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Outcomes for Today

Building Cohesive Teams

Strategic Action Planning Process



Qualities of a Healthy Organization



Most Important Quality of a 
Healthy Organization

Building a 
cohesive 

leadership team!



Leadership Influence: 
John Izzo, ‘YOUR FIVE ROWS’

https://youtu.be/KFU506aWWOI

https://youtu.be/KFU506aWWOI


Your Five Rows
At your tables, go around and each of you talk about your 
leadership team.
• Who is on the team and what role do they play?
• How often does your team meet?
• What are 2 to 3 strong qualities of your leadership team as a 

whole?
• What are 2 to 3 areas you would like to see your team 

improve in together



The first step in improving the culture 
of your organization is to build a 

cohesive leadership team…

Take personal notes today around what you want 
to work on and strengthen with your team!



Patrick Lencioni’s Description of a 
Cohesive Team? Your 5 Rows

A small thoughtful group of 3 – 10 people who are 
collectively responsible for achieving a common 
purpose for their organization. This team is 
engaged in discussions and decision-making. 
Members of this team communicate through 
advocacy and inquiry (Chris Argyris, Harvard).



Sarah Gibson

Cohesive Teams With 
Collective Responsibility engage 

in difficult, uncomfortable 
conversations, even surfacing 
thorny issues with colleagues 

about their short comings.



Cohesive teams follow
FIVE  behavioral principles

that every team member must embrace
and it starts with the leader!



FIVE Behavioral Principles
Of a COHESIVE TEAM

1.Building trust 
2. Mastering conflict
3. Achieving commitment
4. Embracing accountability
5. Focusing on results



Vulnerability-Based Trust
When members get to a point where they are completely 
comfortable being transparent, and honest with one 
another, where they say and mean things like, “I screwed up,” 
“I need help,” and “I’m sorry.”  Expressing this honest 
vulnerability develops a deep and uncommon sense of trust.

Not touchy, feely trust! 



TRUST

‘Trust is the foundation of 
leadership. Ordinary people can 
do extraordinary things if leaders 
create the right culture.’

These authors propose 7 basics 
to building trust.



Begin every day with a focus on the lives you touch.

Know that leadership is the stewardship of the lives entrusted to you.

Embrace leadership practices that send people home every day safe, healthy 
and fulfilled.

Align all actions to an inspirational purpose/vision of a better future.

Trust is the foundation of all relationships; act accordingly.

Look for the goodness in people and recognize and celebrate daily.

Ask no more or less of anyone than you would of your own child.
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Building a cohesive team that 
believes in and practices 
vulnerability-based trust is the first 
step in improving the culture of your 
organization! 

Trust is the first step to building a 
cohesive team… #2. Now what 
about conflict -?



FIVE Behavioral Principles
Of a COHESIVE TEAM

1. Building trust 

2.Mastering conflict
3. Achieving commitment
4. Embracing accountability
5. Focusing on results



A cohesive team knows that conflict is not a bad thing 
because when there is trust, conflict becomes nothing 
but the pursuit of truth, an attempt to together find the 
best possible answer. Conflict is defined here as 
productive ideological conflict - the willingness to 
disagree, even passionately when necessary, around 
important issues and decisions that must be made. 

This can only happen when there is trust.



Conflict without trust is an attempt to 
manipulate others in order to win an 

argument regardless of the truth. 



Conflict in cohesive leadership teams brings healthy discomfort 
and disagreement, a productive tension that warrants discussion 
and debate - “No pain…no gain.”

Pat states that knowing your emotional 
intelligence and other’s emotional 
intelligence will support the team in 
staying in the constructive conflict range, 
not allowing the team to move toward 
highly emotional, destructive conflict.



FIVE Behavioral Principles
Of a COHESIVE TEAM

1. Building trust 
2. Mastering conflict

3.Achieving commitment
4. Embracing accountability
5. Focusing on results



Achieving commitment comes only after 
difficult conversation – “If people don’t weigh 
in, they can’t buy in.” The leader MUST 
makes sure that each member of the team 
has an opportunity to weigh in and provide 
perspective – only then does a clear and 
informed decision surface. 

The art of leading a cohesive team is to know when you have a clear, 
informed decision!



BEWARE
When people leave a meeting 
without active commitment around 
a decision, they are passively 
agreeing…
• Nodding their head and smiling
• Complaining with others in the parking lot
• Going back to their office doing little to 

nothing to support the idea agreed to



CAUTION!
When leadership teams wait for consensus before 
taking action, they usually end up with decisions 
that are made too late and are 
mildly disagreeable to everyone. 
This is a recipe for mediocrity 
and frustration. 



Great teams avoid the consensus trap by 
embracing a concept called “disagree, get 
clarity and voice commitment”- When everyone 
leaves the room there is unambiguous 
commitment to a common course of action. 

A good way to ensure that people take this 
process seriously is for each leader to go back to 
their teams after the meeting and communicate 
what is agreed on. Leaders must stand in front of 
the people they lead, committed to the decision. 



FIVE Behavioral Principles
Of a COHESIVE TEAM

1. Building trust 
2. Mastering conflict
3. Achieving commitment

4.Embracing accountability
5. Focusing on results



Peer to peer accountability is the primary and most effective 
source of accountability on the leadership of a highly performing 
leadership team. The organizational leader is NOT the only one 
accountable.  When team members know that their colleagues 
are truly committed to something, they will confront one another 
about issues without fearing defensiveness or backlash – they help 
one another get back on track. 

This is what is meant by a cohesive team. 



To accomplish this, leaders must 
confront difficult situations and 
hold people accountable – this is 

more than giving data, is about 
making a judgement call that is 

most likely to provoke a 
defensive response. 



Many times, leaders are uncomfortable holding 
others accountable, but they must work to 
overcome this if they want a high functioning team.

They must have the courage to confront someone 
about their deficiencies and then to stand in the 
moment (wait time) and deal with their reaction. 

Is the issue competence, commitment or both?



Ideally, accountability is done as part of team meetings (not 
privately), demonstrating transparency and openness. This way no 
one is wondering what is up, and hallway discussions end. 

However, when serious issues surface and the leader is 
questioning the ability of a team leader, then these need to be 
handled privately to respect the dignity of the person being held 
accountable. 

However (and this can be dicey), the leader needs to alert the 
rest of the team that he/she is addressing the situation 
(this avoids speculation).



To hold someone accountable is to care about them 
enough to risk having them blame you for pointing out 
their deficiencies.

12,000 teams took an online assessment and 65% of 
them scored low in accountability, compared to the next 
lowest, trust at 40%.



People often confuse accountability with conflict 
because both involve discomfort and emotion. But 

there is an ENORMOUS difference between the two. 
Conflict is about issues and ideas. Accountability is 

about performance and behavior. As difficult as it is 
for many people to engage in conflict, at least it is 

somewhat objective, removed from a person’s 
behavior. It is much harder for most people to hold 

one another accountable because it involves 
something of a personal, behavioral judgment. 



FIVE Behavioral Principles
Of a COHESIVE TEAM

1. Building trust 
2. Mastering conflict
3. Achieving commitment
4. Embracing accountability

5.Focusing on results



The ultimate point of building trust, conflict, commitment 
and accountability is one thing - the achievement of 
results. 

“No matter how good a leadership team feels about itself, 
and how noble its purpose might be, if the organization 
they lead rarely achieves it’s goals, 
then, by definition, it’s simply not a 
good team.” 



A cohesive team has shared goals and priorities 
across the entire team – the team is rowing in 
the same direction. As a team, working toward 
the accomplishment of shared goals requires 
asking difficult questions, surfacing successes 
and barriers toward the accomplished of the 
shared goals and priorities. 



“Teams that lead healthy 
organizations come to terms with 

the difficult, but critical requirement, 
that its leadership team members 
must put the needs of the higher 
team ahead of the needs of their 

departments.”



Time for some Cohesive Reflection



The Organization Must Be HEALTHY

On our leadership team: 

Yes No There is minimal politics

Yes No There is minimal confusion



Yes No There is high morale

Yes No Everyone is productive and sees their 
value in the organization

Yes No There is low turnover

The Organization Must Be HEALTHY



The Organization Must Be HEALTHY

Yes No We learn from one another

Yes No We identify critical issues and barriers

Yes No We recover quickly from mistakes



The Organization Must Be HEALTHY

Yes No We rally around problems quickly and 
collective seek out solutions in the best 
interest of the organization

Yes No We are all open to ideas

Yes No We debate important issues



The Organization Must Be HEALTHY

Yes No We respectfully call each other out

Yes No We hold one another accountable to 
agreements 

Yes No We focus on results around shared 
goals



The Organization Must Be HEALTHY

Yes No Commit to decisions even if they initially 
disagree

Yes No Focus on the collective



Strategic Action Planning Process



Strategic Action 
Planning  Overview

Strategic Action Planning is about providing 
yourself time and space to LISTEN AND LEARN –
one on one!

Sounds easy… NOT SO MUCH!



Strategic Action Planning

Influential Leaders listen and:
• Reflect on the other person’s personality 

preference 

• Use your Situational Leadership skills

• Use quality coaching skills and strategies

The Art of Listening



https://youtu.be/cSohjlYQI2A

https://youtu.be/cSohjlYQI2A


This Strategic Action Planning 
process is very open-ended and 
focuses on three big questions 

around the learner and learning.

Wallace Foundation

Strategic Action Planning



The THREE Big Learner and 
Learning Questions:

1. What do we do well? Successes
2. What is in the way?  Barriers
3. What next? Possibilities

Strategic Action Planning



Strategic Action Planning

1. What do we do well in support of learners and 
learning?

Learn about successes

Question 1



Strategic Action Planning

2. What barriers are interfering 
with learning and achievement?

Learn about what is in the way that 
WE HAVE CONTROL OF!

Question 2



Strategic Action Planning Overview

BEWARE
ONLY FOCUS ON 

THOSE 
BARRIERS YOU 
CAN CONTROL!



Strategic Action Planning

3. What new or additional supports are 
needed to support learners and learning?

Learn about possibilities!

Question 3



1st Strategic Action Planning Reflection

Will my interviews focus at the 
district level or at the school level?

What do I want to focus my 
Strategic Action Planning on? Is my 
focus on a specific initiative or is it 
general, around overall learners 
and learning? 2 Handouts



2nd Strategic Action Planning Reflection

Do you want to invite someone at the district or 
school level to join you in Strategic Action 

Planning?



3rd Strategic Action Planning Reflection

Who do you want to meet with?
Select 5 to 7 people (Administrators? High flying 
educators? Students? Parents? Community leaders? 
Board member?...)

Note: Select 5 to 7 people who deeply care about the 
work of learners and learning for this first round.



4th Strategic Action Planning Reflection

Schedule each interview for 20 to 25 minutes. 

Note: These are highly focused interviews! 



5th Fact Strategic Action Planning Reflection

Prepare to start your interviews!
• Establish common procedures to follow during each 

interview
• Establish norms (Listen to learn, confidentiality, what will 

I do with my notes following the interview…)
• Finalize a common set of open-ended, non-judgmental 

questions
• Plan how you will close the meeting (what next, etc.)



6th Strategic Action Planning Reflection

• Attend each meeting on time and fully present
• Prepare yourself to listen actively (probe, paraphrase 

and use wait time) and focus only on those things we 
can controls

• Take notes and be prepared to share notes if you feel it 
is important for transparency

• Finalize a common set of open-ended, non-judgmental 
questions



Following Strategic Action 
Planning



Review all your notes and seek 
out patterns or possible 

opportunities for change.



Realize that this is your first round of 
interviewing. If you see value, you will 

want to continue to interview to 
solidify patterns and change 

opportunities.



Next Steps
Using what was learned, develop a Strategic Action Plan 

document with timelines and next steps (research 
indicates no more than 1 to 3 goals based on what was 

learned from Strategic Action Planning). Continue 
Strategic Action Planning and data/information analysis 

to measure plan progress. 



Questions



@MASASuptswww.gomasa.org

Thank You!
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