Exceptional Leaders are Master Teachers

By Neil Fjellestad

Leaders take direct responsibility for the development of other leaders.

To be effective in this responsibility, they develop teachable points that they often articulate within living stories of themselves and others. Their stories uncover personal vulnerabilities, past mistakes and engage those around them both emotionally and intellectually. In this way they create a future mutually built by those around them.

Success stories about the future are founded on simple but powerful values that can help each team member make tough decisions in the face of conflicting realities. Some of the story-telling techniques that engage the senses of the listeners and invoke individual commitment around a common goal are:

· Stories common to everyone’s experience. Childhood, parenthood, frustrating or embarrassing moments and stories that make us the same.

· Current events that can be tied to a teachable point and make it relevant in a larger context.

· Quotes from long-standing, respectable sources give a sense of timelessness to the teachable point.

· An explanation of a phenomenon in nature can turn an abstract idea into a tangible truth that can be internalized.

· Rehearsing a scene from literature or sports gives a sense of reliving a defining moment and gathering our emotions around it.

· Revealing a generally unknown particular or “behind the scenes” illumination of something commonly believed can get us to think more deeply.

· Throughout the above methods the following terms might describe the development of a “teachable idea”:

· Allegory – symbolic representation in literature.

· Anecdote – a living story that illustrates a point.

· Parable – a fable that illustrates a truth.

· Parallel – likeness/comparison

· Paradox – seeming contradiction, but true.

· Synthesis – combination of separate elements.

Generally a story is interesting on its own, but the relevance remains hidden at least for a while. Everyone is allowed a slightly different interpretation of the story’s relevance (like a work of art). This allows each individual his or her own epiphany.

Student Perceptions
Remember that an individual’s perception is their reality until they have an experience that alters their perception.  The teacher enjoys the unique opportunity to change every student’s perception. To be successful, the teacher must be aware of each student’s perception relative to the material and/or skill being taught.

· Unconsciously Incompetent – no clue how little they know.

· Consciously Incompetent – realize how little they know by watching others.

· Consciously Competent – very aware of learned abilities and seek improvement.

· Unconsciously Competent – abilities become second nature.

The Learning Cycle

Opportunity to change perception is captured by encouraging others through a natural process that characterizes how we learn.

· Individual has a concrete experience.

· Reflects on that experience.

· Draws conclusions.

· Experiments with new perception.

The Classroom

What do the following have in common: the triangle offense, and original concert and the interactive classroom?

These are successful attempts within diverse spaces (basketball, music and teaching) to create a temporary environment in which everyone has an ongoing contribution. The structure of the environment maintains flexibility and interaction in search of singular moments of discovery.

Conclusion

Exceptional leaders are master teachers – they articulate teachable points using a variety of interesting methods; they understand, care about and learn from the perceptions of others; they utilize a flexible interactive environment to draw others into a natural learning cycle. Their leadership style is inviting instead of demanding. 

