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FOREWORD

“PLAYING THE CHANGES”
Building Strong Communities 

Through Innovation 
and Improvisatory Leadership

Mitchell Robinson
Michigan State University

The real power of music lies in the fact that it can be “true” to the life 
of feeling in a way that language cannot; for its significant forms 

have that ambivalence of content which words cannot have.

—Susanne Langer, 1942

Music expresses that which cannot be said and on which it is impossible to be silent.

—Victor Hugo, 1864

The notion that music may provide lessons for educational leadership is a 
powerful one and offers rich possibilities for school leaders willing to think 
in creative ways about their practice. For me, the true power of music is 
found in its ability to help us express ourselves when our feelings are com-
plicated, and sometimes contradictory. As Jeffrey Brooks points out in his 
chapter on the band Ministry, conflict and tension in music are often great 
sources of productivity, but are generally avoided in education circles: “In 
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education, it is particularly interesting to reflect on the oft-espoused value 
of having consensus before moving an initiative forward. Ministry reminds 
us that at times great results can come from working under great pressure” 
(Brooks, this volume, p. 51).

I have found that tension can indeed be a source of creative energy in my 
work as an educator and school administrator, and have studied this idea 
in my own scholarship. My dissertation research focused on the nature of 
the relationships present in complex, nonhierarchical organizational struc-
tures, specifically examining the metaphor of “tensegrity.” Tensegrity is a 
contraction of “tensional integrity,” and was first popularized by the Ameri-
can architect and engineer R. Buckminster Fuller (1895–1983). Tensegrity 
is a structural concept “based on principles of continuous tension and dis-
continuous compression. For Fuller, the concept manifested his philosophy 
that nature uses tension primarily and compression secondarily, whereas 
humans often misguidedly do the reverse” (Robinson, 2005, p. 12).

Rather than avoiding tension, structures designed as tensegrity arrays 
absorb and distribute forces, using them “to mechanically ‘tune’ the whole 
system as one” (Ingber, 1998, p. 56). Educational leaders can reconcile the 
presence of tension and conflict in their institutions by reorienting how 
they view the inevitable conflicts that arise in the daily course of their prac-
tice. Rather than perceiving these points of tension as undesired sources 
of friction, conflicts among coworkers can be viewed as opportunities for 
forging new understandings.

Judge (1998) suggests a three-step process for channeling creative ten-
sions in a productive fashion:

1. Understanding and ordering differences.
2. Observing a degree of sensitivity regarding diversity when ordering 

differences.
3. Basing differences on an underlying unity of mission.

While school leaders who follow Judge’s advice should notice improved 
levels of communication, they may not notice a decreased level of disagree-
ment. Embracing creative tension as an engine for productivity and diver-
sity of thought is often frustrating and time consuming. It does offer, how-
ever, the promise of better and more creative results than a simple quest 
for consensus.

This approach to conceptualizing differences as a positive aspect of 
school leadership is conducive to enhanced levels of risk-taking, and ex-
panded horizons for personal and professional growth. It also offers a sense 
of empowerment for school personnel who can provide the necessary coun-
terbalance to the natural inequities in power, resources, and prestige often 
found among the members of a school community.
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Floyd Beachum suggests another perspective on the relationship be-
tween conflicting constructs in his chapter on the group Public Enemy. 
Beachum identifies the two principles that characterize the group’s music 
and career, unity and critique, resisting the urge to present these concepts 
as simplistic notions, and providing fulsome explanations of each idea from 
a critical stance. The chapter concludes with this probing and insightful 
analysis.

The hip-hop music industry in general began to overemphasize material 
pursuits over the pursuit of economic social freedom (Dyson, 2004; West, 
2008). West (2008) further indicated that,

the recording industry is so interested in pacifying, distracting, and ensuring 
that the strength, grace and dignity of young people is not affirmed. They 
would rather keep them locked into a narcissistic, materialistic, and individu-
alistic orientation. . . . The legacy of Public Enemy is a continuous fight to emphasize 
the former and eliminate the latter. (p. 127, emphasis added)

Both Brooks and Beachum remind us that nothing about educational 
leadership is simple or uncomplicated, and that much of what we deal with 
as leaders is paradoxical as well as idiosyncratic. The unique nature of lead-
ership in schools requires a more complex and multifaceted approach to 
responding to situations and issues than that followed in other professions, 
an approach based on the recognition of multiple realities, diverse con-
texts, inequitable power relationships, and ever-changing conditions.

School leadership also requires a Janus-like sense of perspective, looking 
simultaneously forward and backward to establish a sense of historically-
informed context. As Terri N. Watson notes in her chapter on the R&B 
group Sister Sledge, “Historical analysis such as this is an underutilized tool 
in educational leadership research and can be used to expand our knowl-
edge base in meaningful ways.”

In a larger sense, music when taught well provides the “antidote” to 
many of the problems that pervade education and schooling in the “ac-
countability era,” among them an obsession with standardized testing, dra-
conian teacher evaluation systems predicated on junk science (i.e., value-
added measures), attacks on veterans (read: “expensive” teachers), and a 
narrowing of the curriculum to a barren educational menu of math and 
reading at the expense of music, art, physical education, and any other 
“non-tested” subject. Music making demands creativity, critical thinking, 
and collaboration—the very skill set that business leaders and corporate 
education reformers claim to value—and yet music is often a casualty of the 
reforms being forced into the schools.

As Soribel Genao alludes to in her lyrical chapter on Lauryn Hill, stu-
dents, parents, teachers, administrators, and anyone challenging the cor-
porate education reform agenda often wonder, “Who made these rules? 
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We’re so confused.” It is as if the rules are being made up as we go, that our 
goals as teachers and administrators are moving targets, and that those of 
us entrusted with the education of our children have little power to affect 
change on the profession to which we have committed our careers. Adrift 
in a sea of frustration (“It seems we lose the game before we even start to 
play”), I believe that music offers a powerful metaphor for school leader-
ship that can provide a moral and ethical compass to guide school leaders’ 
efforts in a time of near-constant turmoil and change.

As a former music teacher and school administrator and now as a music 
teacher educator, I see the real value of music as a metaphor for school 
leadership less in the products that we create as musicians, and more in 
the creative processes in which musicians engage when performing, im-
provising, arranging, and producing music in a multitude of ways. Stephen 
Jacobson identifies two characteristics of the jazz great Sonny Rollins that 
encapsulate the power of these processes: innovation and improvisation.

INNOVATIVE LEADERSHIP

Rollins had a rare ability to take existing musical material and by applying 
his prodigious talent and knowledge in fresh and innovative ways breathe 
new life into it. Jacobson offers the example of Rollins’s reinterpretation 
of the tune “I’m an Old Cowhand, a song originally made famous by Bing 
Crosby and then Roy Rogers”:

Anyone familiar with the song will quickly recognize the beginning and end 
of this rather hackneyed piece of fluff, but what happens in between as Rol-
lins deconstructs and then reconstructs the melody is nothing short of magic.

I would suggest that this “magic” was actually the result of countless 
hours of what jazz musicians refer to as “woodshedding”—the often tedious 
process of listening, transcribing, and practicing short “licks” and musical 
motifs, transposing these melodic ideas into new keys in order to develop 
one’s technical skills, and then rearranging these “musical germs” into new 
and previously unimagined forms, styles, and genres.

Innovative school leaders will recognize the parallels to their own work: 
careful and attentive listening to the various stakeholders that contribute 
to their school communities, considering the merits and values of these 
contributions, and finding ways to honor these voices in the crafting of 
new policies and procedures that strengthen and advance student learning 
and growth. As Jacobson points out, innovative leadership is a blend of art, 
science, and craft—or, as musicians might conceive of it, feeling, thinking, 
and doing. Just as music teachers have nothing to apologize for in helping 
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children learn how to “feel” more and better, innovative school leaders 
should not apologize for recognizing the importance of valuing the im-
portance of “feel” (art), in addition to that of data (science) and expertise 
(craft) in building strong learning communities.

IMPROVISATORY LEADERSHIP

One of the “knocks” on improvisation is the notion that improvising in-
volves simply “making stuff up.” While there is certainly an element of 
spontaneity involved with musical improvisation, the idea that improvising 
does not require careful planning, preparation, and practice could not be 
further from the truth. For educators, part of the misunderstanding here 
comes from our confusion between the terms planning and preparing.

Just as with musical improvisation, pedagogical improvisation is based 
on deep and thorough knowledge of the material to be taught, and ex-
tensive study and practice of these materials. Improvisatory teaching also 
requires an immersive approach to lesson preparation and doesn’t really 
allow for linear lesson planning or a teacher-centered instructional style 
(Snow, 1998).

The process of improvisatory music teaching becomes, in effect, a re-cre-
ation of the composer’s compositional process—or the improviser’s creative 
process. It also requires a “flattening” of the hierarchical structures often 
present in classrooms, and an egalitarian approach to cultivating a learning 
culture rather than an authoritarian style of classroom management.

For school leaders, improvisatory leadership relies on deep knowledge 
of one’s learning community, a commitment to a “flat” administrative hier-
archical approach that empowers all members to develop their own leader-
ship skills and abilities, and the confidence to allow others to lead. Just as 
with jazz improvisation, taking these risks while “on the bandstand” can be 
frightening. But as any jazz musician will tell you, the only way to get better 
is to play with better players—and to challenge yourself by playing harder 
tunes with harder “changes.”

Improvisatory school leaders “get better” by surrounding themselves 
with excellent colleagues, listening to these colleagues as they “play the 
changes” to difficult educational problems, and using their deep knowl-
edge of educational leadership theories and practices to develop new and 
innovative approaches to school governance. Innovative and improvisatory 
school leadership, like music, promises to provide an “antidote” to the 
challenges we face as a profession, by responding with creativity, connectiv-
ity, and collaboration.
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INTRODUCTION
Terri N. Watson, Jeffrey S. Brooks,  

and Floyd Beachum

Over the past half-century researchers and practitioners in educational 
leadership have developed useful ways of examining and improving their 
practice. They have also routinely looked to the business community, the 
social sciences, and policy makers to frame their ways of approaching the 
complicated work of leading schools. Yet, while these technical knowledge 
bases have their utility, scholars have begun to recognize the importance 
of spirituality, emotional intelligence, and the arts as important founda-
tions of leadership practice (English & Ehrich, 2016). This has led to the 
recognition and realization that insight, information, and inspiration can-
not only be gleaned from the aforementioned sources, but also from arts 
and specifically music. Music is therapeutic. It promotes creativity, reflec-
tion, and communication. In this light, we set out to understand how mu-
sic has impacted professors of educational leadership and practitioners 
in the field.

There is a kind of magic that comes with music. It is that tune playing in 
the background, it is that song you sing when you are happy, it is that lyric 
that you keep singing to yourself over and over without realizing that your 
mouth is moving. Thus, music plays an integral part of our lives in very obvi-
ous and less apparent ways. West (2008) wrote, “Music has been our most 
powerful creative expression” (p. 114). West uses music to metaphorically 
analyze himself and the world around him. He even describes himself as 
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“an aspiring bluesman in a world of ideas and a jazzman in the life of the 
mind” (p. 114). His appeal to these unique musical forms displays their 
greater applicability past only being of entertainment value. Similarly, Bea-
chum and McCray (2011) noted that “music is more than an avenue for en-
tertainment only” (p. 6). They used history, education, and music to trace 
the course of African Americans from slavery to the 21st century. These 
three components were critical to their analysis because they all occurred 
concurrently and frequently intersected. Thus, the historical time period 
in which one lives impacts educational attitudes and is also influenced by 
musical expression. Dyson (1997) used Black music as a tool of analysis to 
critique society’s contempt for Black youth and its preoccupation with nos-
talgia. At the heart of his analysis, Dyson wrote:

For our nostalgic true believers, it translates into the notion that the best in 
black music happened to coincide with their own youth. At the same time, 
they associate vice, or limitation, or smallness of vision, with the aesthetic 
form most alien to them . . . We should adjust our evaluations of music based 
on the sorts of achievement that are possible, even desirable, in a given pe-
riod. (p. 132)

How many times in our lives have elders criticized and demonized the 
music of younger generations? Furthermore, how many times have elders, 
professionals, and school leaders criticized and demonized kids and youth 
culture? Educators constantly reflect on a supposed “Golden Age” of edu-
cation where students were orderly, respectful, and obedient (and coinci-
dently culturally homogeneous). By using music for analysis we discover 
that “educators should recognize how their past experiences can coincide 
with the experiences of their students and not always conflict with them. In 
this way, educators should examine the ways in which collective memories 
can help them build closer relationships with their students” (Beachum & 
McCray, 2011, p. 123). Thus, music has many different academic, social, 
and educational applications. This is the essence of the book you are read-
ing now.

In this book we considered new territory for educational leadership by 
looking to music for lessons and inspiration that may inform the next gen-
eration of schools leaders. Each chapter focuses on an artist or group whose 
work serves to refine, extend, and challenge our thinking in regards to edu-
cational leadership. You will find a vast array of musical forms of expres-
sion analyzed and described by an equally diverse collection of educational 
leadership scholars and practitioners. There may be some who question 
the academic appropriateness or relevance of a text such as this one. Our 
response is that part of our ongoing mission should be to break ourselves 
out of academic silos and forge meaningful connections between seemingly 
disparate disciplines. Furthermore, educational leadership stands to gain 
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more by drawing from the arts and specifically musical influences. Finally, 
music is an obvious part of most of our lives; why not explore the ways in 
which it impacts us on an academic level and not just a personal level? 
In sum, we ask that as you read the chapters of this book, you reflect on 
your own musical tastes and favorite artists. Think about how music has 
influenced your life in various ways. As you reflect, keep in mind what West 
(2008) noted about blues and jazz:

What is distinctive about using blues and jazz as a source of intellectual in-
spiration is the ability to be flexible, fluid, improvisational, and multi-dimen-
sional—finding one’s own voice, but using that voice in a variety of different 
ways. (p. 114)

We encourage you to listen to your music effectively, reflect deeply, and find 
your voice.
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