Together

For nearly thirty years, I have been truly blessed with the precious 
gift of learning from, with, and alongside Professor Robert Kegan of 
Harvard’s Graduate School of Education. During these years, I have 
been a beneficiary of Bob’s extraordinary gifts as generous leader, mas-
ter teacher, trusted advisor, wise mentor, thought partner and collabo-
rator in research, cherished friend, and treasured colleague. And, I have 
benefited from the blessing of experiencing how you, Bob, caringly, 
exquisitely, and ingeniously create holding environments. No words 
could ever express how grateful I am for you, your presence, your 
friendship, your modeling, your brilliant teachings, and for the cher-
ished gift that you are to this world and to me. I thank you from my 
heart, Bob, dear teacher, sage mentor, brilliant colleague, and cherished 
friend, for developing your theory, for the ways that you have altered 
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and how to create conditions that support growth. Thank you so very, 
very much for sharing your bright light, inspiring leadership, brilliant 
teachings, and ways with me. I hope that in your big heart you feel my 
deepest gratitude as I work to share light with those in my care. Thank 
you from deep in my soul for all that you are, for all that you teach and 
model, and for all that you give to this world each and every day. You 
are inspiration, gift, and light.
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able gratitude for my beginnings, which influence my life in ways that 
I could not ever describe adequately. My deep and tender expressions 
of love and gratitude go to those who most shaped my life and what 
I am able to offer in support to others—my parents. My late father, 
Dr. Rosario Drago, and my late mother, Mrs. Betty Brisgal Drago, have 
been and continue to be my Lights, guides, lifelong teachers, and 
friends. Although they have passed from this world into the next, they 
live each day so brightly in my life, my work, how I can love, what 
I can give, and in me. Their goodness continues to inspire my spirit. 
With extraordinary love, wisdom, joy, exemplary hard work, and care, 
my parents modeled how to love, give, learn, care, and lead. Their 
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teachings continue to fuel and to hold me. Their love, courage, lead-
ership, and presence strengthen and live within me.

I thank my six siblings and their families for their love, for their 
presence, and for their enduring support. Thank you for all that you 
teach me.

For nearly a decade, I have had the gift of knowing, loving, and 
learning from, with, and alongside Jessica Blum- DeStefano. Once my 
student and teacher—you are now treasured colleague. Thank you for 
traveling together and for being trusted colleague, treasured thought 
partner, and cherished collaborator. Thank you for sharing your gifts 
and wisdom with me, Jess—and for all you teach me. I am enormously 
grateful for our collaboration in bringing this book to life for readers. 
I love and appreciate how we travel together—with respect, love, and 
hope for the future. I am deeply grateful for our colleagueship, part-
nership, and for your presence in my life. Our mutual respect, deep 
trust, generous giving, and love are precious gifts that fuel and inspire 
our work together. Turtle partners.

And finally, I now will try to express my deepest and enormous 
gratitude to you, beautiful, generous, wise, ever-giving David Severson, 
loving husband, precious soul mate, best friend, North Star, and cher-
ished, brilliant, sage teacher. How does one thank the sun for its light, 
its warmth, its giving, and its nurturing?

Although it is difficult to find words to express my enormous love 
and gratitude, somehow in your gigantic, compassionate heart and bril-
liant mind I hope you know and feel how very grateful I am for the 
enduring blessing and treasured gift of you in my life, David. Your 
generosity, goodness, love, care, and compassion inspire me each and 
every day. With all my heart I thank you for the blessing you are in 
my life. Thank you from my soul for the tremendous love, generosity, 
tender support, and deep care you give to me and that inspire—in 
the truest sense of the word, meaning to breathe life into—others and 
me. Sweet David-Love, please feel deeply appreciated for being truly 
awesome, giving you. No words could ever truly capture the breadth 
of my soul-felt gratitude, heartfelt respect, and care for you. Somehow, 
though, I hope that you feel showered with my love and gratitude. 
Thank you for showing me the way, for teaching me how to be better, 

LeadingChange.indd   147 11/1/17   10:56 AM



148 Leading Change Together

and for belaying me. Thank you from all of me for the extraordinary 
love, sacrifices, and compromises that you so generously give each and 
every day. Thank you for the gift of you, your loving companionship, 
and your cherished friendship every step in our journey. Thank you 
from my soul for believing in me—and in us—and the work we do 
together each day, Star. I hope you know that the contributions we 
make we make together. You are the brightest light in my life. You are 
my treasured love, angel, and cherished touchstone. I love you and I 
thank you from the deepest parts of me.
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