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Chapter 1. The Results Paradox

Pop Quiz: Name America's most innovative company. The executives running Fortune 500 companies are asked to do just that each year, and the number one answer three years running surprised a lot of people (but not their peers). The majority voted for Enron.

(Neff & Citrin, 1999)

Lessons from Enron

No organization is more emblematic of spectacular failure than Enron, a company that started as a modest utility and then built a castle in the air based on a combination of illusory innovation and criminal fraud. Not only were employees duped, losing their life savings while insiders bailed out; sophisticated observers also were utterly taken in by the ruse. The quotation at the opening of the chapter was not written by Enron's publicity agents, but was typical of the adulation accorded to Enron by business journalists and professors as recently as two years before the company's bankruptcy. How can such smart people do such dumb things? This is the question that leaders and stakeholders in every area of public life have asked in the wake of the financial scandals, governmental failures, and educational policy debacles in the first years of the 21st century.

Analytical intelligence, prized by business schools and policymakers, created the illusion of invincibility. But as the aptly entitled The Smartest Guys in the Room (McLean & Elkind, 2003) dramatically illustrated, superior analytical intelligence gave us the Enron scandal. With complexity masquerading as intelligence, Enron's executives and consultants devised a vast array of transactions whose most telling feature was that they were not part of the corporation's reported financial statements. While the transactions hid a growing mountain of debt, the apparition of success continued. An uncritical business press and a bevy of academicians happily contributed to the fantasy, publishing stories, case studies, and books lauding the “creativity” of Enron.

Supported by the conviction that “numbers don't lie,” a society thirsting for easy measurement equated short-term profits and a soaring stock market price with genuine business success. By such logic, other elements of society equate test scores with educational excellence, just as a growing legion of Americans associate weight loss by any method with health. But as educators and parents, we know that some teenagers lose weight by diet and exercise, while other teens achieve the same objective with anorexia and drug use. We know that some schools achieve higher test scores with profound improvements in teaching and leadership practices, while others abuse the system. If the only objective is improved test scores, it's much faster and easier to have underperforming students drop out of school than to craft effective intervention programs for them. As Enron taught us, riches and notoriety come more quickly through manipulation than through innovation and hard work.

If we are to learn from our mistakes, then we must begin our journey with an acknowledgment that we have an educational Enron waiting to happen if we fail to recognize that the demands of leadership are more complex than intimidating students and teachers into short-term test score gains. We have a nutritional Enron waiting to happen if we pursue weight loss at the expense of rational health practices. Every organization has a leadership Enron waiting to happen if it maintains a myopic focus on results without considering how those results are achieved.

The Limits of Results

This book is not a screed against testing or a suggestion that focusing on results is inappropriate. Rather, the central thesis of the book is that results can be improved through applying a comprehensive framework such as Leadership for Learning. Conversely, results are diminished when we focus only on the fraction of the Leadership for Learning Framework that deals with results. One of the foremost advocates of a focus on results, Mike Schmoker, recently noted the imperative of leadership actions: 

When you truly want better results for students, you don't just stare at the data and display some colorful charts. You don't just talk about what the kids are doing. You display courage and you are willing to do unpopular things. The only schools that truly get results are the ones who say, “I know that the ‘buffer,’ as Elmore calls it, serves to protect teachers from outside inspection or scrutiny. Nonetheless, I'm going to inspect and scrutinize, and I'll encourage my colleagues to do this as much as they can themselves. I'll ask the uncomfortable questions, make sure certain things are happening, and confront the people who are not doing them. I'll do it as tactfully and painlessly as possible, but if the good things are not happening, there will be a confrontation.” (personal interview, December 2, 2004)

Schmoker is not sanguine about the prospects of such a confrontation occurring. He concluded: 

We have to shock the system. We have a duty to expose the system where it is clearly ineffectual. If enough people say the emperor has no clothes, we make real progress. But as things are now, we don't even pretend to improve most of our schools; we only talk about it.

Schmoker's pessimism is not the isolated despair of a travel-weary consultant. Recently, I interviewed the director of curriculum and instruction for a purportedly high-performing school system. With all the students affluent and none speaking a language other than English at home, one might expect them to best their urban counterparts who are plagued by poverty, mobility, and early illiteracy. The smugness of the faculty was shocking, particularly in view of a disturbing trend in the data that clearly showed the “great” performances in elementary school, due in large part to students who entered kindergarten already reading, had diminished by middle school. The curricular anarchy that is the culture of this system allows poor performance to be clouded by economic advantage and parental involvement, at least for the first 11 years of a student's life. After that, these leaders can blame hormones, television, and Nintendo—anything except taking personal responsibility for leaders in the system that lack the will to confront a culture in which the care, comfort, and convenience of the adults are elevated over the interests of children. 

What is necessary is that we challenge dominant notions of leadership success and then provide a practical and effective alternative framework. The Results Paradox (Reeves, 2005) states: 

The more myopic the focus on results, the lower the probability that the results will improve. An important corollary is this: A myopic focus on process rather than results yields neither improved results nor improved processes. Only a comprehensive focus . . . leads an organization to achieve an optimal, multifaceted view of both results and the antecedents of excellence. (pp. 4–5)

The Limits of Intelligence

While Enron vividly demonstrated that raw intelligence is an insufficient condition for leadership success, the dissatisfaction with analytical intelligence as a leadership characteristic is hardly new. Howard Gardner (1993) suggested more than 20 years ago that the traditional view of intelligence as a unitary element, commonly called g, for general intelligence, is inadequate.

Sternberg and his colleagues (2000) have provided an enormous research base to support the contention that practical intelligence is distinct from analytical intelligence, and the former is vital to survival in any walk of life. Yet, even while some school curricula were adjusted to provide a nod to the notion of multiple intelligences, the prevalence of analytical intelligence remains predominant in graduate schools and, in particular, in leadership training programs. Even the foremost exponent of emotional intelligence, Daniel Goleman (1995; Goleman, et al., 2002), relies almost exclusively on quantitative analytical techniques to make the argument that emotional intelligence is associated with more variation in financial success. The “emotional versus analytical” view of leadership fits neatly into the “right brain versus left brain” hypotheses that are now entering their sixth decade of popularity. But despite the incessant talk about a broader view of intelligence, the prevailing practices in leadership training, development, and evaluation that favor general intelligence are inadequate.

The Leadership for Learning Framework

The practical alternative that addresses both the results paradox and the limitations of analytical intelligence is the Leadership for Learning Framework. My initial conception of this framework (Reeves, 2002a) suggested the four quadrants displayed in Figure 1.1. The vertical axis reflects results, typically measured in the educational context as student test scores. The horizontal axis displays the leader's understanding of the “Antecedents of Excellence,” those measurable indicators of leadership, teaching practices, curriculum, parental involvement, and other factors that influence results. As the matrix suggests in the upper left corner, if there are high results are accompanied by low understanding of the antecedents of excellence, the leader is not good but merely lucky. Such results are unlikely to be replicated. If the results are low and the antecedents of excellence are poorly understood, then we are doomed to a losing cycle of repeating the same actions and expecting different results. This quadrant of the matrix describes innumerable schools and entire systems where leaders will jump on every bandwagon and pursue every fad, but steadfastly refuse to make fundamental changes in scheduling, assessment, grading, personnel assignments, and leadership practices. They will change everything except, of course, those things that matter most for the results they want.

Figure 1.1—The Leadership for Learning Framework
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The focus of this book is the right side of the matrix, the Leading and Learning quadrants. In the lower right quadrant, the “Learner” has not yet achieved desired results but nevertheless possesses deep insights into the antecedents of excellence. This is the leader who will look and dig deeply into the data, rather than blaming the students or expressing bewilderment like the “Loser.” While the Loser says, “It beats me—it must be the kids,” the Learner says this: 

I've analyzed the data deeply, and here are my preliminary conclusions. First, although our average scores are disappointing, I've noticed that we have exceptional success in some isolated areas. Mr. Jasper's 4th graders excel in geometry, and Ms. Fitch's 2nd graders made enormous gains in vocabulary. I've conducted some extensive observations of both their classes and noted that they are engaging in some remarkably different teaching and classroom assessment practices. Our collective challenge is to conduct a treasure hunt and find other pockets of excellence and then determine how we can identify, document, and replicate these practices.

The Leader enjoys the optimal combination of high results and deep understanding of the antecedents of excellence, yet is perpetually seeking opportunities to improve. “Even if more than 80 percent of our students are meeting state standards, we still have a lot of work to do,” the Leader says. “Not only do we need to work on the 15 to 20 percent of our students who are not yet proficient, but we clearly need to provide a higher level of challenge for those students for whom our state standards are a floor, not a ceiling.”

