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“Better”
A couple of weeks ago we were having a nice family dinner with Carter. He’d returned from soccer practice, showered, set the table with a modicum of care; and as we feasted on grilled chicken, Carter mentioned that he didn’t think St. Andrew’s was that invested in sports. I tried not to point out the new athletic center rising 200 yards beyond our kitchen window, instead asking him to explain his thinking. He remarked that the soccer balls for the boys’ teams were old and frayed, and had probably been around for ten years. He claimed if we were serious about sports; if we aspired to get better and compete; if we wanted to attract premier athletes; then we’d have brand new soccer balls because, Carter quipped, equipment equals excellence.
I’ve learned through countless parental mistakes that not engaging in the argument allows the food to retain its taste; so I chewed away without launching into a tenacious defense of the athletic budget and philosophy, and the fierce competitiveness of all our teams. The meal progressed to less contentious topics like math homework and room cleanliness, and soon Carter was clearing his plate and off to study hall.
Because God has a sense of humor, it came about that the next day Carter played some heated pick-up basketball with a few of you during the afternoon. He returned home exhausted. As he gulped down glasses of water and nursed bruises from contested rebounds and paint battles, I inquired about the upcoming basketball season. Massaging his sore arms, Carter admitted that he didn’t think he could make the Varsity this year, and besides, he wasn’t sure he wanted to because “Coach Myers has these really hard practices. They just run and run and run.” Gee, we asked, do you think there’s a correlation between that work ethic and getting better, between rigorous training and excellent sports teams – or is it just those flashy warm-up sweatpants and jerseys that allow those players to be better than you? To his credit, Carter recognized the trap he’d set for himself and laughed, although I noticed he involuntarily rubbed his legs, perhaps anticipating the next set of punishing sprints.
To be better entails effort and commitment. We all want to improve, to raise our grades, teach more effectively, write more persuasively, draw more vividly. We want to feel better, look better. We want to be a better friend, sibling, parent or spouse; we hope that the workplace can be more productive; we seek a safer, fairer, cleaner world. Deep within our hearts, we are not satisfied with what we have, mainly for the right reasons – we get restless with the status quo. Schools like St. Andrew’s are a barometer of improvement, from 1st quarter to 2nd quarter, from pre-season to the state tournament, from September to June, from the III Form to the VI Form, from your first year teaching to your 32nd year in the classroom.  
A doctor named Atul Gawande recently wrote a book called Better, about how surgeons improve their performance. In Dr. Gawande’s mind, doctors who get better, actually want to get better, and they posses one common trait:  

….ingenuity – [which means] thinking anew.  Ingenuity…is not a matter of superior intelligence but of character. It demands more than anything a willingness to recognize failure, to not paper over the cracks, and to change. It arises from deliberate, even obsessive, reflection on failure and a constant searching for new solutions…Betterment is perpetual labor. (Better p.9)

Significantly, being a better doctor has less to do with skill and more to do with self-reflection, with an unrelenting readiness to question and rethink. Gawande insists that failure can’t be avoided, but instead it must be seized as an opportunity from which to learn. Ironically, failure teaches.
Later, a nurse tells Gawande that the best doctors she works with manifest a keen sense of “wonder, [which forced them] to reconsider the path they were on. They asked colleagues for another perspective. They set aside their egos” (p. 164). Gawande asserts that improvement occurs only through audacious thinking, determination, honesty and collaboration. We must pose the tough, unavoidable questions, and pursue them with fortitude and trust.
Why is it difficult to get better? Why can’t it happen quicker, and why, as Carter feared about basketball, does it require such exertion? Clearly, there’s risk involved: admitting what we are doing now isn’t successful compels a cold, searing look into our core. It’s easier if we deny and continue to glide through with mediocrity.
Additionally, we live in a culture that feeds on instant results: we have let ourselves believe in the myth of spontaneous gratification. Everything in our culture is about “Now!” – lose five pounds “now,” order “now,” get it “now,” feel better “now,” look better “now.” We don’t have the stamina or the patience to advance.
Finally, what we are appears safer than what we don’t know. Habits of a lifetime are hard to change; you can’t teach an old dog new tricks – choose your cliché. They are clichés because we’ve been living them for centuries.
With all these forces, within us and pressing upon us from our world, how do we get better? Sometimes the motivation to get better is selfish or counter-productive: college pressures, expectations of parents and peers, short term gifts that usually happen from taking short cuts, behavior modifications that are rewarded tangibly, which is basically bribery. Every parent plays this game, usually at dinner or at bedtime, and rarely with success. Schools also fall prey: did any of you participate in middle school competitions that earned you free pizza for reading books?  One sociologist reported that such incentives led to fat children who hated to read.
However, if we listen to our higher angels, if we focus less on the material rewards, we can be better. We accomplish this critical growth through two skills we repeatedly practice here as students and as teachers. The first is the capacity to self-reflect, to assess our situation, to know ourselves. To change necessitates a personal inventory, an honest and fair view of ourselves. Students practice self-assessment on papers, projects, artwork. In sports you self-reflect to understand your technique in the middle of the game to be able to alter it for more effective results. My parents screamed at me, “Why did you do that?” so often it became second nature for me to ask it of myself.
Being able to know ourselves allows us to collaborate with ourselves, rather than fighting against our inner ways when we don’t know what we’re doing. Self-reflection lets us recognize moments that will be difficult but then enables us to lead with our personal strengths to solve the problem. Over the years I’ve realized I’m not good in conflict, but if I actually start the conversation, rather than be put on the defensive, I’m more open to what I’m feeling. It’s still uncomfortable, but it’s healthier for me. 
The second path toward genuine improvement stems from collaborating with others. Dr. Gawande describes the better doctors who constantly sought another perspective, who invited questions and debate. Such a move demands courage, because we expose ourselves to another: we ask for help, we reveal our dissatisfaction and doubt.  Students may find a peer tutor more helpful than a teacher, because that peer, indeed, is you, is someone who has just learned that concept. Captains, seniors, older brothers and sisters may be more effective teachers than coaches, dorm parents and parents because, again, it’s you. That initial appeal for assistance is fraught with anxiety and embarrassment – but it’s an undertaking of strength nonetheless, a progression out of isolation and into community.
Collaboration isn’t just for teenagers.  This summer at the Klingenstein Program, Ms. Smith participated in a “critical friends” workshop. The concept was that a teacher asks colleagues for help with some aspect of teaching, and then “critical friends” give intense, affirming feedback to the teacher. Faculty at St. Andrew’s visit classes, talk about teaching methods and challenges, share better practices about coaching, advising, dorm life, careers. Those of you familiar with Alcoholics Anonymous recognize the deeply collaborative nature of those weekly meetings, gatherings where alcoholics sustain each other. Parenting can be done alone, but in the end, the magic of raising a child is mirrored by the magic of conception, a physical collaboration. Parenting can be any two people, or three, or four or multi-generational – but it is most beneficial and rewarding when done with another.
When we collaborate, we build a bridge out of ourselves to others, enriching our lives. We strengthen ourselves through linking our weaker elements in concert to create a resilience against passivity. By connecting, we embolden ourselves – such was the glory of the Chilean miners, who for 68 days survived together. They are our example: to get out took a long time, requiring labor, ingenuity and collaboration. There was no instant solution. The rescuers, from all over the world, teamed and thought collectively; the miners below organized themselves, made their terrifying and imprisoned world a haven of friendship and affirmation. And then last week we witnessed their magnificent pageant out of the darkness into the arms of the awaiting world. 
Ultimately, we must dedicate our very beings to perpetuate the eternal: we only get better when we enhance the lives of others. That’s the pinnacle of collaboration. My improvement is valid purely in the service of someone else; otherwise, it’s ego-driven, selfish, greedy. But when we embrace our moral compulsion to advance our families, this School, our country and world, then we regenerate our foundation and relationships and communities to be better than we alone could ever be. 
To improve is an act of faith. It urges us to stretch beyond our exile to a holier vision of ourselves. Hope, the ability to imagine that recreation, ignites the process of change, and sustains us through adversity. And because we find similarly broken and searching souls on the other side of this transformation, we discover love. Love allows us to be wholly engaged with another; love grants us the strength, majesty and generosity to accept those around us; and love secures us the chance to be electrically connected, in dignity and purpose, to our families and neighbors so that what we experience together becomes the best.
