Week 2 – Assume Goodwill
One of the greatest lessons I've learned in education is that good people often see the same situation differently.
I've sat in board meetings where thoughtful people disagreed. I've worked with superintendents who arrived at different conclusions. I've listened to parents who wanted opposite things for their children. I’ve talked with teachers and students who experienced a situation through very different lenses.
None of that meant someone had bad intentions. It simply meant they brought different experiences, different responsibilities and different perspectives to the conversation.
Too often, we assume the worst before we know the whole story. Someone makes a decision we don't like. Someone says something with which we disagree. Someone handles a situation differently than we would. Our first instinct is often to question their motives. We believe our motives to be good and upright, but we’re skeptical of their motives. I've learned that's usually a mistake.
Over the past 35 years, I've found that most people serving public education are trying to do the right thing. They may not always get it right. None of us do. But most educators, parents, board members and community leaders are motivated by the same desire: they want what's best for students.
Assuming goodwill doesn't mean we avoid difficult conversations. It doesn't mean we stop asking questions. It doesn't mean we lower expectations. It simply means we begin with respect instead of suspicion, and that changes everything. When we assume goodwill, conversations become more productive. Relationships become stronger, solutions become easier to find, and most importantly, our students benefit.
Public education has never depended on everyone thinking exactly alike. Interestingly, the same is true for democracy. The success of both has always depended on people working together despite their differences.
As leaders, we set that example. We must choose our words carefully. We listen before we respond. We seek to understand before we seek to be understood. And as often as possible, we give one another the benefit of the doubt.
As we continue serving Oklahoma students together, I hope we will remember a simple principle that has served me well throughout my career: assume goodwill. Do that, and you may discover the person across the desk cares just as deeply about our students as you do.
