It's Not Magic, It's the Future

Scott Murphy, Colorado

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, how-
ever, 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 struc-
ture 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 relation-
ship 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 man-
age 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
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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.

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 ten-
sion.” This positive agitation is sup-
ported by “seeing clearly where we
want to be, our ‘vision,” and telling
the truth about where we are, our ‘cur-
rent 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

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 accep-
tance. And by explaining it as some-
thing 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 cur-
rent 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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It’s Not Magic ...
(continued from page 2)

changes took place is usually devoid vision work

of dates, persons responsible, priority, * To help look into structures for
moving into smaller learning com-

and feasibility. It usually requires more

inspection and then some follow-up munities

to begin acting upon the information. * To set a course for staff
development for a year

col leaves the group with much more to ¢ To revisit guiding documents that
had lost their fire

certainly agree. * To problem solve communication

Some have commented that the proto-

do. I absolutely, rather,

coveries about their colleagues’ beliefs
and values, hopes and frustrations. It
allowed them to better understand the
tenor of their staff. It was team build-
ing while still doing the “real work.”
Yes, there may be different individual
realities that emerge from the protocol,
but most often there is a collective core
and central theme upon which the group

What has been wonderfully excit- issues with a parent/teacher group can reflect and from which it might ulti-
ing has been the variety of ways for * To plan with a student council group  mately grow. And in growing, it must
which the Future Protocol has been for the year’s direction continue to move through the chal-
used and the discoveries its use has * To clarify a staff’s core values and lenges and obstacles, seeing not only

created. The following are some of

used the structure.
* To set agendas for a semester’s worth
of meetings with a teacher work

group
* To guide a school’s mission and

move forward

The Futures Protocol

beliefs about teaching
the ways folks around the country have ¢ To help a national organization gain
clarity on how it might continue to

Some folks have commented that
doing the protocol with their staff was
a culture builder. It allowed for dis-

the trees, but the spaces through which
it can flow. |
The Futures Protocol is reprinted in
part below. You can get a full version
by calling NSRF at 812.330.2702 or
visiting www.nsrfharmony.org.
Scott Murphy can be contacted via e-
mail at smurphy@jeffco.k12.co.us

1. Present what you are trying to accomplish:

Presenter: shares what he/she is trying to do and how it
might look when it is all done.

Group: presents with each other what it would like to
accomplish and how it would look when done. (5 minutes)
2. Clarifying Questions:

If presented by a single person and not a whole group,
the rest of the group asks clarifying questions. If a group
presents together, no clarifying questions. (5 or 10 minutes)
3. Probing Questions:

If a single presenter, the group asks probing questions
to further the presenter’s thinking. The presenter may
choose to answer, think aloud or quietly consider it.

If a group presents, they raise probing questions to the
whole group with perhaps no real expectation of answering
them in this step. Again, the idea is to extend the thinking
about what they want to accomplish. (10 minutes)

-- Presenter steps out --

4. Project into the future (whatever timeline seems appro-
priate) and thoroughly describe what it looks like, sounds
like and feels like having accomplished this endeavor.

* Must talk in present tense.

* Describe what is in this best case-scenario. Do not

yet describe how.

* Focus on the sights, sounds, behaviors and feelings

surrounding this accomplishment.
Examples:
* 5 years later in a school’s reform efforts
* The end of a team’s project with students
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* Results from a group of new teachers that focused on
classroom management for one year
* It is really helpful to chart steps 4, 5, and 6 so that every-
one can see what is being said. (10-15 minutes)
5. Look “back” from your projected present and describe
how it looked when it started.
* Must talk in past tense
¢ Think about issues, culture, conversations, teacher’s
work, student achievement, etc.
* Try to remain as tangible as possible
* Continue to chart this conversation. It is helpful to put
dates at the top of the chart to identify the time period to
which the group is referring. (5-10 minutes)
6. Continue looking back from the “projected present” and
discuss how you addressed the starting place and how you
moved from that to the projected present.
*Must talk in past tense.
*Directly relate the previous description of how it looked
when it started.
*Consider discussing how, when, with what resources
and by whom. (5-10 minutes)
-- Presenter returns to conversation --
7. Return to “projected present” and discuss if it can get
any better than it is or is this as good as it could possibly
be? Again, think about how it will look, sound and feel if it
can get even better. (5 minutes)
8. Presenter shares with group thoughts about the future
and info s/he has gathered. (5 min)
9. Debrief the process (10 minutes)
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