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What people are saying about


Reeves and Schuster


Stephen Collins is an incredibly gifted teacher and Sam Collins is a talented storyteller. Their book, Reeves and Schuster: Lessons for Leaders in a Sitcom World, offers a fun read filled with practical wisdom for being an effective servant leader. Well worth the time invested!


George Green IV, CEO and President, Water Mission


Stephen and Sam Collins have teamed up and written an entertaining leadership book, Reeves and Schuster: Lessons for Leaders in a Sitcom World. This is a unique approach to share the principles of leadership, told in a storybook format. They note in the book, “The people you lead, follow, and collaborate with will most likely be your source of greatest joy and frustration.” As a leader, you help determine the trajectory of the joy or frustration. Stephen has helped MAP International train our leaders through the Servant-Leadership model to achieve our organizational goals.


Steve Stirling, CEO and President, MAP International and author of The Crutch of Success


Reeves and Schuster integrates information and humor to provide insights on a proven leadership concept. The story had me laughing out loud and we in business all know we need more humor in our reading and business practices. Good work!


Gene K. Ontjes, Chick-fil-A franchise owner/operator for 49 years
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Introduction


I still remember my first encounter with real organizational leadership nearly 4 decades ago. Following my graduation from university, I enthusiastically accepted a management job working with a large manufacturing company. My business education had not appeared overly academic to me, and I felt ready to tackle the real-world problems found on the factory floor. However, since I had only lived in the academic world, I was completely unqualified to make that determination. The mastery I believed I had of classic motivation and leadership theories provided little assistance when confronted with thirty subordinates who had spent years developing their own theories of life, including how much physical, mental, and emotional energy they should invest in an 8-hour shift. There was nothing intentionally malicious in their approach. The workers had a role to play as did their supervisors in this drama on the factory floor.


Like a reluctant actor who has been pushed onto the stage, I spent the first few weeks trying to get a copy of the script as everyone else already seemed to be quite comfortable with their roles. I first turned to my fellow supervisors. Just about all of them had begun on the other side of the divide as “labor.” Through hard work and a demonstrated aptitude for leadership, each of them, years earlier, had accepted an invitation to join the management team. Theirs was a different perspective compared with my academic (outsider) one.


When asked to share some practical leadership tips, each one reacted with the confidence of a Zen master before a recently arrived novice. Office doors were closed, coffee cups filled, and we each settled in for a lengthy discourse. While most of these individuals had not been afforded great educational opportunities, they still weaved leadership theories, academic disciplines, and compelling narratives with the skill of Dostoyevsky. I sat wide-eyed as they presented the primary tenets of theology, psychology, and sociology through their stories touching on the broad spectrum of the human condition. Business classes were never this raw or gritty.


One impromptu group discussion deep into a late evening shift stands out. Several of the supervisors had, at length, identified what they believed to be the core leadership problem – the people they supervised. Everyone eagerly contributed examples from their experiences like poker players confidently raising their bets. I sat silently in the corner wondering how to get off this downbound train. And then Howard, all 6 foot 5 inches, stood up from his chair and slowly moved to the door. He was close to retirement age and I had never seen him do anything quickly. As he reached the door, he said, “You know what I think?” and then paused. I don’t know if it was for dramatic effect or if he was just catching his breath, but the room grew still. “If it doesn’t have something to do with people, it is just not worth doing.” If the mic drop had been a thing in those days, that would have been Howard’s moment. Instead, the room drew silent after his departure as everyone realized Howard had won the hand.


Answering questions like “What is really going on around here?” and “How do I contribute?” may consume a great deal of energy for those new to the workforce, but is still critical to anyone trying to lead. A big part of how you answer the questions will depend on whether you see people as the problem or the purpose. Even when you get the vision and strategy right, which is emphasized in business education, you will discover that success will be much more dependent on your understanding of human nature. The people you lead, follow, and collaborate with will most likely be your source of greatest joy and frustration.


Many insightful books have been written using stories or fables to highlight organizational challenges and identify useful approaches for positively influencing those around us. Most of these books attempt to provide a realistic context that approximates our common experiences in work environments, allowing us to quickly identify with the situation and the cast of characters. The story that follows takes a slightly different approach.


We decided to utilize a format that has proven to be a great illuminator of the human condition, the sitcom. Sitcoms offer a unique form of storytelling. The most humorous characters are almost always flaw-driven and even those with pure motives are easily influenced by pride and fear. The most ordinary situations of life get blown out of proportion by coincidences of fate and a cascade of poor decision-making.


While the primary intent of the sitcom is to make us laugh, the best ones also make us think. Growing up in the 60s and 70s, I spent way too much time watching and re-watching sitcoms. If I had spent the same amount of time reading science books or learning foreign languages, there might be an Ivy League address on my resume. The TV watching of my childhood certainly shaped my understanding of working relationships and the adult world in general. Classic American series like The Andy Griffith Show, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, and MASH provided deep insights into the tensions and opportunities created in close-knit working teams (long before The Office and Parks and Recreation); insights I never realized until I entered the work world and saw that with a little bit of exaggeration and imagination, my colleagues could star in their own workplace comedies.


There is one particular comedy we would like to single out and this one pre-dates radio and TV shows. PG Wodehouse’s “Jeeves Stories” first appeared in print in 1915 and followed the misadventures of Bertie Wooster, a likable member of the idle rich, and his quite capable valet, Jeeves. The successful British series of the 90s starring Hugh Laurie and Stephen Fry created a popular following of the characters and helped make Jeeves a name synonymous with a clever manservant. Most of their stories follow a similar plot line with Wooster getting ensnared in a problem requiring Jeeves to come to the rescue.


While Wodehouse proved an important influence, we wound up taking our characters in a very different direction, while following similar sitcom tropes. Situations start as plausible and quickly devolve into the unlikely. The outrageous behaviors by characters are clear to a few but never to the one demonstrating the behavior. Resolutions to problems often appear suddenly and without warning. Sometimes, characters grow from their experiences, but more likely revert to deep-seated attitudes and habits.


And, of course, most sitcoms center around one character who attempts to project rationality into the situation. While this character possesses their own unique strengths and weaknesses, they provide the best hope for resolving whatever problem has been created by or thrust upon the cast.


In our story that is Calvin Schuster, a professor of management at Saint Foy’s College, an institution with a steady stream of leadership challenges. Schuster would prefer the quiet life of an academic but finds himself tasked with solving whatever problem befalls the school. He may start each assignment with a great deal of reluctance, but the opportunity to apply his theories eventually fuels his enthusiasm. Accompanied by his eager to please and a bit overly practical teaching assistant, Reeves, and surrounded by a cast of characters who don’t always behave as the textbooks predict, the professor discovers the messiness of leadership, but more importantly, the purpose of leadership.


Each “episode” emphasizes one of five fundamental areas where leaders must learn and refine their skills throughout their careers: change, communication, negotiation, innovation, and decision-making. While these are complex topics and this book isn’t here to provide a comprehensive dive into each of them, our stories capture some of the universal aspects of human nature, as well as proven approaches that can be tried. At the end of each story, we summarize foundational principles and best practices.


Finally, an important reason for choosing to communicate these leadership lessons in this format was the opportunity to work with my son, Sam. As a screenwriter, his works span a range of genres but always illustrate our common hopes and fears. As usually the first person to read his initial drafts, I always appreciate how his stories highlight our need for growth and a belief in a better future, which are at the heart of leadership. He also is much more in touch with the sitcoms of today. Sam took my notes on a few management principles and created the characters and storylines that illustrate what makes leadership challenging, humorous, and rewarding.


Since that initial introduction to organizational leadership at the manufacturing company, I have lived and traveled all over the world, learning and teaching about leadership and management. The two questions I ask to determine the success of any training engagement are, “Did we have fun?” and “Did we learn something new?” Hopefully, you will answer yes to both when you finish this book.









Reeves in the Dugout


Prologue:


I have to imagine I was a sore sight, in my bathrobe attempting to make an all but raw potato edible through copious amounts of salt, pepper, and paprika. It wasn’t until the visitor came that I had to deal with someone actually witnessing the sight.


“Are you in, Cal? Your doorbell’s broken again.”


I, of course, immediately recognized the voice as that of Jesse McNamara, the assistant dean of Saint Foy’s College, my current employer. I, of course, also recognized, based on the tenaciousness of the knocking, that my visitor was not here to give me good news.


“Come on in. The door’s unlocked.”


Jesse entered; her brittle frame soaked in rainwater. We exchanged impolite glances at each other’s unfortunate states before I finally had the nerve to break the silence.


“Forgot your umbrella?”


She grabbed the towel from the kitchen counter and patted down her face as she replied, “Forgot my car.”


“I might need some elaboration.”


“I’ve been using a faculty vehicle for the past week or so while mine was in the shop. I received a call yesterday that my car was ready to be picked up, but with no one to drive me there, I was forced to stick with one of the beat-up ones the college owns.”


“No one could drive you?” I asked incredulously.


“Everyone was busy and, unfortunately, my car is where I keep my umbrella.”


“That doesn’t explain why you couldn’t catch a cab.”


“With everyone getting colds this season, I wasn’t about to take my chances with a complete stranger’s car. Say what you will about the moral and intellectual fiber our college attracts, but at least we’re all hygienic.”


It was true Saint Foy’s was not known for providing a particularly “Ivy League” experience. It was started around the turn of the century by the well-to-do Charles Boyle, who had inherited a great deal of wealth from his parents and had no idea what to spend it on. Seeing the dearth of education in Culpepper, Maine, he set out to provide affordable higher education to those less fortunate. He founded the institution on the motto a maiore ad minus, a Latin phrase meaning “from the greater to the smaller,” a call for equality regardless of wealth. Unfortunately, Saint Foy’s wound up embodying a different Latin phrase, errare humanum est, “to err is human.” Or perhaps an American expression would be the best fit of all, “you get what you pay for.”


The esteemed Mister Boyle had not accounted for the significance leadership plays in a college, believing that simply hiring talented professors would be all it took to provide students with the opportunity to advance in their lives. While the teachers had certainly brought with them a great deal of experience and knowledge, they failed to work together as one team on a united quest, to educate the student body on matters of business.


A proper dean can make all the difference; someone to keep people on the right track, using compatible teaching styles to optimize student learning. This well-meaning, but unfortunate mistake has led to a grand tradition of leadership blunders that persists to this day at Saint Foy’s College. I could only imagine my visitor was here to inform me of the latest one.


“Someone your age and...stature...really shouldn’t be out in the rainfall like this,” I said.


“I wouldn’t have to come over in person if you would answer your blasted phone.”


“I’m conducting an experiment. I read an article the other day that said people can’t concentrate more than a few minutes at a time because we have changed the way our brains work with the need to be constantly checking social media posts and emails. So, I decided to test myself to see how long I could concentrate without any interruptions.”


“How’d the experiment go?”


“Haven’t started it yet. I figured my results would be more objective if I started it undistracted and I still have half a season of Ted Lasso ahead of me, so…”


“So, you disconnected your phone and spent all day watching TV?”


“My Apple trial ends tomorrow. I was in a bit of a rush.”


“You could always just pay for the shows you watch like the rest of us.”


“Unfortunately, money is a bit tight right now. Everything’s going toward rent for the foreseeable future.”


“What about your flatmate? That Crenshaw fellow?”


“I’m afraid Marion’s left me.”


“What?”


“Found a better job offer from Rodhelm College.”


“Rodhelm?” she puzzled. “They’re in almost as dire straits as we are financially. I can’t imagine they offered him too great a raise.”


“It wasn’t about the money; not entirely, although from what I understand they are paying him a bit more. No, the main reason was that Marion felt Rodhelm fit his need for a ‘professional environment’ better than could be found around here.”


“Unfortunately, I don’t think you’ve got much of an argument against that, especially with what I’m here to discuss.”


Jesse took the seat opposite me, her dour disposition leading me to believe she might not even remember to ask why I was in such a sorry state.


“Our good Dean Northum has given me an unusual charge. I’m afraid you’ll have to contribute to its completion as well. The board of trustees is coming for a visit and Northum has it in him to impress them in some fashion they wouldn’t expect.”


“So, what kind of surprise are they in for?”


“Baseball.”


“He’s going to have them play baseball?”


“No. They’ll be the audience. It’s us who are going to put on the baseball game.”


“But...Jesse, Saint Foy’s doesn’t have a baseball team. We haven’t had one for decades. Our entire athletic department comes down to nothing more than frisbee players.”


“Yes, but what we have to offer doesn’t provide much of a spectacle, does it? The dean has it in him to transform those frisbee players into a proper fighting force.”


“And we’re the ones tasked with this job?”


“I’m sorry to say. I rushed over here right after he told me, even with the rain...well, right after I had failed to convince him it was a terrible idea, that is.”


I sat there flummoxed at the situation. Those disc-tossers were never going to stand a chance against any real team.


“Northum has already arranged a game against players from Rodhelm College.”


Now them, on the other hand, we may have a chance against.


“So, now that you know the story behind my unfortunate appearance, what’s your excuse?”


Drat! I was hoping she had been too focused on this new predicament to ask me.


“Well, it ties back to my flatmate situation.”


“How’s that?”


“After Marion left, I found myself with three possibilities: convince him this university was a prestigious institution worth staying at...”


“Clearly that wasn’t going to work.”


“... move into a cheaper studio apartment...”


“Given the length of your legs, I doubt you’d fit in one.”


“... or, the third option, Reeves.”


“Reeves? Your TA?”


“That Reeves. Turns out he needed a place to stay and offered to move in.”


“Reeves and Professor Schuster living together? I wouldn’t have expected to see that happen.”


“Until Marion left, I would have thought it rather unlikely as well.”


“There’s a bit of a salary difference between the two of you, isn’t there?”


“Well, he isn’t paying quite fifty percent of the bills or rent. He pays enough that I can afford to stay here and offered to take on some responsibilities to offset the difference.”


“What kind of responsibilities?”


“Cooking, cleaning, the general household chores I used to split with Marion.”


“So, it’s a bit like having a live-in butler?”


“Not quite. A TA like Reeves doesn’t entirely fit the expectations of a butler.”


“I’m sure he’s eager to please.”


“Oh, that isn’t the problem. He’s a fine chap; does his best, a hard worker...The problem is he’s too much of a TA, even outside the classroom. The job of a TA is to take the instructions I provide and use them to grade tests and papers, things like that; occasionally do some research for me or retrieve a file…For someone with his literal mind, he is ideal for such tasks.”


“What does this have to do with your raw meal?”


I sat back, rubbing my eyes in frustration.


“I was giving a lecture yesterday on preparation versus action. I used the example of Albert Einstein, who once said that if given an hour to solve a problem, he would spend the first fifty-five minutes analyzing the question. Turns out he was paying very close attention to my words, but perhaps not to their practical application.”


“And the potato?”


“I asked him to cook it for me an hour ago. He spent most of that time researching how stoves work before sticking it in with five minutes to go.”


“Oh dear.”


“Now I’m stuck with a practically raw potato for supper.”


“And what of your clothes?”


“Unfortunately, he took the same attitude toward doing the laundry.”


to be continued...


Part 1:


Although a snug fit, the billiards table nestled closely by the coffee table in my unfortunately small living room. I was practicing my breaking when Reeves entered.


“Professor Schuster…”


“Yes, Reeves?”


“I finally finished moving my things in. I wanted to thank you again for the room.”


“No need to thank me. It’s a trade-off, after all.”


“I still appreciate it.”


His attention turned to the coffee table, covered in pictures of Saint Foy’s frisbee team.


“I think I recognize a few of these.”


“You should. They’re all students. Some of them are in our classes.”


“Oh, yes. Now I see,” he said, picking up one of them. “Jonathan Frewer. I think you gave this one a failing grade on his last paper.”


“I can’t seem to remember that one.”


“It was on the importance of recruiting selectively. I believe he argued that nitpicking through someone’s resume was inefficient, citing your lecture on Ernest Shackleton who, when hiring the crew for his Antarctic expedition, interviewed the applicants based on his gut instincts, what kind of feel he got from them to determine if they were right for the job. Why did you fail him again, sir?”


“Because Shackleton’s ship got stuck in the ice and they had to turn back.”


“Oh, yes. That explains it.”


Honestly, the use of Shackleton’s voyage in a paper on recruiting selectively could have earned a much higher grade if Frewer had bothered analyzing the story more critically. My lecture was not on how a speedy recruitment process is more efficient than a highly deliberate one. It was on the importance of vision in the recruiting process, itself. Shackleton put out an ad looking for applicants interested in a job involving bitter cold and constant danger (and only added honor and recognition in case of success at the end.) This ensured that the only sailors to apply were the ones who shared his vision, thus allowing for a faster recruitment process. Frewer seemed to think the takeaway was the importance of going with your gut.


“So why are you putting these pictures all over the coffee table?”


“Because the school’s trustees are coming for a visit, and Dean Northum has charged us with putting on a baseball game to impress them.”


“But these are frisbee players.”


“They’re the closest thing we have to a baseball team. Besides, there must be some overlap between the two sports; running, throwing…If we select the right players for this team and give them proper coaching, I have every confidence we can transform them into a respectable unit by the end of the week.”


“The end of the week?”


“That’s when the game is scheduled.”


Ideally, we would have a greater time period to get the team together. Our limited number of days was more than enough to recruit the players but would likely not be enough to properly get them in the right mindset. People respond best to change when the facilitators of that change, their leaders, can work with them and encourage communication; learning what their ideas are and personalizing the experience. We lacked the time for any of that.


“Who will they even be playing against?” Reeves asked.


“The opposing team will be coming from Rodhelm College.”


“I wasn’t aware Rodhelm had much of an athletic division.”


“That’s our one saving grace. I’m banking on us looking good by comparison.”


“You know, Professor, I happen to have played a bit of baseball back in the day.”


“Then you will be the perfect choice for assistant coach.”


“Oh…Uh, yes, sir. If that’s where you believe I’ll be best suited.”


I set the pool cue down to join Reeves at the coffee table to continue our conversation, “That’s the trick then, isn’t it? Finding the right people and putting them in the right places. I firmly believe that the best leaders always start with the ‘who’ question.”


“Why is that?”


“Think back to my lecture on Shackleton.”


“You told it with such enthusiasm, sir.”


Part of my appreciation for Reeves as my TA came from his adoration of my lectures. He did not always fully understand them, but it was nice to know there was at least one person in the lecture hall who cared what I was saying.


“While the journey was ultimately a failure in that his crew never reached their destination, they only managed to survive the months of exposure to the Arctic wilderness thanks to his leadership. This leadership would not have been possible with a poorly hired crew. He selected people that he was able to get to trust him through thick and thin. When the voyage went wrong and the ice made it likely they would starve or freeze to death, he led them to safety.”


“Isn’t that more an observation on his survival skills than on his crew’s trust in him?”


“A leader that is always right is easy to trust. That wasn’t the case with Shackleton, though. No, he led them on multiple escape attempts that proved unsuccessful. A different crew might have written him off as a failed leader, but he picked the right people who would stick with him throughout his mistakes. People might want a leader who will never err, but that rarely happens, and I doubt I’ll be an example of such an exception. We need players who can power through their mistakes as well as mine.”


“So, what sort of qualities should we look for in these players?”


“There are the surface-level qualities of course. Take Henry Muldoon here,” I said, picking up Henry’s photo, “muscular arms, tall frame. He’ll be an ideal pitcher, I’m sure.”


“Geoffrey Catspin has legs almost as long as yours.”


“Means he’ll be a fine runner. Maybe outfield.”


“What about beyond the surface level, sir? What else are you looking for?”


“I’m sure you recall my lectures discussing Patrick Lencioni’s book, The Ideal Team Player. In it, he highlighted three qualities: humility, hunger, and intelligence.”


“I’m sure Henry will fit ‘hunger’ at least. Not sure about the other two.”


“Unfortunately, I see a great deal of compromise necessary for this process. The ideal team member possesses all three qualities. With most of these boys, we can only probably find one, maybe two if we’re lucky with a few. We’ll have to grab roughly equal amounts of players who demonstrate one quality as the others, and then they’ll be able to compensate for each other’s weaknesses.”


“Was that in Lencioni’s book as well?”


“No, I’m just an optimist.”


“I think Shackleton would probably be considered one as well.”


“I’m not a superstitious man, but I’d prefer you not to jinx this.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Now, these three principles are not required in a general sense. For example, none of these players need to know calculus to fill the intelligence quota. The important thing is that they are people-smart. They need to get along well together, take direction, and work as one. A team victory must be viewed as a personal one and vice-versa. Humility, meanwhile, means that we need them to recognize their weaknesses as well as they do their strengths, while also keeping their egos in check.”
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