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CREATING EXTRAORDINARY ORGANIZATIONS 
 
Volume 3, Letter 10 
October 14, 2005 
 

Reflections on a Visit to SVS – Part 1 
 
I write this letter for those pioneers who want to move beyond the ordinary to the Extraordinary in 
creating business organizations. 
 
Welcome to Letter 3-10 of Creating Extraordinary Organizations. In the last letter I looked at the 
second issue we have to deal with in creating an EO—getting those currently in control to release it. I 
said that I would cover one of two topics in this letter. The first was another creating issue. The second 
was a report on an upcoming visit to the Sudbury Valley School. As it turns out, this visit was everything 
I hoped it would be and more. Therefore, I am going to devote this and the next letter to what I 
experienced and learned from that visit. 

Activities during the visit 

In order to provide some context, let me describe some of the activities I engaged in during the 1 ½ days 
I was at the school.  
 

• Daniel Greenberg [one of the four founders still a member of the staff] gave me a tour of the 
main building.  

• Hanna Greenberg [also a founder] gave me a tour of the outside, which included conversations 
with some of the students. 

• I attended the weekly meeting of the School Meeting [open to all students and staff members 
with a single vote each]. 

• I attended the daily meeting of the Judicial Committee on each of the two days. This committee 
is the steward of the School Meeting Lawbook.  

• I engaged in a half to three quarter hour conversation [leaning against the wall in the hall] with a 
delightful thirteen-year-old girl who I will call Joy, because she was. 

• I engaged in a number of conversations with other members of the school. 
• I observed all that was going on around me, which was a constant atmosphere of activity and 

engagement. 
 

Reflections 

I want to do two things. First, I want to give you some thoughts I have had on various aspects of the 
school that I experienced. Second, I want to comment on how these aspects relate to business 
organizations, especially Extraordinary ones. 
 

Systemic nature of SVS as an organization 

I have read a great deal about SVS. I have also corresponded with some of the staff. However, I realized 
that I had not really comprehended the whole. I knew a lot about pieces, but I had not synthesized them 
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into a whole. As I immersed myself in the school, I began to understand it as system. This in turn helped 
me to understand various parts better.  
 
It is essential to see any organization as a system. Without doing this you neither understand nor 
integrate the various pieces properly. 
 

Intentional activity 

One of the first things I observed was how intentional all the activities were. There was lots of activity 
all around. However, it was not random. Everyone seemed intent and focused on doing whatever she 
was doing whether playing games, reading, talking, or whatever.  
 
Everyone in a business organization needs to carry out activities with the same amount of intention and 
focus I saw here. I do not think it matters whether the members are all adults, all youth, or a mix. Nor 
does it matter what type of organization it is. 
 

Interpersonal age equality 

I thoroughly enjoyed this aspect. Age was simply not a factor in any interaction. I do not mean that age 
did not carry some difference in terms of knowledge, maturity, and so on. However, those interacting 
just took those differences in stride without paying any attention to them. In the conversation I had with 
Joy we talked as equals. Or maybe I should say she treated me as her equal since I was definitely 
learning from her. I saw this going on around me all the time. It was a true breath of fresh air. 
 
Most business organizations consist of only adults. Still their ages will vary widely. Without hierarchical 
roles to define people, age may become a differentiating factor. It can certainly become a positive one as 
individuals of different ages learn from each other. Possibly people will look on age and experience as 
more important when they do not have hierarchical roles getting in the way.  

Age mixing 

I experienced the great value of age mixing. The whole atmosphere was one of a melding of all ages. In 
the JC for instance, the two teenage Clerks supported the younger children that came before the JC. This 
was even more impressive because even while supporting them they had to deal with them as 
individuals who had violated rules set by the School Meeting.  
 
It was also clear that age mixing was providing learning of various sorts through modeling as well as 
direct exchange of expertise. Since members of the staff are equal members of the community, students 
are able to draw on their expertise as well as that of other students. The reverse is also true as the staff is 
continually learning from each other and the students.  
 
Age mixing does not go just one way, from older to younger. Being with younger students provides the 
older students many opportunities for learning such as the JC interplay I described. In addition, it was 
clear that the younger members of the school were adding a level of energy and fun that the community 
would sorely miss without them. 
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We can use age mixing to advantage in creating EO’s. Even though we do not generally think of 
business organizations as having great age differences, they do. In fact, the spread of ages is probably 
greater than in the school situation. If we intentionally see to mixing those ages everyone will gain in 
more ways than just learning the “business.” 
 

Staff modeling 

It became clear that one of the strongest modes of learning for the students is the way staff members 
behave and interact. This became clear to me in the school meeting, although not immediately. I noticed 
and asked about the fact that staff members participated overtly more than students. At first this seemed 
to me out of place. However, after discussing it with Dan and thinking about it I saw the great value in 
their participation. 
 
Many of the topics that came before the School Meeting had complexities that would not be obvious to a 
student with limited life experience. The staff members did not lecture on these points. Rather, they 
brought them into the open through grappling with them as full members of the meeting. They were just 
being themselves. They were not being “teachers.”  
 
In doing this they provided more than just information on the subject. They were also showing how one 
expresses himself and stands up for his ideas in front of others. It was clear from the way that students 
participated that they had learned a great deal about handling themselves in such a situation.  
 
Of course modeling goes on all the time in business organizations. However, I think few people 
understand this or how much impact it has on the system. Unfortunately, much of this is modeling 
behaviors that we want to eliminate in EO’s. We need to be sensitive to and explicit about this aspect as 
we create a new organization. This is especially true as people new to this paradigm will need to learn 
from those with more experience. This learning can be passed most effectively or only through 
modeling. 

Attention and concentration 

If anyone thinks young people cannot concentrate and pay attention over a long time period, they need 
to attend a School Meeting. The one I attended lasted two hours. Everyone in the room no matter what 
age was fully there every minute. It was clear that everyone felt an equal and important part of what was 
going on. It was truly impressive. 
 
How can we replicate this in a business organization? I think only by carrying out all the other aspects in 
the way I experienced them happening. This level of concentration is the result of many factors. It is not 
something we can create directly. We must make certain that each person not only feels an integral part 
of the system but also acts as one. We must do this consciously and continuously.  

An important concern 

I started this list of comments with the systemic nature of the school. My concern is that in listing them 
individually I have made it harder, not easier for you to sense this. Unfortunately, writing such as this 
eletter is a linear process. Therefore, I hope you will step back from the list and look at it as a set of 
interacting parts.  
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In other words, try to get a sense of the whole. Of course, you cannot do this fully. I was able to 
experience the parts together. I did not meet them in a linear fashion as presented here. This allowed me 
to integrate them internally leading to a sense of the whole. None of the parts can stand alone. Each gets 
its importance only from being a part of the whole. 
 

___________________ 
 

Until next time 
In this letter, I have not covered two of the most important functions of the school. These are the School 
Meeting and the Judicial Committee. I cannot do justice to them in a couple of paragraphs. The 
experiences meant too much. The two functions are too important. I will take them up in Letter 11.  
 
Be Well, and  
Be Extraordinary! 
 
Don Yates 
Extraordinary Organizations 
 

* * * 

ANNOUNCEMENTS, INFORMATION, AND COMMENTS 

Comments and questions please 

Please let me have your questions and thoughts so I can include them in the letter. Just click on the email 
link in the Contact Information section below. Thanks 

Forward this letter 

If you know someone you think would enjoy receiving this e-letter, please forward it. Just click on the 
Forward Email link at the bottom of this letter. You will receive a form on which you can add a personal 
note and the name and address of the recipient. 

E-Letter archive  

If you would like to read PDF versions of published CEO E-Letters click on CEO Archives 
 

* * * 
 
Privacy Policy: I never rent, trade or sell my E-mail list to anyone for any reason what so ever. You will 
never get an unsolicited E-mail from a stranger because you joined this list. 
 
© 2004 Don Yates, All rights reserved. You are free to use material from this Creating Extraordinary 
Organizations E-letter in completely or in part. I would appreciate it if you would include with it this 
attribution: 
 

By Don Yates of Extraordinary Organizations. Please visit EO's web site at 
Http://Www.Extraordinaryorganizations.com for more information and resources for Creating 
Extraordinary Organizations. 
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