32

Islands
of S

dill

A prominent organizational leadership

author on how we can create and nourish places

of refuge and possibility in turbulent seas

BY MARGARET J. WHEATLEY

n the midst of increasingly destructive attacks taking aim at the very heart of pub-
lic education, how do educational leaders persevere? How do we sustain direction,
meaning and purpose in the face of increasing opposition? How do we sustain
our personal energy, motivation and well-being?

And, on a personal level, do you still have the heart and will to discover answers to
these questions?

Several years ago, having worked with organizational leaders in nearly every sec-
tor since 1973, including K-12 education, I stated with full confidence that leadership
never has been more difficult. In nearly all professions and nations, leaders face a per-
fect storm — the coalescence of climate and human catastrophes directly impacting
them over which they have no control and fearful people clamoring for fixes. All good
and caring leaders, spending years striving to empower and engage people, now feel
besieged by life-destroying forces intensifying at incomprehensible speed.

Let me emphatically note: It’s not our fault we've reached this extreme state of life-
destroying behaviors. Yet as leaders dedicated to serving students, faculty and commu-
nities with quality education, what are we to do?

I answer with equal confidence: We need to restore sanity by awakening the human
spirit. We can achieve this only if we undertake the most challenging and meaningful
work of our leader lives — by creating islands of sanity.
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Protected Refuges

I define sanity as any action that creates more life,
more possibility. Insane actions destroy life and
the future. An island of sanity is a place of possi-
bility and refuge, a cohesive community of people
who know they cannot survive these violent
tsunamis alone, who know that staying together
in healthy relationships is the only way to accom-
plish their good work.

This concept of protected spaces is well-
established in nature. Refugia (reh-FU-jeep-ah)
are places of shelter where life thrives in times of
crisis, e.g. after volcanic eruptions, forest fires or
a stressed climate. Ideally, these refugia endure,
expand and connect so that new life emerges
when conditions allow.

Among humans, because we too are part of
Mother Nature, some people have discovered the
power and possibility of creating an island of san-
ity. What follows are lessons learned from Tim
Carr’s experience of leading a school in Jakarta,

Indonesia, during a period of intense attack, and
my lessons learned from supporting Catholic
nuns as they triumphed over the Vatican’s attempt
to coerce them into obedience. While these exem-
plars may seem distant from U.S. schools, their
experiences are directly applicable to all school
leaders committed to creating possibilities even as
they are challenged by forces intent on limiting or
destroying them.

Power of Identity
How is an island of sanity created? In my earlier
work, I focused on creating a strong defensive
barrier, one that could keep out or minimize the
influence of destructive policies, behaviors, poli-
tics and self-interest groups. But we no longer can
create protective structures — invasive species
have taken root on our island even as the tsuna-
mis intensify.

Now the work is to create a strong, resilient
identity, to create coherence at the core so that

When Feeling Attacked, Consider Lessons

from Besieged Nuns

or several years, | witnessed at close hand how the leaders of
F U.S. Catholic nuns responded to attacks from the Vatican that

too frequently resembled an inquisition. Under Pope Bene-
dict, the Vatican condemned and denied their contribution, and
sought to render them powerless, to control them into obedience.

As | witnessed the nuns’ perseverance, clarity of purpose,
trusted practices for collective contemplation and reflection, and
their deep faith in serving what they called “the God of the Future,”
| felt a need, as a trainer in the field of organizational leadership, to
describe what | witnessed in these principles.

When you are challenged or attacked for your leadership, keep
these lessons in mind. They won’t reduce venomous attacks, but
they will serve you well to maintain your stability, focus and good
relationships. They can strengthen you for the next onslaught.

» Don’t take it personally. These attacks targeted at you arise from
a larger context. What else is going on, what history is coming to
fruition, what fear is seeking blame, what misinformation is fueling
hatred? You are the target, but really it'’s not about you.

» Don’t play the victim. Use this moment to tune into all those
experiencing similar difficulties. Just like you, they feel abused,
shamed, attacked, outraged. As you relate to them, your personal
experience opens you to the human experience. You’re not an
isolated victim. You’re a participant in the darker side of human
behavior.

» Avoid all forms of communication except direct conversations.
As we all know by now, rapid-fire online communication deterio-
rates into misunderstandings and blame, even with those close to
us. And politically, you don’t want records of your reactivity.
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» Find meaning and possibility in the struggle. Don’t be a martyr,
but do keep seeking to learn from this experience. We have no
control over these attacks, but we have 100 percent control of how
we interpret and respond to them.

» Define yourself. You are the best expert on you. Don’t let others
define you. Under attack, it's normal to internalize accusations, to
doubt yourself. When overtaken by doubts, ask those who care
about you to guide you through this moment, to affirm your skills
and qualities, your generosity and kindness.

» Don’t abandon yourself or those you love and serve. Remember
who you are and why you’re here. Stay focused on your purpose,
what you aspire to offer to others.

» Rely on your faith. Feed your faith. Notice times when it nour-
ishes you, when you feel held by it. Notice when people’s behav-
iors reward your faith in them.

» Stay steadfast in your behavior. Don’t succumb to tactics of
aggression and fear. There are many examples of when nonviolent
behaviors gradually converted violent opposition. You may not
change them, but you were not changed by them.

» Find companions for the journey. Those who are engaged in
similar struggles are priceless companions. We truly save one
another’s sanity.

» Honor yourself for staying in the struggle. However things work
out, you have done your best, working with challenging circum-
stances in an honorable, life-affirming way.

—MARGARET WHEATLEY
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we, as a community and as individuals, know

who we are, why were here and what we strive
to accomplish. We maintain direction, and we
deepen our commitment to pur-

pose as we face down the opposi- ‘ d Of Sa n l
tion. As they strengthen, so do we. s 1,5-:' | ‘an
And, thus, we not only survive but
persevere as refugia so that life I{C S tO rl ng
endures and more becomes pos- Sd I I[}
sible after the storms. Practices to Awaken
A strong identity that is known P by i
and valued by all members of alz \
the community is the means to N A \
create “order for free,” a phrase \
from complexity science. All liv- Margaret J. Wheatley
ing systems (except humans) are e Fptre ol Tl 5
self-organizing — a well-defined N

identity is used by everyone to
make decisions and to organize the work. In
human organizations, it is the shared mission,
values, purpose and history that create this iden-
tity. Clear identity, known by all, frees individuals
to act autonomously, to make trustworthy deci-
sions because they are held within the container
of identity. (See my earlier work on this subject at
hitps://margaretwheatley.com/library/articles.)

The Jakarta School
In the Jakarta International School case described
by the school’s leader Tim Carr (see related story,
page xx), school leaders had spent four years
building community and clarifying their purpose.
In 2011, they conducted a “dream summit” where
all stakeholders participated in co-creating five
big dreams, or “destiny plans.” This was a two-
year plan, to be assessed and modified in 2014.
Each of these were robustly defined by listing
specific activities, challenges and measurements.
These dreams were grounded in their local tra-
ditional Javanese/Senoi culture. In indigenous
cultures, dreams are messages from the spirit
realm. Individual dreams are intended for the
whole community to discern and interpret, which
is quite different from Western approaches where = Meg Wheatley, author of Restoring Sanity, believes schools can serve as

we encourage imagination to create “blue sky” places of refuge and possibility in times of emotional crises and division.
possibilities.
By 2014, after two years of implementation, about 2,500 students in pre-K through 12th
Carr describes where they were as a school com- grade, was upended by a series of safeguard-
munity. “We were sailing toward our intended ing allegations — supposed sexual abuse crimes

destinations, pinching ourselves about how fortu-  against students on the campus that, in fact,
nate we were to be part of such a community,” he  never occurred. Before prosecutors dropped the
shared with me. “It was hard but rewarding work, charges, the allegations morphed and quickly
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and the learning environment for almost all con-  mushroomed in number and complexity, draw-

cerned was pretty awesome. And then our world ing in government officials, investigators, news

was rocked in unimaginable ways.” reporters and all levels of the court system, fol-
Suddenly, the independent school, serving lowed by a media campaign against the school
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Tested by Turmoil: A School Endures as an Island of Sanity

BY TIMOTHY S. CARR

hat did we do to deserve this
w magical place?” | asked my school

colleague in 2014 as we surveyed
middle school students tending a garden
of their own design on our lush tropical
campus of the Jakarta International School
in Indonesia. Today, | often look back at
that blissful moment as a sign of the fruits
of our collective labors, a reserve of posi-
tivity that ultimately enabled our school
community to persevere through the night-
mare that followed.

Two days later, the school was thrown
into the abyss by a series of unfounded
criminal accusations involving sexual abuse
initially against two school staff members.

Along with those who preceded us at the
international school, we had built a sanctu-
ary in the midst of a megacity in southeast
Asia. In line with Margaret Wheatley’s think-
ing about islands of sanity, it was a refuge, a

safe nurturing place where 2,500 students
in preK-12 from 85 nations came together
for impactful learning. Teachers felt free to
innovate. Students had time and space to
pursue their creative learning passions, and
parents were welcomed as partners.

Our school’s mission: “Creative, inquisi-
tive, passionate, learning to be best for
the world.” Our values, which we wore on
lanyards around our necks daily, included
perseverance, compassion, balance and
fun. Joyful learning wasn’t just encouraged,
it was becoming the norm.

The fact these core elements — our
mission, vision, values and dreams for the
future — were co-created by representa-
tives from our entire community in 2011
was key. Because they weren’t edicts from
on high, the core documents were invita-
tional and actively invoked by essentially all
members of our community. The emergent

plans served as an active compass, not a
prescribed path. They guided everything
we did — from lessons planned and priori-
ties to facility construction. We had done
the hard work that yielded a rare gift: orga-
nizational clarity, focused on high-quality
learning for all.

Guiding Lights

When our island sanctuary and its state
of relative bliss suddenly fell under siege
in 2014, every fiber of our community
was tested. The flood of social media
lambasting our community painted us

a pariahs and spread like a wild fire
throughout the country. An ever-growing
team of crisis management experts, legal
counsel, public relations specialists, diplo-
mats and community power players all
joined our leadership team and board of
trustees to chart our crisis plan and pursuit

that almost shut it down. Eight community mem-
bers, including two faculty and six outsourced
cleaning staff, were sentenced to prison terms
ranging from five to 11 years, all for crimes that
never happened.

Leading Through Crisis

Were it not for their strong identity and commit-
ment to stay together and leadership that kept
school community members focused on their pur-
pose, values and destiny plans, the school would
have quickly disintegrated. Instead, the school
leadership maintained its direction, strength-
ened the sense of purpose and wove together an
increasingly strong community. One indicator of
success: The school had higher faculty retention
rates than before the crisis.

Several practices contributed to the school’s
success as an island of sanity. These are consistent
with other organizations’ experiences when lead-
ing through crisis.

» Open and continuous communication. An orga-
nization’s leader in Houston, dealing with succes-
sive hurricane devastation, reassured citizens with
this promise: “When I know it, you'll know it.”

» Maintaining focus on mission and purpose. Carr,
at his school in Jakarta, kept emphasizing the
importance of student learning and safety during
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the scandal. It’s essential for everyone to “keep
their eye on the prize,” as U.S. civil rights activists
have taught us.

> Frequent gatherings and conversations. Specific
teams and groups share their experiences. These
actions weave a stronger web of support and
learnings.

» Use of rituals. Every Friday during the five years
of incarceration, the school gathered at a large
dragon fountain, their iconic focal point, and held
a vigil for those imprisoned.

» Solidarity with colleagues near and far. Con-
necting with other school leaders across time and
space creates solidarity and support. Together we
console, inspire, encourage and share moments of
humor and laughter amidst the challenges.

Creating Coherence

These practices succeed in strengthening an
island of sanity. They rely on leadership that
knows how to keep clarifying and strengthen-
ing identity. In the best-case scenario, a strong
identity already has been developed. However,

in schools that have yet to create this coherence
at the core, it is possible to use a crisis or inva-
sion as the moment to gather together and create
a shared sense of purpose and meaning. In the
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While leading the Jakarta International
School a decade ago, Tim Carr provided
the emotional support to help staff
weather a core-shattering crisis.

of justice for innocent staff members (who
later were released from incarceration after
serving half of their sentences).

To our faculty, the message was simple

during the storm: While we deal with these
external forces attacking our school, please
focus all of your energy on the students
and teach your hearts out.

While these support systems were key
guiding lights, our organizational clarity,
our integrity, our sense of purpose and our
direction collectively enabled us to perse-
vere. Informed by the indigenous traditions
of our host nation, Indonesia, we knew
who we were, and so did our international
school colleagues around the world. This
translated into faith that we would survive,
persevere and even thrive in the future.

Over the ensuing months and years that
followed, that faith turned out to be con-
tagious. Despite the shocking headlines,
friends and colleagues reached out across
the world to offer support. These turned out
to be vital lifelines.

Steadfast Focus
Recently, | was asked to speak to the
community of what's been renamed the

Jakarta Intercultural School, which | had left
as headmaster in 2017 for a new profes-
sional venture back in the U.S. Individuals
gathered on campus around the dragon
fountain and those in diaspora listened
remotely on the 10-year anniversary of the
firestorm in Jakarta. While it felt like ripping
off the bandages yet again, | took the
opportunity to reflect anew.

Paradoxical feelings linger — a mixture
of deep sadness for the needless suffer-
ing, especially for those incarcerated and
their families, as well as joy in the triumph
of our unique, multicultural community that
held firm and became stronger through the
crucible of the protracted crisis. I'm deeply
grateful to have been part of such a prin-
cipled community, a true island of sanity,
that’s still focused on learning to be best for
the world.

TIM CARR is principal/consultant at Joyful
Learning Leaders LLC in Williamstown, Mass.
E-mail: tim.joyfullead@gmail.com

midst of fear and uncertainty, many people search
to find their ground. You'll discover people usually
are eager to participate.

There are many processes available for identity
formation. Of course, I recommend my new book,
Restoring Sanity: Practices to Awaken Generosity,
Creativity, and Kindness (Berrett-Koehler Pub-
lishers, 2024,). This is a practice manual. I detail
how to implement effective practices I've used.
But whichever resource you choose, this is the
critical work for you as leader. Threatened people
can’t help but retreat into the reptilian brain, des-
perate to protect themselves to survive. With the
right processes, people can experience their full
human qualities and find true pleasure in work-
ing well together.

Sane leaders have unshakable confidence
that people can be generous, creative and kind.
They willingly take responsibility for creating the
conditions so people can manifest these innate
qualities. The Jakarta International School (now
renamed the Jakarta Intercultural School) experi-
ence demonstrates this beautifully.

What to Contemplate

I offer these questions for your reflection: What

is your faith in those you support as a leader? Are
you willing to experiment with creating the condi-
tions for these innate human qualities to become
evident, qualities and behaviors you can rely on?

If you engage in this exploration, I know you
will discover more generosity, creativity and kind-
ness than you ever thought possible. As a commu-
nity dedicated to creating positive learning out-
comes for students, even in the face of outrageous
opposition, you will discover that, collectively, you

“Sane leaders have unshakable confidence
that people can be generous, creative and

kind. They willingly take responsibility

for creating the conditions so people can

manifest these innate qualities. ”

have the motivation and skills to persevere and
contribute as an island of sanity.

May we create many refugia — protected
spaces where children and faculty can experience
the joys of learning and communities can learn
the value of staying together. As we go through
this time of conflict and disintegration, here is
what I want on my gravestone: We were together. I
forget the rest. m

MARGARET (MEG) WHEATLEY is a senior-level adviser
and author of 12 books, most recently Restoring Sanity:
Practices to Awaken Generosity, Creativity, and Kindness.
E-mail: info@margaretwheatley.com
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