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It’s Not Magic, It’s the Future
Scott Murphy, Colorado
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onfusion and curiosity are
mainstays of my experience
in education. They’ve taken
over for anything I’d call absolute. It
seems hard enough for us to figure out
exactly what is going on right now
with things like test scores, student
motivation, and school culture. How
in the world are we to predict what is
going to happen with student scores
next semester, their motivation next
year, or the tenor of this school three
years from now? One tool, however, in balancing that current
confusion with hopeful curiosity
is the Future Protocol, jokingly
dubbed “Back to the Future” by
new coaches two summers ago.
I developed the structure in 2001 at the request of
our Superintendent to assist
Jefferson County cabinet leaders
in refocusing the district vision
and fine-tuning the strategic
plan. The idea was to give the
diverse compilation of members
something to which they might
all tether their ideas and to help
them synthesize the relationship they saw between where
the district was and where they
wanted it to be. What was
discovered in that meeting was
what we already know. Folks
like to be productive with their time
and appreciate guidance to go deep in
their dialogue and discussion. What
also emerged, however, was this new
energy on how we might help manage discussions and coordinate efforts
to make the future less about wishful
thinking and more about conscious
effort.
To do this, several components
seem key. One, participants must be
able to really sense the future; I mean
hear it, smell it, see it, and maybe even
feel it. Buy-in cannot be at a tacit,
distant level, but must be an intimate,
intellectual, and emotional one. To
do this I designed the protocol to
work with an altered “present.” When
speaking about the future, what they

Second, a good way to stir the
mind and body is to create what Peter
Senge (1990) in a Sloan Management
Review article calls “creative tension.” This positive agitation is supported by “seeing clearly where we
want to be, our ‘vision,’ and telling
the truth about where we are, our ‘current reality.’” The challenge here is to
avoid the trap of focussing on all that
is wrong and how insurmountable the
obstacles are in our path. Out here in
Colorado, when skiing the trees, we
say, “Look at the spaces between the
trees, not at the trees themselves, and
that is where you will go.”
To create the tension but in an
opportunistic way, participants talk
about the current time in past tense as
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hope to accomplish or see change,
participants don’t talk in future tense.
They speak in present tense, as if it
had already happened. Phrases like,
“I see,” “we have,” and “they do”
begin to emerge and the language
starts to shape a “can do” attitude
toward this future time. Participants
in the past have commented that the
process itself is invigorating, hopeful,
and engaging. It makes what seemed
distant appear more real.

if it were something from which they
had already evolved. John D’Anieri,
national facilitator, sees this step as
key because it allows people to think
“strategically about any notion of
what might prevent success (success is
assumed).” What generally happens is
that obstacles, issues, and challenges
are seen with less abrasion and more
with a sense of frankness and acceptance. And by explaining it as something that “was” an issue or “used to
be” missing, there is not helplessness
to that reality.
Finally, there needs to be a way
to get from here to there or there to
here in this case. This component has
been the most intriguing and the true
crux of a successful Future Protocol.
In this step, participants connect the
“new” present (next semester, next
year) to the past (today, in real time).
The idea is for people to explain how
this change happened, what was put
in place, and how things were altered.
Continuing with past tense language,
participants draw connections between
where they were and what they’ve
become. What develops in this step
is a working draft for an action plan.
These connections begin to explain
what the school or organization must
do to make its vision a reality.
In the last couple years, some
important discoveries have emerged
from this step. One, when I facilitate
it, I now put all thinking on paper. I
use a large wall space and start with
the future, dated at the top for a future
time, but labeled “today” on the far
right. On the far left, I put the current date and the word “then.” In
the middle, I put the question “How
did we get from ‘there’ to ‘here?’”
with arrows pointing to the other two
charts. The visual component seems
to stimulate thinking, assist in making
connections, and serve as a working
document beyond the time of the
protocol.
But when the protocol is over, the
work is not done. In reality, it is just
begun. The middle section on how the
(continued on page 14)
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e are delighted to invite you to Philadelphia
for our 8th Annual Winter Meeting- our first
time back in the Northeast since the Spring
Colloquium in 1998. This year’s meeting is co-hosted by
NSRF Centers of Activity in Lancaster, Philadelphia and
New York City.
As always, we will learn with and from each other.
Many of us go to the NSRF Winter Meeting to be challenged and stretched, to be reinvigorated, and to publicly
recommit to our work. We look forward to seeing old
friends and meeting new ones, and leaving with a wealth
of new ideas and resources. With others from around the
country we will be able to:
• Co-construct a definition of equitable leadership &
learn together about the ways we can build leadership
capacity for all.
• Use the Success Analysis, Consultancy, and Looking
At Student Work Protocols to deepen our work.
• Discuss a provocative reading.
• Take part in the World Café with colleagues, parents
and students.
• Engage in Coaches Clinics that participants will selfselect based on their personal coaching needs.
We hope you will join us. Our learning will be richer
because you are there.
The Details
Where
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
All Sessions will be held at the Philadelphia Marriott,
1201 Market Street, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
When
January 15-17, 2004
Begins 8am Thursday, ends 12:30pm Saturday
Reception Thursday night at the Marriott
Breakfasts are provided.
Cost
$350 per person
$100 for Students
(minors must be accompanied by an adult)
Lodging
Philadelphia Marriott, 1201 Market Street,
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 19107
215.625.2900
Rate- $132 single/double
Registration Deadline
Please register by December 6, 2003

Online registration is also available at
www.nsrfharmony.org/wintermeeting.html
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8th Annual NSRF Winter Meeting
Registration Form
Name
Position
School/Org
School/Org Address
City, State, Zip
Home Address
City, State, Zip
Phone (home and work)
E-mail

To help us form “job alike” Home Groups, please check
the group that best describes you.
Teacher
Principal
Prof. Development
Higher Ed
Small School Conversion/Start up
Student
District Office/Superintendant
How long have you been involved with CFGs or the work
of NSRF?
Less than a year
1-3 years
3-5 years
5 or more years
Billing Information
Method of Payment
Check -enclosed

Purchase Order

Bill

if Purchase Order, PO #
if Bill, Address
City, State, Zip
Bill to Attention of:

Mail Completed Registration Form to:
NSRF Winter Meeting
PO Box 1787
Bloomington, IN 47408
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