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Getting Results . . . a little differently
 Are You A Mechanic or Gardener?

How we see the world affects how we think and behave. In running organizations, we frequently use machine metaphors to describe them. They abound in political circles and even in our own discussions. We all heard people say, “Our organization runs like a clock”, “If every one did their ‘part’.”, or “If things ain’t broke, don’t fix them.” All of betray a mindset that Superintendents are running machines – and politicians expect us to ‘fix’ them, or re-tool’ them, or re-engineer’ them. 

Actually, the rudiment of the word company is “companion” – “the sharing of bread.” Maybe a different mindset is to think of organizations as gardens – that they are a part of nature, living communities. As leaders, instead of “driving change”, maybe we should cultivate change. In nature, relationships are paramount. The same is true in organizations. Your relationship to machines is different from that of people – impersonal. You ‘fix’ machines, but you can’t ‘fix’ people. People and children need caring; they don’t need curing.

Approaching schools as a living system alters the way leaders approach change. They approach change as if they were growing something, not just changing something. Nature does not change things mechanically – it doesn’t change mechanically. In life and organizations, you do not simply pull out the old and replace it with the new. Something new grows and then supplants the new. Look at the seasons, the phases of life, the way children and adults learn – all evolve, adding the new and dropping the old. People, animals, and plants do not have their ‘chips’, gears, or filters changed.

Change in living systems starts small. Growth occurs because of the interplay of diverse forces. In organizational terms, the relationships between people, the conversations they have about their work, and the energy between them produces newness and change. As people, we are interdependent on each other . . .we form patterns of interaction based on norms, values, and expectations, and those patterns are not fixed, they change.

For schools to change, people must change through learning and growth.  In mechanical organizations, the leader has “all the answers’ and the workers become compliant followers. As leaders we are so concerned about ‘fixing’ things that we may lose the opportunity to help change occur by creating organizational crucibles where human creativity, imagination, and energy can flourish. 

As leaders, we may have to nourish the subtle dynamics of relationships. Developing the organizational soil in which people can test and reach their potential, apply their creativity and commit their effort may be the biggest challenge for leaders.

For more information about Goens/Esparo, LLC and our school executive search and leadership development services you can e-mail us at lesparo@comcast.net or gagoens@snet.net or contact us by phone at 860-284-9888.

