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Strategy as Learning
Learning leaders build systems where every strategy is treated as a hypothesis,1 implemented and 
constantly tested to meet the individualized needs of every child, family, and community. When new or 
unexpected conditions, challenges, or ideas emerge, they are quickly flagged and addressed. The system’s 
structures are flexible enough to meet evolving needs, and the culture communal enough to generate 
shared ownership of every system responsibility, failure, and success. 

Creating this system requires a learning leader who both facilitates and participates in learning, applying 
to their leadership strategy and system design the same scrutiny they apply to the activities of other 
stakeholders in their system.

To become this leader and build this system, you’ll need to:
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Adopt and refine a learning methodology

Architect your organization so that learning and doing are inseparable

Cultivate a learning culture

https://hbr.org/2017/11/your-strategy-should-be-a-hypothesis-you-constantly-adjust


Strategy as Learning

What could I learn today? 

What do I not know that I could 
know?

- Don Berwick
Founder of the Institute for Healthcare Improvement
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https://hthunboxed.org/podcasts/s02e13-don-berwick-on-improvement-as-learning/
https://hthunboxed.org/podcasts/s02e13-don-berwick-on-improvement-as-learning/
https://hthunboxed.org/podcasts/s02e13-don-berwick-on-improvement-as-learning/
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Learning leaders select, customize, and build capacity around a continuous improvement- based learning 
methodology that treats each strategy, large and small, as a hypothesis — from the organization’s strategic plan to 
an individual’s strategy for enacting their responsibilities. Continuous improvement extends beyond the siloed 
problem-solving common in education, through which leaders apply improvement methodology to discrete 
problems of practice or short-term initiatives. Authentic learning leaders structure — and support all stakeholders 
in treating — their entire system, each of its components and strategies, and all forms of daily practice as 
experiments in how to accomplish the system’s goals and achieve equity. The  improvement methodology becomes 
the means for drawing out the expertise of a broad cross-section of stakeholders, generating a common vision, 
creating a structure for embedded and sustained customization and improvement, and instilling a common 
language for collaborative learning.

Transformative change requires using continuous improvement to manage your overarching strategy and 
approach, sub-strategies and approaches, and isolated problem-solving, necessitating broad uptake of the chosen 
methodology and associated learning dispositions. Learning leaders move away from compliance-oriented 
approaches to implementation focused on ground-level staff (e.g., teachers). 

Instead, learning leaders and those they lead tailor and apply the chosen methodology as “a compass, not a map,”2 
using as a North Star broad uptake across the system, rather than perfect implementation of the process. 
Improvement routines become an intuitive rhythm for learning that all members of the community—including 
leaders—can reasonably apply in their daily practice. Rather than front-loading improvement training, learning 
leaders help team members and stakeholders learn directly through application. Learning leaders closely monitor 
uptake, help stakeholders tailor the process to their needs, and as they learn what works, adapt the methodology. In 
full form, learning leaders and their team simultaneously do two things: enact the mission of the organization and 
get better at doing so all the time.

Adopt and refine a 
learning methodology1
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https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/linking-continuous-improvement-and-adaptive-leadership
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New to Continuous Improvement? 
A Process for Disciplined Inquiry  

Continuous improvement methodologies abound (e.g., The Model for Improvement, Results 
Oriented Cycles of Inquiry, Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching’s approach to 
improvement science, Kaizen, Six Sigma). While the particularities of these methodologies 
differ, they’re all designed to support stakeholders in answering three core questions:3

● What are we trying to do?
● Is what we are doing working as expected?
● What changes can we make to improve what we’re doing?

When the answer to the second question is “no,” each of these methods use the following steps 
to answer the third question. 

A. Select areas of focus: As a matter of course, all members of the learning community 
routinely examine data to determine whether current practice in the system is leading to 
desired outcomes. When they do not meet expected targets, stakeholders identify 
high-leverage areas for improvement. 

B. Conduct root cause analysis: Stakeholders collaboratively explore the underlying 
causes of gaps between expected outcomes and results. A diverse cross-section of 
community members—especially those closest to or affected by the problem—conducts 
causal analysis so that the challenge can be examined from different perspectives. Tools 
like the 5 Whys protocol and Fishbone Diagram are often used. 

C. Develop a theory of improvement: Once root cause analysis is complete, stakeholders 
generate a range of interventions (i.e., “change ideas”) predicted to improve outcomes, 
drawing from both their own experience and that of the field (e.g., empirical research). 
These ideas are captured in a shared theory that articulates the anticipated causal links 
between the proposed interventions and desired outcomes, typically using a tool like a 
driver diagram, a theory of action, or an operationalized theory of action. 
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http://www.apiweb.org/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PhIYCoPVvl3z2_Q-5ncyxzMHuqU70MhH/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PhIYCoPVvl3z2_Q-5ncyxzMHuqU70MhH/view?usp=drive_link
https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/resources/publications/learning-to-improve/
https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/resources/publications/learning-to-improve/
https://cprl.law.columbia.edu/content/leading-through-learning-5-whys
https://cprl.law.columbia.edu/content/leading-through-learning-fishbone-diagram
https://www.ihi.org/resources/tools/driver-diagram
https://cprl.law.columbia.edu/content/leading-through-learning-theory-action
https://cprl.law.columbia.edu/content/leading-through-learning-operationalized-theory-action-opta
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D. Conduct short-cycle testing: Stakeholders then test proposed interventions, often 
using rapid-cycle testing processes like the Plan, Do, Study, Act (PDSA) cycle. The goal of 
testing is to rigorously vet ideas across various contexts to determine whether they are 
effective and suitable for scale. 

i. Plan: Stakeholders determine the scale of the test and develop an action plan, 
including: where, for how long, and at what scale testing will occur; who will be 
involved; and what data will be collected to measure outcomes. At this stage, 
stakeholders capture their predictions about the impact of the intervention idea 
so they can assess the gap between anticipated and actual results. 

ii. Do: Testers implement the intervention, gathering data, tracking results, and 
making note of any deviations from the testing plan. 

iii. Study: Stakeholders come together to compare actual results with predictions. By 
collaboratively analyzing data—often using visualizations like frequency tables, 
line graphs or run charts, bar graphs, scatterplots, and pie charts—the team 
gleans insight for the next problem-solving cycle and the overarching strategy.  

iv. Act: Stakeholders decide whether to abandon, adapt, or adopt the intervention 
for the next round of short-cycle testing. In instances where the intervention has 
achieved predicted outcomes across a diversity of contexts, leaders may opt to 
scale the intervention by integrating it into system-level strategy.

v. Scale up and spread improvements: Leaders integrate the intervention into 
system-level strategy and the daily practice of the organization, adapting 
application as needed across contexts.

Equity-advancing continuous improvement methodologies embed liberatory design principles 
throughout the process so that improvement efforts help stakeholders embrace complexity, build 
relational trust, heal, and transform power.4
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https://cprl.law.columbia.edu/content/leading-through-learning-pdsa-cycle
http://www.liberatorydesign.com


LEADING THROUGH LEARNING FRAMEWORK

Reflect and Act
As Isobel Stevenson recommends, boil down your learning methodology and 
process to its core components, keeping application of the learning process at 
scale as your North Star.

● Is the methodology simple and user-friendly? Accessible to all users? Stripped 
of jargon? Designed and communicated as intuitive principles 
and processes, rather than rules? Aligned with other principles of 
liberatory design?

● What core questions should users ask and answer during each step of 
the learning methodology? 

● Which processes, templates, and routines are necessary? Which are optional 
but helpful? Which might you discard? 

Reference the High Tech High (HTH) improvement method diagram and 
Partners in School Innovation’s Results-Oriented Cycle of Inquiry (ROCI) 
one-pager as examples. 
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https://tinyletter.com/CoachingLetter/letters/coaching-letter-162
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/60380011d63f16013f7cc4c2/t/60b698f388fe142f91f6b345/1622579446226/Liberatory+Design+Deck_June_2021.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1IuWyveDEc7kEsueLEKrFG_X6sGUSmWjO/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PhIYCoPVvl3z2_Q-5ncyxzMHuqU70MhH/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PhIYCoPVvl3z2_Q-5ncyxzMHuqU70MhH/view?usp=sharing
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Architect your organization so that 
learning and doing are inseparable2

Armed with their learning methodology, learning 
leaders architect dynamic organizational structures 
that embed Strategy as Learning into the daily 
operation of the organization. The system design and 
structure supports broad application of the 
methodology; ongoing improvement and 
customization of service provision govern activity and 
reinforce and communicate core values. Learning 
becomes a core function rather than an unwieldy 
add-on to other work—and when challenges emerge, 
leaders look first to flaws in system design, not to “bad” 
or “incompetent” system actors.

Learning leaders design and build systems that look 
and function like dynamic networks. They move away 
from static, hierarchical, and siloed organizational 
schemata toward flatter, more collaborative and 
dynamic designs that allow stakeholders to operate as a 
coordinated learning community, adapting quickly to 
challenges and changes in conditions, learning from 
one another’s successes and failures, and advancing 
toward shared goals more quickly.5

Learning leaders architect networked systems that 
minimize horizontal and vertical silos and create 
communication and connective pathways that support 
joint work, problem-solving, and the spread and 
application of knowledge. 

Individuals are grouped in teams by common 
objectives. These teams are clustered together based on 
shared content and circumstances, with high-density 
ties allowing for immediate transfer of complex 
knowledge, trust, and ongoing learning. 

Clusters are bridged through cross-functional teams 
and other low-density ties that spark innovation, bring 
fresh perspectives and expertise, generate diverse 
knowledge pools, and facilitate knowledge sharing and 
application of expertise.

In these dynamic, learning-oriented systems, the role 
of leadership changes. Leaders are no longer positioned 
as central experts, strategists, shot callers, and directors 
of learning, but instead as fully participatory and 
integrated “learners in chief.”6 Leadership teams 
become learning command centers7 or hubs, leveraging 
their central vantage point to facilitate improvement 
activity across the system. 

No one organizational chart8  captures what a 
networked organization looks like. Learning leaders 
monitor, inform, and shape the ever-evolving system 
design, which shifts in response to evidence of what 
works.

    

7

https://hbr.org/2015/06/what-makes-an-organization-networked
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From leading through bureaucracy… 

…to Leading Through Learning. 
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Design leadership roles that straddle strategy and 
implementation 
Learning leaders lead from the ground. They embed 
themselves in ground-level work and team-learning 
processes as often as possible so they can understand 
implementation, experience challenges directly, and 
learn at pace with stakeholders. 

For example, in the High Tech High CARPE College 
Access Network, hub leaders coach school-based 
improvement teams in addition to strategic planning 
responsibilities. This structure differs from that of 
many networks, where coaches sit on teams that report 
to, but do not include, hub leadership. The CARPE 
network’s hybrid structure allows hub leaders to 
anticipate and understand emergent challenges and 
quickly adapt their leadership approach and network 
strategy in response.

Include representative ground-level stakeholders in strategy 
and decision-making spaces 
Learning leaders ensure that ground-level actors 
participate in developing system-level strategy. Formal 

strategy teams include a diverse cross-section of the 
organization and its stakeholders. Equally as important, 
the daily application of continuous improvement 
principles in interconnected teams means that daily 
discoveries inform overarching strategy and 
decision-making. 

For example, Partners in School Innovation embeds 
ground-level voice into formal strategic 
decision-making structures by establishing rotating 
roles filled by elected ground-level staff on several 
national planning teams. Further, ground-level insights 
gleaned from the application of the organization’s 
continuous improvement methodology, ROCI, are 
continually funneled to strategy leads through the 
organization’s robust shared learning spaces.

Build strong andon structures 
To ensure daily practice informs organizational strategy 
and decision-making, learning leaders build strong 
alarm systems that let anyone in the system flag 
problems and opportunities for improvement—large 
and small—as they occur. Toyota epitomizes this 

A well-architected system:
● Eliminates structural barriers between strategy development and implementation 

● Embeds collaborative learning into daily practice

Eliminate structural barriers between strategy development and 
implementation
Learning leaders design their systems to blur what Follet calls the “sharp-line between strategy and execution.”9  
They create ongoing feedback loops between strategy and implementation, understanding that local challenges are 
the grist for system-level improvement. In practice, this dynamic disrupts traditional concepts of where expertise 
lies—in the many doers rather than the few directors—and enables the system to adapt system-level strategy more 
quickly. 

9
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practice. When line workers bump into a serious issue, 
they pull the andon cord—an alarm that halts the 
production line and prompts managers to work in 
partnership with line workers to solve the problem 
before the vehicle is completed.

Effective education learning leaders establish andon 
structures that similarly allow all stakeholders, from 
ground-level actors to leaders, to quickly flag 
misalignment between strategy, expectations, and 
experience during implementation. The goal of this 
work is not to determine good versus bad practice but 
to reveal where there are misunderstandings in 
strategy that should be investigated.10 

Andon mechanisms are intuitive, embedded into 
practice, and consistent across the system. The 
technicalities of andon processes look different in each 
system, but at the highest level, they begin with 
frequent, cross-functional learning spaces (e.g., 
huddles) that enable stakeholders to raise concerns and 
instances where the implementation of strategy is not 
producing expected results. In many cases, actors 
present in the learning space are equipped to adapt 
ground-level strategy and address the challenge 
immediately. Intermediaries—actors tasked with 
keeping knowledge, support, and resources flowing 
from one part of the system to another—efficiently 
funnel those “alarms” and suggest adaptations to those 
ultimately responsible for updating system strategy 
(e.g., the strategic planning team, school leaders, a 
network hub). In cases where additional support is 
needed, intermediaries connect with leaders to 
mobilize higher-level action. In small systems (e.g., a 
team, a small organization), these structures may be 
relatively informal. In larger organizations, leaders 
may need to develop more technical processes to 
ensure knowledge is being effectively funneled from 

local spaces. Whatever the process looks like, most 
critical is that all stakeholders are empowered to 
participate—and that leaders will listen when they do. 

Create cross-functional, goal-focused teams
Learning leaders build cross-functional, goal-oriented 
teams and task them with end-to-end responsibility for 
those objectives. Learning leaders select a diverse set of 
representatives who bring varying expertise and access 
to local sites of implementation. Collaboratively, the 
team addresses boundary-crossing challenges, moving 
beyond siloed tinkering and toward systems-level 
solutions. 

Once a team accomplishes its immediate task, learning 
leaders collaborate with team members to reflect on 
learning, set new goals, adjust team membership as 
needed, and launch new learning and improvement 
work. In some cases, the team may no longer be 
necessary. Over time, this type of agility means that, on 
an org chart, the system’s structure looks something 
like an evolving organism.11 

This model relies on competent, high-capacity teams. 
Learning leaders develop and document clear roles, 
expectations, and guidelines for teams (see an example 
from HTH’s CARPE network here) and appoint or 
help select a team lead. Learning leaders often find it 
valuable to codevelop standards for team excellence 
—as New Visions for Public Schools has done for its 
College Ready NSI—and share those standards directly 
with teams and those supporting capacity building 
(e.g., coaches, team leads). Learning leaders leverage 
these standards as a way to monitor their own 
leadership practice: If teams are falling short, leaders 
interrogate where system strategy, design, or their own 
coaching needs to be adapted.
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https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/the-five-trademarks-of-agile-organizations
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1iy1RlctRAss9IOJ_WFuoI2_dkUygt__U/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1iy1RlctRAss9IOJ_WFuoI2_dkUygt__U/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BbeaKRmtqeOmjGuI_dnPcFQnSUXd_ChAcF1k97sGmZ8/edit
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Co-develop an organizational learning agenda 
In many education systems, ground level workers (e.g., 
teachers, coaches) are accustomed to “learning” spaces 
designed as one-directional “sit-and-get” professional 
development. But to leverage the power of the 
collective and accelerate change, learning leaders create 
learning spaces that are the exact opposite: 
collaborative, cross-functional, action-oriented, and 
aligned to shared learning goals. 

To set the conditions for that type of work, learning 
leaders set a strong learning arc and vision for the 
organization, using the system’s shared strategy, 
learning methodology and tools, and feedback from 
ground-level stakeholders to prioritize and sync 
improvement efforts around shared short- and 
long-term goals. 

Create a clear, consistent structure and purpose for each 
learning space
To create a sense of stability in a dynamic, constantly 
learning system, learning leaders establish a consistent 
cadence, style, and set of objectives for each learning 
space. Common structures include huddles, data 
reflection spaces, stakeholder-specific or role-alike 
affinity spaces. and individual learning spaces. 

Huddles.12  Brief, frequent, goal-oriented meetings 
that support reflection on short-term goals and 
challenges, 

especially during the implementation of short-cycle 
testing.12 In huddles, a group of stakeholders checks in, 
raising concerns, sharing learnings about recent 
practice, and noting where expectations and results 
differ during strategy implementation. The huddle 
structure may be used within a single team (e.g., within 
a seventh-grade teaching team, within a regional 
service team) or across several teams (e.g., across 
seventh- and eighth-grade teaching teams, across 
regional service teams). 

Effective huddles are structurally consistent—they’re 
held at the same time and place and use a standard 
agenda and set of roles. They are organized around 
several simple questions, such as: What did I learn 
yesterday? What challenges are top of mind? What can 
we do differently tomorrow to address those 
challenges? Critically, the outcomes and immediate 
action items of the meeting are recorded on a running 
notes document. 

In general, the huddle team is able to address most 
challenges raised through adjustments to daily practice, 
but when larger issues emerge, the huddle leader 
escalates the challenge to appropriate system leaders. In 
practice, huddles serve as an andon routine—a way for 
ground-level stakeholders to quickly raise imp-
lementation challenges and contribute to solving them. 

Embeds collaborative learning into daily practice
Learning leaders build, prioritize, and protect time and space for collaborative learning, reflection, and 
improvement routines, adjusting other applied work accordingly. In describing her experience working at Partners 
in School Innovation, ground-level implementer and regional leader Uchenna Lewis said, “There’s a spaciousness 
created for learning that I had never experienced as an adult.”

To create a similar “spaciousness for learning” in their systems, learning leaders set shared learning goals and roles, 
establish a regular cadence for learning routines, and build strong connections between individuals, teams, clusters, 
functional responsibilities, and content areas so the system functions as a holistic learning engine rather than as a 
series of discrete, disconnected learning workstreams. 
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https://hthunboxed.org/podcasts/s02e13-don-berwick-on-improvement-as-learning/
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Data reflection spaces. These meetings afford 
stakeholders the opportunity to come together to 
reflect on and interrogate data to surface and 
interrogate problems of practice, identify bright spots, 
and understand the success of interventions. These 
meetings supplement, rather than replace, the use of 
data in other spaces (e.g., data reflection in huddles). 
They are particularly useful in systems in which 
capacity for data analysis is low and where dedicated 
time and space for capacity building and growth 
around analysis may be helpful.  

Stakeholder-specific or role-alike affinity spaces. 
These opportunities support system actors (e.g., 
principals, coaches, teachers, families) in comparing 
notes and consolidating learning. They are particularly 
useful in systems where power differentials or 
accountability structures make it difficult for 
ground-level stakeholders to express uncertainty or 
share failures in front of supervisors or system leaders. 
These learning spaces need not be limited to 
stakeholders within your system—system leaders (e.g., 
superintendents), for example, often find it beneficial 

to establish ongoing learning relationships with leaders 
in similar systems.

Individual learning spaces. Recognizing that 
collaborative learning requires individual reflection, 
learning leaders protect and help organize individual 
learning space for those they lead. In practice, this may 
look like demarcating meeting-free times each week, 
setting learning goals with supervisees, or simply 
relaxing top-down time management, trusting those 
you lead to make choices about where and when they 
need to take time for individual reflection, learning 
consolidation, or reading. 

Perhaps most critical to ensuring that these structures 
produce strong learning is respect—nothing devalues a 
learning space faster than insufficient planning and 
lackluster facilitation from learning leaders. Effective 
leaders collect consistent feedback; shift the structure, 
facilitation style, and content of the spaces in response; 
and are explicit with participants about how they have 
integrated feedback. 

Strategy as Learning

Reflect and Act
Consider whether your system is designed to make learning and doing inseparable. 

● Start by diagraming your system. 

○ In what ways, if any, do ground-level stakeholders engage in strategy development in your system? 

○ What pipelines do you have in place to funnel ground-level insight from implementation into strategy? Are 
there any leaks in your pipes? How could you adjust the structure of your system to fix those leaks? 

● Make a list of the formal and informal learning spaces in place in your system. How is the work in those spaces 
connected? What might you do as a leader to strengthen connections? 
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“To belong is not just to be a citizen or member in the weakest sense but 
to be able to participate in co-creating the thing you belong to.”

—john a. powell 14

Learning leaders foster a culture to match their improvement methodology and learning-driving structures. 
Transformative change requires that stakeholders across the system feel collective responsibility for progress 
toward the system’s shared vision—equity at scale. In a mature learning system, nothing is “somebody else’s 
problem” because the system is understood as an integrated community of care. When stakeholders see a 
challenge or an opportunity, they feel a responsibility to raise the alarm and take action. All system actors act as 
stewards of improvement, who look out for, raise, and respond to issues in the system, even when those issues 
fall outside their immediate domain of influence.

Learning leaders redefine success as the pursuit of ever better. Fostering a learning culture starts with a radical 
redefinition of what it means to succeed. Rather than relying on traditional definitions (e.g., performance related 
to lagging outcomes, compliance with preset rules), learning leaders  measure success by a new metric: individual 
and collective progress toward goals. The system and individuals improve even when high standards are met. 
Highfliers and leaders become those who learn quickly, customize well, and support others in doing the same. 

Learning leaders demonstrate a fierce commitment to shared vision, values, and goals. They act as moral agents,15 
challenging positional leaders, entrenched ways of working, and elements of strategy that are not serving the 
system’s most marginalized students and communities. They treat failures as learning opportunities and create an 
environment where system stakeholders feel safe to fail.16  They recognize and reward innovation and risk taking 
and highlight what was learned, why the risk was worth it, and how the system is better as a result. When failure 
happens, they communicate early and often that system design and leadership are implicated, and they work with 
stakeholders to shift system structures. Stronger system design and routines, rather than perfection from staff, 
accelerates success. Those successes and the learning journey are captured and told in stories that build 
relationships and commitment to the shared mission and spread knowledge of what works.
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3 Cultivate a learning culture

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/fasttimes/have-you-made-it-safe-to-fail
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OsqaQZuqNy5j6e72Gfr_uX9Xt-G3U6hx/view?usp=sharing
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Pursue improvement in their own leadership practice 
Learning leaders apply the same improvement 
standards to themselves that they expect of others. 
They have an approach for designing, guiding, and 
participating in system learning and improvement and 
constantly test their practice to achieve desired results. 
Once their approach is captured in a Theory of 
Leadership, leaders transparently and methodically 
improve their own leadership approach, the same way 
they improve their organization, team, or network 
strategy. Being explicit helps guard against a natural 
inclination to adjust recollection of anticipated 
outcomes once results are in (e.g., “I always thought 
this would play out like this.”).

Living out this approach requires a number of “soft” 
behaviors: humility, vulnerability, a willingness to 
constantly learn, and an openness about when and 
about how you’ve fallen short or where you do not 
have answers. Underlying this practice is a simple 
question: “How can I do better today than I did 
yesterday?” 

Codify and apply shared values 
Learning leaders create and highlight a sense of 
collective identity by working with others to recognize 
the qualities of their system that differentiates it from 
others. They capture those norms and values, ideally in 
a short and quippy list, and keep them front and center, 
posting them publicly in shared workspaces and 
grounding any collaborative work by returning to 
them as norms. Being explicit about these values is 
critical—keeping them tacit makes it more difficult to 
communicate, measure, refine, and apply them 
consistently across the system. 

Once these norms and values are defined, learning 
leaders regularly assess their own leadership practice 
and system design against them and help those they 
lead do the same. At High Tech High, for example, 
“sparking joy” is a value that leaders and community 
members say is critical to effective learning. Leaders 
and staff across the organization constantly assess their 
design decisions and behaviors against that value : “Is 
this activity we’re designing for the network 
convening going to spark joy? Is how I’m coaching 
teams sparking joy?” When behaviors or system design 
is not living up to or furthering those values, leaders 
respond and help others do the same.  

Over time, these values become integrated into the 
fabric of the community through institutional myths 
and stories.17 

Create cultural markers of community membership 
Learning leaders leverage markers of community 
membership to bring social cohesion and a sense of 
belonging to diverse learning cohorts. Learning leaders 
may elect to pick a unique, thematically compelling 
name for the system, develop a logo and a website, 
reinforce a community-specific lexicon, and invest in 
branded clothing and other physical signals of 
membership. They enact rituals and traditions that 
reflect shared values—for example, closing each 
quarterly full-group learning session with storytelling, 
applauding outside a retiring faculty member’s final 
class, or inviting new staff to dine one-on-one with 
organizational leaders. And they identify and model 
shared “ways of being” that distinguish members of the 
system. 

Culture supports Strategy as Learning when leaders: 
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Intentionality around these efforts is especially 
important in new and geographically dispersed systems 
(e.g., multistate networks, national organizations) 
where stakeholders have had fewer opportunities to 
develop organic community ties and symbols. The goal 
is not to exclude outsiders—in fact, systems that 
inspire transformative change are always ready to 
welcome new members18—but to establish a social glue 
to support collaborative learning work. 

Help translate private feelings and ideas into public action
Learning leaders recognize feelings, experience, and 
stories as critical data for transformative systems 
change.19 When staff feel overwhelmed, students feel 
unsupported, and families feel excluded, these are not 
just personal challenges. They are indicators of system

breakdowns that can reveal specific, actionable areas 
for intervention. 

Because this perspective is antithetical to how many 
professionals have been taught to behave, learning 
leaders train stakeholders to “stay close”20 to feelings 
and translate them into actionable knowledge, asking 
questions like: How did you feel today? What, if 
anything, do these emotions tell you about your 
practice? System design? What would need to change 
to shift how you’re feeling? 

Learning leaders create communities where 
stakeholders feel comfortable being vulnerable and 
sharing the knowledge gleaned from feelings to incite 
action. 
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“A capacity to translate private feelings 
into knowledge and then public action, 
when warranted, has been an engine of 
every movement for social change.” 

—Parker J. Palmer
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Reflect and Act
How conducive is your system’s culture to ongoing learning in pursuit of ever better? 

● Have you co-developed shared values with stakeholders? If not, get started. Don’t rely on 
your system or organization’s formal values (if you have them). You’re looking for the 
organic values that define your daily interactions, work, and culture. Identifying these 
norms should feel intuitive to community members. 

○ What makes your system, team, or organization unique? In communities with 
strong shared identity, you will often hear people say, “That’s such a [community 
name] thing.” What are those qualities and quirks in your system?

○ What qualities of your community have made or will make it possible for you to 
learn, grow, and improve together? 

○ What norms, ideas, and feelings do you value and want to continually keep in 
mind? 

○ For a formal values articulation exercise, use Step 3.1 in the Workbook to 
collaboratively assess your own leadership practice and system design against 
the Leading Through Learning principles.

● When and how have you been explicit about your own leadership practice, reflecting on 
how it contributes to system success and failure? 

● Have you encouraged and supported stakeholders in recognizing their emotions and 
translating them into actionable knowledge? Have you modeled this approach in your 
own behavior? 
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