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         Foreword

         I smile at the stories told by many people my age about what technology and communication looked and sounded like when we were starting our careers. For gosh sakes, the new Nobel Prize winner for Literature, Bob Dylan, sang “The Times They Are a-Changin’” back in 1964. As Mike Lubelfeld and Nick Polyak so brilliantly capture in this book, the times are still changing, and so must we as leaders so that we may best serve our students.

         In my desk drawer at home I still have a slide rule. Mike and Nick, have you ever used one of those? And I will confess to still having some 8-tracks that I can’t bear to part with, and I have vinyl going back almost 100 years which we play on our Victrola with the crank on the side (a wonderful collector’s item).

         That change will happen is a certainty. Imagine what stories Mike and Nick will tell in years ahead about how they had to labor through lost cell tower signals when they drove out in the countryside, or how they be sure to charge their phones a couple of times a day to communicate.

         Yet, the basic premise of this book is that, as constant as change is, the imperative for real change must be faced and addressed by all of us. As Mike and Nick share with us, “old conventions stymie meaningful change.” While it may be cute and somewhat amusing to tell stories about what it used to be like “back in the day” when we were truly hard-wired to our computers, it’s not so amusing to read or know of students who are not learning to the level they are capable of because the system has not unlearned limiting conventions.

         I truly love Mike and Nick as my colleagues and teachers. They help me unlearn every time I talk to them. Yes, they also help me to learn. They are remarkable leaders having an impact on this generation of learners, not only in their home districts but with others who learn from them on Tweet chats, Ignite Sessions, learning and studying together at professional consortia, and in teaching aspiring superintendents.

         What they are asking of each of us is what other professions know well. Almost too obvious to state, doctors learn new procedures and treatments, professional baseball players unlearn bad habits at the plate so that they can learn new ones, pianists unlearn poor technique as they breathe joy into the notes on the page, and teachers move on from Warriner’s English Grammar and Composition to Lucy Calkins’s “Reading and Writing Project.”

         I did struggle with the problem that if we unlearn everything, there is the possibility of throwing out the baby with the bathwater. We don’t have to unlearn everything, do we? Certainly, there are evidence-based, forward-learning practices, beliefs, and visionary statements which serve us well. In working through that question, I came to more fully appreciate and respect the compelling unlearning arguments of Mike and Nick.

         Of course, we stand on the shoulders of many wonderful learners from many generations. However, each generation took the issues of their day and moved ahead in a meaningful way. For example, communication is not a new issue for educators. It’s how we look at the essential question of how to best communicate with our students, our staff, our colleagues, and our communities that we gain insight if we “stop, think, act” with a whole new set of opportunities.

         As I struggle to put down my pencil and pad for gathering my thoughts, tomorrow’s leaders will struggle to move on from blogging, tweeting, and messaging. We must, as learners and leaders, be deliberate and aware of our need to continually unlearn and learn anew. This is a cognitive process not left to chance.

         The authors write that their “aim is to share, collaborate, communicate, create, and think critically in support of growth, learning, and success.” Mike and Nick, thank you for making us think and unlearn as we learn together.

         Morton Sherman, EdD, associate executive director, American Association for School Administrators (AASA)

      



         Preface

         The Time is Now

In some school systems, the executive leadership still does not understand or value current methods of communication, especially technological methods. Their relative lack of knowledge about social connectivity can become quite detrimental to a school system in search of change, innovation, and leadership. We want to help school leaders unlearn their current approaches to leadership in how they “connect,” lead, support student learning, transform schools, and impact organizational culture.

         We wrote this book to celebrate the connected leader, show case study examples of change and modern change processes, and to help leaders unlearn to relearn! The premise of this book is that we all need to unlearn. Our landscape is applied to leadership, classrooms, pedagogy, and education in general. In order to change and prepare for tomorrow, we submit that much of what we have learned must be unlearned as we aim to create a new tomorrow for our nation’s children.

         Our current public school system was essentially created by ten university leaders in the 1890s. A lot has changed since then, yet our structures in public schools seem unable to unlearn the structures and conventions from the nineteenth century. Our purposes include supporting leaders to lead and enabling leaders to lead for tomorrow’s schools. There is an urgency for change.

         Futurist Jack Uldrich has made presentations across the country about the concept of unlearning. While at a Future Ready Summit in Illinois, we participated in an activity that has been practiced across the country from Jack and others. We were asked one simple question, “What color are yield signs?” Sounds simple. Uldrich asked the audience to raise their hands if they thought yield signs are yellow and black.

         The majority of those in the audience raised their hands in a sign of agreement that yield signs are yellow and black. That was the correct answer, many years ago when members in the audience first learned about yield signs. Years after the audience members learned the yellow and black color scheme the yield signs across the country changed to red and white.

         Folks knew intellectually that the signs were no longer yellow and black, but they “learned” this earlier in their lives and knowledge proves difficult to unlearn. This provides a powerful lesson about our need to unlearn old knowledge in order to modernize our thinking as to what is true today. And it shows the challenge. That which leaders learned early on in their careers, or in leadership schools, often stifles their growth with their inability to unlearn.

         The world is changing at an exponential pace, but often times our educational leaders and our educational systems are not. This experience (with the yield sign) was an epiphany of sorts for both of us that has led us to look at educational leadership through the lens of unlearning (retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N7MfbCWHRto).

         Horace Mann is credited with saying “Education then, beyond all other devices of human origin, is the great equalizer of the conditions of men, the balance-wheel of the social machinery.” Now, more than ever, leaders need to unlearn and they need to unleash powerful innovation in the new reality. Today is far different from yesterday. Leaders must get out from behind their desks and integrate doing and empowering others with managing and leading from a 30,000 foot view.

         Since 1983 our nation’s schools have been at risk. Since 2002 we have been leaving no child behind. Now with ESEA reauthorization, we are getting ready for every student to succeed. In order for every student to succeed, school leaders must unlearn the old ways and learn and practice leadership through innovative methods and courageous actions.

         Representing careers in leadership and public education spanning many decades and impacting thousands of K–12 students and teachers, we are sharing a passion for excellence in education with the leadership lessons and insights throughout this book. We serve as educational leaders as part of a larger calling to serve. We wrote this book as part of this calling.

         Students in each grade level have but one chance to experience that grade level. Students don’t have time to wait. We mentioned a sense of urgency—the urgency is that the nineteenth-century structures no longer serve as relevant to the needs of modern society. Why has it been so hard to change structures in schools? We submit that it is part of the challenge of unlearning. “Everyone” has attended school—they have a construct
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