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Part 1: Shepherd’s Pie–The Fable 

Once upon a time there was a hard-working sheep dog named Ruff. Ruff was a proud 

leader of all the sheep dogs on Shepherd’s Farm. The sheepdogs shared goals of herding the 

sheep for the farmer, keeping the sheep safe from predators, and facilitating the annual 

Shepherd’s Pie Festival every year. Shepherd’s Farm was well known in Hicksville for hosting 

an annual pie selling fundraiser to raise money to keep the farm open and operating to provide 

food to the community. One thing you need to know about Shepard’s Farm is that it is filled with 

a very special kind of magic in which all the animals can talk and be understood by humans as 

well. Each one of the sheep came together to bake hundreds of shepherd’s pies to be sold at the 

festival. Most communication at Shepherd’s Farm between the farmer and the sheep is mediated 

by Ruff. Ruff has always had excellent relationships and rapport with the sheep, as well as his 

sheep dog peers. All the animals on the farm love Ruff and he is a very well-respected leader.  

As the time approached to prepare for the Shepherd’s Pie Festival, the farm was running 

as usual. Then suddenly Ruff’s eye caught a swift movement towards the back of the herd as the 

sheep started running in chaos. There was danger.  “A pack of wolves is circling the herd!” 

shrieked one of the dogs. Ruff commanded the dogs to herd the sheep into the barn to safety. 

Luckily the barn was very spacious to fit all the sheep and each sheep family was designated a 

separate stall. It was not ideal or as peaceful as sleeping under the stars, but the sheep understood 

that the situation was temporary, or so they all thought. As Ruff led the sheep dogs to inspect the 

premises around the farm, they noticed the wolf pack was not going away. In fact, they had set 

up a camp right outside the farm line where the field meets the timber. The farmer instructed 

Ruff to keep the sheep in the barn until the wolf pack had left. Days turned to weeks, the sheep 

were getting restless staying in their barn stalls. Not to mention, the Shepherd’s Pie Festival was 
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only weeks away, and it was time to start preparing the hundreds of pies. Ruff and the other 

sheepdogs were concerned for the safety of the sheep, but also themselves and their own 

families. The farmer was concerned for the safety of his family as well, but also the profitability 

of selling pies at the festival which the farm counted on to stay afloat. The sheep were concerned 

with safety but there was also another meaningful concern for the sheep.  

In the past, the sheep would all come together to bake the pies. Each year the sacred 

recipe would be passed down to young sheep educating them in the ways of pie. All the sheep 

would gather together in the field as a group to begin the preparation. As a young sheep, it was a 

memorable life event for the opportunity to take part in the traditional Shepherds’ Pie baking day 

in which only those deemed mature and responsible enough can participate. Participation in the 

collaborative baking experience meant that the young sheep were now a responsible part of the 

community. The inaugural baking day prompted positive interactions with sheep in the 

community they may not have had the opportunity to connect with otherwise. Friendships would 

also spark and blossom on and after the baking day. There was typically a lot of laughter, 

hugging and lifelong memories created. Of course, most important was that the secret 

Shepherd’s Pie recipe knowledge would be passed on to the next generation of sheep and 

continue to live on. This was the sheep’s favorite time of year because they loved working 

together and getting to know each other, sharing laughs and strengthening relationships as they 

learned and cooked together for a meaningful event. 

Due to the wolves staked out by the farm, this year was going to be much different. The 

farmer, in fear for the sheep’s safety, was not comfortable allowing the sheep out of the barn to 

cook the Shepherd’s Pies as they had in previous years. Ruff had to figure out a way for the pies 

to be made this year with the sheep separated by stalls in the barn. It was also uncertain if the 
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Shepherd’s Pie Festival would take place this year, as there had been another pack of wolves 

spotted near the farm. Farmer Shepherd and Ruff consulted on the best way to handle the 

situation. They determined that the safety of everyone on the farm must be the top priority. Ruff 

would continue tending to the sheep in the barn and figure out a way to facilitate the Shepherd’s 

pie baking day from inside the barn instead of the field as had always been done in the past. 

Ruff’s only concern was the amount of time it would take to complete the pie baking in the barn 

instead of having the large space in the field. Time taken away from his family right now was a 

concern, his wife was pregnant with an upcoming due date. Not to mention, his mother was an 

easy target for the wolves growing slower with age. Ruff decided to announce the new plan for 

baking day to the sheep right away. Knowing that there would be some dissent, he chose to talk 

with some of the other sheep dogs to get their input. Most of the sheep dogs agreed that was the 

best solution, with safety as the top priority. Another sheep dog with a growing family explained 

that the expected increase in hours needed to protect the farm may be an issue. Ruff also asked 

for support from a couple trusted sheep who had always been communicative on the morale of 

the group. Stone was one of the elder sheep and well-respected by the community. While Stone 

agreed with Ruff that the sheep must be safe, he did not like the idea of having to bake the 

Shepherd’s pies in the barn this year. He was worried that tradition would be lost and there 

would not be enough opportunities for the sheep to interact and grow relationships. Another 

concern was the effect on the quality of the pies with the sheep’s reputation tied to them. Another 

sheep named Shirley was in total support of prioritizing the safety of all and looked forward to a 

new challenge. She enjoyed the barn environment more than most sheep and even preferred it 

over the dangers of the fields. In pondering this decision, Ruff realized that if they were to return 

to the fields now, there would be great change anyways that would cause disruptions. Guards 
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would need to be posted and the sheep would follow strict safety rules which would impact their 

ability to realize the goals of the pie baking festival. Armed with two advocates, Ruff made the 

announcement to the sheep. 

“It has been decided that preparation for this year’s annual Shepherd’s Pie baking day 

will take place in the barn,” Ruff explained to all the sheep. The main response of the sheep was 

disappointment. There were audible sighs. Shirley may have been the only excited sheep in the 

barn letting out a loud shriek of joy. Stone spoke up and agreed with those disappointed but 

explained his support due to the safety of the herd. Everyone agreed. Shirley reminded the sheep 

that at least they would still get to enjoy the baking day this year. Ruff walked the sheep through 

his plan to install a speaker system in the barn as well as a phone system connecting each stall. 

There would also be a rotating table to operate as an assembly line.When the rotating assembly 

line between stalls was explained to the group, Stone expressed his opinion that the added 

measure would not be necessary as the sheep can just hand over what is needed from stall to 

stall. Ruff explained having to lift and pass the Shepherd’s pie ingredients between stalls for 

hundreds of pies may be burdensome but he would go along. Stone’s grandson exclaimed, “I’ll 

pass them from our stall, grandpa!” Everyone laughed and agreed that they could handle the 

transfer of ingredients and pies. Ruff did not agree, but he did not want to lessen the sheeps’ 

enthusiasm. Stone second guessed his recommendation but it was too late to take it back. One 

sheep who’s shoulder had been injured initially thought it would be too much work but 

determined not to be a hindrance to the group agreed with the majority.  

With the Shepherd’s pie festival only days away, the barn was secured with all 

ingredients, ovens and supplies inside. The sheep were each separated by family into their own 

stalls all with supplies to put together ingredients for the pies that would then be passed along 
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stall by stall to the ovens for baking. Communication in the barn was more of a challenge 

because now when a sheep had a question instead of walking over to the other sheep, they must 

remember their stall phone number. Shirley heard concerns with the sheep unable to see the other 

sheep to better understand and teach the ways to the younger sheep. She mentioned the issue to 

Ruff. Determined to solve the problem, Ruff had mirrors installed on each side of all the stalls so 

that the sheep could still see in all the other stalls with the angled mirrors. Even though the elder 

sheep were not all in the same stall as the younger sheep, they were able to communicate through 

the mirrors to see and the phones to hear. The elder sheep shared the same stories, tips, and tricks 

that generations before them had passed down.  

The sheep were struggling with more than one thing. The need for distribution of 

ingredients, supplies and passing constructed pies to the oven from stall to stall was exhausting. 

Stone made a comment that it would be nice if they had the rotating assembly line that Ruff had 

suggested. All the sheep agreed. Another sheep mentioned they disagreed with the notion of 

getting rid of them but went along with the group anyways. Luckily, Ruff knew the assembly 

line would be very helpful and had all the equipment ready to make the sheeps’ baking 

experience easier. Even with the automation, the creation of the pies took longer. The sheeps’ 

inability to gather the ingredients or supplies they needed as they would have in the field in 

previous years added time to requesting the materials and waiting for them to be delivered to 

their stall.  

What was a day set aside for baking Shepherd’s pie for the festival turned into three days. 

This did not bother the sheep at all, as they were passionate about the baking day in preparation 

for the Shepherd’s Pie Festival. Their sense of responsibility to provide the shepherd’s pies to be 

sold and make money for the farm drove their continued commitment.  Ruff offered 
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encouragement and even brought in donuts for everyone to enjoy during the baking on the third 

day. Although the baking experience was not as it had been in the past, the sheep were happy to 

all be safe and still producing quality pies. Ruff was content with the success of facilitating the 

baking day for the sheep resulting in the same quantity of pies needed for the festival. The farmer 

was satisfied with all on the farm staying safe from the wolves and productivity maintaining. As 

the host of the Shepherd’s Pie Festival, Farmer Shepherd would ultimately be the one to 

determine if the festival would take place this year and how to keep all in attendance safe. The 

festival is in two days but it is yet uncertain to take place as the amount of wolves surrounding 

the farm is now growing.  
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Part 2: Shepherd’s Pie–Fable Explanation & Recommendations 

 The Shepherd’s Pie story is a fable illustrating an adaptive challenge for a learning 

institution transitioning from a traditional in person learning environment to a virtual one due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. The challenge is to adapt to a virtual environment while trying to 

maintain the same outcomes. In our fable the learning institution is represented by the 

farm/farmer, the teacher/professor are represented by Ruff the sheepdog, while the students are 

represented by the herd of sheep. The pie festival represents the end goal of the overall 

objectives for a semester of learning and the online class environment is shown through the 

sheep’s transition to barn stall environment where they must work together while being separate.  

The need for change is represented by the pack of wolves that present the threat to safety that 

COVID currently is to an in person learning setting. Transitioning to a new class environment on 

the surface may seem only to present technical obstacles, but there is also a culture set around 

that environment that requires adaptive leadership to overcome the challenge. As a leader, Ruff 

had to push through major changes to support the herds' acceptance of the alternative way of 

baking the pies and to keep up morale to produce a similar outcome to the previous years.  This 

is analogous to the challenges that face learning programs that seek to maintain their culture and 

learning outcomes despite having to dramatically change formats.There are values, beliefs, roles, 

relationships, and approaches to work at play that require “the practice of mobilizing people to 

tackle tough challenges and thrive” (Heifetz p14).  

 Much like the sheep who had a culture focusing on how things were done in the field, 

learners involved in an in-person learning program have a culture that is centered around that 

environment. One of the elements of an adaptive challenge is that people’s values and beliefs are 
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under threat and require adaptation to the current circumstances (Heifetz 2009). Renowned 

multiculturalist Geert Hofstede defines two critical comments of culture are values and norms: 

“Values are broad tendencies to prefer certain states of affairs over others” and “Norms are 

standards for behavior that exist within a group or category of people.  In the case of the 

desirable, the norm is absolute, pertaining to what is ethically right” (2001). The values and 

norms of the sheep in how they had existed with the pie festival in the past had to undergo 

changes to persist in the new barn environment. Similarly, the values and norms of an in person 

learning program has to make changes in the drastically changing environment to distanced 

learning.  

 Another of the major challenges facing our characters are the changes to systems at play.  

“A system is more than the sum of its parts. It may exhibit adaptive, dynamic, goal-seeking, self-

preserving, and sometimes evolutionary behavior.” (Meadows 2008 p12). In our fable there are 

differing agendas, perspectives, flows, inputs and outputs in a system interacting with other 

systems. The local community relies on the farm for food, farm/ farmer, sheep dogs,  sheep and 

their family members are all stakeholders with their own elements that make their systems 

unique. This is comparable with the systems of learning institutions that interact with professors 

and their students within that institution. The complexity of systems makes adaptive leadership 

additionally difficult to navigate. A key to managing the complex web of interactions is to take a 

‘balcony view’ from an outside perspective while also being familiar to the details on the ground 

level (Heifetz 2009).  In our fable Ruff had to keep a pulse on all the moving parts, of the 

wolves/safety, goal of pie quota, and feedback from sheep and sheepdogs. A professor in the 

transition to the virtual classroom also has to keep an eye on the safety of the classroom and the 

objectives of their program simultaneously.  
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 J.B. Harvey (1998) explains that the Abilene paradox occurs when groups take action that 

contradicts what all or most of the group members really want to do and have serious concerns 

about a certain decision yet fail to speak up. When Stone spoke on behalf of all the sheep that an 

assembly line was not necessary, there were many in the group that silently disagreed.  Stone’s 

grandson accepting Stone’s rejection of new technology and making everyone laugh set the stage 

for group acceptance of a more physically taxing process. When the sheep were forced to lift and 

transfer pies and ingredients by manual labor, it was determined that the initial decision was not 

the right choice. In fact, none of the sheep really wanted to agree on the use of no assembly line. 

As an adaptive leader, Ruff recognized the group’s needs and had a solution ready for the 

potential problem.  

Throughout the story, Ruff’s actions or behaviors aligned well with Heifetz’s six 

guidelines for acting politically (2009). Ruff has built strong relationships with everyone on the 

farm from the farmer, other sheep dogs, to being a trusted leader by the sheep. While Ruff does 

not necessarily have an official title of authority, he is who everyone confers to for leadership. 

He sought out Stone and Shirley as allies knowing that support will help overcome objections 

and connect opposition. Ruff effectively managed authority figures through effective 

communication with the farmer, other sheep dogs and sheep elders. When issues were brought to 

attention such as inability to see other sheep due to separation by the stable, solutions were 

implemented such as the use of mirrors. Ruff also protected and engaged dissenting voices by 

foreseeing a need for an assembly line so that instead of trying to suppress the negative opinions, 

he was able to offer a quick solution to the problem.  
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Part 3: Fable Discussion 

1. Question 1: In what ways did Ruff move his followers from viewing the issue as a 

technical and individual problem to an adaptive problem? What is the difference?  

2. Question 2: What did the various stakeholders want? What did they fear? What loss was 

avoidable or unavoidable?  

3. Question 3: How was Ruff perceived as an agent of change? In what ways could this have 

been improved?  

4. Question 4: How was Stone’s conversation with the group around the assembly line an 

example of the Abilene Paradox? What actions could Ruff have taken to avoid this?  

5. Question 5: In what ways was the group’s culture impacted by the change? (i.e. beliefs, 

values, relationships, and behaviors.) What are potential interventions to address this impact if it 

can be addressed at all?  
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Appendix 

Our case was derived from the real-life experiences of our graduate program transitioning to an 

online setting due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The research we conducted was based on our 

experiences as students in the program and a survey of professors. Two solutions we recommend 

for protecting the quality of educational experience include adding resources for tips on work/life 

balance and virtual practices and delegating responsibilities to other stakeholders such as program 

alumni to bring the MSLD community together for activities and virtual events. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


