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1
Sharing (and doing) a few of the check-ins and 

routines that our team uses to build belonging, 
psychological safety, and trust

A Few Things to Note as We Start

2 Sharing some of the ways in which we can work 
together by virtue of having a strong sense of 

belonging and belief in one another

Today’s Session



A Partner Share
What is a dilemma that is within your control that you 
are worried about acting on? It could be a particularly 
challenging project. A tough relationship that needs 
repair. A series of conversations. Bringing forth a new 
idea to the school…

What would it take to make steps forward?

What’s your willingness to act upon it in the next six 
months?

Inspired by Most Meaningful Way to Succeed (Adam Grant)

https://adamgrant.substack.com/p/the-most-meaningful-way-to-succeed


University School of 
Nashville

▪ 1080 Students K-12
▪ Neighbors with Vanderbilt 
▪ 1 in 4 applicants admitted
▪ 39% Students of Color / 

26% Faculty of Color
▪ Community Sustains Us
▪ Average Faculty Tenure of 

17 Years
▪ Head of School Transition

Our Mission

University School of Nashville 
models the best educational 
practices. In an environment that 
represents the cultural and 
ethnic composition of 
Metropolitan Nashville, USN 
fosters each student’s 
intellectual, artistic, and athletic 
potential, valuing and inspiring 
integrity, creative expression, a 
love of learning, and the pursuit 
of excellence. 



Our Team
Tenure: 90 years
Our Training: 
educators, 
philosophers, 
psychologists, 
sociologists, scientists, 
organizational 
theorists, historians, 
linguists, musicians



1 Nothing we share here is new; developing our team 
has been a function of attentiveness, intentionality, 

and care.

A Few Things to Note as We Start

2 Managing up is a real (and powerful) process; we 
laugh about it and we expect it to be the case for 

each of us as we do our work.

3 As much as we’re leading a school, we’re leading 
change.  Our team deeply believes that change and 

school leadership are part and parcel.  

Background on USN and Our 
Team

https://brenebrown.com/transcript/brene-with-patrice-gordon-on-reverse-mentorship/


Conditions + Context

Trust + Psychological 
Safety

Challenging 
Conversations

Collective Values 
Exercise

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1X1in5-afbEw6h9HNzYR0gp_nd8Ye6cHH/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B4hMthMkNioeQlVfdTZIaW1TYTItMlhPUDZhZk5sTEVqTmcw/view?usp=sharing&resourcekey=0-kUQnn-IgeReb-UParTQjTQ


Edmondson’s Psychological Safety
▪ Members are comfortable admitting 

mistakes and bringing up difficult topics.
▪ The team learns collectively from these 

errors and challenges.
▪ A safe environment where members 

share – with confidence – that the team 
will not shame, embarrass, reject, or 
punish.

▪ Team becomes stronger, more 
connected, and better engaged. Data 
and insight continue the team’s growth.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1X1in5-afbEw6h9HNzYR0gp_nd8Ye6cHH/view?usp=sharing


A Partner Share
Turn to someone not at your school.

For 90 seconds, share something you’re 
facing a good bit of professional resistance 
around.

What are some of the sources of that 
resistance? 

How are you working to navigate that 
resistance?

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1X1in5-afbEw6h9HNzYR0gp_nd8Ye6cHH/view?usp=sharing




https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B4hMthMkNioeQlVfdTZIaW1TYTItMlhPUDZhZk5sTEVqTmcw/view?usp=sharing&resourcekey=0-kUQnn-IgeReb-UParTQjTQ


How We Work: 
Organizing Around 

Projects and Products



Groups
● Strong, clearly focused 

leader
● Individual accountability
● Purpose is same as 

school mission
● Individual work-products
● Runs efficient meetings
● Measures effectiveness 

indirectly
● Discusses, decides, and 

delegates

Teams
● Shared leadership roles
● Individual and mutual 

accountability
● Specific team purpose that 

the team delivers
● Collective and collaborative 

work products
● Encourages open-ended 

discussions and active 
problem solving meetings

● Measures performance by 
collective work products

● Discusses, decides, and 
does real work together

Adapted from “The Discipline of Teams” 
(Katzenbach & Smith, Harvard Business 
Review, 1993)



The Role of Coaching (or project management?)

Coaching is about enhancing the ability of others 
through a constant observation and conversation of 
performance, grounded in a relationship premised in 

trust and openness

Adapted from Mark Cannon’s Failure to Learn and Learning to Fail and Team Learning (Vanderbilt University)

Directive
Helps by instructing, 
advising, and giving 
feedback based upon 
observations

Facilitative
Helps by asking reflective, 
guided, and open questions

35% 65%

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0024630105000580


1. What are 2-3 
ideas you want to 
carry out to 
completion by 
June 2023.

2. How does this 
contribute or 
further the larger 
aims of the high 
school and 
school? Your 
growth?

3. Of the ideas, 
which feels most 
pressing?



So What Does that Mean for Our Team?

In a community that values advocacy, voice, 
deliberateness, conversation, and autonomy, 
our team’s leadership requires listening, 
diplomacy, empathy, care, and a steady focus on 
the goals and aims of the school 

We can’t overstate the importance of being a 
non-anxious presence for our students and 
faculty





Sharing accountability for collective 
projects, concepts, and programs is 
essential

Don’t let efficiency or urgency dictate how 
the team functions -- a deliberate approach 
matters

Spend time with one another 
deepening personal relationships 
(quality over quantity)

THE 
TAKEAWAYS



“This is our challenge” as opposed to “This 
is my problem to solve” helps us share in 
accountability and problem solving

Balance conversations that are 
generative in nature vs. determinative in 
nature

Modeling collegiality for faculty and 
students has been essential to our 
success

THE 
TAKEAWAYS



Don’t fall victim to personality driving 
team dynamics and success; it’s 
intentionally built

THE 
TAKEAWAYS

Find the joy and the goodness in the work 
we do for students, faculty, and one 
another

Commit to personal growth plans through 
coaching that span educational, equity, and 
leadership domains



● The Discipline of Teams -- Telling a 
Difference Between a Group and a Team 
(HBR 1993)

● The Decision Book (Krogerus, 
Tschappeler)

● Drexler-Sibbet Team Performance Model 
(The Grove)

● Forbes’s Five Characteristics of Highly 
Functioning Teams

● How the Best Bosses Interrupt Bias on 
their Teams

● Every Leader Needs to Navigate These 
Seven Tensions (HBR)

● Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory 
Decision Making (Kaner)

● The Surprising Power of Liberating 
Structures (McCandless, Lipmanowicz)

● Schools that Learn (Senge)

Resources on Team Leadership
● Embarrassment and the Emotional 

Underlife of Learning (Newkirk)
● Essentialism (McKeown)
● Failing to Learn and Learning to Fail 

(Cannon)
● Wilderness Leadership (HBR)
● SCARF Model  (Ancona)
● In Praise of the Incomplete Leader 

(Ancona)
● Coaching Your Team as a Collective 

Makes it Stronger (Siang and Canning)
● The Most Meaningful Way to Succeed is 

to help Others Succeed (Grant)
● The Coherent Organization (Jarche)
● A Guide to Building Psychological Safety 

on your Team (Ravishankar)
● Long Range Planning Template

https://hbr.org/1993/03/the-discipline-of-teams-2
https://hbr.org/1993/03/the-discipline-of-teams-2
https://hbr.org/1993/03/the-discipline-of-teams-2
https://wwnorton.com/books/9780393652376
https://wwnorton.com/books/9780393652376
https://www.kaizenko.com/drexler-sibbet-team-performance-model/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ashiraprossack1/2021/01/31/5-key-characteristics-of-high-performing-teams/?sh=520fd673351d
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ashiraprossack1/2021/01/31/5-key-characteristics-of-high-performing-teams/?sh=520fd673351d
https://hbr.org/2019/11/how-the-best-bosses-interrupt-bias-on-their-teams?fbclid=IwAR2qZUi3t40687qiHUvuyPOmqhK23MiKhpZhm4vWyEE8vpmaMUuEoNDXI5c
https://hbr.org/2019/11/how-the-best-bosses-interrupt-bias-on-their-teams?fbclid=IwAR2qZUi3t40687qiHUvuyPOmqhK23MiKhpZhm4vWyEE8vpmaMUuEoNDXI5c
https://hbr.org/2020/02/every-leader-needs-to-navigate-these-7-tensions
https://hbr.org/2020/02/every-leader-needs-to-navigate-these-7-tensions
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Facilitator%27s+Guide+to+Participatory+Decision+Making%2C+3rd+Edition-p-9781118404959
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Facilitator%27s+Guide+to+Participatory+Decision+Making%2C+3rd+Edition-p-9781118404959
https://www.liberatingstructures.com/
https://www.liberatingstructures.com/
https://schoolsthatlearn.com/
https://www.amazon.com/Embarrassment-Emotional-Underlife-Thomas-Newkirk/dp/0325088772
https://www.amazon.com/Embarrassment-Emotional-Underlife-Thomas-Newkirk/dp/0325088772
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0024630105000580
https://hbr.org/2012/04/wilderness-leadership-on-the-job
https://neuroleadership.com/your-brain-at-work/scarf-model-motivate-your-employees
https://www.google.com/search?q=ancona+in+praise+of+the+incomplete+leader&rlz=1C5GCEA_en&oq=ancona+in+praise+of+&aqs=chrome.1.69i57j0i22i30.4852j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://hbr.org/2023/02/coaching-your-team-as-a-collective-makes-it-stronger
https://hbr.org/2023/02/coaching-your-team-as-a-collective-makes-it-stronger
https://adamgrant.substack.com/p/the-most-meaningful-way-to-succeed
https://adamgrant.substack.com/p/the-most-meaningful-way-to-succeed
https://jarche.com/2022/06/the-coherent-organization/
https://hbr.org/2022/12/a-guide-to-building-psychological-safety-on-your-team
https://hbr.org/2022/12/a-guide-to-building-psychological-safety-on-your-team
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/138ep7aKR_Yb1I1C3wjt631xZxKRwadUrEDnuT9-Ba88/copy#gid=0

