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Strategic Engagement

Setting the foundation for a culture of
trust & trustworthiness as critical to
building capacity for coherent multi-
stakeholder strategic direction setting

The Sooke School District Principals and Vice Principals (PVP) association located on
Vancouver Island, B.C. wanted to become clearer and focused in their direction within the
school district while building a supportive climate and culture. Their initial call to us was to
assist them with crafting a Strategic Plan. As is our practice, our first conversation was to
ascertain their readiness for what they thought was important to accomplish. During this
conversation, it was revealed that at stake here was not only setting strategic directions but
building capacity for navigating and negotiating the historic “prickly” inter-relationships
between the various stakeholder groups — leadership, teachers, union, staff, parents and the
local community and all the attendant long-standing tensions. We arrived at a shared clarity
on what the real work for this human system engagement was—re-building trust and
trustworthiness as the way of doing business, especially in a distrustful union environment.

Each stakeholder group came to the table with its own unique issues and challenges. Thus,
bridging divides and re-building relationships became “the work, to do the work”. At first, the
leadership group merely wanted “a roadmap” to simply lay out the “steps” to get the Strategic
Plan crafted — then, they would deal with building better relationships. However, as in so
many organizations, when things are working — it’s because of the relationships; when things
are not working — it’s because of the relationships. To obtain a clearer picture of the current
life conditions, we engaged all the principals and vice-principals in responding to a Snapshot
Scan asking four simple questions:

1. Let’s get the big picture! Stand back and view Sooke Chapter of PVP from 30,000
feet. Look at what is going on inside your organization and its impact and its impact
within the context of the Sooke School District. This is your “snapshot-in-time”.

e How would you describe these times?

e What’s most impressive to you about what you see?

e What is disappointing to you from this vantage point?

¢ What most excites you as you look out on the horizon—trends, challenges and
opportunities?

2. Think about a highpoint experience for you that exemplifies the essence of PVP.
Briefly describe the circumstances. What made it so significant for you?

3. What do you value most about your chapter?

4. Asyou think into the future, consider these questions:

e What’s possible for the Sooke Chapter of PVP?
e  What does “better”, “different”, “greater impact” or “more strategic” look and feel
like?
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impact

Snapshot Scan themed data revealed a whole system perspective from all of its individual
contributors diversity. We shared this data with the client group — the president of the PVVP and
members of the district executive administrative members—to model and begin the
transparency building process. This action contributed to our first shared partnering with the
client group as we engaged them in conversation about what the data meant to them. As
partners we do not know the answers. Rather, we design and facilitate an engagement for
others to discover and derive shared meaning. This is an iterative practice that we use
throughout a transformation process. The practice allows for consistent review and reflection
on progress and changing needs as they emerge.

The first full-day session with all PVP chapter members was an appreciatively-informed
process. Referring and building upon the themed Scan data of current conditions and other
Sooke Chapter historic data of the chapter, participants engaged, using post-it notes and small
group discussion, to identify critical characteristics of the PVP system in 3 domains:

e what’s working,

e what isn’t AND

e what might be done differently?
The focused conversations re-engaged and re-invigorated the whole system around what
mattered, revitalizing their belief in each other and what that could make possible. All of their
work unfolded as their own “road map”, displayed throughout the day’s work on the wall
including the themed Snapshot Scan graphic. (See photo above—a wall banner graphic
developed by Jean Singer from consolidated/themed scan information)

This set the stage for the group to reflect upon themed data and emerging appreciative data in
ways that clearly revealed specific areas to focus their next steps upon. The output from each
successive exploration activity became the emerging input for the next iteration of their
development. They took back their future with heart and meaning, re-inspired by what they
had accomplished.

We designed and facilitated multiple sessions in creating an environment for building
interpersonal relationships, trust and trustworthiness amongst the PVP members. Asa

group, the principals and vice principals became clear that the most important aspect of setting
any direction is to first build coherence AND cohesion within their ranks. It took two full
school year cycles of consistent modeling of trust-building practices, along with the occasional
back-slipping, to lay the requisite foundation for engaging in a planning process. Their deep
commitment re-affirmed a fundamental and shared intention to co-create a “healthy
relationship culture” first, which became ‘the resiliency’ necessary for supporting further
community-wide engagement. As a result we were invited back three years later to work
district wide (including executive leadership from the superintendent’s office) in a strategic
planning engagement.

Case Study — Strategic Engagement www.ecologyofdesigninhumansystems.com page 2




