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Leaders I Admire
The following vignettes demonstrate traits that I have admired in leaders that I know.  Sometimes these traits overlap, sometimes they are in isolation, and occasionally they may work against one another.  They are nonetheless traits that I respect and hope I can learn from and, at least occasionally, demonstrate.  
Asking Questions

It was around 9pm on a weeknight when the phone rang.  I was sixteen years old and my father called down the stairs to say it was for me.  I assumed it was a friend with a homework question when I picked up and heard a gruff voice with a thick New Jersey accent, 

“So what the hell we gonna do ‘bout this?”  

The voice was demanding, but also playful, and I knew it well.  

“What’s up Johnny,” I responded with a smile.  

John Calccaterra was the head soccer coach at St. Peters College, a Division I program in northern NJ.  He was also the coach of my club soccer team.  I was the captain and he called me several times a week, often beginning the conversation with an expletive.  We talked about practice and games and what we needed to do to get better.  John was a talented and accomplished coach and had he been the type to simply make demands of his players and expect they were followed, I would have done it gladly.  But he didn’t.  He always called and he always asked questions.  Fifteen years later I still think about this; about how it made me feel, how much I learned from our conversations, and how hard I played for that team and for him.  He asked questions because he thought I had something important to contribute, which helped me believe that I did.

Taking Time to Think
I am amazed at how little Richard speaks.  He is the president of an organization that has helped to open ten schools, and now we are opening, and he rarely speaks at Board meetings.  Sometimes I wish he would jump in to save me, when I am stumbling along in front of confused faces.  At these times I wonder if he is even listening.  When he does speak, I realize he listens more closely than I do.  He is a man that takes time to think about what he is hearing.  When you are the boss, people will always listen to you (or at least fake it), because they have to.  And there are plenty of bosses that love the sound of their own voice.  Not Richard.  He listens a great deal, and when he speaks it goes to the heart of the matter.  To me, this seems like a discipline.  Wait and think.  Don’t just jump in, however good it may feel.  Take the time to understand what you are hearing.  Then, when you speak, you make it matter.

Care
When people come to see her, they want to tell her everything.  And people come to see her a lot.  She does not need to practice “management by walking around,” because people walk to her.  She is the leader of a school and I have never seen so many staff members who want to share their personal lives with their boss.  They know that she loves them as people first, and that she truly cares.  The culture this creates in the building is special.  People are able to work hard, because they feel supported.  They know that they are respected and cared for.  That helps them respect and care for their colleagues, and their students, and their work.

Be Yourself
I was at a conference with him recently, and he was introducing me around.  He walked up to everyone, whether he knew them or not, and started a conversation.  It wasn’t pushy, it was just who he is.  He made a few off-color jokes and he talked about what he loved about our school and what he didn’t love.  He was the same person I had seen in the boardroom, where he is Chairman, and on the street corner grabbing a hot dog for lunch.  You know when you meet someone like that, no matter where you are when you first meet, that they are going to be the same no matter what the situation.  I don’t mean people who are loud and arrogant and are always that way.  I mean people who know who they are, and accept it.  It is a trait that is hard to define, but easy to identify when you see it.  He is a smart guy, but it is this kind of self-awareness that has probably made the most difference in his success.
