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Introduction 

“Social capital matters for children’s successful development in life. We can draw the same 

conclusion about the link between social capital and school performance. The quality of 

American education has been of growing concern in recent decades; in fact, many 

knowledgeable observers believe that public schooling has reached a crisis.” (Putnam, 2000, pg. 

299) 

Alpha Middle School is facing a crisis, as documented in the case study, E Pluribus 

Unum: Culture, Subcultures, and Teams at Alpha Middle School (Barbour, 2005). The school 

has adopted a common organizational structure for middle schools, using interdisciplinary 

teaming for teachers within grade levels. As cited in Barbour (2005), “team teaching occurs 

where two or more teachers working closely together share the responsibility for the instruction 

of the same group of pupils in a variety of tasks” (Close, Rudd, & Plimmer, 1974, pg. 7). The 

school’s crisis centers around the new principal’s leadership struggles in forming strong teams. 

The dysfunction of interdisciplinary teams may be affecting students’ abilities towards academic 

achievement, with recent test scores placing Alpha below both state benchmarks and district 

averages. While the quote above from Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone references “social capital” 

in terms of community at-large (including family and community stakeholders), it is no stretch 

that a dysfunction among the instructional team members in a school will not have a positive 

impact on student achievement. 

I will outline specific instances that highlight the crisis. Next, I will demonstrate how the 

leadership of this school can be viewed within the framework of the Chinese theory of five 

elements (Wu Xing). Finally I will prescribe a plan of action to change the leadership style of the 
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current principal to help repair this instance of crisis and to place proper focus on improving 

student performance. 

Ingredients for Crisis 

A new superintendent in the district and a new principal at Alpha reinforce the belief by 

both teachers and parents that there has been too much turnover in school administration. 

Turnover in teaching staff is also a new trend at Alpha, which has increased over the past three 

years. Alpha went from previously having 70% of teachers with fifteen or more years of 

experience to, at the time of the study, 30% having twenty or more years of experience. Another 

30% of teachers have three or fewer years of teaching experience. Turnover is not always a bad 

thing, especially if it reflects the natural exit of employees at the end of their career. However, 

the numbers presented suggest that Alpha is no longer a stable place to work, despite the 

principal’s good first year at winning the trust of parents and students. 

The school is part of a wealthy community, but is not located within the affluent area of 

the city (Barbour, 2005). Parents are described as blue collar families who are proud of their 

community. But it is also a community that is seeing a rise in crime and gang activity. This 

underscores the importance of the school within the community to meet some needs of students 

beyond the basics of instruction. Some students may view school as a safer place than their life at 

home, and we know by looking at school lunch data that 30% of students live at or below the 

poverty line (Barbour, 2005). Providing a stable environment for all students should be a priority 

for our principal, Dr. Isabella Montoya.  

A considerable portion of the case study focuses on the sixth grade team at Alpha Middle 

School. It provides insight into some of the personalities involved in any school, but we also 
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learn about how the team structures work (or used to work) at Alpha. Grade level teams are a 

large organizational structure, supported by smaller “miniteams.” Various elements help us to 

define the teams and their effectiveness, from the leadership of designated team leaders, the 

physical spaces in which teachers plan and work, to the preferences for lunchtime discussions 

and how meetings are run. The study suggests that some teams work more effectively than others.  

There is not sufficient data to document how Dr. Montoya believes Alpha Middle School 

might be improved. The case study documents the seeds of dysfunction among the 

interdisciplinary teams and room for improvement with student outcomes. There are some 

specific causes for crisis from the case study that merit mention. I will first cite those of principal 

Montoya, then of the teachers among the teams. The recipe towards resolving Alpha’s crisis 

includes finding operational stability that should establish better opportunities for positive social 

capital for all stakeholders.  

Leadership and Principal Montoya 

Dr. Montoya arrived at Alpha after several changes in leadership at the school, not to 

mention the district (Barbour, 2005). This suggests she needs to quickly establish herself as a 

capable leader with her own ideas. Following the Chinese Five Element theory, ideally Dr. 

Montoya should either be a “Wizard” or a “Pioneer,” specifically invoking the fire and wood 

elements. Fire duties such as communication, networking, expressing, and priority setting would 

help establish trust among staff. Likewise, the wood duties such as strategizing, planning, 

visioning, and mapping would help the school find its place looking forward (Sherman, 2011). 

The study notes that Principal Montoya wanted 3-5 years to establish improvements in 

both faculty and administrator stability, but news of this desired window may have not worked in 
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her favor (Barbour, 2005). One teacher interviewed questioned Montoya’s longevity in her 

position as principal, and knowing that she might be ready to “throw in the towel” in a few years 

would not help this projection. 

Her attempt at establishing a campus improvement team was not successful. Her school 

newsletter for parents comes from her voice alone, and her inability to find mission or vision 

statements for the school led her to create her own without staff input. 

She might be well-reminded of this quote from Machiavelli’s The Prince ([1514] 1961, p. 

27), “It must be realized that there is nothing more difficult to plan, more uncertain of success, or 

more dangerous to manage than the establishment of a new order of [things]; for he who 

introduces [change] makes enemies of all those who derived advantage from the old order and 

finds but lukewarm defenders among those who stand to gain from the new one.” Change that 

includes the voices within a group would be preferred. 

These glimpses into principal Montoya’s leadership shortcomings suggest she has a water 

leadership style, where a fire leadership style would be more appropriate. Her inability to 

establish an improvement team was squandered by her inability to engage her faculty with their 

own voice (Sherman, 2005, slide 11). It is likely she wanted to avoid conflict with the teachers at 

her new school, but “conflict is a natural part of life. It is managed through processes of 

negotiation and bargaining, where settlements and agreements can be hammered out. If ignored, 

disputes explore into street fights… people get hurt, and scars last for years” (Bolman & Deal, 

2003, pg. 377). 
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The Seventh and Eighth Grade Teams 

These teams are given little lip service in the case study, but are described as neutral, with 

few “problems” but also little “creativity.” It is difficult to characterize these teams without more 

information among the five elements theory, but they clearly lack “fire” personalities that would 

be helpful in establishing leadership within the miniteams. I believe the fact the principal found 

little fault with these groups to be most concerning. Leaders of change are proactive and are risk 

takers (SEDL, 2011).  Spencer Johnson’s book Who Moved My Cheese? (1998) framed the 

necessity within an organization to have flexibility, experimentation, and a willingness to try 

new beliefs. These qualities ought to be developed in Alpha’s teacher teams. 

The Sixth Grade Team 

We learn in this part of the study about a teacher leader named Ms. Jones who seems 

well-intentioned and capable (Barbour, 2005). She leads the sixth grade team, yet her leadership 

has not been tapped beyond working with teachers. The description of Ms. Jones reveals another 

shortcoming of Principal Montoya. She has not been a good communicator with her teacher 

leaders. 

The sixth grade team also is experiencing generational differences (Barbour, 2005). Older 

teachers are willing to put-in extra time to help students after school, while younger teachers are 

not. Principal Montoya should focus on establishing understanding across the faculty of the 

differences between attitudes among different generations. Baby-boomer teachers hold alliances 

towards a cause (such as student achievement), while so-called Gen X teachers will build 

alliances with individuals. Gen Y teachers may not demonstrate any alliances beyond self 

(Dorsey, 2009). 
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The study also highlights the fact that one group, the Reading Team, is a cliquish group 

that gets along very well, and is open-minded (Barbour, 2005). While their effectiveness may be 

enhanced by their familiarity, they ultimately will be looking out for themselves within the 

context of the entire school’s faculty. Principal Montoya may need to heed the advice of 

Lencioni (2002) and have her teachers choose a so-called “first team”. We would hope that each 

team would establish a familiarity and comfort with one another, but not at the expense of 

creating dysfunction between different teams. 

A Prescription for Change 

Several themes reveal themselves when analyzing the crisis at Alpha Middle School. One, 

the school needs to work together towards a common purpose. Evidence within the case study 

suggests that some teachers are not committed towards working together despite the formation of 

teams. Focus is required, and in developing focus among the faculty, the school can transform 

itself into an agent for developing social capital. This will address the needs of the students 

through the increased support of community leaders and parents. I believe working together 

constructively would be a first priority, even before focusing on test score data and instructional 

shortcomings. 

Two, there are alliances at play among staff both in- and outside of teams. Whether it is 

loyalty towards one’s own generational attitude towards work and self, or a loyalty towards 

friends above a shared mission for work, Principal Montoya must work to highlight the positive 

aspects of some of these loyalties, but also re-align the structure of her teams to provide focus on 

the school’s principal goals. 
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Principal Montoya’s prescription is made from two themes, but one solution: establish 

focus. The development of focus can help her develop stronger teams. 

John Kotter outlines eight stages for successful change initiatives (Kotter & Cohen, 2002) 

that I think would be effective for principal Montoya. She not only needs to modify her own 

leadership style, but also work towards establishing a common purpose for each of her staff and 

towards re-defining her teams to break-down pre-established alliances. The stages are: 

1. Create a sense of urgency. 

2. Pull together a guiding team with the needed skills, credibility, connections, and 

authority to move things along (her campus improvement team, or Lencioni’s “Team 1”). 

3. Create an uplifting vision and strategy. 

4. Communicate the vision and strategy through a combination of words, deeds, and 

symbols. 

5. Remove obstacles, or empower people to move ahead (Ms. Jones). 

6. Produce visible signs of progress through short-term victories. 

7. Stick with the process and refuse to quit. 

8. Nurture and shape a new culture to support the emergence of innovative practices. 

Returning to the theory of Wu Xing, I believe Principal Montoya’s school is in a water 

phase of its organizational life. This is in large part due to her arrival with new ideas and a new 

perspective that have had a year to be voiced, but adopted poorly. The school also is facing the 

metal organizational phase, in large part due to established procedures that are comfortable to 

some teachers, that may have in fact formed on their own without previous strong leadership.  
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If we expand our understanding of Wu Xing to the elemental relationships to the body, 

water is associated with “groaning” and “fear.” We might explain the dissatisfaction with some 

teachers and their new principal as groaning. The lack of innovation or experimentation on the 

part of others could very well be out of fear. Likewise, the metal element connotes “crying” and 

the emotion of grief (Shen-Nong, Ltd., 2005). This reflects the viewpoint of at least Ms. Jones, 

whom in the study, is described as exploring other leadership positions outside of Alpha Middle 

School (Barbour, 2005). 

Pragmatics 

If we engage the Wu Xing philosophy for modifying Principal Montoya’s leadership at 

Alpha, it suggests following Sherman (2011) that “Metal informs water with the evaluation and 

refinement of a plan,” and “water informs wood as patterns and leaders emerge” (slide 17). 

Principal Montoya must take the expertise and positive practices already established by the old 

guard at Alpha into consideration when forming a new school leadership team. This includes 

teacher leaders like Ms. Jones, who is an effective leader that simply needs to be acknowledged 

and brought into confidence with Principal Montoya. Once the new leadership team is 

established, the school can move onto a “spring” or “wood” phase of growth. But how will they 

get there? 

Principal Montoya needs to start with an emotional, legitimate reason for teachers putting 

forth the effort to change and to be successful. Following Kotter’s stages, she needs to set one or 

more goals for the school in terms of the improvement of student achievement. Next, she needs 

to establish a leadership team that represents the experience and diversity of her school. These 

will be her interdisciplinary team leaders. She may need to change who participates from current 
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assignments based on the reaction from her call for a focused goal for her school. With this team 

and possibly with other teachers who help lead the miniteams, their primary goal will be to 

establish a vision and strategy to overcome their past challenges and define the steps needed to 

achieve their goal. 

Principal Montoya will have to tap into the structures and policies already established in 

her district to either move reluctant teachers along, or document their poor performance in 

maintaining focus on the school’s objectives towards their goals. Time for turnover may not be 

over at Alpha Middle.  

Principal Montoya must direct her team to establish milestones along their path towards 

improvement. Once achieved, these milestones must be celebrated. In order to maximize a 

culture of social capital, these celebrations should include all stakeholders, including most of all, 

Alpha’s students. 

The entire process Principal Montoya will embark upon will require the establishment of 

a new culture that re-aligns all staff towards the vision set by her team. If focus is maintained on 

providing a safe, collegial atmosphere at the school, along with a dedication to partnering with 

students and parents to improve achievement, Principal Montoya will be well-positioned to 

overcome the crisis described in this study. 
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