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Dear colleagues:

I am pleased to see that the spring edition of In Conversation with Roger Martin, 
Dean of the Rotman School of Management, has sparked such thoughtful dialogue  
among school leaders.

These are challenging ideas, as many of you have pointed out. Integrative thinking 
demands, as one reader comments, that we practice what Heifetz calls “being on the 
balcony and the dance floor” simultaneously. At the same time, I think we can all  
see intuitively the value of this approach, and how keeping the whole and the parts  
in mind opens up opportunities to devise innovative solutions, particularly to complex 
problems. One reader, for example, speaks about applying these concepts to school 
re-organization. It will be interesting to read how integrative thinking supports that 
process, in particular with respect to the decision-making it entails, as it presents many 
of the apparently ‘contradictory’ demands that Roger Martin writes about. 

I appreciate your willingness to share these comments with school leaders across the 
province, and look forward to hearing from you in the future.
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Leadership et pensée intégrative
Une entrevue avec Roger MartinCe numéro d’En conversation donne suite au Colloque des  

directions d’école très réussi que le Ministère a animé en 
février dernier et auquel ont assisté plus de 240 leaders  
scolaires et leaders du système, dont la majorité étaient  
des directions d’école en poste dans la province.Un des points saillants du Colloque fut la présentation de 

Roger Martin, doyen de la Rotman School of Management, 
Université de Toronto. Roger a parlé de son livre intitulé 
The Opposable Mind: How Successful Leaders Win through 
Integrative Thinking et a présenté ses idées sur la résolution 
de problèmes, le processus décisionnel et le mode de 
raisonnement et de pensée de dirigeants émérites.La réaction enthousiaste des participantes et participants au discours de Roger nous a incités à consacrer ce numéro  

d’En conversation à ses idées et à parler avec lui de la façon dont il a découvert cette unique approche et de l’application  

de celle-ci aux problèmes auxquels chacun d’entre nous est confronté quotidiennement en tant que leader.

Toutes les personnes qui liront le livre de Roger – qui porte sur le leadership en affaires – se demanderont naturellement 

dans quelle mesure ces concepts peuvent être appliqués au leadership dans le milieu de l’éducation. Or, il est intéressant 

de noter que dans l’entrevue suivante, Roger mentionne que ses travaux de recherche sur le processus décisionnel d’une 

direction d’école ont en grande partie inspiré les idées présentées dans son livre. En fait, le travail de Roger repose sur la 

prémisse que les dirigeants émérites partagent un ensemble de capacités de raisonnement qui transcendent le contexte  

et sont applicables dans n’importe quel environnement.
Comme toujours, ces idées visent à stimuler un dialogue entre professionnels. Je vous encourage à les partager avec vos  

collègues et à les mettre à l’essai dans votre vie professionnelle. Je vous invite également à envoyer vos opinions sur la  

question à InConversation@Ontario.ca d’ici le 19 juin. Nous les lirons et en afficherons des  

extraits sur la page En conversation du site Web du Ministère.
Le Colloque des directions d’école m’a persuadé que les directions d’école de l’Ontario 

sont compétentes, dévouées et vouées à la réussite de leurs élèves. Le dialogue en petits 

groupes tenu durant la journée a confirmé cet engagement et s’est avéré une partie 

extrêmement importante du temps que nous avons passé ensemble.
Le sous-ministre de l’Éducation,

Ben Levin

A P P R O F O N D I RÀ propos du Colloque des directions d’école
Le Colloque des directions d’école est un forum  
unique à trois paliers à l’intention des directions  
d’école de l’Ontario. Il sert de laboratoire pour la  
conception et le partage d’idées innovatrices visant  
à améliorer les écoles et à perfectionner  
l’apprentissage des élèves. Pour en savoir plus,  
consulter le site Web du Ministère. Voir sous  
Nouveau sur www.ontario.ca/leadershipeneducation.  
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Leadership and integrative thinking

An interview with Roger Martin

This issue of In Conversation follows on the very  

successful Principal Congress hosted by the ministry  

last February and attended by over 240 school and 

system leaders, the majority of whom were practicing 

principals across the province.

Among many Congress highlights was the engaging 

keynote address delivered by Roger Martin, Dean of 

the Rotman School of Management at the University of 

Toronto. Roger spoke about his book The Opposable Mind: 

How Successful Leaders Win through Integrative Thinking and shared his insights about problem-solving, decision-making, 

and the thinking skills and attitudes shared by successful leaders.

Based on the enthusiastic response of Congress participants to Roger’s presentation, we decided to devote this 

issue of In Conversation to his ideas, and speak with him further about how he arrived at this unique approach, and 

how it can be applied to the issues all of us face every day as leaders.

Any reader of Roger’s book – which focuses on business leadership – will naturally wonder how transferrable 

these concepts are to leadership in the education setting. It is interesting to note that in the following interview, 

Roger cites the lessons learned in researching the decision-making process of a school leader as one of the key 

steps in his journey toward the ideas presented in the book. In fact, the premise of Roger’s work is that successful 

leaders share a set of thinking skills that transcend context and are applicable in any setting.

As always, these ideas are presented as a springboard for professional dialogue. I encourage you to explore 

them with your colleagues and put them to the test in your own professional practice.  

I also encourage you to send your thoughts on this issue to InConversation@Ontario.ca 

by June 19. We will review them and share excerpts with you on the In Conversation 

page of the ministry website.

The Principal Congress confirmed my belief that Ontario school leaders are 

skilled, dedicated and committed to supporting the success of their students. The 

small-group dialogue we shared during the day was proof of that commitment  

and an extremely valuable part of our time together.

D i g g i n g  D e e p e R

About the principal Congress

The Principal Congress is a unique, tri-level forum for 

Ontario’s education leaders. It serves as a “think tank” 

to generate and exchange innovative ideas designed to  

improve schools and enhance student learning. You 

can learn more on the ministry website. Look under 

“What’s New” at www.ontario.ca/eduleadership

Ben Levin
Deputy Minister of Education
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Excerpts from reader responses: Spring 2009

The concept of integrative thinking

“The concept of integrative thinking moves us beyond all of the leadership 
theories studied in current educational leadership courses. It is refreshing 
to have validation for the view that no leadership models fit every situation. 
Leadership is contextual and particular theories or actions match with specific 
situations but do not cover all.”

“The introduction of integrative thinking into the mainstream of leadership 
action research is a timely and welcome innovation. For me, however, it is 
a complex concept that is not easily grasped - and that is after having taken 
the SO executive program at Rotman and having read Roger Martin’s book. 
I still find it to be an elusive practice. Perhaps it’s because, as with artists, 
‘there is no clearly defined guideline’ that tells us where integrative thinking 
begins and ends. Or perhaps it’s because it is a habit of mind that ‘takes time’ 
and practice. Or maybe it’s because it too is yet another mental model, ‘an 
imperfect abstraction’ that we need in order to operate in the world.”

“I am intrigued by the concepts introduced in Martin’s model. What resonated 
clearly was the need to understand and challenge our own ‘world view’ or 
‘filter’ in order to see all of the complexities and possibilities in any difficult 
choice. The need to stop and assess when the red flag goes up also resonated 
with me. I make hundreds of decisions a day and sometimes, out of necessity, 
they are made too quickly, without considering a possible creative solution. 
When the choice is not win-win, I will now table my decision to allow more 
time for information gathering and reflection. The key will be making it a 
priority to carve out that ‘thinking’ time.”

Integrative thinking in the education context

“[Integrative thinking] has significant implications for how we lead in the edu
cational context: attempting to think this way has helped me immeasurably in 
collaborating with colleagues in our day-to-day decision making process. It has 
helped me to ‘keep the whole in mind while working on the individual parts’, 
what Heifetz calls ‘being on the balcony and the dance floor’ simultaneously, 
a stance that is increasingly necessary as we balance the ethical tensions that 
Duignan describes as arising as we meet the challenge of unfamiliar problems 
in unfamiliar contexts. As we experience the seismic shift in learning across 
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Ontario from ‘delivering’ curriculum to ‘responding’ to students’ diverse 
needs, integrative thinking is a mental model that can really be a catalyst for 
the kind of transformative change that our community of learners demands.”

“In attempting to utilize integrative thinking as a leader, one faces challenges 
on many fronts. One goal of decision-making in our current context is that it 
aims to be transparent to all. As a leader engages in integrative thinking and 
creates models utilizing this level of complexity, it is often difficult for others 
involved to be able to visualize all of the components that were considered. 
Integrative thinkers face roadblocks in dealing with stakeholders who hold fast 
to one view and are not willing to attempt to understand the thinking process. 
It is often difficult to be transparent in your decision making when the process 
has been very complex.”

“The article … forced me to look at how I censor the information I provide to 
staff when collaboratively making decisions. For example, around the influence 
of the home environment on student achievement, I tend to cut this dialogue 
off because I’ve always seen it as counterproductive, as staff being ‘preoccupied 
with the excuses of why students don’t achieve’ as Asa Hilliard put it. I will now 
let this dialogue in but then use it to shape the decision as in, ‘if this is part of 
our context, then what can we do about it’?”

Integrative thinking in practice

“It is … difficult to engage in group decision making using integrative thinking. 
This can be especially problematic when dealing with groups that have specific 
agendas.”

“Time is … a challenge when attempting to use integrative thinking. In our 
daily lives, we are often bombarded with so many tasks that the truly crucial 
ones may often be sandwiched between other troublesome, but perhaps  
non-critical, ones. As the year winds down and one has the chance to engage 
in reflective practice and review the year, it is often the case that we find that 
we have expended a great deal of time on issues over which we have had little 
impact. Taking time to carry out this type of review throughout the year would 
certainly be more helpful and may lead us to more instances where integrative 
thinking is utilized.”

“School and system leaders could, at the very least, consider applying 
integrative thinking when facing large scale change. For example, in our 
board, we are currently working on a project to create our first Kindergarten 
to Grade 12 school. This is not a popular change on any front. The secondary 
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school does not want its space invaded; the elementary school parents do 
not want their children integrated with the older students; the elementary 
teachers are concerned about safety; etc. This is a change that is warranted 
for economic reasons. Utilizing integrative thinking and considering all 
possibilities, this change situation could be transformed into an opportunity 
rather than being considered an imposed restriction.”

“Integrative thinking provides one with the opportunity to consider all aspects  
of a problem or situation. One is then able to make a choice that will, hope
fully, provide the best of both (or more) worlds. The concepts presented in 
this paper challenge us, as educational leaders, to think outside the box and 
consider the needs of all when trying to choose between options.”


