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Learning to Lead: 
Leading to Learn  

The art and practice of a  
learning organization. 

(Based on the Upcoming Book by Chelsea and Mike Ashcraft) 

  Vision  

ά²ƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǇŜǊƛǎƘΦέ ς King Solomon 

 
άLŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŀ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŀǇǎ 

important values, that gets them something they desire, and it has to be presented in a compelling 
ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜŜƭ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƻƭƭƻǿΦέ ς Martin Luther King Jr. 

 
Vision or future-focused thinking is the one attribute that a leader must possess to create and 

shape an intentional learning organization.  An intentional organization is purposeful, being created and 
led with specific goals in mind.  An intentional organization is grounded in specific objectives, and it has 
a plan of action designed to accomplish these objectives.  The culture 
of an intentional organization reflects a deliberate focus on a specific 
end result.  In order for the organization to be purposeful, goal 
oriented, grounded in specific objectives, and focused on an end 
result, the leader must be able to see and articulate a vision for the 
future.   

As a leader, it is absolutely crucial that you have a vision for 
the future.  If your vision sounds like motherhood and apple pie and 
is somewhat embarrassing, you are on the right track.  A good vision 
is ideological, but possible, challenging, but realistic.   It is not a 
wishful fantasy, but an attainable picture of the future.  A good vision 
should be imaginable, desirable, feasible, focused, flexible, and 
communicable.  A vision refers to a picture of the future with some 
indication of why people should strive to create that future.  Vision is 
the magnetic north that provides others with the capacity to chart 
their course toward the future.  Clarity of purpose and direction, and 
the ability to envision the future are paramount to effective 
leadership.  Whether we call that ability vision, a dream, a calling, a 
goal, or a personal agenda, the message is clear: leaders must know 
ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊe going if they expect others to willingly join them on the journey. 
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Creativity and Leadership  

ά¸ƻǳ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƭŜŀŘ ōȅ ƘƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘ ς ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀǎǎŀǳƭǘΤ ƴƻǘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΦέ  
ς Dwight D. Eisenhower 

άDƻƻŘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ƳŀƪŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƘŜŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ƴƻǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊȅΦέ  
ς Warren Bennis 

 
Effective leaders are clever and creative.  Creative people have a unique perspective.  They 

express themselves well.  They appreciate aesthetics.  They have limitless thinking skills and are open-
minded.  They are imaginative and try new things.  They take risks.  They enjoy creating and displaying 
their work.  They have style.  Creative people are imaginative and have new ideas.  They are not fearful.  
They are thoughtful and reflective, are innovative, and are dreamers.  They imagine the impossible, see 
things in a different light, and think outside the box.   

Leaders have character, integrity, and high personal standards.  They are self-disciplined and 
trustworthy.  They exude energy and enthusiasm.  They are ordinary people with extraordinary 
determination.  They influence others and make an impact.  They take action while others hesitate. They 
have high achievement motivation, high inner work standards, and a concern for task objectives.  They 
translate vision into reality and transfer their vision to others. They believe in other people, attract and 
keep followers, and create new leaders. They encourage and empower others.  They give the credit to 
others and take the blame for themselves, admitting and correcting their own mistakes.   

They never sit themselves above others, except in taking responsibility.  They lead by example.  
They have a high energy level, self-confidence and high stress tolerance and strong interpersonal skills.  
They are critically reflective on their own actions.  They walk the talk, delivering more than they 
promise.  They inspire and motivate rather than intimidate.  They "step on your toes without messing up 
your shine".  They are learners, followers and servers.  Leaders set high standards and expectations, 
believing in people and in themselves.  They communicate well, listen well and make great decisions.  
Effective leaders are assertive, dependable, decisive, 
cooperative, energetic, persistent, and alert to the social 
environment. 
 Leadership is influence - made of action.  Creativity is 
made of perception.  The two when put together create 
something that is more than the sum of its parts.  When 
people dream and take a unique creative perspective 
without fear - full of hope, and couple that with the 
leadership skills of clear thinking, good decision-making, 
setting high standards, and taking action, they experience 
creative leadership.  It is more than creative. It is more than 
leadership.  It is more than creative plus leadership.  The two 
parts strengthen each other and multiply each other, 
catalyzing the reaction and driving a greater process forward.  
Creativity without leadership goes unnoticed and unutilized.  
Leadership without creativity gets people committed to 
thinking inside the box, grounding in ineffective 
preconceived notions that block creativity.  One true test of 
leadership is to turn around and see if anyone is following 
you. 
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Management versus Leader ship  

 
ά{ƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ  

ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪΦέ ς Peter Drucker 
 

The boss drives his people; the leader coaches his. 
The boss uses authority; the leader wins goodwill. 

The boss keeps them guessing; the leader arouses their enthusiasm. 
¢ƘŜ ōƻǎǎ ǘŀƭƪǎ ŀōƻǳǘ άLέΤ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƛǘ άǿŜΦέ 

The boss makes work drudgery; the leader makes work a game. 
¢ƘŜ ōƻǎǎ ǎŀȅǎ άDƻέΤ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ǎŀȅǎ ά[ŜǘΩǎ ƎƻΦέ ς Ted Pollock 

 

 It is common to hear and read leadership experts contrast management and leadership.  
Managers are efficient, while leaders are effective; managers are concerned with the bottom line, while 
leaders are concerned with the horizon; managers push, while leaders pull; managers control, while 
leaders trust; managers focus on maintenance, while leaders focus on movement; managers cope with 
complexity, while leaders cope with change; managers are militaristic, while leaders are democratic; 
managers plan and budget, while leaders set a direction; managers are surface thinkers, while leaders 
are systems thinkers; managers organize systems, while leaders align people; managers focus on 
compliance, while leaders focus on commitment; managers control, while leaders motivate and inspire; 
managers stress obedience, while leaders stress understanding; and managers are copies, while leaders 
are the original.  I say leadership and management are not exclusive. 

Leadership is one of the many things that good managers must do.  Without good management, 
organizational systems can become so disorganized and chaotic that they fail to function effectively and 
break down.  Sound management leads to a degree of strength, stability and consistency to complex 
systems.  Managers must sometimes function as monitors, researchers, thinkers, liaisons, figureheads, 
disseminators, spokespersons, entrepreneurs, disturbance handlers, resource allocators, negotiators, 
crisis managers, supervisors, planners, organizers, decision makers, coordinators, consultants, 
administrators, and perhaps most imporǘŀƴǘƭȅΧƭŜŀŘŜǊǎΦ   

Good management practices and skills are the foundation for good leadership.  Managers must 
sometimes generate and read reports, create budgets, attend meetings, document background checks, 
manage crisis, meet with suppliers, purchase materials, meet with boards and outside entities, comply 
with IRS requirements, generate payroll, make deposits, account for expenditures, and push paperwork.  
If these things do not get done in a accurate and professional manner, businesses may fail and managers 
will not have the opportunity to lead.  If these things are not done in an efficient manner, the manager 
will not have the time to lead.  In order to be a good leader, one must first be a good manager.  Effective 
leaders must do both.  Effective leadership can align all of the human resources together in a way that 
the many of the important roles and tasks can be shared and accomplished by all of the members of the 
organization.  So, through good leadership, good managers can be more efficient, can better solve the 
surface problems, can better cope with the complexity and can be concerned not only with the bottom 
line but with the horizon. 

When life is orderly, things are operating well, and people are generally satisfied, comfortable 
and secure, people want managers ς not leaders.  Managers with the skills and traits needed to cope 
with the complexity of the systems, to plan and budget effectively, to organize and staff the 
organization, to control quality, to solve any problems that arise and to maintain the high quality of life 
ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘΦ  Lƴ άǇŜŀŎŜ ǘƛƳŜέ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǿŀƴǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘΣ ǿƘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ 
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line, and who plan and budget for success.  In the 21st century, peacetime conditions are not the norm in 
the educational world.  Today change is the only constant.  Today, managers without leadership skills 
and traits are not adequate.  Since ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ мфулΩǎ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻƴŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŜŀŎŜǘƛƳŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ 
warfare, that crisis, chaos and change have become permanent.  Effective wartime leaders need to 
άŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎέ ς vision, create winning strategies, communicate persuasively, 
behave with integrity, respect others, and take action.   
 

Organizational Learning  
 

ά[ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳǇǳƭǎƻǊȅ ōǳǘ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭΦέ ς W. Edwards Deming 
ά[ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŘƛǎǇŜƴǎŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΦέ ς John F. Kennedy 

 
People have mental models or paradigms about how things are and how to behave in certain 

situations.  Mental Models are almost unconscious 
paradigms that affect the way people behave, think, 
plan, execute and assess their behavior.  They are 
similar to prejudices.  The behavior of people is 
guided more by their mental models than by their 
espoused theories.  Mental models form the 
ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ά¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƛƴ ¦ǎŜΣέ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ 
day-to-day practices.  These daily practices may be 
very different than what one would expect to follow 
ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ά9ǎǇƻǳǎŜŘ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅΦέ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƛǎŎƻƴƴŜŎǘ 
between theory and action can be troublesome.   

Single-loop learning involves the detection 
and correction of error without any paradigm shift. 
Single-loop learning involves looking for another 
solution or strategy that will be successful within the 
existing mental model.  Existing paradigms about 
values, goals, rules, cultures, plans, and philosophies 
are operationalized rather than questioned.  People 
attempt to identify and correct errors in a way that 
Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ά¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƛƴ 
¦ǎŜΦέ  {ƛƴƎƭŜ-loop learning works on negative-
feedback systems, like a thermostat.  It adapts to the 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ōȅ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƻǊ ƻŦŦΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ άŀŘŀǇǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦέ   
Double-loop learning is an alternative response, which questions the existing variables 

themselves and subjects them to critical examination. Double-loop learning leads to a modification in 
the governing variables themselves.  It shifts mental models by which strategies and consequences are 
framed.  Double-loop learning resolves incompatible organizational paradigms by forming new 
philosophies and setting new priorities.  Double-loop learning works on positive-feedback systems.  It 
involves a change in philosophy.  An example of double-loop learning is a farmer who finds insects in his 
crops and instead of using his long-used strategy of applying a broad-spectrum pesticide, looks deeper 
into the complex ecosystems of his farming environment.  He generates new strategies based on new 
philosophies.  He may utilize beneficial insects to prey on destructive insects, or use companion plants to 
repel unwanted insects, or use organic soaps or oils that make plants unattractive to destructive insects 
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while allowing beneficial insects to live, or enhance the soil so that plants become strong enough to 
resist insects.  Adaptive learning is single-loop learning; this type of generative learning is double-loop 
learning.   

Adaptive learning is about coping; generative learning is about creating.  Adaptive learning looks 
at the issue at hand; generative learning looks at the big picture.  Adaptive learning focuses on solving 
problems; generative learning focuses on trends of change.  Adaptive learning refines established 
mental models; generative learning involves paradigm shifts into new ways of viewing things.  Adaptive 
learning involves looking at the symptoms; generative learning involves looking at the core causes of 
problems.  Adaptive learning focuses on negative feedback systems; generative learning discovers 
interrelated positive and negative systems and subsystems.  Adaptive learning focuses on doing what 
the customer wants; generative learning focuses on creating new things that the customers might truly 
value, but have never experienced before 

Systems thinking helps to facilitate double-loop learning and overcome some established mental 
models.  By understanding the interrelationships and complex patterns of systems and subsystems of 
business and other human endeavors, people can more adequately think about the problems they face 
and how to fix them in a long-term way.  By looking at individual parts of the problems (snapshots), 
people fail to see how the solutions they choose may only cause additional problems over time, and that 
ǘƘŜ ǿǊƻƴƎ άŎǳǊŜǎέ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǿƻǊǎŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜΦ  {ȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ 
where to most effectively apply leverage to the big picture.    By understanding that some systems work 
to maintain equilibrium, people can see that the harder they push a system, the harder it pushes back.  
{ȅǎǘŜƳǎ ¢ƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǎ ǳǎ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Ǝƻ ŦŀǎǘŜǊ ōȅ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǎƭƻǿŜǊΣέ άŘƛǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ 
Ŏƻǿ ƛƴ ƘŀƭŦ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ǘǿƻ ŎƻǿǎΣέ άŎŀǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀŎŜΣέ 
άǎƳŀƭƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ōƛƎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΦέ  ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ 
the cycles of causality allows us to see how we can 
identify and change the patterns that control events 
and outcomes. 

 

Lifelong Learning and Systems 
Thinking 

Questioner: Is losing your eyesight the worst thing 
that can happen to someone? 

Helen Keller: No, losing your vision is. 
 
 Effective leaders are lifelong learners and 
systems thinkers.  With knowledge doubling every 
two years and new technologies emerging monthly, 
Information Age leaders and employees are never 
finished learning.  They embrace new learning and 
change as a means to progress towards the way they 
want the organization to feel like, to look like and to 
be like in the future.  They create useful learning 
experiences and provide clear and compelling 
opportunities for everyone to benefit from what 
ǘƘŜȅ ƭŜŀǊƴΦ  !ǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǘƘƛƴƪŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ άƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳŜƴǘǎ 
codetermine a well-defined future that is consistent with their shared beliefs and values through a 


