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Joseph McFarland
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JSD: What do you wish you had 
known when you first began your 
journey as a learning leader?

McFarland: I 
wish I had a better 
understanding of 
the change process 
(theory of change). 
I also wish I had 
learned how to 
handle trying to 
“drink from a fire 

hose” and managing the multiple issues 
that arise on a daily basis while working 
to keep everyone laser-focused on our 
specific goals.

JSD: What is the one crucial piece 
of advice you would give to those just 
starting out in the professional learning 
world? 

McFarland: Give yourself time 
to get established, read, learn, and 
network. Any significant, systemic 
change takes at least three to five years 
of focused, dedicated work. Change 

doesn’t need to happen in the artificial 
structure of a given school year. (In fact, 
it won’t!) Also, be real and vulnerable. 
It is OK to make mistakes as long as 
you are willing to learn and grow from 
them.

JSD: What fundamental resource do 
you find yourself going back to often, 
and therefore you would be quickest to 
recommend (and why)? 

McFarland: Becoming a Learning 
System by Stephanie Hirsh, Kay 
Psencik, and Frederick Brown 
(Learning Forward, 2014) and Assessing 
Impact by Joellen Killion (Corwin 
& NSDC, 2008). Both have been 
incredibly helpful, practical resources 
for developing, implementing, and 
assessing the impact of systemic change.

JSD: What have we not asked that 
you would most like to say to beginning 
learning leaders?

McFarland: Never be satisfied 
with the status quo. Even if you have 
evidence something is working, always 
be open to at least reviewing and 
analyzing to see if it can be made even 
better/stronger. ■

It is OK to make 
mistakes as long 
as you are willing 
to learn and grow 
from them.”
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