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I learned that a lot of times as a leader you have done your best problem solving when nobody 
knows there was ever a problem to begin with.  I was aware of that before ALF, but I didn’t ever 
seem to get around to putting it into practice. I wanted to get credit for my accomplishments. 
Now I get a real kick out of having done a lot of work on something and hearing someone else 
take credit.  I know then that I have done my job as a servant leader and I’ve helped produce a 
good product.    I now think more consciously about including people, listening to what they 
have to say, and making them feel included – that they are part of the problem-solving team 
and that their opinion has been given weight.  People appreciate that and are less likely to be 
upset with the process if they feel their opinion has really been given weight.  It is easier for me 
to do this because of time spent in group exercises with my ALF class. 
 
During the past six months I have been involved in the building of the first State Public Defender 
Office in Harris County. I was selected to serve on the board that made a selection of the Chief 
Public Defender after working to set up the actual PD’s Office guidelines. Thanks to the 
cooperation of the district court judges, for whom I am honored to serve as administrative judge, 
we were awarded a grant of $4.1 million in State funds to serve as start-up funds for the PDO. 
The process was challenging and required the cooperation of diverse groups from all corners of 
the community. 
    
Initially I wasn’t sure that a Public Defenders Office was a good idea.  Then in talking with my 
classmates and others, I realized that there is no set definition of a Public Defenders Office.  I 
realized that it could be what it needed to be to meet the needs unique to Harris County.  My 
classmates reminded me that I had said that if it were a good idea I would support it.  I reasoned 
that the only way to know if it was a good idea would be to give it a fair hearing. That is what the 
pilot program we are starting will do.  When we started talking about it, there were concerns 
among the stakeholders as to just what form this new office would take and there were 
obviously a lot of unanswered questions.   
 
Through a simple principle, fundamental to ALF philosophy, we truly listened to people and 
honestly tried to look at things from their perspective.  We took in what they said and gave their 
opinions a chance.  As this became the norm a trust developed and walls came down. A Public 
Defenders Office that would fit the needs of Harris County began to take shape. Judges and 
other stakeholders began to pull in the same direction to implement policies that would put the 
pilot PDO in the best position to succeed. Judges of different political parties and different 
judicial philosophies came together and we had 20 of the 22 judges agree to be involved in the 
pilot.  That was far more than I think the stakeholders initially expected.   
 
Prior to ALF, if I had been given this task I would have pushed to get to a result by leading the 
stakeholders and trying to pull the weight by myself.  Because of what I have learned (and 
continue to learn) in ALF, I rely on the collective strength of all of the people involved to 
complete the task.  The rule is to involve people and honestly listen to their opinions.  Not 
everyone has something to contribute every time. But if they are involved, at some point they 
will add value. 
 
I feel I am a better leader because my definition of leadership has changed from one of pulling 
the load to sharing the load. 
 
Relationships formed in ALF made a real difference.  Brandon Dudley (Criminal Justice Class 1) 
is Senator Rodney Ellis’ (Class II) Chief of Staff and Senator Ellis has advocated for a Public 
Defenders Office for some time.  Through Brandon, I was able to develop a good relationship 



with Ellis. This helped, in no small part, in our getting a $4.1 million start-up grant from Austin for 
the program.  Brandon’s contacts on the board awarding the grant were also invaluable.  
Caprice Cosper (Criminal Justice Class 1), also an ALF classmate, worked with community 
leaders, state officials and others and helped tie it all together.  While I knew Caprice before 
ALF, our relationship was strengthened in the class. 
 
I look back at the Power Shuffle exercise that we did in the wilderness as a moment where 
something happened that was profound. It led to an immediate and universal sense of trust 
among the class members.  That trust increased as we developed the knowledge that our 
similarities vastly outnumbered our differences. I learned things about people in the group as 
they exposed themselves just as I did. We accepted each other.  That realization goes a long 
way.  Even though we have differences, we are all people.  I really respect them and accept 
them as they are.  We are not that honest with people generally.  I now realize how important it 
is for me to show others that I will accept them. 
 


