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Tips for Survival
By Randall J. VanWagoner

n a dai ly basis, how mr.rch of

your  t ime is  spent  pu t t ing  ou t

f ires? How many t imes has

your  p rogress  been inh ib i ted  by
unforeseen barriers or events? A few

years ago while doing some rcsearch on
organizational change, I  came across an

art icle that addressed these real i t ies in a

un ique manner .  Kar l  Weick 's  a r t i c le
"F igh t ing  F i res  in  Educat iona l

Admin is t ra t ion"  (1  995) ,  app l i c r . l  h is

research on wildf ire f ighting ir .r  forests

to  c rea te  an  ins igh t fu l  metaphor  fo r  l i fe

as  an  educat iona l  admin ts t ra to r .

H . r r  i n g  g o n e  t h r o r r g h  t w o  r i g n i f i c a r r r

and s t rccess fu l  reorgan izar ions  r t  two

different col leges and leading the

imp lementa t ion  oFsevera l  sys tem

redesigns, I  began to recal l  barr iers t l .rat

impeded change efforts. These barrie rs

could symbolize wildf ires that can

impede advancement  and fo rce  t rave l -

e rs  to  a l te r  the i r  o r ig ina l  pa th .  Th is

prompted fo r  me a  connect ion  be tween

organ iza t iona l  change and the  i rnage o f

a  cha l leng ing  journey  rh rough a  fo res t ,

w h e r c ,  a r  r i m e s ,  s u r v i v a l  i s  a  p r i m a r y

mode o f  opera t ing .  The fo l low ing  pr in -

c i p l e s  w e r c  c r e . r t e d  w i r h  r h i s  i m a g c  o f

nav iga t ing  change as  though char t ing  a

path rhrough a forest.

Firef ighting: The forest of change

o f r c n  h a s  c o n d i t i o n s  t h a t  m a k e  i r  l i k e l y

fo r  f i res  ro  s rar r .  Co l leagues in i r i . r t i r rg

heated debates or taking issue with vari-

ous  chenges can symbol ize  many f i  rc . .

Successful f i ref ighting comes by spend-

ing more t ime tending to the smoke

and evaluating i ts intensity and poten-

t ial  damage. By gert ing to the point o1'

origin quickly and dealing with the

issues early, you gain respect and trust

from those you wil l  need later.

However, some smoldering embers may

develop into ful l-scale wildf ires.

Sometimes expressing concern about

those wildf ires wil l  be enough to extin-

g u i s h  t h e  r n  w i r h  l i r t l e  d a m a g e  r o  t h e

forest. Fai lure to recognize the warning

of

signs early however, gives wildf ires

momentun l  tha t  w i l l  d ra in  t ime and

energy from the surrounding area and

prolong the negative impact that so

rnany wildf ires can create.

Controlled Burns: \With an informed

st ra tegy  in  mind ,  in ten t iona l l y  se t t ing  a

cont ro l led  burn  can somet imes a l te r  the

loca l  Iandscape.  Over  t imc,  neg lec t  and
" ' ^ ' L "  - -  ; , .  t r n d c r h r t r s l t

:rnd unwanred growth in parts of the

Forest. However, by introducing new

variables in the environment, f i res can

be used eFFectively to temporari ly create

cl isruption and cle:rr away unwanted bar-

r ie  rs .  Thc  cha l lengc  in  a  cont ro l led  burn

is to anricipate the response and warch

how some blazes become isolated and

feed or r  themse lves .  By  mon i to r ing  cor r -

trol led br-rrns from a distance, just

enoug;h to protect the rcst of the fbrest,

f i res  eventua l l y  burn  ou t  w i th  no  las t ing

darnage to the local ecosystem.

Communication: I t  is irnporrant not to

travel in the Forest of change alone, so

you must  Fu l l y  dep loy  communic r t io r t

mechanisms so others may . ioin the jour-

ncy .  By  e f fecr ive ly  comntun icar ing  v ia

web, e-mail ,  newsletters, open forums,

small  group discr-rssions (Formal and

inFormal , ; ,  coord inarcd  commi t tee  acr iv i -

r i cs  and d i recr io r r ,  h . r r rd -wr i t ten  nores .

wa lk ing  around,  and persor ra l  v is i t s ,  yo t r

can keep spir i ts up and inForm others so

they car.r focus on making a posit ive dif-

ference. I t 's important for others to see

how thc i r  i r rpu t  can  he lp  shape the  pa th

through t l"re forest. The chal lenge rherr

becomes in tegra t ing  tha t  inpu t  in to  thc

overal l  direct ion and clearly commut-r i-

cating to those you hope wil l  join the

journey. With so many potential obsta-

c les ,  har r ie rs ,  and d is t r : rc t ions ,  cons tancy

of pr.rrpose and message is the key to

communicating change. Strategies and

means may change pe r iodical ly, but the

original purpose for the journey must
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Leadership: Just l ike travel ing with a

group through the forest, a successFul

cl.range effort requires good leaders and

good fol lowers. Identi$ring your change

leaders  e r r l y  i s  impor ranr  so  tha t  rhey

c : rn  p l ry  key  ro le .  in  communicar ing

and keeping the morale high among the

group, whether i t 's a department, pro-

gram,  commi t ree .  o r  a r r  en t i re  lacu l ry .

Consistent and accountable leadership

crcatcs a sense of rrust and expands rhe

nr , rmber  o [ fo l lowers  w i l l i ng  to  purs l re  an

ur rchar ted  bu t  impor tan t  parh .

Vision: Finally, know that you may have

to alter your path along the wa1, - it'.s a

natural byproduct oltgood l istening and

intuition. However, ilryoLr keep the larger

forest irr rnir-rd, a few fallen rrees won't

clutter the trail. Keep your compass handv

and always remember where you are head-

ed so you can continue to n-rake good

choices. Your persistence and commitment

to keeping those around you inlormed and

foctrsed on the larger picture will be

noriced and respected over nme.
' l-hese 

Few survival t ips apply to some

comrnon init iat ives sttch as restructLtr-

ing, outcomes assessment, curr iculum

systems, program development, and

faci l i ty modif icat ior.rs. They have served

rne well  over the years under some very

trying circumstances. May your rravels

through t l .re Forest of cl .range be chal-

l e r r g i r r g ,  w o r r h w l r i l e .  a n d  m c a n i n g f t r l .

Reference:

Weick, K. (1996). Fighting Fires ir"r

Fdtrcational Administration. Edr-rcational

Adrn i n istrariorr Qtrarterly, 32 (4), 5 65 -57 8.

l larrdal l  J. Van\i /agoner is Vice

President of Educational Services at

Metropoli tan Con.rmunity College in

Omaha, Nebraska. He can be reached at

ruanwagoner@metrlPo. mccneb. edu. Y

in a Fo rest C han ge

ACADEMIC LEADER


