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motivate that person to change, or in 
some cases retire, which is fine as well.

I want to get back to this concept of inter-
action between the secrets. But before we 
do let’s explore secret six: systems learn.

A.	 Well, this secret really focuses on the 
whole-systems aspect of continuous learn-
ing, and one way of expressing it is that 
the learning continues even if the leader 
leaves.

This aspect of the secret revolves around 
what I would describe as coalescing lead-
ership, in which principals are conscious 
of developing other leaders. In fact, they 
do it as a matter of course. They don’t 
solve problems in isolation, for example, 
but rather remain aware that they are 
cultivating leadership in others. Of 
course, that’s good in the short run. But 
from a systems perspective, it’s also good 
because when a leader leaves, chances are 
the system will continue to work in the 
same direction. So one half of this secret 
is broad collaboration, which spawns the 
next generation of leaders while doing 
today’s work.

The other aspect of this secret has to do 
with how leaders handle complexity. An 
ineffective leader may be overly certain, 
regardless of the facts, saying “I’m right, 
so don’t tell 
me anything 
else, even if 
it proves me 
wrong.” The 
other ineffect-
ive approach 
is the leader 
who is so over-
whelmed by complexity that he or she is 
paralyzed and becomes indecisive.

And here again, what you find is that a 
balance is needed. Sometimes, leaders 
do have to be more confident than the 
situation warrants. But at the same time, 
they need to maintain humility. So ideally 

the leader is not so humble that he or she 
is afraid to act, and not so over-confident 
that he or she misses the learning.

As Jim Collins put it in his book Good to 
Great, “Great leaders have two characteris-
tics: deep personal humility and intensive 
professional will.” I also love Pfeffer and 
Sutton’s definition of wisdom: “Using 
your knowledge while doubting what you 
know.”

The more you speak about them, the 
clearer it becomes that the secrets are 
interconnected. But we haven’t explored 
that explicitly.

A.	 Well, one way to look at it is from the 
flipside – when we fail to recognize that 
interconnectedness. You know, because 
situations are complex, because people 
are rushed for time, they understandably 
look for quick solutions.

And so what you see happening is that we 
will often talk in terms of one variable at 
a time. It’s a natural tendency we have as 
human beings. We simplify. We talk about 
one or two variables at a time, and that’s 
what gets us into trouble. And it’s why 
systems thinking is so difficult.

The more positive dynamic is that when 
you work on one secret it feeds another.  

“Sometimes, leaders … 
have to be more 
confident than the 
situation warrants.”

Sustainable success
It’s not that you can’t succeed without these qualities. But 
it will eventually catch up with you.  And besides, as Peter 
Block (author of The Empowered Manager) put it, why be 
good at a bad game? The six secrets are about sustain-
able success.  And you can’t get sustainable success unless 
you’re motivating large numbers of people to keep going.

I n s i g h t

Jim Collins
In Good to Great (New York: HarperCollins – 2001), Jim 
Collins seeks to explain how companies can go from being 
merely good to sustainably great and the kind of leadership 
they need.
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So love your employees and peer interaction 
in combination will build each other up. 

Another way of putting it is that one 
secret’s weakness is another secret’s 
strength. Transparency, for example, 
is the strength of looking at hard facts. 
Peer interaction might be seen as a 
“softer” variable. When you put those two 
together, you have accountability – pres-
sure – and peer interaction – support – 
working interactively.

If you only employ one secret at a time, 
you miss the synergy, the multiplier effect. 

You may also 
find yourself in 
trouble because 
that secret’s 
weakness isn’t 
balanced by 
another secret’s 
strength.

What advice would you give principals 
about incorporating the secrets into  
professional practice?

A.	 I would stress two things. On an 
individual basis, I would suggest that 
principals take stock of themselves across 
the dimensions of this (or any other) 
theory of action. Where are their strong 
and weak points? What is in place now? 
What is not? What assumptions do they 

use when they are trying to effect change? 
What is their own theory of action? In 
other words, step back and reflect. We 
need school leaders to develop the mind-
set that constantly seeks the answer to 
three questions: How well are we doing 
relative to our starting point? How well are 
we doing compared with other schools? 
And how well are we doing compared with 
some external standard?

Second, I’d suggest that principals make 
the material come alive by applying the 
secrets to their own setting and by explor-
ing these secrets with other people. 
There is a lot to be learned from a group 
of people who are being open, who are 
committed to learning from each other. 
Principals at every stage of their careers 
can learn from each other. 

Cultivating the pipeline of new leaders 
is an equally important aspect of mov-
ing forward. And so I think we also have 
to ask ourselves, how do we get the right 
people to want to be principals? And how 
do we develop them once they’re in the 
job? As we move forward and recognize 
the critical role of the principal, I think 
we need to do everything in our power 
to develop and support them. We need 
every school to have the best possible 
leaders.

“If you only employ one 
secret at a time, you 
miss the synergy…”

Peter Block
In The Empowered Manager: Positive Political Skills at Work 
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass – 1987), Peter Block shows 
readers how to create a strong vision of the future – one 
that encourages the best in themselves and in the people 
around them. 
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Roger Martin
In The Opposable Mind (Boston: Harvard Business School 
Press – 2008), Roger Martin goes beyond the question of 
what great leaders think to the more important question 
of how they think. The central hypothesis in Martin’s work 
is the concept of integrative thinking which Fullan says 
describes what “Six Secret” thinkers do.  

D i g g i n g  D e e p e r

What are the secrets to your success?  
Email them to InConversation@ontario.ca 
by October 14, 2008. We will review them 

and share them with the community on  
the In Conversation page of the ministry 
website (www.ontario.ca/education).

www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/policyfunding/leadership/InConversation.html
www.ontario.ca/education



