
 
 
 

Origins of the Presidio Graduate School 
Founding Educational Philosophy 

Dwight Collins PhD, Founding Faculty, Dean Emeritus (5/8/2024) 
 
Presidio Graduate School was founded to provide a revolutionary new education for values-driven and 
visionary leaders. The institution was built based on three pillars of our founding educational 
philosophy: 
 

• Learner’s engaged participation through Experiential Learning and Pragmatic InquiryÒ as 
the process of disciplined reflection and action based on experience. 

• Systems thinking and practice to design creative solutions that take into account the 
interrelationships among human, organizational and ecological systems. 

• Integration and communication of knowledge culminating in an integrative capstone 
course where students demonstrate their mastery of the program’s core competencies and 
have the opportunity to uncover, define, articulate and test their calling – the work they 
sense they are called to do 

 
This statement was created by Ron Nahser, PhD, shortly after he arrived at the school to be Provost in 
the summer of 2004 (the school opened its doors in fall 2003). Its themes elegantly reflect the 
objectives of the school’s visionary cofounder, Richard Gray, and cofounding President, Steven Swig. 
This is not surprising given that both Gray and Nahser had long careers in advertising followed by 
graduate education in religion, theology, and philosophy, and Swig had experienced the fundamental 
flaws in the practice of M&A law in his career; they viewed the world through very similar lenses. 
 
While not stated in precise terms, the essence of the three pillars is captured on the current Presidio 
website under Academics under the headings of “Our Approach,” “Experiential Learning,” and 
“Systems Thinking.” Real world experience combined with classroom learning was central to Gray’s 
vision1. This vision was more formally put into practice as a central feature of the school’s brand when 
the school’s Experiential Learning Program was cofounded and structured in 2006 by Dwight Collins. 
The Program, in which all MBA students work in three to four companies as part of their Presidio 
learning experience, continues today. 
  
The first two appendices below demonstrate Cofounder Gray’s emphasis on calling as a cri^cal 
underlying theme and prac^ce of the school. In Appendix 3, excerpted from Nahser’s Journeys to 
Oxford lecture series, the three pillars and founding curriculum are discussed in more detail2.This series 
grew out of Nahser’s late-in-life PhD dissertation at DePaul University on American Pragmatism, (now 
in its second edition3), much of which was written at Oxford’s Department of Educational Studies and 
Centre for the Study of Values in Education and Business. 

 
1 “Only disciplined reflection on experience leads to learning that lasts.” Richard Gray 
2 Nahser, Ron. (2008). Journeys to Oxford: 9 Pragmatic Inquiries into the Practice of Values in Business and 
Education. New York, Global Scholarly Publication. See also Appendix 3. 
3 Nahser, F. Byron (Ron), (2012, 2nd edition), Learning to Read the Signs: Reclaiming Pragmatism for the 
Practice of Sustainable Management. London and New York; Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. 

https://www.presidio.edu/academics/
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Appendix 1: Gray – Nahser 2006 Email Exchange re Calling 
 
A 2006 email exchange between Gray and Nahser, just prior to Nahser’s Presidio presentation at 
Oxford that summer, demonstrates in particular Cofounder Gray’s emphasis on calling as a critical 
underlying theme driving the founding of the school, referring to it as a “central marketing point” of 
the school. 
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Great Ideas (Copywriting 101)
2 messages 

Ron Nahser <rnahser@gmail.com>

Tue, Feb 21, 2006 at 11:06 
PM RICHARD GRAY <tlchardmgray@wor1dnet.att.net> 

To: Ron Nahser <Rnahser@presidiomba.org>, Rebecca Ben <tbeU@preskUomba.org> 

Dear Ron & Rebecca:

I'm afraid that sixty years of copywriting and creative direction have made

me just immodest enough to believe that I know a great idea when I see 

one. 

When I think of great ideas, I think of some of those that came from my

alma mater, N.W. Ayer & Son, Inc., such ideas as that for the Ladies Home

Journal which was "Never Underestimate the Power of a Woman," or for the

DeBeers Company which was "A Diamond is Forever." Or I remember the 

time in 1957 in Detroit when I had thirty copywriters, art directors, and TV 

story-board people searching for a way to introduce the radically designed

new 1957 Plymouth (the one with the tail fins}. We worked for two weeks 

and came up with "Suddenly It's 1960," which was a huge success (even for

a less than perfect car). 

The great idea is one that captures the central marketing point in a succinct 
and memorable way. 

I believe the central marketing point for Presidio's MBA in Sustainable
Management is the Calling, culminating in the Venture Plan, toward which
the entire program is geared.

"What's the Big Idea?" captures that central marketing point. I bel ieve, both
briefly and memorably. 

What more can I say! 

Dick

Ron Nahser <rnahser@presldiomba.org> Wed, Feb 22, 2006 at 8:55 AM
To: RICHARD GRAY <richardmgray@worldnet.att.net>
Cc: Ron Nahser <Rnahser@presidlomba.org>. Rebecca BeU <rbell@presidiomba.org>

2n2/2006 9:32 r\M
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Appendix 1 (Cont.) 
 

 
 

rn.1i1 · Great Ideas (Cop)""Tilin.g 101} http://mail.google,cQm/mail/?&ik-640daa72bb&v-iew=pt&�L0992a ••• 

2of3 

Dear Dick, 

Great insight and beautifully expressed, especially your insight into the core 
promise of the program. And I like your Ayer lines. 

My only wake-up thought is still to focus on the mindset of the students who 
are thinking about their lives and where they want to go. 

We do make the unique fundamental promise that they will come out with, if 
not an idea and direction, certainly the way to continue to think about ideas 
and directions. 

As we know, many students haven't given much thought to a specific project 
- and part of the promise of the program is that, even if they have, we will 
turn them around dozens of times during the program, looking at the ideas 
from multiple perspectives.

We have heard many prospective students profess concern that they don't 
have an idea and does that mean they shouldn't enter the program until they 
do. 

Of course we reassure them that that is the purpose of the program. 

We are also being more careful not to promise that their Venture Plan will be 
their life's work but at the very least the best learning experience in how to 
pursue their calling. 

In terms of expressing this, Dick, you have set the bar high with your 
line. And if another idea can't be seen as clearly superior, then the 
incumbent wins. (That stance, as we know from our years in the 
business, is to overcome the usual client whining - "I just don't think it 
'works'".) 

So, my only contribution is: 

'What's driving you?"* 

This is based on the idea of "moral impulse" which lies at the heart of the 
human experience along \'Mh marii:cting, ot course. 

Then the copy gets into the rest of the ideas and concerns. 

Let's talk at 9:30 and decide. 

2122W06 9:32 AM 

Ron
*E.g.
"Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life" • Mary Oliver
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Appendix 2: Gray Review of Nahser 2006 Journeys to Oxford (JTO) 

A review of Nahser’s Journeys to Oxford (JTO) by Gray, a summary of which appears on the back dust 
jacket of the book, provides useful background on the development of the pragmatic inquiry practice, 
the role of “calling” in defining the school’s mission, and the reference to business as a noble 
profession. 

REVIEW 

JOURNEYS TO OXFORD – 9 Pragmatic Inquiries into the Practice of 
Values in Business and Education 

Richard M. Gray, Co-Founder, Presidio School of Management 

In this “Pragmatic Journey Sketchbook”, Ron Nahser quotes Alfred North 
Whitehead's address to the Harvard Business School as follows: 

"The behavior of the community is largely dominated by the business mind. 
A great society is one in which its men [and women] of business think 
greatly of their functions." 

It is clear from the nine chapters that follow that Dr. Nahser has thought not 
only deeply but greatly of the function of business in society. 

It can even be said he has engaged, both personally and professionally, in the 
search for a religious grounding for business, a search to which these 
lectures make a valuable contribution. 

Building on the work of Peirce, Royce, James, Dewey, and others, he has 
developed and implemented a method of pragmatic inquiry for business 
which digs beneath the quarterly demands of the corporate world to the 
underlying values which are found in every company's story. And, even 
further, he has taken this method of inquiry from the world of business to the 
world of business education. 

Until Ron was appointed Provost at the Presidio School of Management in 
2004 (known until then as Presidio World College) I had hesitated to use the 
word "calling" in defining the School's mission. While I was well acquainted 
with the concept, having felt called after 16 years in the business world to 
enter a graduate school in theology, I was concerned that some faculty and 
prospective students would think that "calling" was too religious a term. 

Then Ron strode in boldly and, without hesitation, laid out the task of 
helping students discover their own distinctive callings as the principal focus 
of the School's two-year, sixteen-course M.B.A. program in Sustainable 
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Appendix 2 (Cont.) 

 

Management. This is certainly unique in business education and affords a 
strong platform, I believe, for delivering a values-driven M.B.A. program, 
just as his Pathfinder method of Pragmatic InquiryÒ provides a platform for 
any values-driven business. 

Indeed, if pragmatism in business can be defined as Peirce and Nahser 
define it, not as "what works," but rather the pursuit of "what is true," it will 
lead to a sea-change in the way business is practiced. 

For truth in this instance will be discovered in the movement between ideas 
or principles (deduction) and facts or reality (induction) through constant 
testing, the result of which will be abduction. And abduction will deliver the 
truth which is told not once but is always in the making. 

This dynamic is a healthy one not only for business but for the society it 
serves. If Ron in his method of inquiry keeps asking the question, "What's 
the story?" it's because he knows that the truth will be found in the story. 
What a compelling concept! There is no question in my mind that Ron 
would have made a very successful rabbi! 

Jerome Bruner of Harvard University once defined creativity as the capacity 
to make unexpected connections. And I cannot think of a more unexpected 
connection than the one that Ron implies in his contention that one's purpose 
in life is found not in reflection but in response to a call. This is not unlike 
the thesis of Rollo May's book, Freedom and Destiny, that living out one's 
destiny is the only path to freedom. Similarly creative is Ron's connection 
between business and the Benedictines. Indeed if business, like the monastic 
order, can somehow link knowledge, labor, and moral energy, it will serve 
this planet as well as any sector of society can. 

Being a feeling extrovert, according to the Myers-Briggs personality 
inventory, I am in complete sympathy with Ron's premise (based on 
Scheler's work) that feeling is the foundation of ethical action, and that all 
values derive from the lived experience of active people. In Jerome Bruner's 
book, Essays for the Left Hand, he quotes a psychologist at a conference in 
Wood's Hole, Massachusetts, who asks, "How do I know what I think until I 
say what I feel." If this is true, surely it supports Ron's proposition that 
feelings lie at the heart of values. 

In their scope and breadth, the nine lectures herein offer a tantalizing 
introduction to the method of pragmatic inquiry pioneered by Ron in his 
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Appendix 2 (Cont.) 

 

Pathfinder © Notebook, designed to illuminate the values and vision that 
drive personal and organizational performance. Following the steps outlined 
in that process (Begin. Explore. Interpret. Decide, Act) can help create a 
truly integrated individual or company of character. 

 
I commend Ron's invitation to you, the reader, to pursue the truth in your 
own community of inquirers so that, together, you may come to "read the 
signs" which give meaning and purpose to what you do in the world. 

 
Richard M. Gray, Ph.D. 
Greenbrae, California 



 
 

 7 

Appendix 3: The 3 Founding Pillars Supported by Our Values Philosophy 
 
This appendix, excerpted from Nahser’s Journeys to Oxford, presents and discusses the three founding 
pillars of Presidio’s educational philosophy in detail. It also describes “Competences Expected of 
Presidio MBA Graduates” that follow from the three pillars. The “Founding Curriculum,” designed to 
implement the 3 founding pillars, was structured in accordance with four strands – People, Numbers, 
Sustainability, and Markets. The pillars and strands provide the educational context for the students’ 
practice “to uncover, define, articulate and test their calling – the work they sense they are called to 
do.”  
 
Experiential Learning projects were built into four of the 16 MBA courses. While the curriculum was 
redesigned by the faculty in 2009 around a set of Program Learning Outcomes (PLOs), care was taken 
to ensure that this PLO set continued to reflect the founding pillars. 
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