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Creating the conditions for reflective team practices: 
examining sociocracy as a self-organizing governance model 
that promotes transformative learning
Renee L. Owen a and John A. Buckb

aSchool of Education, Southern Oregon University, Ashland, OR, USA; bIndependent Scholar

ABSTRACT
This article describes a self-organizing governance model, socio-
cracy (also called dynamic governance), that enhances organiza-
tional learning by providing conditions for transformative team 
learning. When using sociocracy to make policy decisions, a group 
converts into a nonhierarchical structure that supports critical 
reflection and critical dialogue. Sociocracy achieves self-organiz-
ing governance through four defining elements: 1.) The principle 
of consent governs decision-making. 2.) Egalitarian selection of 
persons for leadership and functional tasks. 3.) Circles as the funda-
mental underlying structure. 4.) Double Linking of circles to facil-
itate vertical and horizontal networking. As a framework for 
describing how the features of sociocracy enhance conditions 
that support transformative learning, a research-based model of 
transformative team learning is used. A model by Kasl, Marsick, and 
Dechant identifies three conditions that support ‘synergistic team 
learning:’ 1.) An appreciation of teamwork. 2.) Free and open indi-
vidual expression. 3.) Operating principles with an underlying struc-
ture that builds relationships and values growth. To bring to life 
how sociocracy changes behavior to enhance organizational devel-
opment, we examine one particular case, Rainbow Community 
School. Also reported are accompanying successful outcomes for 
Rainbow Community School, including increased equity and 
advanced cognitive development of students, as evidenced by 
the Lectica Reflective Judgment test.
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Introduction

As our economy and social systems become increasingly complex (Pietersen, 2010), 
complex problems cannot be solved by individuals, but require networked teams of 
people. To adapt and thrive amongst complex change, a learning organization 
realizes teams as the fundamental driver of organization development (Senge, 
1990). Only teams in a flattened network (Kasl et al., 1997), as opposed to individuals 
within a hierarchy, can provide the diversity of perspectives desired to understand 
the context of problems and to pool together creative thought, skills, and capacities 
to solve complex problems. Teams need to be able to engage in meta-processes to 
reflect on their work as a group in order to yield transformative learning, or what 
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Kasl et al. (1997) call “breakthrough” learning for continuous organizational 
development.

The purpose of this paper is to describe an organizational governance system that 
supports transformative learning in teams as they strive to create organizational 
cultures that are participatory and non-hierarchical. We examine team transformative 
learning with consideration for individual transformative learning within the team. 
The relationship between individual transformative learning and team transformative 
learning is complex. Team learning is likely enhanced when individuals within the 
team have the capacity for transformative learning, leading to a collective transfor-
mative effect. Accordingly, it would behoove a team to establish conditions and 
behaviors that support the reflective practices necessary for individual transformative 
learning. Likewise, as team transformative learning occurs, the new situational milieu 
of the team is probably more favorable for individual transformative learning as long 
as individuals have the opportunity to reflect on the new perspectives and behavior 
of the transformed team. Therefore, in a positive team culture, individuals and teams 
likely influence one another in a reciprocal, spiraling, and exponential nature. This 
hypothesized interrelationship between individual and team transformation makes 
sense given that transformative learning theory, as Jack Mezirow (1991) conceived of 
it, is inherently social. The theory places critical reflection and critical dialogue at the 
heart of the learning process, meaning an individual cannot transform completely 
alone. He or she needs others to engage in critical reflection (Hoggan & Kasl, in press).

In this article, we describe the benefits of sociocracy, a governance model also referred 
to as dynamic governance, that embeds within the team decision-making of an organiza-
tion the critical reflection necessary for transformative learning. We examine how socio-
cracy changes the perspectives and behaviors of individuals and teams through one 
particular case, Rainbow Community School. Through narrative, we examine how trans-
formation naturally emerges for both individuals and teams when the structures and 
processes of sociocracy are followed.

The evolutionary need for self-organizing governance in organizational 
learning

In order to understand the role governance can play in promoting conditions of transfor-
mative learning, we provide a historical context within the field of organizational develop-
ment. The latter part of the 20th Century, particularly the 1990’s, was a fertile era for research 
and theory-development in team learning within organizations (Argyris, 1993; Brooks, 1994; 
Marsick & Watkins, 1999; Senge, 1990; Watkins & Shindell, 1994). Building upon theories that 
examined the role of reflection in adult learning – such as Schön (1984) theory of reflection- 
in-action, Kolb (1984) experiential learning theory, and Argyris’s (Argyris et al., 1985) Action 
Science – a paradigm shift in theory for organizational development took hold in the United 
States. The values and practices of the new paradigm of “the learning organization’ include: 
a move from hierarchical to flat structures for decision-making and action, identifying teams 
as the primary engine for organizational learning, and the importance of individuals and 
teams developing capacities of complex thinking.

As organizations endeavored to adopt the new best practices of organizational 
development, the attempted praxis of organizational theory and practice revealed 
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a gap between the organization’s espoused values and values-in-use (Argyris et al., 
1985). Western culture and habits of being were so deeply enmeshed in the values of 
individualism that managers and workers found, despite their best intentions, they fell 
into habituated practices from hierarchical ways of operating. Individuals, and subse-
quently teams and organizations, needed methods to become conscious of their 
assumptions and habits of being that were interfering with their desired actualization 
to be learning organizations.

As a response, practitioners from the field of adult education who specialize in work-
place learning applied concepts from transformative learning theory as an antidote to the 
gap between the espoused values of a learning organization and employees’ habits of 
thought and behavior that impeded their capacity to adapt to changes in organization 
practices. Transformative learning theory helps adults grapple with the task of learning 
new habits of thought and behavior by showing them how to identify unconscious 
assumptions, evaluate their usefulness through critical reflection, and possibly decide to 
adopt new habits of mind to guide conscious action (Mezirow, 1991).

With the recognition of the value of transformative learning for organizational devel-
opment, practical methods of how to create and sustain transformative learning within 
organizational culture and systems needed to be developed.

We suggest that the governance system of an organization can help or hinder the ability 
for individuals and teams within the organization to experience transformative learning. 
Organizational development would advance with more consciousness paid to the powerful 
role played by the governance structure and processes within which teams function. 
However, from our extensive experience, organizations rarely examine their governance 
system because they assume that the dominant governance system is a ‘given.’

Traditional democratic systems of governance tend to define individuals’ roles in 
a limiting, hierarchical manner, which is antithetical to transformative learning. 
Traditional hierarchy confines the flow of information and power in a unidirectional, linear 
fashion and often puts people who hold positional power at odds with those without that 
power. This oppositional milieu discourages individuals from pooling or synergizing their 
combined talents and perspectives to create a coherent, interdependent whole; this 
discouragement often results in team learning that is ‘fragmented’ and ultimately dys-
functional (Kasl et al., 1997).

In contrast to hierarchical forms, self-organizing governance uses a systems design lens to 
organize workgroups in a circular or networked fashion (Buck & Endenburg, 2010). Prigogine 
(1977) and Haken (1983) show that to be self-organizing, a system must meet two conditions. 
First, the elements of any self-organizing system must be equivalent, that is, not controlling 
each other. A system in which the elements do not limit or control each other is without form; 
it is chaotic. Second, to be self-organizing a system must have an external source of energy.

Sociocracy, as a self-organizing governance method, allows an organization to manage 
itself as an organic whole. To make this possible, sociocracy enables every sub-part of the 
organization to have an authoritative voice in the management of the organization. With 
sociocracy, the organization toggles between hierarchical structures (for efficient hand-
ling of day-to-day production) and a flat, nonhierarchical structure that supports reflexive 
inquiry, reflective thinking, and critical dialogue.
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Four defining elements of sociocracy

Four elements construct sociocratic governance: circles, consent decision-making, double 
linking, and elections. Interaction among these four elements guarantees equivalence 
among all participants in the organization and enables self-organizing to occur uninhib-
ited by autocratic fiat. Equally important, the organization is able to retain the advantages 
of hierarchy, such as accountability and efficiency, without compromising egalitarianism 
(Buck & Villines, 2017).

(1) Circles – The organization maintains a structure for decision-making, consisting of 
semi-autonomous ‘circles’ of individuals. (See Figure 1.) Each circle has its own aim, 
which it accomplishes by leading, doing, and measuring/anticipating; thus, creat-
ing a system steering loop that employs both feedback and feedforward. (See 
Figure 2.) A circle makes consent decisions only in specially-formatted circle meet-
ings. Otherwise, more traditional management systems are typically employed to 
lead day-to-day operations. The circle meeting thus functions as a kind of parlia-
ment that sets the rules for the day-to-day operations.

(2) Consent decision-making – The principle of consent governs decision-making. 
Consent means that a proposal becomes a decision when there is no articulated 
and paramount objection to it. In other words, a policy decision can only be made if 
nobody in the circle has a reasoned objection to it that would impede accomplish-
ment of the circle’s aim, including each person’s ability to perform his or her work 

Figure 1. The basic structure is a circle of equivalent, semi-autonomous individuals.
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with integrity. Note that the consent process is different from consensus, which 
requires each decision to be fully agreed-upon by every individual. The consent 
process is also different from majority vote decisions, where 51% of individuals can 
agree to pass a proposal even if that proposal is completely unworkable for 
a minority.

The consent process is enacted in ‘rounds,’ which begin with the facilitator 
collecting reactions and clarifying questions to a proposal. One-by-one everyone 
is given the opportunity to speak in turn around a circle. In the concluding round, 
the facilitator asks if there are any ‘paramount objections’ to the proposal. Note that 
having a paramount objection does not mean that the objecting person simply 
prefers a different solution, but that the person feels the proposal, if passed, will be 
devastating – either to the person as an individual, to the group, or to the 
organization. As the facilitator goes around the circle, even if only one person 
has a paramount objection, that proposal does not pass. The facilitator then leads 
a creative process to address the objection and find a proposal that all can accept.

There are two types of decisions: Policy decisions influence the processes and flow of 
power within the organization. Operational decisions are day-to-day task-oriented deci-
sions. Only policy decisions need to be made through the consent process, whereas 
operational decisions are made through any means agreed-upon by the participating 
individuals in their particular domain.

(1) Double linking – A circle is connected to the next higher circle with a double link. 
This means that at least two persons, one being the functional leader of the circle 
and at least one other elected representative from the circle, are full members of 
the next higher circle. By connecting every circle with one link that flows informa-
tion and energy from the top down and another link that flows information and 
energy from the bottom up, the organization becomes a system of interconnected 
dynamic feedback loops. The sociocratic structure creates a balanced system that 
can dynamically adapt to change (See Figure 3.), thus the moniker ‘dynamic 
governance.’

Figure 2. A ‘circle’ is also a process loop.
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(2) Election of persons – Election of persons for functions or tasks takes place in accor-
dance with the principle of consent. Rather than autocratically assigning individuals to 
posts by a leader or electing people through a majority vote, sociocracy uses 
a nomination process that is intentionally ‘chaotic,’ encouraging an organic emergence 
of decisions regarding elections of persons. Ensuring that everyone accepts the final 
selection increases commitment, reduces friction, and increases productivity.

Synergistic team learning as framework for transformative learning

As a framework for describing how the features of sociocracy enhance conditions that support 
transformative learning, we use a research-based model of transformative team learning 
developed by Kasl et al. (1997). Their model identifies three conditions that support ‘synergis-
tic team learning’ (See Table 1.) where ‘members create knowledge mutually’ (p. 230), and 
where ‘divergent perspectives are integrated through dialectical processes that create shared 
meaning schemes’ (p. 230). [Table 1 near here] Because learning to work synergistically 
requires that team members learn new habits of being that are counter-cultural, the learning 
experience becomes transformative. Note that throughout the rest of the article ‘synergistic 
team learning’ and ‘transformative team learning’ are used somewhat interchangeably.

To bring to life sociocratic concepts and how sociocracy enhances transformative 
learning, in the next section we offer a case study report from one particular sociocratic 
organization, Rainbow Community School.

Conditions for synergistic learning supported by sociocratic governance 
methods at Rainbow Community School

Rainbow Community School is a P-8 independent holistic school, serving about 200 
students. Author Renee Owen was Executive Director of the school from 2007 to 2020. 

Figure 3. Sociocracy converts a traditional hierarchy (on the left) into double-linked circles (on the 
right), creating a system with both ‘governance from above’ and ‘governance from below.’

Table 1. Conditions for synergist team learning, adapted from Kasl et al. (1997, p. 230).
Conditions of Synergistic Team Learning

1. An appreciation of teamwork
2. Free and open individual expression
3. Operating principles with an underlying structure that builds relationships and values growth
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Author John Buck was hired in 2009 as a sociocracy consultant to train and facilitate 
Rainbow’s transition to dynamic governance. Much of the following narrative is told in our 
voices. 

Renee: I sought out training in sociocracy, because I was frustrated. We were using 
a hierarchical model of governance at Rainbow that didn’t seem to align with our holistic 
and progressive values. I sometimes expressed my frustration by saying we were nothing 
more than a ‘benign monarchy.’ By this I meant that although I valued distributed 
leadership and sought the input of all stakeholders, the school’s structure vested me 
with all final managerial decisions. After Jasper helped us transition to sociocracy, the 
level of organizational change that ensued was unprecedented.

Below, we use Kasl, Marsick, & Dechant’s conditions of synergistic team learning as the 
organizing framework to illustrate how sociocracy created conditions that fostered trans-
formative learning (both for teams and individuals within teams) at Rainbow Community 
School.

1. Appreciation of teamwork
As noted by Kasl et al. (1997), Western culture emphasizes the egoic individual. So, for 
Westerners, adjusting to a culture of teamwork can be a disorienting process. For the 
individualist, developing an ‘appreciation of teamwork’ requires a transformation of 
perspective. At Rainbow Community School, the structures and processes of sociocracy 
helped staff members and students adjust to an egalitarian culture of teamwork.

Making decisions in the structure of a circle creates a sense of belonging and worth for 
every individual that enhances the appreciation of teamwork. A circle represents both 
equality and continual movement. All participants seated in a circle can see one another, 
and all voices can be equally heard.

When John Buck introduced Rainbow to the circle as a decision-making structure, he 
explained that the first ‘round’ of any meeting is reserved for a personal ‘check-in.’ As the 
meeting opens, each person, in contiguous order, shares something that indicates what 
emotions or mood they are bringing to the meeting – typically, something that occurred 
earlier in their workday or recently in personal life. Bringing every voice into the room at 
the beginning of the meeting honors a culture of egalitarianism. When people share from 
their inner life, a sense of common humanity develops that enhances the psychological 
safety needed for members to share ideas freely and to be open empathically to others’ 
points of view (Mezirow, 1991, 2003). In addition to a sense of ‘common humanity,’ the 
practice also signals that participation in discussions and problem-solving will be holistic.

Renee: Over the years I have memories of check-in rounds that were fairly perfunctory, 
with people sharing tidbits about their day or simply saying they were doing fine, until 
a teacher tearfully shares that she is experiencing a sense of failure with her class and feeling 
helpless, or a board member reveals that her marriage is dissolving and she has a lot on her 
plate, or a parent tells an awkwardly funny story about the challenges of potty training. 
Suddenly, one can sense everyone’s vulnerability as a hush of compassion envelops the circle 
or a flood of laughter fills the room. An opening check-in is one key to opening hearts and 
minds before jumping into decision-making.

Another way the sociocracy circle structure imparts a sense of egalitarianism is by 
choosing someone other than the CEO or functional leader of a circle as its facilitator.
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Rachel: Before we adopted sociocracy, I, as Head of School, led every faculty meeting. My 
staff sat through many meetings where I made announcement after announcement, asking 
for feedback, but received little more than defacto agreement through lack of open dissent. 
When we began using sociocracy at Rainbow, the faculty circle elected their facilitator. 
Anyone in the circle, including me, was a potential candidate for facilitator; and we chose 
Jason. I became an equal member of the circle, just as any teacher or other circle member. 
Not only did this completely change the nature of how openly people expressed their various 
perspectives, but it was also surprisingly liberating for me! Not having to facilitate freed up my 
attention so I could better hear and sense what people were saying and how they were feeling 
about various proposals.

In addition to a meeting structure that ensures egalitarian opportunities to share, 
sociocratic agenda-formation is a transparent process that invites all voices to the 
planning table (Cervero & Wilson, 2006). The circle’s facilitator and secretary meet 
with the functional circle leader to create an agenda with input from other circle 
members.

Renee: Suddenly, we found new and creative ideas on the faculty agenda that led to leaps 
in innovation, as lower-status faculty members, such as assistant teachers, began placing 
unique ideas or troublesome problems on the agenda. Often a problem that was tacitly 
assumed to be chronic and unsolvable would be brought to the circle, forcing us to examine 
our assumptions and opening pathways toward new ideas.

For example, as a private school, the inequity of charging everyone who was not on 
financial aid the same tuition seemed like a ‘necessary evil.’ Wealthy families would perhaps 
willingly pay higher tuition, but then our tuition would out-price our middle-income families. 
When a staff member put this chronic problem on the administrative circle agenda it felt 
exasperating. But once we began our rounds, ideas arose for making a semi-sliding fee scale 
that, for the first time, sounded viable. We ended up designing a fee model that, as far as we 
know, is unique to our school. We named it Voluntary Equitable Tuition (VET). Now, when 
parents sign their tuition contract, they can pay the minimum tuition rate (or less if they 
receive financial aid), or they can opt to pay more than the tuition. The extra tuition is billed 
to them monthly but labeled as a tax-deductible donation. The donations fund further 
financial assistance for families at the bottom of the income scale. Since we introduced 
VET, about 30% of families participate, helping us become a more equitable school.

After adopting sociocracy, Rainbow began experiencing other culture shifts. Some 
shifts were exciting, such as the higher level of innovation, while others were uncomfor-
table. The faculty soon discovered that toxicity cannot stay hidden in a sociocratic 
organization. Issues that used to fester rose to the surface – particularly, issues of 
power. While some job positions hold more status or power, the people who are 
appointed or elected to high-status positions in sociocracy are only afforded power 
through the others in the organization. 

Renee: As Head of School, I was concerned and confused about this aspect of sociocracy. 
Although I valued egalitarianism in principle, I was not keen on giving up my power.

John: I tried to explain to Renee that she wasn’t giving up power – just reconfiguring it, 
but she didn’t understand until a critical incident brought to light how power is conveyed 
with consent.
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Renee: The incident occurred when we were dealing with some of the financial fall-out 
from the Great Recession. Due to a drop in enrollment, I had to make major budget cuts, 
and I made the decision to lay-off three assistant teachers. An atmosphere of lay-offs is 
always tough on staff morale, and in this case one of the laid-off individuals was a beloved 
elder storyteller. Teachers were angry, and having recently adopted sociocracy, they 
wanted to know why they weren’t a part of the hiring and firing decision-making process.

John: Renee called me in a panic, demanding, ‘I can’t hand over hiring and firing decisions! 
Those decisions rely upon too much confidential information! Other people don’t have all 
the facts!’ I encouraged her to test the consent process and value the situation as a chance 
to do a bold experiment.

Renee: At the next faculty meeting we considered a proposal that a team of faculty 
members make personnel decisions. I realized that as a member of the circle I had the 
power of paramount objection; the proposal couldn’t pass without my consent. This was 
reassuring, but how could we come to consent on a hiring and firing policy that everyone 
would accept as fair? When considering a proposal, the first round is designated as a time 
for questions, and one-by-one members asked questions about the hiring and firing 
process. My answers drew a picture of the complexity of the process and the level of 
confidentiality involved. During the second round, which is a reaction round, faculty 
members had an opportunity to share their emotional distress openly, which seemed to 
diffuse a lot of tension. After the question and reaction rounds, the faculty generally 
accepted that personnel decisions could not be made by a large group of people. I was 
happily surprised that I wasn’t the only person who had a paramount objection to the 
proposal! Together, we crafted a new proposal in which I remained the primary personnel 
decision-maker, but with a small advisory committee. In the end, I retained the power to 
hire and fire, with the explicit consent of my faculty, which erased the previous toxicity 
around such decisions . . . and with the help of a small committee I even found a way to 
retain the employment of our beloved storyteller!

Last, under the topic of appreciation of teamwork, sociocracy isn’t just for adults. 
Teachers at Rainbow facilitate team learning amongst their students on a daily basis. 
Students, for example, use sociocratic-like processes to run weekly class meetings. 
Students as young as first grade bring agenda items and make decisions through group 
discourse, thus building critical reflection skills starting at a young age. Teachers repeat-
edly witness the students who may not be the strongest students academically offer some 
of the most creative ideas for a project or address a class problem in a way that leads to 
transformative learning. 

Renee: Rainbow Community has two girls to thank for our beautiful stage. Our stage used 
to be covered with ugly blue carpet, but two middle school girls who thrive on stage in 
dancing performances, made a proposal to install wooden flooring on the stage. Had it 
not been for sociocracy, almost certainly their proposal would have been written off as 
naive, given these girls couldn’t possibly understand the financial impacts. But through 
the consent process, which validated these young people as equal team members, it was 
decided that they would research the costs and define all the logistics. This empowered 
the girls, and they returned a week later with a proposal that included having the flooring 
done by a parent contractor who would do the job at such an incredible bargain that their 
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proposal then went to the administrative circle and was passed. It was an extra special joy 
to see the girls dance on our beautiful new stage for their final performance before 
graduating.

2. Free and open individual expression
The election process provides an excellent demonstration of how sociocracy supports 
individuals’ growing confidence and capacity for free and open expression. Here’s how 
the election process works: The facilitator asks each person in the circle to write on a piece 
of paper, ‘I (your name) nominate (name of nominee) for position.’ Each person hands 
their nomination to the facilitator, who reads the names aloud and asks each person the 
reasons for their choice. As people express their reasons for believing their nominee 
would make an excellent secretary (for example) everyone hears their rationale, and some 
may find themselves swayed by the arguments. Then the facilitator conducts a second 
round, and people explain whether they are sticking with their first nomination or 
changing to a new person. After the second round, the facilitator proposes a choice 
based on the strength of arguments. The final step is to go around the circle to see if there 
are any paramount objections to the person proposed, and if not, the person consented 
to becomes the new secretary. 

John: Once Rainbow adopted sociocracy, each circle needed to elect some of its members 
to various positions, including a facilitator and secretary. While training the faculty, I acted 
as facilitator for the faculty circle’s first election. I remember how uncomfortable many of 
the faculty felt about nominating people for faculty circle facilitator. Mezirow defines 
a ‘disorienting dilemma’ as the first step in the transformative learning process, and that is 
exactly how the election process felt, as it ‘forced’ faculty members to express opinions 
that others may not have agreed with.

Renee: The first several times we used the election process it dragged on, as teachers kept 
saying things like, ‘Everyone would be a wonderful facilitator!’ or ‘It was so hard to choose, 
I am nominating Cherry, but Darien and Meena and Jenny would ALL make such great 
facilitators.’ On and on, people felt compelled to extol the virtues of everyone in the circle 
and had a hard time confidently naming their number one choice.

However, with practice, our teachers became more comfortable with the critical 
discourse of the election process. Overall, as they adapted to the sociocratic way of 
thinking, they became more open and bolder in expressing opinions different from 
their peers. I could see sociocracy changing our culture into one where free and open 
individual expression was becoming the norm.

As a result, our experience in using the sociocratic election process at Rainbow is that 
often someone unexpected is elected for a position, because as people go around the 
circle they hear surprising perspectives of others, causing them to openly reflect on ideas 
they hadn’t thought of regarding who could fill a position. What’s most exciting is when 
participants nominate themselves – a bold move of individual expression! As people 
became more comfortable with expressing their opinions, they learned that if they want 
a position, and they nominated themselves in the first round, that in the second round 
almost everyone changes their vote to the person who elected herself, since it was a sure 
showing of confidence in performing the duties of the position. If more than one person 
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nominates themselves, the facilitator often will ask them to dialogue with each other with 
the rest of us observing. The outcome is always unpredictable!

Paramount objections become fertile ground for breakthrough thinking

As described above, the consent process requires a series of ‘rounds’ that give each person 
in the circle a voice. In a final round of considering a proposal, the facilitator asks if there are 
any ‘paramount objections.’ A paramount objection is likely to have both an intellectual and 
an emotional component. In fact, persons with an objection may often say, ‘Something 
doesn’t feel right.’ It may take the facilitator a few minutes to help the person articulate what 
is causing that feeling. Honoring feelings as well as logic not only builds authentic consent 
once decisions are made, but it also builds empathy in relationships.

Even if there is only one person who has a paramount objection to a proposal, it 
doesn’t pass. Sometimes a small tweak is enough to make the proposal amenable, while 
other times require a complete reframing of the proposal. Although at first a paramount 
objection may seem like a disorienting dilemma to the rest of the group, it forces every-
one to reflect on disconfirming and perhaps challenging views, as well as the thoughts 
and needs of the individual who objected. More often than not, a paramount objection 
results in ‘breakthrough thinking’ (Kasl et al., 1997), a pathway to transformative learning. 

Renee: Rainbow had a long tradition of holding a book fair once a year. A small ‘pop-up’ 
bookstore would appear on campus, and kids and parents would delight in leaving with 
a new picture book or the next in a series from a favorite young author. But as we 
became a more economically diverse organization, the book fair was not fun for every-
one, namely the students whose families could not afford to buy new books. For 
a couple of years, we patched the situation by asking wealthier families to donate 
books to other families, but that also felt inequitable, because people who couldn’t 
afford books shouldn’t feel as if they are accepting charity. Finally, one year there was 
a paramount objection to holding the book fair. At first, not holding the cherished fair 
seemed unthinkable, but the objection opened the faculty circle to brainstorming 
alternatives. The end result was a book exchange, where families brought gently used 
books to donate, and every child could choose at least one book to take home for free. It 
was a beautiful and equitable success. Particularly in issues of equity, this is one example 
of how sociocracy opened our community to become a more inclusive culture. Quite 
literally, the majority no longer ruled.

3. Operating principles with an underlying structure that builds relationships and 
values growth
An important aspect of the sociocratic consent process that relates to transformative 
learning is the opportunity for team members to truly listen to the perspectives of others. 
As people speak to issues in a round, the experience is somewhat akin to a group ‘think- 
aloud’ process, where everyone’s thinking and assumptions become exposed. As such, 
the consent process, done well, becomes a built-in reflective practice that builds compas-
sion and mutual understanding.

The process of consent creates a participatory atmosphere of connection because 
decisions are owned by the whole group. If a decision ends up not working, people 
don’t point at one person, unlike the toxic undercurrent of division that can happen with 
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majority votes where those who disagreed may forever grumble about the decisions with 
which they didn’t agree.

One technique for resolving a paramount objection is to experiment with implement-
ing something for a short period of time. The secretary keeps track of how long the trial 
period is, and the results are evaluated at the end of the trial. During this open reflection 
time, the circle endeavors to lean on ‘accurate and complete information’ (Mezirow, 2003) 
and honestly admit if the trial didn’t work. 

Renee: Rainbow places a high value on making school like a home, and not an institution. 
Our campus is a scattering of buildings, some that are repurposed houses. We have over 
30 doors to the outside, a situation that presented a safety challenge in the new era of 
lockdowns. A proposal to keep all doors locked at all times, not surprisingly, drew some 
strong faculty objections. Yet, we had to do something to protect our children from 
potential threats. After careful consideration, those who objected accepted a 30-day trial 
period. During the trial period, we all learned many problems with locking doors that we 
could not have predicted. Those who objected also became willing to try a modified 
approach for a subsequent trial period. Eventually, after developing a master key system, 
we collectively wrote a policy that met everyone’s needs, and no one felt that the new 
system was imposed upon them from above.

The double linking structure as a pathway to boundary-less breakthroughs

Although sociocracy can work within just one team or circle, when it is used as an 
organization-wide structure, the double-linking feature creates a boundary-less pathway 
for innovative ideas to travel quickly, often providing contributions that may have other-
wise been unheard or overlooked from individuals whose traditional status is at the lower 
levels of an organization. Frequently, those on the front lines have perspectives and ideas 
most needed for perspective transformation, as occurred when Denisa, Rainbow’s after- 
school leader (a non-faculty position) placed an issue on the faculty agenda. 

Renee: After adopting sociocracy, our commitment to becoming a more inclusive and 
equitable organization accelerated. As a result, our clientele was changing dramatically 
and we were serving a large number of children whose needs we were not prepared to 
accommodate, including food insecurity. Because she works in the after-school program, 
Denisa has unstructured time to get to know students, making her acutely aware of the 
issues many of our new students were facing. She saw that many of them didn’t have 
a snack to eat, or they didn’t have transportation to get home, or even a home to go to.

I remember how heavy this issue felt when Denisa brought it to the faculty. We simply 
weren’t equipped to handle all these unforeseen issues and our budget was extremely 
tight. Our facilitator had us take a moment to reflect on the love we have for these 
children and to be open to the possibility that through our love we will know how to take 
action. By the end of the meeting, we had passed a proposal to form a new program 
called Love in Action (LIA). We elected Denisa to lead it. Denisa found resources through-
out the community for LIA to provide wrap-around, dignified, family-centered services to 
families. Today LIA is a model for other private schools that serve diverse populations. One 
of LIA’s many features is an on-campus ‘shop-for-your needs’ food-bank, which serves 
about 100 people weekly, sometimes including fresh produce from our on-campus 
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garden. Had Denisa not had the power to place her concern for these families on the 
faculty agenda, I don’t imagine we would ever have addressed these equity issues to such 
a degree. We might have assimilated a new program into our old structure, but LIA 
fundamentally changed who we are, who we serve, and how we operate.

An open structure that allows time for generative decision-making

A generative consent decision-making process, such as in the Love in Action story, cannot 
happen if the time for the processing is not flexibly structured into the governance 
process. A skilled sociocratic facilitator recognizes the ‘strategic moments’ when ‘gen-
erative thinking that typifies synergistic learning’ (Kasl et al., 1997) is bubbling up, and she 
organically allows the team to have what Kasl, Marsick, & Dechant call a ‘time-out’ without 
worry about the schedule. Time outs can be a catalytic ingredient to team learning. It is 
during these moments that the most exciting insights arise, which is what happened 
when Rainbow’s faculty circle facilitator asked everyone to take a moment to consider 
their love for students in need.

Evidence of success

Rainbow Community School underwent dramatic transformation after adopting socio-
cracy. The school changed its mission and vision, almost doubled enrollment, and more 
than doubled the size of the campus within two years. Rainbow Community School 
became known nationally and locally for its agile organizational learning and innovative 
equitable practices.

While Rainbow cannot empirically credit all of these successful transformation to its 
adoption of sociocracy, we attribute much of the success to the reflective culture that 
sociocracy helped Rainbow to develop – a culture that supported transformative learning.

Most important is the effect of sociocracy on the student experience. Whether due to 
the influence from their teachers, who were becoming skilled reflective practitioners, or 
a direct result of student participation in sociocracy, Rainbow students demonstrated 
reflective capacities. Growth in reflective learning is not easily measured, but Dr. Theo 
Dawson and her team at Lectica used research from Harvard’s Mind, Brain, and Education 
program to design standardized tests that assess human development by measuring 
complexity of thinking. (Dawson, 2001, 2020; Dawson-Tunik, 2006).

Rainbow’s fourth through eighth graders took Lectica’s Reflective Judgment test, which, 
as the name infers, reveals how well the test-taker can objectively reflect on the perspective 
of others and apply that to conflict resolution, persuasion, and deliberation. Students 
respond to questions about ethical dilemmas by writing essays in which they defend their 
thinking. Lectica has a complex scoring system that codes each response and examines lines 
of reasoning to determine cognitive development.

Rainbow’s students, as a cohort, scored higher than the 25,000 students Dr. Dawson’s 
team had previously tested. (See Figure 4.) From Dr. Dawson, ‘Lectica has tested many 
other private schools – very good ones – and also public schools of high socio-economic 
level, but we have never seen scores like Rainbow.’ (Dawson, n.d.) Additionally, she said 
Rainbow students have remarkable ‘perspectival’ abilities to take the perspective of 
others, a core aspect of transformative learning.
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Again, while there is no empirical proof that sociocracy, rather than other factors, caused 
student success, there are two main aspects of the learning culture at Rainbow that 
sociocracy clearly influenced. One, is a culture of inclusion and relational compassion that 
sociocracy nurtures for adults and students alike, providing a safe atmosphere for critical 
reflection and dialogue. A second, is the ability for teams of students to use sociocractic- 
style processes to work together in a synergistic fashion. As the Lectica test scores indicate, 
by the time Rainbow students graduate from 8th grade, many have developed to or 
beyond the level of many adults in their capacity to reflect on the perspectives of others, 
an anticipatory mindset that supports life-long transformative learning.

Conclusion

Culminating in the 1990’s, a paradigm shift occurred in organizational theory, moving the 
primary learning unit from the individual to teams. Kasl et al. (1997) and many other adult 
learning theorists (Argyris, 1993; Brooks, 1994; Marsick & Watkins, 1999; Peck, 1998; Senge, 
1990; Watkins & Shindell, 1994) identified the reflective dispositions of individuals and 
teams that create synergistic conditions for transformative team learning.

One of the era’s mantras was ‘structure influences behavior’ (Senge, 2006, p. 286). 
However, the underlying governance structure of most organizations did not fundamen-
tally change to match the growing demand for open, reflective conditions that promote 
transformative learning in learning organizations.

In this article, we document one example of the successful application of a self-organizing 
method of governance called sociocracy. We explain how Rainbow Community School’s shift 
to a sociocratic governance structure leveraged transformative learning.

Figure 4. Reflective judgement test results. rainbow is ‘best performing school.’.
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We close with some anecdotal thinking from Elizabeth Kasl (n.d.), one of the authors of 
the article on the synergistic team learning model. After reading an early draft of our 
article, she wrote to us:

I have been thinking about a ‘shorthand’ way that people use to describe the difference 
between Paolo Freire’s and Myles Horton’s theory and practice of transformative learning. It is 
said, ‘Friere believed that you needed to change people’s critical consciousness and that 
change in consciousness would lead to change in behavior. Horton believed that if you 
changed people’s behavior, that change in behavior would lead to change in consciousness.’

My ‘aha’ thought is that sociocracy is a manifestation of Horton’s philosophy. Sociocracy 
creates structures that guide people’s behavior in ways that help them practice participatory 
ways of acting, and thus, internalize participatory consciousness . . ..

Shortly before he died, Myles Horton came to Teachers College at Jack’s [Mezirow’s] invita-
tion . . . Horton spoke a bit and then people asked questions. I do not remember the exact 
question, but I remember Horton’s answer vividly (and this was over 30 years ago). The 
question somehow invited Horton to talk about the special power in his facilitation skills.

Horton paused and in his slow, Southern, down-home drawl, observed, ‘Oh I don’t do 
anything special’ . . . After a brief pause, ‘All we do is just ask people to follow two 
Highlander rules – everybody gets a chance to talk, and, you have to be polite.’ ‘You have 
to be polite’ is probably his shorthand for ‘listen respectfully.’

I find this comparison of sociocracy to the Horton/Highlander philosophy useful. Sociocracy is 
like a missing piece that partners with all Mezirow’s abstract talk about ‘setting the condi-
tions’ for critical discourse, or for the abstract descriptions in the team [synergistic] learning 
model . . . Sociocracy is a set of practices that both embodies and engenders ‘the conditions.’
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