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›› Q&A

1
QAfter your Change 

Leadership Workshop, 
you blogged that the busi-
ness officers you met were 
“hands-down the most 
excited group of change 
advocates I’ve met. This was 
a group energized and ready 
to engage their campuses 
deeply in positive change.” 
Why do you think that is?

A I think it’s because 
there’s a real sense of 

urgency involving the chal-
lenges independent schools 
are facing. At the work-
shop, it wasn’t just business 
officers, but also heads of 
school, directors of HR and 
technology … entire leader-
ship teams who recognize 
that their schools need to 
make some major changes to 
remain financially strong and 
academically and culturally 
compelling in the face of 
growing competition from 
charter and public schools.

2
QFinancial aid is a growing 

burden and a huge chal-
lenge. What do you see as 
keeping many schools from 
effectively confronting it?

A Financial aid has many 
interdependent relation-

ships: enrollment numbers, 
tuition discount rates, the 
school’s history and culture, 

its operating deficit or sur-
plus. There is a high degree of 
concern that if you mess with 
any one of these elements, 
you could be in danger of 
affecting another. There’s this 
constant moving of the dials, 
and schools need to watch 
them at all times.

3
QCan you provide an 

example?

A Sure. I was just talking 
to a college president. 

His school was in a challeng-
ing financial situation, so 
they experimented by modi-
fying the discount rate, and 
in reducing it by 2 percent, 
the result was that many 
students chose to not attend. 
The school didn’t come close 
to making its class. The  
impact was in the millions.

4
QWhat can independent 

schools do to avoid 
these kinds of mistakes?

A I think a better question 
is, how can we try new 

things that risk failure, but 
small failures? The concept of 
“failing fast” is an important 

one in education reform. It’s 
only in experimentation that 
we learn how far we can test 
the model. It wasn’t that long 
ago that making decisions in 
silos was a sufficient way to 
work: facilities people made 
facilities decisions, IT people 
made IT decisions, enroll-
ment and financial aid people 
made their decisions.  
Today, forward-thinking 
heads are demanding a 
greater degree of real  
collaboration. It’s about get-
ting collective agreement 
on mission, the markets to 
pursue and how to achieve a 
sufficient operating margin.

This is true collaborative 
leadership. Heads are in the 
unique position of either 
encouraging or discouraging 
it. Which way they go will 
probably be a function of 
their own comfort level with 
change and ambiguity.

5
QOf course, decision-by-

committee can lead to 
muddled outcomes. Advice?

A In making important 
decisions, teams need 

to have robust conversations 
and not skip important steps. 
I use a decision-making  
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model that prevents the 
default behavior of trying 
to jump to a solution before 
really understanding the 
problem’s root causes and 
symptoms. Schools need to 
do a better job analyzing the 
problems they’re trying to 
solve, and visualizing the  
solutions they hope to achieve.

The reality is that we have 
a financial model that has 
worked well in good times. 
Schools need to be willing to 
step back from “how we’ve 
always done it” and look for 
a simpler or at least different 
way to bring in the enroll-
ment that doesn’t hold the 
school financially hostage. 
This is especially true for 
schools that don’t have a 
track record of positive  
operating margins. We need 
more candid conversa-
tions about this dual need 
for financial stability and 
affordability. It comes down 
to either bringing in more 
students or scaling back 
programs and services.

6
QBeyond the challenge 

of changing the finan-
cial aid model, of course, is 
changing families’ expecta-
tions about it.

AWell, this is no one-size-
fits-all industry. The 

decision-making model can 
help schools tell a story about 
why they’re structured the 
way they are, how financial 
aid is a part of their mission, 
how it has been done tradi-
tionally, and how it needs to 
be part of a financially stable 
future. The model also helps 
with articulating why things 
need to change. It’s about 
finding the right language to 
not only define the problem 
but the results you expect to 
emerge from the change.

7
QWhat about sharing the 

story with the people 
who will actually execute the 
new strategy, do the work 
behind the change?

ARight, the message 
needs to be translated 

effectively throughout the or-
ganization. In order to create 
a healthy sense of urgency, 
you need to communicate 
two things well: the brutal 
facts, and a positive view of 
the future. The brutal facts 
speak to people who want 
to know you’re being candid 
with them. The positive view 
inspires them. For instance: 
“We have a $2 million oper-
ating gap, and our financial 
aid strategy is not sustain-
able. On the positive side, 
there is great demand for our 
program, our new strategic 
plan is about to be launched 
and we’re very well posi-
tioned to address long-term 
challenges.” It’s about being 
candid and giving hope.

8
QAny tips on getting 

both of these groups to 
listen in the first place? 

AHere’s where it’s impor-
tant to understand the 

difference between forcing 
change and inviting change. 
What too often happens is we 
get caught up in the weeds. 
We never have the “why 
conversation.” We put out 
our plan instead of showing 
how it’s going to lead to the 
vision. Think of it as going 
on a road show, meeting 
with faculty and every other 
stakeholder, and saying here’s 
what we’re trying to ac-
complish. Imagine reaching 
across the table and saying 
we need you to be part of the 
solution. Q
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DECISION-MAKING PROCESS

What’s the problem 
we’re trying to solve?

VALIDATE
What did each of us 

agree to?

WHY
Why is this important?

VISION
What DID success  

look like?

Pros and cons
Prioritize

Leadership
Major milestones

Who’s responsible?

Inclusive, managed, no 
outward judgment


