CHAPTER 5:
Assets
Simple Rule:
Recognize and build on assets of self and others.
No one works in isolation in a school system. From a human systems dynamics perspective, it is
critical to work together, to focus on everyone’s strengths, and to build collaborative
relationships. That will help us build adaptive capacity in ourselves and in others throughout
the system. This chapter explains how to build collaboration through generative engagements
among students, teachers, and all the stakeholders in schools.
Central Challenge

To encourage collaboration

Simple Rule

Recognize and build on assets of self and others.

Concepts, Methods, and
Models

•
•

Generative Engagement
Patterns

Guiding Questions

•
•

What are generative engagements?
So how do we set conditions for generative
engagement?
So what about collaboration?
Now what? Leverage assets for adaptive capacity.
Now what? Use these resources to learn more.

•
•
•

When we build on assets in ourselves and others, we stand ready to work together toward shared
goals, and we are better prepared to deal with the inevitable conflicts that happen in complex systems.
Here’s a comment from a school district staff member that suggests what can happen in a system that
focuses on assets:
I think the biggest thing I’ve learned is just not to overreact, not to make assumptions about
what somebody’s asking or saying. Just last week, I got a phone call from the district office
that said, “You need to be here in the morning. We need a conversation.” I just said, “OK,
see you in the morning.” I didn’t worry about it. In the past I probably would not have
slept. So I didn’t worry about it. I knew that I had done everything I could, and I was ready
to have that conversation to figure out next steps.
–Department Supervisor
Typically, school reform initiatives attempt to fix the system by getting to the root cause of the
troubles in a school district. It’s like old medical models: find out what’s ailing the patient and address that
problem. Prescriptions, therapy, life support—even amputation and lobotomy—have been used as methods
for dealing with symptoms. So it has been with public education. The traditional focus has been on what is
wrong. This deficit perspective is captured in the following assumptions.
•

Best practices, when implemented with rigor and fidelity, work in every place. If they are not
working, it’s somebody’s fault.

•

It’s possible to measure the effectiveness of the whole system by testing individual performance
on narrowly defined learning standards. When individuals don’t perform, we know who is at fault.

•

Schools and school districts that perform below standards will improve if they are given additional
resources and subjected to stricter, more frequent regulatory performance checks. That is how we
can find out who is at fault, and hold them accountable.

•

It is most effective to take over or close schools and school districts that have not performed well
over time. After all, it’s their fault for failing.
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We reject this deficit approach. In complex adaptive systems, it’s much more powerful to build on
what’s already working to move toward a robust and sustainable system. With that in mind, we propose our
fourth simple rule for the transformation of teaching and learning:
Recognize and build on assets of self and others.
In this chapter we explain how to set conditions for patterns that honor differences among people,
celebrate their contributions, and foster collaboration. This discussion is based on Generative Engagement,
a model developed by Royce and her colleague, Mary Nations
(http://patternsandpossibilities.squarespace.com/).

WHAT ARE GENERATIVE ENGAGEMENTS?
Generative Engagement is based on the assumption that each individual is a unique mix of
physical, emotional, cognitive, and spiritual experiences and perspectives. Individuals come to school from
different homes, bringing with them their distinct personalities, experiences, and cultural knowledge.
Besides those individual differences, we are who (and where) we are because of historical, socio-economic,
cultural, and political dynamics in larger systems. That means that our differences in power and status are
also in the mix. Our expectations are filtered through perceptions of these power differences, as well as our
partial knowledge of one another and our reliance on stereotypes. With all this potential for
misunderstanding and conflict, how can people bring diverse experiences, beliefs, and dispositions together
to generate new and shared perspectives? Generative Engagement offers a way to do that. The more
specific challenge for educators is to work across these myriad differences toward productive learning
outcomes, regardless of potential conflicts in any given moment. How can we collaborate as we move into
generative sustainable relationships, in spite of the differences that divide us? How can we—as teachers
and leaders in schools—find ways to build more responsive and generative relationships?
As leaders in schools and other organizations, both Royce and Mary saw a major barrier in the
ways people built (or failed to build) working relationships across difference. They also saw that school
reformers pointed to collaboration as a major challenge to successful school change. Clearly, collaboration
requires people to work across their many differences. Most of the literature about inclusion and diversity
spoke to differences in gender, race, ethnicity, language, sexual preference, class, but Royce and Mary
recognized that even more subtle differences—opinions, preferences, experiences—also create conflict and
misunderstanding in systems.
The problem is not only that people don’t know how to accommodate the larger “isms” that divide
groups. They just don’t know how to negotiate effectively across significant differences, to collaborate
toward shared goals. In human systems dynamics terms, they don’t seem to know how to set conditions for
the system to self-organize in collaborative ways. Instead, people tend to create containers that connect
them only to people with whom they identify; containers that isolate them from everyone else. They focus
on differences that cannot be changed, rather than ones that can be negotiated. Their exchanges are
exclusionary, biased, or even bigoted, as they connect with others in ways that reinforce similarities and
discount or punish difference. A system’s continued inability to accommodate difference and support
collaboration contributes to a lack of coherence and endangers sustainability across the whole.
Mary and Royce believed that understanding the dynamics of these emergent patterns could help
people think about shifting their patterns toward more effective and efficient (generative) collaboration.
Using the CDE model, they considered the conditions for self-organization that might trigger the
emergence of responsive and generative relationships, and derived what they call the Generative
Engagement model.
An amazing teacher tells a story that serves to illustrate the tension that can build in these
differences—and how that tension can sometimes be released in generative ways:
We were reading an Eve Bunting story called “Flyaway Home.” The kid in the book is
homeless, and he feels “vulnerable,” and we were talking about what it means to be
“vulnerable.” I have one student who’s famous for going, “I don’t know,” whenever I ask
him questions. We were talking about what “I don’t know” means. I said that I think it
means, “ . . . you’re afraid to say something so you put up this shield of ‘I don’t know.’
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Instead of telling me what you don’t know, tell me what you do know.” And he says, “There
is something I do know.” I said, “What do you know?” And he says, “I feel vulnerable.“
And that absolutely broke the tension, the conflict that I felt with him. Because then it
became a matter of, “Well, let’s talk about how that feels. I’ve felt that way, too. What does
that mean? What do you feel vulnerable about?”
–Fifth-grade teacher
This is a generative engagement—an exchange among people with different roles, but equal
power, sincerely standing in inquiry about what the other is feeling and thinking, ready to move forward
together. Once this student and teacher stepped into this generative space, they were able to work
collaboratively to understand this story and its meaning in that space and time.

SO HOW DO WE SET CONDITIONS FOR GENERATIVE ENGAGEMENT?
When we are involved in relationships that focus on deficits, we see and feel patterns that are
stressful or hurtful. We might consider the patterns around us and ask, “What patterns would be more
useful or beneficial to the system?” We would want to shift conditions in the system to create patterns of
interaction that encourage people to work together, across their differences, to build system resilience and
sustainability at all scales. Those patterns would help the system move toward fitness and coherence, both
internally and externally. Three of those generative patterns that we want to create and sustain are
reciprocity, authenticity, and justice.
Generative engagements require that people contribute what they can as they build on each other’s
strengths. We call that larger pattern reciprocity. Generative engagements let people know they are
respected and honored for their unique contributions and challenges. We call that pattern authenticity.
Finally, generative engagements ensure that the needs, abilities, and access of individuals and groups are
considered in the context of the whole. We call that pattern justice. In a collaborative relationship, people
give and take in a reciprocal manner, relying on each other as they give and take to accomplish a shared
task. Deep collaboration calls for people to bring their authentic selves, knowing they will be respected and
honored for what they can contribute. Finally full collaboration relies on a relationship that treats each
participant fairly, according to what is needed and what can be given.
We use the CDE model to name conditions we believe will generate these patterns. In Figure 5.1
the top circle, Identity, names the container that binds us together. Power names the difference that matters
in any generative relationship. Exchanges in generative engagements consider how we grant and generate
voice.

Figure 5.1: The Generative Engagement Model. We use the CDE configuration to show conditions that can enable
individuals and groups to negotiate across their differences to work together collaboratively.
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Who Are We? Shared Identity
The first question, “Who are we?” is about our identity. Identity is how we name our shared
similarity as we stand together in a given relationship. We may have shared values and beliefs that make it
easy to stand together. On the other hand we may have vastly different values and beliefs. If we are to
create generative engagements, however, we have to find some point where we can stand together. Who are
we as fellow learners in this classroom? Who are we together on this campus? What is our relationship to
one another as we work together to build a functional, productive school system? These kinds of questions
call us to a shared identity—a sharing of who we are together and how we can work in that space toward
shared goals.
Shared identity does not ask us to ignore our own identity or personality. We can retain our
individuality in our relationships as we stand in shared space to take on a task together. We identify
together around ideas and principles; we share geographical location; or we care about shared affinities. To
be in a productive relationship requires that we share significant issues like direction and goals. The more
strongly we share a common identity, the stronger our relationship will be.
In a classroom, teacher and students come together in a shared relationship of teaching and
learning that focuses them on the common goals of the class or course. Each has unique perspectives,
needs, and assets, and in generative engagements, they come together in mutual support. The same is true
of the different roles taken on at the building level or district office or among the board of directors or even
with the community. When individual assets are honored within the context of an explicitly shared identity,
there is a wholeness and sense of coherence that was not possible before. When people share identity, they
also share their assets, contributing them to the good of the whole, appreciating the assets others bring.
On the other hand, when teacher and students come together and see themselves as separate and
isolated entities occupying the same space, they establish a working dynamic that is more like the parallel
play of toddlers. They are in the same space, playing in their own separate realms, sometimes even sharing
their toys, but never really having meaningful interaction—except when one has something the other wants.
And in that moment they are in conflict. In such a relationship, there is no attention to assets, except to
consider what the “other has that I can use as my own.” Generative engagement means that we have come
together in collaboration to share our resources, our perspectives. We are unified in our shared identity.
What Matters to Us? Shared Power
The Generative Engagement model uses a definition of power as “the ability to influence." Who
has power to influence and who doesn’t? How is power assigned or earned? Is power among and between
members of the system balanced across time or space? Shared power is about working together, each of us
respecting and accepting each others’ assets in balanced, equitable collaboration, in spite of different levels
of authority and accountability.
The issue of power speaks to what is really important in creating generative relationships. When
one person assumes power “over” others, there is no path for reciprocal influence. Do I listen to you with a
willingness to be informed? Do you hold bias and prejudices that prevent you from considering my assets
seriously? Do my decisions consider your wants, needs, and/or assets—or merely my impressions or
perspectives of what you want or need? Do your decisions consider mine? That’s what we talk about when
we say that power is balanced. We each come to a relationship with as much willingness to be influenced
as to influence. We share power to collaborate without giving up responsibility or accountability.
When certain people in a system have power (meaning their actions influence others) and others
do not, we say that power is out of balance. Those conditions are often set and maintained through an
unspoken system of privilege and entitlement. For example, the dominant culture influences events,
expectations, rules, and regulations in such a way that others have less power. Even when this imbalance is
unconscious and/or unintentional, the potential of the whole is reduced because the time, talents, and other
assets of the marginalized are unavailable to the whole. Real collaboration is impossible.
On the other hand, shared power expands and enhances the adaptive capacity of a system. When
power is shared in a classroom, teacher and students engage together in joint inquiry, building on each
other’s’ assets to change or influence the disposition of the whole. Shared power does not ask anyone to
give up authority or accountability. What it does is ask that those who are decision makers share power
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(influence); they must allow themselves to be influenced by those who are affected by the decisions. It sets
the conditions for leadership and collaboration to emerge where it’s needed across the system.
How Do We Connect? Shared Voice
The critical factor in sharing information and other resources lies in how we grant and generate
voice. Voice in this sense is our individual or shared agency. It is the essence of who we are and how we
express our identity as we engage with each other. These engagements manifest as we speak and listen, act
and observe, give and receive. When we grant voice, we listen to others to hear their meaning; we observe
without bias; and we receive graciously. When we generate voice, we speak so others can hear and
understand what we say; we act in ways that allow them to perceive our meaning; and we give in ways that
are timely and considerate. Generative engagements require participants to be constantly vigilant to grant and
generate voice simultaneously, and this can only be done when we pay attention to each other’s assets and
needs.
Granting and generating voice is a continuous and simultaneous responsibility of each party in
collaboration, whether it is between teacher and student or between the school district and the community.
In each exchange, granting and generating voice means that we make decisions about how we express
ourselves—verbally and nonverbally—and about how we see or hear others. It means that we give and we
take; we speak and we listen. It also means that we stand in inquiry as we seek a more appropriate fit or
coherence with those around us.
Time Out for Reflection
Focus on a relationship that you wish were more collaborative. It might be your relationship with one or more coworkers, or it might be among staff for whom you are responsible. Do a CDE analysis of the situation. What are the
containers that are relevant to all the players? Their roles and job titles? Their shared identity around their work?
Gender? Ethnicity? How can you strengthen a shared container/identity so they can build on their similarities? What are
the differences that matter to them? How can you help them focus on differences that are most relevant to their shared
work and ignore differences between and among them that don’t really matter to the work? What are their current
exchanges? How can you adjust those exchanges so that they can communicate more clearly and get feedback in a
timely way? Considering the Cs, Ds, and Es, what are your options for action? What will be the easiest to accomplish,
with the most potential for shifting the conditions?

Non-Generative Patterns of Engagement
One way to explore generative engagement is to think about what it is not. Teachers and
learners in schools often unintentionally generate patterns of interaction that constrain the development
of shared and individual potential for collaboration. They operate on preconceived expectations,
focusing on some traits or characteristics and ignoring others.
I went to high school in the district where my mom was a central office administrator. I
remember the first day I was in high school, I came around the corner and almost ran
into a woman who knew my mother and who had taught both my older siblings several
years before. Her only comment was, “Here comes trouble, I can see it from here.”
Turning to her colleague, a new teacher at the school, she explained who I was, not by
giving my name, but by describing my family connections. I felt like I didn’t have a
prayer of having my own persona in the school--I knew I would always be seen through
the lens of who these people expected me to be, rather than who I wanted to be.
—School Media Specialist
Bias robs individuals of voice, and it is often insidious. Without being aware of it, a group of
people can be dominated by patterns of expectations about what is acceptable rather than by their own
experiences of what works or not. Given the ways patterns get set in a complex adaptive system (CAS),
it’s easy to see how these patterns then become the culture of the system. People are excluded; others
are included. Individuals are judged, not by their assets, but by the expectations others have about them.
Most of the time, these patterns emerge, not because people intentionally set those conditions, but
because of historical constraints in the system that shape those patterns.
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Think about the non-generative behaviors that emerge at all scales in a system and in multiple
ways—from blatant attacks to the unintended, but damaging ways we interact, as exemplified in the
story of the media specialist above.
•

Bullying

•

Abuse of authority

•

Prejudice and bias

•

Building responses or services for all based on the needs or wants of a few

•

Gossip

•

Isolation of new and inexperienced teachers

•

Withdrawing attention or participation

•

Low expectations of non-mainstreamed students

•

Over-representation of minorities and males in special education programs.

Think about the ways in which these behaviors limit adaptive capacity as they devalue individual assets and
contributions. On the other hand, consider the potential that can be realized through patterns that engage in
ways that don’t reflect these constraints.
Generative Patterns of Engagement
Generative engagement is about setting conditions that invite people to collaborate with one another
in sincere and authentic ways. In generative engagements, participants feel safe enough to bring their assets
into the ongoing exchange, knowing that power will be shared and that they each have a voice that matters.
Generative patterns emerge when everyone follows the simple rule that is the subject of this chapter:
Recognize and build on assets of self and others.
Although bullying and privilege mean power in non-generative patterns, generative engagements
seek shared power, based on individual and group strength and influence. Where prejudice and bias promote
one-size-fits-all answers or expectations, generative engagements create responsive, equitable expectations
where people work together effectively. Where the only viable response for some was to withdraw and remain
silent, generative engagement encourages and celebrates the emergence of multiple and diverse voices in the
system to contribute equally to coherence and sustainability. Where fear and intolerance of difference creates
separation and exclusion of individuals and groups, generative engagements create safety and opportunity for
people to express how they are different from the norm in a group.
Adaptive capacity and generative engagement go hand in hand. Adaptive capacity at multiple
scales—the classroom, the school, or the school district—is the flexibility and responsiveness needed to set
conditions for patterns of generative engagement in collaboration. One indicator of our adaptive capacity is
how well we set conditions that connect people so they can share influence and stand in inquiry as they
move forward. Generative engagement is grounded on assumptions that are inherent in the ways many
educators see their work.
We need a program that can help us see differences, and one that can help us go beyond
the training to know how to respond in any situation that comes up in our school.
—School Principal
Individuals make choices in every moment to move toward or away from generative engagements.
There is no ultimate place where there will no longer be challenges around the differences in human systems.
This model is not about avoiding or eliminating difference. This model is about the choices humans make
each moment as they seek to reduce or accommodate the potential for tension in their systems.
We had a task force that studied bullying all year, and last spring, we heard their report and
decided how we would address our bullying problems. We put those expectations in place, but
we haven’t seen much improvement because people are seeing only the grossest examples of
bullying. When we talk about micro-aggressions and subtle forms of bullying, people get
defensive and refuse to talk about it.
—School Principal
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Generative engagement is not about shame or blame. Generative engagements are about responding
to differences in ways that create the greatest “fit” across the whole system. If we can talk about generative
engagement as a way of life, then people begin to see the more subtle forms because they have named
specifically what they want, and don’t have to feel blamed about what they don’t see.
I think, on our campus, we have learned how to include all the students—no matter who they
are or where they come from. We celebrate all kinds of diversity, and we invite kids to bring
their background knowledge into the classroom. We try to take advantage of the diversity so
that we can all learn from one another. But when our kids go to middle school, it’s apparently a
very different story. At least that’s what we hear from the kids and their parents.
—Teacher in Elementary School
This model addresses generative engagements across the scales of the system. It works as well for
interpersonal relationships as it does in a classroom or at the policy level across a system. People can talk with
first graders about generative engagements, and they can talk with high school seniors about creating
generative engagements. It creates a common language across the whole system.
When we went to diversity training, we learned about how different cultural responses and
practices. We learned all about how we are all different. What we didn’t learn was how to
behave and respond to each other across those differences.
—Middle School Assistant Principal
This model takes into account each of the questions that emerge about setting the conditions for
generative patterns. What do I do to find out more about our shared identity or to amplify those parts we
share? How do I allow myself to be influenced by others? How do I influence others without coercion or
threat? How do I hear what others are saying and express myself so that they hear me? This model is about
knowing how to take action at any moment.
Our students can talk about bias and prejudice in their social studies classes, citing the
importance of civil rights or why justice is critical in a society. But some of those same
students will get reported for bullying or for racial slurs.
—High School Counselor
Generative engagement goes beyond textbook examples of history and literature, and teaches
people how to make choices and decisions in all aspects of their lives. It is not just about race or color or
one form of justice. It’s about how people treat each other in each moment, how they value assets in others,
and how they work together for system sustainability.
Generative Engagements as Adaptive Capacity
We can look at a vast array of conflicts around teaching and learning that originate in the
differences that are inherent in human systems. We use generative engagement to create a culture that
opens space for people to share their assets, so that they can work with others to contribute to the patterns
of the whole. In generative engagements, issues around identity, power, and voice are interdependent and
massively entangled. Shifting one of those three conditions will have an impact on the other two. For
instance, when I shift my identity to align with yours, I hear your requests for help and your input in a
different way—I am more likely to be influenced by you. At the same time, if I stop to grant you voice—
really listen to what you are saying verbally, physically, and behaviorally—I cannot help but know more
about you and be influenced in some way by what you say. Any one of these shifts in my own behavior
contributes to deeper understanding and opens the door to more powerful collaboration.
When all exchanges across a system can be characterized as generative, the system is more
sensitive to its internal and external environments—better able to sense and detect changes, challenges,
and opportunities. When generative engagements are the norm in a system, it is more likely to use the
broadest range of assets and contributions of each member to respond in productive and sustainable ways.
Generative engagements increase the points of contact among people, creating the potential for stronger,

©2013. HSD Institute. Use with permission.
25.03.15

7

more robust collaboration. Generative engagements increase adaptive capacity across scales—among the
whole, the part, and the greater whole.

SO WHAT ABOUT COLLABORATION?
In Chapters 3 and 4, we talked about how patterns scale, or emerge across the system, at the
whole, in the part, and at the greater whole. Although the language we use in describing and explaining
generative engagements points most obviously to person-to-person relationships, the concepts do scale to
all levels of the system. Besides considering generative engagement among individuals, we can also
consider what has to happen in group or community relationships to establish conditions that are likely to
shape generative patterns of engagement, just as it is possible to consider that same issue at the level of
policy or legislative action. If school districts are to be places where people recognize and build on assets
at the individual, group, and community levels, they will be more successful if they are able to establish
generative engagements at all scales. And recognizing and building on assets at all scales will help build
adaptive capacity of the system. The system, at all levels, must set the conditions for granting and
generating voice. The system, at all levels, must support collaboration and coherence.
Briefly, collaboration will become a part of a system’s culture when people follow this simple
rule: Recognize and build on assets of self and others—in all its interpretations and applications.
There are hundreds of more specific actions that we can take as we try to live out that rule in our
particular classrooms or offices. The following sections offer suggestions for what those specific actions
might be.
Shared Identity Supports Collaboration
Groups of students come together in classes. Classes form the school as a whole; schools come
together with the operational departments, parents, and other community members to form a district. At
each scale what happens to one or the choices that are made by one part of the system have an impact on
the whole. At the same time, what happens at one scale of the system has repercussions for parts of the
system at other scales. The individual is not separate from his or her environment. Individual decisions
and behavior have an impact on the group; group decisions and behavior affect the individual.
As we focus on the larger system, we often see more difference, and we feel less coherent, less
comfortable in our work with others. So, as we move beyond face-to-face interactions, we often create
boundaries or categories that help us make sense of the world, that help us feel more comfortable. When
we talk about “them”, we create such a boundary—naming identities we share to distinguish “us” from
“them.” Sometimes those boundaries separate us (us/them) from others (and we may or may not like
that), sometimes boundaries shift and connect us (and we may or may not like that). As circumstances
change, those boundaries may change–aligning “us” with those who were previously “them,” perhaps in
surprising ways. Boundaries sometimes prevent us from seeing each others’ assets; sometimes
boundaries are formed by the assets that we hold in common.
Affinities, shared experiences, and our communities draw us together into shared identities.
Divergent identities may create tension--differences in who we are, how we think, how we feel, how we
behave; differences in how we hear and are heard, how we influence and can be influenced, how we
relate to each other while we notice (or not) these growing tensions among us. Something you do may
provoke a response in me that shifts me from one identity to another, and we suddenly find that who we
are together has been disrupted. Tension—both positive and negative—at all scales of a system emerges
from these interactions between the parts of the system and creates the movement from one pattern to
another. The tension that emerges across diverse or oppositional identities creates patterns of separation,
distrust, or antipathy. In contrast, the tension that emerges across diversity in a shared identity generates
patterns of shared meaning and goals. The strengths and needs I see in a shared identity, I respond to as
though they are my own.
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Table 5. 1: Options for action to enhance shared identity

We have a number of ways to increase our awareness of shared identity across scales in a
system. (see Table 5.1)
These are just some of the ways a school district can set conditions for shared identity across
scales in their districts. And these shared stories, goals, and contributions are even more critical in helping
individuals and groups understand about sharing power as they build on assets of the system.
Shared Power at All Scales
Sharing power at all scales means that people listen to each other and consider the impact and
input of others. Superintendents listen to the community and to their staff and to the students. School
boards do the same. Principals, teachers, students pay attention to and consider assets and needs of others
as they make their own decisions about their actions. Generative engagements and collaboration depend on
that level of influence and openness.
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People at all scales can use power or influence to build interest and energy toward system-wide
goals. At the same time, they can abuse power by how they limit or diffuse others’ influence. Abuse of
power can be an intentional action—shutting others out and taking advantage to make decisions that foster
benefit to a select few. On the other hand, individuals may not be aware of how they use an imbalance of
power, unconsciously acting according to traditional or cultural expectations. Many of us function
somewhere in the middle, creating dynamics that are unique to our situations. In any case, generative
engagements require that we pay careful attention to how we use power in the system.
At the largest scale, we need to be aware of how societal patterns sometimes grant power to
particular groups—males may have been granted more power than females. People of similar cultural
backgrounds may exclude others from decision making or participation because of unquestioned traditions
and biases. Age is sometimes privileged over youth. Physical ability and beauty are often given greater
advantage.
•

Students decide who is more or less popular, depending on how their classmates dress, speak, or
behave differently. What could be considered cultural assets of one child (speaking more than one
language, different range of experiences, different rich cultural heritage) can become liabilities
when one group of students decide that being the same is more important than being yourself.

•

Teachers sometimes have pre-conceived notions of what to expect from different groups of
students, so they make instructional decisions for the whole, rather than being influenced by the
assets or needs of individuals.

•

When schools or school districts communicate in a limited number of languages or have meetings
at one specific time of day, they limit their abilities to be influenced by or to collaborate with those
who stand outside of those exchanges.

•

Schools or school districts that focus only on the cultural celebrations of the dominant culture are,
in essence, limiting the influence of other cultures and ignoring their assets.

As schools experience greater and greater diversity, it is critical that they make sure they set conditions to
influence others without coercion or exclusion, and it is critical that they set conditions that allow all voices
to influence system-wide decisions.
Authority—whether granted by position, knowledge, social standing, or other source—can
establish a power imbalance. In classrooms when having power over others is more important than sharing
power with others, teachers stand as the “authority” and don’t have to listen to students; some students find
ways to intimidate or manipulate others as their own way of taking power back. In school systems where
top-down mandates drive change efforts, a school staff that feels powerless in the larger scale may literally
and figuratively “close its doors” and functionally cut off or limit the district’s power in and attempt to find
its own voice. A lack of willingness to be influenced is as much an abuse of power as is the use of coercion
and oppression to influence others. When you use power over others, you are unable to see and access their
assets to engage them in real collaboration.
Generative engagement, as a model, guides action to open possibilities for members of the system
to share influence. It invites individuals and groups into moment-by-moment decision making that creates a
dance of action and reaction where individuals observe what is happening around them, consider their own
responses and others’ contributions, and take intentional steps toward mutual influence and collaboration. It
is the systemic recognition and celebration of the assets each person brings to the system, the rules, norms,
policies, and procedures that ensure the balance of power across all groups. Table 5.2 lists some general
suggestions for sharing power and influence at all scales in a system.
Shared Voice at All Scales
As humans engage with the world, they make choices. In any interaction with others, a person has
opportunity to grant voice and opportunity to generate voice. People choose how they listen and speak,
observe and act, receive and give in response to their environments. These are the ways they bring their
voices into the world, and the ways they damp or amplify other voices. It is how they exhibit their attention
to others’ assets.
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At the system level, granting and generating voice depends on the system-wide conscious
intention to create understanding. It is the process of gathering systemic data and making meaning while
identifying and questioning possible biases and beliefs. Systems that grant and generate voice don’t
demand that people fully embrace another’s point of view. What they do enforce is that information is used
across all scales in a way that allows individuals and groups to see a new perspective or understand
something about others.
Table 5.3 on the following page represents possible aspects or examples of granting and
generating voice at multiple scales across a school system.
Table 5.2: Options for action to share power across the system
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Table 5.3: Options for action to grant and generate voice

Generative Patterns at Scale
Whether we focus on the level of the local district, the state agency, or the federal Department
of Education, policies and procedures, regulations, and expectations that emerge from generative
engagements will increase the chances that emergent patterns of education will engage the assets of
individuals and groups across the country. Students and teachers, unions and management, parents and
school district will pool their time and talents in reciprocal relationships that benefit all. Each person in
the system will be able to engage in authentic work that meets their needs and that interests and that has
meaning in their lives. Across the system, each individual will experience the justice of having equal
access to the goods and services, benefits and opportunities of the schools that serve them.
Table 5.4 on the following page reflects some examples of how the three patterns of generative
engagement can play out across a number of scales.
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Table 5.4: Patterns of Generative Engagement across the system.

NOW WHAT? LEVERAGE ASSETS FOR ADAPTIVE CAPACITY
At the heart of generative engagement is the realization that we each bring assets with us to
any collaboration. If we are to share identity, we need to pay attention to the assets of those who stand
with us. If we are to share power and influence, we need to know what others offer and want in our
reciprocal relationships. If we are to grant or generate voice, we must know who others are and what
they bring to the relationships. If people throughout the system follow this simple rule, they will see
generative patterns like reciprocity, authenticity, and justice. The difficulty comes when we talk in such
broad terms about “assets” and don’t have a systematic way of thinking about what they mean in the
context of the whole system. We need more than a description of assets; we need to move toward
explaining what they mean in particular complex systems.
In research with the North Star of Texas Writing Project, Leslie and her fellow researchers
identified categories of assets and resources that students bring with them to the teaching/learning
relationship. After a year of collaborating with middle and high school teachers who had been
identified as particularly responsive to the strengths and needs of English learners, the research team
noticed that these teachers focused on particular kinds of strengths in their students. The researchers
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named four categories of assets that offer a point of entry and access for teachers, starting places for
building and strengthening student learning. By thinking about specific categories of assets, teachers
can begin to think about how to set conditions that will help students build on their strengths. Here are
the categories of assets that were important to these teachers:
•

Social and cultural resources (funds of knowledge and support networks)

•

Knowledge about language (especially their heritage languages)

•

Meaning-making and problem-solving strategies

•

Academic content knowledge.

Of course, these are the kinds of strengths teachers might look for when they first meet their students
at the beginning of the school year, but these are also areas of instructional goals and objectives. For
example, the teachers in this study built on the social and cultural resources that each student brought,
but they also planned instructional experiences to expand the students’ knowledge and skills related to
each of these categories.
It occurs to us that these categories might well work at other scales of the system, naming
system assets that are necessary at the whole, part, and greater whole. Whether it is at the local, state, or
national level, systems that possess these assets have a better chance of supporting students in the
acquisition and use of these assets. Table 5.5 on the following page helps to explore ways these assets
could be used to build on the strengths and needs of students and staff in our schools.
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Table 5.5: Categories of assets that can leverage adaptive capacity at the whole, the part, and the greater whole.

When we follow the simple rule, Recognize and build on assets of self and others, we opt for
generative engagement. We open possibilities for honest dialogue and collaborative work. Each agent in
the system focuses on strengths, not deficits. Each emerging challenge is seen through multiple
perspectives. Those complex perspectives suggest a wide range of promising options for action. Each
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opportunity can be assessed for its benefit across the whole of the system. Generative engagements
clearly build collective capacity (Fullan, 2010), and our collective work is clearly more than the sum of
its parts.
Year after year, innovative and hard-working educators face persistent challenges—challenges
that require innovative, yet risky approaches. They face resistance to new and unfamiliar practices, no
matter how promising. And they face situations where long-standing differences in opinions, background,
values, beliefs, experiences make “shared understanding” seem like an impossible dream. In the schools
where we have worked, this simple rule about focusing on assets has been foundational. Because it helps us
stand in inquiry, about ourselves and others, this simple rule enables and sustains other simple, yet radical
assumptions about how people can collaborate, building adaptive capacity to sustain the systems where
they live, work, and play.
A Focus on Assets Can Build Innovation
When a system (or an individual) focuses its assets—its energy and resources—on seeing and
understanding the dynamics that create its most challenging patterns, people share their perspectives and
insights, building new ways of seeing the world. Innovative solutions to those challenges become apparent.
When generative engagements invite people to bring their assets together in shared and reciprocal problem
solving, local innovations can create solutions that address system-wide concerns. In the same way, major
policy moves that acknowledge assets will enable educators to build on students’ strengths and will
position everyone to move forward, regardless of the risks they see in the innovative solutions.
A Focus on Assets Can Overcome Resistance and Conflict
When we talk to educators about their sticky issues, we hear story after story of resistance among
colleagues, parents, and the larger community. In a school system, individuals who dig in their heels and
refuse to consider anything new or different often sabotage promising innovations. In complex systems,
resistance emerges from incoherence, from friction between parts of the greater whole. When parts of the
greater whole work at cross purposes, tension builds, and the energy of the system is spent tending that
tension rather than in adapting to changes within and outside the system. Resistance is a pattern
characterized chiefly by conflict among the parts of the whole that results from levels of constraint that
hold unhealthy levels of tension in the system.
When the agents in a system are over-constrained, they are unable to respond to each other or to
their environment in healthy or sustainable ways. Prescriptive reading programs; best practices that require
strict fidelity; and mandated, high-stakes testing programs constrain educational systems in ways that
prevent or limit collaboration for adaptation and response to individual assets and local context. Teachers
and others inside the system resist when they are so constrained that they are unable to respond.
At the other end of the spectrum, systems that are under-constrained also generate patterns of
resistance and conflict. In school systems where there is no real coherence in program or shared expectations
for student or staff performance, conflict and resistance emerge as people compete for limited resources and
attention. Students across the district are treated in inequitable ways as practices across the whole come to
reflect only local concerns. Partisan differences drive decisions according to local political needs rather than
according to systemic needs for collaboration and sustainability.
When individuals and groups across the system follow this simple rule, always focusing on assets,
they come to see themselves as viable contributors to the whole. When they stand with others to influence the
patterns of the whole and when they know their voices are heard in the chorus of the whole, they experience
the constraints of the system as supportive and encouraging. This one picture of generative engagement and
belief in the students’ assets in a high school classroom illustrates this point.
Well, I get very honest with my kids. I tell them that my job is to not tell you what the answer is.
“My job is to help you think and to help you formulate your own analysis and your own
questions, and you’re probably going to be frustrated with me because I’m not going to. I’m not
going to sit here and tell you what the answer is or this is what you need to know, and you’re
going to have to decide what’s important to you. You’re going to have to decide the solutions to
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the questions and what evidence you’re going to use to support your claims.” And I often run
into kids who are frustrated with that because that’s a departure from the structures they’ve
experienced before. There’s a tremendous amount of frustration. I’ve actually had kids tell me,
“Well, you don’t know how to teach.” And so I ask them what do you mean by that? And they’ll
just tell me, “Well, you’re supposed to be up there and tell me what I need to write down.” And
so we have a conversation about how what that means in terms of power, what that means in
terms of value, what is valued? And I don’t always get kids to see that, you know, but I try to
stick to that commitment so that over time, they see themselves as important, that their thoughts
have value, that what they think matters—that they’re capable of deep, critical thinking.
–Secondary Teacher
A focus on assets through generative engagement can also help campus teams to move forward as
the team, itself, recognizes the value of constraints and their own efficacy to contribute to the whole.
We’ve been a team on this campus for three years now. And my principal is really
supportive of our learning, and we’re supportive of hers . . . So there’s a lot of give and
take. We are very supportive of one another, and I think that has moved the school
forward. . . . And one shift that helped us was the whole idea of shared voice and the
ability to influence one another through generative engagement. I didn’t feel like we were
having generative engagement before, but we are moving forward in that. . . For our
dialogue, it’s helped us a lot.
–Elementary Instructional Coach
Conflict and resistance dissipate as people acknowledge strengths in one another and in the
system, and as they engage in generative ways to solve their shared challenges to maximize their shared
opportunities.
A Focus on Assets Builds System-wide Energy
Generative engagements do not create a “silver bullet” that will dispel the challenges of difference
overnight. Patterns of generative engagement do not create a Utopia where everything is wonderful, and
there are no more challenges. When there is a system-wide commitment to creating generative
engagements—a commitment to focus on assets—people are supported in making moment-by-moment
choices that set the conditions for generative patterns. The system’s energy at any one point becomes the
catalyst for choosing individual and group action in the next moment. Any one of those choices, whether by
an individual, a group, or the district as a whole, will either move the system toward more generative
patterns or away from generative patterns. It’s not an event, and it does not occur in a vacuum. Here is how
an elementary teacher described this shift at his campus:
We are at a point where no teacher goes and teaches unless we all plan together, and
that’s a big deal. Now that’s starting as a pattern to go into other strategies that we
use. . .So that’s a big, big shift, especially for our school because we’re noticing that the
resistance level is far less. Our staff meetings are all instructional rather than businessoriented because there’s this common goal that we’re all trying to reach. So that was
cool. I don’t know if [my principal] talked about this but I was thinking about my grade
level and the whole school, the whole idea of our generative learning, the adaptive action
cycle, the what, the so what and the now what, that’s kind of the course we’ve taken with
every single thing that we’ve done at [my site]. About a year and a half ago, we all
seemed to be teaching in our own classrooms with our own ideas about what is, what’s
going to make kids successful. We never opened our rooms to anybody. So thanks to the
formation of the Instructional Leadership Team here, paralleled by the HSD, we were
able to approach this better and now we . . . have discussions around strategies that we
use and develop some common agreements . . . Now what? Now we are in a better
position. We are doing safe practice. We are opening classrooms to each other. It’s not
so much evaluative. It’s there when my colleagues come by and tell me how this student
is behaving while I’m teaching or come by and talk to me about whether I’m reaching
out to my ELL kids or not. So it’s more for feedback and sort of the safe practice, which
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we did not have earlier. So the whole idea of, “Where are we?” and “Where are we
going? Is just the adaptive action cycles that seem to be working for us really well.
–Elementary Teacher
This transformation in how people interact and move forward together happens each moment in
the context of the forces and opportunities in the system. Generative engagements recognize and build on
individual, social, and cultural assets to build strong and sustainable patterns of teaching and learning.
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NOW WHAT? USE THESE RESOURCES TO LEARN MORE
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