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Abstract 

I undertook my doctoral residency for Harvard’s Ed.L.D. program with Pathways 

Prosperity (PtoP), a five-year-old joint initiative with the Harvard Graduate School of 

Education that is housed within Jobs for the Future (JFF), a 35-year-old national 

nonprofit in the education-to-careers space. PtoP operates as an intermediary organization 

and technical assistance provider whose core business is helping states, regions, and other 

actors conceive, create, and scale education-to-career pathways. Conceptually speaking, 

education-to-career pathways are vertically articulated courses of study that seamlessly 

connect a young person’s experience from secondary to postsecondary to career. My 

main project was to lead a strategic planning effort to help PtoP identify and pursue 

opportunities to enhance and sustain its impact. In the account that follows, I begin by 

outlining my initial approach to this leadership challenge, including the content and 

process research (including adaptive leadership, teaming, and improvement science) that 

informed the theory of action underlying my leadership strategy. I then analyze both 

successes and failures, highlighting single- and double-loop learnings to enhance my 

leadership and inform PtoP’s strategic planning efforts. I consider what it might take for 

PtoP to generate short-term wins and sustain longer-term gains based on those efforts. I 

conclude by reflecting on the structural need for and critical functions of intermediary 

organizations within cross-sectoral ecosystems. 
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Introduction 

Personal and National Context 

In early July 2017, I began my doctoral residency as a member of the Pathways to 

Prosperity (PtoP) team within Jobs for the Future (JFF), a national nonprofit based in 

Boston. Although I had entered the Harvard Graduate Schools of Education’s Ed.L.D. 

(Doctor of Education Leadership) program two years prior with the goal of becoming a 

K-12 superintendent, I had come to doubt that the public education system alone—at 

least as traditionally understood—was equipped to solve all the problems society charged 

it with. Observing that children spend only about 20 percent of their waking hours in 

school, Paul Reville (one of my professors, and the former Secretary of Education for the 

state of Massachusetts) often said that schooling alone was “too weak an intervention” in 

relation to the magnitude of our social challenges (Reville, 2014). I had come to agree—

schooling was necessary, but not sufficient. Consequently, I had become eager to learn 

more about how educators and educational institutions might partner with actors in other 

domains to achieve breakthrough social impacts—and to help them do so. 

I had also come to see inequality and polarization as America’s two greatest 

challenges. Through my coursework, I had come to recognize the historically large (and 

increasing) magnitude of these twin phenomena. Concentration of wealth in the United 

States, I discovered, had dramatically accelerated over the past 30 years, such that the top 

one percent now owned 40 percent of all U.S. wealth, while the entire bottom half owned 

roughly zero percent (Beddoes, 2012; World Wealth and Income Database, n.d.). I 

learned that although the wage “premium” associated with a college degree was now 

higher than ever before, college completion rates had increased only modestly since 1980 
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(Bailey & Dynarski, 2011; Murphy & Topel, 2016). These economic trends hit less-

educated Americans, especially less-educated males, hardest. Between 1980 and 2012, 

real earnings declined by 22 percent among of American males who never attained a high 

school diploma, and by 11 percent of those who attained no more than that (Autor, 2014). 

Prime-age male labor force participation was down 12 percentage points since 1954, and 

men with a high school degree or less were the primary drivers of this decrease (Council 

of Economic Advisers, 2016). Intergenerational economic mobility was also down in the 

U.S., with the percentage of children earning more than their parents falling steadily from 

over 90 percent (for children born in 1940) to about 50 percent (for children born in 

1984) (Chetty, Grusky, Hell, Hendren, Manduca, & Narang, 2016). Racial employment 

and earnings gaps had not substantially narrowed since Ronald Reagan took office, and 

they remained large (Patten, 2016; Mishel, Bivens, Gould, & Shierholz, 2012). 

Against this economic backdrop, American culture and politics had become 

almost unprecedentedly polarized. In Congress, Republicans and Democrats were more 

polarized than at any time on record (since at least 1879), and the ideological distance 

between the two parties had doubled since 1980 (Bonica, McCarty, Poole, & Rosenthal, 

2013). Despite having roughly similar positions at the turn of the century, Fox News and 

MSNBC began to rapidly diverge from centrism into markedly ideological (conservative 

and liberal, respectively) territory around 2003 (Martin & Yurukoglu, 2017). Fewer 

Americans than ever before held a mix of conservative and liberal positions (Kiley, 

2017), and both Democrats and Republicans were far more likely than they had been 25 

years prior to have negative views of the other side (Pew Research Center, 2014). Both 

politically and socially, in a way that research cannot quite (and perhaps need not) 
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capture, it felt as though Americans were less willing to collaborate, compromise, and 

empathize than at any point in my lifetime. Working at JFF and Pathways to Prosperity 

presented a golden opportunity to influence both of these issues. 

Organizational Context 

I see PtoP’s cross-sectoral approach as actively subverting the paradigm of social 

and political polarization in order to mitigate economic inequality. PtoP seeks to promote 

economic advancement by ensuring “many more youth complete high school, attain a 

postsecondary credential with currency in the labor market, and get launched on a career 

while leaving open the prospect of further education” (Cahill & Jackson, 2015). It seeks 

to instantiate this vision by helping states and regions develop education-to-career 

“pathways” that forge connections among K-12 systems, postsecondary institutions, and 

the working world, and which help young graduates embark on well-paying, middle-skill 

careers with advancement potential. Typically, K-12, postsecondary, and industry operate 

in silos, and—consistent with our polarized culture—they often blame one another for 

failing to do their part to make young people successful. PtoP seeks to flip this dynamic 

by helping all three sectors intentionally collaborate to create aligned systems 

culminating in credentials with labor market value. 

PtoP’s goals, strategies, and business position had evolved rather organically out 

of a project incubated at Harvard University. It originated in 2011, when two Harvard 

professors—Robert “Bob” Schwartz and Ronald “Ron” Ferguson—teamed with 

journalist William Symonds to write a report called Pathways to Prosperity: Meeting the 

Challenge of Preparing Young Americans for the 21st Century (the “Pathways report”). It 

highlighted research showing that while some form of postsecondary education was 
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increasingly necessary to earn a middle-class wage, just four out of 10 Americans 

attained an associate’s or bachelor’s degree by their mid-twenties. The Pathways report, 

released via the Harvard Graduate School of Education (HGSE), generated a groundswell 

of interest, with more than 30 states contacting its authors for additional guidance and 

support related to various efforts in education, workforce, and economic development 

(Loyd, 2013). 

Within the first six months of 2012, Pathways to Prosperity became a joint 

initiative between HGSE and Jobs for the Future, a national workforce-oriented nonprofit 

where Bob Schwartz had strong relationships. Bob’s wife, Nancy Hoffman, was a senior 

leader there, and the Pew Charitable Trusts had been one of JFF’s early funders when 

Bob helmed Pew’s education division. In June 2012, the Pathways to Prosperity 

“Network” launched with a cohort of six states1 (Loyd, 2013). The Network’s initial 

design called for each state to identify three regions in which to pilot career pathways, 

which were later to be scaled statewide. Each member state paid a membership fee, in 

exchange for which PtoP committed to provide “ongoing technical assistance, resources, 

and other supports” related to pathways development (Loyd, 2013). In July 2012, Amy 

Loyd joined PtoP to undertake her Ed.L.D. residency, during which she helped grow the 

PtoP Network and served as its first director. The first PtoP “Institute”—a two-day 

conference during which all Network members convened to learn and advance pathways 

work—occurred in October 2012. 

As I entered residency, JFF and PtoP were at inflection points in their 

development. JFF had become a venerable institution in the education-to-workforce-

                                                
1 Illinois, Maine, Massachusetts, Missouri, North Carolina, and Tennessee 
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space, and it was turning 35 years old. It styled itself a “think and do tank” whose vision 

was that “the promise of education and economic mobility in America [be] achieved for 

everyone” and whose mission was to “ensure that all lower-income young people and 

workers have the skills and credentials needed to succeed in our economy” (Jobs for the 

Future, n.d.). However, Maria Flynn had recently become JFF’s new CEO, and she had 

spent the first months of her tenure engaging the organization in a review and re-

evaluation of its internal structure, business model, and marketing position. An external 

branding consultant reported that partners tended to “shy away from JFF because of a 

lack of understanding about what the brand does, how it functions, and the mission 

driving it,” and suggested that JFF’s tone was “too dense” and its existing branding “too 

serious, too broad, and too confusing” (Levinson, 2018). Partially in response to these 

findings, Maria had adopted two primary change initiatives for JFF as a whole: “New 

Horizons,” an effort to enhance the organization’s business and fundraising position, and 

“One JFF,” an effort to make the many program units under the JFF umbrella work more 

seamlessly with one another. A potentially disruptive re-organization loomed. 

PtoP, which celebrated its fifth birthday just as I was coming on board, was an 

upstart in comparison to JFF. And while the JFF re-org did not seem likely to 

substantially change the staffing structure of the PtoP team itself, it had created a need 

and opportunity for all program units, including PtoP, to reflect on, more clearly 

articulate, and potentially sharpen their goals, strategies, and business positions. 

By the time I arrived in the summer of 2017, PtoP had grown substantially since 

its inception. It now featured eight active state members—Arizona, California, Delaware, 

Georgia, Illinois, Tennessee, Texas, and Indiana. The PtoP Network had also since 
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decided to include regional members, and now had six: New York City; Madison, 

Wisconsin; the Twin Cities; Philadelphia; Columbus, Ohio; and Long Beach, California. 

I became PtoP’s 14th full-time employee, and the 10th to start in the preceding 18 months. 

Twice-annual Institutes remained the cornerstone of PtoP’s core services package for 

Network members, and in late October, PtoP would convene its 11th. In addition to 

running the Network, PtoP had begun providing, directly to employers and other 

stakeholders, services connected with career-based education. Five years in, the PtoP 

“initiative” had found relatively stable financial footing, the Network was growing, and 

team members generally felt their work was making a difference. The volume and scope 

of the team’s work was growing quickly, as was size of the team itself. 

And yet, PtoP’s leaders sensed that a change—some change—was necessary. 

Whereas PtoP had evolved during its first five years in a largely organic and sometimes 

reactive manner, several team members now expressed an interest in becoming more 

intentional and proactive in achieving impact. Amy Loyd, PtoP’s leader2, mentioned 

early during my tenure that “We’re at a place where we need to live up to the promises 

we have made to the field.” Adelina Garcia, a senior program manager for PtoP team, 

expanded on this notion, saying, “We’ve been building the plane as we’ve been flying it. 

It hasn’t given us much opportunity to really step back sometimes and be very intentional 

and forward-thinking about what we’re building, and [to] learn from the things that have 

not gone so well, and the things that have.” 

                                                
2 By this time, Amy’s title had become “Associate Vice President, Building Educational 
Pathways for Youth” at JFF; Kyle Hartung now held the title of Director, Pathways to 
Prosperity. 
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For more than a year prior to my arrival, the team had discussed potential change 

opportunities under a conceptual banner they provisionally called “Pathways 2.0,” but 

none had generated meaningful traction. Amy had interest in more clearly defining the 

scope and arc of Network membership, and in better differentiating Network from non-

Network services. As I spoke with the full range of team members regarding their hopes 

for change, responses were highly variable, and not always clearly linked to specific 

problems. I heard several desires expressed, including to “change the narrative”; to adopt 

“bold next steps”; to assemble data substantiating PtoP’s value; and to harvest, codify, 

and better leverage learnings from the initiative’s first five years. The team shared a 

broad interest in the notion of change, but there was little consensus or clarity about 

precisely what should change, and why. While there was both incentive and appetite for 

strategic recalibration, there was not yet a formal process in place to identify or 

implement specific strategic changes, or to develop a broader change agenda. 

This became the focus of my strategic project: to help the PtoP team co-create a 

clear, common, and compelling change agenda, and to launch a process engaging all team 

members in implementing that agenda. The guiding question that underlay my work on 

this strategic project was: How might Pathways to Prosperity—an education-to-careers 

initiative that has achieved early-stage growth and success by “building the plane while 

flying it”—intentionally re-organize itself internally to maximize its external impact? The 

even larger question that I continue to grapple with, in connection with both PtoP’s work 

and in relation to my personal sense of vocation, is: How might educational leaders and 

institutions in the United States catalyze, organize, and support cross-sectoral 

collaboration to reduce social inequality and polarization? 
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Review of Knowledge for Action 

 Effectively supporting change in any organization requires both content 

knowledge and a considered approach to the process of change. Content knowledge 

illuminates the practical context in which change must occur, and the historical issues one 

must recognize and navigate to succeed. In the Content section, I summarize academic 

and practitioner research on the nature of educational reforms and movements, the history 

of cross-sector collaboration, and the history of career-based education in the United 

States. In the Process section, I explore research to better understand the “how” of 

change—what successful change means, and what frames, behaviors, and structures 

increase the likelihood of sustaining it. I conclude by offering a theory of action, 

grounded in this content and process research, to guide my leadership approach. 

Content Research 

Reforms and movements. Given the national and systems-level scope of its 

ambitions, Pathways to Prosperity can be conceived as a reform, a movement, or some 

combination of these two. Hence, in contemplating PtoP’s strategic future, it is desirable 

to understand the conditions that have historically enabled reforms and movements to 

achieve their goals. 

In that it seeks to make fundamental changes, at scale, to the structure and 

function of secondary and postsecondary education systems, it seems fair to characterize 

PtoP as an education reform. Symonds, Schwartz, and Ferguson explicitly embrace this 

frame in the Pathways report, writing that pathways are part of “a broader vision for 

school reform” (2011, p. 23). By analyzing the history of U.S. educational reform, David 

Cohen and Jal Mehta find that successful system-wide reforms share four common 
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features, and that unsuccessful reforms tend to fall short on parallel dimensions (2017; 

see Appendix A). In particular, they highlight the pivotal importance of support from 

teachers and a significant public constituency outside of education, and they find that 

reforms with such support can succeed even when other important conditions are unmet 

(Cohen & Mehta, 2017). Based on this research, I entered PtoP believing that building 

this kind of support would be critical to its long-term success as a reform. 

 However, PtoP can also be understood as a species of movement. According to 

Marshall Ganz, “social movements… assert new public values, form new relationships 

rooted in those values, and mobilize the political, economic, and cultural power to 

translate these values into action” (2010, pp. 527-528). In the Pathways report, Symonds, 

Schwartz, and Ferguson (2011) describe their aims in positively Ganzian terms, 

advocating for “a new social compact” (p. 34) that “will require changes not just in how 

we prepare young people, but also in some of our deepest cultural beliefs and biases 

regarding education” (p. 23). Movements, according to Ganz, develop leaders at all 

levels; these leaders accept responsibility “not only for their individual ‘part’ of the work, 

but also for the collective ‘whole’”; and their “authority rests on moral suasion more than 

on economic and political coercion” (2010, pp. 527-528). In the same vein, Amy Loyd 

writes of PtoP’s need to make a “moral claim” and help build “a movement that 

compasses all members’ needs to both meet their own ends while contributing to a larger 

end goal” (2013). This “movement” frame caused me to enter PtoP with the hypothesis 

that PtoP would need to attend to developing multi-level leadership and a persuasive 

moral argument when designing a long-term strategy. 
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 PtoP encompasses aspects of both reform and movement, then—and both of these 

paradigms suggest that support from “grassroots” and “frontline actors” is essential (see 

Figure 1). Dorgan and Ferguson (2014) formally define these as “Level 0” and “Level 1” 

actors, respectively, within the youth development system (see Appendix B). Level 0 

“grassroots” actors work on behalf of the movement, but do not receive payment for their 

efforts. According to Dorgan and Ferguson, attention to the grassroots is especially 

critical because of the “sheer numbers of activities on this level” (Dorgan & Ferguson, 

2004, p. 274). Unlike Level 0 actors, Level 1 “frontline” actors, like teachers, receive 

compensation for their services supporting young people. Level 2 (“local support”) and 

Level 3 (“nonlocal support”) comprise the youth development system’s top levels, where 

monetary and formal political resources tend to be concentrated. PtoP is a Level 3 actor, 

and it works primarily with Level 2 and other Level 3 actors to design and implement the 

systems that Level 0 and Level 1 actors experience as users when schools adopt 

pathways. At present, however, PtoP’s work touches Level 0 and Level 1 actors in a 

mostly indirect and somewhat incidental fashion; PtoP does not currently work very 

intentionally to cultivate their support, solicit their feedback, or provide them with the 

tools necessary to implement ground-level change. Given PtoP’s ambition to effect 

systems-level change—and since Level 0 and Level 1 are crucial components (often end 

users) of the “system”—it may behoove PtoP to consider how its overall strategy might 

more purposefully address these levels. 
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Figure 1. Reform and movement framework. 
  
 Collective impact and cross-sector collaboration. Pathways to Prosperity brings 

together diverse stakeholders, helping them bridge boundaries to achieve a common 

social (and economic) goal. In six short years since an article in the Stanford Social 

Innovation Review coined the term, “collective impact” has become the ascendant 

contemporary paradigm for this kind of work. In the process, it has generated “a great 

deal of discussion, affecting the distribution of philanthropic and public funds, and 

shaping and reshaping the missions, methods, and nomenclature of hundreds of 

organizations” (Henig, Riehl, Rebell, & Wolff, 2015, p. 26). Recent evidence of 

collective impact’s cachet came in October 2017, when the Ballmer Group awarded $60 
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million over six years to StriveTogether, the concept’s originator and lead practitioner 

(Philanthropy News Digest, 2017). 

 Despite its unique visibility, collective impact shares many of PtoP’s goals, 

assumptions, and challenges. Like PtoP, collective impact requires “the commitment of a 

group of important actors from different sectors to a common agenda for solving a 

specific social problem” (Kania & Kramer, 2011, p. 36). Like PtoP, it proceeds from the 

assumption that “substantially greater progress could be made…if nonprofits, 

governments, business, and the public were brought together around a common agenda” 

(Kania & Kramer, 2011, p. 38). Like PtoP, it attempts to address “social issues that… 

require different players to change their behavior” (Kania & Kramer, 2011, p. 38). 

Collective impact stands out in large part because its originators have linked it to 

a clear and relatively well-elaborated conceptual architecture. This helps partners, 

funders, and even bystanders understand it. Specifically, collective impact’s originators 

define five conditions for successful collective impact, and the StriveTogether 

organization explicitly attempts to enable each of these in its role as a “backbone” 

organization (see Appendix C). Realism and cynicism might both suggest that this 

“backbone” nomenclature is a mere rebranding of what is known elsewhere as an 

intermediary organization. Again, however, what distinguishes a collective impact 

“backbone” from a vanilla intermediary is clear conceptual architecture, which provides a 

roadmap for high-leverage activities and a foundation for relevant accountability. In the 

collective impact paradigm, backbones perform six key functions: (a) guide vision and 

strategy; (b) support aligned activities; (c) establish shared measurement practices; (d) 

build public will; (e) advance policy; (f) mobilize funding (Turner, Merchant, Kania, & 
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Martin, 2012). Collective impact literature also offers detailed thinking on how backbone 

organizations might measure their impact, on both a big-picture and more granular basis 

(see Appendix D and Appendix E). 

The clarity of the conceptual architecture that underlies collective impact would 

be useful for PtoP to emulate, because of both the revenue rewards it can generate and the 

strategic intentionality it can confer in the pursuit of impact. This does not necessarily 

mean—and in my view, it probably does not mean—that PtoP should simply adopt 

collective impact’s conceptual architecture outright. One reason is that PtoP competes 

with collective impact (or at least StriveTogether, its lead practitioner) in the funder space 

and the marketplace of ideas. In light of this, it may make more sense for PtoP to clearly 

distinguish itself from collective impact rather than align itself to it. Another (related) 

reason that is that collective impact has extremely broad applicability, whereas PtoP’s 

focus on career-based education is far narrower and more specialized. This requires a 

narrower and more specialized approach. That said, it may be useful for PtoP to assess its 

work against the conditions and activities associated with collective impact, and to use 

this as a jumping off point to clarify and elaborate its own conceptual architecture. 

 After all, despite the buzzy aura of novelty that surrounds collective impact, it is 

hardly a new idea. Rather, it is just “the most recent manifestation” of “local, place-

based, cross-sector collaboration” (Henig et al., 2015, p. 2). This form of collaboration, 

which PtoP now facilitates, dates back to the 19th century, but it became especially 

widespread in the 1960s during the War on Poverty (Henig et al., 2015). It experienced 

another wave of popularity in the 1990s and early 2000s under the title of comprehensive 

community initiatives. Unfortunately, prior iterations have met with limited success. 
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According to Henig and colleagues, “research literature shows that cross-sector 

collaborations to improve urban communities and educational outcomes have historically 

been difficult to pull off and to sustain; they have resulted in some individual successes 

but few widespread improvements” (2016, p. 2).  

 Henig et al. argue that, in order to achieve sustainable impact, future iterations of 

cross-sector collaboration will require more thoughtful design and implementation in 

three major domains: measurement, collective learning, and social brokerage. 

Measurement, they argue, is critical, not only because it enables accountability, but also 

because it enables “deliberation about outcomes as a strategy for moving past old battles, 

challenging preconceptions, and forging new and more genuinely shared common 

interests” (Henig et al., 2015, p. 66). However, they also suggest that not all measurement 

is useful, and that it can actually cause harm when pursued haphazardly. First, they note 

that data collection is costly, and emphasize that measurement must connect to a clear 

theory of action in order to drive the work forward. Second, they aver that some 

approaches to data can actually undermine improvement, writing that measurement’s 

“symbolic purposes that can be at odds with ongoing learning, for example to enhance 

the legitimacy of the organization or provide a smokescreen to obscure what is really 

happening” (Henig et al., 2015, pp. 41-42). A clear theory of action, combined with a 

measurement system to assess it and learning orientation to adjust it, creates a powerful 

engine to generate the improvement necessary for cross-sector collaboration to achieve 

scalable impact. Henig et al. also emphasize the need for systems to support and 

accelerate collective learning. Of special note for PtoP, they highlight networks as a 

promising new vehicle for such learning. Networks, they note, are more feasible and less 
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costly to implement than ever before, thanks to advances in information and 

communications technology, which create the potential “to create cross-city/district 

forums for sharing ideas and learning” (Henig et al., 2015, p. 65). Finally, they highlight 

the importance of social brokerage, noting that distrust among partners is one of the most 

common reasons cross-sector collaboration fails. Strife emerges because partners from 

different groups typically have divergent incentives, norms, and philosophies; racial 

animus exacerbates the challenges associated with such divergence (Henig et al., 2016). 

An empowered neutral party can help cross-sectoral partners overcome these challenges 

by serving as an “honest broker,” identifying areas of convergence amid competing 

viewpoints, and working to “allay mistrust and suspicion grounded in race, ethnicity, and 

other social cleavages” (Henig et al., 2015, p. 66).  

 Intermediary organizations, I learned, can help close gaps and coordinate efforts 

in all three of these domains, thereby increasing the likelihood that the current generation 

of cross-sector collaboration will produce greater impact than prior generations have. As 

I entered PtoP, this lens informed my view of the role intermediaries like PtoP can play, 

my understanding of why they must, and my concern of what may happen if they do not. 

Career-based education in the United States. Career-based education in the 

United States has a long and somewhat checkered history, which has often been a 

battleground between competing educational ends and means. This history has incubated 

a set of tensions that PtoP has been grappling with since its inception and will need to 

actively and skillfully manage in order to achieve scaled, systems-level impact. 

Career-based education in the U.S. has historically been a battleground between 

public and private ends, and—relatedly—between democratic and economic purposes. In 
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colonial America, apprenticeships were common, and public education as we know it 

today did not exist (Middlekauff, 1961). These apprenticeships were private 

arrangements, and they served an explicitly economic purpose, as Daniel Webster noted 

in 1790: “Artificial wants multiply the number of occupations… Every youth must be 

instructed in the business by which he is to procure subsistence” (p. 72). The federal 

government did not begin to expend public resources on vocational education until the 

Morrill Act of 1862, which granted states land to establish agricultural and mechanical 

colleges, and it did not allocate funding for K-12 vocational education until the Smith-

Hughes Act of 1917 (Ogden, 1990; Lazerson & Grubb, 1974). 

The path to such public support for vocational education was fraught. In the last 

quarter of the 19th century, the “manual training” movement drew substantial support 

from “leading industrialists hoping to use schools to use meet their demand for skilled 

labor… [who] contended that schools should meet specific industrial needs” (Lazerson & 

Grubb, 1974, p. 6). This view generated strong opposition among those who believed 

education should serve public ends. John Dewey pointedly argued that while “some 

employers of labor would doubtless rejoice to have public schools supported by public 

taxation supply them with additional food for their mills… All others should be united 

against every proposition…to separate training of employees from training for 

citizenship” (Lazerson & Grubb, 1974, p. 147). While these two factions clashed 

primarily over vocational education, in particular, Labaree (1997) suggests that American 

education in general has revolved around three purposes that are often in tension with one 

another: democratic equality, whereby schools prepare students for citizenship; social 

efficiency, whereby they form students into a productive workforce that supports the 
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economy as a whole; and social mobility, whereby they prepare individual students to 

rise up the socioeconomic ranks3. According to Labaree, “Historical conflict over these 

competing visions of education has resulted in a contradictory structure for the 

educational system that has sharply impaired its effectiveness” (Labaree, 1997, p. 39). 

PtoP would likely claim that the “Pathways” approach simultaneously advances 

democratic equality, social efficiency, and social mobility—but history has shown this is 

a difficult needle to thread, since each of these “has at times served to undermine the 

others” (Labaree, 1997, p. 41). 

The history of career-based education has also been the site of battles regarding 

means. Some have argued that the education system should be bifurcated and “tracked” 

into distinct academic and vocational pathways in the interest of efficiency and 

specialization. Others have argued that it should be integrative, incorporating both 

academic and vocational learning, in the interest of equity and broad applicability. The 

earliest federal vocational legislation reflected the former view, including provisions to 

sharply distinguish vocational from general education, based on “the idea that 

[vocational] instruction, to be effective, must be very specific and narrowly related to the 

occupational skills it seeks to develop” (Lazerson & Grubb, 1974, p. 30). In doing so, it 

“established a legacy of separate boards for vocational education, the separation of 

vocational funds, segregation of the vocational curriculum, [and] segregation of 

vocational education students” (Friedel, 2011, pp. 39-40). Throughout most of the 20th 

                                                
3 Viewed through this lens, Dewey was arguing that vocationalism marginalized the 
democratic equality purpose of education in order to elevate its social efficiency purpose. 
Interestingly, both are public goods (unlike social mobility). 



 24 

century, federal legislation reinforced this legacy4. However, separate systems did not 

provide equal opportunity, and many came to see this separation as a perpetuator of 

structural inequality, especially along lines of race. As early as the Civil War, for 

instance, “industrial training and Negro education became synonymous… [it] was 

designed to provide educational opportunities within the context of second class 

citizenship” (Lazerson & Grubb, 1974, p. 11). Some also saw the bifurcated system as a 

classist instrument, intended to segregate the lower and laboring classes from the rest of 

America (Lazerson & Grubb, 1974). The upshot was that, as the end of the 20th century 

approached, “voc ed” had become stigmatized as inferior among broad swaths of all 

classes and races. 

Partially in response to this stigma, the U.S. career education system has become 

increasingly more integrative over the past three decades. Perkins II, the 1990 bill that 

first reauthorized the Carl D. Perkins Vocational Act of 1984, emphasized the integration 

of academic and vocational education, marking a hard shift from the bifurcated system 

that virtually all previous legislation had helped institutionalize (Friedel, 2011). It also 

prioritized tighter integration between the secondary and postsecondary components of 

the vocational education system (Friedel, 2011). Perkins III (1998) and Perkins IV (2006) 

reinforced this emphasis on greater academic and vocational integration in the curriculum 

and, with it, increased integration across lines of race and class in schools (Friedel, 2011). 

Meanwhile, career-based education’s proponents have striven to reform and rebrand its 

20th century reputation as a dumping ground for the less able and an oppressor of the 

                                                
4 The Vocational Act of 1963 and the Carl D. Perkins Vocational Act of 1984 are the 
most notable examples. 
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marginalized. In keeping with that effort, Perkins IV (2006) was the first federal 

legislation to replace the term “vocational education” with “career and technical 

education” (CTE) (Friedel, 2011). 

My sense is that in order to achieve systems-level change, PtoP will need to 

effectively reframe all of these “battleground” issues as polarities to be managed, rather 

than tensions to be solved (see Appendix F). Polarities are interdependent pairs, each 

“pole” of which plays a critical role in advancing a greater purpose, but each of which 

can also detract from that purpose if improperly calibrated (Johnson, 2014; see Appendix 

G). In other words, career-based education must attend (for instance) to public and 

private goods, to both broad applicability and specialization, and to both equity and 

efficiency—but it must not over- or under-emphasize either side. PtoP can help by 

exercising “third way” leadership, which attempts to “reconcile polarizing disagreements 

between what seem like irreconcilable ideological positions in the education space” and 

to “synthesize seemingly contradictory policy options into new solutions that are 

preferable to the original choices” (Schueler, 2016, pp. 5-6). This can also help the whole 

field overcome the stigma associated with vocational education without sacrificing the 

practical and professional relevance of career-based education. 

Process Research 

 Learning-oriented leadership is the overarching process frame with which I 

approached my strategic project at PtoP. Research in adaptive leadership, teaming, and 

improvement science informed this frame. 

Adaptive leadership. As Amy Loyd wrote in her capstone in 2013, PtoP asks 

“states and regions to do things they do not know how to do and for which there are no 
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easy solutions,” and that requires adaptive leadership (Loyd, 2013, p. 15). So too, I 

believe, does helping change the way PtoP conceives of and organizes itself to support 

this work. Adaptive problems are “those the experts cannot solve,” and they “lie in the 

stomach and the heart”—solving them requires changing “people’s values, beliefs, habits, 

ways or working, or ways of life” (Heifetz & Linsky, 2004, p. 35). Heifetz and Linsky 

offer five main strategies for adaptive leadership, and several activities associated with 

each (see Appendix H). Of these, five activities in particular influenced my leadership 

strategy. I prioritized finding partners, who “strengthen both you and your initiatives. 

With partners, you are not simply relying on the logical power of your arguments, you 

are building political power as well” (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002, p. 78). I also prioritized 

finding out where people are at, which 

requires curiosity, especially when you think you already know someone’s 

problem and what needs to be done. Their view is likely to be different… and if 

you don’t take their perspective as a starting point, you are liable to be dismissed 

as irrelevant, insensitive, or presumptuous. (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002, p. 63). 

Controlling the temperature means keeping the level of distress during change efforts 

“within a tolerable range—not so high that people demand it be turned off completely, 

and not so low that they are lulled into inaction” (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002, p. 108). 

Placing the work where it belongs entails insisting that team members grapple with hard 

questions, resisting the urge to provide answers, and “constantly… giving the work back 

to the people who need to take responsibility” (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002, p. 139). Focusing 

attention on the issue means keeping people engaged with “issues that disturb them” and 
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helping them resist their default inclination to avoid real change and the conflict it often 

requires (Heifetz & Laurie, 1997, p. 128). 

 Ultimately, “A leader provides direction by identifying the organization’s 

adaptive challenge and framing the key questions and issues… [and] helps expose 

conflict, viewing it as the engine of creativity and learning” (Heifetz & Laurie, 1997, pp. 

127-128). This was the primary leadership lens that I brought to my strategic project, and 

it informed the bulk of my theory of action. 

Teaming. Teaming is how organizations learn, innovate, and compete in the 

knowledge economy within which PtoP operates in (Edmondson, 2012). It is also the 

vehicle whereby ideas for organizational change become reality—or don’t. Consequently, 

supporting effective teaming is a key leadership competency for my strategic project. 

One of the key ideas I took from teaming research is a new definition of what 

“effectiveness” means in a team context. While for-profit businesses typically prioritize 

performance (i.e. customer/client satisfaction and the revenue that goes with it) above all 

else, Harvard psychologist Richard Hackman (2011) adds two critical dimensions of team 

effectiveness: 

Dimension Key Criterion 
Performance Does the team’s output meet the standards of its 

users? 

Individual development Are individual members of the team thriving and 
developing? 
 

Collective capacity Is the team’s capacity to work and learn together in 
the future growing? 
 

Table 1. Dimensions of team effectiveness. Adapted from Hackman, 2011. 
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Hackman’s framework suggests that the growth of individuals and teams—learning—is a 

valuable end in itself, as well as a key determinant of quality and business success. 

 Harvard business professor Amy Edmondson elaborates this perspective, noting 

that “teaming is the engine of organizational learning,” but also that it runs counter to 

“many of our natural and socially developed behaviors” (Edmondson, 2012; Edmondson, 

2014). In contrast to Hackman’s structural perspective, Edmondson argues that 

effectiveness hinges largely on “the mindset and practices of teamwork, not by… design 

and structures…” (Edmondson, 2012). Nevertheless, achieving it requires teams to 

“organize for learning,” which demands four main leadership actions: (a) frame the 

situation for learning, (b) make it psychologically safe to learn, (c) learn from failure; (d) 

span occupational and cultural boundaries (Edmondson, 2012). From a leadership 

perspective, organizing for learning differs from organizing for execution in several ways 

(see Appendix I). While these two frames are not necessarily mutually exclusive, they 

often travel in different circles, and the execution frame tends to dominate in most 

organizations. In light of this—and the fact that my lack of positional authority put me in 

no position to “direct subordinates” or otherwise tell others what to do—I emphasized the 

learning frame in leading work on my strategic project.  

 Of special note to me, based on what I perceived as change obstacles in 

organizations in which I had previously worked, was psychological safety. Psychological 

safety is “a taken-for-granted belief about how others will respond when you ask a 

question, seek feedback, admit a mistake, or propose a possibly wacky idea” 

(Edmondson, 2012). When it is absent, team members may resist providing ideas or input 

because they fear being perceived as ignorant, incompetent, negative, or disruptive. 
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Psychologically unsafe environments short-circuit learning and growth, which in turn 

cripples team performance and progress. Based on Edmondson’s research, I tried to 

reinforce psychological safety by being accessible and approachable, acknowledging 

when I did not know something, displaying fallibility, inviting participation, and 

highlighting failure as an opportunity to learn (Edmondson, 2012). 

Improvement science. Adaptive leadership and teaming are powerful, expansive, 

and intuitive concepts—and they are also somewhat vague. Conversely, improvement 

science, borrowed from industry, is a change methodology that “entails getting into the 

micro details as to how any proposed set of changes is actually supposed to improve 

outcomes” (Bryk, Gomez, Grunow, & LeMahieu, 2015). It hinges on three core 

improvement questions: (a) What is the specific problem I am now trying to solve?; (b) 

What change might I introduce and why?; (c) How will I know whether the change is 

actually an improvement? (Bryk et al., 2015). Emphasizing these core improvement 

questions can help bring discipline to the process whereby PtoP collectively pursues 

improvement within the context of this strategic planning effort. In particular, the first 

question—What is the specific problem I am [we are] trying to solve?—can focus the 

planning process by identifying and addressing key barriers that obstruct progress and 

performance. This can help make the case for change compelling and ensure (in keeping 

with adaptive leadership) that team members “[carry] the recognition of the 

problem…within themselves” (Heifetz & Laurie, 1997, p. 179). 

 I hoped, by incorporating the improvement science paradigm into my leadership 

approach, to bring a foundation of rigor and clarity to learning-oriented leadership. I also 

saw it as an important counterbalance to the intuitive foundations of adaptive leadership.  
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Theory of Action 

 This content and process literature formed the basis of my theory of action (see 

Appendix J)5. The three elements of its “Then” portion detail what I was trying to achieve 

with my strategic project. The seven elements of its “If” portion describe the actions that 

I believed would, if correctly implemented, help bring these outcomes about: 

 
Figure 2. Strategic project theory of action. 

In the following section, I will describe how my attempts to implement this theory of 

action unfolded. 

                                                
5 Of this theory of action’s seven “If” elements, three (2, 6, and 7) came primarily from 
the process literature on adaptive leadership; two (1, 3) came primary from the process 
literature on teaming; one (5) came primarily from the process literature on improvement 
science; and one (4) came from my review of content research associated with reforms 
and movements, collective impact and cross-sector collaboration, and the history of 
career-based education in the U.S. 

If I:

1. Build strong relationships with all stakeholders, especially PtoP team 
members;

2. Find out and reflect to the collective “where people are at”;
3. Create conditions that enable team-based change, including

psychological safety;
4. Help others recognize and account for factors that have historically

limited the impact of career-based education in the United States;
5. Emphasize “core improvement questions” and focus attention on key 

issues, especially those that may be disturbing and/or controversial;
6. Place the work “where it belongs” and resist the urge to provide easy 

answers;
7. ”Control the temperature” as the team works through key questions 

and issues

Then we (PtoP) will:

8. Be able to more clearly understand and communicate our identity;
9. Increase our capacity to learn and collaborate internally;
10. Be better organized to achieve and measure external impact.
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Description, Evidence, and Analysis of the Strategic Project 

Description 

 The purpose of my strategic project was to help the PtoP team develop, launch, and 

collectively pursue a change agenda intentionally aimed at enhancing and sustaining its 

impact in the field. As I discussed in the Introduction above, there were nascent ideas, 

aspirations, pain points, and anxieties that drove a widespread sense, among the team’s 

leaders, that some sort of change was in order, but initially, there was little clarity or 

consensus about precisely what change. From my first conversations with Amy Loyd, she 

framed a residency at JFF and PtoP as opportunity to enter the organization, find out what 

I was interested in and what the organization needed, and develop a strategic project in 

light of those findings. My work at PtoP occurred in four phases: preparing for entry; 

building knowledge and understanding context; framing collective priorities for change; 

and pursuing collective priorities for change. 

Phase 1: Preparing for entry. The first phase began in November 2016 and 

extended through June 2017. Early on, I had introductory phone calls with PtoP staff 

including Amy Loyd, Nancy Hoffman, and Kyle Hartung, and Mark Martin (the last of 

whom was an Ed.L.D. resident with PtoP directly prior to me). I also visited JFF’s office 

in January 2017 for a full day of interviews. From these conversations, I learned that PtoP’s 

work focused at the “systems level,” and that its complexity made it somewhat hard to pin 

down or box in. Team members reported that the PtoP team was smart, hierarchically flat, 

and that it valued fun, collaboration, and flexibility. PtoP’s work in the field was highly 

complex, relationship-dependent, and somewhat fluid. Leadership was interested in having 

a resident to maintain strong ties with Harvard, grow “fresh connections to the academic 
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world,” and add more “smart people” to the team, but the specific content of a strategic 

project was yet to be determined. Between January and May 2017, I conducted desk-based 

research to better understand the historical context surrounding education reforms and 

social movements in the United States, as well as the history of career-based education, in 

particular. In early June 2017, I attended JFF’s semi-annual all staff meeting, during which 

each JFF program unit gave a presentation to showcase its work. During PtoP’s 

presentation, Kyle Hartung, its Director, described two main goals for its work: enhancing 

opportunity and access across all levels of the system, and building “strong, thriving 

ecosystems made up of lots of interdependencies.” He shared that the PtoP team had grown 

rapidly during the past year, and that leadership was actively considering what might 

constitute the “next level of [PtoP’s] work”—including the possibility of a somewhat 

radical departure from the status quo. I was eager to help PtoP think through this issue, but 

I knew that I would need to experience the practical context of PtoP’s work to understand 

what that next level might look like and require. 

Phase 2: Building knowledge and understanding context. The second phase of 

my work—building knowledge and understanding context—began in early July 2017, 

when my residency with PtoP formally began. Upon entry, I attended orientation sessions 

and read a great deal of practitioner literature, but I learned largely by doing. This is how I 

first experienced the type of cross-sector collaboration—across secondary education, 

postsecondary education, and industry—that defines PtoP’s work. An early project to 

finalize student performance tasks for a multinational agriculture concern enabled me to 

speak with numerous community college professors and agriculture industry professionals. 

Both expressed great respect for high school teachers’ pedagogical skill, but also concern 
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as to whether their agricultural content knowledge and standards of rigor were sufficient. 

One industry professional shared a sense that educators’ perspectives needed to be more 

“practical” and connected to the “real world.” According to several stakeholders, the fast 

pace of industry conflicted with the more deliberate process of curricular development in 

education, causing one professor to remark on the “disconnect” between the two sectors. 

Educators, for their part, expressed a sense of powerlessness to meet industry members’ 

expectations that schools more effectively prepare students for “employability.” One 

recounted an exchange that dramatized this dynamic, recalling an industry member who 

had said, “‘We’re talking about skillsets… But one of the things I really need is to have 

employees pass a drug test… How can you help me do that?’”, to which the educator had 

replied, “‘Let me think about that. Kids have a life of experiences and educators can only 

do so much.’” This project was fascinating, because it was my first practical exposure to 

the kind of cross-sectoral tensions that I had previously come to know only through 

research. It was also interesting because it was one among a handful of engagements in 

which PtoP served companies directly, as clients. I later learned that non-Network 

engagements such as this now comprised roughly half of PtoP’s annual revenue. While 

many nonprofits would salivate at the prospect of such revenue diversification, PtoP’s 

leaders wondered whether non-Network work was a deviation from PtoP’s core mission. 

It was coming into focus that helping the PtoP the team more intentionally align its goals, 

activities, and revenue streams could be an important part of my work at PtoP. 

 As time went on, I became involved in and gained exposure to a broader range of 

PtoP’s field work. I helped design and facilitate several cross-sectoral workshops in 

Midwestern cities; I planned and hosted a panel on teacher externships for our twice-
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annual Institute; I worked on an ill-fated funding proposal for the National Science 

Foundation; I helped design new marketing materials for PtoP’s middle-school career 

exploration curriculum; and I visited Mankato, Minnesota to research and co-write an 

“asset mapping report” setting the stage for a pathways strategy in that region. I also sat 

in on a wide variety of meetings, with both PtoP senior leaders and external partners. 

Jumping into the work in this way helped me develop relationships with other PtoP team 

members and gain a first-hand familiarity with both the nuts and bolts and the conceptual 

ambitions of PtoP’s work. 

I learned that that the PtoP’s fundamental framework for implementing the 

Pathways initiative remained mostly unchanged since the Network’s launch in 2012. Its 

five main levers were: engaged employers; career information and awareness; 

intermediary organizations; effective leadership and enabling policies; and 9-14 career 

pathways. The specific wording associated with each of these has varied slightly across 

written products—and in the most recent iterations, they are collectively called 

“strategies,” rather than “levers”—but the core ideas remain mostly the same (see 

Appendix K). Nevertheless, neither framework made clear what services PtoP provided, 

or how its activities influenced these levers or informed these strategies. It seemed like 

there might be an opportunity to stimulate fresh thinking on how PtoP sought to effect 

change in the field.  

While learning by doing helped me build knowledge and understand context, I 

also made it a priority to “get on the balcony” and “find out where people [were] at” 

(Heifetz & Linsky, 2002). I spoke in some detail with all team members (see Appendix 

L) regarding their perspectives on the team’s collective work and their hopes for its 
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future. I saw this as an opportunity not just to understand hopes and fears at baseline, but 

to cultivate partners for the change work ahead. These conversations revealed that there 

was a widespread appetite for change, but opinions varied as to what the key change 

priorities should be. 

Amy Loyd was keen to build on the work of the past five years and incubate the 

next provocative “big idea” to move the field as a whole forward. In addition to providing 

catalytic thought leadership, she was interested in moving PtoP’s locus of engagement 

away from K-12 schools and towards community colleges and employers. She was (and 

is) equity- and impact-minded, and as PtoP’s leader, she was also acutely aware that 

much of PtoP’s success—and revenue— depends on its work and messaging being 

broadly palatable across geographies and political affiliations. She was eager to maintain 

fiscal sustainability and flexibility, and she also expressed interest in and concern for the 

preferences of individual team members. 

 Kyle Hartung, PtoP’s director, expressed a desire for PtoP get “out of the weeds” 

of school-level involvement and more fully embrace its identity as an engine of economic 

mobility and development, rather than an education reform, per se. He espoused a 

systems, not programs view of PtoP’s work, and he was wary of productization. In 

particular, he feared that that having a prescriptive model might transform the PtoP team 

from being experts and field builders to becoming product “peddlers,” and he added: 

I really truly believe we’re not here to make things for people. We have 

expertise—that’s what we do. We like to work with people to advance their work. 

But we don’t exist for the sole purpose of following a template of specifications 

and then producing… a bunch of widgets. We’re not the factory. 
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Kyle’s perspective was informed, in large part, by his insight into the interdependent 

complexity of the regional ecosystems PtoP’s work seeks to impact. While interested in 

measuring such impact, he did not want to commit PtoP to population-level outcomes, 

given such complexity and PtoP’s structurally indirect influence (as an intermediary) on 

the front line.  

 Charlotte Cahill, a PtoP director and its lead for policy, shared Kyle’s reticence to 

commit to population-level outcomes, but she was hardly disinterested in them, saying 

“…we have to be able to demonstrate our effectiveness in order to keep getting funded… 

[and] we would want to know if something isn’t working…” She had some interest in 

enhancing the clarity of the team’s theory of action and the consistency of its work, but 

she also recognized and relished its inherent complexity and ambiguity: 

The work could be better-defined so that we don’t waste time, mess around, and 

re-invent the wheel… On the other hand, many people on the team like the 

complexity and ambiguity. I would be bored and unhappy at work if we were just 

running a program. I like strategic and analytical thinking, and I’m not sure if I 

could do that, then. 

Charlotte shared the team’s intellectual and moral conviction that educational pathways 

should align with labor market information, but reflected on the importance of selectively 

deviating from this principle to avoid reinforcing negative stereotypes about career-based 

education: “[We shy] away from pathways that read like traditional voc ed. [In] 

construction and the skilled trades, sometimes the [labor market information] looks very 

nice… there are jobs that pay a fair amount of money… but it’s not going to read to 
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upper middle-class, college-educated parents as, this is a good trajectory for my kid who I 

assume is getting a four-year degree… so then it becomes stigmatized.”  

 Nancy Hoffman and Bob Schwartz, PtoP’s co-founders, continue to play a central 

role in shaping its narrative and priorities, and while both saw the need for a strategy 

“refresh,” neither thought a wholesale “rethink” was in order. Nancy was eager to better 

differentiate PtoP from other actors in the career-to-education space, to assemble data 

substantiating PtoP’s impact, and to more clearly emphasize social capital, work-based 

learning, and apprenticeship. Bob prioritized scale, with the rationale that “Until you get 

to serving a much larger fraction of kids, you’re never going to have enough legitimacy.” 

He saw enrolling 40 percent of students in a given age cohort in pathways as a key goal 

for institutionalizing PtoP’s vision. Bob also expressed the importance of maintaining a 

healthy fiscal position for PtoP, which he believed would require a clearer value 

proposition to justify the considerable cost of a PtoP Network membership. 

Adelina Garcia is a senior program manager with PtoP and Amy Loyd’s de facto 

chief of staff. Adelina saw PtoP’s strategy refresh as an opportunity for the organization 

to be more deliberate and intentional. She also sensed a need for a shift in internal 

orientation. In particular, she wanted to see PtoP more fully embrace a both-and 

orientation: content and process, big picture and detail, flexibility and consistency. In 

Adelina’s view, the team already featured, but did not always equally value or optimally 

deploy, both poles of these ostensible dichotomies: 

I do think there are different values placed on different skills and abilities, and I 

don’t know that [detail orientation] always gets the appreciation it deserves… Our 

leadership historically tends to value more of the content… People who are strong 
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in content, the ones who write, and who produce collateral for the field. People 

appreciate the process side, but don’t necessarily esteem it as highly. 

She envisioned a future in which the PtoP team “operate[d] at its highest potential” and 

maximized the diverse expertise and experience of all its members. 

 Based on my initial conversations with team members, Amy and I decided in late 

August to focus my strategic project on what we loosely characterized as “strategic 

planning” for Pathways 2.0. While the intent was not to write an actual strategic plan, we 

agreed that creating concrete deliverables to instantiate key strategic shifts would be a 

key measure of the project’s success. With this direction in place, I wanted all team 

members to understand the high-level goals of the Pathways 2.0 planning process as I 

continued to gather information. In early September, I organized a team meeting to 

provide an overview of my strategic project as I then understood it. I framed the central 

challenge as threading the needle among four elements: (a) the change we want to see in 

the world; (b) what we love to do and are good at; (c) our partners’ wants and needs; (d) 

what our partners are willing to pay for. 

Phase 3: Framing collective priorities for change. The third phase of my 

strategic project—framing collective priorities for change—began in October. To 

produce a map that helps bring an organization’s activities and operations into closer 

alignment with its goals, any sound strategic planning process must begin with a clear 

understanding of what that organization is trying to achieve. With this in mind, I polled 

the PtoP team with a simple question to gain a more concrete sense of how PtoP 

conceived of its ultimate aims, and how that conception varied across individual 

members: If you had to pick one metric to gauge the effectiveness of our work, what 
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would it be? Responses ran the gamut, including educational inputs, educational outputs, 

labor market inputs, labor market outcomes, and client/market demand (see Appendix 

M). Meanwhile, my qualitative interviews with PtoP team members were surfacing a 

variety of perspectives on the successes and struggles of PtoP to date, and the changes it 

might benefit from making in light of these (see Appendix N). 

In keeping with the element (2) of my theory of action (“Find out and reflect back 

to the collective ‘where people are at’”), I organized a team meeting in mid-October to 

reflect this apparent multiplicity of aims and change perspectives back to the team. 

During the meeting, I shared the results of the poll, as well as key quotations from team 

members that highlighted areas of struggle and opportunity. From a leadership 

perspective, this meeting was an early attempt to “control the temperature” of change—

specifically to raise the temperature—in keeping with element (7) of my theory action 

and Heifetz’ directives to “orchestrate the conflict” and “focus attention on the issue.” I 

hoped that it would help the team as a whole begin to grapple productively with the first 

core improvement question of improvement science—What is the specific problem [we 

are] trying to solve?—and that, a result, team members would “[carry] the recognition of 

the problem…within themselves” (Bryk et al., 2015; Heifetz & Laurie, 1997, p. 179). 

However, when I tried to engage the team in discussion about what I had 

shared—which was, in fact, their own thinking—most team members remained silent. I 

was unsure of how to interpret this. I initially worried that it might be a sign of simple 

disinterest or disengagement. Afterwards, however, when I followed up with individuals, 

several of them shared a sense that the meeting had felt “tense.” This made me conclude 

that team members found these issues I had surfaced disturbing or confusing, and 
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uncomfortable to discuss in a team setting. Ironically, perhaps, this made me feel like I 

was mostly on the right track. Nevertheless, it also suggested that the PtoP team would 

need to find a way to discuss and work through uncomfortable issues in a collaborative 

and transparent manner if it were going to make meaningful progress in addressing them. 

 As much time as I devoted to understanding team members’ perspectives, I had 

not had much opportunity to understand where our Network partners “were at” by the 

time Institute arrived in late October. Therefore, I facilitated a meeting with state and 

Network “leads” directly following the conclusion of Institute to seek their input on 

PtoP’s strategy refresh and identify the areas in which they most needed additional 

guidance and support. During our ensuing conversation, partners revealed their interest in 

more robust support around data and measurement, communications, leadership 

development, and fundraising. All of these sounded familiar and unsurprising in light of 

my prior research on the difficulties inherent in sustaining healthy and effective cross-

sector collaborations, and the roles that intermediary organizations like PtoP can play in 

addressing those difficulties. Partners also expressed a desire that PtoP develop a clear 

and common framework to effect systems change, and a sense that Pathways 2.0 

represented an opportunity to codify how an “ideal system” might look and be achieved. 

This highlighted for me that, while PtoP now referred to the original five Pathways levers 

as “strategies” for systems change, they were more like “conditions” for such change. 

PtoP needed a clearer perspective on how states and regions might achieve these 

conditions, alongside more concrete supports to help them do so. 

 The collective input of the PtoP team itself and its external partners suggested that 

in order to take its work to the “next level,” PtoP would need revise and augment both its 
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internal systems and structures and its external products and services. Creating a roadmap 

to make these changes strategically would require PtoP to develop clearer shared goals, a 

clearer theory of action to achieve them, and a measurement system to guide the 

implementation and revision of this theory. However, I sensed potential obstacles in 

pursuing such changes. Some team members seemed to be operating on the assumptions 

that the team’s goals and theory of action already were clear—or at least clear enough. 

Others thought either that common measurement was too difficult and/or foolhardy, 

given the complexity of systems-level change and our indirect influence thereon, or that it 

was desirable chiefly to substantiate the value of PtoP’s work. I recalled Henig et al.’s 

warnings that measurement not linked to a clear theory of action can drain resources and 

focus from cross-sector collaborative efforts, and that data used to “enhance the 

legitimacy of an organization or provide a smokescreen to obscure what is really 

happening” can undermine learning and improvement (Henig et al., 2015, pp. 41-42). I 

had seen other organizations fall prey to precisely these pitfalls when undertaking change 

work—to their detriment—and I was determined to help PtoP avoid them. At the same 

time, I believed that even if these pitfalls could be avoided, making positive change on 

paper would not be enough to help the PtoP team effectively implement and sustain such 

change in ways that practically improved and advanced its work in the field. This, I 

believed, would require PtoP to take a more deliberate approach to teaming, and to 

undertake its collaborative work somewhat differently. 

 To drive the strategic planning process forward, Amy and I scheduled a full-day 

“Pathways 2.0” team retreat in mid-November. I was responsible for planning and 

executing the retreat, but I knew its chances of success would vastly improve if I could 
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find partners to co-own its planning and execution. Amy, Kyle, and I developed the 

overall architecture for the day iteratively, and I persuaded four PtoP team members 

(Marshall Davis, Adelina Garcia, Michelle Sedaca, and Anna O’Connor) to help me co-

design, and serve as lead facilitators for, the day’s discrete sessions (see Appendix O). 

At the retreat, I opened the day with prefatory framing to situate the many 

potential avenues for change within Michael Tushman’s explore/exploit framework, 

wherein exploration consists in developing new capacities and/or pursuing new markets, 

and exploitation consists in optimizing one’s work with respect to existing capacities and 

markets (2010). In keeping with element (3) of my theory of action (“create conditions to 

enable team-based change”), the day’s first session was a “compass points” activity that 

asked each team-member to self-sort into groups associated with their preferred work 

styles. Its purpose was to help the fast-growing PtoP team recognize the diversity of 

preferences and perspectives its members held, and to create a foundation for 

appreciating, navigating, and ideally leveraging that diversity in the change work (and 

client work) that lay ahead. Next, we engaged in an organizational immunity to change 

exercise with the hope of uncovering any hidden barriers to change. Third, we engaged in 

an exercise to brainstorm potential “brand attributes” for PtoP and identify the ones team 

members found most reflective of PtoP’s unique identity. Fourth, we engaged in a theory 

of action mapping exercise, in which the team divided itself into three small groups, each 

of which attempted to sketch a diagram outlining its understanding of PtoP’s ultimate 

goals, intermediate outcomes, and the activities it performed to achieve them. The maps 

that emerged varied substantially from one another, providing more evidence that PtoP’s 

underlying conceptual architecture needed clearer articulation. The day’s final session 
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centered on measurement, but by the time it began, the team was clearly exhausted and 

somewhat “checked out.” The compass points and branding sessions from the morning 

had seemed to work well. On the other hand, the immunity to change and theory of action 

activities seemed to generate confusion, if not anxiety. Amy’s take was that we had tried 

to do too much during the retreat, and that the day’s activities had felt somewhat 

disjointed as a result. I solicited additional feedback from the broader team via an online 

survey, but it had received only two responses when it closed two weeks later.  

Attempting to get a more accurate pulse check, I debriefed the retreat with my 

office mate, Julia di Bonaventura. She shared that she had “had trouble in the afternoon,” 

in large part because she had felt a lack of closure from the morning. According to Julia, 

she “felt like we hadn’t figured out what we’re about… [so] why are we having these 

conversations about what we haven’t figured out yet?” She internalized her sense of 

frustration at not having been able to achieve clarity about the team’s work, saying, “How 

am I not able to say what the theory of action is for the work I do? Why can’t I just easily 

put it down on paper, [when] I’ve been doing this for months? I was disappointed in 

myself, and confused.” Reflecting on the larger team’s feelings about this sense of 

strategic ambiguity, she suggested, “For half of our team, [it’s] exciting, and for the other 

half it’s terrifying.” Either way, this suggested to me that the temperature of change was 

indeed rising to a point where the team might be entering what Heifetz and Linsky call a 

“productive range of distress” (2002; see Appendix P). Julia herself was eager for clarity, 

and in particular to understand what the “next steps” were to achieve it. 

I had some ideas about next steps—and even about the “endgame” of change for 

PtoP—but I believed that foisting them on the team was unlikely to result in success. In 
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keeping with element (4) of my theory of my theory of action, I wanted to “place the 

work where it belongs” and resist the urge to provide answers. That said, I was eager to 

make progress—and so was Amy. In particular, she was becoming somewhat impatient at 

what she considered an over-emphasis on matters she considered internal, while she was 

feeling a great deal of pressure to execute on PtoP’s external work. In my view, however, 

the internal and the external elements of the change process were inextricably linked: I 

believed that external-facing changes were likely to be superficial and short-lived without 

appropriate internal shifts to support them. 

Nevertheless, Amy and I could not have agreed more on her main point—the 

purpose of Pathways 2.0 (and my strategic project) was to enhance and sustain PtoP’s 

work in the field. With this in mind, I now moved towards element (5) of my theory of 

action—focusing attention on key issues—with an eye towards framing team-sourced 

change priorities clearly and explaining how they fit into a coherent change agenda that 

would advance PtoP’s external work. Specifically, I suggested that our end goal for the 

change process was enhancing both our impact and our effectiveness. Effectiveness, I 

argued, was the three-pronged concept that Hackman had introduced—performance (user 

satisfaction), individual development, and collective capacity. Impact was “the change 

we wish to see in this world”—not pathways themselves, or the perpetuation of our work, 

but rather the specific social and economic gains we hoped these would help human 

beings and communities achieve. Winning hearts, minds, and dollars was also essential, 

but merely as a means to these twin ends. The purpose of Pathways 2.0 was to calibrate 

our work to achieve these goals, rather than calibrating our goals to fit our current 

activities. I called this change orientation framework the “Pathways 2.0 paradigm”: 
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Figure 3. Pathways 2.0 paradigm. 
 
I then associated each priority with specific workstreams (see Appendix Q). I also 

proposed that we create workgroups, composed of roughly three members each, to 

undertake these workstreams. They would be charged with drafting concrete change tools 

and recommendations and iterating them with feedback from the whole group during a 

structured cycle of meetings (see Appendix R). I proposed that Amy, with input from 

PtoP’s senior leadership (Kyle Hartung, Charlotte Cahill, Nancy Hoffman, and Bob 

Schwartz), make final decisions regarding recommended changes. My role would be to 

coordinate the workgroups, largely by framing key issues and questions in agendas I 

would create for each. 

 Phase 4: Pursuing collective priorities for change. The fourth phase of my 

strategic project—pursuing collective priorities for change—began in January 2018. 
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To improve the plan itself, ensure it addressed key needs, and increase the chances it 

would succeed, I met first with senior leadership (Amy, Kyle, and Charlotte). They were 

generally supportive, but also expressed some concern about the breadth of the plan’s 

scope and the demands it would make on the staff’s time. They also made moderate 

revisions to workgroups’ staffing, based on their knowledge of each team member’s 

strengths and interests. Then, I previewed the revised plan with at least one team member 

representing each level of hierarchy within the team—senior program manager (SPM), 

program manager (PM), and project assistant (PA). These meetings revealed general 

support for the plan’s priorities, even though the concern regarding the associated time 

commitment was widely shared. With respect to time, I consistently offered two 

responses. First, it was true that the time commitment was substantial in aggregate, but it 

would take only about 10 percent of any team member’s time during an average week, 

and only for the next three to four months. Second, team members themselves had 

identified these change priorities, and without a concerted effort and substantial time 

commitment, Pathways 2.0 would likely continue to be an inchoate notion rather than a 

concrete reality. These arguments seemed to make logical sense to people, but on a 

visceral and practical level, concern appeared to persist. 

When the time came to present the plan to whole team in late January, I asked 

Amy to lend her full-throated voice and formal authority to support the notion that the 

time commitment was both worthwhile and necessary. She did just that, telling the team, 

“This is the work,” and asserting that it would help us get better at doing the work in the 

future. I closed out the presentation with a Ganzian invitation, asking all team members 

to raise their hands to signify that they were committed to driving this work forward. All 
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but two did. While I was relieved that team members evinced no confusion or resistance 

during my presentation, I also noticed a now-familiar silence. The whole point of my 

work to date had been getting everyone on the same page—not just “bought in,” but 

committed to owning and driving a change agenda that reflected their collective 

preferences and strategic needs. Therefore, this silence gave me pause. I looked ahead to 

the workgroup meetings with a mix of excitement and anxiety, hoping that they would 

generate more engagement, ownership, and commitment. 

The first round of workgroup meetings began during the second week of 

February. The first orders of business for each workgroup were as follows: for the Impact 

team, developing a shared and updated theory of change; for the Effectiveness team, 

developing a new “plug and play” staffing system whereby team members could be 

assigned to projects intentionally based on their strengths and growth edges; for the 

Hearts, Minds, and Dollars workgroup, finalizing key brand attributes for the PtoP team 

and beginning the process of creating externally-facing products to dramatize these 

attributes and market our services to potential partners. 

I seeded the Impact group with a draft theory of change that I had created based 

on my many conversations with PtoP team members since arriving (see Appendix S). 

While team members seemed to think this draft theory of change was a good starting 

point, there was also conversation about what did and did not “belong” in a theory of 

change—and one team member highlighted the many activities she had undertaken the 

previous month that didn’t seem to fit with the draft. In my view, this was near-ideal: one 

of my major goals for this workgroup was squaring what PtoP actually does with its 

sense of what it should be doing to achieve its desired impact. Conversely, one of the 
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biggest mistakes nonprofits make when developing theories of change is creating a 

mirror, rather than a target: “A good theory of change doesn’t simply reflect what an 

organization is already doing; rather, it articulates what the organization wants to be held 

accountable for, and works backward” (Forti, 2012). 

Both the Effectiveness and Hearts, Minds, and Dollars workgroups decided, 

during their initial meetings, to tackle a slightly different problem from what the work 

plan initially proposed. In both cases, albeit in different ways, these workgroups pivoted 

to better situate their work in the context wherein it would ultimately be applied. The 

initial workstream for the Effectiveness workgroup was to create a “plug and play” 

staffing system, but one team member argued that such a system would have little chance 

of taking root unless proper conditions were in place first. The team rallied behind this 

suggestion and turned its attention to identifying those conditions, as well as strategies 

that might bring them about. Since I wanted team members themselves to own and drive 

the change work (and had indeed designed the workgroups as instruments for their doing 

so), I would have supported their preferred pivots no matter what. That said, this 

particular pivot was encouraging since it aligned well with Edmondson’s research finding 

that good teaming depends more on mindsets and practices than on designs and structures 

(2012). The Hearts, Minds and Dollars team’s initial task was to finalize brand attributes. 

However, two team members wisely noted during the first workgroup meeting that they 

needed to understand more about our competitors’ branding, services, and messaging 

before they would feel comfortable finalizing PtoP’s brand attributes. Therefore, they 

turned their collective attention to a conducting a competitor scan to re-ground the work 

of brand attribute development. 



 49 

While the early returns of the workgroups have been promising, the first round of 

the Pathways 2.0 development process also revealed that workgroups were having some 

trouble understanding how to square and incorporate the various strands of feedback 

coming from senior leadership and other members of the PtoP team. At the same time, 

senior leadership was feeling somewhat disconnected and under-informed regarding the 

progress workgroups were making between the whole group meetings in which they 

sought feedback. As a result, we modified Pathways 2.0’s governance structure in mid-

March to insert a senior leader as an advisor and “point person” for each one of the 

workgroups (Amy for Effectiveness, Kyle for Impact, and Charlotte for Hearts, Minds, 

and Dollars) (see Appendix T). In addition, I teamed with senior leadership to refine a 

clearer list of deliverables that each workgroup would develop by the end of May (see 

Appendix U). Finally, we re-aligned on the major high-level goals and shifts associated 

with the change process (see Appendix V). 

Evidence 

 It is hard to characterize the success of this strategic project, not least because it is 

not finished yet. As of this writing, the workgroup meetings that are the real guts of 

developing concrete tools for change had only recently begun. However, PtoP’s senior 

leadership continues to authorize this work, even as it has become more comprehensive 

and participatory. Perhaps the biggest indication of support is their willingness to commit 

the substantial amount of time associated with the workgroups: between January and May 

2018, PtoP team members are scheduled to spend roughly 170 collective man-hours in 

meetings related to this work, not including the time they will spend outside of formal 

meetings. Given the volume of PtoP’s day-to-day work, this counts as a major vote of 
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confidence. That said, I have doubts about the extent to which the team as a whole, 

including but not limited to senior leadership, is aligned on and committed to a common 

change vision for enhancing and sustaining PtoP’s long-term impact—and that was my 

strategic project’s overarching goal. 

 In the remainder of this section, I will take a more granular and systematic 

approach to evaluating the success of my strategic project so far, by reviewing the 

evidence associated with both the “If” and “Then” sections of my theory of action. Figure 

4, below, shows how I evaluate the success of each component of my strategic project’s 

theory of action. With respect to the seven elements of the “If” portion of my theory of 

action—i.e. the actions I set out to take in order to produce the results in the “Then” 

portion—I would deem three of them largely successful, three of them somewhat 

successful, and one of them not (yet) successful.  

 

 
Figure 4. Evaluation of strategic project theory of action as of late February, 2018. 
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Evaluating the “If” statement—actions. In my estimation, elements (1), (2), and 

(6) of my theory of action have been largely successful. Regarding element (1), building 

strong relationships, my interactions with team members at all levels are warm and 

collegial. I continue to be invited to work on various external projects, which suggests a 

certain level of trust in my competence and reliability in doing the work. I take the 

ongoing willingness of team members to openly discuss difficult matters with me as a 

sign that they trust my motives. This evidence suggests I am building a solid foundation 

of trust with the PtoP team, in keeping with Ron Ferguson’s four trust questions 

(Ferguson, 2009). Regarding element (2) (finding out and reflecting where people are 

“at”), the three major priorities with which workgroups are now engaged—Impact; 

Effectiveness; and Hearts, Minds and Dollars—are direct outgrowths of team members’ 

own hopes and concerns. That workgroups composed of front-line team members are 

now actively pushing the work of concrete tool development in each priority area forward 

is evidence that element (6) has also been a success. 

I deem elements (3), (5), and (7) somewhat successful. Regarding element (3), 

psychological safety seems to be increasing, in that several team members who privately 

expressed concerns with aspects of the team’s status quo have now begun to voice these 

ideas in the presence of the whole team. However, airtime remains somewhat unevenly 

distributed during group discussions, and a few team members have remarked on 

awkward silences that intersperse workgroup and whole group meetings after 

solicitations of feedback. Regarding element (5), emphasizing the three core 

improvement questions—What is the specific problem I am now trying to solve?; What 

change might I introduce and why?; How will I know whether the change is actually an 
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improvement?—success is mixed. Implementation of this element has been successful in 

that my provisional answers to these questions underlie the design of the Pathways 2.0 

workgroup process, which is now underway. However, I have no record of explicitly 

posing these three improvement questions to the whole team, nor have I have explicitly 

shared my provisional answers to these questions. This has been an unintentional error of 

omission, rather than a strategic choice. On the other hand, I have intentionally chosen 

not to frame the case for change in problem-based terms. This has probably limited my 

success in focusing attention on key issues (also part of element [5]). This might be why 

my advisor remarked, on an early draft of this paper, “I’m not clear on any kind of 

problem statement.” Element (7)—controlling the temperature of change—has also been 

“somewhat successful.” That workgroups are underway is evidence of success in driving 

action around change: team members have had a voice in formulating the change agenda, 

and now each has a clear role and task in moving it forward. On the other hand, that 

workgroups are not further along in developing concrete change tools may be considered 

a shortcoming. At various times, Amy has remarked on the need to re-orient towards 

these kinds of outputs, and while I have tried to adjust accordingly, she would rather we 

had made more progress by this time. 

Element (4)—helping team members recognize and account for factors that have 

historically limited the impact of previous iterations of career-based education and cross-

sector collaboration—is the one element of my theory of action’s “If” portion that, 

somewhat inarguably, has been completely unsuccessful so far. I simply have not 

communicated to the rest of the team my sense of why historical efforts around career-

based education and cross-sector collaboration have fallen short, or what implications 
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these shortcomings may have for PtoP’s strategy and, therefore, Pathways 2.0. The only 

team member who knows my perspective in this regard is Amy, and she has gained it 

mostly through reading drafts of this paper. I really have not discussed these matters in 

any detail with other team members. 

On the whole, I would characterize this distribution as more successful than not. 

Mostly, albeit with some exceptions, I have done what I set out to do with respect to the 

“If” portion of my theory of action. 

Evaluating the “Then” statement—results. As I mentioned in the introduction 

to this section, it is still too early to fairly evaluate the results of my strategic project. It 

would have unreasonable to expect, and I never projected, that the three elements of my 

“Then” statement would be fully accomplished by March. In fact, these three are lagging 

metrics, by design and definition. Still, since my residency term is more than 80 percent 

complete as of this writing, it is reasonable and appropriate to assess progress towards 

them. For reasons I will detail below, none of the three “Then” elements currently rates 

as “largely successful.” Specifically, I would characterize elements (8) and (9) as 

somewhat successful, and element (10) as not yet successful. 

Element (8) of my theory of action—PtoP being able to clearly understand and 

communicate its identity—has been partially successful. The Hearts, Minds and Dollars 

workgroup has helped the team collaboratively generate a draft list of three key brand 

descriptors, along with externally-facing glosses for each. It has also created a competitor 

scan to help the team better understand the business context in which it will need to stand 

out. On the other hand, considerable variation and imprecision remains in how team 

members describe what makes PtoP unique, and relatedly, how they want PtoP to be 
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perceived in the broader education-economy ecosystem. Consequently, there are not yet 

external-facing deliverables to market PtoP’s unique traits. 

Element (9)—increasing capacity to learn and collaborate internally—has also 

been somewhat successful. On the positive side, I see the workgroups as both laboratories 

and engines for increasing the team’s collaborative capacity. They provide a container, 

somewhat insulated from team members’ normal day-to-day work, to intentionally 

develop systems and structures to enhance the team’s collective work. At the same time, 

the workgroups force team members to jump feet-first into collaborative work, thus 

facilitating learning by doing. This has already helped even long-standing team members 

work together in largely new ways. During a late February meeting of the Effectiveness 

workgroup, one team member remarked that it was the first time she had worked with 

another in the five years they both had been with PtoP. Early markers of engagement in 

these collaborative workgroups are also encouraging. Workgroup meetings have 

exhibited near-percent attendance so far, and the response rate on early plus/delta surveys 

(77 percent) was much higher than the response rate for November’s post-retreat survey 

(17 percent). However, while nascent efforts are underway, the broader PtoP team has not 

yet institutionalized more deliberate internal systems for teaming and learning. 

Finally, it would not (yet) be accurate to say that the PtoP team has become better 

organized to achieve and measure external impact (element [10] of my theory of action). 

Amy, Kyle, and Charlotte have also suggested that they have concerns about the 

relevance of the planning work to date to the quality of our partner and client work. 

Workgroups have not yet finalized any of the tools, maps, or common understandings 

that will help us instantiate change. In particular, we do not yet have a shared theory of 
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action that reflects the full scope of PtoP’s vision and strategy, and this is a foundational 

step in intentionally pursuing impact. Because a worthwhile measurement scheme 

depends on and connects directly to a clear theory of action, we are also not yet in 

position to measure our external impact. Moreover, the way that PtoP undertakes and 

conceives of its work outside of the workgroups has not yet undergone much change. 

On the whole, I would evaluate the success of the “Then” (i.e. results) portion of 

my theory of action as limited—but mostly encouraging, and generally on pace. That 

merits cautious celebration. That said, quick wins have been few, and if work on this 

project ended today, I am not sure the PtoP team would sustain any considerable long-

term advantage as a result of it. That is sobering, and it highlights the need for continued 

intentionality and renewed focus. 

Analysis 

 In this section, I will analyze what the evidence above “means”—why my 

strategic project has met with success in some areas but not in others. Part of this analysis 

entails what Chris Argyris (1991) calls “single loop learning,” the goal of which is to 

improve at the things one has set out to do. It is also partly an exercise in “double loop 

learning,” which involves scrutinizing one’s underlying assumptions and adjusting them 

so that they better align with one’s ultimate ends. Its goal is to make sure one is setting 

out to do the right things in the first place. In this context, double-loop learning means 

critically reflecting on my theory of action—where it has been valid and useful, where it 

has been less so, and how future iterations might change in light of this. 
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 Drivers of success. In my estimation, three features of my strategic project have 

driven its relative successes: a strong relational foundation, coherent conceptual 

architecture, and useful practical infrastructure. 

 A strong relational foundation (element [1] of my theory of action) explains much 

of why this strategic project has succeeded to the extent it has. Within the first three 

months of my start date, I made it a point to have lunch and/or drinks with as many PtoP 

team members as possible, with twin goals of developing personal rapport and of better 

understanding their concerns and hopes for the PtoP team. I also jumped feet-first into 

PtoP’s day-to-day work outside my strategic project. Especially early on, I made it a 

point not to turn down any work opportunities that came my way, and to frequently 

inquire as to how I could help individuals advance their own workstreams. This helped 

build me build content knowledge in addition to relational trust, and indeed, the former 

helped feed the latter. Adaptive leadership research literature speaks to the importance of 

finding partners as a key component of thinking politically, but this can feel (and 

potentially be) sleazy, superficial, and/or transactional. Helpful partnerships can emerge 

more organically and effectively when one treats getting to know and help other people 

as an end in itself, rather than a means to an end. In retrospect, this approach was a 

strength. If anything, I should have been more intentional about building even deeper 

relationships with a broader swath of the PtoP team, including PtoP’s senior leaders. 

 Conceptual architecture was also a driver of success. The three main priorities 

encapsulated within the Pathways 2.0 paradigm (see Figure 3)—Impact; Effectiveness; 

and Hearts, Minds and Dollars—effectively contain almost all the diverse and ostensibly 

divergent hopes PtoP team members hold for the next stage of their collective work. The 
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Pathways 2.0 paradigm also offers a vision of how these priorities relate to and interact 

with one another as part of a coherent system that can undergird the PtoP team’s highly 

varied and sometimes fragmented day-to-day work. This architecture has helped drive 

more and more systematic thinking and action for change than PtoP had managed to 

achieve in connection with “Pathways 2.0” prior to my arrival. While the concrete details 

and deliverables necessary to make this system function at an optimal level remain under 

development, each of the three priorities has strong buy-in among a broad swath of the 

PtoP team, and the conceptual architecture that ties them together provides a useful high-

level roadmap for long-term change. In my view, this demonstrates the value of finding 

out and reflecting back to the collective where people are “at,” in keeping with element 

(2) of my theory of action. This element, in turn, aligns with Heifetz and Linsky’s 

broader imperative to “get on the balcony” and see the whole in a way that is difficult for 

those “on the dance floor” (2002). Doing this effectively required engaging in 

conversations with PtoP team members from all levels of the hierarchy with a spirit of 

humble inquiry, with an orientation towards active listening, and without an overly 

prescribed agenda or interview protocol. Some might argue that such an approach falls 

short of scholarly standards of rigor for qualitative research, and I would agree. However, 

I would also argue that this is a feature, rather than a bug. In real-world work like this, 

one sometimes has to read between the lines of what people say to understand key 

problems and root causes; conversely, rigorous research methods often fail to surface the 

information and insights most relevant to practitioner success. That said, one must take 

care (and I have) to test emerging hypotheses and resist jumping to conclusions. 
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 The Pathways 2.0 workgroup structure (see Appendix T) has driven the success of 

this strategic project by providing useful practical infrastructure for team members 

themselves to pursue collective priorities for change. It has been a largely effective 

instrument for placing the work “where it belongs” and for me to resist the urge to 

provide “answers,” in keeping with element (6) of my theory of action. One way to 

approach this project would have been for me to take the lead on researching and creating 

concrete deliverables to instantiate change, and had I done so, they would probably 

already exist. However, if my prior professional experience is any indication, they would 

also probably be doomed to life on an electronic shelf, crippled by a lack of real 

ownership, understanding, or commitment by those tasked with using them. JFF 

employees sometimes self-deprecatingly joke that they are changing the world one PDF 

at a time, but they know it is just a joke—one cannot hope to meaningfully change a 

single organization, much less the world, with PDFs alone. People need to work and 

think together to make lasting change. This was the rationale behind the workgroups: 

deeply involving others in the design—and thereby investing them in the success—of 

these deliverables. While the workgroup process is still underway, the early returns are 

positive, and the first round of key deliverables should be finalized shortly. Amy has 

reported that she is “totally impressed by the thoughtfulness and approaches of all three” 

workgroups. While a collaborative approach to change takes longer, it also pays off in 

higher-quality products and deeper, broader-based commitment to implementation. 

 Drivers of struggle. Several drivers have contributed to the relative struggles of 

my strategic project and the progress of Pathways 2.0. Some of these relate to the 

inherent challenges of adaptive change, and some to an imbalance between adaptive and 
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technical elements in how the project has unfolded. Some relate to the dynamics of power 

and influence, particularly as related to my lack of formal authority on the PtoP team. 

Others relate to the organizational context and culture of JFF and PtoP. 

 Confronting adaptive challenges—the kind that have no easy answers, necessitate 

new learning, and require changes to people’s values, beliefs, and behaviors—is 

inherently confusing, usually difficult, and often unpleasant. And yet, doing so is 

essential for effective long-term change. In fact, according to Ron Heifetz, the most 

common source of failure in leadership is treating adaptive problems as though they were 

technical problems (Nelson, n.d.). While the change priorities that comprise the Pathways 

2.0 paradigm all have salient technical elements, significant adaptive challenges lurk just 

below the surface of each. Workgroup meetings have brought some of these up to the 

surface of public discussion for the first time, and precisely because they permit few easy 

answers, it is unsurprising that workgroups have been slow to achieve clarity and 

consensus in how to address them. I consciously mined Heifetz’ research to build a 

theory of action that would enable the PtoP team to successfully engage with adaptive 

challenges, and the related actions I set out to take were all at least somewhat successful 

(see Appendix J, elements [2], [5], and [6]). In retrospect, however there were three 

activities from Heifetz and Linsky's adaptive leadership framework (see Appendix H) my 

theory of action did not explicitly incorporate, whose omission likely exacerbated the 

team’s struggles with adaptive issues. First, the workgroup structure, while useful and 

task-appropriate in many ways, is hardly a “short and simple” intervention, despite the 

fact that this is a key element (alongside placing the work where it belongs) of “giving 

the work back.” Second, I have largely neglected to “show [the team] the future,” even 
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though this is a key element of “orchestrating the conflict.” Only lately have I become 

intentional about sharing with the workgroups examples of how other organizations have 

successfully addressed the challenges with which they are now grappling. Third, I have 

been somewhat ineffective at reading authority figures for clues, which is a key element 

of getting on the balcony. In particular, Amy, Kyle, and Charlotte have all approved each 

major step in the Pathways 2.0 process, but I wonder if I have been sufficiently attentive 

and responsive to questions and concerns they have raised along the way. 

One of these concerns has been that, the inherent difficulties of adaptive work 

aside, the Pathways 2.0 planning process has tilted too far towards the adaptive and 

internal, and has been insufficiently focused on the technical, concrete, and external-

facing elements of change. Amy commented, on an early draft of this capstone paper, 

“I’m not sure how much of our work I see in this.” In feedback to a progress memo in 

which I highlighted the importance of “vulnerability, trust, and openness to error,” she 

also highlighted an important distinction: 

…this makes me wonder about internal versus external vulnerability and openness 

to error, and whether we hold the same expectations for both… Yes, I’d like to 

have a confident and polished external presentation for our work, and I’d like to 

have the safe space to experiment, fail, learn, change, and be messy internally. 

I couldn’t have said it better myself. And yet, in my Heifetzian zeal to resist easy answers 

and “place the work where it belongs,” I wonder if I have gone too far, and fallen short in 

providing sufficiently clear direction and concrete substance. I would agree that if I have 

failed to achieve the right balance between inquiry and action, adaptive and technical, 

internal and external, the former has outweighed the latter on all three dimensions. The 
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workgroups are a vehicle to address key technical concerns alongside adaptive concerns, 

and in my estimation, they are off to a strong start—but it is still just a start. 

 Upon reflection, the project to date has indeed been insufficiently attentive to 

technical matters in at least three ways. First, I have not clearly tied the case for change to 

specific problems to be solved. This has been an intentional choice, even though it 

conflicts with element (5) of my theory of action (emphasize core improvement questions 

and focus attention on key questions and issues). I have resisted a problem-based 

formulation in part because checking my natural impulse towards criticism—and better 

balancing it with empathy—has been a major focus area for me in terms of my personal 

and professional development. Perhaps more importantly, I have been wary of taking, or 

of being perceived as taking, a “deficit-based” approach to the work, even when I believe 

I have neutrally and accurately evaluated the evidence. I have great admiration and 

respect for what Nancy, Bob, Amy and the rest of the team have built, and I have tried 

not to cause them offense or appear to “blame” them when highlighting areas for 

improvement. As a result, I have framed the case for change primarily in positive terms, 

using the language of “hopes, “opportunities,” and “priorities.” This framing choice has 

helped me mostly avoid causing offense or provoking acute defensiveness, and it has 

helped guard against unhelpful historical tendencies in my own leadership. However, it 

may also be unsatisfying to those who struggle to become invested in change work 

without a more explicitly problem-based articulation of the “why” behind it. Second, I 

failed to incorporate content research from my RKA into the case for change or the 

Pathways 2.0 paradigm, even though element (4) of my theory of action dictated I do so. 

Since PtoP team members especially value and respond to logic, evidence, and 
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argumentation, their buy-in and commitment might have been greater had the Pathways 

2.0 priorities been more explicitly connected to the research base on what it takes for 

enterprises like PtoP to succeed. Third, the change process so far has largely lacked 

appropriate measurement infrastructure. This is, in part, because the three outcomes in 

my theory of action resist easy measurement, which may, in turn, suggest that they are 

underspecified. “Creating a theory that isn’t measurable” is one of the most common 

pitfalls that plague theories of change, and to some extent this strategic project has fallen 

victim to it (Forti, 2012). Consistent measures might have provided a somewhat objective 

way of characterizing and actively managing the balance between technical and adaptive 

elements, and of taking the temperature of the change effort as a whole. Their absence 

has made it hard to know whether attempts to control that temperature are “working,” and 

to understand where the team falls with respect to Heifetz’ productive range of distress 

(see Appendix P). To some extent, such assessment will always be a matter of art, rather 

than science, but boiling down complex ideas into simple numbers can be useful 

precisely because it is reductive. This could have provided a valuable counterweight to 

subjective assumptions and interpretations, on both my part and others’. 

 The challenges of leading without formal authority and with a somewhat 

ambiguous internal role have also hampered this project. Although residency is an 

opportunity to exercise and practice leadership, being a temporary “fellow” makes it 

somewhat difficult to make the case, and to drive efforts, for organizational change. In 

terms of professional experience, I was a newcomer to the domain of career-based 

education when my residency began. In that such inexperience contributed to a lack of 

subject matter expertise on my part—especially early on, before I came to better know 
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PtoP’s day-to-day work—it may have constrained my credibility with other team 

members in ways that limited my influence. Without formal authority or even a 

permanent role, I was in no position to make decisions or tell others what to do, which 

made execution less efficient than it otherwise might have been. Being partly internal (a 

JFF employee) and partly external (a Harvard student) also contributed to tricky socio-

professional dynamics. As an internal employee, I had access to information that I likely 

never would have had I remained an outsider. Since I was coming from the outside, I also 

entered the organization with “fresh eyes” that helped me see gaps that can be hard to 

recognize and and/or easy to rationalize from inside. However, the fact that I operate in 

many ways as a regular member of the PtoP team—maintaining relationships with its 

members and working with them on other client projects—constrains my ability and 

inclination to surface “hot” issues in the same detached way an external consultant might. 

These role-based constraints made Amy and the rest of top leadership’s buy-in 

and commitment especially essential to the success of this change project. As a 

newcomer with limited influence and authority, my capacity to build momentum 

depended largely on the degree to which they endorsed, owned, and drove this work. 

They have provided valuable feedback and input throughout my strategic project, 

allocated significant staff time, and authorized of each step of the Pathways 2.0 process, 

all of which demonstrates their support. However, I am not sure I would yet describe any 

one of them as a “champion” of the work as it has unfolded or the change agenda that has 

emerged from it.  

This is partly because of the aforementioned under-emphasis on technical matters: 

my strategic project so far has not sufficiently addressed Amy’s primary day-to-day and 
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intermediate-term concerns as a team leader. While it has made fairly significant 

demands on her staff’s time, the Pathways 2.0 planning process has not provided her with 

many “quick wins,” and in retrospect, I wish I had made a more concerted effort to 

embed them in it. Shortly after the PtoP team’s November retreat, Amy reflected: 

…we are up against a wall of change coming within JFF [in terms of] One JFF 

[and] program evaluation and business planning… Unless we are really crisp and 

clear on what we do and how we do it… I think we are at risk of losing our ability 

to self-identify that. 

While the Pathways 2.0 priorities and workgroups are an attempt to meet these 

needs—becoming really crisp and clear about what the PtoP team does and how, and 

consciously crafting an organizational identity that highlights PtoP’s unique personality, 

value, and approach—they are also a somewhat slow-moving algorithm. This strategic 

project has been a “big rock” from both a conceptual a practical perspective. Soliciting 

and synthesizing the viewpoints of all team members takes a long time. Coordination is 

costly. These costs accrue visibly and immediately, while the benefits of change tend to 

accrue gradually and subtly. As a result, the process of change may begin to feel outright 

plodding, and the ultimate payoff too distant to be relevant—particularly on a team that 

prizes action and dynamism. Quick wins can mitigate this feeling, but so far, frankly, 

they have been few. This comparatively slow pace puts pressure on PtoP’s leaders, who 

face huge day-to-day-challenges. It also risks allowing whatever sense of urgency the 

whole group may initially have felt to erode, and the temperature of the change process to 

fall below the productive range of distress, i.e. the range within which teams can work 

effectively through adaptive challenges (2002). 
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At the same time, the organizational context has created constraints on the 

progress of PtoP’s strategic refresh. At the outset of my tenure, it seemed like the broader 

“One JFF” and “New Horizons” changes afoot within the broader organization might 

help catalyze, incentivize, and organize this work. Ultimately, however, it has generated 

unanswered questions about how much autonomy and individuality each JFF program 

unit will have going forward. This, in turn, has raised doubts about whether it is 

worthwhile or practically possible for PtoP to refine a program-specific identity and 

approach, and created confusion as to how best to do so. In addition, the entire JFF 

organization was planning to move its headquarters to a new “open office space” in April 

20186, and there has been a widespread expectation that some yet-to-be-determined form 

of re-org is on the relatively near-term horizon. All of this contributed a certain level of 

collective anxiety and gnawing uncertainty. Meanwhile, the volume of PtoP team’s day-

to-day work has remained considerable, and occasionally consuming. It is also likely to 

grow, with four new states now considering PtoP Network membership, and several other 

non-Network engagement opportunities currently in development. This is obviously good 

news from a business perspective, but the flip side is that PtoP members are working 

longer hours, traveling frequently, and feeling stretched somewhat thin. Some are also 

staffed on temporary committees related to managing change for JFF as a whole, which 

makes time constraints even more formidable. This extremely busy work context does 

not permit easily of time for messy collaboration and strategic reflection. The fact that all 

of PtoP’s revenue comes from project- and Network-specific sources compounds this 

issue—there is no dedicated funding for internal research and development. 

                                                
6 As it turns out, JFF will be renewing its lease at 88 Broad Street for three years. 
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Organizational culture also helps explain why the strategic planning process and 

my strategic project have unfolded as they have. The PtoP team values planning, 

thinking, and learning, but it prioritizes execution. It is worth noting that Nancy, Amy, 

Charlotte, and Kyle all have doctoral degrees from elite institutions, but have all chosen 

careers outside of the academy. Like its leaders, the PtoP team prizes getting things done, 

and is inclined to chafe at the slow pace, bloated bureaucracy, navel-gazing, and naïve 

pedantry that characterize academia at its worst. This, we can all agree, is a good thing. 

My sense is that some members of the PtoP team may see some of these tendencies in the 

way the Pathways 2.0 planning process has unfolded, and there may be some truth to that 

concern. However, these are simply the downsides of polarities that have the potential to 

deliver massive value, and it is important not to miss out on the upside benefits of being 

deliberate, structured, reflective, and conceptually precise. While the strategic planning 

process is an effort to capture these upside benefits, it may run somewhat against the 

cultural grain on an action-oriented team that relishes complexity, ambiguity, and 

flexibility in its work. At the same time, PtoP values expertise, and it possesses a great 

deal of it. Nancy Hoffman and Bob Schwartz, the team’s leaders emeritus7, are giants in 

the field of career-based education. In late October, I counted 14 advanced degrees 

among the PtoP team’s 11 full-time, permanent employees, who boast a wide range of 

valuable skills and relevant content knowledge. Expertise is huge part not only of what 

PtoP does, but who it is—this is a tremendous asset of which it is justly proud, and which 

it should continue to leverage to the hilt. However, where expertise is social and 

                                                
7 This term may undersell their current level of involvement, as both remain active and 
crucial contributors to PtoP’s strategy, decision-making, and fundraising. 
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professional currency, disincentives may exist for vulnerability, transparency, and 

struggle. An “expert” frame tends to make it culturally uncomfortable to grapple publicly 

with one’s own confusing, unanswered questions and problems. On the PtoP team, 

surfacing problems and giving explicitly “cool” feedback in group settings are 

uncommon. Conflict tends to be seen as disruptive, rather than generative. Parallel 

processing is a huge strength for the PtoP team, but dynamic engagement is somewhat 

rare, and silence common, when the occasion calls for real-time discussion, collaboration, 

and co-creation. And yet, effective strategic planning requires all these. To some extent, 

then, this strategic project was asking PtoP team members to do three things that it did 

not necessarily like or have strong existing capacity to do: a) create and use systems and 

structures, processes and protocols; b) surface problems, give honest (including cool) 

feedback, and engage in productive conflict; and c) “hash out” difficult (i.e. conceptually 

challenging and/or emotionally charged) issues collaboratively, in real-time. 

Summary of key drivers. Both single- and double-loop lessons emerge from the 

manner in which my strategic project has unfolded. In terms of single-loop lessons, I did 

not sufficiently or successfully execute on the technical elements of my theory of action. 

The intended emphasis on key problems and issues, in keeping with improvement 

science, did not materialize. I also did not find a way to share key takeaways from my 

content research on what it takes to make enterprises like PtoP successful, or to clearly 

embed them in the planning process or the Pathways 2.0 paradigm. Finally, my approach 

to measurement was rather weak and unintentional, partly because the three outcomes 

that comprised my theory of action’s “Then” section were underspecified. All this 

contributed to an imbalance between the adaptive and technical elements of change. 
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In terms of double-loop lessons, the theory of action for this project had a few 

problematic omissions and shortcomings. First, it omitted key elements of adaptive 

leadership that proved, in retrospect, to be crucial, especially but not only as related to 

reading authority figures for clues, involving and investing them more deeply in the 

work, and being more responsive and empathetic to their day-to-day pressures and near-

term needs. Second, and relatedly, the theory of action made insufficient provision for 

“quick wins,” which are necessary to maintain momentum and commitment, and to build 

a foundation for additional, longer-term change. Finally, my theory of action did not (and 

perhaps could not) sufficiently account for certain aspects of organizational context and 

culture, or for my lack of formal positional authority on the PtoP team. 

Implications for Self, Site, and Sector 

Implications for Self 

In order to effectively lead this change project and others like it in the future, I 

will need to improve at managing adaptive/technical and internal/external polarities. In 

this kind of work, both adaptive and technical lenses have benefits; both internal and 

external lenses have benefits—and as a leader, a big part of my role is trying to keep 

them in appropriate balance. This is an inherently challenging task, especially since what 

constitutes “appropriate” varies across time and among individuals, and in response to 

shifts in need and in context. This dynamism and complexity makes the terrain of change 

uncertain. I believe Marshall Ganz has this terrain in mind when he says that the 

definition of leadership is “accepting responsibility to enable others to achieve shared 

purpose under conditions of uncertainty” (Ganz & Lin, 2012, p. 2). In some ways, this 

strategic project and my leadership approach to it has tilted too far towards the adaptive 
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and internal, and focused insufficiently on the technical and external. This is both ironic 

and apropos vis a vis my professional growth trajectory. It is ironic in that the Achilles 

heel in my professional leadership prior to joining Ed.L.D. program was shortchanging 

the adaptive, the internal, and the values and priorities that go along with them. It is 

apropos in that I have spent the bulk of the Ed.L.D. program consciously trying to 

develop adaptive and internal skills and lenses. In this residency project, which is, after 

all, the culmination of the Ed.L.D. program, it makes sense that I might struggle to 

negotiate a new equilibrium between academic perspective and professional reality. At 

the same time, the purpose of residency is to figure out how to apply the academic 

lessons I have learned in a way that helps me more effectively influence professional 

reality and create new opportunities within it. 

One of the things this requires of me going forward is effective communication 

and collaboration with senior leadership, especially at this critical middle stage in the 

process of organizational change (see Appendix W). When I reflect on my tenure at my 

two most recent professional organizations, I recognize that, beginning during this phase 

of change work, I allowed a gap to open up, unaddressed, between my priorities and 

those of key organizational leaders. Conversely, I believe that change priorities of 

Pathways 2.0 are relatively well-aligned to those of leadership, and it is important that I 

work to ensure they remain so. This will require me to do a better job of reading authority 

figures for clues and listening to the song beneath leadership’s words (Heifetz & Linsky, 

2002). I would benefit from becoming more politically empathetic, and for me, this has 

always been at least as much a challenge of inclination as of skill. “Accommodation” has 

vaguely pejorative connotations, but it is a critical leadership faculty. It lowers the 
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temperature of change and helps open up avenues for compromise, coordination, and 

collaboration among competing interests. It greases the wheels of deeper, longer-term 

change and partnership. And it is a major growth edge for me. According to the Thomas-

Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI), accommodation consists in being “unassertive 

and cooperative… [and neglecting one’s] own concerns to satisfy the concerns of another 

person… it might take the form of… obeying another person’s order when you would 

prefer not to, or yielding to another’s point of view” (CPP Inc., 2007). When I took a TKI 

assessment shortly after the start of the Ed.L.D. program in 2015, I scored in the second 

percentile among all test takers on this construct. 

For me, becoming more accommodating means becoming not just more aware of, 

but also more responsive to senior leaders’ day-to-day pressures and needs, especially 

those related to satisfying external stakeholders and generating sufficient revenue to 

sustain operations. Both of these relate to what Mark Moore calls the “authorizing 

environment,” which is the source of an organization’s legitimacy and support (Moore & 

Khagram, 2004). In order for employees even to have the opportunity to do good, 

impactful work—any work, in fact—top-level leaders must continually hustle to ensure 

that political, social, and financial capital continue to flow into the organization’s coffers. 

While I have held formal leadership positions and managed others in educational 

organizations before, I have been largely insulated from these pressures. As a result, I 

may have something of a blind spot in this area—one that I need to more intentionally 

and explicitly account for, especially when designing parameters for organizational 

change. In particular, I have to be more intentional about building in “quick wins” that 

support the business imperatives and account for the broader authorizing environment. 
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While selective accommodation is important, I also need to become a more 

effective advocate. This means making the case for change—and specific changes— 

more compelling. One way in which I can do this is by more explicitly connecting the 

case for change to specific problems to be solved. I set out to do just this in my theory of 

action, but I failed to execute. Historically, advocating for change in a way that explicitly 

connects to important problems has been a strength for me, but tactful delivery has not.  

This has rubbed some people the wrong way. Conversely, I have gone out of my way at 

PtoP to frame the case for change in a tactful and asset-based manner. While this has 

conferred some benefits, I think I have overcompensated for my historical shortcomings, 

leaving some stakeholders, including senior leadership, wanting for a clearer articulation 

of the problems that make the costs of change worthwhile. As I continue to grow as a 

leader, I need to work on surfacing problems and being critical in a way that is both clear 

and constructive, a way that people “can hear.” 

Another way in which I can make the case for change more compelling is better 

leveraging narrative. Narrative is the affective yin to strategy’s analytic yang, and 

according to Marshall Ganz, mobilizing others requires both (Ganz, 2011). Nevertheless, 

I have mostly neglected his sound advice to tell a story of self-us-now to communicate, 

respectively, the values that call me to the work, the values that we share, and “an urgent 

challenge to those values that demands action now” (Ganz, 2010, p. 540). This is partly 

because narrative in professional settings often feels somewhat dishonest and 

disingenuous to me. In my education career prior to the Ed.L.D. program, I felt much 

more comfortable—and spent far more time—operating in the realm of “facts.” And I 

still think facts are essential. However, I have learned the hard way that focusing on facts 
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alone is not a winning strategy for change. Inspiring in others the confidence, curiosity, 

and commitment necessary to enter into the uncertain but opportunity-rich realm of 

change, and to and persist in it past the point of discomfort, is part of the work of 

leadership at which I need to continue to improve. 

Accommodation and advocacy aside, leadership is largely about delivering 

results—and it should be. It is critical that the Pathways 2.0 planning process yield a 

tangible, externally visible payoff, even and especially within the 10 months that 

comprise my residency. More to the point, Pathways 2.0 must help the team actually get 

better at its work, not just talk about, or even plan for, getting better. Early results are 

positive, but they are not yet significant. Longer-term success will require a redoubled 

and refined focus on producing the concrete tools necessary to sustain and enhance 

PtoP’s impact and influence. 

Implications for Site 

 With the workgroup process now underway, PtoP is now in the midst of active 

change—devising strategies and taking action to change the status quo (see Appendix 

W). According to Kurt Lewin’s simple model of organizational change, this is the second 

of three typical change phases (following “Unfreezing” and preceding “Refreezing”) 

(Tanner, 2018). According to John Kotter, another organizational change theorist, the 

success of this phase depends on three key steps—empowering broad-based action; 

generating short-term wins; and consolidating gains and making more change (Tanner, 

2018). The workgroups are the primary vehicles for empowering broad-based action, and 

their next order of business is generating short-term wins, which will take the form of 

specific deliverables (see Appendix U). Among these are a revised theory of action, the 
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framework for a new staffing system, and external-facing marketing materials that 

differentiate PtoP’s services and dramatize its impact. The success of these short-term 

wins will likely determine the scope, ambition, and success of subsequent change efforts, 

i.e. the extent to which the PtoP team can “consolidate gains and make more change.” I 

do have ideas about what further changes would be useful. 

 Under the banner of “Impact,” once the critical first step of creating a shared 

theory of action is complete, there are several important next steps. First, to drill down on 

the critical elements of PtoP’s theory of action (see Appendix S for an early draft). If, for 

instance, PtoP determines that the building the skill and will of adults is its proximate 

lever to effect downstream changes on ecosystems and the humans who inhabit them, a 

next step should be becoming clearer about what PtoP sees as the critical components of 

will and skill, and how its services influence them. Similarly, PtoP’s final theory of 

action may include a reference to “systems” and/or “ecosystems.” In this case, a key next 

step would be being clearer about what the key components of systems and ecosystems 

are, and how PtoP’s activities position it to strategically and consistently influence them. 

Second, once this conceptual foundation is in place, and only after it is in place, does it 

make sense to pursue measurement. With a shared and well-specified theory of action for 

the work, the freighted question of what to measure (see Appendix M) becomes 

somewhat trivial—you want to measure the stuff in your theory of action. Then, the key 

question becomes technical: what is the right way to define and operationalize each 

measure? This technical work might not be “easy” or even inexpensive, but it should be 

mostly straightforward. Ideally, one could incorporate the resulting measures into a 

dashboard that offers consistent and reliable feedback on how the work is unfolding over 
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time. Strategic measurement would provide a relevant and commonly shared fact base to 

inform learning and improvement efforts and shine an objective light on the team’s key 

results. A merely intuitive and subjective take on the quality of implementation and the 

current state of key goals is not sufficient to drive systems-level change at scale. In order 

to do that reliably and strategically, one needs a clear view of the entire “system.” This is 

why one of the six core principles of improvement science is We cannot improve at scale 

what we cannot measure (Bryk et al., 2015). A robust measurement system for PtoP’s 

own work as an intermediary could also serve as a powerful model, if not a template, for 

its partner states and regions, who have cited measurement as one of the key areas they 

would welcome additional support and guidance from PtoP. Greater clarity around and 

measurement of PtoP’s key goals and levers is critical not only for the team’s ability to 

create real and lasting change in world, but also for its business development efforts. 

Increasingly, traditional grant-making foundations are prioritizing quantitative measures 

and demonstrable impact. The Ballmer Group’s $60 million award to Strive also shows 

that new economy funders are willing to reward organizations that intentionally refine 

and clearly communicate the conceptual architecture that drives their work. Another key 

constituency for PtoP is private sector businesses, which always want a clear idea of how 

their investment is going to generate a return. A causally explicit theory of action is the 

foundation for unlocking all these potential sources of revenue and partnership. More 

generally, PtoP’s impact and bottom line will both benefit from clearer articulation and 

communication of the implicit mental maps that drive its strategy. The creation of such 

maps would not be a denial that PtoP’s work is complex; rather, it would be a recognition 
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that it is, and a convincing demonstration of PtoP’s ability to strategically lead national 

change amid such complexity. 

 Under the “Hearts, Minds, and Dollars” banner, in addition to developing more 

punchy, persuasive, and user-centered marketing materials, PtoP needs to grapple more 

strategically with the fact that career-based education remains broadly stigmatized in the 

United States. Whether selling its own services or persuading regional stakeholders to 

come together around the creation of educational “pathways,” PtoP operates in the 

miasma of this stigma. This stigma remains pronounced not just among the American 

public in general, but among the very students, families, and educators most closely 

affected and implicated in pathways and their scaling. Emphasizing what “pathways” are 

not is not enough to overcome their historically rooted distrust. In my view, PtoP would 

benefit from a more concerted campaign to attack stigma and build trust among critical 

Level 0 and Level 1 stakeholders, who represent the grassroots and the frontline, 

respectively, of the change it is trying to effect. They are the ultimate ground-level 

gatekeepers in this work, since at the end of the day, they have the greatest control over 

what young people experience on a day-to-day basis. Securing their buy-in is one of the 

obstacles that PtoP’s state and regional partners most commonly cite when reflecting on 

what it will take for pathways to achieve transformational scale, and where they want 

more assistance from PtoP. PtoP does not currently have clear recommendations or 

concrete tools to help partners overcome this common obstacle—but if it did, there is 

little question in my mind that those tools would be highly saleable, while also addressing 

a key gap in the ecosystem. 
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In addition, several team members claim that one of the major reasons PtoP 

occasionally struggles to effect sustainable systems-level change in some states and 

regions is changing political leadership. PtoP often feels like it is starting from scratch 

and/or facing an uphill battle in persuading each new political regime of the merits of a 

pathways approach to career-based education. Cultivating a constituency for career-based 

education among Level 0 and Level 1 actors, whose individual votes and collective 

support are so critical to the success and re-election of politicians, can help ensure that 

career-based education remains a top agenda item even across episodes of political 

transition and upheaval. PtoP’s advocacy will be more effective if those most affected by 

its work co-advocate and amplify its message. Winning their support will require winning 

both their hearts and minds. Winning their minds will require packaging clear data and 

convincing logic regarding the concrete benefits of career pathways for young people, 

and conversely, the concrete risks (crippling debt, underemployment) of a college-for-all 

approach. Winning hearts may require a more emotional, narrative-oriented appeal. As it 

currently stands, my sense is that both JFF and PtoP are more comfortable with and 

skilled at the former, and comparatively less comfortable with and skilled at the latter. 

Our communications tend to be informationally dense, and somewhat academic in tone. 

This is an important growth area for PtoP, and it is one that JFF as a whole is taking on 

with its broader organizational rebranding campaign. As with the “Impact” work I 

described above, there is an opportunity here to improve both PtoP’s fiscal bottom line 

and its impact by undertaking this work. 

 The future of the “Effectiveness” work is an open question, I think, as I look 

forward. The PtoP team’s greatest asset, in my view, is its human capital. To a person, 
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the team is extremely intelligent, well-educated, and highly competent. However, PtoP’s 

staff count and work volume have both grown rapidly, and as a result, team members 

tend to be deployed in an intuitive and sometimes reactive manner. This raises the risk of 

stretching team members too thin (or, at least in theory, too little), and may contribute to 

structural gaps between a particular project’s demands and competencies of the team 

members assigned to it. The team would benefit from developing a more systematic 

approach to the assessing client/project needs, assessing the strengths and learning edges 

of team members, and ensuring ongoing alignment between the two. Developing surveys 

to track, on an ongoing and consistent basis, the needs and satisfaction levels of our 

partners, as well as the needs and strengths of PtoP’s staff, would be a useful cornerstone 

tool for such an approach. All of this work would be worthwhile, and chiefly technical. 

I also believe that PtoP could benefit from exploring the more adaptive 

components of teaming. As I mentioned in the Analysis section, parallel processing is a 

major strength for this team. However, the collective does not always operate at an 

optimal level. One can see this in the data from the teaming poll completed just prior to 

our fall retreat; it shows that “inattention to results” is a deficit that PtoP needs to address, 

and it suggests that issues in other domains could also be constraining the team’s 

effectiveness (see Appendix X). In my view, one can also see it in the silence that 

punctuates team meetings. There is something here that PtoP would benefit from 

exploring more deeply. Pathways 2.0 presents an opportunity to better unleash the 

potential of the team as a whole, and to leverage the full range of the group’s expertise, 

perspective, and curiosity. Were the PtoP team to formalize and enhance its structures 

and systems for internal collaboration and learning, it could also become an even more 
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powerful model and facilitator for effective cross-sector collaboration among external 

partners, who also feature a wide range of preferences, styles, values, incentives, and 

strengths. In other words, a more intentional approach in this important domain has huge 

potential to enhance the financial value and social impact of PtoP’s external services. 

 Much like its clients and partners in the field, PtoP is making impressive progress 

on complex problems in a context of rapid change. JFF and PtoP have done more than 

any other national actors I am aware of to develop and scale a 21st century vision for 

career-based education. Like its partners in the field, PtoP may also be at the point in its 

development where it can benefit from taking stock of successes and challenges to date, 

and intentionally building the resulting learnings into more deliberate and reliable 

systems for generating the outputs necessary to achieve its desired outcomes. 

Implications for Sector 

 One of the most interesting and gratifying things about working at JFF and PtoP is 

that the work has implications for more than “just” the education sector. It also has 

massive implications for the economic and political sectors. Moreover, it has implications 

for how and whether these sectors might better connect to create and achieve a common 

agenda. PtoP is in the rare position of being able to influence multiple systems and the 

way in which they interact, such that its work has ecosystemic implications. 

 Even in my relatively brief experience in this space, I have come to appreciate the 

significant difficulty and complexity in bringing together actors from the public, private, 

and political sectors. The two sectors that PtoP tries to bring together most often are the 

education (public) and for-profit (private) sectors. Acknowledging the risk of gross 

overgeneralization, and the fact that the preferences of individuals within groups often 
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vary substantially from the average preferences of such groups, I will now attempt to 

characterize my sense of how these two groups differ. Educators and private-sector 

actors—employers, especially—tend to occupy different “thought worlds,” within which 

they take the values and norms of their group for granted (Edmondson, 2014). They face 

vastly different incentive structures (and have in fact chosen very different incentive 

structures). This makes intentional and effective teaming between them both difficult and 

essential. Traditional public education tends to embody a developmental, mastery-

oriented ethos, in which the chief goal is helping all human beings grow. The for-profit 

private sector prizes performance, and its chief goal is generating financial value, which 

rightfully (in this thought world) accrues disproportionately to those most responsible for 

its generation. These two priority sets need not necessarily be mutually exclusive, but 

they do not always align well under typical conditions, and they can easily come to work 

at cross-purposes without very intentional efforts to coordinate agendas and strategies. In 

some cases, the flux of events conspires to bring these two groups into conversation, and 

while something productive occasionally results, they often task past each other without 

accomplishing much. More often, these two groups operate on parallel tracks, albeit 

within the same ecosystem, and remain largely unconnected, if near. This is the condition 

in which an interlocutor of some kind—in the parlance of cross-sector collaboration, an 

“intermediary”—can become critical. 

 JFF and PtoP are both national intermediary organizations. As I mentioned in my 

Review of Knowledge for Action, an intermediary organization takes responsibility for 

the critical technical and logistical work associated with bridging worlds—scheduling 

meetings, creating documents, tracking resources and outputs. It also takes responsibility 
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for more difficult work. Some of that more difficult work is directly related to that 

aforementioned logistical work—for instance, prevailing upon recalcitrant stakeholders 

to attend a meeting they would rather skip, or persuading a stakeholder to do the 

unpleasant paperwork necessary to enter into a data sharing agreement. Some of that 

work is even more explicitly adaptive in nature—like building trust across groups with 

different values, identifying and helping teams work through differences of opinion and 

philosophy, and brokering the creation and pursuit of a common agenda despite a farrago 

of priorities that are sometimes in tension with one another. In Henig’s formulation, an 

intermediary is an “honest broker” that can help “allay mistrust and suspicion grounded 

in… social cleavages” (Henig et al., 2015, p. 66). 

 In my view (and Henig’s), intermediaries like PtoP are critical in helping ensure 

that the current generation of cross-sector collaboration is more successful than prior 

generations have been. Intermediaries play a crucial role, not just as coordinators, but as 

arbiters. In theory, two cross-sectoral collaborators could divide responsibilities for 

coordination without a standalone intermediary. In practice, however, coordination 

functions tend to suffer when they are merely added on to existing responsibilities, and 

when (as usual) they confer no additional revenue. Coordination aside, it is hard to 

imagine the arbitration function—brokering, negotiating, bridging, call it what you 

want—being effectively managed without an independent organization. A single sector 

(or organization) cannot help but occupy its own thought world and respond to its own 

incentives. Neither can the other sector sitting across the table. This is why intermediaries 
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like JFF are such important actors in the ecosystem—they uniquely meet a critical 

functional need8. 

 And yet, funding and support for intermediary organizations can be hard to 

sustain. Across contexts—educational, economic, and otherwise—coordination functions 

are often among first things on the chopping block when budgets tighten. Do we really 

need to pay someone, the thinking goes, to schedule calls and draft agendas? Why don’t 

you schedule the calls, I’ll draft the agendas, and we can save some money? This can 

become why don’t you do your piece, I’ll do my piece, and we’ll update each other?, 

which becomes I’ll do you my thing, you do yours, which becomes, Stay in your lane. 

 My second reader, Ron Ferguson, says cross-sector collaboration is like building 

sandcastles at the ocean’s edge, in that sustaining it requires constant labor to build out 

and shore up its foundations against the inexorable tide. Put another way, effective cross-

sector collaboration is not a stable equilibrium. Under normal conditions, misaligned 

incentives and the entropic force of the universe will pull different sectors out of 

alignment. Strong intermediary organizations can help push and pull them back in to 

strategic alignment. They can do so in part by helping disparate groups not just manage 

tensions, but balance polarities. This means helping each sector recognize that it is 

already part of an interdependent system in which each other sector’s efforts interact with 

its own to produce results that affect all members of the ecosystem. It means helping each 

sector recognize that, as different (and, truthfully speaking, off-preference) as other 

sectors may be, they add value to and serve important functions within this ecosystem. It 

                                                
8 To use Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) terminology, I think of intermediaries as exosystemic 
actors responsible for creating mesosystemic connections and coordinating mesosystemic 
interactions within cross-sectoral ecosystems. 
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means helping them commit to working more intentionally together to produce better 

results, and supporting them with the infrastructure, knowledge, and encouragement 

necessary to do so effectively and strategically. To the extent an intermediary accepts 

responsibility for driving better results, especially for the ecosystem as a whole, it might 

also mean pushing various actors to do things that are out of preference, or things they 

might not immediately see as being in their interest9. 

 When I think of implications for the education sector, then, I think largely about 

what it will take for education to connect more intentionally and effectively with other 

sectors to help the broader ecosystem (and those who inhabit it) thrive. In my view, the 

results that we are seeing socially—unprecedented levels of inequality and polarization, 

in particular—are evidence that the American ecosystem is out of balance, and that its 

political, economic, and educational sub-systems are in need of intentional and 

fundamental realignment with one another. Such realignment may, in turn, require some 

form of collective renegotiation of the social compact and/or redesign of the structures 

whereby our political, economic, and social systems interact with and support one 

another. First, though, we need to see the system that produces the current undesirable 

outcomes (Bryk et al., 2015). 

 I believe that intermediaries of one kind or another will be crucial to help drive all 

of this work. If I am right, we need to begin by more deeply appreciating the ecosystemic 

need for the function they perform, investing more heavily and consistently in 

                                                
9 Not least of which might be contributing to the cost of maintaining an independent 
intermediary. And there’s the rub. There aren’t enough masochists out there to make a 
good living pushing people to do things they don’t like and that don’t deliver an 
immediate benefit. Yet that might be what separates an ecosystemically transformational 
intermediary from a merely good one. 
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intermediaries themselves, and learning as much as we can about how and under what 

conditions they become most effective. 

Conclusion 

In this account of my work and learning as a doctoral resident, I began with a 

summary of the research that grounded my entry, described the purpose of my strategic 

project and the manner in which it unfolded, and evaluated the extent of the project’s 

success to date. I found that, despite having successfully executed many of the actions I 

set out to, the end results I hoped to produce via these actions have not been fully 

realized. I then analyzed what it might take to achieve better results, and I concluded that 

both single-loop and double-loop shifts—i.e. shifts in both implementation and 

strategy—were in order. In particular, while key adaptive elements of my leadership 

approach were mainly well-implemented, other important adaptive elements were absent 

from it. In addition, insufficient attention to and execution of technical elements 

constrained my project’s progress. I followed by analyzing implications for my residency 

site and considering potentially high-leverage opportunities for Pathways to Prosperity to 

enhance both its impact and revenue. I concluded by reflecting on the United States 

education system’s need to collaborate and align more effectively with private- and other 

public-sector entities to generate better social outcomes, and the crucial need for strong 

intermediary organizations to support such ecosystemic efforts. 

My strategic project, and this capstone paper, are the culminating experiences of a 

three-year learning arc in Harvard’s Ed.L.D. program, which has genuinely transformed 

my values, assumptions, behaviors, and even my identity. If I entered this experience as a 

competent technocrat, I now feel like a more well-rounded leader and thinker, better 



 84 

prepared to distinguish and address both technical and adaptive challenges. Of course, I 

still have much to learn—and I am incredibly grateful for the opportunity that Amy and 

the rest of the PtoP team have given me to learn by doing during my residency. That they 

have done so proves that PtoP doesn’t just talk the talk when it comes to “work-based 

learning”—it also walks the walk. Ultimately, my experience with this terrific, brilliant 

group has taught me a lot about what it means, and what it takes, for intermediaries—

whether they be organizations or individuals—to lead effectively. 
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APPENDIX A 
Cohen & Mehta’s Conditions for Effective Education Reform 

 
 

No. Successful reforms… Unsuccessful reforms… 

1 Solve a problem teachers believe 
they have 

Aren’t aimed at a problem teachers 
believe they have (or consider a 
problem) 

2 Are consistent with prevailing norms 
and values in education 
 

Generate hostility from influential 
actors 
 

3 Have a significant public 
constituency 

Fail to convince parents or students 
of their value 

4 Provide infrastructure for 
implementation (e.g. materials, tools, 
guidance/technical assistance, 
professional development) 

Provide insufficient support for 
teachers and schools to implement 
change 

Adapted from Cohen & Mehta, 2017. 
 
  
 
 
 

  



 93 

APPENDIX B 
Dorgan & Ferguson’s Levels of the Youth Development System 

 
Level Type Examples Functions 

0 Grassroots 
(non-paid) 

Families 
Church groups 

• Work alone or partner with Level 1 
actors 

• Provide informal helping networks for 
youth 

• Solicit resources from Levels 1, 2, and 3 

1 Frontline 
(paid) 

Teachers 
Employers 

• Work directly to increase assets of young 
people and their communities 

• Originate innovative practices 
• Advocate/identify resources for Level 0 

2 Local 
support 

School boards 
Local chambers of 
commerce 
Local officials 

• Make local laws and regulations 
• Control and allocate local resources 
• Determine programs, performance 

measures 
• Solicit and administer resources from 

Level 3 

3 Nonlocal 
support 

Federal agencies 
National 
organizations (like 
JFF and PtoP) 

• Determine policy & promulgate 
regulations 

• Provide funding to Levels 0, 1, and 2 
• Support ongoing programs with TA and 

research 
• Identify/establish best practice, 

prevailing theory 
(Dorgan & Ferguson, 2004). 
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APPENDIX C 
Five Conditions of Collective Impact 

 
  

 
(Kania & Kramer, 2011). Visual retrieved from https://thephilanthropist.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2014/07/26-1-3.png 
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APPENDIX D 
High-Level Outcomes for Backbone Organizations in Collective Impact 

 
Activity Short-term outcomes Intermediate outcomes 

Guide vision and strategy Partners share a common 
understanding of the need 
and desired result 

Partners’ individual work 
is increasingly aligned with 
the initiative’s common 
agenda 

Support aligned activities Partners increasingly 
communicate and 
coordinate their activities 
toward common goals 

Partners collaboratively 
development new 
approaches to advance the 
initiative 

Establish shared 
measurement practices 

Partners understand the 
value of sharing data 

Partners increasingly use 
data to adapt and refine 
their strategies 

Build public will Guide vision and strategy More community members 
feel empowered to take 
action on this issue(s) 

Advance policy Partners increasingly 
communicate and 
coordinate their activities 
toward common goals 

Policy changes 
increasingly occur in line 
with initiative goals 

Mobilize funding Funding is secured to 
support initiative activities 

Philanthropic and public 
funds are increasingly 
aligned with initiative 
goals 

(Turner, Merchant, Kania, & Martin, 2012).  
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APPENDIX E 
Detailed Outcomes for Backbone Organizations in Collective Impact 

 

 
(FSG and Greater Cincinnati Organization, 2012). Visual retrieved from 
http://www.collaborationforimpact.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Understanding-a-
backbone-organisation.pdf 
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APPENDIX F 
Pathways to Prosperity Polarities 

 
Polarity Description 

Democratic equality AND 
social efficiency 

The education system must help youth prepare for 
citizenship in a democracy, AND it must help prepare 
them for economically viable careers. 

Social efficiency AND 
social mobility 

The career education system must help develop a labor 
force that meets the needs of the whole economy, AND it 
must help individuals secure good jobs and achieve 
upward economic mobility. 

Labor AND capital Actors designing and implementing a career education 
system must value the perspectives and success of 
workers, AND they must value the perspectives and 
success of firms and employers. 

Top-down AND bottom-
up 

The Pathways reform/movement must cultivate leadership 
and leverage support among both elites (Level 2 and 3 
actors) AND grassroots and frontline actors (Level 0 and 
1 actors). 

Integrated AND 
bifurcated 

All students benefit from a combination of academic and 
career-oriented instruction, AND some educational 
differentiation is appropriate for those preparing for 
primarily academic/conceptual careers vs. for primarily 
technical/applied careers. 

Common performance 
standards AND local 
performance standards 

In order to evaluate and enhance the effectiveness of 
career education programs, Pathways needs a consistent 
way to understand outcomes, AND a way to assess 
unique/contextual program elements. 

Excellence AND equity The Pathways reform/movement must ensure that career 
education programs are of high quality/standards AND 
that the access to such programs is broadly shared. 

Private AND public The career-education system advances both public AND 
private ends; it must leverage both public AND private 
resources to do so. 
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APPENDIX G 
Polarities Mapping Template 

 

 
(Practicing leadership inside and out, 2015). Adapted from Johnson, B. (2014). 
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APPENDIX H 
Heifetz & Linsky’s Strategies for Adaptive Leadership 

 
Strategy Activities 
Get on the balcony • Distinguish technical from adaptive challenges 

• Find out where people are at 
• Listen to the song beneath the words 
• Read the authority figure for clues  

Think politically • Find partners 
• Keep the opposition close 
• Accept responsibility for your piece of the mess 
• Acknowledge their loss 
• Model the behavior 
• Accept casualties 

Orchestrate the 
conflict 

• Create a holding environment 
• Control the temperature 
• Pace the work 
• Show them the future 

Give the work back • Take the work off your shoulders 
• Place the work where it belongs 
• Make your interventions short and simple 

Hold steady • Take the heat 
• Let the issues ripen 
• Focus attention on the issue 

(Heifetz & Linsky, 2002). 
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APPENDIX I 
Dimensions of Leadership in Learning Frame vs. Execution Frame 

 
 
Dimension Learning Frame Execution Frame 
Leader’s view of self Important and interdependent 

in the challenges ahead 
Knows what to do and in a 
position to tell others what to 
do 

Leader’s view of 
others 

Valued partners with essential 
input for overcoming the 
challenges ahead 

Coactors or subordinates 

Overall view of the 
project and its goals 

Challenging, full of 
unknowns, and an opportunity 
to try out new concepts and 
techniques. The tacit goal is to 
learn as much as possible so 
as to figure out what to do 
next. 

Same as, or “not that different 
from,” normal situation. The 
tacit goal is to get the job 
done. 

(Edmondson, 2012). 
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APPENDIX J 
Strategic Project Theory of Action 
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APPENDIX K 
Pathways to Prosperity Key Levers/Strategies 
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APPENDIX L 
Pathways to Prosperity Organizational Chart 
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APPENDIX M 
Team Member Perspectives on Measuring PtoP’s Effectiveness 

 

 
 

  

25

ARE	WE	BUILT	TO	ACHIEVE	ALL	THESE?

Educational	
Attainment

Educational	
Inputs

Labor	Market	
Inputs

Labor	Market	
Outcomes

Client/Market
Response

Some	metric	
about	

completion	or	
retention

Youth	Employment	
Rate

Average	earnings	at	
ages	25,	35,	45

Post-high	school	placement	in	industry	
relevant	post-secondary	study	(including	
apprenticeship)	or	career	placement

%	of	students	earning	
degrees/credentials	aligned	
with	labor	market	demand

Seamless	transition	from	HS	
to	an	aligned	post-secondary	

program

Dramatic	demand	for	our	
services!	(and	network	

membership)

#	of	students	with	a	4-6	week	
paid,	high	quality	internship

Do	our	clients	feel	
supported?

%	of	HS	students	graduating	with	
12+	college	credits	in	gateway	and	

technical	courses
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APPENDIX N 
Team Member Quotations Regarding Desirable Change for PtoP 

 
• “We’re at a place where we need to live up to the promises we have made to the 

field.” 
• “We have to be able to demonstrate our effectiveness in order to keep getting 

funded.” 
• “I feel like [state-level partners] still don’t have an understanding of what we 

do… Every time I talk to [a particular individual], I have to explain what we do.” 
• “When I was working for the state, the [PtoP] menu of services didn’t mean 

[anything] to me. It was so obscure. I needed someone to say, ‘What are your 
goals? Here’s how our services can help you achieve them.” 

• “Our services are not really aligned to our implementation levers. That could be 
OK. Or not…” 

• “We’ve been building the plane as we’ve been flying it. It hasn’t given us much 
opportunity to really step back and be very intentional and forward thinking about 
what we’re building, and learn from the things that have not gone so well, and the 
things that have.” 

• “This work is the farthest I’ve ever been from working with people. So I’m 
struggling to feel like I’m doing good, and doing what I want to be doing, and 
serving who I think our work should be serving when I don’t see it happening. I 
don’t think it’s our role or position that Pathways explicitly support the most in 
need, potentially because it could be misinterpreted as the tracking 
conversation… I think of it as I don’t know who we seek to serve.” 

• “I think we’re more problem admirers than problem solvers.” 
• “Sometimes I think we hide behind complexity to avoid answering simple 

questions.” 
• “The work could be better defined so that we don’t waste time, mess around, and 

re-invent the wheel… On the other hand, many people on the team like the 
complexity and ambiguity. I would be bored and unhappy at work if we were just 
running a program. I like strategic and analytical thinking, and I’m not sure if I 
could do that, then.” 

• “I don’t know if we know where we want to be. I don’t know how we’re going to 
get to where we want to go if we don’t know where we want to go.” 
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APPENDIX O 
Agenda for Pathways to Prosperity Fall 2017 Team Retreat 

 
Pathways to Prosperity Retreat – AGENDA 
When: Friday, November 17, 2017, 9:30 am – 4:30 pm 
Where: Harvard Graduate School of Education (Larsen Hall & Longfellow Hall) 
 
Pre-Work: 

• BY MONDAY, NOVEMBER 13: 
Complete PtoP Retreat Pre-Survey (https://goo.gl/forms/OsmufZ7CYddyknXC3) 

• Before the retreat begins on Friday, November 17: 
o Read: 

§ Kegan & Lahey – Immunity to Change, Chapter 11 
§ Bryk et al. – Learning to Improve, Chapter 4 

o Watch theory of action video (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NbMIhCZVW-U) 
 

MORNING SESSION: We Are Here 
9:30 am – 12:00 pm 
Larsen G08, 14 Appian Way, Cambridge, MA 02138 
 

Time Minutes Activity 

9:30-9:45 15 Where Are We Going, Where Have We Been?: Welcome & 
Introduction 
Co-Facilitator: Amy Loyd 

9:45-10:30 45 Team-Building Exercise: Compass Points 
Lead Facilitator: Marshall David 

10:30-11:55 85 See the System: Mapping PtoP’s Immunity to Change 
Lead Facilitator: Adelina Garcia 

 
LUNCH 
12:00 pm – 1 pm 
Toscano, 52 Brattle St., Cambridge, MA 02138 
 
AFTERNOON SESSION: Where We’re Going 
1 pm – 4:30 pm 
Longfellow 320, 13 Appian Way, Cambridge, MA 02138 
 

Time Minutes Activity 

1:05-2:00 55 Becoming Ourselves: Refreshing PtoP’s “Brand” 
Lead Facilitator: Michelle Sedaca 

2:00-3:00 60 Pathways to Change: Mapping PtoP’s Theory of Action 
Lead Facilitator: Anna O’Connor 

3:00-4:00 60 Measuring Change: Metrics for Accountability & Improvement 

4:00-4:30 30 Looking Forward: Imagining Explore and Exploit in Practice 
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APPENDIX P 
Heifetz & Linsky’s “Productive Range of Distress” 

 

 
Concept adapted from Heifetz & Linsky, 2002. Graphic adapted from 
https://www.theleadershipsphere.com.au/ 
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APPENDIX Q 
Pathways 2.0 Workstreams 
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APPENDIX R 
Pathways 2.0 Workgroup “Drumbeat” 
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APPENDIX S 
Pathways to Prosperity Draft Theory of Action 
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APPENDIX T 
Pathways 2.0 Governance Structure (as of mid-March 2018) 
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APPENDIX U 
Pathways 2.0 Deliverables (by end of May 2018) 
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APPENDIX V 
Pathways 2.0 “Big Picture” 
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APPENDIX W 
Lewin and Kotter’s Change Management Models 

 
 

 
Adapted from Tanner, 2018. 
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APPENDIX X 
Pathways to Prosperity Team – Lencioni Poll Ratings 

 

 
Poll items, norm data, and pyramid visual adapted from Lencioni, 2002. 

 
 
 


