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Responding to Schoolpersons of Different Generations

Traditionalists/
Veterans
Born Before 1946

Baby Boomers
(Born between 1946

and 1964)

Generation X
(Born Between
1965 and 1977)

Millenials
(Born between1978

and 1997)

Why care about the different generations?

Our global talent shortage is rapidly becoming acute.
The global competition for highly qualified workers
will be in full swing by 2020. The U.S. Department
of Labor predicts that U.S.-based employers will
need 30 million new college-educated workers in the
next decade, while only 23 million young adults are
expected to graduate from college in that period.

It is vitally important that leaders understand
that the workforce of the immediate future will
be vastly different that that of the past.

There are, of course, many variables that im-
pact our life view: ethnicity, socio- economic
status, learning profiles, gender, mobility, family
life, religious beliefs, etc. As we enter the 21st
century we have added generational differences
to the list of variables because we now have
four generations in the work force and technol-
ogy has so impacted how we live our lives.

School leaders can use the strengths of each
generation if they are proactive in learning about
those generational differences and using them
to develop appropriate and productive ways to
work with and lead each of them. Important
tasks for school leaders include the develop-
ment of deeper understanding of the staff mem-
bers who work in a school, learning what they
value and how they view the world, and then
creating a culture where all individuals work in a
collegial manner.

When the principal as well as staff members
from different generations know more about
each group's values, characteristics, and contri-
butions, it is inevitable that a stronger school
culture will evolve.

What are these Generations?

Social scientists have identified four genera-
tional groups whose actions, attitudes, and
achievements are impacted by the discover-
ies, events, and inventions they have ex-
perienced.

These groups
are: The Tradi-
tionalists, The
Baby Boomers,
The Generation
Xers and the
Millenials.

Who are the
people in these
generations?
Traditionalists

Born before 1946, traditionalists have had lots
of experience and were shaped by the great
depression and World War II. Today they
often have the time and means to support
schools in many ways. They may be the
grandparents who are raising students in
the community.

Leaders should remember to:
 acknowledge and ask about their experi-

ences
 be explicit about the ways they have made

a difference
 acknowledge and ask about their experiences.
 be explicit about the ways they have made a

difference.
 let them know that they are the historians of the

changes in education.
 use retired teachers as mentors who will share

their institutional history and their belief that

1940 2020

Generation
2020

(Born after 1997)
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hard work is the right thing to do.

Baby Boomers

Born between 1946 and 1964
these ‘boomers’ were shaped by
the Viet Nam war, the Civil Rights’ Movement, putting
a man on the moon and access to only 3 TV channels.

They, like the traditionalists, have had lots of ex-
perience and are often characterized as being
optimistic but with a competitive edge—their ca-
reers often had them looking for chances to
move up the "career ladder") They are involved
team players who enjoy including others. They
are also process and change oriented—they ex-
pect change. They have worked hard and often
have earned success and independence.

Leaders should remember to:
 Provide them with opportunities to be in-

volved in school life beyond the classroom
 watch for over-commitment and burn-out

keep eye on desired results because they
are process-oriented so may need guidance

They can be
"workaholics”
and they may
expect "perks"
given their age
they should be
provided, when
possible, an ex-
planation of the
rationale for al-
ternative deci-
sions.

Generation X or Gen Xers

Members of this group are
often children of the boomers.
Born between 1964 and 1977
they were shaped by events
like Sesame Street, the Chal-
lenger Disaster, Operation De-
sert Storm and technology like the Internet and
TIVO.

This group repre-
sents the major-
ity of our teach-
ers and parents.
They are often
characterized as
having an Entre-
preneurial spirit,
being global think-
ers who are both
independent and self-Reliance. Socially they
are informal, creative and enjoy fun. At work
they seek feedback and, while being con-
cerned about the quality of their work life, they
seek a balance of personal and professional
lives.

They prefer action to talk so have them "do"
rather than listen and watch.
 Honor their preference for action but moni-

tor the work because often their focus is on
getting the task done rather than thinking
through alternatives, considering pros and
cons, cause and effect, and then identifying
the best course of action.

 use their technology skills to enhance the
work of the organization.

 earn their respect with personal power
rather than with position power.

 to not micro-manage them.
 use their creative energy to help the organi-

zation "think outside of the box."
 let them know that they are on the right

track and give them space to work as inde-
pendently as possible.

Millenials

Born after 1978 this group may range in age
from newborn up to 30 years.
They have been shaped by
events like: 9/11, Columbine, the
Dot Com Crash, and technology
like Google, mp3s and Ipods.

All the students in our schools as well as
our youngest parents are members of this
generation. Generally more willing to take
on the beliefs of their parents than are
boomers or Gen-Xers, they are often char-
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acterized as wanting time with family and
desiring autonomy.

Millennials want feedback and may view si-
lence as disapproval. They are generally
educated and have confidence, a positive
outlook and optimism.

While they have limited experience they ex-
cel at using all forms of technology so re-
member that they can multi-task. Let them
know that they are the future, that you be-
lieve in them, and that they will be mentored.

Leaders should remember to:
 use cutting-edge technology whenever

possible
 use email to communicate
 make the work environment a fun place
 use humor
 understand that they can multi-task
 let them know that they are the future,

that you believe in them, and that they
will be mentored

 provide feedback as they may view si-
lence as disapproval—recognize their
productivity and
results

Leadership from
these Generations

School leaders come
from all four genera-
tions. Some princi-
pals are selected in
their twenties while
others are working
well into their seven-
ties.

Gen X or Millenial principals, working with
staffs comprised mainly of Baby Boom-
ers, will be much more successful when
they not only have an in- depth under-
standing of how Baby Boomers perceive
the world but an understanding of how
their own perspectives and strengths im-
pact the relationships.

At the other end of the generational per-

spective, some older principals are hiring
teachers who were not born when those
principals began their professional ca-
reers.

“The most important point to note is that we
should lead with the mindset that no one gen-
eration is "greater" than another. Our job is
not to try to change those from other gen-
erations into clones of our own genera-
tion. Our goal as leaders is to know all
staff members well, to use our knowledge
about what they know, what they can do,
and what they need in order to be contrib-
uting members of the school community in
ways that promote high levels of student
learning.

Three questions provide focus to this dis-
cussion of generational differences.

What are some of the typical character-
istics of each generation and how can a
leader build upon the strengths of each

group?

Traditionalists as staff
and community mem-
bers serve as histori-
ans of the changes
that have occurred in
education and in our
world in general. It is
important to ac-
knowledge their con-
tributions and life ex-
periences. They often
work as mentors for
young teachers and
help them to see that

learning to teach well is a lifelong en-
deavor. Baby Boomers actively seek op-
portunities to contribute and move up the
career ladder with many seeking adminis-
trative or teacher leader positions. Wise
principals channel their competitive na-
ture and sense of optimism into school
initiatives that benefit everyone in the
school community. The life experiences
of Gen Xers span events from Watergate
to Operation Desert Storm.
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They grew up "pre-standards" with open
classrooms and experiential learning. As
today's teachers, Gen Xers prefer action to
talk and seek balance between their per-
sonal and professional lives. Principals can
call upon their extensive technological
skills to enhance the work of the school
and use their creative energy to think out-
side the box. School leaders should not try
to micro-manage Gen Xers but instead give
them clear guidelines followed by the space
and independence to get the job done. Mil-
lenials value the expertise of the older gen-
erations and bring their cutting-edge techno-
logical knowledge and skills to the school
environment. They are especially adept at
multi-tasking and value and seek immedi-
ate feedback on their work performance.
When we are explicit in letting Millenials
know that we value their expertise and in-
put, we are more likely to retain more of
them in the teaching profession.

How do strong school leaders use their
knowledge of generational differences to
create a school culture where the prefer-
ences and contributions of each genera-
tion are recognized and used to promote

a learning-centered environment?

Paula Rutherford in The 21st Century Men-
tor's Handbook identifies four key variables
of school life (and has recently added a
fifth in journal articles) that are heavily im-
pacted by generational differences.

Those variables are:
 Communication channels
 Professional development
 Feedback
 Supervision and evaluation
 Appreciation and recognition

Those staff and community members who
are 40 years old and younger are called
"digital natives" while those over 40 years
old are "digital immigrants." That is, those
over 40 are at various points in the fre-
quency and sophistication of their use of
technology to learn, teach, and organize
their lives. For the digital natives, the first

choice of communication channels is always
the newest technological one; the Gen Xers
and Millenials are wired and there is no turn-
ing back. Cell phones, instant messaging,
iPods, Podcasts, blogs, e-newsletters, and
so on are the preferred communication
channel for their personal lives and we need
to work with them to make it at least a part
of their professional development and for
giving and receiving instant feedback.

These digital natives need to be patient and
understanding with their colleagues who
are less technologically proficient or in-
clined and the older crowd needs to be ac-
cepting of the new wave.

In teaming and mentoring situations, those
involved need to be proactive in learning
about the work preferences and seek to un-
derstand the perspectives of those who are
coming from a different place and time.

Much like the work we have done around
multiple intelligences theory and learning
styles with our students we need to build
the same level of understanding and appre-
ciation for each other. It is only when we do
the work to better understand and appreci-
ate one another as adults that we will be
able to do our best work in helping students
succeed at high levels.

Why is it important for a principal to
share information about generational dif-
ferences with parents in the school com-

munity?

Anyone who works in a school is fully
aware of the fact that parents in the com-
munity talk about the school their children
attend with friends and neighbors. Many
share their positive feelings about the school
and the teaching staff while others complain
and bemoan the fact that their child has "one
of the older staff members" or "one of those
right-out-of college novice teachers" this
year.

Just as teachers need to develop a better
understanding of the strengths of different
generations, parents likewise will benefit
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from an increased awareness of the potential
contributions of different age groups. An older
teacher may bring wisdom and stability to a
classroom while a newer teacher may bring
new methods and a strong energy and enthusi-
asm to the learning environment.

Each can be seen in a positive light. Sharing
information about generational differences
through school newsletters or at PTA meet-
ings may help parents to look at their child's
teacher with greater optimism. Further, a princi-
pal can highlight different faculty members in
school newsletters acknowledging their ex-
periences and the contributions they make to
the school.

Important tasks for school leaders include the
development of deeper understanding of the
staff members who work in a school, learning
what they value and how they view the world,
and then creating a culture where all individu-
als work in a collegial manner.

When the principal as well as staff members
from different generations know more about
each group's values, characteristics, and con-
tributions, it is inevitable that a stronger school
culture will evolve.”

Get Ready for the Future

Whereas organizations have historically dealt
with diversity in terms of race, gender, sexual
orientation and physical disabilities, they will
now also need to manage extreme age diversity
as members of four, soon to be five, generations
work together side by side. While a record num-
ber of Millennials are entering the workplace,
many older workers are returning to it.

Because of the economic meltdown that began
in 2008, many older workers simply cannot af-
ford to retire. These workers may either stay in
their current jobs longer or enter second ca-
reers, fulfilling long-held dreams when possible.
Increasingly, the federal government is one sec-
tor that appears to be hiring older, more experi-
enced workers.

Five Key Findings from ‘The Generations @

Work’ Survey

Each generation brings a different lens to
the workplace. They have differing expecta-
tions for how they want to work, learn and
communicate. The different lenses of each
generation will impact the employer-
employee relationship.

Five findings from the survey reveal how
these preferences and expectations will
play out in the future workplace:

1. Traditionalists and Baby Boomers are
as likely as Millennials to be Web con-
tributors. Members of all generations are
engaging with and contributing to social me-
dia sites. However, Traditionalists and Baby
Boomers are more likely to be active con-
tributors to existing content, while Millenni-
als focus on creating and publishing new
content.

2. Baby Boomers and Generation Xers look
for a work life/home life balance, while Mil-
lennials see work as “part of life.” Baby
Boomers and Generation Xers place a high
value on being able to blend their work and
home lives, while Millennials consider work to
be part of life. For Millennials, finding a balance
between work life and home life seems
“irrelevant,” in the words of one survey respon-
dent, because “work is part of life, not separate
from it.”

3. Millennials and Generation X place a high
importance on working for a company that
develops both their career and life skills. Mil-
lennials and Generation Xers acknowledge that
establishing oneself in a career is vastly differ-
ent from going to
school. What’s important to members of these
two generations is being able to take advantage
of company-funded training and development
programs.

4. Millennials are likely to select an employer
based on the ability to access the latest tools
and technologies at work. Fifty-eight percent
of Millennials and 52 percent of Generation
Xers agree that
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And so...One of the simplest defini-
tions of corporate culture is “the way we
do things around here.” People who
share common beliefs and assumptions
in an organization, whether stated or not,
are described as fitting into the culture.

Personalize the employee experience.
Develop a systematic and automatic ca-
pability to deliver a unique, tailored ex-
perience by offering a wide range of
choices so that employees can self-select
benefits and services to match their
unique needs. Work with the IT function
to allow employees to select their own
desktop equipment and tools within a
range of parameters.

Create an inclusive culture. Build a
welcoming corporate environment and employer brand
that are sensitive to culture, ethnicity, race, age and
other differences and that provide equitable access to
opportunities, products and services for employees, sup-
pliers and customers. Arrange to be reverse-mentored by
someone as different from you as possible. Sponsor or-
ganizations and events that promote diversity and inclu-
sion.

Emphasize learning agility. Develop an ability at
the organization level to acquire new knowledge and
skills across functions to adapt to a changing environ-
ment. Insist on learning reviews after every major cus-
tomer win or loss to determine causal factors and to
build a common understanding for the next customer
proposal.

Build citizen leadership. Develop a pervasive
approach that reinforces the principles of openness and
democracy through access to information and social col-
laboration in order to deliver sustainability and integrity

within the society in which the organization oper-
ates.

Drive systems thinking. Design and connect sys-
temically across functions and bodies of knowl-
edge, understanding their interdependencies, to
gain a competitive advantage at the organizational
level.

Champion openness and transparency. De-
velop a bias toward full disclosure of the thought
process leading to decisions that matter to the or-
ganization. Create a forum that outlines a major
decision the company is considering; allow em-
ployees to react and offer their ideas.


