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In working with the Freeman Public Elementary School, we have had several transitions in the way of new leadership in the past few years.  To be specific, seven years ago, our principal of 40 years decided she was ready to retire, opening the way for a new leader.  The man who was hired to fill this position was a first year principal.  He was a very sincere, caring man, but lacked the leadership skills necessary to take control of and to organize and direct a staff that had built a strong relationship with the previous principal.  In retrospect, in the staff’s mind, nobody would be able to live up to the qualities of the previous principal.  As Bridges states, “People will have to let go of a whole world of doing and thinking to make the new arrangement work (pg. 23).” The thought of letting go, repatterning, and making a new beginning was not what any of us were willing to face at the time. With very little teacher coherence and many being at different phases in the transition process, it was not surprising that our new principal decided that administration was not his calling and went back into teaching the following year. 

With a new school year, came a new principal.  His energetic, charismatic personality eased our anxieties about what the upcoming year would be like. He tried to encourage the staff to transition with him. He took one step at a time to let us know that our losses were meaningful and important to him and that changes should not be rushed. Soon the staff was assimilating to his style without the power struggles found in the neutral zone.  He strengthened communication within the staff by incorporating book talks. With his guidance in leading our talks, he began to blend isolated groups of individuals who were “polarized under the confusions of the neutral zone (pg. 47).”  This led to less anxiety and more harmony between teachers and their new leader. As the year went on trust and motivation were noticeably improved. There was finally a feeling of a new beginning in our school. Bridges states, “The beginning will take place only after they have come through the wilderness and are ready to make the emotional commitment to do things the new way and see themselves as new people (pg. 58).”  After four years however, as with visionaries, he moved on to a superintendent’s position. With this principal, “A whole network of relationships ended (pg. 7).”  Our emotional state was crushed.  We had spent four years adjusting to a new principal.  We did not want to go through that again.  His leaving spiraled us right back into the neutral zone.  

 
Our current principal is again a first year principal.  He came in with a friendly but strong personality. In his efforts to incorporate his visions for our school, he didn’t realize the magnitude of our struggles that we had gone through in the past few years.  He simply did not understand that in working on his transition, he was forcing transitions upon many other people who may or may not be at the point that they are ready to take on an ending, let alone a new beginning. The pain felt by the teachers ultimately reduced the gain of his visions’.


Changes are very difficult to handle. The reason why changes are hard is because they take us out of our “comfort zone”.  Bridges explains, “Before you can learn a new way of doing things, you have to unlearn the old way” (pg. 23). It is hard to let go of doing something you have become proficient at - even if the new method will eventually prove to be easier or less time-consuming the more you use it.  Many organizational changes fail because the company/institution does not take the time to prepare their employees to make the transition. In working for the four different administrators with four very different styles of management at this school system, it seems that every time any of them tried to make a big change quickly they failed.  They tried to rush the process, they did not help their employees see the need for the change, they did not set up a support system to help during the implementation process, and/or they did not set up a plan/policy to see that their employees were being held accountable for making the change.  Since they neglected to do one or more of these things, people began to encounter problems implementing the new change.  They simply reverted back to their “old ways” of doing things because they believed it worked and they felt comfortable doing it that way.


Any time there is change, we take it to a personal level of how it will affect ourselves.  What will I lose?   What extra things do I have to do?  Why can't this happen?   Here is where the attitude or peer pressure of others can really affect how the transition will go.  If someone is willing to accept the change, to see it as being beneficial and is willing to openly say these things aloud while allowing for a certain period of grieving; the transition will move forward.   Staff meetings are a good example of this.  They are given the chance to express their concerns, problems, and frustrations, but instead choose to keep them bottled up.  Then the complainers and sabotagers continue to visit, amongst themselves, about whatever they are frustrated with until we have the next meeting. Hence, there is no forward movement toward change.   
Maybe this would be an ideal time to set up a Transition Management Team to facilitate upward communication, as discussed by Bridges in Appendix C.  This is an idea that has been overlooked in each new administrator’s beginning.  It seems like a reasonable, if not an important step to assign a group of people to help monitor and facilitate the transition process.  Since the current staff has familiarity, rapport and a level of trust with their peer group, they would more easily be able to facilitate discussions, overcome communication problems and provide support for an organization’s employees during a difficult transition period.  This would give the new leader a chance to see how the team works together before he/she considers making changes. It would be beneficial to the TMT to compose the team of people from as many different departments as possible.  By doing this, you can ensure everyone’s voice will be heard.  During a transition, good communication is one of the keys to success. In addition, it would be advantageous to recommend that the facilitator of the group is not a participating member.  This will ensure that the facilitator will be able to remain “neutral.” It will help establish more trust among this group since the leader will not be only looking out for what is best for him or her- rather than the entire group.  It is extremely important- as Bridges mentions- to make sure that there is some method for reporting what happened to the comments/concerns that were brought to the group by non- members. There is nothing more frustrating to have a valid concern that is seemingly ignored by the leadership even though they claim they “want to listen” and address any concerns the employees have. 


 These are a few strategies that we would like to introduce to our principal and colleagues.  Everyone in an organization needs the opportunity to be able to speak and understand the same language when it comes to the transition process.  After reading Managing Transitions, we have come to realize that there was much we didn’t understand about the transitional phases. As innovative as our current principal is, this book is a major resource to help our organization get through this change as well as the many changes that lie ahead in our future. In closing, Bridges states, "Endings take place, people get angry, sad, frightened, depressed, and confused" (pg. 23).  We need to allow this time for acceptance, but then move on.   Given enough time and a well-planned out transition, organizational changes can happen smoothly.

