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L     , the theme of this book,
if they are paralyzed by fear and plagued by impossible demands.

They cannot inspire and engage others if they are emotionally with-
ered and physically exhausted. That is particularly true in the second
decade of the 21st century, with financial crises looming, political
demands increasing, and job security a long-forgotten pipedream for
educators, administrators, and employees throughout the ranks of
state and local governments. In challenging times, popular leadership
literature can drift into the absurd, seeking lessons from such thought-
ful and nuanced characters as Attila the Hun and Alexander the Great,
both of whom devoted their lives to proving the maxim of Thomas
Hobbes (1651) that life is “nasty, brutish, and short.” This chapter
offers an alternative to the cynicism and despair that can so easily tri-
umph in challenging times. The lessons from the great masters of
music, including Bach, Beethoven, and a host of contemporary blues
artists, provide not only solace for the weary leader but a guide for
transforming ideas into action even in the midst of the greatest chal-
lenges. These women and men, Europeans and African Americans,
not only give us tunes and lyrics that resonate across the ages but also
help us understand how leaders can better cope with new challenges.
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B3 Leaders, the term I apply to leaders who effectively apply these les-
sons, are needed by every educational institution. These lessons do
not depend upon a technical knowledge of music, the ability to play
an instrument, or even an appreciation for Bach, Beethoven, or the
blues, although I hope that the following pages might inspire readers
to listen to all three. Rather, B3 Leaders apply and communicate essen-
tial lessons about risk and value in a powerful and effective manner.

William Congreve (1697) observed that “music has charms to
soothe a savage beast, to soften rocks, or bend a knotted oak” and, we
could add, to settle the jangled nerves of a leader beset by staff anxi-
ety, parent discontent, and student unrest. Neurologist and author
Oliver Sacks (2007) confirmed the observation, noting that music
reaches the human mind in a manner unlike any other stimuli. But
music can do far more for educational leaders than serve as an audi-
ble substitute for Prozac. This chapter suggests that the musical mas-
ters, from the Baroque era to contemporary jazz, from Johann
Sebastian Bach to Wynton Marsalis, can provide a blueprint for the
challenges of 21st-century leadership. The goal of great music is not
harmony but meaning. We can train a pigeon to play a chord on the
piano, but animals, including the vast majority of Homo sapiens, lead
only with brute force. Threats, force, and the granting or withholding
of vital resources are the stock-in-trade not only of alpha-male goril-
las but also of politicians who, defying all evidence to the contrary,
seek to motivate through fear and intimidation. Bullies succeed, at
least in the short term, because they can count on other people to sub-
mit to their demands. However, great musicians and great leaders take
risks, challenge tyrants, suffer the disapproval of both the powerful
and the crowds, and endure endless pronouncements of their doom
and irrelevance. Because these negative forces are so powerful, most
musicians and leaders succumb to the pressure and are soon forgot-
ten. But the reason we still listen to Bach 500 years after he composed
and the reason the blues will be sung 500 years from now is that great
musicians do not entertain their audiences but challenge them. Great
musicians and leaders do not seek to satisfy their contemporaries but
give them meaning, insight, and inspiration.
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This chapter advances four arguments. First, B3 Leaders embrace
appropriate and essential risks. Although they are not reckless, these
leaders push the boundaries of prevailing prejudices and elevate the
impact of their work over their personal popularity. Second, B3 Lead-
ers make connections. Rather than managing discrete tasks and proj-
ects, they place every action in the context of a broader whole. Every
piece of music Bach wrote, including those without words, was
attached to meaning in a theological, political, educational, or social
context. The blues repertoire includes not only lamentations about
relationships gone wrong but the wailing sounds unreachable with
words, recalling the bitterness of oppression. While most people can
recall the thundering chorus of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, “Alle
menschen werden brudern”—all mankind will be brothers—we sel-
dom recall the historical context in which this was not a noble nos-
trum but was, to the European hierarchy of the day, a threatening and
dangerous notion (Sachs, 2010). Third, B3 Leaders communicate pur-
pose and meaning in a variety of obvious and subtle ways. Sometimes
Bach shouts his message, with the chorus singing a message in unison,
every voice articulating the same message at the same time. At other
times, however, the messages are subtle and complex. It is the same
message, but the hands and feet of the organist, the bows of the string,
and the breaths of the woodwinds are expressing that message in dif-
ferent forms. Similarly, B3 Leaders understand that communication
of purpose and meaning is always important, but effective communi-
cation requires engagement of the listener, not mindless repetition by
the orator. Fourth, B3 Leaders add value. Just as a concerto is more
than the sum of the 88 keys on a piano, leaders challenge the “zero-
sum” hypothesis in which the gain of one is equal to the loss of
another. The chapter closes with some thoughts regarding the next
generation of leaders and the essential influence of music on them.

Appropriate Risks

It is not difficult to imagine the following conversation. The chair-
man of the board announces, “We really need some radical change in
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this institution. Our weekly meetings are boring, and we’ve spent
decades employing the same old teaching strategies and getting the
same old results. But this new fellow, Mr. Bach, appears to have some
innovative ideas, so let’s bring him in as our new leader.” Taking the
directives of his superiors seriously, Herr Bach does precisely as he
was told, and presents a bold new idea to the community. He calls it
“Wachet Auf”—“Sleepers Awake”—a work designed to start the offi-
cial new year of his institution, the emerging Lutheran church, for the
first Sunday of Advent. The cantata, scored for chorus, soloists, organ,
and orchestra, is based on a simple, well-known melody composed
decades before Bach put pen to paper. Unlike the original familiar
hymn, the new cantata is replete with the innovations that Bach’s
employers had sought. In addition to religious themes, his work
includes secular, educational, and philosophical implications (Green-
berg, 1995, 1998). After Bach’s presentation of his innovative work,
some people are amazed; others are a bit overwhelmed; and others
not only boo and hiss but they throw their shoes, shout in anger, and
beat their fists into the wind. One of 11 board members offers meekly,
“He was only doing what we hired him to do.” Bach’s employment,
like that of many leaders who engage in bold and innovative change,
is terminated. Half a millennium later musical groups, from high
school choirs to professional choruses, regularly perform the work in
both religious and secular settings.

Wynton Marsalis, director of Jazz at Lincoln Center and one of
the leading musicians of the 21st century, is not only heir to an
extraordinary musical heritage rooted deeply in American and, in par-
ticular, African American music, but he is also a multicultural inno-
vator who, within minutes, moves from the classic and familiar strains
of blues and jazz standards to the most original and challenging
improvisations. Maria Schneider leads an eponymous orchestra that
includes songs based on bird calls from the Brazilian rainforest, fus-
ing the music of mechanical instruments with the music of nature.
What do Bach, Marsalis, and Schneider have in common? None con-
ducts from a podium; each leads from the sidelines—Marsalis plays
4th trumpet in his band; Bach played in churches where the organist
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was, by design, invisible to the congregation; Schneider starts her
musicians with a beat, and then withdraws to the sidelines to play,
observe, and affirm. When things go right, they share the credit. When
things go wrong, they take the heat.

What can educational leaders learn about risk from these exam-
ples? First, innovation and change are never risk-free endeavors. Even
when boards, employers, bosses, and political leaders promise change
and offer preliminary support to change agents, what they really mean
is, “We’ll support you until the tide of public opinion turns, and then
you’re on your own.” B3 Leaders accept that risk, knowing that if they
enjoy universal popularity, they have probably compromised their
commitment to change. Two leaders I have known for more than 20
years, one a school superintendent and one an orchestra conductor,
asked the same question: “Will I always have to move every five to
seven years? Will I never be able to simply stay and enjoy the changes
that I have created?” The orchestra conductor built his audience five-
fold and transformed a dying community orchestra into a regional
symphony. The superintendent improved student achievement, strat-
egy, and operational effectiveness in four consecutive school systems.
By any measure, they were successful, but in both cases, the complaints
about their changes diminished their popularity with their boards.
These leaders could certainly have chosen stability over change, but I
knew them well enough to know that such a choice would have made
them miserable. More importantly, the profound and important
changes that benefited the communities they served would have been
lost had they heeded the siren song of popularity.

Note well that B3 Leaders are neither reckless nor imprudent. As
Collins (2001) noted of effective change leaders in business, they are
not gunslingers who bet the future of their organizations and employ-
ees on a whim. Rather, they take carefully calculated risks. The risk
calculation of B3 Leaders is, however, more nuanced than merely
assessing the risk of change. The comparison is not “change vs. perfec-
tion” or “unpopularity vs. popularity.” Rather, the risk calculation
compares the consequences of change—both positive and negative—
to the consequences of failing to change. If the message and meaning
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of music are more important than a mere tune, then Bach knew that
the alternative to the rage of some listeners would be the slow death
of the essential ideas embedded in the musical message. Marsalis
could have doubtlessly enjoyed more creature comforts leading a show
band in Las Vegas than pushing the boundaries of music and engag-
ing students in the poorest neighborhoods of New York City. Schnei-
der perhaps leaves some people scratching their head over Amazonian
bird calls in a concert, but if she failed to take that risk, where else
would the message be heard?

Consider in a new light the most important change you want to
make in your classroom, school, district, province, state, or nation.
Then ask a new series of questions to assess the relative risks of
change:

What are the consequences if I try and fail?

What are the consequences if I succeed?

What are the consequences if I never try?

In the answers to these questions, you will find the risk calculus
of B3 Leaders. As Dean Robert Allan Hill (2009, p. 83) wisely con-
cludes, “Leaders have to lead, they don’t have to succeed.”

Making Connections

The compositions of Ludwig van Beethoven influence at least four
eras of music: Baroque, Classical, Romantic, and “modern”—an era
that began early in the 20th century and that begs for more nuanced
description. Thanks to a combination of his revolutionary spirit and
auditory impairments, Beethoven can arguably be placed squarely in
the center of the 21st-century music as well. While many people can
hum a few bars of the famous Fifth Symphony—DA DA DA DUM!—
or recall the Ninth Symphony with Schiller’s beautiful poetry about
the brotherhood of all humankind and daughters of Elysium, it is less
well known that Beethoven’s teachers, peers, and students enjoyed an
interplay among the arts, mathematics, literacy, and philosophy that
could serve as models for contemporary leadership studies (Sachs,
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2010). His words and music included themes that challenged the tra-
ditional authority of emperors, monarchs, and dictators. The Ninth
Symphony is a distinctly political work, challenging musical conven-
tion with its occasional dissonance and political convention with its
overt democratic themes. While Howard Gardner (1993) may have
popularized the Theory of Multiple Intelligences, the genesis of the
theory can be found centuries earlier.

Beethoven’s relevance to leadership lies in the complex interrela-
tionship between different disciplines. Just as Gardner (1999), in The
Disciplined Mind, finds connections between Darwin and Mozart,
Beethoven and Bach routinely connected the worlds of arts, science,
and philosophy in ways that none of these disciplines alone could
express. Noel Tichy, prolific leadership author and professor at the
University of Michigan, has made the persuasive case that effective
leaders are, above all, great teachers (Tichy and Cohen, 2002). Though
education has learned much from modern studies of pedagogy, one of
the teaching truths that endures through the centuries is that great
teachers are able to express ideas in a variety of different ways to reach
a variety of different students.

Music students know that one can find parallel harmonic struc-
tures in the 12-bar blues of Blind Lemon Jefferson and the fugues of
Johann Sebastian Bach. What is less evident is that just as Bach and
Beethoven integrated complex political and philosophical themes in
music, blues artists of the 19th and 20th century brought social jus-
tice and human relationships into the musical equation. The rhetor-
ical cadences of the most influential of the leaders have a direct
parallel to the musical cadences of the era. Consider the music of Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr. (1963):

I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted,
every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough places
will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made
straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all
flesh shall see it together.

This is our hope. This is the faith that I go back to the
South with. With this faith we will be able to hew out of the
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mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith we will
be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into
a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith we will
be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together,
to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, know-
ing that we will be free one day.

This will be the day when all of God’s children will be
able to sing with a new meaning, “My country, ’tis of thee,
sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my fathers
died, land of the pilgrim’s pride, from every mountainside,
let freedom ring.”

And if America is to be a great nation this must become
true. So let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New
Hampshire. Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of
New York. Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghe-
nies of Pennsylvania!

Let freedom ring from the snowcapped Rockies of 
Colorado!

Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes of California!

But not only that; let freedom ring from Stone Moun-
tain of Georgia!

Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee!

Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Missis-
sippi. From every mountainside, let freedom ring.

And when this happens, when we allow freedom to ring,
when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from
every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day
when all of God’s children, black men and white men, Jews
and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join
hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, “Free
at last! free at last! thank God Almighty, we are free at last!”

Dr. King makes explicit connections between biblical allusions 
that his audience surely recognized and the travails of the Civil Rights
Movement.

Listen to the music of Abraham Lincoln (1865):
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With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firm-
ness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let us strive
on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s
wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and
for his widow and his orphan, to do all which may achieve
and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with
all nations.

Like King, Lincoln knew that his audience would hear his message on
multiple levels, including not only the explicit message regarding the
present conflict—the Civil War and, a century later, the Civil Rights
Movement—but the implicit message that the cause for which both
men ultimately died was rooted in the poetry and philosophy of
ancient days. Similarly, the blues continue to resonate with a global
audience because the music and themes are universal, just as the lead-
ership themes of Buddha, Jefferson, Gandhi, Lincoln, and King offer
meaning across many generations.

How do B3 educational leaders make connections? First, they
ensure that their stakeholders know that nothing important is merely
an educational issue, but rather the critical educational challenges fac-
ing communities are essentially health and safety issues. If a water
supply were contaminated, people would protest. If a crack house
moved into a house next door to a city council member, politicians
would be enraged. But if literacy performance is inadequate—partic-
ularly for students for whom public expectations have long been mea-
ger—then there is barely a peep of protest. B3 Leaders do not,
therefore, conduct crusades for a 4 percent increase in state test scores.
They do, however, campaign with passion and purpose for saving the
lives of children. As surely as tainted water and drug-infested neigh-
borhoods threaten the lives and safety of our children, the multigen-
erational costs of school failure far exceed the investment necessary to
intervene effectively (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010). B3 Lead-
ers do not have educational initiatives; they have moral imperatives.
B3 Leaders do not announce strategic plans for incremental gains; they
proclaim, with the certain vigor of Winston Churchill, that victory,
not compromise, is the only objective. B3 Leaders, in sum, do not
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make the case for change based upon a single set of data, though
surely their case is supported by evidence. They make the case for
change because they engage the hearts and minds of stakeholders who
think not only of the present but of future generations. They elicit
sacrifice not because it is popular but because it is necessary. They
connect the present reality of challenge to the future hope of success
and, in doing so, supplant despair and cynicism with hope and a will-
ingness to take risks. They do not, of course, enjoy a “happily ever
after” story, as the deaths of King and Lincoln attest. Churchill, who
took office as Britain’s prime minister when the very survival of En -
gland was threatened by the Nazis, led the nation to victory and,
within months of that victory, was soundly defeated at the polls. I do
not claim that B3 Leaders are popular nor that they survive, but only
that they serve a purpose higher than themselves and inspire others to
do the same.

Communication Obvious and Subtle

Within the daily challenges of every effective leader, there can be
found the complexity of Bach, the experimentation of Beethoven, and
the meaning and feeling of the blues. Artists of all three genres of
music understand that there is a combination of science and struc-
ture on the one hand, and creativity and spirit on the other. Bach’s
compositions simultaneously offer mathematical perfection and deep
inspiration. Some of the most majestic fugues ever composed are vari-
ations on only a few notes. The blues can tell a thousand stories within
a remarkably similar chord and rhythm structure—12 or 16 bars,
using the tonic (basic) chord, followed by the fourth, fifth, seventh,
and a return to the tonic. Beethoven’s sonatas and symphonies always
include an exposition of a theme, variations, and return to the theme.
While the structure in all of these examples seems repetitive, the lis-
tener can express only awestruck wonder at the creativity of these
masters. In other words, the communication of a theme can be obvi-
ous—Beethoven’s exposition, Bach’s four notes, or a blues tune—but
the communication of that theme can have multiple layers of nuance
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and variation. There is no contradiction between the directness of the
message and the expression of that message with multiple layers of
nuance and complexity appropriate for a variety of audiences and
stakeholders.

Composing a leadership symphony requires consideration of
research and systems, but in the end it is also the combination of
structure and creativity. Most importantly, composers, whatever their
genius, reach their greatest heights through the complementary efforts
of others, from musicians to instrument makers to audience mem-
bers. The more grand the symphony, the more dependent the leader
will be on the diversity of skills of others.

Educational leaders must communicate the same message in
many different ways. While the theme may involve the need to
improve student literacy, the variations might include a variation for
parents about the opportunities for future generations, another vari-
ation for senior citizens and business leaders about the positive impact
on the economic vitality of the community, another variation for
school system employees about the impact of literacy improvements
on student population growth and job opportunities, and yet another
variation for all stakeholders about the social justice imperative of lit-
eracy and an informed citizenry.

Adding Value

The fourth and final argument of this chapter is that B3 Leaders add
value. Poker is a zero-sum game. You win, I lose. I win, you lose. At
least in a game of poker played at home, there is no cut for the casino
nor is there is a conveniently available representative of the Internal
Revenue Service to appropriate a portion of the pot. In simple math-
ematical terms, the equation looks like this:

D = −Y

Or D, Doug’s gains, are equal to −Y, your losses. I make 10 dollars,
you lose 10 dollars. This is the classic zero-sum game in which the
sum of my gains and your losses always equals zero. And when you
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have unwisely drawn to an inside straight and I have patiently bet on
a lowly pair of two’s, then this equation is one of life’s great pleasures.

Unfortunately, if we multiplied both sides of the equation by −1,
then we would have the very unfortunate result:

−D = Y

Or Doug’s losses are equal to your gains. Your inside straight strategy
succeeded, and I am left withdrawing my dwindling retirement plan
assets to pay my gambling debts. In a game of poker, this is fine—or
more precisely, the first equation is fine and the second one is com-
pletely unacceptable. But when it comes to allocating leadership time
and attention, the equation becomes more problematic. If we are
stuck in the zero-sum game hypothesis, then any resources, time, or
energy devoted to one leadership objective are presumed to subvert all
others. B3 Leaders challenge that hypothesis. Leadership time and
attention need not be a zero-sum game, and time devoted by leaders
or students to music and other creative endeavors does not diminish
other areas of focus, but enhances them.

How can educational leaders challenge the zero-sum game
hypothesis and add value? First, they must assess the evidence. For
example, one of the most consistent sources of dissatisfaction among
teachers is the lack of time to do their jobs effectively (Ingersoll &
Perda, 2009). While this discontent is undoubtedly rooted in fact—too
many curriculum requirements and too little time—the conclusion
need not be that effective instructional initiatives are impossible.
Rather, the conclusion must be that the effective instructional initia-
tives must have leverage—one gram of effort results in a kilogram of
impact. The increased use of nonfiction writing, for example, has been
shown to have a significant and positive impact on science, math,
social studies, and reading comprehension (Reeves, 2010b, 2010c,
2011). B3 Leaders reject the notion that “we don’t have time for writ-
ing” and supplant it with a strategy that uses nonfiction writing to
engage students and improve achievement in multiple subjects. Sim-
ilarly, policymakers and senior leaders who confront constraints on
resources and time do not reject innovation out of hand, but assess in
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a systematic way the degree to which current and past initiatives are
actually implemented and the extent to which they influence student
achievement (Reeves, 2010a, 2011). Their B3 leadership adds value not
only by what they do but by what they choose not to do.

Music for the Next Generation of Leaders

Paeans to the value of the arts are like politicians kissing babies. These
embraces represent the exigencies of election campaigns. But after a
while, babies become less cute and arts programs become less endear-
ing. In the real world—after elections are completed and budgets are
decided—the true priorities of systems emerge. It is not a coincidence
that both babies and the arts are left far behind when it comes to the
reality of budgetary priorities. Even people who don’t like changing
diapers know that today’s smelly baby will be tomorrow’s taxpayer,
funding the Social Security payments of the reluctant diaper changer.
Similarly, people who conflate music with Muzak nevertheless have a
vested interest in the arts not only on aesthetic grounds but because
societies that commit resources, time, attention, and energy to the arts
serve their citizens better than societies that, in pursuit of rationality,
do not. Above all, our collective future depends upon leaders who do
more than execute strategies and manage tasks but who heed the les-
sons of Bach, Beethoven, and the blues.
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