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  “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has."  – Margaret Mead


Seedfolks, a novel by Newbery Medal winning author Paul Fleischman, tells the simple yet powerful tale of a make-shift, neighborhood garden in Cleveland’s urban core.  With garden as both vehicle and metaphor for individual and community development, the story unfolds in thirteen chapters, each written as a first-person account by one of Fleischman’s thirteen fictional characters.  The characters are richly developed and familiar: they use their own voices and experiences to share the personal meaning and power of a simple garden plot on a rat-infested, vacant lot.  Together their stories chart the shaping of a community among estranged neighbors, separated by differences and prejudices, now united in hope and a new joint venture.   


The beauty of the novel is in the diversity of its characters – and in the simple ways they overcome their differences to forge a vibrant, multi-ethnic, multi-generational fellowship that supports individual growth and development for all.  Old and young.  Haitian, Caucasian, African-American, Eastern European, Indian, Korean, Vietnamese, English, and Hispanic. Formally educated and not. Healthy and ailing. Men and women. Strong and physically challenged.  Christian, Hindu, and Jewish. The differences are large and seemingly insurmountable.  Stereotyping and fear fuel the alienation that everyone feels until a young Vietnamese girl breaks the cycle of isolation.  She plants four lima bean seeds beside a rusty refrigerator in an abandoned lot.  Her seeds sprout, raise neighborhood curiosity, and set the development of the community and its garden in motion.  The result – new ways to look beyond differences, new reasons to believe in self and others, new relationships, grass-roots urban renewal, and neighborhood pride stronger than anyone could have predicted.  

The novel, a winner of multiple awards, is only 69 pages long – perfect for a class or workshop assignment, manageable as a supplemental course reading.  Chapters are short and clear.  The entire book can be read in under an hour.  The book was originally written for young adult audiences – but its power and poignancy speak to adults whose experiences have prepared them to appreciate the complexities of navigating an increasingly global world.  The book’s simple style, enjoyable storyline, and direct tone add to the accessibility of its message.  Complex topics, like prejudice or respect for diversity, are lightly handled through engaging character development and conversations.  And, although the author’s value positions are clear – individuals have more in common than they often believe, differences can be transcended, diversity is the basis for relationships as rich and rewarding as a bountiful garden – he avoids didactic sentimentality.  We see the beauty of the characters’ actions and changes.  We assess and learn from their strategies for managing differences and building communities of trust.  We celebrate small moments of humanity that touch the human spirit.  Take, for example, the Indian storekeeper who “dared to remind” an older Italian woman, admiring his ripening eggplants, that she had once called him a “dirty foreigner” for accidentally giving her wrong change at the store.  Her repeated response – simple and beautiful.  “Back then, I didn’t know it was you . . .”


Seedfolks is perfect for teaching about topics like the value of diversity, managing differences, team or community development, group problem-solving, change, motivation, the power of symbols, informal social systems, or shared leadership.  The first-person narrative format and thirteen different voices make the book a valuable tool for exploring cognitively complex concepts,  like the social construction of reality, alternative interpretations of social data, or reframing – seeing the same situation from multiple perspectives.  It can also stimulate discussion on issues that might be difficult to raise directly, such as ethnic bias, stereotypes, and shared fear of differences.    


The book can be easily incorporated into a variety of management, professional development, and leadership courses – and appreciated at the undergraduate, graduate, and executive levels. It can be used as a dramatic reading in undergraduate courses, for example, with different students assigned to each character and chapter.  It can become the basis for large or small group discussions, followed by role playing: the problem-solving challenge of how to bring water to the garden or establish equity norms concerning plot size, for example, are two, story-based options.  


Courses on interpersonal relations or managing diversity might engage students in creative writing exercises, asking students to develop their own character and write a new chapter for the book.  Creative writing is a good vehicle for unleashing original thinking about traditional management-related subject matter.  It uses different parts of the brain and skills.  Students often surprise themselves with the power and content of their creative writings.  There is freedom and safety in letting fictional characters talk and act.  And, students’ choices of character, demographic characteristics, background, and voice are effective diagnostic lenses for identifying key challenges and concerns for individuals and for the group.  I have also used the book successfully with executive audiences.  It served, for example, a good springboard for urban healthcare administrators and caregivers to explore the meaning of quality service and patient care in an increasingly multi-cultural world. 


Finding common ground.  Utilizing our differences for progress and nourishment.  Moving beyond cultural comfort zones.  Affirming the healing powers of acceptance.   Embracing community and teamwork.  Becoming seedfolks – planting seeds for change that others can help nurture.   The list – themes in Paul Fleischman’s moral fable – reflects the values that underpin quality management education in today’s global world.  Using his simple story of a garden that transforms a neighborhood fosters them.   
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