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PRAISE FOR STRIVE TOGETHER


[Strive Together is] a must-read for business leaders, educators, coaches, and anyone pursuing excellence in their lives. Jeff Moore is a true original, a contrarian visionary who has developed a revolutionary approach to helping leaders tackle the complex problems they face in rapidly changing environments. Jeff’s concept of “Strivership” has helped my athletes understand the true meaning of competition, teaching them how to confront themselves, their teammates, and yes, even their coaches, all in an effort to become a championship team.


—Geoff McDonald


Head coach, Vanderbilt Women’s Tennis (2015 NCAA Champions)


I have never heard anyone articulate the principles I believe in the way Jeff did when I heard his presentation and Q&A at our UNC Leadership Academy. Jeff understands that “competing” is based on the Latin origin “to strive together.” [Competition] can be a critical platform for development, especially when people are driven by a purpose that transcends winning. Listening to him was an education, confirming what I have always dedicated my life to and introducing me to excellent ideas for improving the way I do things now.


—Anson Dorrance


World Champion Coach, USA


Twenty-two-time national champion coach, University of North Carolina


I highly recommend this book to any leader who wants to build a championship team. Jeff’s work can be a game changer for organizations seeking to thrive in a rapid-change environment, and his approach resonates with every generation!


—Jimmy Treybig


Founder and CEO, Tandem Computers


There are many books written on leadership, but few that are as thought-provoking as this work. In Strive Together, Jeff addresses the importance of understanding excellence in leadership, but also, and perhaps more importantly, discusses ways to cultivate excellence. Strive Together provides educators with an approach to engaging young people [in a way] that prepares them to thrive when confronted with the ever-mounting challenges of a disruptive real world.


—Kevin Moore


Cofounder, Long-View School


Jeff Moore recovers the true meaning of competition—to strive together—in this winsome and practical guide to building successful teams. Based on his experience coaching athletes to peak performance, Moore’s approach to inspiring players, instilling accountability, and celebrating accomplishment applies immediately to any situation where we need to bring out the best in each other. Moore’s take on leadership is fresh and challenging. It’s as if he sees business as a game where the real payoff is wholehearted community.


—Steven Tomlinson


Master teacher, Acton School of Business
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To my father, who modeled what it means to lead by being led, and to my mother, who inspired me with her relentlessly optimistic view of life.
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PART ONE





STRIVING TOGETHER




 


INTRODUCTION


We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard; because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one we intend to win.


—John F. Kennedy, 1962


JFK’s speech on going to the moon is one of the most inspiring ever made by a modern American president. The idea of choosing to do something not despite its difficulty, but precisely because it is difficult, captures the best of the American spirit.


That spirit Kennedy evoked has been with our nation from its birth. George Washington had to believe in achieving beyond what was seemingly possible, or he would have never agreed to lead an unprepared army against the greatest military the world had ever known.


As a coach who has led college tennis teams to national championships, I know that the qualities that make a leader are the same qualities required to develop athletes and championship teams. They include an inner drive to reach beyond one’s grasp and to adapt and reinvent when the situation calls for it. They also include a focus on becoming the best you can be, rather than an obsession with results.


It all starts when individuals are willing to embrace uncertainty by moving out of their comfort zones. Unfortunately, from academics, to sports, to business, the world today is increasingly focused on comfort, brand management, and comparing favorably with others. That means people are not being pushed to move outside their comfort zones.


The answer to this problem can be found in competition—not the zero-sum, winner-take-all definition of competition, but the true meaning of competition: to strive together.


I’ve worked with analytical experts to develop a way to gauge the attributes that impact one’s ability to strive together. I use it to help leaders build championship teams. Now, in this book, I am imparting that knowledge to anyone who is open to receiving it. It is imperative that future generations possess the attributes that support Strivership if they are to succeed in a world of rapid change and unprecedented challenges.


Do you want to build a company that others don’t want to go up against because it’s a struggle to keep up with your pace of innovation?


Do you want to coach a team that no one wants to face because your athletes execute relentlessly and respond to anything that opponents throw at them?


Do you want to lead a school that doesn’t have to boast, “We develop lifelong learners,” because your school is actually producing them?


If you’re a business leader, educator, sports coach, or someone who has to or wants to lead in any capacity, this book is for you. I hope it provides you with some insights and inspires you to empower your people. The best leaders lead by allowing themselves to be led.




 


CHAPTER ONE





BIG SHOES TO FILL


If I have seen further it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.


—Isaac Newton


It was a midsummer morning in 1995 when my boss at the University of Texas—women’s athletic director Jody Conradt—asked me to come to her office. This was just a couple of months after our women’s tennis team had won its second NCAA title. The team had staged a miraculous comeback to upset number-one-seeded Florida in the finals. I had no idea why Jody wanted to meet, but I knew it would be interesting.


Jody understood what coaches go through. She was one of us. In addition to serving as the athletic director, she was also the coach of our women’s basketball team. She was a living legend, well on her way to becoming one of the winningest coaches in the history of college basketball.


When I got to Jody’s office, she had one question for me: “How did you do that?”


I was very flattered, but also caught off guard, so I blurted out the first thing that came to mind: “I didn’t do it; the players did.”


I immediately thought to myself, “That’s a dumb thing to say. Maybe even flippant.” Why couldn’t I have come up with some clever response about the genius behind my team’s great run?


On the surface, my answer to Jody’s question may seem simplistic, but when I reflected on it, I realized that my response described what true leaders do: lead by being led.


The seeds of this approach to leadership had been planted in me many years before by my father and my college coach. I remembered my dad saying to me, “When your team has achieved something special, you want your people to say, ‘We did this.’” And I can still almost hear my coach, Jim Verdieck, telling us before virtually every practice, “Every day is a day to get better!”


These two people were my mentors.


Lessons on Leadership from My Father


My father, Bert Moore, was born in Sea Cliff, Long Island, New York. He later moved to Winchester, a suburb of Boston, where he played basketball and baseball for Winchester High School, and where he was elected president of the student body as a senior. After graduation, he attended Bowdoin College, where he was a point guard on the basketball team, a pitcher on the baseball team, and president of his fraternity. He also played a significant role in breaking down racial barriers that existed on college campuses.


My father attended school in the late 1940s, when fraternities were not exclusive organizations for privileged students, as they are known today. Back then, most students lived in and ate their meals at fraternity houses. They were an integral component of student life on campus—unless you were black. Due to the segregationist policies of the time, African American students were prohibited from joining fraternities. One of my dad’s basketball teammates, Matt Branche, was an African American who was refused acceptance into my dad’s fraternity. Believing this to be an injustice, my father led the effort to hire a lawyer, and he rallied key members of his fraternity’s leadership team to travel to New York City, where they lodged a protest with the National Interfraternity Council. Their appeal to have Matt admitted to their fraternity was rejected, but that wasn’t the end of it for these students. The fraternity leaders responded by pulling out of the national organization, thus becoming an independent fraternity. Then the fraternity admitted Matt and became one of the first integrated fraternities in the nation. When I learned of the story many years later, it struck me as an act of moral fortitude that left a lasting impression.


Upon graduating from Bowdoin, my father decided he wanted to become an educator. He took his first job at the Berkshire School in Western Massachusetts, where he taught history and coached varsity basketball. He then moved on to Belmont Hill School, where he became the director of development at the tender age of twenty-eight. But my dad’s true desire was to run a school. After two years in his position at Belmont Hill, he applied for the position as head of the Tilton School in New Hampshire.


My dad was an underdog candidate. He was only thirty-one at the time. He wasn’t concerned about his lack of experience, but was worried that his youthful appearance might hurt his chances. He decided to wear a fedora to the interview so he would look older. He was not accustomed to wearing hats, so when he got out of his car to greet the head of the search committee, his hat hit the top of the door and fell off. He was embarrassed by this Charlie Chaplin move, but recovered enough to do well in the interview and land the job.


Dad was fired up. Tilton had fallen on hard times, and he was excited to pump new life into the school. He was going to turn things around. But first he had to shake things up. In his first address to faculty and staff, he laid out a detailed plan for what he hoped to accomplish as head of school. He fervently put forth his plan to revive the school and lead it to a place of prominence.


He was met with silence and stares. Dad was shocked and angry. As my mother would later recall, he stormed into our home, venting, “How could they not see the brilliance of my plan!” As she tells it, he pounded his fist on the table and proclaimed, “I’m going to rule by edict!” I was six at the time and it was midafternoon, so I was probably on one of the school’s vacant fields playing baseball with my buddies. I had missed my first lesson on how not to be a leader!


Dad soon learned that “ruling by edict” was managing, not leading. Like all leaders, he learned that to gain influence he must actually cede control. He began to empower his people in the decision-making process. Eventually the school was revitalized. Enrollment increased, new buildings and facilities were built, and several bright, young teachers were brought into the fold. Today, Tilton School has a dormitory named in Dad’s honor: Moore Hall.


My father never was content with the status quo. He never believed in simply aligning with best practices. He sought out good ideas from his peers in education and from other seemingly disparate sources like the corporate world. He would use these ideas to help shape his own “best practices.” I remember him saying over and over again, “The higher the standard, the higher the achievement.”


My dad’s work at Tilton began to catch the attention of boards of trustees at other schools around the country. After five or six years at Tilton, he started to look for a new challenge. He began flying around the country with my mom to interview for head-of-school openings. The place that caught his eye was not a big name school. It was Holland Hall, a small school with big ambitions in Tulsa, Oklahoma. The board wanted to build a new campus and thought my father was the right person to lead the effort.


To our friends and family, you would have thought we were going to load up a covered wagon and begin a long journey to the frontier. In the ’60s, the Northeast was the center of the independent school universe—or at least that was the way it was portrayed. It was unheard of to move away from that—much less all the way to Oklahoma! The famous March 29, 1976, cover of the New Yorker illustrates a northeasterner’s distorted view of the country perfectly: the area surrounding New York City’s Ninth Avenue is outsized, while everything west of the Hudson River—the hinterlands—is portrayed as a sliver.


My dad was not interested in a prestigious East Coast prep school. He didn’t want to be stuck presiding over an already established school dominated by well-heeled alums clinging to entrenched traditions. He was a builder and a forward thinker, and he realized that he would have to move away from this hidebound culture to develop the kind of school he wanted to lead, one that honored diverse and progressive thinking. He was impressed with Tulsa’s growing economy, and the commitment of the school’s board of trustees, so he accepted the offer and we moved to Oklahoma.


But once again Dad’s youthful enthusiasm (he was still only thirty-seven) got him in trouble. He was convinced that Holland Hall needed a lot more than revitalizing. The school’s board members were committed to his vision in principle, but they were not educators, so they did not realize how it would play out. Construction of a new campus would not begin for another four years. In the meantime, my dad came to believe that the school’s culture needed a complete overhaul. Holland Hall was only fifteen years old, so its culture really hadn’t had a chance to become entrenched. Most of the students were from affluent white families. The oil boom in Oklahoma and Texas had made many people wealthy beyond their dreams. Dad wanted to integrate African American students into this environment. But he understood that, to do so, he first had to change the culture.


He convinced the board of trustees to create more financial aid funds and then he enlisted teachers, coaches, and even parents to identify prospective students from middle-class white families. By diversifying the school with more middle-class students, he was able to change the cultural makeup of the school and set the table for integration. He thought that creating socioeconomic diversity among the white student population should be a first step.


My father started working right away through various networks to recruit excellent students from middle-class neighborhoods. This infusion transformed Holland Hall into a place with real spirit. Two of the new students who were part of this infusion went on to become the top students in my graduating class, four years later. The valedictorian was the first person in his family to go to college, and went on to become a pioneer in software development. The salutatorian, the son of a teacher in a local public school, is now a top official at the National Weather Service.


But change can be difficult. The influx of students from different environments in year one, along with rising expectations for teacher performance, caused an uproar. The board gave Dad one more year to “make things right.” My father was undeterred. Despite being on the hot seat, he decided to go ahead and integrate the school in year two!


Interestingly, my father decided that the first African American student could not be a star athlete. When he was asked why not, he said that recruiting an athlete would put a label on the student, and people would assume that the student had only been allowed into the school for his athletic abilities. As such, the first African American student was the son of a custodian from a local public school. He was the first person in his family to go to college, and he went on to become an award-winning journalist, investigative reporter, and news anchor.


Eventually, a fresh new spirit evolved at the school. Dad was able to devote more time and energy to the construction of the new campus. He wanted the design and feel of the campus to facilitate and support a vibrant school community. In particular, he wanted school life to revolve around a huge commons area in the middle of the main building—a place where students could meet en masse every morning, as well as for impromptu and organized activities throughout the day. The commons area was two-tiered, with classrooms wrapped around the balcony above. He also introduced modular scheduling, and even went to England to study how schools were designed there.


Once the new campus was built, Dad got the itch to move on to another new challenge. It was then that he moved the family to Denver, where he successfully oversaw the merging of the Kent School for Girls and Denver Country Day School for Boys into what is known today as the Kent Denver School.


Eventually Dad moved on to Bloomfield Hills, Michigan, where he became director of the Cranbrook Schools, one of the most prestigious independent schools in the country. The school was dominated by the children of wealthy automobile industry executives. It was not unusual to walk into my parents’ home on campus and see people like the CEO of General Motors sitting in the living room.


Dad would have been wise to take a page from his younger self. This was exactly the kind of environment he had avoided earlier in his career. He was presiding over a deeply entrenched school culture—shaking hands, kissing babies, and toeing the company line. Not surprisingly, he decided to leave after only three years.


I was a teacher and coach at Kent Denver for three years in the middle of Dad’s tenure there. This afforded me the opportunity to watch him operate as part of his faculty. I was working in a different part of campus, but was able to watch him speak at full school gatherings, and occasionally was able to sit in on meetings that he conducted. At Kent Denver, he made sure to surround himself with really smart, accomplished people, just as he had at his other schools. It was fascinating to watch him go around the room in meetings, asking questions about problems they were trying to solve, even though he often already knew the answer. Like most leaders, he had a vision for the future and he articulated clear, long-term goals. What set him apart was that he did not assume that he knew exactly how to reach those goals. He did not seek to control the process. Dad trusted his people, and sought to empower each of them to contribute in their own unique way. “When my people have achieved something special, I want them to say, ‘We did this,’” he said. That was a crucial lesson for me that did not fully take hold until the middle of my coaching career.


Lessons from My Coach


My father was not my only source of inspiration. I would find another mentor in an unlikely place.


Growing up, I played football, basketball, and baseball, but I never had an interest in tennis until the summer before my senior year of high school. My parents had joined a local tennis club and taken up the game for recreation. I would take advantage of the club’s pool to cool off after a day working construction at my summer job, or immediately following a baseball game. I was a pitcher with a live arm. I could throw hard. Unfortunately, I couldn’t always control where the pitch went.


One night, following a particularly frustrating game, I borrowed a racket and started taking out my frustrations on the backboard instead of heading to the pool. The tennis director walked by and commented that I hit a nice ball and had potential. He offered to give me free lessons. In the late ’60s and early ’70s, before the tennis boom, our best athletes were not playing tennis. I was much bigger, stronger, and faster than most tennis players at the time. The tennis director kept emphasizing the advantage this gave me.


After a couple of months of lessons and practice, I decided to challenge Paul Lockwood, the number-one player on our high school team—who happened to also be ranked in the top twenty nationally. I figured that I could overpower him and certainly run down any shot he sent my way. And run I did! We played one set. I won only one game, and I was exhausted. But I received the most important tennis lesson of my life. Paul had extraordinary hands and the best touch of any player I’ve ever seen. He made me visit every part of the court multiple times. I gained a new level of respect for the game that day, and realized how much catching up I had to do.


I had vastly overrated the importance of strength and speed in the sport of tennis. I quickly realized that becoming an elite player is more difficult in tennis than any other sport. One of my former players at the University of Texas, Kelly Pace, was an All-American and made it into the top 150 in the world on the pro circuit. These accomplishments followed years of practice and matches, starting at a very young age. Kelly was also a good recreational golfer, playing occasionally when she needed a break from tennis. When she retired from the pro circuit in her early thirties, she decided to dedicate herself to golf. Within two years, she began playing tournaments. To date, she has finished ahead of five LPGA tour veterans in tournament play. Any athlete attempting to transition from another sport and master tennis in this same time frame would not be able to make the starting lineup on most Division III college teams, much less compete on the pro circuit.


It’s amazing how many times I have witnessed better athletes lose to superior ball strikers on the recruiting trail. Paul did not outhit me that day; he made me suffer. Although I didn’t realize it at the time, this experience was my first introduction to the true meaning of competition.
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