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Navigating Polarity with Purpose
In this dynamic session, participants will explore how to effectively navigate 
competing demands and seemingly contradictory leadership challenges. 
Through practical exercises and group discussion, women leaders will learn 
frameworks for managing tensions between tradition and innovation, flexibility 
and structure, and individual needs versus institutional priorities. Participants 
will develop strategies to make purposeful decisions while honoring multiple 
perspectives and stakeholder needs in their school communities.
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Definition

Nature

Focus

Outcome

Examples

CONFLICT
A disagreement or struggle between opposing 
forces, interests, or ideas, often with the goal of 
resolving the issue.

Can be short-term or long-term, involving personal, 
interpersonal, or group dynamics.

Identifying the problem and finding a solution or 
compromise.

Can be positive (functional conflict leading to 
better outcomes) or negative (dysfunctional 
conflict hindering progress).

A disagreement between team members on a 
project approach, a dispute between neighbors 
over property lines, or an argument between family 
members.

POLARITY
A situation where two or more seemingly opposing 
ideas, values, or approaches are interdependent 
and necessary for a system’s effectiveness, 
requiring ongoing management rather than a 
simple resolution.

An ongoing, unsolvable dilemma that contains 
seemingly opposing ideas.

Balancing the positive and negative aspects of 
each "pole" to achieve optimal outcomes.

A state of dynamic equilibrium where both sides 
are acknowledged and managed rather than one 
side winning over the other.

Balancing efficiency and quality, freedom and 
responsibility, or innovation and stability.



Scenario 1:
Theatre production rehearsals are scheduled the same time as Soccer practice and 
three students are “needed”/”required” to be at both. Parents are frustrated because 
students are stressed about not letting their coaches down.

Scenario 2:
Staff are at odds because the scheduling solution “favors” arts over athletics. 
Coaches say we don’t have enough time to be competitive. Theatre director 
responds with “art takes time.” No one is happy.

BONUS: Parents hear of this disagreement and are now weighing in on what they 
think is the most important. 

CONFLICT OR POLARITY?



STRATEGY #1:
DEFINE THE 

NON-NEGOTIABLES 
(ORGANIZATION)





INTEGRITY BLUEPRINT

https://www.eeford.org/a-framework-for-schools


● Visual Thinking Routines

Word, Phrase, Sentence

https://pz.harvard.edu/thinking-routines
https://pz.harvard.edu/resources/word-phrase-sentence


STRATEGY #2:
PUT YOUR MASK

ON FIRST 
(SELF-LEADERSHIP)



3 Questions to Find 
Clarity
From Cy Wakeman’s New Book — Life’s Messy, 
Live Happy

● What do I know for sure?

● How can I help?

● What would great look like in this 
situation?



L.M.
C.S.

SQUARE 
SQUAD=

Inspired by Brene Brown

Square Squad = people whose opinions matter most to you

Your square squad is a 1 inch x 1 inch square in which you list the initials of 
people, whose opinions really matter to you. They are the people that you know 
you can reach out to when you really need to share something vulnerable.

Create your “Square Squad” square.



Edward de Bono’s Six Thinking Hats offers a powerful framework for enhancing 
decision-making and creating creative collaboration. 

https://www.debonogroup.com/services/core-programs/six-thinking-hats/


STRATEGY #3:
DIALOGUE



Cycle of 
Defensive 
Response



Constructive 
Cycle



Dialogue  — Putting It All Together
What We Call Dialogue

The primary goal of dialogue: to pursue mutual understanding and improved 
communication that enhances curiosity, respect, and trust. This includes better 
understanding oneself as well as others. We use dialogue to make ideas more 
personal, connected to values, ane more complex.



Roles
● Facilitator
● Timer
● Speaker
● Listener 

We may equip listeners with 
SAVE or Questions to support 
mirror understanding.



Full Spectrum Listening
Listening happens at many levels because many different 
things are expressed when a person speaks. This exercise is 
a way of tuning into one of the many “wavelengths” of the 
listening spectrum.

In groups of two: S-A-V-E (Stories, Actions, Values, Emotions; 
rotate roles)

● Each person will have 2 minutes to share a headline 
that summarizes the story.

● While your partner shares you will listen from the role 
listed below (actions, emotions, and values).

● At the end of the story, each person will tell the speaker 
what they heard from their role.

ACTIONS
When listening for actions: Be a 
reporter. Listen for the Who? 
What? When? Where? How?

VALUES
When listening for values: What 
were the values beneath what was 
shared? What does the speaker 
care about? What is important to 
them?

EMOTIONS
When listening for emotions: 
Notice what emotions are 
mentioned in the story. How 
would you describe the 
storyteller’s emotions both in the 
story and as they are telling it?



Closing
In thinking about what you and others have shared, is there something you think would be 
important to consider in decisions about extracurricular activities and use of time at your 
school?

● We will have 2 mins to think/write
● Each person will be invited to contribute with 1 min.



Round 1
● Your Name
● Pick your favorite extracurricular activity story. Share what made that experience 

special and something you learned.

Facilitator will set a timer for two minutes. Everyone gets to think about their story.

Speaker will share their story for 2 minutes. Listener will repeat back the actions, values, and 
emotions they heard in 1 minute. No discussion.

Repeat in switched roles.

The team will then have 2 minutes to identify similarities 
and differences.



Go - Around #1
Question: As you think about your exposure to leaders and concepts of leadership, speak 
about a leader you admire enough to advocate for a monument in their honor.

● Who is this person and what do you admire about them?
● What values do you share with them?
● Share a person in your life that taught you those values, or an experience that would 

help others understand how you cam to hold those values.

We will think/write for 2 minutes.Then, the facilitator will begin the go-arounds. 

Each person will have 1 minute to share their thoughts.

If you are listening, you are only listening. No interruptions.



Go - Around #2
Question: Think of a leader you feel conflicted about, someone that you would be torn about 
honoring with a monument.

● What do you admire about this person?
● What gives you pause or leaves you feeling conflicted?
● What people or experiences in your life are informing your perspective?.

We will think/write for 2 minutes.Then, the facilitator will begin the go-arounds. 

Each person will have 1 minute to share their thoughts.

If you are listening, you are only listening. No interruptions.



Questions
In this section we have a chance to ask each other our questions about what we 
shared. We’ll follow go-around format. Wait to hear all of your partner’s questions 
before responding.

● Each person will have 1 min to share their questions for their partner’s 
consideration.

● After 1 min the responder will have 2 mins to respond to the questions as they 
would like. You may respond whichever question(s) you’d like. It is your 
response.



Closing
In thinking about what you and others have shared, is there something you think would be 
important to consider in decisions about weather a monument is made or not?

● We will have 2 mins to think/write
● Each person will be invited to contribute with 1 min.



invites makes pause?



STRATEGY #4:
MAP IT OUT



https://www.canva.com/design/DAGIHnGnXB8/KSSY_c4UVdX_gYsux876Gg/view?utm_content=DAGIHnGnXB8&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=embeds&utm_source=link


Recreated from samples found in Polarity Management: Identifying and Managing Unsolvable Problems by Barry Johnson

Tradition and 
Innovation

OR

Flexibility and 
Structure



Strategy #1
Define the Non-Negotiables — Build the 
Culture
Strategy #2
Put Your Mask on First — Self-Leadership
Strategy #3
Dialogue — Listen to Understand
Strategy #4
Map It Out — Develop Comprehensive 
Awareness



● A Framework for Schools, EE Ford

● Aspiring Leaders: Building Leadership Skills, a Competency Framework for Career Growth, MV Ventures

● Dare to Lead, Brene Brown

● Dialogic Model, Essential Partners

● Integrity Blueprint, Mount Vernon School 

● Leading through Polarity Leadership & Governance  — August 2024

● Life’s Messy, Live Happy, Cy Wakeman

● Little Learners with Big Ideas, MV Ventures

● Mount Vernon's Culture Guide

● Six Thinking Hats,  Edward DeBono

● Visible Thinking Routines with Project Zero at Harvard Education

RESOURCES

Let’s stay connected. 

Scan the QR code to 

sign up for our MVV 

newsletter.

https://www.eeford.org/a-framework-for-schools
https://mvventures.org/shop/winter-2024-transformation-rd-report/
https://brenebrown.com/
https://whatisessential.org/higher-ed/classroom
https://mountvernonschool.org/blog/how-dialogue-shapes-middle-school/
https://www.canva.com/design/DAGIHnGnXB8/KSSY_c4UVdX_gYsux876Gg/view?utm_content=DAGIHnGnXB8&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=embeds&utm_source=link
https://info.realitybasedleadership.com/happy
https://mvventures.org/shop/little-learners-with-big-ideas/
https://mvculture.org/
https://www.debonogroup.com/services/core-programs/six-thinking-hats/
https://pz.harvard.edu/thinking-routines


Mount Vernon is an independent school serving over 1250 
students from Preschool through Grade 12. Mount Vernon School 
is a community where curiosity is cultivated, multiple perspectives 
are valued, and prototypes are built and iterated until mastery is 
achieved. Learning is amplified through real-world problem-solving, 
creating limitless possibilities for meaningful impact. 

Serving grade 9 - 12 families and students who seek an
alternative to a traditional in-person school setting,
MVSO shares the same quality Upper School
curriculum but in a virtual and asynchronous format.

Through Ventures, the School has access to the latest
educational research and tools including quarterly R&D
reports, creating a host of benefits for our students,
faculty, staff, the community at large, and beyond.

MOUNT VERNON SCHOOL

MOUNT VERNON SCHOOL ONLINE

MOUNT VERNON VENTURES

PK3-12 Flagship Campus 

9-12 Global Campus 

Research, Development, and Educational Consultancy

The Mount Vernon School 
anchors the Mount Vernon 
Organization as a destination of 
inquiry, innovation, and impact. 
Through MVSO and MV 
Ventures, our school is living its 
mission to design a better world 
by providing unique and 
differentiated value for all 
community members now, and 
into the future. 

THE MOUNT VERNON 
ORGANIZATION



We are a school of inquiry, innovation, and impact. 
Grounded in Christian values, we prepare all students 

to be college ready, globally competitive, and 
engaged citizen leaders. 


