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I 

I have two guiding purposes for my leadership in my organization, both of which involve helping people 
fulfill their potential by providing support and access to growth opportunities.  
 
First and foremost, my motivation for my work and leadership is to promote equity in education, 
specifically working to ensure that all students at my school who have the academic potential to thrive 
at a selective college have the support, guidance, and opportunities to do so. This requires me to make 
changes that disturb the equilibrium, and I will continue to evaluate what must be preserved and what 
can change in order to reach my end goal: recruiting and retaining large groups of students into our 
program who reflect the demographics of our community, and preparing them to matriculate to and be 
successful at selective colleges (Heifetz, Grashow & Linsky, 2009, p. 28, p. 23). 
 
The second purpose that drives my work relates to the team I supervise: I am driven to, as Heifetz et al. 
(2009) wrote, mobilize “people to tackle tough challenges and thrive” (p. 14). I want to lead my team in 
a way that encourages and equips them to grow personally and professionally, to take ownership and 
initiative in their work, to collaborate, and who feel a sense of belonging and identification with our 
team and our work. If I want to achieve my first, student-focused goal, I must attain this goal, because 
only if my team members feel effective, empowered, and invested will the students be best served. 
 

II 
When I entered this course, I thought that organizational leadership was akin to captaining a ship: you 
set the course (have a vision), you think and plan a route strategically, you manage and navigate 
decision-making at key junctures in order to keep the ship headed towards its destination, and you 
support and manage your team to ensure individuals and the team are effective. Although I still believe 
these are important elements of the role of a leader, our readings about organizational development 
and adaptive leadership have added a few new ideas to my understanding of what organizational 
leadership means. 
 
One key idea that emerged in both texts (and that was new to me) was the centrality of knowing and 
understanding people. Changing people, as well as helping people manage change, is an integral part of 
furthering organizational development efforts: lasting organizational change involves change in the 
habits and behaviors of people, and asking people to change can provoke discomfort and anxiety in 
them. Accordingly, I realize now that a leader must get to know the people in throughout the 
organization and be sensitive to the perspectives and stressors of those who are being asked to change. 
 

III 
In working with and leading a team, I have learned that understanding group members’ fears, values, 
loyalties, and perspectives is essential to motivating people and bringing them along with you as allies 
for the changes you are championing. If a member of the group is disgruntled or disengaged with the 
change, it is not just “their problem”—it is something that I and the entire group should care about, 
because each person is important and has the power to influence group dynamics, buy-in, and 
ultimately the success of the experiment or change at hand.  Accordingly, I have increasingly realized 
that leadership is less about me being responsible for coming up with the ‘right’ solution or even 
perfectly crystallizing a problem (although both of those things can be appropriate and helpful in certain 
situations, I think); instead, it is more about helping group members sustain and manage productive 



tension, working to meet members’ needs, and developing collaborative environments in which ideas 
and potential solutions can be explored.  This realization has changed the way I think about problems, 
and I am realizing that “problems…cannot be abstracted from the people who are part of the problem 
scenario itself” (Heifetz et al., 2009, p. 69). 
 
These insights have shaped my leadership practice in concrete ways. For example, I am spending more 
time thoughtfully planning how I will frame conversations in ways that will (I hope) foster motivation 
and understanding. I have also been inspired to create a questionnaire that asks staff to reflect on the 
culture of our team and to articulate what they “hear” me saying (in my behaviors, words, decisions)—
which may not be what I think I am “telling them” (Avolio, 2011, p. 62). My goal with this is to gain self-
awareness, to learn what they think is working and not working in our team, and to better understand 
their motivations and perspectives so I can support and engage them. 
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