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The Relationships That Carry the Work—and the Ones That Carry It Away

More than forty years ago, Whodini asked a question that has stayed with us: “Friends, how many of us have them?” Then came the part
that matters even more: “Ones we can depend on.” After more than thirty years in public education, | hear those words differently. | hear a
leadership question. Schools run on relationships. Trust can move work faster than a memorandum. A telephone call between two people
who respect one another can solve in ten minutes what an email chain might keep alive for ten days. Relationships can make an organization
warmer, wiser, quicker, and more humane. But relationships have another side. The same relationship that opens a door can hold one closed.
The same friendship that encourages someone through a difficult season can protect that person from accountability. The same circle that
creates belonging can quietly determine who does not belong.

“Friends is a word we use every day.” | could say the same about relationships in organizations. We use the word as though every
relationship is automatically good. It is not. | have seen professional relationships, mentoring relationships, supervisory relationships,
friendships, family connections, church relationships, community relationships, parent relationships, student relationships, and vendor
relationships. | have watched relationships carry people through grief, iliness, failure, and uncertainty. | have seen colleagues cover
classrooms, solve problems, mentor young professionals, tell one another difficult truths, and quietly help families who never knew who
helped them. Those relationships are part of the soul of a school system. | have also seen relationships used to secure positions, avoid
consequences, protect poor performance, influence contracts, control information, and make qualified people stand outside doors that less-
qualified people entered because they knew who had the key. Both are called relationships. They are not the same thing.

Whodini warned that “some mistake your kindness for bein’ a fool.” Leadership eventually introduces you to that sentence. Kindness is
necessary. Decency is necessary. Grace is necessary. None of them requires blindness. A leader can care about someone and still correct
them. A supervisor can value an employee and still conclude that the employee is not performing adequately. A friend can celebrate your gifts
and still tell you when your conduct is wrong. In fact, | have come to believe that a relationship capable of surviving truth is usually stronger
than one that requires silence.

The song also reminds us that some people come around when they need something. In organizational life, money is only one currency.
Sometimes people need access. Sometimes they need a position, recommendation, transfer, protection, influence, contract, introduction, or
exception. There is nothing inherently wrong with asking someone you know for help. Human beings have always helped one another.
Trouble begins when relationship becomes a substitute for process, when access becomes entitlement, or when friendship begins expecting
something fairness would not permit for a stranger. That is where favoritism begins dressing itself in the respectable clothing of relationship.

| have lost friends in this work. Interestingly, some friendships did not end because of something | did to someone. They ended because of
something | was unwilling to do for someone. | would not make the exception. | would not ignore what | knew. | would not move the line
because someone | cared about happened to be standing on the wrong side of it. Those losses hurt. Thirty years does not turn the heart to
stone, and | hope leadership never does. Experience does, however, teach you to examine relationships by what they require of your
character. If friendship survives only when | surrender my responsibility, | have to ask what was actually holding us together.

Then comes perhaps the sharpest warning: “With friends like that, you don’t need enemies.” An organization should take that seriously.
Some of the greatest damage to institutions is not done by people who hate them. It is done by people who love their circles more than they
love the institution. Nepotism rarely introduces itself as nepotism. Favoritism does not announce itself at the door. It usually arrives through
familiarity. I know her. He is a good person. We go way back. Take care of him. She has always been loyal. Slowly, qualifications become
negotiable. Poor performance receives another chance and then another. People learn that relationships matter more than standards. The
capable become discouraged. The connected become comfortable. Culture notices long before leadership admits what has happened.

That is why | keep returning to our circles. There is nothing wrong with having one. | have mine. You have yours. We have friends, colleagues,
mentors, former coworkers, fraternity and sorority relationships, churches, neighborhoods, professional associations, families, and people who
knew us before our titles did. Circles make life human. But every circle creates an inside and an outside. The real test comes when someone
inside our circle wants something that someone outside our circle would not receive. That is when the circle meets the line. Character
decides which one moves.
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Our relationships with students deserve even greater care. Children need adults who know them beyond a student identification number. A
child should have somebody in the building who notices when the usual smile is missing. Students remember adults who learned their
names, recognized their gifts, challenged their excuses, and saw possibility before they had language for it themselves. But healthy
relationships with children require boundaries precisely because children trust us. Affection cannot become favoritism. Familiarity cannot
change expectations. Caring about a child does not mean protecting that child from every consequence. Sometimes love comforts.
Sometimes love corrects. The adult must be mature enough to know the difference.

Parents are part of this relational covenant as well. A parent may not understand every district procedure, but that parent understands
something we must never forget: that is my child. What looks like one discipline case, transportation concern, scheduling problem, special
education meeting, or grading dispute to an organization may feel enormous to the family living through it. Relationship requires us to listen
without surrendering professional judgment. We can say no respectfully. We can disagree without dismissing. We can explain without
condescension. Parents do not have to agree with every decision to deserve dignity in the conversation.

Relationships among employees require the same maturity. We should be able to celebrate another person's promotion without interpreting
their progress as our loss. We should disagree without assembling teams. We should correct without humiliating, question without
condemning, and support without covering. Every disagreement does not require a divorce. Every correction is not betrayal. Every person
who tells us no is not against us. Professional relationships become stronger when people learn how to survive the truth between them.

Vendor relationships require another kind of wisdom. | picture a long road with a traffic signal hanging over it. There is a reason every light is
not green.

Green means proceed. We need strong relationships with businesses and vendors. Good partners understand our mission, perform what
they promised, respect procurement, solve problems, protect public resources, and help us serve children. Trust earned through good
performance is healthy. Strong business relationships can save time, improve service, encourage innovation, and bring expertise into an
organization.

Then comes yellow. Yellow appears when professional familiarity starts becoming personal obligation. When a vendor has unusual access.
When we begin defending the relationship before examining the results. When social familiarity makes objective evaluation uncomfortable.
When the thought of ending a contract begins to feel like betraying a friend instead of making a business decision. Yellow does not
necessarily mean wrongdoing. Yellow simply says: Slow down. Look both ways. Remember whose money is in the vehicle.

And then there is red. Stop when friendship circumvents process. Stop when gifts, favors, personal relationships, or outside interests begin
touching public decisions. Stop when poor performance is tolerated because somebody knows somebody. Stop when a contract survives
because ending it would make a relationship uncomfortable. Stop when we become more concerned about preserving access than
protecting public resources. A public institution cannot follow a yellow brick road simply because we happen to like the person paving it.
Sometimes stewardship requires putting the car in park while everybody behind you is blowing the horn.

Relationships become particularly dangerous when they acquire enough influence to rename reality. Poor performance becomes “loyalty.”
Favoritism becomes “trust.” Avoidance becomes “keeping the peace.” Silence becomes “being a team player.” Preferential treatment becomes
“taking care of our people.” Language becomes a curtain we pull across the window because we would rather not look outside. Thirty years
in this profession have taught me that leadership sometimes means opening the curtain.

Yet | do not want anyone to mistake this for a warning against closeness. The answer to unhealthy relationships is not fewer relationships. It
is healthier ones. | want laughter in our offices. | want colleagues who become lifelong friends. | want mentors pulling young professionals
forward. | want people checking on one another after difficult days. | want principals calling other principals for help. | want teachers who feel
known by their leaders. | want parents who know they can reach their schools. | want businesses, churches, universities, municipalities, civic
organizations, and neighborhoods connected to our children. A cold organization may be efficient on paper and miserable to inhabit.
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| simply do not want our relationships to become more important than our responsibility.

There is another line from the song worth carrying with us: “A friend’s somebody you judge for yourself.” Time helps us make that judgment.
Adversity does too. But | have found that one of the clearest tests of any relationship is a very small word: no. Watch what happens to a
relationship when you say it. No, | cannot make that exception. No, | cannot recommend that. No, the performance does not justify renewal.
No, you were not the most qualified candidate. No, we cannot spend public money that way. No, | care about you, but | cannot do that for you.
Some relationships deepen when they encounter a boundary. Others disappear. Either way, the boundary taught you something.

Maybe that is why Whodini's opening question remains so powerful: “Friends, how many of us have them?” At this stage of my life, | am
less interested in counting them. | am interested in what passes between us. Can we tell one another the truth? Can your success make me
happy without making me feel smaller? Can | correct you without becoming your enemy? Can you disagree with me without recruiting an
army? Can we remain friends when | cannot give you what you want? Can we occupy different positions, earn different salaries, carry
different responsibilities, and still recognize equal human dignity in one another?

Those questions belong in every schoolhouse and every office in this district.

Thirty-one years have taught me that the healthiest friend is not always the person who says yes. Sometimes the friend is the person willing
to risk the relationship to tell you the truth. The strongest colleague is not necessarily the one who covers your mistake; it may be the one who
loves you enough to help you correct it. The strongest leader is not the person who protects the circle at all costs. It is the person who
remembers what belongs at its center.

So keep your circles. Treasure your friendships. Build relationships everywhere you go. Know people beyond their titles. Mentor somebody.
Open a door. Sit with a parent. Listen to a teacher. Encourage a principal. Thank the custodian. Respect the bus driver. Question the
Superintendent. Build partnerships that create opportunities for children. Relationships are the connective tissue of an organization, and
connective tissue is supposed to help the body move. It should never hold the body hostage.

In the end, the question may not be how many friends we have. The better question is whether we have “ones we can depend on.”
Dependability is more than standing beside me when | am right. Sometimes it means caring enough about me to stand in front of me when |
am wrong.

Our circles matter. Our relationships matter. Our friendships matter. But the center must always matter more.

Respectfully,
Doug

Douglas Hendrix Sr., Ed.D.

Superintendent/CEO of Schools
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