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Rob S. Kniss
The shared leadership challenge that needs to be addressed within my organization is one of accountability and community.  In order for organizations to be successful they need to have a good and consistent model of community and for that to be successful, there needs to be accountability amongst the staff.  The idea of forming a collaborative community working environment is driven by everyone within the organization buying into the organization, its purpose, and taking ownership within that purpose.  In order for the leadership of the organization to foster the community environment, they must make sure team members are being held accountable for their job responsibilities. For the organization there needs to be commitment from the employees, and accountability from the leaders, as Peter Block states “Accountability is the willingness to care for the well-being of the whole; commitment is the willingness to make a promise with no expectation of return.” (2009 Pg. 71)
Powerful Questions
In order for this challenge and my organization to be successful some powerful questions need to be asked, as stated by Block.  Every person involved needs to hold accountability to the organization and what we stand for.  To get to this we need to ask specific questions that determine every person’s role.  
· “What is the commitment you hold that brought you into this room?”
· “What is the price you or others pay for being here today?”
· “How valuable do you plan for this effort to be?”
· “What is the crossroads you face at this stage of the game?”
· “What is the story you keep telling about the problems of this community?” (2009 Pg. 106)
To determine where we are as an organization, and where we want to be throughout this challenge, we need to address these questions.  Every person within the organization needs to be able to answer these questions and show what they are willing to do to make the organization successful.  The leaders of the organization need to take appropriate action and make sure everyone involved is being held accountable for their performance.
Analyzing My Situation
In January of 2008 my organization decided to meld two different departments into one large unit.  We brought together the student contact/advising area with the paper processing area.  During a hiring search the organization promoted one of our senior advisors into the role of associate director to manage the newly developed unit.  The transition went smooth for the most part, and in the beginning staff members were eager to be moving toward a concentrated goal and sole purpose. However after a few months the excitement started to ebb and staff began to revert back to prior roles. Dissension began to occur within the newly formed unit between the staff from the two former departments. The new director was forced to make some moves regarding meetings and mediation, and things began to settle down.  
Soon the staff began to find their roles within the new unit and some normalcy began to take place.  Although things seemed fine on the surface and the daily work got done, there were still some dividers amongst the staff.  Things have progressed like this since the onset of the new unit.  There are several staff members who have “bought” into the system and the ideas of the new director, yet there are some staff members ho do not agree with the new system, and undermine the new director at every turn.  It doesn’t help that the new director operates with a “hands off” approach.  She likes the staff to take ownership of things and form their own direction.  This is a fine approach; however, direction is never given and staff members who do not agree with the new director’s plan do not take responsibility for any of the work.  This leaves a few staff members who are on board with the mission to take on the extra work.  The leadership is lacking in this regard.  The new director is not holding the staff to the same levels of responsibility and accountability has been completely abandoned.  While all staff members get along, and generally respect each other, there is an underlying feeling of resentment.  Some feel it is the fault of the staff members’ who have not embraced the mission of the new unit, while others feel the new director needs to take a more active role in managing the staff and holding them accountable for their work and actions.
Course of Action
In Community, Block states “Creating a future is different from defining a future.”  (2009 Pg.76) This is very key to what we need to do within my organization.  I feel we need to define ourselves as a unit within our organization.  Two departments were brought together to form one, yet a lack of definition was never brought to the newly developed unit.  Furthermore, many of the staff members were frustrated because of a lack of direction on how to proceed.  It was as if we were thrown into a new group and told to figure it out.  Over time some staff bought into the mission while others let problems fester.  This was and is not healthy for the unit and the idea of community that needs to be built.
For my course of action, accountability needs to be enforced.  This is critical so all staff members can feel comfortable with their contributions.  The first thing I would like to do is set up a meeting with everyone from our unit, with the director’s permission.  In the meeting we will discuss the powerful questions and review each person’s role.  In answering the questions, each staff member will be asked to describe their commitment level to the organization, and how they can be held accountable in their role.  The idea is that the staff members involved will give insight into their contributions and take ownership within the work of the unit.  Ownership breeds healthy workflow, which then strengthens working relationships between staff members.    This is an important step as G.A. Donaldson points out in Cultivating Leadership in Schools. “We learn that we can be open with others and that others will openly share with us through working together on issues that matter, that require our active participation, and demand that we hear one another.” (2006 Pg. 69)
Roles and assignments also need to be made.  The staff has to understand that if we are going to create a positive community then we need to be proactive about the daily structure of the office.  With good working relationships, trust can be brought.  Within this model, the work should be evenly distributed with staff members having the understanding that this is everyone’s workload and we can accomplish the work by joining together as a community.  By divvying up the workload and responsibilities evenly, trust will be born and the working community will come together.
The final piece that needs to be addressed is the leadership and accountability.  The director needs to be able to lead the staff appropriately, and to hold the entire staff accountable for the work.  This will help to strengthen the community foundation that has been created, and will give the leader experiences to grow on that will help the unit adapt for the future. “Community building requires a concept of the leader as one who creates experiences for others – experiences that in themselves are examples of our desired future.” (Block 2009 Pg. 86)
Initiate My Course of Action
As detailed in my course for action section, a meeting was set up to discuss our roles within our office and our duties.  Each member of my unit was asked what their strengths and weaknesses are, what they felt they brought to the table, and how they felt the director could support them more.  The meeting was meant for us to come together and get a grasp of how we could form a stronger bond, create better working relationships, and create a community feeling within our unit; a community where every member felt comfortable with their role and their responsibilities.  There was also a sense of belonging that was created, and it gave each member the opportunity to address what they felt was lacking from a standpoint of support from the unit leaders.  
I likened this meeting to the chapter Invitation in Block’s book. “As we enter the conversations for structuring belonging, a caveat: Real life is not circuitous; it does not develop the way conversations appear on a page. Except for the invitation, deciding which conversations to have, in which order, will vary with the context of a gathering.” (2009 Pg. 113)  The invitation was sent to every member of my unit, and all accepted.  The conversation was an open one, not one of blame and finger pointing, but to open lines of communication, and to help develop a better working community.  Out of the conversations that were had, a plan began to develop.  The members of my unit expressed were they felt they would best be utilized in order to form a fine working machine.  Also, the director took ideas from the conversations that would help her in developing plans that will initiate workflow, and help the members of the unit stay accountable for their work.
I am hesitant to call the meeting a complete success.  We are still in the early stages of the implementation.  We were in this same situation before when the two units were merged as one.  The work was getting done, the workload was being evenly distributed, and there was a sense of strength among the members.  However, this time around there seems to be a better system in place, and communication between members is occurring at every turn.   The one major change I am pleased to see is the self-accountability members of the unit have taken, and the director’s eagerness to hold them to it.  In the past, if a staff member didn’t complete a task within their responsibility they were rarely held accountable.  The work would lag until another staff member completed the task.  This was the main cause of the breakdown in communication for the staff, and the animosity that brewed amongst the unit’s members. By offering more positive feedback the director has now taken a more direct approach in holding staff members accountable for their responsibilities and the members of the unit have responded well.  Donaldson refers to this communication from the director writing, “The professional culture fostered by leaders helps members in groups and in the whole to understand the results of their labors and the extent to which they match the goals they aspire to achieve.” (2006 Pg. 107)  The outcome of the meeting for this aspect is extremely encouraging.  
I really feel the plan, at this point, is a work in progress.  We have a lot of things to work on in our professional organization, and some issues still need to be addressed. More meetings are going to be scheduled, and more conversations have to occur.  I am confident we are moving in the right direction and with the members of the unit and the director’s full support we will continue to grow and expand on our vision of community for our unit.  We still need to work on the powerful questions that were raised by me from the Block text. (I will address the initial response in the next section.) Through our meetings and open conversations we will work on addressing the issues that arise, and also making concerted efforts to arrive at agreeable conclusions.  Communicating with one another better has been important so far in our transition, and I hope we can continue to excel in this area, because without that we will be lost.
Powerful Questions Considered
In this section I will discuss the powerful questions that were pulled from Peter Block’s book Community.  These questions were raised at the meeting and were discussed in open conversation amongst the group.  
“What is the commitment you hold that brought you into this room?” (2009 Pg. 106)
The responses from this question were all very similar in nature.  Essentially everyone expressed loyalty to the unit, but also to the office as a whole.  The members of the unit felt strong about their convictions and expressed them freely.  The main point brought out from this question was how passionate the members of the unit are for our purpose in this office.  The answers were overwhelmingly about the students we serve.  The reason the members took me up on the invitation and came to the meeting was because of their commitment to providing the students we see with the best service possible; to make sure we would be there to assist them and help them attain the goal they are reaching for.  There was not one staff member who was unsure or confused by their reasons for being at the meeting.  They were all strong with their stance, and maintained their strength in their beliefs.
“What is the price you or others pay for being here today?” (2009 Pg. 106)
This question was perplexing to the staff.  I think it was more of a level of uncertainty than a matter of apprehension.  Going into the meeting the staff knew we would be asking hard questions, but they also knew we were looking for ways to better our relationships and to strengthen our processes.  After a little delay, people started to respond to this question.  The responses were mixed.  They ranged from staff members feeling the students were paying for our being in the meeting because we were unavailable to them, to some members saying the other units in the office were paying for it.  When the question was re-phrased to “what will the outcome of this meeting bring,” the responses elicited were extremely gratifying.  Staff members were very positive that we would turn a corner with our daily process, and they would genuinely put their best foot forward.
“How valuable do you plan for this effort to be?” (2009 Pg. 106)
This question was a little easier for staff members to answer. In fact, the response I received made me think of Block when he wrote, “By answering these kinds of questions, we become more accountable, more committed, more vulnerable; and when we voice our answers to one another, we grow more intimate and connected.” (2009 Pg. 107)   The conversation from this question was great.  The staff members opened up and began to rediscover the vigor they once had.  Most of the members spoke about losing track of the office mission and why we were really here.  I think the reason we are off to such a great start after the meeting is because of the conversation that happened from this question.
“What is the crossroads you face at this stage of the game?” (2009 Pg. 106)
The responses from this question were hard for some of the staff members.  I think the reason for this is because they had to admit fault for their lack of production.  Once an advisor spoke up and admitted that they may have been lacking in some areas, everyone else began to do the same.  What we found was that no one person was perfect and we all lacked in our responsibilities at one time.  This reason alone was a good reaffirmation of the community we have in our unit and how we could build on our shortcomings.  We found we could rely on others in our unit to help us get through tough times, and make sure the work got done.
“What is the story you keep telling about the problems of this community?” (2009 Pg. 106)
This question was another that was initially approached with apprehension.  Staff members didn’t want to point fingers as to what they felt the problems of our community were.  The answered varied, but it grew more apparent with every answer that lack of communication and sometimes direction was the root of the problems.  The staff members felt if everyone would be more open about their responsibilities and more accepting of open communication we would all have better working relationships.  The great part about the conversation was that staff members didn’t focus on the problems, but rather opened up ideas for how to solve the problems.  It was refreshing to hear staff members discuss ways of being proactive rather than reactive when discussing how to build a better community.
Conclusions
I entered this Personal Leadership Challenge not really sure what to expect.  I knew that not only would I being asking difficult questions of my coworkers, but I would also have to divulge my answers to the same difficult questions.  The result of our conversations and our meeting exceeded all of my expectations.  The members of my unit were not hesitant to sit down in a formal setting and discuss the issues that we have as a unit.  I feel we made some breakthroughs as far as communication and accountability are concerned.  We came out of our meeting inspired by the conversations that took place and were ready to build on the sense of community we knew we needed to establish.  We realized we needed to be committed to our work, and to our community.  Commitment is the key word for us as a unit.  As long as we are committed to the community process then we can be successful. Block highlights our desired level of commitment in Community, “Commitment is a promise made with no expectation of return. It is the willingness to make a promise independent of either approval or reciprocity from other people.” (2009 Pg. 136)
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