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I	was	a	principal	for	21	years	so	you	could	say,	I	understand	leadership	and	the	inherent	challenges	
and	wonders	that	come	with	the	role	better	than	most.	I	also	sat	on	many	committees	and	boards	
where	 sound	 leadership	 was	 demanded	 of	 me	 and	 my	 colleagues.	 Whilst	 my	 journey	 has	 been	
primarily	one	of	educational	leadership,	Reflective	Leadership	will	have	relevance	to	anyone	who	
considers	themselves	a	leader	-	whether	that	be	in	education	or	organisations.			

As	can	be	seen	from	my	Weekly	Reflections,	over	many	years,	I	developed	a	keen	interest	in	conflict	
and	conflict	management,	building	inspiring	work	cultures	and	the	attributes,	skills,	knowledge	and	
capacity	in	self	and	others.	As	I	held	various	roles	in	different	schools	I	also	worked	with	some	truly	
inspiring	leaders	–	and	on	occasion	some	particularly	bad	ones.	Either	way,	I	always	had	a	voracious	
appetite	for	learning	which	to	this	day	has	inspired	me	to	write	a	book	that	will	assist	emerging	and	
existing	leaders.		

This	is	not	a	book	that	is	intended	to	be	read	front	to	back.	It	is	a	series	of	reflections	followed,	most	
importantly,	by	questions	that	are	designed	to	make	you	reflect	on	how	you	lead	your	team.	You	can	
start	anywhere	and	read	only	that	which	may	be	relevant	to	you	at	a	given	point.	However,	I	would	
encourage	you	to	think	deeply	about	the	questions	and	be	honest	with	yourself	when	answering.		

There	is	no	doubt	that	having	an	experienced	colleague	with	whom	you	can	talk	(and	reflect)	will	
make	your	leadership	journey	more	enjoyable	and	productive.	I	have	quoted	the	words	of	the	late	
Lord	 Rabbi	 Jonathan	 Sacks	more	 than	 once	 in	 Reflective	 Leadership	 and	 can	 only	 reiterate	 how	
important	these	words	become	as	you	lead:	“Leadership	is	not	only	about	what	you	achieve	by	it.	It	is	
what	you	become	because	of	it.”		
	
Leadership	can,	and	will,	make	you	become	a	person	that	you	otherwise	would	not	have	been	had	
you	not	been	in	leadership.	I	enjoyed	leadership	immensely	whilst	at	the	same	time	acknowledging	
moments	of	despair.	I	would	do	it	all	again	even	knowing	the	challenges	as	well	as	I	do.	Reflective	
Leadership	is	applicable	to	all	leaders	whether	they	be	educational	or	organisational.		
	
It	is	my	belief	that	the	best	leaders	are	self-actualised	and	self-aware	and	it	is	my	hope	that	Reflective	
Leadership	will	facilitate	this	process.		
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Why ‘Moaching’ is a good idea for leaders in 
organisations and educational leaders 

Coaching	 +	 Mentoring	 (‘Moaching’)	 is	 more	 than	 just	 a	 buzzword	 in	 today's	 leadership	
landscape;	 it	 is	an	essential	 tool	 for	unlocking	 leadership	potential,	 fostering	growth,	and	
driving	 organizational	 success.	 For	 leaders,	 whether	 in	 business	 or	 education,	 coaching	
offers	the	opportunity	to	reflect,	refine	skills,	and	tackle	challenges	from	a	fresh	perspective.		

The	Value	of	Coaching	for	Leaders	

Þ Enhances Self-Awareness	
One	of	the	core	benefits	of	coaching	is	the	development	of	self-awareness.	Coaches	
help	leaders	identify	their	strengths	and	blind	spots,	enabling	them	to	leverage	their	
unique	leadership	style	while	mitigating	potential	weaknesses.	This	self-awareness	
fosters	more	effective	decision-making	and	communication,	vital	for	both	
organizational	and	educational	success.	

Þ Improves Emotional Intelligence	
Leaders	with	high	emotional	intelligence	(EQ)	can	better	manage	relationships,	
foster	trust,	and	navigate	conflict.	Coaching	supports	leaders	in	enhancing	their	EQ	
by	encouraging	reflective	practices	that	lead	to	deeper	empathy,	more	thoughtful	
responses,	and	stronger	team	dynamics.	

Þ Boosts Problem-Solving Skills	
Coaching	provides	leaders	with	the	tools	to	think	critically	and	creatively.	With	the	
help	of	a	coach,	leaders	can	develop	strategies	to	overcome	challenges,	whether	it’s	
managing	organizational	change	or	addressing	specific	educational	outcomes.	This	
not	only	aids	in	decision-making	but	also	enhances	adaptability	in	a	fast-changing	
world.	

Þ Supports Goal Setting and Accountability	
Leaders	often	have	grand	visions	but	struggle	to	implement	them	effectively.	A	
coach	helps	leaders	clarify	their	goals,	break	them	into	manageable	steps,	and	hold	
them	accountable	for	their	progress.	This	structured	approach	ensures	leaders	stay	
on	track	and	achieve	tangible	results.	

Þ Facilitates Personal and Professional Growth	
Coaching	is	not	only	about	addressing	immediate	issues;	it’s	about	fostering	long-
term	growth.	It	encourages	leaders	to	continually	evolve,	expand	their	skill	set,	and	
stay	ahead	in	an	ever-changing	landscape.	For	educational	leaders,	coaching	helps	
them	grow	in	ways	that	positively	impact	both	their	leadership	and	the	learning	
environment	they	cultivate.	
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Why	leaders	are	reluctant	to	seek	coaching	and	why	these	concerns	are	
misguided	

While	 coaching	 offers	 undeniable	 benefits,	 many	 leaders,	 both	 in	 organizations	 and	
education,	are	hesitant	to	embrace	it.	Below	are	common	reasons	for	this	reluctance	and	the	
counterarguments	that	demonstrate	why	these	concerns	should	not	hold	them	back:	

Þ "Coaching is a sign of weakness."	
This	is	perhaps	the	most	common	misconception.	Many	leaders	fear	that	seeking	
coaching	may	imply	that	they	are	struggling	or	incapable.	In	truth,	seeking	coaching	
is	a	sign	of	strength.	It	demonstrates	that	the	leader	is	committed	to	personal	and	
professional	growth,	understands	the	value	of	feedback,	and	is	willing	to	invest	in	
their	development.	Top-performing	leaders	often	attribute	their	success	to	the	
continuous	learning	and	growth	they	experience	through	coaching.	

Þ "I don’t have time for coaching."	
Time	constraints	are	a	legitimate	concern	for	leaders,	but	this	is	often	a	
misperception	of	coaching.	Coaching	can	be	flexible	and	tailored	to	fit	into	even	the	
busiest	schedules.	Furthermore,	the	time	invested	in	coaching	pays	off	in	spades.	
The	insights	gained	can	lead	to	better	time	management,	more	effective	delegation,	
and	improved	decision-making—ultimately	saving	time	in	the	long	run.	

Þ "I already know what I need to do."	
Many	leaders	believe	they	have	all	the	answers.	However,	great	leaders	recognize	
that	they	don’t	have	all	the	answers	and	that	their	thinking	can	be	enhanced	by	
external	perspectives.	Coaching	is	not	about	telling	leaders	what	to	do;	it’s	about	
asking	the	right	questions,	challenging	assumptions,	and	facilitating	deeper	
reflection.	This	approach	opens	up	new	pathways	for	growth	and	innovation.	

Þ "Coaching is only for people who are struggling."	
Coaching	is	not	just	for	individuals	facing	difficulties;	it’s	also	for	those	who	want	to	
continue	excelling	and	evolve	into	even	better	leaders.	It’s	an	investment	in	
continual	development.	Just	like	an	athlete	who	hires	a	coach	to	improve	
performance,	leaders	can	use	coaching	to	further	hone	their	leadership	skills	and	
stay	ahead	in	their	field.	

Þ "Coaching will not work for me."	
Some	leaders	may	doubt	that	coaching	can	help	them,	especially	if	they	have	tried	
other	methods	in	the	past.	However,	coaching	is	highly	personalized.	A	skilled	coach	
tailors	their	approach	to	the	specific	needs	and	goals	of	the	leader,	ensuring	that	the	
process	resonates	and	leads	to	tangible	results.	If	one	approach	doesn’t	work,	a	
good	coach	will	pivot	to	find	a	method	that	does.	
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1. What is the one area of your leadership that you know could be improved, but you 
have not yet taken the time to address? 

2. How often do you reflect on your leadership practices, and how can you create a 
more structured approach to this self-reflection? 

3. In what ways could working with a coach help you uncover blind spots in your 
leadership style that are limiting your effectiveness? 

4. What would it mean for your team or organization if you could become even more 
effective in navigating challenges and driving change? 

5. If you were to coach someone else in your position, what would you suggest they do 
differently? How does this reflect your own leadership potential? 

6. What barriers stand in your way?  
7. Who do you have in your personal or professional life to truly support and 

understand you? 
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Embracing Conflict to Build Trust – Leading Through 
Vulnerability 

In	the	world	of	educational/organisational	leadership,	conflict	is	often	viewed	as	something	to	avoid	
-	something	disruptive	and	uncomfortable	that	can	harm	relationships,	hinder	progress,	and	shake	
morale.	Yet,	as	Patrick	Lencioni,	author	of	The	Five	Dysfunctions	of	a	Team,	explains,	the	true	opposite	
of	conflict	is	not	harmony,	but	apathy.	

When	we	lead	with	a	mindset	that	aims	to	avoid	conflict	at	all	costs,	we	may	actually	be	sabotaging	
the	 foundation	of	 trust	and	collaboration	within	our	 teams.	 In	Lencioni’s	model,	 the	 first	stage	 in	
building	a	high-functioning	team	is	establishing	trust—a	foundation	of	vulnerability-based	trust	that	
allows	individuals	to	admit	mistakes,	ask	for	help,	and	be	open	about	their	weaknesses.	The	next	step	
in	his	pyramid	is	managing	conflict.	Without	trust,	conflict	remains	destructive,	unproductive,	and	
divisive.	But	when	trust	is	present,	conflict	can	become	a	powerful	tool	for	growth,	creativity,	and	
innovation.	

As	 leaders,	 it’s	 essential	 to	 recognize	 that	 embracing	 conflict—when	 handled	 with	 trust	 and	
vulnerability—can	 strengthen	 relationships,	 spark	 critical	 dialogue	 and	 ultimately	 lead	 to	 better	
decisions.	Here’s	how	we	can	shift	our	perspective	on	conflict,	move	past	apathy,	and	build	stronger,	
more	resilient	teams	through	vulnerability	and	trust.	

The	Link	Between	Trust	and	Vulnerability	
Lencioni’s	pyramid	begins	with	trust,	and	specifically,	vulnerability-based	trust.	This	form	of	trust	is	
not	about	assuming	the	best	of	each	other	at	all	times,	but	about	creating	a	space	where	people	feel	
safe	to	be	authentic,	admit	mistakes,	and	show	their	true	selves.	Vulnerability	allows	individuals	to	
say,	“I	don’t	know,”	or	“I	was	wrong,”	without	fear	of	judgment.	In	a	school	environment,	this	type	of	
trust	can	be	especially	powerful,	as	it	encourages	risk-taking	and	problem-solving.	

For	leaders,	modelling	vulnerability	and	trust	is	critical.	When	we	own	our	mistakes,	acknowledge	
our	 limitations,	 and	 invite	 honest	 feedback,	 we	 set	 the	 stage	 for	 others	 to	 do	 the	 same.	 We	
demonstrate	that	it’s	safe	to	make	mistakes,	learn	from	them,	and	move	forward	together.	

When	 trust	 is	 present,	 leaders	 and	 team	members	 feel	 more	 comfortable	 speaking	 their	 minds,	
offering	 suggestions,	 and	 engaging	 in	 open,	 honest	 discussions.	 This	 openness	 creates	 a	 culture	
where	difficult	conversations	become	opportunities	for	growth	and	learning,	rather	than	moments	
of	blame	or	defensiveness.	

Managing	Conflict:	Turning	Tension	into	Opportunity	
Once	trust	is	established,	the	next	challenge	is	managing	conflict	effectively.	As	Lencioni	points	out,	
conflict	is	an	inevitable	part	of	any	team	dynamic,	and	in	the	absence	of	trust,	conflict	is	often	avoided,	
ignored,	or	mishandled.	This	results	in	apathy	-	a	state	where	team	members	disengage,	withhold	
their	opinions,	and	stop	pushing	 for	better	 ideas	but	when	 trust	exists,	 conflict	 can	be	viewed	as	
a	necessary	and	productive	element	of	team	dynamics.	Conflict,	in	this	sense,	is	not	about	personal	

Weekly Reflection 
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attacks,	 divisiveness,	 or	 power	 struggles;	 it’s	 about	 challenging	 ideas,	 testing	 assumptions,	 and	
pushing	 for	 the	 best	 possible	 outcomes.	 In	 fact,	 conflict	 is	 often	 the	 catalyst	 for	 innovation,	
improvement,	and	deeper	collaboration.	

In	an	educational	context,	this	could	look	like:	

• Teachers	discussing	and	debating	best	practices	for	student	engagement	or	instruction,	
without	fear	of	rejection	or	judgment.	

• Leadership	 teams	 exploring	 different	 approaches	to	 school-wide	 initiatives	 and	 goals,	
with	an	openness	to	disagreement	and	differing	perspectives.	

• Conversations	about	policy	or	curriculum	changes	that	bring	together	diverse	opinions	
and	experiences	to	arrive	at	more	thoughtful,	inclusive	decisions.	

	

Leaders	can	manage	conflict	effectively	by	creating	clear	guidelines	for	respectful	and	constructive	
dialogue,	and	by	encouraging	direct	communication.	A	well-managed	conflict	allows	team	members	
to	 express	 differing	 opinions,	 discuss	 challenges,	 and	 refine	 ideas,	 ultimately	 leading	 to	 stronger	
solutions.	 The	 key	 is	 maintaining	 a	 focus	 on	 the	 issue	 at	 hand,	 not	 on	 personal	 attacks	 or	
defensiveness.	

	

	

In	his	book,	The	Conflict	Resolution	Toolbox	(2005),	Gary	Furlong	states,	“Each	of	the	three	types	of	
interests	or	wants,	needs,	fears,	hopes	or	concerns	requires	different	interventions	and	approaches	to	
be	successful	in	conflict	resolution.”		

	

	

Result 
(Substantive)

Emotion 
(Psychological) 

Process 
(Procedural)
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Moving	Beyond	Apathy:	Creating	a	Culture	of	Healthy	Conflict	
When	we	avoid	conflict,	we	risk	allowing	apathy	to	take	root	within	our	teams.	Apathy	manifests	in	
several	ways:	

1. Lack	of	engagement:	When	team	members	aren’t	willing	to	engage	in	difficult	conversations	
or	challenge	one	another,	they	may	disengage	from	the	decision-making	process	altogether.	
This	can	result	in	a	lack	of	enthusiasm	or	ownership	of	the	school’s	goals.	

2. Groupthink:	 In	 an	 effort	 to	 avoid	 conflict,	 teams	 may	 fall	 into	 the	 trap	 of	 agreeing	 on	
everything,	 even	 if	 it	 means	 compromising	 on	 quality.	 Without	 challenging	 ideas	 or	
discussing	differing	perspectives,	teams	fail	to	reach	their	full	potential.	

3. Stagnation:	 When	 conflict	 is	 avoided,	 there’s	 less	 room	 for	 innovation.	 New	 ideas	 are	
suppressed,	and	 the	status	quo	becomes	 the	default	position.	Without	healthy	debate	and	
conflict,	progress	slows	down.	

	

Creating	 a	 culture	 of	healthy	 conflict	is	 essential	 for	 schools	 that	 want	 to	 continue	 to	 grow	 and	
improve.	This	doesn’t	mean	encouraging	hostile	or	disrespectful	exchanges	but	rather	fostering	an	
environment	where	differing	 viewpoints	 are	welcomed	and	debated	 in	 a	 constructive	manner.	 It	
means	creating	safe	spaces	for	dialogue	where	conflict	can	lead	to	better	decision-making,	stronger	
relationships,	and	more	effective	problem-solving.	

Practical	Strategies	for	Educational	Leaders	
1. Model	 Vulnerability:	 As	 a	 leader,	 be	 open	 about	 your	 own	 mistakes,	 limitations,	 and	

learning	processes.	Share	moments	where	you’ve	faced	challenges	or	changed	your	mind.	By	
doing	this,	you	encourage	others	to	be	honest	about	their	struggles	and	mistakes.	This	creates	
a	culture	of	openness	and	mutual	respect,	where	conflict	is	not	feared	but	seen	as	a	path	to	
improvement.	

2. Normalize	 Conflict:	 Shift	 the	 narrative	 around	 conflict	 by	 normalizing	 it	 in	 your	 school	
culture.	Frame	conflict	as	a	natural	and	necessary	part	of	working	together.	Encourage	your	
team	to	view	it	as	an	opportunity	for	growth	rather	than	something	to	be	avoided.	Make	it	
clear	 that	 conflict	doesn’t	mean	a	 lack	of	 respect	but	 rather	a	deep	 commitment	 to	doing	
what’s	best	for	the	school	and	students.	

3. Encourage	Healthy	Debate:	Provide	space	and	structure	for	team	members	to	express	their	
differing	 opinions.	 This	 could	 be	 in	 the	 form	 of	 regular	 brainstorming	 sessions,	 feedback	
loops,	or	open	meetings	where	diverse	viewpoints	are	welcomed.	Use	these	opportunities	to	
listen	attentively,	mediate	differences,	and	guide	the	team	toward	a	common	goal.	

4. Set	Ground	Rules	for	Constructive	Conflict:	Ensure	that	any	conflict	is	rooted	in	respect	
and	directed	toward	solutions.	Establish	clear	guidelines	for	how	to	disagree	productively—
such	as	focusing	on	ideas,	not	people,	and	listening	actively.	When	team	members	know	they	
can	voice	dissenting	opinions	without	fear	of	retribution	or	personal	attack,	they	are	more	
likely	to	engage	in	conflict	constructively.	

5. Provide	Conflict	Resolution	Training:	Equip	your	team	with	the	tools	to	manage	conflict	
effectively.	 Offering	 professional	 development	 on	 topics	 like	 communication,	 conflict	
resolution,	 and	emotional	 intelligence	 can	help	 individuals	 learn	how	 to	navigate	difficult	
conversations	with	empathy	and	respect.	

6. Acknowledge	 the	 Role	 of	 Emotions:	 Conflict	 often	 triggers	 emotional	 responses,	 and	
leaders	should	acknowledge	and	manage	these	emotions	during	discussions.	Create	a	space	
where	team	members	feel	comfortable	expressing	their	feelings	while	staying	focused	on	the	
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task	 at	 hand.	 Recognizing	 the	 emotional	 aspect	 of	 conflict	 helps	 de-escalate	 tension	 and	
promotes	empathy.	

7. Get	to	know	the	Fundamental	Attribution	Error:	all	too	often	when	things	do	not	go	well	
for	us	as	leaders	we	tend	to	blame	circumstances	and	factors	outside	of	our	control	whereas,	
when	things	do	not	go	well	for	others,	we	are	inclined	to	attribute	those	errors	to	fundamental	
aspects	of	the	their	character.			

	

Leading	with	Courage	and	Trust	
As	leaders,	we	must	recognize	that	conflict	is	not	the	enemy	of	collaboration	but	rather	a	necessary	
ingredient	for	meaningful	progress.	The	opposite	of	conflict	is	not	harmony	but	apathy.	In	the	
absence	of	trust,	conflict	can	be	toxic	and	destructive.	But	when	vulnerability-based	trust	exists—
where	team	members	feel	safe	to	express	themselves	honestly—conflict	becomes	a	tool	for	better	
decision-making,	greater	innovation,	and	stronger	relationships.	

The	key	to	managing	conflict	effectively	lies	in	fostering	trust,	encouraging	vulnerability,	and	creating	
a	culture	where	differing	opinions	are	valued	and	addressed	constructively.	By	leading	with	courage,	
embracing	 conflict,	 and	 modelling	 vulnerability,	 we	 create	 an	 environment	 where	 collaboration	
thrives,	apathy	is	replaced	with	engagement,	and	the	school	community	is	empowered	to	grow	and	
improve	together.	

Ultimately,	 by	 addressing	 conflict	 with	 trust	 and	 vulnerability,	 we	 move	 beyond	 the	 fear	 of	
disagreement	 and	 toward	 a	 more	 resilient,	 adaptive,	 and	 innovative	 school	 culture.	 The	 most	
successful	 teams	and	 leaders	don’t	shy	away	from	difficult	conversations—they	embrace	them	as	
opportunities	for	growth	and	transformation.	
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1. How can you model vulnerability within your leadership team to create 

an environment where conflict is seen as an opportunity for growth 
rather than something to avoid?  

o What specific actions can you take to encourage your team to feel safe in 
sharing their mistakes and challenges? 

2. What steps will you take to shift the narrative around conflict in your 
school? 

o How can you ensure that conflict is viewed as a necessary part of 
collaboration and innovation, rather than as a threat to relationships or 
morale? 

3. In what ways can you create structured opportunities for healthy 
debate and differing opinions within your leadership team or staff?  

o How can you ensure these discussions are productive, focused on ideas, 
and guided by mutual respect? 

4. How will you address apathy and disengagement within your team? 
o What strategies can you implement to ensure that conflict doesn’t lead to 

avoidance or groupthink, but instead sparks deeper engagement and 
commitment to your school’s goals? 

5. What steps can you take to equip your team with the tools and skills to 
manage conflict constructively, particularly through professional 
development or conflict resolution training?  

o How will you ensure your team feels supported in navigating difficult 
conversations with empathy and respect? 

6. What role do you want the staff to play in shaping the school’s culture 
particularly with respect to conflict management and how will you 
propose this? 

7. What are the biggest obstacles to creating a good culture and how will you 
go about addressing these? 

8. How will you know if you have achieved a healthy culture?    
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‘Pain is Inevitable, but Suffering is Optional’ – Leading 
Through Life’s Challenges with Resilience 

Educational	 and	 organisational	 leaders	 are	 no	 strangers	 to	 challenges.	 In	 fact,	 the	 nature	 of	
leadership	 often	 involves	 navigating	moments	 of	 uncertainty,	 stress,	 and	 difficulty.	Whether	 it’s	
managing	difficult	 conversations,	dealing	with	setbacks,	or	 responding	 to	unforeseen	crises,	hard	
moments	are	a	part	of	the	landscape	of	leadership.	

In	 these	 moments,	 I	 was	 always	 reminded	 of	 a	 profound	 truth	 shared	 by	 the	 writer	 Haruki	
Murakami:	"Pain	is	inevitable.	Suffering	is	optional."	This	idea	speaks	to	the	heart	of	
what	it	means	to	be	human	and,	importantly,	what	it	means	to	lead	through	difficult	times.	

Pain,	in	the	form	of	difficult	events,	losses,	or	setbacks,	is	an	unavoidable	part	of	life.	But	suffering	-	
the	emotional	and	mental	anguish	we	may	attach	to	those	events	-	is	something	we	can	control.	The	
Stoics,	ancient	philosophers	known	for	their	wisdom	on	resilience	and	self-mastery,	taught	us	that	
while	we	cannot	control	external	events,	we	can	always	control	our	reactions	to	them.	As	leaders,	
this	insight	is	vital,	not	only	for	our	own	well-being	but	for	the	well-being	of	those	we	lead.	

Acknowledging	the	Hard	Moments	
As	much	as	we	might	like	to	avoid	pain	or	discomfort,	life	inevitably	throws	us	challenges,	whether	
it’s	managing	conflict	between	staff	members,	supporting	a	student	in	crisis,	or	facing	budget	cuts	or	
changes	in	policy.	These	challenges,	while	painful,	are	part	of	the	leadership	journey.	

Acknowledging	pain	doesn’t	mean	 avoiding	 or	 denying	 its	 existence;	 it	means	 recognizing	 it	 and	
allowing	ourselves	to	feel	it	without	being	consumed	by	it.	Leadership	is	not	about	being	impervious	
to	pain	but	about	developing	the	strength	and	resilience	to	face	it	head-on	and	navigate	through	it	
effectively.	

In	an	educational	setting,	we	are	often	in	positions	where	we	must	demonstrate	both	vulnerability	
and	strength.	We	must	acknowledge	the	difficulty	of	the	situations	we	face	and	allow	ourselves	and	
our	teams	to	process	these	challenges.	In	doing	so,	we	create	a	culture	where	emotional	honesty	is	
welcomed,	 and	 where	 it’s	 understood	 that	 it’s	 okay	 to	 feel	 pain,	 as	 long	 as	 we	 don’t	 become	
overwhelmed	by	it.	

The	Stoic	Wisdom:	Response	Over	Reaction	
The	Stoics,	particularly	philosophers	like	Marcus	Aurelius	and	Epictetus,	emphasized	that	while	we	
cannot	control	external	events,	we	can	control	how	we	respond	to	them.	This	idea	is	central	to	the	
notion	that	while	pain	is	inevitable,	suffering	is	optional.	

When	faced	with	a	challenge,	we	can	choose	to	react	with	frustration,	anger,	or	despair,	or	we	can	
choose	to	respond	with	equanimity,	thoughtfulness,	and	resilience.	The	Stoic	practice	of	controlling	
our	responses	is	not	about	suppressing	emotions	or	pretending	that	everything	is	fine	when	it	is	not.	

Weekly Reflection 
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Instead,	it	is	about	recognizing	that	our	emotional	response	to	an	event	is	within	our	control,	even	if	
the	event	itself	is	not.	

For	 example,	 as	 a	 school	 leader,	 you	 might	 face	 a	 situation	 where	 a	 difficult	 policy	 change	 is	
announced	by	the	State	or	jurisdiction.	The	immediate	pain	might	be	the	disruption	to	your	team’s	
plans,	the	frustration	of	adjusting	to	new	expectations,	or	the	anxiety	of	how	the	change	will	impact	
students.	However,	how	you	respond,	whether	you	allow	frustration	to	dominate	or	whether	you	
approach	the	situation	with	a	calm,	proactive	mindset,	can	make	all	the	difference.	

By	choosing	to	respond	with	a	sense	of	perspective	and	a	focus	on	what	can	be	controlled	(such	as	
how	you	communicate	 the	change,	 support	your	staff,	 and	ensure	 the	best	possible	outcomes	 for	
students),	you	minimize	unnecessary	suffering.	You	model	resilience	and	self-mastery	for	your	team	
and	help	them	do	the	same.	

The	Role	of	Emotional	Intelligence	in	Leadership	
One	 of	 the	 key	 tools	 in	 managing	 pain	 without	 falling	 into	 suffering	 is	 emotional	 intelligence.	
Emotional	intelligence	(EI)	involves	recognizing	and	understanding	our	own	emotions,	as	well	as	the	
emotions	 of	 others,	 and	 using	 this	 awareness	 to	 guide	 our	 behaviour.	 For	 educational	 leaders,	
developing	EI	is	vital	for	navigating	the	emotional	terrain	that	often	accompanies	leadership	roles.	

In	times	of	difficulty,	emotional	intelligence	allows	us	to:	

1. Acknowledge	 Our	 Emotions:	 By	 acknowledging	 our	 own	 feelings	 of	 frustration,	
disappointment,	or	stress,	we	can	better	understand	and	manage	them.	Emotional	awareness	
gives	 us	 the	 power	 to	make	 conscious	 decisions	 about	 how	we	 express	 or	 channel	 these	
emotions.	

2. Regulate	 Our	 Responses:	 Rather	 than	 reacting	 impulsively	 to	 challenging	 situations,	 EI	
helps	us	take	a	step	back,	breathe,	and	choose	a	more	thoughtful	response.	This	ability	 to	
pause	and	reflect	is	especially	valuable	during	moments	of	conflict,	crisis,	or	frustration.	

3. Empathize	with	Others:	When	we	understand	our	own	emotions,	we	are	better	equipped	to	
empathize	with	the	emotions	of	others.	In	a	school	setting,	this	means	being	able	to	support	
staff,	 students,	 and	 parents	 who	 may	 also	 be	 struggling	 with	 challenges.	 Empathetic	
leadership	creates	a	sense	of	unity	and	shared	purpose,	even	in	the	midst	of	adversity.	

4. Maintain	 Perspective:	 Emotional	 intelligence	 also	 helps	 us	 step	 back	 and	 view	 difficult	
situations	in	a	broader	context.	While	pain	is	inevitable,	emotional	intelligence	reminds	us	
that	 these	 moments	 are	 temporary,	 and	 that	 they	 can	 often	 lead	 to	 growth	 and	 greater	
resilience.	By	maintaining	perspective,	we	can	prevent	ourselves	 from	getting	caught	 in	a	
cycle	of	suffering.	

	

Leading	with	Resilience	and	Purpose	
The	true	measure	of	leadership	is	not	how	well	we	perform	when	things	are	going	smoothly,	but	how	
we	respond	when	challenges	arise.	Leaders	who	embody	resilience	are	able	to	navigate	tough	times	
with	a	sense	of	calm,	focus,	and	purpose.	They	understand	that	pain	is	a	natural	part	of	the	human	
experience	and	that	it	is	through	facing	this	pain	head-on	that	we	grow	stronger	and	more	capable.	
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One	powerful	aspect	of	resilient	leadership	is	the	ability	to	communicate	that	resilience	to	others.	By	
managing	your	own	response	 to	difficult	 situations,	 you	 set	 the	 tone	 for	your	 school	 community.	
When	staff,	students,	and	parents	see	you	modelling	grace	under	pressure,	they	are	more	likely	to	
adopt	a	similar	mindset.	This,	in	turn,	fosters	a	culture	of	resilience	within	the	school	-	a	place	where	
challenges	are	met	with	optimism	and	a	focus	on	solutions,	rather	than	being	defined	by	the	pain	of	
the	moment.	

Leading	with	 resilience	does	not	mean	 ignoring	 the	difficulties	of	 the	 situation.	 Instead,	 it	means	
acknowledging	the	pain,	accepting	that	it’s	part	of	the	process,	and	then	focusing	on	how	we	move	
forward.	It	involves	framing	challenges	as	opportunities	for	growth,	not	as	insurmountable	obstacles.	
This	approach	builds	the	emotional	strength	and	fortitude	necessary	to	thrive	in	the	face	of	adversity.	

Practical	Steps	for	Leaders	
How	 can	 you	 cultivate	 the	 Stoic	 mindset	 of	 response	 over	 reaction	 and	 manage	 pain	 without	
succumbing	to	unnecessary	suffering?	Here	are	some	practical	steps:	

1. Practice	Reflection:	When	faced	with	a	difficult	situation,	take	a	moment	to	pause,	reflect,	
and	gain	perspective.	Ask	yourself:	What	aspects	of	this	situation	are	within	my	control?	How	
can	I	respond	with	composure	and	purpose?	

2. Embrace	Adaptability:	Life	in	schools/organisations	is	unpredictable.	The	more	adaptable	
you	are,	the	less	likely	you	are	to	get	stuck	in	frustration.	Accept	that	change	and	challenges	
are	inevitable	and	focus	on	how	you	can	adapt	to	them	in	a	way	that	aligns	with	your	values	
and	goals.	

3. Model	 Resilience:	 Your	 behaviour	 sets	 the	 tone	 for	 others.	 When	 your	 team	 sees	 you	
respond	to	adversity	with	calm	and	focus,	they	are	more	likely	to	do	the	same.	Be	intentional	
in	how	you	manage	your	emotions	and	navigate	difficult	moments.	

4. Cultivate	 a	 Growth	 Mindset:	 Help	 your	 colleagues	 and	 students	 see	 challenges	 as	
opportunities	for	growth.	When	we	approach	pain	as	part	of	the	learning	process,	we	can	use	
it	to	build	resilience	and	improve	over	time.	

5. Seek	 Support:	 Even	 the	 strongest	 leaders	 need	 support.	 Build	 a	 network	 of	 colleagues,	
mentors,	or	coaches	who	can	help	you	navigate	tough	times	with	clarity	and	perspective.	

	

Transforming	Pain	into	Growth	
As	leaders,	we	will	inevitably	encounter	moments	of	pain,	whether	it’s	the	stress	of	managing	a	crisis,	
the	disappointment	of	unmet	goals,	or	the	frustration	of	resistance	to	change.	But	the	way	we	respond	
to	these	moments	is	what	truly	defines	us	as	leaders.	By	embracing	the	Stoic	philosophy	that	while	
pain	is	inevitable;	suffering	is	optional,	we	can	navigate	the	challenges	of	leadership	with	resilience,	
empathy,	and	a	clear	sense	of	purpose.	We	may	not	be	able	to	control	the	events	that	bring	us	pain,	
but	we	can	control	how	we	choose	to	respond	to	them.	

In	doing	so,	we	not	only	preserve	our	own	well-being,	but	we	also	model	strength	and	resilience	for	
those	we	lead.	Our	schools	become	places	where	challenges	are	met	with	hope,	where	setbacks	are	
seen	as	opportunities	for	growth,	and	where	leaders	demonstrate	that	the	path	to	success	is	paved	
with	patience,	perspective,	and	the	ability	to	move	forward,	no	matter	the	obstacles.	
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1.  Recognizing Pain and Embracing Resilience: 

o What current challenges in your leadership role feel like sources of pain, and how 
are you choosing to respond to them?  

o In what ways might you reframe these challenges as opportunities for growth? 
 

2. Emotional Intelligence and Response: 

o In the past few weeks, have there been any moments where you reacted 
impulsively to a difficult situation?  

o What might you have done differently if you had paused and reflected on your 
emotional response first? 
 

3. Leading with Empathy and Perspective: 

o How can you better understand and support the emotions of those you lead 
during challenging times, particularly when they may be feeling frustrated, 
stressed, or uncertain? 
 

4. Modelling Resilience for Others: 

o When faced with adversity, how do you want your team to perceive your 
leadership?  

o What steps can you take to model calmness, composure, and optimism in the face 
of difficulty? 
 

5. Building a Culture of Growth: 

o How can you cultivate a mindset in your team that embraces challenges as 
stepping stones to growth, rather than obstacles to success?  

o What actions can you take to ensure your staff see pain as a natural part of their 
development? 
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The Transformative Power of Listening in Educational 
Leadership 

In	 the	 fast-paced	 world	 of	 educational	 leadership,	 where	 decisions	 often	 have	 wide-reaching	
consequences,	it’s	easy	to	become	consumed	with	speaking,	directing,	and	leading	from	the	front.	But	
there	is	a	profound	truth	in	the	words	of	Lord	Rabbi	Jonathan	Sacks:	“Crowds	are	moved	by	great	
speakers,	but	lives	are	changed	by	great	listeners.”		

This	quote	speaks	to	a	deeper,	often	underappreciated	aspect	of	leadership	–	listening	 -	not	just	
hearing,	but	deeply	listening	with	attention,	empathy,	and	understanding.	For	educational	leaders,	
the	act	of	listening	is	not	just	a	passive	skill	or	a	nicety;	it	is	an	essential,	transformative	leadership	
practice	 that	 fosters	 trust,	 builds	 relationships,	 and	 inspires	meaningful	 change.	Whether	we	 are	
listening	to	students,	staff,	parents,	or	community	members,	the	quality	of	our	listening	can	be	the	
difference	between	transactional	leadership	and	transformational	leadership.	

The	Power	of	Listening	in	Leadership	
As	 leaders,	we	are	often	expected	 to	provide	answers,	 solutions,	 and	direction.	Our	 role	 involves	
guiding	our	teams,	making	decisions,	and	setting	goals	for	the	future.	But	all	too	often,	leadership	is	
framed	as	a	one-way	communication	channel,	where	leaders	speak	and	others	listen.	However,	great	
leaders	know	that	listening	is	just	as	crucial,	if	not	more	so,	than	speaking.	

Listening	attentively	to	others	can	provide	us	with	critical	insights	into	their	thoughts,	needs,	and	
concerns.	It	allows	us	to	truly	understand	the	challenges	they	face	and	the	opportunities	for	growth.	
When	we	listen	actively	and	empathetically,	we	create	space	for	others	to	feel	heard	and	valued.	This,	
in	turn,	fosters	a	sense	of	belonging,	respect,	and	trust,	which	are	foundational	to	a	positive	school	
culture.	

Rabbi	Sacks’	quote	speaks	to	the	idea	that	while	great	speakers	can	inspire	or	move	crowds,	it	is	great	
listeners	who	 create	 lasting	 change.	 By	 listening	well,	 we	 gain	 the	 trust	 of	 those	 around	 us	 and	
empower	 them	 to	 share	 their	 perspectives	 openly.	 Through	 this	 process,	 we	 develop	 deeper	
relationships	and	find	more	effective	solutions	to	the	complex	challenges	that	schools	face.	

Listening	as	an	act	of	leadership	
Great	leadership	is	not	about	being	the	loudest	voice	in	the	room;	it	is	about	fostering	a	culture	of	
listening	where	others	feel	safe	to	share	their	ideas,	concerns,	and	dreams.	This	is	especially	true	in	
schools,	where	the	lives	of	children,	parents,	and	educators	are	deeply	intertwined.	When	leaders	
actively	listen,	they	communicate	that	the	voices	of	others	matter.	This	simple	act	can	transform	a	
school	 environment,	 making	 it	 one	 where	 collaboration,	 creativity,	 and	 mutual	 respect	 are	
prioritized.	

	

Weekly Reflection 
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As	leaders,	we	should	strive	to	listen	not	just	to	the	content	of	what	people	are	saying,	but	also	to	the	
underlying	 emotions	 and	 needs	 that	 drive	 their	 words.	 Empathetic	 listening	 requires	 us	 to	 pay	
attention	to	 the	tone,	body	 language,	and	emotional	cues	of	others.	 It	means	being	present	 in	 the	
moment	 and	 withholding	 judgment	 while	 others	 speak.	 This	 approach	 not	 only	 strengthens	
relationships	 but	 also	 enables	 us	 to	 respond	 thoughtfully	 and	 appropriately	 to	 the	 needs	 of	 our	
community.	

In	practical	terms,	this	means:	

1. Listening	 to	 Understand,	 Not	 to	 Respond:	 Often,	 leaders	may	 listen	with	 the	 intent	 of	
crafting	 a	 response	 or	 providing	 a	 solution.	However,	 the	most	 powerful	 listening	 occurs	
when	we	listen	to	understand.	This	requires	us	to	pause,	to	reflect	on	what	is	being	said,	and	
to	ask	clarifying	questions.	When	we	listen	with	the	goal	of	truly	understanding,	we	invite	
others	into	a	meaningful	conversation.	

2. Validating	Emotions:	Empathetic	listening	involves	validating	the	emotions	behind	people’s	
words.	Whether	it’s	a	teacher	sharing	the	stress	of	a	challenging	classroom	situation,	a	parent	
expressing	 frustration	with	 school	 policies,	 or	 a	 student	 voicing	 their	 anxiety	 about	 their	
education,	 listening	means	acknowledging	 the	emotions	 that	are	being	 communicated.	By	
doing	so,	we	show	compassion	and	create	an	environment	where	people	feel	safe	to	express	
their	true	feelings.	

3. Creating	 Space	 for	 Silence:	 Great	 listeners	 know	 the	 power	 of	 silence.	 In	 many	
conversations,	there	are	pauses	-	moments	when	someone	may	be	processing	their	thoughts	
or	struggling	to	find	the	right	words.	Rather	than	filling	these	silences	with	our	own	thoughts	
or	advice,	effective	leaders	allow	these	pauses	to	be	a	part	of	the	conversation.	Silence	can	
provide	the	space	necessary	for	deeper	reflection	and	more	meaningful	dialogue.	

4. Listening	Across	All	Levels:	Listening	should	not	be	confined	to	a	select	group	of	individuals.	
It	 is	equally	 important	to	 listen	to	staff,	students,	parents,	and	community	members.	Each	
group	brings	a	unique	perspective	that	can	offer	invaluable	insights	into	the	strengths	and	
challenges	of	the	school.	Regularly	seeking	feedback	from	all	stakeholders	helps	to	build	a	
sense	of	collective	ownership	and	investment	in	the	school’s	mission.	

5. Listening	leads	to	understanding	and	that	builds	bridges.	It	is	also	important	to	note	that	
understanding	 does	 not	 always	 mean	 agreement.	 It	 is	 possible	 to	 understand	 another’s	
perspective	without	agreeing	with	them.		

	

Transforming	School	Culture	Through	Listening	

A	school/	organisational	culture	where	listening	is	valued	is	a	culture	where	people	feel	respected	
and	 understood.	 It	 is	 a	 culture	 where	 communication	 flows	 in	 all	 directions,	 where	 leaders	 are	
approachable	and	responsive,	and	where	everyone	feels	empowered	to	contribute	their	ideas	and	
feedback.	

When	leaders	listen	deeply,	they	foster	a	sense	of	trust	that	is	crucial	for	collaborative	work.	Teachers	
are	more	 likely	 to	 engage	 in	 open	 dialogue	with	 leaders	 about	what	 is	 and	 isn’t	working	 in	 the	
classroom.	Students	are	more	likely	to	reach	out	when	they	need	help	or	support.	Parents	are	more	
likely	 to	collaborate	with	 the	school	on	solutions	 to	challenges.	Listening	creates	an	environment	
where	people	feel	safe	to	speak	their	truth	and	to	be	part	of	the	solution.	Moreover,	listening	fosters	
a	 growth	mindset.	When	 leaders	 listen	with	 empathy,	 they	 create	 an	 atmosphere	 of	 continuous	
learning	and	improvement.	Teachers	and	staff	are	more	likely	to	experiment	with	new	strategies,	
take	risks,	and	share	their	successes	and	challenges	if	they	know	they	are	in	an	environment	where	
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their	voices	will	be	heard	and	valued.	Students,	too,	will	thrive	in	an	environment	where	they	feel	
that	their	thoughts,	feelings,	and	opinions	matter.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

1. Reflecting on Your Listening Habits: 

o Think about a recent conversation where you were in a leadership role. Did you 
listen to understand, or were you focused on responding? How might your 
approach have changed if you had listened with the intent to fully understand 
the other person's perspective? 
 

2. Creating Space for Empathy: 

o When someone in your team or community expresses frustration or stress, how 
do you typically respond?  

o How could you shift from offering solutions to validating their emotions and 
simply listening more deeply to their needs? 
 

3. Silence as a Leadership Tool: 

o Think of a time when you were tempted to fill a silence during a conversation 
with advice or your own thoughts.  

o How might you benefit from creating more space for silence in your 
conversations moving forward? What do you think might emerge from these 
pauses? 

o On a scale of 1-10, how distracted are you throughout the day? 
 

4. Expanding Your Listening Circle: 

o Are there certain groups (e.g., students, parents, or staff) that you listen to more 
closely than others?  

o What could you do to ensure you're consistently gathering insights from all 
stakeholders in your school or organization? 
 

5. Transforming School Culture: 

o How can you foster a culture in your school where authentic listening is valued 
by all members, not just the leaders?  

o What specific actions can you take to model and encourage active listening 
among your staff, students, and parents? 
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Being a ‘Strong’ Leader – what does it mean? 
Being	strong	is	fundamentally	about	having	unwavering	moral	convictions	and	a	deep	commitment	
to	one’s	beliefs	and	convictions.	True	strength	manifests	through	the	ability	to	stand	firm	in	one’s	
principles,	even	in	the	face	of	adversity.	This	involves	not	only	advocating	for	what	is	right	but	also	
fostering	an	environment	where	others	feel	empowered	to	voice	their	own	beliefs.	A	strong	leader	is	
willing	 to	make	 tough	 decisions	 that	 align	with	 their	 values,	 demonstrating	 integrity	 and	 ethical	
behaviour	 that	 inspires	 trust	 and	 respect	 among	 team	 members.	 A	 strong	 leader	 demonstrates	
strength	 of	 conviction	 and	 belief;	 strength	 of	 character	 and	 integrity.	 This	 type	 of	 strength	 is	
characterized	 by	 empathy,	 the	 capacity	 to	 listen,	 and	 the	 willingness	 to	 support	 others	 in	 their	
growth,	ultimately	cultivating	a	positive	and	resilient	organizational	culture.	

In	 stark	 contrast,	 the	 perception	 of	 strength	 as	 portrayed	 by	 some	 public	 figures	 who	 display	
authoritarian	 tendencies,	 often	 revolves	 around	 a	 more	 superficial	 and	 aggressive	 form	 of	
dominance.	 This	 view	 equates	 strength	 with	 bullying	 tactics,	 intimidation,	 and	 a	 lack	 of	
accountability.	While	 this	 persona	may	 resonate	with	 certain	 audiences,	 particularly	 young	men	
seeking	role	models,	it	ultimately	reflects	a	misguided	understanding	of	what	true	leadership	entails.	
A	 leader	 who	 relies	 on	 fear	 and	 bravado	 lacks	 the	 essential	 qualities	 of	 emotional	 intelligence,	
humility,	and	respect	for	others.	This	approach	not	only	undermines	the	morale	of	a	team	but	also	
stifles	innovation	and	collaboration,	creating	an	environment	rife	with	anxiety	and	disengagement.	

For	 leaders	 aiming	 to	 cultivate	 genuine	 strength,	 it	 is	 crucial	 to	 differentiate	 between	 these	
contrasting	notions.	Authentic	leadership	is	not	about	wielding	power	or	enforcing	control	but	about	
inspiring	and	empowering	others	through	shared	values	and	vision.	By	modelling	courage	in	their	
convictions	and	prioritizing	integrity	over	intimidation,	leaders	can	create	a	sustainable	impact	that	
encourages	collective	growth	and	resilience.		

The antidote to the notion of the "strong leader" as defined by authoritarian traits lies in 
embracing transformational, collaborative, and reflective leadership. These approaches 
emphasize the following: 

1.	Redefining	Strength	

True	strength	in	leadership	is	rooted	in	humility,	empathy,	and	the	ability	to	inspire	others.	A	leader	
who	values	active	listening	and	invites	diverse	perspectives	demonstrates	strength	far	beyond	the	
superficial	dominance	of	authoritarianism.	Such	leaders	cultivate	respect,	trust,	and	loyalty,	which	
are	essential	for	sustainable	success.	

2.	Fostering	Psychological	Safety	

Authoritarianism	often	 silences	 innovation	 and	discourages	 risk-taking.	By	 contrast,	 leaders	who	
create	 an	 environment	 of	 psychological	 safety	 encourage	 dialogue,	 dissent,	 and	 creativity.	 This	
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approach	unlocks	the	full	potential	of	individuals	and	teams,	enhancing	organizational	culture	and	
performance.	

3.	Demonstrating	Reflective	Practices	

Reflective	 leadership—asking	powerful	questions,	 seeking	 feedback,	 and	being	open	 to	growth—
shifts	the	focus	from	control	to	empowerment.	Leaders	who	reflect	on	their	impact	and	adjust	their	
approaches	demonstrate	a	deeper	commitment	to	growth	and	inclusivity.	

4.	Emphasizing	Shared	Purpose	

Dictatorial	leadership	often	serves	the	ego	of	the	leader	rather	than	the	mission	of	the	organization.	
A	democratic,	participatory	approach	aligns	the	team	around	a	shared	vision,	leveraging	collective	
expertise.	This	not	only	achieves	goals	more	effectively	but	also	fosters	a	sense	of	ownership	and	
pride.	

5.	Highlighting	the	Consequences	of	Authoritarianism	

Authoritarian	 leadership	 is	 inherently	vacuous	 and	 self-defeating.	 It	 stifles	 creativity,	 leads	 to	
disengagement,	 and	 fosters	 a	 culture	 of	 compliance	 rather	 than	 commitment.	 Over	 time,	 such	
environments	 crumble	under	 the	weight	 of	 discontent	 and	 lack	 of	 innovation.	Highlighting	 these	
long-term	consequences	can	shift	the	narrative.	

6.	Building	Democratic	Ideals	

Encouraging	participatory	decision-making	and	valuing	input	reinforces	the	idea	that	leadership	is	
a	collective	endeavour.	While	leaders	maintain	accountability,	they	recognize	that	their	power	is	
amplified	when	shared.	

Closing	Thought	

Dictatorial	leadership	may	provide	the	illusion	of	control,	but	it	erodes	the	soul	of	an	organization	or	
school.	 Conversely,	 leaders	 who	 embrace	 listening,	 discussion,	 and	 shared	 ownership	 build	
environments	where	people	thrive.	Such	leadership	is	not	only	more	challenging	but	also	profoundly	
more	impactful	and	enduring.	
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1. Reflecting on Strength and Leadership: 

o How do you define "true strength" in leadership, and how does this definition align with 
your current leadership practices? 

o Can you recall a recent situation where you had to stand firm in your convictions 
despite pressure? How did you navigate this, and what was the outcome? 

o In what ways could you further empower those around you to voice their beliefs and 
values in a safe, inclusive environment? 
 

2. Listening as a Tool for Change: 

o Think about a recent decision you made that impacted your team or organization. How 
did you incorporate input from others, and how might the decision have been different 
if you had listened more deeply to the stakeholders involved? 

o How might your leadership approach change if you prioritized listening over speaking 
in your interactions with colleagues, students, or parents? 

o What practices could you put in place to ensure that listening becomes a central tool in 
your leadership strategy for future change initiatives? 
 

3. Modelling Listening: 

o In what ways do you currently model listening for your team, and where do you see 
opportunities to enhance your own listening skills? 

o How might you create a more open and receptive environment where others feel 
encouraged to share their thoughts and feedback without fear of judgment? 

o What are the personal challenges or biases that may prevent you from fully 
listening to others, and how can you address them to improve your leadership 
impact? 
 

4. Leading with Empathy and Integrity: 

o When you think about the leaders you admire most, what role does empathy and 
integrity play in their leadership style? How do you currently exhibit these 
qualities, and how could you strengthen them? 

o How do you balance the need for strong decision-making with the desire to 
maintain empathy for those affected by your decisions? 

o What action steps can you take to ensure that your leadership decisions reflect 
your core values and ethical beliefs, especially in moments of adversity? 
 

5. Listening to Inspire Transformation: 

o Reflect on a time when a simple act of listening to someone made a significant 
difference in their experience. How did that moment influence the outcome or 
relationship? 

o What steps can you take to cultivate a culture of listening within your team or 
organization, and what impact do you hope it will have in the long term? 

o How can you use listening not only as a tool for problem-solving but also as a way to 
inspire and motivate others to engage in continuous growth and improvement? 
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Moving Mountains – The Power of Patience and 
Persistence in Educational Leadership 

As	educational/organisational	leaders,	we	often	find	ourselves	dreaming	of	grand,	sweeping	changes	
that	will	 transform	our	 schools/organisations	 into	 ideal	 learning	 environments.	 For	 example,	we	
envision	new	programs,	innovative	teaching	methods,	or	revolutionary	shifts	in	school	culture.	While	
these	big	goals	are	essential	for	shaping	the	future	of	education,	the	truth	is	that	meaningful	change	
rarely	 happens	 overnight.	 The	 process	 of	 building	 lasting	 transformation	 is	 less	 about	 sudden	
breakthroughs	and	more	about	steady,	consistent	effort	-	 just	as	the	quote	"The	person	who	
moves	a	mountain	begins	by	carrying	away	small	stones"	suggests.	
In	his	book	Good	to	Great,	Jim	Collins	emphasizes	the	importance	of	what	he	calls	the	“flywheel	effect”	
-	the	idea	that	sustained	progress	results	from	continuous,	incremental	efforts	rather	than	from	one-
off	events	or	dramatic	changes.	Educational	leaders,	like	those	who	lead	successful	businesses,	must	
resist	the	temptation	to	seek	quick	wins	or	dramatic	transformations.	Instead,	we	must	focus	on	the	
long	march,	understanding	that	building	a	strong,	enduring	school	culture	and	improving	student	
outcomes	requires	patience,	perseverance,	and	integrity.	

Small	Stones,	Big	Mountain:	The	Role	of	Patience	in	Leadership	

The	journey	toward	meaningful	change	 in	a	school	can	feel	 like	an	uphill	battle	-	especially	when	
leaders	 aim	 to	 alter	 long-established	 practices,	 address	 systemic	 inequities,	 or	 implement	 new	
curricula.	These	efforts	often	require	 time	and	 the	ability	 to	manage	 frustration	when	 immediate	
results	don’t	materialize.	That’s	where	the	metaphor	of	moving	a	mountain	by	carrying	away	small	
stones	becomes	particularly	powerful.	

Each	small	stone	represents	a	small,	deliberate	action	or	decision	that,	over	time,	contributes	to	a	
much	larger	change.	It	may	involve	refining	a	teaching	strategy,	slowly	building	trust	with	staff,	or	
making	 incremental	 improvements	 to	 school	 policies.	When	we	 focus	 on	 these	 small,	 consistent	
efforts,	we	are	moving	steadily	toward	a	larger	goal.	But	the	process	takes	time.	

Jim	 Collins	 argues	 that	 the	most	 successful	 organizations,	 and	 by	 extension,	 the	most	 successful	
schools,	don’t	achieve	greatness	by	chasing	quick,	 flashy	successes.	Rather,	they	build	momentum	
over	time	by	focusing	on	a	series	of	smaller,	methodical	steps	and	routines.	This	approach,	which	
Collins	 refers	 to	 as	 the	 “flywheel”	 in	Good	 to	 Great,	 highlights	 the	 importance	 of	 consistency,	
persistence,	and	a	long-term	vision	in	leadership.	

In	educational	settings,	this	translates	to	the	need	for	leaders	to	make	decisions	that	may	not	provide	
immediate	gratification	but	that	contribute	to	sustained	success	over	time.	Whether	it’s	creating	a	
professional	 development	 program,	 nurturing	 a	 positive	 school	 culture,	 or	 implementing	 a	 new	
technology	initiative,	these	efforts	take	time	to	bear	fruit.	

Focus	on	the	Long	March,	Not	the	Quick	Sprint	
Many	 leaders	 are	 under	 tremendous	 pressure	 to	 deliver	 quick	 results.	 Stakeholders	 -	 whether	
parents,	school	boards,	or	policymakers	-	often	expect	immediate	improvements,	whether	in	student	
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performance,	test	scores,	or	overall	school	climate.	It’s	easy	to	feel	the	pull	of	expedient	solutions:	a	
new	program	here,	a	change	in	policy	there,	or	a	flashy	initiative	that	promises	quick	results.	

However,	 the	most	successful	 leaders	understand	that	true,	 lasting	change	doesn’t	come	from	the	
“quick	sprint.”	Instead,	it	comes	from	focusing	on	the	long	march	-	consistent,	patient,	and	thoughtful	
steps	toward	a	clear	vision.	Just	as	a	mountain	is	not	moved	by	one	big	push,	but	by	years	of	small,	
deliberate	actions,	educational	leaders	must	focus	on	making	steady	progress	rather	than	seeking	
immediate	outcomes.	

Again,	Collins	discusses	the	importance	of	the	“flywheel”	in	achieving	success:	organizations	that	
make	 consistent,	 incremental	 improvements	 eventually	 build	 momentum,	 which	
propels	them	toward	greater	achievements.	Educational	leaders	can	use	this	idea	to	manage	
the	 long-term	 development	 of	 their	 schools.	 By	 focusing	 on	 continuous	 improvement	 -	 whether	
through	small	adjustments	to	teaching	methods,	professional	development,	or	creating	systems	for	
feedback	and	reflection	-	we	can	build	the	momentum	necessary	for	lasting,	meaningful	change.	

Integrity:	The	Foundation	for	Lasting	Change	
Patience	and	persistence	alone	are	not	enough	to	ensure	meaningful	change;	they	must	be	guided	by	
integrity.	Integrity	in	leadership	means	staying	true	to	your	values,	acting	with	honesty,	and	fostering	
an	environment	where	transparency	and	trust	are	foundational	to	every	decision.	When	leaders	build	
their	actions	on	a	bedrock	of	integrity,	they	create	a	school	culture	where	lasting	change	can	take	
root.	

It’s	easy	to	get	swept	up	in	the	excitement	of	new	initiatives	or	the	pressure	to	produce	immediate	
results.	But	quick	fixes	or	grandiose	gestures	often	fail	because	they	are	not	aligned	with	the	core	
values	 of	 the	 school	 community	 or	 the	 larger	 mission	 of	 education.	 Integrity	 involves	 making	
decisions	that	are	thoughtful,	aligned	with	the	school’s	vision,	and	rooted	in	the	long-term	benefit	of	
students,	staff,	and	the	community.	

For	example,	as	a	leader,	you	might	be	tempted	to	implement	a	high-profile	program	to	boost	student	
achievement.	But	if	this	program	is	not	a	good	fit	for	your	school	culture	or	doesn’t	address	the	real	
needs	of	your	students,	it	will	not	produce	sustainable	results.	In	contrast,	small,	incremental	steps	
toward	addressing	the	core	needs	of	your	school,	such	as	improving	teacher	collaboration,	providing	
targeted	 professional	 development,	 or	 engaging	 parents	 in	 meaningful	 ways,	 will	 have	 a	 lasting	
impact,	provided	they	are	grounded	in	the	school’s	values	and	mission.	

The	Importance	of	Small	Wins	and	Building	Momentum	
Small	 wins	 are	 powerful.	 They	 provide	 evidence	 that	 change	 is	 happening	 and	 help	 maintain	
motivation,	even	when	the	larger	goal	may	feel	distant.	Educational	leaders	can	harness	the	power	
of	 small	wins	by	setting	realistic,	measurable	goals	 that	 lead	 to	visible	progress.	These	wins	help	
reinforce	the	idea	that	change	is	happening,	even	when	it’s	not	immediately	obvious.	

Great	organizations	don’t	wait	for	a	dramatic	breakthrough	moment,	they	build	momentum	slowly	
and	steadily	over	time.	In	schools,	this	might	look	like	gradually	improving	student	outcomes	through	
continuous	 adjustments	 in	 teaching	 practices,	 fostering	 a	 growth	mindset	 in	 staff,	 or	 building	 a	
culture	of	collaboration	that	supports	both	teachers	and	students.	Each	small	win	becomes	another	
stone	moved,	another	step	toward	the	larger	goal.	
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A	school	 leader	may	focus	on	improving	literacy	rates.	While	big,	dramatic	changes	in	curriculum	
might	seem	appealing,	leaders	can	make	incremental	progress	by	implementing	small	adjustments	
over	time:	providing	targeted	professional	development	on	reading	strategies,	developing	a	school-
wide	literacy	initiative,	or	creating	a	peer	mentorship	program	for	struggling	readers.	Each	small	step	
builds	upon	the	last,	creating	momentum	toward	the	larger	goal	of	improving	literacy.	

Building	a	Culture	of	Patience	and	Persistence	
As	leaders,	it’s	essential	to	model	patience	and	persistence	for	our	staff.	When	we	demonstrate	that	
meaningful	change	takes	time	and	is	built	on	consistent	effort,	we	create	a	culture	where	others	feel	
empowered	to	take	small,	thoughtful	actions	toward	long-term	goals.	Leaders	who	expect	immediate	
results	can	foster	frustration	and	burnout,	but	those	who	understand	the	power	of	small,	incremental	
steps	inspire	resilience	and	commitment.	

Create	opportunities	 for	 reflection	and	 long-term	planning	within	your	staff	meetings.	Encourage	
your	team	to	focus	on	sustainable	progress	rather	than	immediate	gratification.	Help	them	see	the	
connection	between	their	daily	actions	and	the	larger	goals	of	the	school.	By	fostering	this	mindset,	
you	create	an	environment	where	every	small	action	counts,	and	every	“small	stone”	is	a	vital	part	of	
moving	the	mountain	of	change	forward.	

The	Long	Road	to	Success	
Moving	a	mountain	requires	patience,	persistence,	and	a	deep	commitment	to	a	 long-term	vision.	
Educational	leaders	who	embrace	the	idea	of	“carrying	away	small	stones”	understand	that	lasting	
change	comes	not	 from	grand	gestures	or	quick	 fixes,	but	 from	steady,	 thoughtful,	and	consistent	
action.	As	Jim	Collins	reminds	us	in	Good	to	Great,	success	is	not	a	result	of	a	quick	sprint	but	a	long	
march	-	a	series	of	small,	cumulative	efforts	that	eventually	lead	to	extraordinary	results.	

In	your	leadership	journey,	remember	that	building	a	great	school/organisational	community	is	a	
process.	 It	 requires	 time,	 integrity,	 and	 an	 unwavering	 commitment	 to	 small	 wins	 that	 build	
momentum	over	time.	Focus	on	the	long-term	vision,	stay	patient	with	the	process,	and	keep	moving	
those	small	stones.	In	the	end,	the	mountain	will	be	moved—and	the	change	you	create	will	be	lasting	
and	meaningful.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Focus on the long march - consistent, patient, and thoughtful steps 
toward a clear vision.  

Schools that make consistent, incremental  

improvements eventually build  

momentum, which propels them toward  

greater achievements. 
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1. Embracing Patience and Persistence: 

o What is a significant change or goal you are currently working toward in your school 
or organization?  

o What small, consistent actions could you take to start building momentum toward that 
goal, and how will you ensure these actions are sustained over time? 

o Reflecting on past leadership challenges, can you recall a time when you became 
frustrated with the pace of change?  

o How might you have approached the situation differently if you had focused more on 
small, incremental steps instead of seeking grandiose or quick results? 
 

2. The Power of Small Wins: 

o How can you break down a large, complex goal into smaller, manageable steps that you 
can celebrate along the way?  

o What might those "small wins" look like in your current leadership context, and how 
can you use them to maintain motivation and momentum for your team? 

o Think about a recent achievement, no matter how small, that contributed to a bigger 
change in your school.  

o How can you leverage this achievement to further drive progress and inspire others to 
see the value of incremental steps? 
 

3. Building Momentum: 

o In what areas of your leadership can you intentionally focus on creating small wins 
that build momentum toward larger goals?  

o What are some quick actions you can take that will lead to long-term success, and how 
can you track their impact over time? 

o Reflect on the concept of the "flywheel" effect. How might you incorporate this idea into 
your leadership style to create lasting change in your school culture or academic 
performance? 
 

4. Integrity and Long-Term Vision: 

o How does integrity play a role in your decision-making process, particularly when it 
comes to choosing long-term initiatives over short-term fixes?  

o Can you identify an instance where you’ve had to choose the long-term vision over the 
temptation of a quick win? What was the outcome, and what did you learn from it? 

o How do you ensure that the changes you implement align with the core values and 
vision of your school or organization?  

o What steps can you take to better communicate this alignment with your staff, 
students, and community? 
 

5. Leading with Patience and Persistence: 

o What specific strategies can you implement to model patience and persistence for your 
team?  

o How can you create a culture where everyone understands the value of steady 
progress and feels encouraged to take small, meaningful steps toward larger goals? 

o In what ways can you adjust your leadership approach to support and guide your team 
through the often slow and challenging process of meaningful change?  

o What tools or frameworks can you introduce	to help staff manage their expectations 
and stay committed to the long journey of transformation?	
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Leading with Courage and Conviction – "It Is Better to 
Die on Your Feet Than to Live on Your Knees" 
As	 leaders,	we	are	 constantly	 faced	with	 challenges	 that	demand	not	only	our	 skills	but	 also	our	
values.	 Whether	 we	 are	 navigating	 policy	 changes,	 managing	 difficult	 employee	 dynamics,	 or	
advocating	for	our	students,	the	decisions	we	make	and	the	actions	we	take	define	the	kind	of	leaders	
we	 are.	 One	 powerful	 mindset	 that	 can	 guide	 us	 through	 these	 moments	 of	 uncertainty	 is	
encapsulated	in	the	old	adage:	"It	is	better	to	die	on	your	feet	than	to	live	on	your	knees."	

This	phrase,	attributed	to	the	Mexican	revolutionary	Emiliano	Zapata,	is	often	interpreted	as	a	call	to	
act	with	integrity,	courage,	and	conviction,	even	when	faced	with	immense	pressure	or	adversity.	For	
leaders,	this	adage	underscores	the	importance	of	standing	firm	in	our	values	and	not	succumbing	to	
expediency	or	the	pressure	to	conform.	It	is	a	reminder	that	leadership	isn’t	about	avoiding	conflict	
or	taking	the	easy	path;	it’s	about	having	the	courage	to	lead	authentically,	even	when	doing	so	is	
difficult	or	unpopular.	

Leading	with	Courage:	The	Heart	of	True	Leadership	
In	 education,	 as	 in	 many	 other	 fields,	 it’s	 easy	 to	 take	 the	 path	 of	 least	 resistance.	
School/organisational	leaders	often	find	themselves	in	situations	where	it	seems	easier	to	go	along	
with	the	status	quo,	make	compromises	to	keep	everyone	happy,	or	avoid	difficult	conversations.	
However,	true	leadership	is	not	about	making	decisions	based	on	what	is	easiest	or	most	convenient	
-	it’s	about	making	decisions	based	on	what	is	right,	even	when	it	is	difficult.	

When	we	lead	with	courage,	we	stand	up	for	our	beliefs,	our	values,	and	the	well-being	of	those	we	
serve.	This	means	having	the	courage	to	challenge	the	system	when	it	is	not	working	for	students	or	
staff,	even	if	it	means	going	against	powerful	stakeholders.	It	means	standing	up	for	what	is	best	for	
children,	even	when	it	might	not	align	with	current	policies,	budgets,	or	political	pressure.	

For	example,	you	may	face	pressure	to	prioritise	standardized	test	scores	above	all	else,	but	your	
conviction	as	a	leader	tells	you	that	fostering	creativity,	critical	thinking,	and	emotional	intelligence	
in	students	is	equally	important.	In	this	case,	courage	means	being	willing	to	advocate	for	a	more	
balanced	approach	to	education,	even	if	it	goes	against	prevailing	trends	or	creates	discomfort	among	
those	in	positions	of	power.	

The	Danger	of	Expediency	

Expediency	is	the	art	of	choosing	the	quickest	or	easiest	option,	often	at	the	expense	of	doing	what	is	
right.	In	leadership,	expedient	decisions	are	made	out	of	a	desire	to	avoid	discomfort,	pushback,	or	
conflict.	However,	when	we	prioritize	expedience	over	conviction,	we	undermine	the	very	purpose	
of	leadership.	

Leaders,	especially	in	times	of	change	or	crisis,	are	often	tempted	to	take	the	expedient	route.	We	
may	 be	 driven	 by	 the	 desire	 to	maintain	 peace,	 avoid	 difficult	 conversations,	 or	 satisfy	 external	
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expectations.	But	yielding	to	expediency	can	come	at	a	high	cost	-	not	just	to	our	integrity	but	to	the	
long-term	success	of	our	schools	and	the	well-being	of	our	students.	

When	we	take	shortcuts	or	compromise	our	values	for	the	sake	of	ease,	we	risk	perpetuating	
systems	that	are	unjust,	ineffective,	or	harmful.	We	may,	for	example,	ignore	the	needs	of	
marginalized	students,	sideline	teachers	who	are	struggling	to	implement	meaningful	change,	or	
avoid	addressing	toxic	school	cultures	in	order	to	avoid	confrontation.	In	the	end,	expedient	
decisions	undermine	the	trust	and	respect	of	those	we	lead	and	erode	the	very	foundation	of	what	
makes	a	school	a	thriving,	supportive	environment.	

Leading	with	Conviction:	Staying	True	to	Your	Values	
Conviction	in	leadership	is	the	unwavering	commitment	to	doing	what	is	right,	even	in	the	face	of	
adversity.	It	is	the	willingness	to	make	tough	decisions,	stand	by	your	principles,	and	advocate	for	
what	truly	matters,	whether	or	not	it	is	easy,	popular,	or	expedient.	

Conviction	requires	self-awareness.	To	lead	with	conviction,	you	must	first	know	what	you	stand	for.	
What	are	your	core	values	as	a	leader?	What	do	you	believe	is	best	for	your	students,	staff,	and	school	
community?	These	values	are	the	compass	that	will	guide	you	through	challenging	times.	

For	 instance,	you	might	value	equity	and	social	 justice,	 and	as	a	 result,	 you	might	make	 the	bold	
decision	to	prioritize	resources	and	support	for	underserved	students,	even	if	it	means	challenging	
the	traditional	distribution	of	resources	in	your	school.	Or,	you	may	be	deeply	committed	to	creating	
a	supportive,	inclusive	environment	for	staff,	which	means	taking	a	stand	against	workplace	bullying	
or	inequitable	practices,	regardless	of	the	resistance	you	may	face.	

Leaders	who	act	with	conviction	inspire	others	to	do	the	same.	When	you	lead	with	unwavering	belief	
in	what	is	right,	you	create	a	culture	of	integrity	where	staff,	students,	and	parents	feel	empowered	
to	also	speak	out,	challenge	the	norm,	and	advocate	for	what	truly	matters.	

The	Role	of	Vulnerability	in	Courageous	Leadership	
Leadership	 with	 courage	 does	 not	 mean	 acting	 without	 fear;	 in	 fact,	 courageous	 leaders	 often	
experience	fear,	doubt,	and	vulnerability.	What	sets	them	apart	is	their	ability	to	act	despite	those	
emotions.	Vulnerability	in	leadership	is	not	about	weakness,	but	about	being	open,	authentic,	and	
willing	to	admit	when	things	are	difficult.	

When	you	embrace	vulnerability	as	part	of	your	leadership,	you	demonstrate	to	your	team	that	it’s	
okay	 to	 face	challenges	and	still	move	 forward	with	conviction.	You	show	them	that	 taking	risks,	
standing	firm	on	important	issues,	and	making	hard	choices	are	all	part	of	the	journey.	Vulnerability,	
when	paired	with	courage,	creates	an	environment	where	trust,	collaboration,	and	respect	flourish.	

For	example,	if	you	are	leading	a	significant	change	in	your	school,	such	as	adopting	a	new	teaching	
method	or	addressing	an	issue	of	equity,	acknowledge	the	challenges	ahead.	Let	your	staff	know	that	
while	the	road	may	be	difficult,	you	are	committed	to	the	shared	goal.	By	showing	that	you	are	not	
afraid	to	tackle	tough	issues,	you	encourage	others	to	follow	suit	and	engage	in	open,	honest	dialogue.	

Navigating	Conflict:	The	Courage	to	Face	Difficult	Conversations	
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One	of	 the	most	common	situations	where	school	 leaders	are	called	to	demonstrate	courage	 is	 in	
managing	 conflict.	Whether	 it’s	 addressing	 disagreements	 among	 staff	members,	 having	 difficult	
conversations	with	parents,	or	navigating	the	tension	between	school	policies	and	community	needs,	
conflict	is	an	inevitable	part	of	leadership.	

It	 is	 often	 tempting	 to	 avoid	 these	 tough	 conversations	 in	 order	 to	 maintain	 peace	 or	 avoid	
confrontation.	However,	avoiding	conflict	only	leads	to	deeper	issues	down	the	road.	Leaders	who	
refuse	to	confront	problems	head-on	risk	creating	a	culture	of	silence,	resentment,	and	complacency.	
Courageous	 leaders	 face	 conflict	 directly,	 with	 empathy	 and	 respect.	 They	 listen	 carefully	 to	 all	
perspectives,	make	decisions	based	on	 their	values,	 and	 communicate	openly	and	honestly.	They	
recognize	that	resolving	conflict	may	not	bring	immediate	harmony,	but	in	the	long	run,	it	fosters	
trust	and	strengthens	relationships.	

The	Impact	of	Leading	with	Courage	
When	you	 lead	with	courage	and	conviction,	 the	 impact	extends	 far	beyond	your	own	 leadership	
journey.	 You	 inspire	 your	 staff	 to	 be	more	 courageous	 in	 their	 own	work,	 encouraging	 them	 to	
advocate	for	students,	innovate	in	the	classroom,	and	challenge	existing	practices	that	may	no	longer	
serve	 the	 needs	 of	 the	 school	 community.	 You	 create	 a	 ripple	 effect	 of	 bravery,	 resilience,	 and	
authenticity	that	transforms	the	culture	of	your	entire	school.	

Moreover,	when	you	take	a	stand	for	what	is	right,	you	send	a	powerful	message	to	your	students.	
You	teach	them	that	integrity,	empathy,	and	justice	are	values	worth	fighting	for.	You	show	them	that	
leadership	is	not	about	avoiding	difficulties	but	about	facing	them	with	courage	and	conviction.	

Standing	Firm	in	the	Face	of	Adversity	
“It	is	better	to	die	on	your	feet	than	to	live	on	your	knees.”	This	adage	is	a	call	to	educational	leaders	to	
embrace	the	responsibility	of	leadership	with	courage,	integrity,	and	conviction.	In	a	world	where	
pressures	to	conform	and	compromise	are	constant,	it	is	the	leaders	who	stand	firm	in	their	values	
and	make	decisions	based	on	what	is	right,	not	what	is	easy,	who	truly	make	a	difference.	

Leading	with	courage	doesn’t	mean	you	won’t	encounter	challenges,	fear,	or	opposition,	it	means	that	
despite	those	challenges,	you	remain	steadfast	in	your	commitment	to	the	people	you	serve	and	the	
values	you	hold.	By	standing	tall	in	the	face	of	adversity,	you	not	only	transform	your	own	leadership	
but	also	set	the	stage	for	lasting	positive	change	in	your	school	and	community.	

In	the	end,	it’s	not	the	expedient	choices	we	make	but	the	courageous	ones	that	define	our	legacy	as	
leaders.	Let	your	 leadership	be	driven	by	conviction,	and	may	you	inspire	others	to	 lead	with	the	
same	strength,	bravery,	and	authenticity.	
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1. What core values do you stand by as a leader, and how do these values guide 
your decisions? 

o Reflect on a recent decision you made that tested your values. How did your 
core beliefs influence the outcome?  

o How might you strengthen your commitment to these values in future 
challenges? 

 
2. In what areas of your leadership could you be more courageous? 
o Identify a situation where you’ve chosen the easier path or avoided difficult 

conversations. What would it look like to lead with more courage and 
conviction in this scenario?  

o What small steps could you take to lean into discomfort and take action based 
on your values? 

 
3. How do you currently navigate conflict within your school community? 
o Think about a recent conflict with staff, students, or parents. Did you confront 

it head-on, or did you avoid it?  
o How might embracing vulnerability and open dialogue have transformed the 

situation?  
o How can you create a more open environment where conflict is seen as an 

opportunity for growth rather than something to be avoided? 
 

4. Where are you currently experiencing tension between expedient decisions 
and the longer-term impact on your school community? 

o Reflect on a decision you made recently where expedience (e.g., choosing the 
quickest solution to avoid discomfort) may have influenced your choice. How 
did that decision impact your school’s culture or mission?  

o What would have been the result if you had chosen a more courageous, values-
aligned decision? 

 
5. How do you model courageous leadership for your team? 
o As a leader, your actions set the tone for others. What steps can you take to 

model courage and integrity for your staff and students?  
o How can you create a culture where your team feels empowered to take bold 

actions aligned with shared values, even when it's difficult? 
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The Power of Humility in Leadership: Challenging Our 
Own Beliefs for Growth 

As	school	leaders,	we	often	find	ourselves	navigating	complex	challenges,	making	critical	decisions,	
and	 guiding	 teams	 toward	 achieving	 educational	 excellence.	 In	 this	 fast-paced,	 high-stakes	
environment,	it’s	easy	to	believe	that	we	have	all	the	answers,	or	at	least	most	of	them.	However,	one	
of	the	greatest	risks	we	face	is	the	tendency	to	fool	ourselves	into	thinking	we	know	more	than	we	
do.	This	illusion	of	expertise	can	limit	growth,	not	just	our	own,	but	also	the	growth	of	those	we	lead.	

Psychologist	 Adam	 Grant,	 a	 renowned	 expert	 on	 organizational	 behaviour,	 challenges	 us	 to	
reconsider	our	assumptions	and	confront	our	deeply	held	beliefs.	He	argues	that	when	we	adopt	a	
mindset	of	intellectual	humility	-	recognizing	the	limits	of	our	knowledge	-	we	open	ourselves	up	
to	learning,	growth,	and	innovation.	This	is	especially	critical	for	school	leaders	who	are	not	only	
responsible	for	their	own	professional	development	but	also	for	the	success	of	their	students	and	the	
broader	school	community.	

The	Perils	of	“Expert”	Thinking	
It’s	 natural	 to	 seek	 certainty,	 particularly	 in	 leadership	 roles	 where	 decisions	 often	 have	 wide-
reaching	consequences.	However,	when	we	believe	we	have	all	the	answers,	we	may	become	
blind	to	new	perspectives,	emerging	research,	or	evolving	educational	practices.	Grant’s	
research	 reveals	 that	 experts	 who	 embrace	 a	 fixed	 mindset	 are	 often	 less	 adaptable	 and	 more	
resistant	to	feedback	than	those	who	are	open	to	questioning	their	assumptions.	

As	 school	 leaders,	 this	 mindset	 can	 prevent	 us	 from	 responding	 effectively	 to	 the	 needs	 of	 our	
students,	staff,	and	the	broader	educational	landscape.	By	assuming	we	already	know	what	works,	
we	may	miss	 opportunities	 for	 innovation	 and	 growth.	Moreover,	 when	we	 project	 an	 image	 of	
infallibility,	we	risk	stifling	the	voices	of	others	and	undermining	collaboration.	

The	Magic	of	Challenging	Our	Beliefs	
Grant	encourages	us	to	challenge	our	own	deeply	held	beliefs	and	question	what	we	think	we	know.	
By	 embracing	 “confident	 humility,”	 we	 create	 space	 for	 curiosity,	 learning,	 and	 continuous	
improvement.	This	doesn’t	mean	abandoning	expertise	or	experience,	it	means	acknowledging	that	
even	our	best	ideas	may	have	room	for	refinement	or	growth.	

For	school	leaders,	this	mindset	shift	can	have	profound	effects.	When	we	model	intellectual	humility,	
we	 foster	 an	 environment	 where	 teachers,	 staff,	 and	 students	 feel	 empowered	 to	 share	 ideas,	
challenge	 assumptions,	 and	 explore	 new	 approaches.	 This	 collaborative	 atmosphere	 nurtures	 a	
culture	 of	 innovation,	 where	 learning	 becomes	 a	 shared	 responsibility	 rather	 than	 a	 top-down	
directive.	

Leading	with	Humility	
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Here	are	a	few	ways	school	leaders	can	apply	Grant’s	principles	to	their	own	leadership:	

1. Embrace	a	Growth	Mindset:	Approach	challenges	with	the	understanding	that	you,	too,	are	
a	work	in	progress.	Be	open	to	new	information	and	consider	alternative	solutions,	even	if	
they	challenge	your	current	approach.	

2. Seek	Constructive	Feedback:	Ask	for	feedback	from	colleagues,	teachers,	and	even	students.	
Be	open	to	criticism	and	use	it	as	an	opportunity	to	refine	your	strategies	and	improve	your	
leadership.	

3. Encourage	Open	Dialogue:	Create	an	environment	where	questioning	and	exploring	new	
ideas	 is	welcomed.	 Encourage	 your	 team	 to	 challenge	 assumptions	 and	 engage	 in	 critical	
thinking,	knowing	that	this	will	lead	to	stronger	decision-making	and	more	creative	solutions.	

4. Model	 Vulnerability:	 Don’t	 be	 afraid	 to	 admit	 when	 you	 don’t	 have	 all	 the	 answers.	
Acknowledging	your	own	uncertainties	demonstrates	that	growth	is	a	lifelong	process	and	
encourages	others	to	adopt	the	same	attitude.	

	

As	school	leaders,	our	ability	to	grow	and	lead	effectively	hinges	not	on	the	certainty	of	our	expertise	
but	on	our	willingness	to	question,	learn,	and	evolve.	By	embracing	the	magic	that	happens	when	we	
challenge	our	own	beliefs,	we	open	up	new	pathways	for	personal	and	professional	development.	In	
doing	so,	we	inspire	those	around	us	to	embrace	change,	foster	innovation,	and	ultimately	create	a	
more	dynamic	and	effective	educational	environment.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 

 

Leadership is not about having all the answers - it’s about being open to 
finding them together. 

When we believe we have all the answers, we may become blind to 
new perspectives, emerging research, or evolving educational 
practices. 
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1. In what areas of your leadership practice do you feel most certain or “expert,” 
and how might this certainty be limiting your growth or the growth of your 
team? 

o Reflect on whether there are aspects of your leadership where you might be 
resistant to new ideas or feedback. How could a shift towards intellectual humility 
improve these areas? 

 
2. What is the last piece of feedback you received that challenged your approach to 

leadership? How did you respond, and what did you learn from it? 
o Consider how you typically handle feedback. Are you open to criticism, or do you 

tend to defend your practices?  
o How might you better cultivate a mindset of “confident humility” in the future? 

 
3. How can you create a culture of intellectual humility in your school or 

organisation where everyone feels empowered to question, challenge, and 
contribute ideas? 

o Explore practical steps you can take to model vulnerability and encourage open 
dialogue. What changes could you make to invite more diverse perspectives? 

 
4. What beliefs or assumptions do you hold about education, leadership, or your 

own role that might be due for re-examination? 
o Take a moment to identify any long-standing beliefs or practices that may no 

longer serve the growth and innovation you want to inspire. How might 
questioning these beliefs lead to new opportunities for improvement? 

 
5. When was the last time you admitted uncertainty or a lack of answers in your 

leadership? How did it impact your relationships with your team? 
o Reflect on a moment when you acknowledged not knowing something. How did 

your team respond, and how did it affect trust, collaboration, and the learning 
environment? 
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Embracing Stoicism in Educational Leadership: A Path 
to Resilience and Clarity 

In	 the	 fast-paced	 and	 often	 unpredictable	world	 of	 education,	 school	 leaders	 face	 a	multitude	 of	
challenges	-	budget	cuts,	staff	turnover,	demanding	Boards,	student	needs,	and	external	pressures,	to	
name	 just	 a	 few.	The	weight	of	 these	 responsibilities	 can	 leave	 leaders	 feeling	overwhelmed	and	
uncertain.	This	is	where	the	ancient	philosophy	of	Stoicism	can	offer	valuable	guidance.	Though	its	
origins	trace	back	to	ancient	Greece,	Stoicism	remains	a	potent	tool	for	modern	leadership,	providing	
a	framework	for	resilience,	emotional	control,	and	wise	decision-making.	

What	is	Stoicism?	
Stoicism	is	a	philosophy	founded	by	Zeno	of	Citium	in	the	early	3rd	century	BCE.	At	its	core,	Stoicism	
teaches	that	while	we	cannot	control	the	events	that	happen	to	us,	we	can	control	how	we	respond	
to	them.	Stoics	believe	in	cultivating	virtues	such	as	wisdom,	courage,	justice,	and	temperance,	and	
emphasize	 the	 importance	 of	 maintaining	 inner	 peace	 and	 tranquillity,	 regardless	 of	 external	
circumstances.	

The	central	tenet	of	Stoicism	is	the	dichotomy	of	control:	distinguishing	between	what	we	can	
control	and	what	we	cannot.	This	idea	encourages	individuals	to	focus	their	energy	and	efforts	on	
things	within	their	power,	namely,	their	thoughts,	actions,	and	attitudes,	while	accepting	the	things	
outside	their	control	with	equanimity.	

Stoicism	and	Educational	Leadership	
For	educational	leaders,	the	principles	of	Stoicism	can	serve	as	a	powerful	framework	for	navigating	
the	 complexities	 of	 leadership.	 Whether	 you	 are	 a	 principal,	 area	 manager,	 or	 teacher	 leader,	
embracing	Stoic	principles	can	help	you	manage	stress,	stay	focused	in	the	face	of	adversity,	and	lead	
with	clarity	and	integrity.	Here	are	some	ways	Stoicism	can	enhance	educational	leadership:	

1. Focus	on	What	You	Can	Control	
One	of	the	most	empowering	aspects	of	Stoicism	is	its	focus	on	distinguishing	between	what	is	within	
our	control	and	what	is	not.	As	an	educational	leader,	you	are	constantly	faced	with	challenges	that	
are	beyond	your	control	such	as	budget	cuts,	policy	and	curriculum	changes,	or	external	events	that	
disrupt	 your	 school’s	 operations.	 Stoicism	 teaches	 that	wasting	 energy	 on	 things	 outside	 of	 our	
control	only	leads	to	frustration	and	burnout.	

Instead	of	becoming	preoccupied	with	these	uncontrollable	elements,	Stoicism	encourages	leaders	
to	channel	their	energy	into	what	they	can	control:	their	own	reactions,	decisions,	and	actions.	In	a	
school	 setting,	 this	 might	 mean	 focusing	 on	 cultivating	 a	 positive	 school	 culture,	 fostering	
professional	 development	 for	 staff,	 or	 implementing	 thoughtful	 strategies	 to	 support	 student	
learning,	regardless	of	external	constraints.	

Weekly Reflection 
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For	example,	if	you	face	a	reduction	in	funding,	a	Stoic	approach	would	involve	focusing	on	creative	
solutions,	 improving	efficiency,	and	maintaining	a	clear	vision	 for	your	school’s	goals	rather	 than	
becoming	overwhelmed	by	the	limitations	imposed	by	the	budget.	

2. Develop	Emotional	Resilience	
The	 emotional	 demands	 of	 educational	 leadership	 can	 be	 particularly	 intense.	 Leaders	 are	 often	
called	upon	to	navigate	crises,	mediate	conflicts,	and	handle	emotionally	charged	situations.	The	Stoic	
practice	of	emotional	regulation	teaches	that	our	emotions	are	often	a	product	of	our	judgments,	and	
we	can	train	ourselves	to	respond	more	rationally	and	thoughtfully.	

By	 practicing	 Stoic	 techniques	 such	 as	negative	 visualization	(imagining	 worst-case	 scenarios	 to	
prepare	mentally)	and	self-reflection,	educational	leaders	can	develop	greater	resilience	in	the	face	
of	adversity.	 Instead	of	reacting	 impulsively	 to	difficult	situations,	Stoicism	encourages	 leaders	 to	
take	a	step	back,	evaluate	the	situation	calmly,	and	respond	in	a	way	that	aligns	with	their	core	values.	

For	example,	when	faced	with	an	upset	parent	or	a	contentious	staff	meeting,	a	Stoic	leader	might	
pause,	reflect	on	their	emotions,	and	approach	the	situation	with	clarity	and	compassion,	rather	than	
becoming	defensive	 or	 reactive.	 This	 type	 of	 emotional	 resilience	not	 only	 helps	 leaders	manage	
stress	but	also	sets	a	powerful	example	for	the	staff	and	students	they	lead.	

3. Embody	Wisdom	and	Integrity	in	Decision-Making	
Stoicism	places	a	high	value	on	wisdom	-	the	ability	to	make	decisions	based	on	reason,	not	emotion,	
and	to	act	in	alignment	with	one’s	values.	For	educational	leaders,	this	means	making	decisions	that	
serve	 the	 best	 interests	 of	 students	 and	 staff,	 even	 when	 those	 decisions	 may	 be	 difficult	 or	
unpopular.	 Stoic	 leaders	 practice	 what	 is	 known	 as	virtue	 ethics,	 where	 the	 goal	 is	 to	 act	 with	
integrity,	fairness,	and	justice,	no	matter	the	external	pressures.	

In	the	context	of	a	school,	this	might	mean	standing	firm	on	educational	principles,	even	if	it	involves	
making	tough	budgetary	or	policy	decisions	that	are	unpopular	with	certain	stakeholders.	A	Stoic	
leader	does	not	make	decisions	based	on	seeking	approval	or	avoiding	conflict	but	focuses	on	what	
is	just	and	wise	for	the	long-term	benefit	of	the	community.	

For	 instance,	 if	a	 leader	 is	 faced	with	a	decision	about	 implementing	a	new	curriculum	that	some	
teachers	resist,	the	Stoic	approach	would	be	to	weigh	the	decision	carefully,	considering	the	long-
term	impact	on	students’	learning,	and	communicate	openly	and	transparently	with	the	staff	about	
the	reasoning	behind	the	decision,	even	if	there	are	disagreements.	

4. Practice	Humility	and	Acceptance	of	Failure	
Stoicism	teaches	that	setbacks,	failures,	and	challenges	are	inevitable	parts	of	life.	A	Stoic	mindset	
encourages	leaders	to	embrace	failure	as	a	learning	opportunity	rather	than	something	to	be	feared	
or	avoided.	Educational	leaders	who	adopt	this	mindset	are	more	likely	to	take	risks,	innovate,	and	
lead	with	authenticity	because	they	understand	that	failure	is	part	of	the	growth	process.	

For	 example,	 if	 a	 school	 initiative	 doesn’t	 go	 as	 planned,	 a	 Stoic	 leader	 would	 reflect	 on	 the	
experience,	learn	from	it,	and	use	that	knowledge	to	make	better	decisions	in	the	future.	Instead	of	
focusing	on	personal	blame	or	frustration,	they	would	accept	the	outcome,	adjust	their	approach,	and	
continue	forward	with	a	sense	of	purpose.	Additionally,	Stoicism	teaches	the	importance	of	humility.	
As	a	leader,	this	means	recognizing	that	no	one	person	has	all	the	answers,	and	that	collaboration	
and	open-mindedness	are	crucial	for	success.	By	embracing	humility,	Stoic	leaders	are	more	likely	to	
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foster	a	team-oriented	environment,	where	staff	feel	empowered	to	contribute	ideas,	offer	feedback,	
and	collaborate	on	solutions.	

5. Lead	with	Purpose	and	Focus	on	the	Bigger	Picture	
In	a	field	as	demanding	as	education,	it’s	easy	to	become	caught	up	in	the	day-to-day	grind	and	lose	
sight	 of	 the	 bigger	 picture.	 Stoicism	 encourages	 leaders	 to	 stay	 focused	 on	 their	higher	 purpose,	
whether	that’s	ensuring	the	success	of	their	students,	supporting	their	staff,	or	contributing	to	the	
broader	educational	community.	

A	Stoic	leader	is	one	who	leads	with	clarity	of	vision,	not	allowing	distractions	or	temporary	setbacks	
to	derail	 their	mission.	They	keep	 the	 long-term	well-being	of	 their	 students	and	 the	educational	
community	in	mind,	and	remain	committed	to	their	values,	even	when	faced	with	daily	challenges.	

A	principal	who	is	constantly	responding	to	the	immediate	demands	of	the	school	may	benefit	from	
Stoic	 practices	 that	 help	 them	 step	 back	 and	 remember	 their	 broader	 mission:	 creating	 an	
environment	where	every	student	has	the	opportunity	to	succeed.	By	focusing	on	this	bigger	picture,	
they	are	less	likely	to	be	swayed	by	short-term	obstacles	or	distractions.	

Leading	with	Stoicism	
Stoicism	 provides	 educational	 leaders	 with	 a	 powerful	 framework	 for	 navigating	 the	 emotional	
complexities	and	challenges	inherent	in	their	roles.	By	focusing	on	what	they	can	control,	developing	
emotional	resilience,	practicing	wisdom,	embracing	failure,	and	leading	with	purpose,	Stoic	leaders	
can	create	an	environment	of	calm,	clarity,	and	strength.	In	doing	so,	they	not	only	improve	their	own	
leadership	effectiveness	but	also	cultivate	a	school	culture	that	is	resilient,	thoughtful,	and	focused	
on	the	long-term	success	of	students	and	staff.	

In	a	world	of	constant	change	and	uncertainty,	the	timeless	principles	of	Stoicism	can	provide	the	
steady	foundation	that	leaders	in	education	need	to	lead	with	grace,	integrity,	and	purpose.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

• Recognise what you can and 
cannot control. 

• You determine your reaction to a 
dilemma or crisis. 

• Ignore people who are consumed 
by their own negative emotions. 

• Master yourself and aim to be 
virtuous.  

• Learn to move on. 
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1. When faced with a recent challenge in your leadership role, how did you respond 
emotionally?  

o Looking back, how might a Stoic approach ie, focusing on what you could control, have 
changed the outcome or your experience? 

o Reflect on a situation where emotions may have clouded your judgment. What could you 
have done differently to focus your energy on areas within your control? 

 
2. What are the current external pressures or challenges that feel most overwhelming to 

you as a leader?  

o How can you apply the Stoic principle of accepting what is outside your control to 
reduce stress and improve clarity in decision-making? 

o Consider your current leadership challenges—budget cuts, policy changes, staff issues—
and how they might be impacting your well-being.  

o How can you distinguish between what you can control and what you cannot, and refocus 
your efforts? 

 
3. In moments of uncertainty or failure, how do you typically react?  

o How can embracing Stoic practices like self-reflection and embracing failure as a 
learning opportunity help you grow and lead with more resilience? 

o Think of a recent setback or failure in your leadership journey. How did you approach it 
emotionally, and what lessons can you draw from the Stoic mindset to strengthen your 
approach moving forward? 

 
4. How can you cultivate a culture of emotional resilience in your team, especially in 

times of crisis or adversity?  

o What specific Stoic principles could you model to encourage calm, reasoned responses 
among your staff? 

o Consider how you could apply Stoic techniques like emotional regulation or negative 
visualization to help your team manage stress.  

o What steps can you take to foster an environment of resilience? 
 

5. What is your higher purpose as an educational leader, and how often do you 
consciously remind yourself and your team of this vision, especially when daily 
challenges arise? How can you better align your actions with this larger mission in the 
coming months? 

o Reflect on your core values and purpose in education. Are your daily decisions aligned 
with your broader mission? 

o What specific actions can you take to stay focused on your long-term vision, even in the 
face of daily pressures? 
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The Power of Giving in Leadership 
In	 his	 groundbreaking	 book	Give	 and	 Take,	 organisational	 psychologist	 Adam	Grant	 explores	 the	
dynamics	 of	 success	 and	 collaboration	 in	 the	workplace,	 offering	 a	 compelling	 argument	 for	 the	
power	of	 generosity	 in	 leadership.	Grant	 divides	people	 into	 three	 categories	 -	 Takers,	Matchers,	
and	Givers	-	and	shows	that	while	takers	may	seem	to	succeed	in	the	short-term,	it’s	the	givers	who	
ultimately	rise	to	the	top.	This	concept	holds	immense	relevance	for	leaders	in	schools,	where	
collaboration,	trust,	and	community	are	key	to	achieving	long-term	success.	

Why	Being	a	Giver	Matters	for	Leaders	

Grant’s	 research	 underscores	 the	 idea	 that	 giving,	 helping	 others	 without	 expecting	 anything	 in	
return,	 fosters	a	 culture	of	 cooperation	and	 trust,	which	can	be	a	powerful	driver	of	 success.	For	
school	 leaders,	 this	means	 creating	 an	 environment	where	 everyone	 feels	 valued	 and	 supported.	
When	leaders	take	the	time	to	invest	in	others’	growth,	whether	it’s	through	offering	mentorship,	
providing	resources,	or	simply	listening	to	concerns,	they	not	only	improve	the	well-being	of	their	
team	but	also	drive	the	collective	success	of	the	school.	

The	impact	of	being	a	Giver	in	leadership	is	two-fold:	it	improves	the	organisational	climate	and	it	
promotes	 personal	 growth	 and	 fulfillment	 for	 the	 leader.	 Givers	 create	 a	 positive,	 collaborative	
culture	where	 individuals	 feel	motivated	 to	contribute	 their	best	work,	knowing	 that	 their	 leader	
values	 their	 efforts.	 Moreover,	 as	 Grant	 argues,	 helping	 others	 ultimately	 creates	 a	 network	 of	
goodwill	that	can	support	leaders	in	return,	leading	to	long-term	success	and	sustainability.	

The	Pitfall	of	Taker	Leadership	
While	the	idea	of	being	a	Giver	may	seem	intuitive,	many	leaders,	especially	in	schools,	fall	into	the	
trap	 of	 being	takers,	 individuals	 who	 prioritise	 their	 own	 interests	 at	 the	 expense	 of	
others.	Takers	are	often	highly	competitive,	focused	on	personal	success,	and	may	extract	value	from	
others	without	offering	much	in	return.	In	the	short	term,	takers	may	appear	to	achieve	more,	but	
Grant’s	 research	 shows	 that	 this	 behaviour	 ultimately	 backfires.	 Takers	 may	 build	 short-term	
advantages,	but	they	often	do	so	at	the	expense	of	their	38status	and	reputation,	leading	to	long-term	
burnout	and	isolation.	

For	example,	a	taker	 leader	in	a	school	setting	might	demand	more	work	 from	their	staff	without	
providing	adequate	support,	feedback,	or	recognition.	They	may	ask	teachers	to	sacrifice	their	time	
for	 extra	meetings	 or	 assume	 that	 everyone	 is	 on	 board	with	 their	 vision	without	 fostering	 real	
collaboration.	While	this	type	of	leader	may	see	short-term	gains,	such	as	pushing	through	initiatives	
or	achieving	high	levels	of	productivity,	they	risk	burning	out	their	team	and	creating	a	toxic	culture	
of	resentment.	

In	 school	 leadership,	 being	 a	 taker	might	 also	manifest	 in	favouritism	or	manipulative	 behaviour,	
where	a	leader	uses	their	position	for	personal	gain	rather	than	the	collective	good.	For	example,	a	
principal	 who	 takes	 credit	 for	 teachers’	 successes	 while	 dismissing	 their	 challenges	 or	 ideas	 is	
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operating	 as	 a	 taker.	 This	 can	 create	 a	 climate	 of	 distrust,	where	 staff	 feel	 undervalued	 and	 less	
motivated	to	engage	in	collaborative	work,	ultimately	harming	the	school’s	growth	and	success.	

How	Can	Leaders	Be	Exemplary	Givers?	
The	good	news	is	that	leadership	can	be	transformed	by	adopting	a	Giver	mindset.	Leaders	in	schools	
who	commit	to	being	givers	can	create	an	environment	that	fosters	mutual	respect,	collaboration,	
and	 long-term	 success.	 Here	 are	 several	 ways	 that	 school	 leaders	 can	 adopt	 the	 mindset	 of	 an	
exemplary	giver:	

1. Prioritize	the	success	of	others:	A	giver	leader	focuses	on	helping	others	achieve	their	goals.	
For	example,	a	principal	who	mentors	new	teachers,	offers	resources	to	struggling	students,	
or	helps	staff	navigate	challenges	shows	a	commitment	to	collective	success.	They	actively	
listen	to	their	team’s	concerns	and	seek	ways	to	empower	them	to	succeed.	A	school	leader	
might	provide	regular	opportunities	for	teachers	to	collaborate,	offering	them	time	and	space	
to	 share	 strategies	 and	 support	 one	 another.	 This	 not	 only	 helps	 teachers	 grow	 but	 also	
cultivates	a	culture	of	professional	development	and	trust.	

2. Create	a	culture	of	recognition	and	feedback:	Givers	recognize	the	contributions	of	others	
and	provide	constructive	 feedback	 that	helps	people	grow.	School	 leaders	who	are	givers	
regularly	 acknowledge	 the	 hard	work	 of	 their	 staff,	 celebrate	 small	wins,	 and	 give	 credit	
where	 it’s	 due.	 This	 motivates	 others	 to	 contribute	 and	 fosters	 a	 sense	 of	 belonging.	 A	
principal	who	publicly	acknowledges	a	teacher’s	innovative	lesson	plan	or	highlights	the	hard	
work	of	administrative	 staff	helps	build	morale	and	encourages	a	 culture	of	appreciation.	
These	leaders	invest	in	the	success	of	their	team,	not	just	their	own.	

3. Support	 personal	 and	professional	 growth:	 Givers	 are	 invested	 in	 the	 development	 of	
others,	and	they	go	beyond	just	offering	resources,	they	actively	invest	time	in	helping	people	
develop	new	 skills	 and	 capabilities.	A	 giver	 leader	might	 offer	 coaching	 sessions,	 provide	
professional	 development	 opportunities,	 or	 encourage	 their	 team	 to	 pursue	 their	 own	
passions	and	goals.	A	leader	might	offer	a	struggling	teacher	access	to	professional	learning	
communities	or	connect	them	with	a	mentor	who	can	help	them	grow.	This	is	an	investment	
in	the	teacher’s	future	success,	as	well	as	the	success	of	the	school.	

4. Model	 collaboration	 and	humility:	 Givers	 lead	 by	 example.	 They	 aren’t	 afraid	 to	 admit	
when	they	don’t	have	all	the	answers	and	are	open	to	feedback.	This	humility	fosters	a	safe	
environment	where	others	 feel	encouraged	 to	share	 their	 ideas	and	opinions,	 resulting	 in	
more	 collaboration	 and	 innovation.	 A	 school	 leader	 who	 admits	 they	 don’t	 have	 all	 the	
answers	 and	 seeks	 input	 from	 their	 team	 demonstrates	 trust	 in	 others’	 expertise.	 They	
encourage	 a	 collaborative	 approach	 to	 problem-solving,	 which	 in	 turn	 leads	 to	 stronger	
relationships	and	more	sustainable	solutions.	

5. Give	time	and	attention:	One	of	the	most	valuable	things	a	leader	can	give	is	their	time	and	
attention.	When	leaders	are	accessible,	listen	carefully,	and	dedicate	time	to	understanding	
the	 needs	 and	 aspirations	 of	 their	 staff,	 they	 demonstrate	 that	 they	 value	 others’	
contributions.	A	principal	who	makes	time	to	walk	through	classrooms,	engage	with	students,	
or	attend	faculty	meetings	without	being	distracted	or	rushed	creates	an	environment	where	
people	feel	seen	and	heard.	This	fosters	a	sense	of	community	and	mutual	respect,	helping	
everyone	feel	part	of	the	school’s	mission.	
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Why	Givers	Ultimately	Succeed	
Grant’s	research	reveals	that	while	takers	may	experience	short-term	gains,	givers	are	more	likely	to	
achieve	long-term	success.	This	is	because	giving	fosters	strong,	trusting	relationships	that	lead	to	
better	collaboration,	more	opportunities,	and	greater	support	when	needed.	As	a	result,	givers	are	
more	likely	to	receive	help	in	return	when	faced	with	challenges.	For	school	leaders,	adopting	a	giver	
mentality	is	not	just	about	being	altruistic,	it’s	a	strategy	for	creating	a	more	effective,	thriving,	and	
resilient	school	community.	

In	the	context	of	education,	being	a	giver	means	not	only	focusing	on	the	success	of	the	school	but	
also	investing	in	the	growth	of	every	individual	within	it.	Givers	build	networks	of	support,	inspire	
loyalty,	and	cultivate	a	culture	of	mutual	respect	and	collaboration.	By	choosing	to	be	a	giver,	school	
leaders	 can	unlock	 the	 full	potential	of	 their	 teams,	 improve	outcomes	 for	 students,	 and	create	a	
positive,	sustainable	school	culture.	

Ultimately,	as	Grant	concludes	in	Give	and	Take,	the	most	successful	people	aren’t	those	who	take	the	
most,	 they’re	 the	 ones	 who	 give	 the	 most.	 For	 leaders	 in	 schools,	 embracing	 the	 principles	 of	
generosity	and	collaboration	is	the	key	to	driving	lasting	success.	

	

	

	

What are you? 
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1. Reflecting on your own leadership style, do you consider yourself more of a 
giver, matcher, or taker? How does this influence your relationships with 
your team, and what impact might it have on your school’s culture? 

o Take a moment to assess your current approach. How do you typically engage 
with others - are you focused on mutual benefit, or do you prioritize your own 
interests?  

o What changes could you make to shift more towards a giver mentality? 
 

2. Think of a recent situation where you had the opportunity to invest in 
someone else’s success—either personally or professionally. How did you 
respond, and what could you have done differently to be a more effective 
giver? 

o Reflect on a recent instance where you had the chance to help or support 
someone. Did you seize that opportunity to mentor, encourage, or provide 
resources?  

o How might you approach a similar situation in the future to maximize the 
impact of your giving? 

 
3. How often do you consciously recognize and celebrate the achievements of 

others in your school community? How can you create more opportunities for 
recognition and feedback that encourage collaboration and growth? 

o Consider the frequency and quality of your recognition efforts. Do you actively 
acknowledge the contributions of staff and students?  

o What steps can you take to make recognition a more regular part of your 
leadership practice? 

 
4. What does “giving” in leadership mean to you beyond offering resources or 

praise? How can you invest your time and attention in meaningful ways that 
create stronger, more collaborative relationships with your team? 

o Reflect on how you allocate your time as a leader. Are there areas where you 
could offer more of your attention to foster deeper connections and trust with 
your staff?  

o How can you balance your day-to-day responsibilities with intentional acts of 
giving? 

 
5. When facing a challenge or setback, how willing are you to ask for help or 

rely on the support of others? How can you build a network of trust and 
mutual support that aligns with a giver mentality to ensure long-term success? 

o Think about a recent challenge you faced. How did you approach it? Did you 
try to tackle it alone, or did you reach out for support?  

o How can you build a stronger, more supportive network within your school to 
encourage collaboration and resilience during difficult times? 
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The Need for Mindful Leadership: Applying Kahneman’s 
“Thinking, Fast and Slow” to School Leadership 

In	the	complex	world	of	education,	leadership	requires	the	ability	to	make	decisions	that	not	only	
impact	the	daily	functioning	of	the	school	but	also	influence	the	long-term	development	of	students,	
staff,	and	the	broader	school	community.	One	of	the	most	critical	cognitive	tools	available	to	leaders	
in	this	arena	is	the	ability	to	manage	how	they	think,	specifically,	the	ability	to	recognize	when	to	
engage	in	fast	thinking	and	when	to	engage	in	slow	thinking.	

Daniel	Kahneman’s	groundbreaking	book	Thinking,	Fast	and	Slow	outlines	two	systems	of	thought	
that	shape	our	decisions	and	actions.	System	1	represents	fast	thinking:	quick,	automatic,	and	often	
subconscious	 decision-making	 based	 on	 intuition,	 heuristics,	 and	 patterns	 we’ve	 learned	 over	
time.	System	 2,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 represents	 slow	 thinking:	 deliberate,	 analytical,	 and	 effortful	
reasoning	that	requires	conscious	thought	and	consideration.	

For	leaders,	understanding	the	balance	between	these	two	systems	is	critical.	The	ability	
to	switch	between	fast	and	slow	thinking	in	the	right	contexts	can	improve	decision-making,	enhance	
leadership	effectiveness,	and	foster	a	healthier	school	environment.	

Why	It	Matters	for	Leadership	in	Schools	
Educational	leaders	are	often	under	intense	pressure	to	make	decisions	swiftly.	School	environments	
are	 fast-paced,	 with	 constant	 demands	 for	 attention,	 quick	 decisions,	 and	 immediate	 responses.	
Teachers	need	guidance,	 students	 require	 support,	 and	parents	have	questions—all	within	a	day	
filled	with	multiple	meetings,	administrative	tasks,	and	unforeseen	challenges.	

However,	while	fast	thinking	may	seem	to	be	a	natural	default	in	such	a	dynamic	environment,	slow	
thinking	-	which	involves	deliberation,	careful	analysis,	reflection,	and	thoughtful	decision-making	-	
is	 essential	 for	 making	 well-informed,	 strategic	 choices,	 especially	 in	 complex	 or	 high-stakes	
situations.	Kahneman’s	work	sheds	light	on	how	both	types	of	thinking	are	necessary	but	must	be	
used	at	the	appropriate	times.	Leaders	who	don’t	recognize	the	need	for	thoughtful	reflection	can	
risk	making	impulsive	or	emotionally-driven	decisions	that	could	have	negative	consequences	in	the	
long	run.	

When	Should	Thinking	Be	Fast?	
System	1	thinking	is	invaluable	when	quick	reactions	are	necessary.	In	fast-paced,	crisis	situations,	
there	 isn’t	 time	to	deliberate,	and	 leaders	often	need	to	rely	on	 instincts,	experience,	and	 learned	
patterns	of	behaviour	to	make	rapid	decisions.	
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Examples	of	fast	thinking	in	a	school	setting:	

• Disciplinary	Decisions:	 If	a	student	gets	 into	a	physical	altercation	or	exhibits	disruptive	
behaviour,	the	leader	must	react	quickly	to	ensure	safety,	de-escalate	the	situation,	and	make	
an	immediate	decision	about	how	to	handle	the	incident.	In	such	a	situation,	fast	thinking,	
based	on	prior	experience,	training,	and	intuition—helps	the	leader	respond	promptly.	

• Crisis	Management:	During	an	emergency,	such	as	a	fire	drill	or	a	natural	disaster,	leaders	
must	make	fast	decisions	to	ensure	the	safety	of	staff	and	students.	In	these	moments,	there	
is	 little	 room	 for	 deliberation,	 and	 the	 leader	 must	 rely	 on	 ingrained	 procedures,	 their	
understanding	of	safety	protocols,	and	their	ability	to	communicate	quickly	and	clearly.	

• Addressing	Immediate	Teacher	Concerns:	A	teacher	may	approach	a	school	leader	with	a	
problem,	such	as	a	student	not	responding	to	interventions.	In	some	cases,	a	fast	response—
based	 on	 prior	 experience	 and	 knowledge	 of	 the	 student—may	 allow	 the	 leader	 to	 offer	
immediate	guidance	or	feedback.	

	

In	these	situations,	the	leader	must	trust	their	instinct	and	act	quickly,	drawing	on	their	expertise	
and	experience	to	manage	immediate	issues.	Fast	thinking	can	be	highly	effective	when	time	is	of	the	
essence,	but	it	is	also	prone	to	cognitive	biases	and	emotional	reactions,	which	can	sometimes	lead	
to	misjudgements.	

When	Should	Thinking	Be	Slow?	
In	 contrast,	System	 2	 thinking	requires	 more	 time,	 mental	 effort,	 and	 conscious	 thought.	 Slow	
thinking	is	critical	when	the	decision	at	hand	is	complex,	involves	multiple	stakeholders,	or	requires	
a	deep	understanding	of	the	nuances	and	long-term	impact.	Leaders	who	take	the	time	to	engage	in	
slow,	deliberate	thinking	are	more	likely	to	make	decisions	that	are	well-informed,	thoughtful,	and	
aligned	with	the	school’s	goals	and	values.	

Examples	of	slow	thinking	in	a	school	setting:	

• Curriculum	 Development	 and	 Instructional	 Decisions:	 When	 making	 decisions	 about	
curriculum	changes	or	new	teaching	strategies,	leaders	need	to	engage	in	reflective	thinking.	
This	 involves	 consulting	 research,	 analysing	 data,	 understanding	 teacher	 feedback,	 and	
considering	 the	 long-term	 impact	 on	 student	 outcomes.	 Slow	 thinking	 allows	 leaders	 to	
carefully	weigh	the	pros	and	cons	and	make	strategic	decisions	that	align	with	the	school’s	
vision	and	mission.	

• Strategic	Planning	and	Vision	Setting:	Developing	a	school’s	 long-term	goals	and	vision	
requires	 the	 leader	 to	engage	 in	 slow	 thinking.	This	 includes	examining	current	 trends	 in	
education,	consulting	with	key	stakeholders	(teachers,	parents,	students),	and	considering	
future	challenges.	By	taking	the	time	to	reflect	and	analyse	all	available	data,	leaders	can	set	
a	course	of	action	that	addresses	both	immediate	needs	and	long-term	aspirations.	

• Employee	Evaluation	and	Feedback:	When	providing	feedback	to	teachers	or	evaluating	
their	performance,	 leaders	should	engage	in	slow	thinking.	A	rushed	judgment	based	on	a	
single	classroom	observation	or	a	hasty	reaction	to	a	minor	issue	can	lead	to	ineffective	or	
unfair	 evaluations.	 Taking	 the	 time	 to	 reflect	 on	 patterns	 over	 time,	 consider	 input	 from	
peers,	 and	 provide	 constructive	 feedback	 ensures	 that	 the	 leader’s	 decisions	 are	 fair,	
motivating,	and	aligned	with	the	goal	of	professional	growth.	

• Conflict	Resolution:	Addressing	conflicts	between	staff	members	or	between	students	and	
teachers	is	another	area	where	slow	thinking	is	vital.	While	fast	thinking	might	lead	to	a	knee-
jerk	reaction,	engaging	 in	slow	thinking	allows	 leaders	 to	assess	 the	situation	 thoroughly,	
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understand	 the	 root	 causes	 of	 the	 conflict,	 and	 consider	 all	 perspectives	before	making	 a	
decision.	

	

The	Impact	of	Not	Switching	Between	the	Two	Systems	
Leaders	who	fail	to	differentiate	between	situations	that	require	fast	thinking	and	those	that	demand	
slow	 thinking	 may	 make	 decisions	 that	 are	 impulsive,	 biased,	 or	 insufficiently	 thoughtful.	 For	
example,	 in	a	crisis,	 a	 leader	who	overthinks	might	delay	action,	potentially	making	 the	situation	
worse.	 Conversely,	 a	 leader	 who	 only	 engages	 in	 fast	 thinking	 and	 bypasses	 slow,	 deliberate	
reflection	 might	 make	 a	 snap	 decision	 that	 has	 negative	 long-term	 effects—such	 as	 incorrectly	
addressing	a	teacher’s	concerns	or	implementing	a	policy	without	considering	all	the	implications.	

In	 addition,	 leaders	who	 fall	 into	 the	 trap	 of	cognitive	 biases,	 such	 as	 confirmation	 bias	 (seeking	
information	that	supports	pre-existing	beliefs)	or	anchoring	(relying	too	heavily	on	the	first	piece	of	
information)	may	make	flawed	decisions	if	they	rely	too	heavily	on	fast	thinking.	This	can	undermine	
trust	with	staff,	create	confusion,	and	erode	the	effectiveness	of	school	leadership.	

The	Need	for	Mindful	Leadership	

In	educational	leadership,	balancing	fast	and	slow	thinking	is	essential	for	effective	decision-making.	
While	fast	thinking	allows	leaders	to	react	quickly	in	crises,	slow	thinking	ensures	that	decisions	are	
thoughtful,	strategic,	and	aligned	with	long-term	goals.	The	most	successful	leaders	are	those	who	
can	recognize	when	to	use	each	system	of	thought	and	manage	their	cognitive	processes	accordingly.	

By	 applying	 the	 principles	 outlined	 in	 Daniel	 Kahneman’s	Thinking,	 Fast	 and	 Slow,	 educational	
leaders	 can	 foster	 a	 more	 thoughtful,	 responsive,	 and	 strategic	 leadership	 style.	 This	 ability	 to	
navigate	the	complexities	of	school	leadership	with	mindfulness	and	flexibility	will	ultimately	lead	to	
better	decisions,	stronger	school	communities,	and	more	effective	leadership	overall.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

• Continuously scans the 
environment. 

• Fast but can be error prone. 
• Works automatically and 

effortlessly via shortcuts, impulses 
and intuition. 

• Used for specific problems if 
required.  

• Takes effort to analyse, reason, 
problem-solve, exercise self-

control. 
• Slow but reliable. 
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1. Reflecting on Fast vs. Slow Thinking 
o How often do you find yourself making quick, instinctive decisions in your leadership role, 

and how do you feel about the outcomes of these decisions? 
o What might happen if you slowed down and reflected more before responding in similar 

situations? 
2. Identifying the Right Time for Each Type of Thinking 
o Think of a recent decision you made as a leader. Was it driven by urgency and fast 

thinking, or did it involve careful, deliberate consideration?  
o How did the choice between fast or slow thinking influence the effectiveness of your 

decision? 
3. Exploring Cognitive Biases 
o Can you identify any situations in which you might have fallen prey to cognitive biases 

(like confirmation bias or anchoring) in your leadership practice?  
o How might being more mindful of these biases change the way you approach future 

decisions? 
4. Enhancing Your Leadership Flexibility 
o When facing complex decisions, do you give yourself enough time to engage in slow 

thinking?  
o What practices could you adopt to create space for deeper reflection, especially when the 

stakes are high? 
5. Strengthening Your Decision-Making Process 
o In what areas of your leadership could you benefit from integrating more slow, strategic 

thinking (such as curriculum development, employee feedback, or conflict resolution)?  
o What specific action steps could you take to ensure a more thoughtful approach in these 

areas? 
6. Here are 6 biases 

Þ Confirmation Bias: The tendency to seek out or give weight to information that 
supports pre-existing beliefs while ignoring conflicting evidence. 

Þ Anchoring Bias: The reliance on the first piece of information encountered when 
making decisions, even if it is irrelevant. 

Þ Availability Bias: Overestimating the likelihood of events based on their recentness 
or vividness in memory. 

Þ Overconfidence Bias: Believing one’s own judgment or abilities are more accurate or 
capable than they actually are. 

Þ Status Quo Bias: Preferring things to stay the same and resisting change, even when 
better alternatives are available. 

Þ Sunk Cost Fallacy: Continuing an endeavour or decision based on the amount 
already invested, rather than considering its current value or potential outcomes. 

 
7. To address biases in decision-making: 

o How do you ensure you’re considering diverse perspectives and challenging your 
own assumptions when making key decisions? 

8. To reflect on resistance to change: 
o Are there areas where you or your team might be holding onto past practices out of 

comfort rather than their effectiveness? 
9. To evaluate risk and investment: 

o How do you differentiate between when to persist with a challenging initiative and 
when to reassess or let go, regardless of prior investments? 
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“I am busy”. A Guide to Managing Your Schedule Better 
Time	and	money	–	we	always	want	more	of	it	and	never	have	enough	of	it.	As	a	leader,	it	often	feels	
like	there	are	never	enough	hours	in	the	day.	From	handling	urgent	emails	to	attending	meetings,	
making	 strategic	 decisions,	 and	 managing	 relationships,	 the	 responsibilities	 seem	 endless.	 The	
result?	 Leaders	 frequently	 find	 themselves	 overwhelmed,	 distracted,	 and	 in	 a	 constant	 state	 of	
busyness.	While	“I’m	busy”	has	become	a	common	refrain	in	modern	leadership,	it	doesn’t	have	
to	be	the	reality.	

In	 fact,	Cassie	Mogilner	Holmes,	a	professor	of	marketing	and	behavioural	science,	has	conducted	
extensive	research	on	how	people	think	about	time	and	how	they	can	manage	it	more	effectively.	
According	to	Holmes,	the	way	we	perceive	and	spend	our	time	has	a	profound	impact	on	both	our	
well-being	and	productivity.	In	her	work,	she	explores	how	small	shifts	in	our	approach	to	time	can	
lead	to	greater	satisfaction,	less	stress,	and	more	effective	leadership.	

The	Problem:	"I	Am	Busy"	
Leaders,	by	nature,	tend	to	take	on	a	great	deal	of	responsibility.	The	pressures	of	decision-making,	
problem-solving,	and	managing	others’	needs	often	pile	up,	 leading	 to	a	constant	 feeling	of	being	
rushed	 or	 harried.	 The	 issue	 with	 the	 phrase	 “I	 am	 busy”	 is	 that	 it	 becomes	 an	 excuse	 for	 not	
addressing	the	underlying	problem:	how	time	is	being	managed.	

When	leaders	fall	into	the	trap	of	over-identifying	with	“being	busy,”	it	creates	a	cycle	of	stress	and	
inefficiency.	 Rather	 than	 examining	 how	 time	 is	 spent,	 it	 becomes	 easy	 to	 rationalize	 that	 there	
simply	isn’t	enough	time	to	focus	on	what	really	matters.	However,	Holmes’	research	suggests	that	
the	way	we	approach	time,	and	how	we	think	about	it,	can	directly	impact	our	effectiveness	as	leaders	
and	our	sense	of	fulfillment.	

The	Science	of	Time	Perception	
Holmes’	work	examines	how	time	affluence	-	or	the	feeling	that	we	have	enough	time	to	do	the	things	
that	matter	–	affects	not	just	our	productivity	but	our	happiness	and	overall	success.	Her	research	
finds	that	the	more	we	feel	that	time	is	in	our	control,	the	more	likely	we	are	to	experience	greater	
well-being,	a	better	quality	of	life,	and	more	positive	leadership	outcomes.	

For	leaders,	the	feeling	of	time	scarcity	is	common.	When	time	feels	short,	we’re	more	likely	to	engage	
in	“time	pressure”	-	the	state	of	constantly	racing	against	the	clock,	which	leads	to	stress	and	burnout.	
According	 to	Holmes,	one	of	 the	most	effective	ways	 to	 improve	our	 relationship	with	 time	 is	by	
shifting	our	mindset	from	one	of	scarcity	to	one	of	affluence.	This	simple	but	powerful	mindset	shift	
can	not	only	reduce	stress	but	also	improve	decision-making,	productivity,	and	satisfaction	in	both	
professional	and	personal	life.	
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Strategies	for	Leaders	to	Take	Control	of	Their	Time	
1. Reframe	Time	Scarcity:	The	first	step	in	managing	time	better	is	to	shift	your	mindset.	As	

Holmes	suggests,	we	must	resist	the	temptation	to	view	time	as	something	that’s	constantly	
running	out.	Instead	of	saying,	“I	don’t	have	time,”	a	more	empowering	approach	is	to	say,	“I	
have	the	time	I	need	for	what	matters	most.”	Leaders	can	begin	to	refocus	their	energy	on	
allocating	time	for	high-impact	activities,	knowing	they	are	investing	in	what	aligns	with	their	
values	and	goals.	This	 sense	of	 time	affluence	encourages	productivity	by	 fostering	clarity	
around	priorities	and	goals.	

2. Prioritise	with	Intention:	Leaders	often	spend	time	on	urgent	tasks	that	don’t	necessarily	
contribute	to	long-term	objectives.	According	to	Holmes,	the	key	to	better	time	management	
is	ensuring	that	time	is	spent	on	tasks	that	are	meaningful	and	aligned	with	your	goals.	By	
using	a	framework	like	the	Eisenhower	Matrix,	leaders	can	categorize	tasks	by	urgency	and	
importance,	 ensuring	 that	 high-priority,	 high-impact	 tasks	 take	 precedence	 over	 less	
important	or	distracting	activities.	Prioritisation	enables	leaders	to	focus	their	energy	on	the	
work	 that	 truly	 matters,	 whether	 it’s	 strategic	 thinking,	 fostering	 team	 relationships,	 or	
developing	personal	growth.	

3. Schedule	Time	for	What	Matters:	Time	management	isn’t	just	about	squeezing	more	tasks	
into	a	day,	it’s	about	ensuring	that	the	right	tasks	are	given	space.	Holmes	emphasizes	the	
importance	of	scheduling	time	for	personal	and	professional	priorities,	rather	than	simply	
reacting	to	what’s	in	front	of	you.	Successful	leaders	often	schedule	blocks	of	time	for	focused	
work,	decision-making,	and	reflection,	as	well	as	for	self-care	and	relationships.	Scheduling	
these	activities	reinforces	their	importance	and	prevents	them	from	being	sidelined	by	the	
demands	of	the	day.	

4. Make	 Time	 for	 Small	 Wins:	 Research	 by	 Holmes	 has	 shown	 that	small,	 positive	
moments	can	have	a	profound	effect	on	how	we	perceive	our	time.	For	leaders,	this	means	
looking	for	opportunities	throughout	the	day	to	create	quick	wins,	whether	it’s	completing	a	
minor	task,	having	a	meaningful	conversation	with	a	colleague,	or	celebrating	a	small	team	
success.	 These	moments	 of	 accomplishment	 not	 only	 improve	 productivity	 but	 also	 help	
boost	 mood	 and	 motivation,	 creating	 a	 positive	 feedback	 loop	 that	 fosters	 greater	
engagement	and	satisfaction	in	the	work	you	do.	

5. Practice	 Time	 Off	 and	 Recharging:	 Time	 management	 for	 leaders	 isn’t	 only	 about	
maximizing	productivity;	it’s	also	about	ensuring	there’s	time	to	recharge.	Holmes	stresses	
the	importance	of	rest,	reflection,	and	intentional	time	off	in	managing	your	energy.	Leaders	
often	face	long	hours	and	high	expectations,	and	burnout	can	quickly	set	in	without	proper	
self-care.	By	scheduling	regular	breaks,	taking	days	off,	or	even	stepping	away	from	work	for	
short	periods	to	recharge,	leaders	can	avoid	the	detrimental	effects	of	constant	busyness	and	
sustain	high	performance	over	the	long	term.	

6. Delegate	and	Empower	Others:	One	of	the	key	traps	leaders	fall	into	is	feeling	they	must	do	
everything	themselves.	However,	effective	time	management	isn’t	just	about	better	personal	
organization;	 it’s	 also	 about	delegating	tasks	 to	 others.	 By	 empowering	 team	 members,	
leaders	 can	 free	 up	 their	 time	 to	 focus	 on	 higher-level	 priorities.	 Holmes	 points	 out	 that	
delegating	not	only	creates	more	time	for	leaders	but	also	improves	team	engagement,	trust,	
and	overall	productivity.	
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Time	Management	as	a	Leadership	Skill	
For	leaders,	time	management	isn’t	 just	a	personal	challenge,	 it’s	an	organisational	one.	By	taking	
control	of	their	time	and	implementing	strategies	to	manage	it	more	effectively,	leaders	can	increase	
their	impact,	reduce	stress,	and	create	a	more	positive	work	environment	for	their	teams.	

Drawing	from	the	insights	of	Cassie	Mogilner	Holmes,	we	see	that	how	we	perceive	and	allocate	our	
time	plays	a	pivotal	role	in	shaping	our	leadership	effectiveness	and	overall	well-being.	Rather	than	
succumbing	 to	 the	 all-too-common	 refrain	 of	 “I’m	 busy,”	 leaders	 can	 take	 intentional	 steps	 to	
prioritise	their	time,	delegate	effectively,	and	create	moments	of	meaningful	success.	

Ultimately,	time	management	for	leaders	is	about	creating	space	for	the	things	that	truly	matter	–	
both	 for	personal	 fulfillment	and	professional	 success.	By	embracing	a	mindset	of	time	affluence,	
leaders	can	navigate	their	busy	roles	with	clarity,	confidence,	and	purpose.	

 

 

 

Acknowledgment:	Collaboard	

https://www.collaboard.app/templates/eisenhower-matrix	
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1. Do you reflect on your time perception? 
o How do you currently perceive your relationship with time? Is it one of 

scarcity or affluence?  
o What small shifts can you make to reframe your approach and feel more in 

control of your schedule? 
o What is in your control? Do you feel ‘controlled’? 
o What’s getting in your way of taking control? 
o What is the cost of not taking action? 
 

2. How do you prioritise and align? 
o What tasks or responsibilities are you currently giving priority to that 

may not align with your most important goals?  
o How can you intentionally redirect your time and energy towards 

activities that truly matter for your leadership and personal growth? 
 

3. Do you create space for what matters? Moreover, do you actually know what 
matters? 

o In your current schedule, where can you intentionally carve out time for 
reflection, strategic thinking, or self-care?  

o How will you ensure these activities are given the same level of 
importance as the urgent demands of your day? 

 
4. How well do you delegate and empower? 

o What tasks or decisions are you holding onto that could be effectively 
delegated to others?  

o How can empowering your team or colleagues to take on more 
responsibilities improve your time management, and what impact could 
this have on team morale and productivity? 

 
5. Small Wins and Recharging? 

o What small wins or moments of accomplishment can you celebrate 
throughout your day to build momentum and maintain motivation?  

o How do you currently recharge, and how might you schedule intentional 
breaks to sustain your energy and avoid burnout? 
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Living with Contradictions in Leadership: The Role of 
Self-Justification and Cognitive Dissonance 

	

In	 the	 realm	 of	 leadership,	 one	 of	 the	 most	 significant	 challenges	 leaders	 face	 is	 navigating	 the	
contradictions	between	their	beliefs,	actions,	and	decisions.	These	contradictions	can	create	tension	
and	discomfort,	especially	when	a	leader’s	values	clash	with	their	behaviour	or	the	demands	of	their	
role.	 Drawing	 on	 the	work	 of	 social	 psychologist	 Elliot	 Aronson,	 we	 can	 better	 understand	 how	
leaders	manage	these	internal	conflicts.		

Aronson’s	exploration	of	cognitive	dissonance	and	self-justification	provides	a	critical	lens	through	
which	 we	 can	 examine	 how	 leaders	 reconcile	 discrepancies	 between	 their	 principles	 and	 their	
actions.	Understanding	 these	psychological	processes	 is	 crucial	 for	 leaders	who	wish	 to	maintain	
their	integrity,	build	trust,	and	grow	both	personally	and	professionally.	

The	Role	of	Cognitive	Dissonance	in	Leadership	
Cognitive	dissonance	refers	to	the	discomfort	we	feel	when	we	hold	conflicting	beliefs	or	when	our	
actions	do	not	align	with	our	values.	For	leaders,	this	dissonance	can	arise	in	numerous	situations:	
making	decisions	that	may	benefit	the	school	but	contradict	personal	values	or	leading	a	team	in	a	
way	 that	 is	 inconsistent	 with	 their	 professed	 leadership	 philosophy.	 When	 faced	 with	 such	
contradictions,	 leaders	 experience	 emotional	 and	 psychological	 tension.	 This	 tension,	 while	
uncomfortable,	signals	an	opportunity	for	growth	and	realignment	–	provided	the	leader	is	willing	to	
confront	it.	

Aronson,	building	on	Festinger’s	original	work,	posits	that	people	are	motivated	to	reduce	dissonance	
because	the	discomfort	can	undermine	our	self-concept	and	sense	of	control.	For	leaders,	this	often	
means	adjusting	 their	beliefs,	 attitudes,	or	behaviours	 to	 restore	 internal	 consistency.	This	 is	not	
always	 a	 conscious	 process;	 in	 fact,	 many	 leaders	 engage	 in	 subtle	 forms	 of	 self-justification	 to	
manage	the	cognitive	dissonance	they	feel.	

Self-Justification	in	Leadership:	Navigating	Contradictions	
Self-justification	is	the	psychological	process	through	which	we	rationalise	our	actions,	beliefs,	and	
decisions	to	avoid	the	discomfort	of	dissonance.	Aronson’s	work	emphasises	that	self-justification	is	
not	merely	about	lying	to	oneself,	but	a	coping	mechanism	that	helps	us	maintain	a	coherent	sense	of	
self	in	the	face	of	contradictions.	For	leaders,	self-justification	is	often	a	necessary	tool	for	navigating	
the	complex	realities	of	 leadership.	The	demands	of	 leadership	often	 force	 leaders	 into	situations	
where	 their	 actions	 conflict	 with	 their	 values.	 To	manage	 this	 conflict,	 leaders	may	 justify	 their	
behaviour	to	preserve	their	sense	of	integrity	and	avoid	the	distress	that	comes	with	being	“out	of	
alignment.”	
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For	example,	consider	a	leader	who	believes	in	transparency	and	open	communication	but	is	forced	
to	withhold	critical	information	from	the	team	due	to	school	constraints.	In	this	case,	the	leader	may	
justify	their	actions	by	telling	themselves,	“It’s	for	the	greater	good,”	or	“I’m	protecting	the	team	from	
unnecessary	stress.”	This	rationalization	helps	them	reduce	the	dissonance	between	their	belief	in	
transparency	and	their	behaviour	in	the	moment.	

This	 tendency	 toward	 self-justification	 is	 common	 in	 leadership	 because	 of	 the	 multifaceted	
pressures	 leaders	 face,	 from	 organisational	 expectations	 to	 personal	 values.	 Aronson’s	 research	
suggests	that	this	rationalising	process	is	a	way	of	protecting	one’s	self-concept,	but	it	also	means	
that	leaders	might	begin	to	distort	reality	or	overlook	the	impact	of	their	actions.	Over	time,	this	can	
erode	the	leader’s	authenticity	and	the	trust	of	their	team.	

The	Dangers	of	Over-Relying	on	Self-Justification	
While	self-justification	can	help	leaders	cope	with	the	discomfort	of	cognitive	dissonance,	it	can	also	
become	 a	 barrier	 to	 growth.	 If	 leaders	 rely	 too	 heavily	 on	 justifications,	 they	 risk	 reinforcing	
behaviour	 patterns	 that	 are	 misaligned	 with	 their	 core	 values.	 This	 creates	 a	 cycle	 where	
contradictions	 become	 normalized,	making	 it	 difficult	 to	 address	 issues	 head-on.	 For	 instance,	 a	
leader	who	justifies	making	ethical	compromises	in	the	short	term	for	the	“long-term	benefit”	of	the	
school	 may	 find	 themselves	 justifying	 more	 and	 more	 questionable	 decisions.	 Eventually,	 these	
rationalisations	can	undermine	the	leader’s	integrity	and	the	trust	that	their	team	places	in	them.	

In	his	work,	Aronson	highlights	that	self-justification	often	leads	to	a	distortion	of	reality.	Leaders	
who	consistently	justify	their	actions	without	critically	examining	their	beliefs	and	values	may	begin	
to	 lose	 sight	of	 their	 true	motivations.	This	 can	contribute	 to	a	 lack	of	authenticity	 in	 leadership,	
which,	in	turn,	can	affect	decision-making,	team	dynamics,	and	school	culture.	When	leaders	act	in	
ways	that	are	inconsistent	with	their	values,	it	can	lead	to	disillusionment	among	their	followers	and	
create	a	toxic	organisational	environment.	

The	Role	of	Cognitive	Dissonance	in	Leadership	Growth	
Despite	 its	 potential	 drawbacks,	 cognitive	 dissonance	 is	 not	 inherently	 negative.	 In	 fact,	 when	
managed	 constructively,	 it	 can	 be	 a	 powerful	 catalyst	 for	 leadership	 growth.	 When	 leaders	
experience	dissonance	and	are	willing	to	face	the	discomfort	it	brings,	they	open	the	door	to	personal	
and	professional	development.	Aronson’s	 research	 suggests	 that	when	we	experience	dissonance	
and	choose	to	confront	it,	we	often	experience	personal	growth	and	increased	self-awareness.	

For	example,	a	leader	who	experiences	dissonance	about	a	difficult	decision	might	take	time	to	reflect	
on	the	underlying	causes	of	their	discomfort.	By	questioning	their	assumptions	and	values,	they	may	
arrive	at	a	more	thoughtful	and	ethical	solution.	In	this	way,	cognitive	dissonance	serves	as	a	signal	
for	reflection	and	re-evaluation	–	opportunities	for	a	leader	to	realign	their	actions	with	their	core	
beliefs.	

Effective	 leaders	 understand	 the	 importance	 of	self-awareness	and	 actively	 seek	
feedback	to	reduce	the	gap	between	their	values	and	their	actions.	Instead	of	relying	on	
self-justification,	they	embrace	the	discomfort	of	dissonance	and	use	it	as	a	tool	for	reflection	and	
course	correction.	This	process	leads	to	greater	authenticity,	which	in	turn	fosters	trust,	loyalty,	and	
respect	within	teams.	
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Strategies	for	Leaders	to	Address	Cognitive	Dissonance	
For	leaders,	confronting	cognitive	dissonance	and	minimizing	self-justification	requires	intentional	
strategies.	Here	are	a	 few	approaches	 that	 can	help	 leaders	navigate	 contradictions	and	promote	
personal	growth:	

1. Regular	 Self-Reflection:	 Leaders	 should	 engage	 in	 consistent	 self-reflection	 to	 identify	
instances	where	 their	actions	may	not	align	with	 their	values.	Taking	 time	 to	assess	 their	
decisions	helps	uncover	areas	of	dissonance	and	encourages	leaders	to	course-correct.	

2. Accountability:	Leaders	can	reduce	 the	 tendency	 to	self-justify	by	seeking	 feedback	 from	
trusted	colleagues,	mentors,	or	coaches.	External	perspectives	can	help	identify	discrepancies	
between	a	leader’s	values	and	behaviours,	offering	an	opportunity	for	growth.	

3. Embracing	 Discomfort:	 Rather	 than	 avoiding	 the	 discomfort	 that	 comes	 with	 cognitive	
dissonance,	effective	 leaders	 lean	 into	 it.	They	recognise	 that	 feeling	unsettled	 is	a	sign	of	
growth	and	use	that	discomfort	to	challenge	their	assumptions	and	improve	their	leadership	
practices.	

4. Authentic	 Communication:	 Leaders	 should	 foster	 an	 environment	 of	 openness	 and	
transparency,	both	with	themselves	and	their	teams.	When	leaders	model	authenticity	and	
vulnerability,	they	encourage	their	teams	to	do	the	same,	which	can	reduce	the	need	for	self-
justification	and	promote	a	culture	of	trust	and	collaboration.	

	

Living	with	Contradictions	as	a	Leader	
Elliot	Aronson’s	work	on	cognitive	dissonance	and	self-justification	provides	invaluable	insights	into	
the	inner	workings	of	leadership.	Leaders	are	frequently	faced	with	contradictions	whether	between	
their	beliefs	and	actions,	personal	values	and	organisational	demands,	or	intentions	and	outcomes.	
The	key	to	effective	leadership	lies	not	in	avoiding	these	contradictions,	but	in	confronting	them	with	
self-awareness,	humility,	and	a	commitment	to	growth.	

By	acknowledging	cognitive	dissonance	as	a	natural	and	productive	part	of	the	leadership	journey,	
leaders	 can	 move	 beyond	 self-justification	 and	 cultivate	 more	 authentic,	 ethical,	 and	 resilient	
leadership	practices.	The	challenge	for	leaders	is	not	to	escape	the	discomfort	of	contradictions	but	
to	use	that	discomfort	as	an	opportunity	for	self-reflection,	growth,	and	deeper	alignment	with	their	
core	values.	In	doing	so,	leaders	can	inspire	greater	trust	and	loyalty	in	their	teams	and	lead	with	
integrity	in	an	increasingly	complex	and	demanding	world.	
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1. Importantly, are you able to recognise the Cognitive Dissonance within? 
o Can you identify a recent decision or action where you experienced 

discomfort due to a conflict between your values and your behaviour?  
o What was the source of this tension, and how did you manage it at the 

time? 
 

2. How do you evaluate Self-Justification? 
o In moments when your actions didn’t align with your core values, how 

have you justified those decisions to yourself?  
o How might these justifications be masking a deeper need for alignment or 

reflection on your leadership approach? 
 

3. Do you embrace discomfort for growth? 
o When faced with cognitive dissonance, how do you typically respond? Are 

you willing to lean into the discomfort and reflect on the underlying causes, 
or do you tend to justify or rationalize your behaviour to alleviate the 
tension? 

 
4. How well aligned are your actions with your values? 

o How can you more intentionally align your daily actions and decisions with 
your core leadership values?  

o What specific steps can you take to ensure that your leadership remains 
authentic and consistent, even in challenging situations? 

 
5. Do you seek accountability and feedback and if so, how? 

o How open are you to receiving feedback on how your actions align with 
your stated values?  

o Who in your network can you rely on to offer honest, constructive feedback 
to help you address any discrepancies and improve your leadership 
practices? 
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Navigating Self-Doubt in Educational Leadership 
Self-doubt	is	a	natural	and	often	unspoken	challenge	that	many	educational	leaders	face.	Whether	
you’re	a	principal,	department	head,	or	aspiring	leader	in	any	field,	moments	of	uncertainty	can	creep	
in,	making	you	question	your	decisions,	capabilities,	and	impact.	But	what	if	we	viewed	self-doubt	
not	 as	 a	 sign	 of	weakness,	 but	 as	 a	 natural	 psychological	 experience	 that,	when	 understood	 and	
managed	effectively,	can	lead	to	growth	and	improved	leadership?	

Drawing	on	the	work	of	psychologist	Kevin	Cooley,	we	can	better	understand	the	psychology	behind	
self-doubt	in	leadership	and	its	impact	on	educators.	Cooley’s	research	and	insights	offer	valuable	
perspectives	on	how	self-doubt	manifests,	how	it	relates	to	concepts	like	imposter	syndrome,	and	
how	leaders	can	overcome	it	to	build	confidence	and	resilience.	

Understanding	Self-Doubt	in	Leadership	
Self-doubt	is	defined	as	a	lack	of	confidence	in	one’s	own	abilities,	decisions,	or	worth.	In	the	context	
of	educational	leadership,	it	can	manifest	in	a	variety	of	ways	whether	it’s	second-guessing	a	major	
policy	change,	questioning	one’s	ability	to	inspire	teachers	and	students,	or	feeling	overwhelmed	by	
the	demands	of	the	role.	Cooley’s	work	suggests	that	self-doubt	is	often	rooted	in	two	key	
psychological	factors:	perfectionism	and	fear	of	judgment.	

As	educational	leaders,	many	are	driven	by	high	standards,	a	desire	for	success,	and	the	expectation	
of	 being	 competent	 and	 capable	 at	 all	 times.	These	pressures	 can	 set	 the	 stage	 for	 self-doubt,	 as	
leaders	fear	that	any	mistake	will	be	seen	as	a	personal	failure	or	a	sign	of	incompetence.	Additionally,	
educational	leaders	often	face	scrutiny	from	multiple	stakeholders	–	students,	parents,	colleagues,	
and	policymakers	–	all	of	which	can	exacerbate	feelings	of	insecurity	and	vulnerability.	

This	 is	 particularly	 true	 for	 those	who	 experience	‘imposter	 syndrome’,	 a	 phenomenon	 in	which	
individuals	 doubt	 their	 accomplishments	 and	 fear	 being	 exposed	 as	 a	 ‘fraud’.	 Though	 imposter	
syndrome	was	originally	coined	to	describe	feelings	of	inadequacy	among	high-achieving	women,	it	
has	since	been	recognized	as	a	common	experience	for	many	professionals,	 including	educational	
leaders.	Those	struggling	with	imposter	syndrome	may	feel	they	are	not	truly	qualified	for	their	role,	
despite	evidence	of	their	competence	and	success.	

The	Psychological	Underpinnings	of	Self-Doubt	
According	 to	 Kevin	 Cooley,	 self-doubt	 is	 not	 just	 an	 emotional	 response	 but	 also	 a	 deeply	
psychological	process	that	involves	the	interplay	of	cognitive	biases	and	negative	self-talk.	Cooley’s	
research	highlights	that	self-doubt	often	arises	from	internalized	beliefs	and	expectations,	many	of	
which	are	rooted	in	childhood	experiences	or	past	failures.	When	faced	with	a	leadership	challenge,	
educational	 leaders	 may	 unconsciously	 replay	 negative	 thoughts	 or	 fears	 about	 their	 ability	 to	
succeed.	
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This	can	 lead	to	a	confirmation	bias,	where	 leaders	focus	only	on	their	mistakes	or	shortcomings,	
ignoring	the	many	successes	and	positive	feedback	they’ve	received.		

For	 example,	 a	 principal	might	 fixate	 on	 a	 poorly	 received	 school	 policy	 change,	 overlooking	 the	
overall	success	of	their	leadership	or	the	positive	impact	they	have	made	on	the	school	culture.	The	
negative	self-talk	–	“I’m	not	cut	out	for	this,”	or	“I	don’t	deserve	to	be	here"	–	becomes	a	self-fulfilling	
prophecy,	reinforcing	feelings	of	inadequacy	and	eroding	self-confidence.	

Cooley	also	discusses	how	social	comparison	plays	a	role	in	self-doubt.	In	educational	leadership,	it’s	
easy	to	compare	oneself	to	other	leaders,	especially	in	a	field	where	expectations	are	high,	and	the	
pressure	to	succeed	is	constant.	This	comparison	can	be	damaging,	as	leaders	may	feel	like	they	are	
constantly	falling	short	or	that	others	are	more	capable,	experienced,	or	successful.	Over	time,	this	
feeling	of	being	“not	enough”	can	create	a	chronic	sense	of	self-doubt.	Moreover,	we	always	‘measure	
up’	–	but	rarely	or	never	‘measure	down’	thus	placing	unrealistic	expectations	on	ourselves.		

The	Impact	of	Self-Doubt	on	Leadership	
Self-doubt,	if	left	unchecked,	can	have	serious	consequences	on	both	the	individual	leader	and	the	
organization	they	lead.	For	educational	leaders,	chronic	self-doubt	can	lead	to:	

1. Decision	Paralysis:	When	leaders	are	unsure	of	their	decisions,	 they	may	delay	action	or	
overanalyse	situations.	This	indecision	can	hinder	progress	and	create	confusion	among	staff	
and	students.	

2. Burnout	 and	 Stress:	 Constant	 self-questioning	 and	 striving	 for	 perfection	 can	 lead	 to	
exhaustion,	both	mentally	and	physically.	Leaders	may	push	themselves	too	hard,	trying	to	
prove	their	worth,	which	can	ultimately	result	in	burnout.	

3. Reduced	 Effectiveness:	 Self-doubt	 can	 erode	 a	 leader’s	 ability	 to	 inspire	 and	 motivate	
others.	 If	 leaders	 lack	 confidence	 in	 themselves,	 it	 becomes	 difficult	 to	 build	 trust	 and	
empower	 their	 teams.	 Teachers,	 staff,	 and	 students	may	 sense	 this	 insecurity,	which	 can	
affect	morale	and	performance.	

4. Impaired	Communication:	Leaders	who	doubt	themselves	might	struggle	to	communicate	
effectively.	They	may	hold	back	important	information,	avoid	giving	direct	feedback,	or	fail	
to	advocate	for	their	needs	and	the	needs	of	their	team.	This	can	result	in	a	breakdown	in	
communication	and	a	lack	of	alignment	across	the	school	or	jurisdiction.	

	

Overcoming	Self-Doubt:	Strategies	for	Educational	Leaders	
While	 self-doubt	 is	 a	natural	psychological	 experience,	 it	doesn’t	have	 to	 control	 your	 leadership	
journey.	Drawing	from	Cooley’s	insights,	here	are	several	strategies	that	educational	leaders	can	use	
to	manage	and	overcome	self-doubt:	

1. Recognize	and	Challenge	Negative	Self-Talk:	The	first	step	in	overcoming	self-doubt	is	to	
become	 aware	 of	 the	 negative	 thoughts	 that	 contribute	 to	 it.	 Leaders	 should	
practice	cognitive	 reframing,	 which	 involves	 identifying	 distorted	 thinking	 patterns	 and	
replacing	them	with	more	realistic	and	balanced	thoughts.	For	example,	instead	of	thinking,	
“I	failed	at	this	decision,”	leaders	can	reframe	it	as,	“This	was	a	learning	experience,	and	I	can	
adjust	going	forward.”	

2. Focus	 on	 Growth,	 Not	 Perfection:	 Cooley	 suggests	 that	 self-doubt	 is	 often	 rooted	 in	
perfectionism.	Leaders	should	adopt	a	mindset	that	embraces	growth	rather	than	perfection.	
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Educational	leadership	is	not	about	having	all	the	answers,	but	about	continuously	learning	
and	 evolving.	 By	 reframing	mistakes	 as	 opportunities	 for	 growth,	 leaders	 can	 reduce	 the	
pressure	to	be	flawless	and	focus	on	improving	over	time.	

3. Seek	Feedback	and	Mentorship:	One	of	the	most	powerful	ways	to	combat	self-doubt	is	to	
seek	external	 feedback	and	mentorship.	Having	a	 trusted	colleague,	coach,	or	mentor	who	
can	provide	objective	perspectives	on	your	leadership	can	help	you	see	your	strengths	and	
identify	areas	for	improvement.	Feedback	not	only	helps	to	validate	your	decisions	but	also	
provides	an	opportunity	to	grow.	

4. Practice	Self-Compassion:	Leaders	need	to	treat	 themselves	with	the	same	empathy	and	
understanding	they	would	extend	to	others.	Self-compassion	involves	acknowledging	that	it’s	
okay	to	make	mistakes	and	that	personal	worth	is	not	tied	to	perfection	or	performance.	By	
practicing	self-compassion,	leaders	can	reduce	the	emotional	toll	of	self-doubt	and	approach	
challenges	with	greater	resilience.	

5. Celebrate	Small	Wins:	Cooley	suggests	that	educational	leaders	focus	on	their	successes,	no	
matter	 how	 small.	 Regularly	 acknowledging	 progress	 –	 whether	 it’s	 improving	 team	
collaboration,	 achieving	 small	 academic	 milestones,	 or	 successfully	 implementing	 a	 new	
initiative	can	help	shift	the	focus	from	what’s	going	wrong	to	what’s	going	right.	This	practice	
helps	to	counterbalance	the	tendency	to	dwell	on	failures	or	perceived	shortcomings.	

6. Self-Talk:	When	it	comes	to	self-doubt	and	the	‘inner	voice’,	Ethan	Kross	–	(psychologist	and	
professor	at	the	University	of	Michigan)	is	known	for	his	research	on	the	impact	of	self-talk	
and	 inner	 dialogue.	 Kross	 explores	 how	 our	 inner	 voice	 can	 be	 a	 powerful	 tool	 for	 self-
regulation.	He	suggests	that	one	can	harness	self-talk	to	manage	emotions,	enhance	decision-
making,	and	improve	resilience	in	high-pressure	situations.	By	consciously	shifting	their	self-
talk,	leaders	can	turn	inner	chatter	from	a	source	of	anxiety	into	a	resource	for	clarity	and	
composure.	Kross	suggests	that	when	we	face	stressful	situations,	talking	to	ourselves	in	the	
third	person	such	as	saying	"What	would	Ethan	do?"	instead	of	"What	should	I	do?"	can	help	
create	psychological	distance.	This	technique	allows	individuals,	including	leaders,	to	view	
their	challenges	more	objectively	and	with	 less	emotional	reactivity.	By	mentally	stepping	
back	from	the	situation,	leaders	can	avoid	getting	caught	in	a	spiral	of	negative	thoughts	and	
instead	focus	on	finding	clear,	reasoned	solutions.	Kross	notes	that	this	distancing	technique	
helps	reduce	the	intensity	of	negative	emotions	and	fosters	a	greater	sense	of	control,	which	
can	ultimately	lead	to	better	decision-making	and	improved	leadership	performance.	

	

Transforming	Self-Doubt	into	Strength	
Self-doubt	 is	 an	 inherent	 part	 of	 the	 leadership	 experience,	 particularly	 in	 the	 complex	 and	
demanding	 world	 of	 education.	 However,	 as	 Kevin	 Cooley’s	 work	 shows,	 understanding	 the	
psychology	behind	self-doubt	and	imposter	syndrome	can	help	leaders	transform	these	feelings	into	
opportunities	for	growth.	By	recognizing	the	roots	of	self-doubt,	challenging	negative	thinking,	and	
embracing	self-compassion,	educational	 leaders	can	not	only	overcome	their	 insecurities	but	also	
enhance	their	leadership	effectiveness.	
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Educational	leadership	is	a	journey	of	continuous	learning	and	evolution.	By	navigating	self-doubt	
with	 awareness	 and	 intention,	 leaders	 can	 become	 more	 resilient,	 self-assured,	 and	 capable	 of	
leading	their	schools	and	communities	toward	positive	change.	

Perfectionism	and	self-doubt	
There	are	essentially	3	types	of	perfectionism	of	which	leaders	should	be	aware:	

1.	Self-Oriented	Perfectionism	-	This	type	involves	setting	excessively	high	standards	for	oneself	
and	striving	to	meet	them.	People	with	self-oriented	perfectionism	often	push	themselves	to	achieve	
perfection,	and	 they	can	be	self-critical	when	 they	 fall	 short.	 It	 is	often	 linked	with	high	personal	
expectations	and	a	strong	sense	of	self-discipline.	

Characteristics:	

• Intense	self-motivation.	
• High	personal	goals.	
• Fear	of	failure	or	self-criticism	when	expectations	are	not	met.	

Potential	Impact:	

• Positive:	Can	lead	to	high	achievement	and	personal	growth.	
• Negative:	Can	result	in	stress,	anxiety,	and	feelings	of	inadequacy.	

2.	Other-Oriented	Perfectionism	 -	This	 type	 is	 focused	 on	 expecting	 others	 to	meet	 one’s	 high	
standards.	People	with	this	tendency	may	be	critical	or	judgmental	of	others	who	fail	to	meet	their	
expectations.	It	can	strain	relationships,	as	the	person	may	come	across	as	demanding	or	difficult	to	
please.	

Characteristics:	

• High	expectations	of	others.	
• Tendency	to	judge	or	criticize	when	others	don't	meet	these	standards.	
• Difficulty	delegating	tasks	due	to	lack	of	trust	in	others’	abilities.	

Potential	Impact:	

• Positive:	Can	encourage	high	performance	in	teams	if	communicated	constructively.	
• Negative:	Can	lead	to	conflict,	resentment,	or	alienation	in	relationships.	

3.	Socially	 Prescribed	 Perfectionism	 -	This	 type	 arises	 from	 the	 perception	 that	 others	 expect	
perfection	 from	 oneself.	 Individuals	 with	 socially	 prescribed	 perfectionism	 often	 feel	 intense	
pressure	to	meet	these	external	expectations,	leading	to	fear	of	judgment	or	rejection	if	they	fall	short.	

Characteristics:	

• Sensitivity	to	others'	opinions	and	judgments.	
• Perception	of	constant	external	pressure.	
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• Fear	of	failure	or	disappointing	others.	

Potential	Impact:	

• Positive:	Can	motivate	individuals	to	meet	external	standards	or	goals.	
• Negative:	Strongly	associated	with	anxiety,	depression,	and	burnout.	

Understanding	 these	 types	 can	 help	 in	 identifying	 perfectionistic	 tendencies	 and	managing	 them	
effectively	for	better	mental	well-being	and	healthier	relationships.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Who?  
Me??? 
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1. Do you recognise negative self-talk? 
o What are some recurring negative thoughts you have about your leadership 

abilities?  
o How can you reframe these thoughts to create a more balanced and 

constructive narrative?  
o Have you tried talking to yourself in the third person or journaling? 
  

2. Do you ever challenge you own perfectionism? 
o How often do you find yourself striving for perfection in your leadership?  
o What would it look like for you to embrace a growth mindset instead, where 

mistakes are viewed as opportunities for learning? 
 

3. How or when do you seeking external perspectives? 
o How comfortable are you with seeking feedback or mentorship on your 

leadership?  
o Who could you approach for constructive feedback, and how can you create 

space for this kind of support in your leadership journey? 
 

4. How and when do you practice self-compassion? 
o When you make a mistake or face challenges in your role, how do you 

respond to yourself emotionally?  
o How can you practice more self-compassion and treat yourself with the same 

empathy you would offer to a colleague or team member? 
 

5. Celebrating Small Wins: 
o What are some recent achievements, no matter how small, that you can 

celebrate in your leadership?  
o How can you begin to regularly acknowledge your successes to help shift 

your focus from self-doubt to self-affirmation? 

6. In relation to perfectionism  

o Self-Reflection on Standards 
"What personal standards or expectations do you consistently hold yourself 
to, and how do they influence your effectiveness as a leader?" 

o Impact on Team Dynamics 
"How might your expectations, of yourself or others, affect your team’s 
morale, performance, or creativity?" 

o Managing External Pressures 
"When you feel pressured to meet external expectations, how do you balance 
these demands with maintaining your own sense of authenticity and well-
being?" 
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The Standard You Walk Past Is the Standard You 
Accept: Leading Teams to a Higher Standard of 

Performance 
As	leaders,	we	often	find	ourselves	facing	a	pivotal	choice:	Do	we	set	and	uphold	high	standards,	or	
do	we	allow	mediocrity	to	slip	through	the	cracks?	The	famous	words	of	General	David	Morrison,	
Australian	 of	 the	 Year	 2016,	 resonate	 deeply	with	 the	 responsibility	 every	 leader	 contemplates:	
“The	standard	you	walk	past	is	the	standard	you	accept.”	
This	powerful	quote	serves	as	a	stark	reminder	that	leadership	is	not	just	about	telling	people	what	
to	do,	but	about	modelling	the	behaviours,	values,	and	expectations	that	we	want	to	see	in	others.	It	
is	 about	 the	 personal	 responsibility	 we	 take	 to	 uphold	 the	 highest	 standards	 of	 conduct	 and	
performance,	and	the	consequences	of	allowing	those	standards	to	slip.	

If	 you,	 as	 a	 leader,	 allow	poor	performance,	 toxic	 behaviour,	 or	 subpar	work	 to	 slide	by	without	
addressing	 it,	you’re	not	 just	 tolerating	mediocrity,	you’re	accepting	it.	Over	 time,	 that	acceptance	
erodes	the	very	culture	and	standards	that	drive	your	team	forward.	

Setting	the	Bar:	Why	High	Standards	Matter	
To	build	a	high-performing	team,	you	must	first	set	the	bar	high.	But	it’s	not	enough	to	simply	
articulate	expectations;	you	must	embody	them	in	every	action	you	take.	High	standards	become	
the	foundation	for	creating	a	culture	of	excellence.	They	aren’t	just	guidelines,	they	are	benchmarks	
for	what	success	looks	like.	

Here	are	a	few	key	reasons	why	setting	and	upholding	high	standards	is	essential	for	any	leader:	

1. Creates	Consistency	and	Focus	
When	you	set	high	standards,	you	give	your	team	a	clear	target	to	aim	for.	These	standards	
become	the	unspoken	rules	by	which	everyone	operates.	They	help	individuals	focus	on	
what’s	most	important	and	ensure	everyone	is	aligned	with	the	team’s	overarching	goals.	

2. Drives	Accountability	
High	standards	ensure	that	every	team	member	knows	what’s	expected	of	them	and	holds	
themselves	accountable	to	meet	those	expectations.	Without	these	standards,	accountability	
becomes	blurry,	and	individuals	may	deliver	work	that’s	“good	enough”	but	not	exceptional.	
As	a	leader,	it’s	your	job	to	make	sure	“good	enough”	is	never	good	enough.	

3. Promotes	Pride	and	Ownership	
Teams	that	operate	with	high	standards	feel	a	sense	of	pride	in	their	work.	They	take	
ownership	of	their	contributions	and	strive	to	make	an	impact.	When	the	standard	is	clear,	
team	members	know	that	their	effort	is	recognized	and	valued,	which	increases	motivation	
and	engagement.	
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4. Builds	a	Culture	of	Trust	and	Respect	
When	you	hold	everyone	to	the	same	high	standards,	you	send	a	powerful	message:	fairness	
and	integrity	are	key	to	success.	Leaders	who	set	and	enforce	consistent	standards	create	an	
environment	where	team	members	feel	respected	and	trust	that	others	will	hold	
themselves	to	the	same	level	of	excellence.	
	

The	Dangers	of	Accepting	Poor	Standards	
The	consequences	of	tolerating	subpar	performance	are	significant	and	often	insidious.	It	starts	
with	small	compromises,	a	few	overlooked	mistakes,	or	the	occasional	“let	it	slide”	moment.	At	first,	
it	may	seem	like	no	big	deal.	But	over	time,	those	small	compromises	accumulate,	leading	to	larger	
systemic	issues	that	can	destabilize	your	team’s	performance	and	culture.	

• Erosion	of	Team	Morale	
If	team	members	see	that	poor	performance	is	accepted,	they	may	start	to	feel	disillusioned.	
High	performers	will	become	frustrated	when	their	effort	goes	unnoticed	or	unappreciated	
because	others	aren’t	held	to	the	same	level	of	accountability.	This	leads	to	disengagement,	
decreased	productivity,	and	even	turnover.	

• A	Culture	of	Mediocrity	
When	low	standards	are	allowed	to	persist,	they	slowly	become	the	norm.	Mediocrity	
begins	to	take	root,	and	what	was	once	an	exceptional	team	starts	delivering	only	average	
results.	In	this	environment,	complacency	thrives,	and	the	push	for	improvement	fades.	

• A	Breakdown	of	Trust	
Leaders	who	fail	to	address	poor	performance	or	behaviour	create	a	culture	of	uncertainty.	
Team	members	may	begin	to	question	the	fairness	of	leadership	decisions	or	even	the	
integrity	of	the	team’s	values.	This	erodes	trust	and	creates	fractures	within	the	team	that	
can	be	difficult	to	repair.	

	

The	Leadership	Responsibility:	Uphold	High	Standards	
As	a	leader,	you	must	hold	yourself	to	the	highest	standards,	and	those	standards	must	be	non-
negotiable.	To	lead	effectively,	you	have	to	model	the	behaviours	you	want	to	see	in	others.	Here	
are	some	practical	steps	to	help	you	set	and	uphold	high	standards	in	your	team:	

1. Set	Clear	Expectations	
Be	explicit	about	what	high	standards	look	like	in	your	team.	Define	success,	outline	the	
behaviours	you	expect,	and	communicate	these	expectations	regularly.	The	clearer	you	are,	
the	less	room	there	is	for	ambiguity.	Ensure	that	everyone	knows	what	excellence	looks	
like,	both	in	performance	and	in	behaviour.	

2. Lead	by	Example	
Your	actions	speak	louder	than	your	words.	If	you	expect	your	team	to	work	hard,	
demonstrate	it	yourself.	If	you	expect	a	culture	of	respect,	show	respect	in	every	interaction.	
The	best	leaders	embody	the	standards	they	set,	and	by	doing	so,	they	inspire	others	to	
follow	suit.	
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3. Address	Issues	Early	
Don’t	wait	for	problems	to	fester.	When	you	see	poor	performance,	lack	of	accountability,	or	
behaviour	that	doesn’t	align	with	your	team’s	values,	address	it	immediately.	This	doesn’t	
mean	being	punitive,	but	it	does	mean	holding	people	to	account.	Providing	constructive	
feedback	and	offering	opportunities	for	improvement	is	part	of	building	a	culture	of	
excellence.	

4. Celebrate	Excellence	
High	standards	aren’t	just	about	correcting	mistakes,	they’re	about	celebrating	and	
reinforcing	exceptional	work.	Recognize	the	individuals	and	teams	who	go	above	and	
beyond	and	make	it	clear	that	their	efforts	are	valued.	Celebrating	excellence	motivates	the	
entire	team	to	reach	higher.	

5. Build	a	Feedback	Culture	
Create	an	environment	where	feedback	is	encouraged	and	valued,	not	feared.	High-
performing	teams	thrive	on	continuous	improvement,	and	regular	feedback	is	key	to	this.	
Encourage	team	members	to	give	and	receive	feedback,	which	helps	ensure	that	everyone	is	
staying	aligned	with	the	standards	you’ve	set.	

6. Hold	Everyone	Accountable	
Accountability	isn’t	just	for	the	“problem	employees.”	It’s	for	everyone,	including	you	as	the	
leader.	If	a	team	member	is	slipping	below	the	standard,	it’s	your	responsibility	to	address	
it.	But	you	also	need	to	hold	yourself	accountable	for	maintaining	the	same	level	of	
excellence.	Leaders	who	accept	poor	performance	are,	in	essence,	leading	by	example	in	a	
way	that	undermines	the	culture	they’re	trying	to	create.	

	

The	Bottom	Line:	Excellence	Starts	with	You	
The	standard	you	walk	past	is	indeed	the	standard	you	accept	and	as	a	leader,	you	have	the	power	
to	shape	that	standard.	Upholding	high	standards	is	not	about	being	harsh	or	inflexible;	it’s	about	
ensuring	that	your	team	has	the	clarity,	motivation,	and	culture	they	need	to	perform	at	their	best.	

By	setting	clear	expectations,	leading	by	example,	and	addressing	issues	early,	you	build	a	team	that	
not	only	meets	expectations	but	exceeds	them.	So	don’t	allow	the	fabric	of	your	team’s	culture	to	be	
pulled	apart	by	complacency.	Hold	the	line,	raise	the	bar,	and	set	the	standard	for	a	performance-
driven,	accountable,	and	proud	team.	
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1. How and when do you set clear expectations? 
o What are the specific standards of performance and behaviour that you expect from 

your team?  
o How clearly have you communicated these expectations, and in what ways can you 

ensure they are consistently reinforced in your daily interactions and decisions? 
 

2. How and under what circumstances do you lead by example? 
o As a leader, how well do your actions align with the standards you set for your 

team?  
o In what areas might you need to model a higher level of commitment, respect, or 

accountability to inspire your team to follow suit? 
o What changes are needed to move forward? 
 

3. Do you address issues early? 
o Think of a recent situation where a team member’s performance or behaviour fell 

short of expectations. How did you address it?  
o If you didn’t address it, what held you back, and how might addressing such issues 

more proactively improve the overall culture of your team? 
 

4. How do you Celebrate Excellence? 
o How do you currently celebrate exceptional performance within your team? What 

impact do you think celebrating success could have on your team’s motivation and 
commitment to maintaining high standards? 

 
5. How do you build a ‘Feedback Culture’? 

o How open are you to receiving feedback from your team about your leadership and 
the standards you set?  

o What could you do to create a culture where feedback is seen as a valuable tool for 
growth and continuous improvement, rather than a source of discomfort or 
defensiveness? 
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Don’t Go Rampaging Around: Why Leaders Must Stay 
Calm Under Pressure 

Leadership	is	often	a	delicate	balancing	act.	As	a	leader,	your	actions	and	emotions	are	on	display,	
especially	in	moments	of	tension.	When	things	get	heated,	the	true	test	of	leadership	is	how	well	you	
can	stay	grounded.	

The	High	Stakes	of	Emotional	Control	

Leaders	are	expected	to	be	the	calm	in	the	storm.	It’s	not	just	about	having	the	right	answers,	but	
about	 being	 the	 right	 presence	 in	 a	 challenging	 moment.	 Whether	 you’re	 managing	 a	 difficult	
conversation,	resolving	a	heated	argument,	or	making	a	crucial	decision	under	time	pressure,	your	
ability	to	maintain	composure	sends	a	powerful	message	to	your	team.	It’s	not	about	suppressing	
your	 emotions	 or	 pretending	 you	 aren’t	 feeling	 the	 heat.	 Rather,	 it’s	 about	 understanding	 and	
regulating	 your	 emotional	 responses	 so	 you	 can	 think	 clearly,	 act	 strategically,	 and	 lead	 with	
empathy.	Emotional	control	is	critical	because	it	helps:	

1. Clear	Decision-Making	
When	you’re	under	pressure,	emotions	can	cloud	your	judgment,	leading	to	impulsive	
decisions	that	may	not	be	in	the	best	interest	of	your	team	or	organization.	Clear	decision-
making	requires	the	ability	to	step	back,	analyse	the	situation	from	multiple	angles,	and	
make	choices	based	on	rational	thought	rather	than	emotional	reactions.	Leaders	who	
maintain	emotional	control	are	able	to	filter	out	distractions,	identify	the	core	issues	at	
hand,	and	make	decisions	that	align	with	the	long-term	vision,	rather	than	reacting	to	short-
term	pressures.	For	example,	during	a	crisis,	a	calm	leader	will	prioritize	strategic	actions,	
focusing	on	what	can	be	done	to	resolve	the	situation	effectively,	rather	than	getting	bogged	
down	by	the	chaos	around	them.	

2. Setting	the	Tone	for	Others	
Leadership	isn’t	just	about	personal	composure;	it’s	about	creating	an	atmosphere	that	
encourages	others	to	behave	in	the	same	way.	As	a	leader,	your	emotions	influence	the	
energy	of	the	entire	team.	If	you	react	with	frustration,	panic,	or	aggression,	it	sends	a	signal	
that	it’s	okay	to	behave	similarly.	On	the	other	hand,	when	you	demonstrate	calm,	
composed,	and	thoughtful	responses,	your	team	members	are	more	likely	to	follow	suit.	
This	creates	a	culture	of	Emotional	intelligence,	where	people	feel	safe,	supported,	and	
capable	of	handling	challenges.	By	setting	the	tone,	you	also	model	resilience	and	self-
regulation—important	traits	for	a	high-performing	team.	

3. Building	Trust	and	Respect	
Trust	is	the	cornerstone	of	any	successful	leadership	relationship.	When	you	stay	calm	
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under	pressure,	it	fosters	confidence	in	your	team	members	that	you	are	reliable,	
composed,	and	capable	of	handling	adversity.	People	respect	leaders	who	can	manage	their	
emotions	in	challenging	times,	as	it	shows	that	the	leader	is	secure,	self-aware,	and	not	
easily	swayed	by	external	circumstances.	This	sense	of	stability	is	crucial	for	maintaining	
strong,	collaborative	relationships	within	the	team.	Without	emotional	control,	leaders	risk	
appearing	unpredictable	or	erratic,	which	erodes	trust	and	makes	it	harder	for	people	to	
follow	their	lead.	

4. Facilitates	Conflict	Resolution	
Conflict	is	inevitable,	especially	in	high-stakes	or	high-pressure	environments.	However,	
how	conflict	is	handled	can	either	create	division	or	strengthen	relationships.	Leaders	who	
keep	their	cool	are	better	equipped	to	approach	conflict	with	an	open	mind,	defusing	
tension	rather	than	escalating	it.	By	staying	emotionally	neutral,	a	leader	can	encourage	
dialogue,	listen	to	differing	perspectives,	and	guide	the	team	toward	a	solution	without	
allowing	personal	emotions	to	get	in	the	way.	This	approach	not	only	resolves	issues	more	
effectively,	but	it	also	models	the	kind	of	problem-solving	and	communication	skills	that	can	
lead	to	more	collaborative	teamwork	in	the	future.	
	

So,	how	can	leaders	cultivate	emotional	control,	especially	in	times	of	high	stress	or	conflict?	Here	
are	a	few	practical	tips:	

1. Know	Your	Triggers	
One	of	the	first	steps	in	managing	emotional	responses	is	understanding	what	triggers	
them.	Triggers	are	the	events,	situations,	or	words	that	tend	to	spark	strong	emotional	
reactions,	whether	it’s	anger,	frustration,	anxiety,	or	defensiveness.	By	identifying	these	
triggers,	leaders	can	prepare	themselves	mentally	and	emotionally	for	how	they	might	
respond	when	faced	with	these	situations.	The	goal	is	not	to	avoid	these	triggers,	but	rather	
to	anticipate	them	and	develop	strategies	for	managing	your	emotional	reactions.	For	
example,	if	you	know	that	aggressive	behaviour	or	personal	attacks	in	a	meeting	make	you	
defensive,	you	can	prepare	yourself	to	respond	calmly,	using	strategies	such	as	pausing	
before	reacting	or	framing	your	response	in	a	non-confrontational	way.	

2. Take	a	Pause	and	Jump	into	Your	Third	Space	(Dr.	Adam	Fraser)	
Dr.	Adam	Fraser’s	concept	of	the	“Third	Space”	offers	a	powerful	tool	for	leaders	to	reset	
emotionally	during	times	of	stress.	The	Third	Space	is	the	mental	and	emotional	space	
between	a	stimulus	(e.g.,	a	stressful	situation)	and	your	response.	It’s	the	moment	when	you	
can	choose	how	you	react	instead	of	simply	reacting	impulsively.	By	consciously	stepping	
into	this	“space”	before	responding,	you	create	a	pause	that	allows	you	to	assess	the	
situation	more	rationally.	This	could	be	as	simple	as	taking	a	deep	breath,	counting	to	three,	
or	stepping	away	from	the	situation	momentarily.	This	practice	helps	prevent	knee-jerk	
reactions	and	allows	for	a	more	thoughtful	and	strategic	response.	

3. Practice	Deep	Breathing	or	Grounding	Techniques	
In	moments	of	high	stress,	our	body’s	natural	freeze-fight-or-flight	response	kicks	in,	which	
can	cause	physical	symptoms	like	a	racing	heart,	shallow	breathing,	or	muscle	tension.	Deep	
breathing	or	grounding	exercises	can	help	calm	the	nervous	system,	enabling	you	to	regain	
control	of	your	emotions.	For	example,	try	inhaling	slowly	for	a	count	of	four,	holding	for	
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four,	exhaling	for	four,	and	pausing	for	another	four	(the	“box	breathing”	technique).	This	
simple	practice	helps	reset	your	physiological	state,	allowing	you	to	stay	centred	and	
present	in	the	moment.	Grounding	techniques,	like	focusing	on	physical	sensations	or	
mentally	focusing	on	the	present	task,	can	also	help	you	avoid	becoming	overwhelmed	by	
your	emotions.	

4. Seek	to	Understand,	Not	to	Win	
Often,	in	moments	of	high	tension,	leaders	can	get	caught	up	in	the	desire	to	win	the	
argument	or	assert	their	authority.	However,	this	mentality	can	escalate	conflict	and	cause	
you	to	miss	opportunities	for	resolution.	Instead,	strive	to	understand	the	underlying	
concerns,	needs,	and	motivations	of	the	people	you’re	dealing	with.	Be	curious.	Ask	open-
ended	questions,	listen	actively,	and	empathize	with	their	perspective.	This	approach	allows	
you	to	address	the	root	causes	of	the	conflict,	rather	than	getting	lost	in	superficial	
disagreements.	By	focusing	on	understanding,	you	show	respect	for	others’	viewpoints	and	
foster	a	collaborative,	solution-oriented	atmosphere.	

5. Reframe	the	Situation	
Instead	of	viewing	conflict	or	pressure	as	something	negative,	reframe	it	as	an	opportunity	
to	showcase	your	leadership	and	problem-solving	skills.	Reframing	can	shift	your	mindset	
from	being	overwhelmed	by	the	situation	to	seeing	it	as	a	challenge	that	you	are	capable	of	
overcoming.	For	example,	instead	of	thinking,	“This	is	a	disaster,”	try	thinking,	“This	is	a	
chance	for	us	to	learn	and	grow	as	a	team.”	Reframing	helps	you	stay	positive,	calm,	and	
focused	on	finding	solutions,	rather	than	getting	stuck	in	fear	or	frustration.	

6. Get	Support	When	Needed	
Emotional	control	doesn’t	mean	you	have	to	handle	everything	alone.	Leaders	who	know	
when	to	seek	help	or	guidance	demonstrate	both	self-awareness	and	strength.	Sometimes,	
managing	stress	and	maintaining	composure	requires	input	from	a	mentor,	coach,	or	
trusted	colleague.	Having	someone	to	talk	through	your	challenges	can	offer	fresh	
perspectives	and	help	you	regain	emotional	balance.	In	some	cases,	seeking	professional	
support,	such	as	working	with	a	coach	or	therapist,	can	help	you	develop	the	emotional	
resilience	necessary	for	effective	leadership.	Don’t	hesitate	to	ask	for	help	when	you	need	it;	
doing	so	reinforces	the	idea	that	leadership	is	not	about	perfection,	but	about	growth	and	
learning.	

	

The	Bottom	Line:	Lead	With	Composure	

The	essence	of	great	leadership	is	the	ability	to	manage	your	emotions	and	keep	a	steady	hand	when	
things	get	difficult.	When	you	stay	calm	under	pressure,	you	not	only	make	better	decisions,	but	you	
also	set	a	powerful	example	for	your	team.	You	become	the	anchor	they	can	rely	on	in	the	storm,	
guiding	them	toward	solutions	rather	than	contributing	to	the	chaos.	So,	the	next	time	you’re	in	a	
heated	situation,	take	a	deep	breath,	hold	your	ground,	and	remember:	don’t	rampage	around	like	
a	malevolent	echidna	in	a	condom	factory.	Keep	your	cool,	stay	in	control,	and	lead	with	grace.	Your	
team	and	your	results	will	thank	you.	
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1. What are your personal triggers in high-stress situations, and how do they 
typically influence your behaviour? 

o Reflect on past instances when your emotions influenced your decision-
making. What could you do differently to stay more composed next time? 

 
2. How do you currently create space between stimulus and response in moments of 

tension? 
o Consider Dr. Adam Fraser’s “Third Space” concept. What techniques could you 

adopt to give yourself that mental pause before reacting? 
 

3. How do you set the emotional tone for your team during stressful situations? 
o Think of a time when you led under pressure. What emotions did you project, 

and how did your team respond?  
o What could you do to model emotional control more effectively? 
 

4. When conflicts arise, how do you approach them? Are you focused more on 
resolving the issue or winning the argument? 

o Reflect on a recent conflict. Did you take the time to understand the 
perspectives of others involved?  

o How could you shift your mindset toward a more collaborative approach? 
 

5. What strategies or practices could you implement to improve your emotional 
resilience as a leader? 

o Consider the suggestions in the above (breathing exercises, reframing, seeking 
support, etc.). Which ones resonate with you, and how will you integrate them 
into your leadership routine? 

o What is in your control? On a scale of 1-10 how would you rate your ability to 
remain composed under pressure? 
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You Earn Respect by How You Live, Not by What You 
Demand 

As	leaders,	whether	in	schools	or	organizations,	we	often	find	ourselves	in	positions	where	we	must	
guide,	direct,	and	influence	others.	One	of	the	most	common	misconceptions	about	leadership	is	that	
respect	is	earned	through	authority,	by	demanding	compliance	or	setting	high	expectations.	While	
these	 are	 important	 aspects	 of	 leadership,	 true	 respect	 is	 not	 something	 you	 can	demand;	 it	 is	
something	you	must	earn	-	and	you	earn	it	by	how	you	live.	

Leading	by	Example	
In	both	educational	and	organisational	settings,	the	most	effective	leaders	are	those	who	embody	the	
values	they	expect	from	their	teams.	As	a	 leadership	coach,	I	see	it	time	and	time	again:	the	most	
respected	 leaders	 are	 those	 who	 walk	 the	 talk.	 They	 don’t	 simply	 tell	 others	 what	 to	 do;	 they	
demonstrate	 through	 their	 actions	 what	 it	 means	 to	 be	 accountable,	 ethical,	 hardworking,	 and	
compassionate.	

For	school	leaders,	this	means	showing	up	as	a	role	model	in	your	interactions	with	staff,	students,	
and	parents.	It	means	fostering	an	environment	where	integrity,	empathy,	and	collaboration	are	the	
standards,	not	just	words	on	a	wall.	For	organisational	leaders,	it’s	about	aligning	your	decisions	with	
your	values	and	demonstrating	humility	and	commitment	in	times	of	challenge.	

Consistency	is	Key	
Respect	isn’t	about	grand	gestures	or	occasional	displays	of	authority.	It’s	about	consistent	behaviour	
over	 time.	 Leaders	who	 demand	 respect	 but	 fail	 to	 live	 by	 the	 principles	 they	 preach	 often	 face	
resistance,	disengagement,	or	even	resentment.	Conversely,	leaders	who	consistently	embody	their	
values	-	especially	when	the	going	gets	tough	-	cultivate	loyalty	and	trust,	and	this	is	where	genuine	
respect	comes	from.	

Building	Trust	and	Relationship	
Leadership	 is	 ultimately	 about	 relationships,	 and	 relationships	 are	 built	 on	 trust.	 When	 leaders	
demand	respect,	they	often	inadvertently	create	an	environment	of	fear	or	compliance	rather	than	
trust	 and	genuine	engagement.	But	when	you	 lead	by	example,	 you	create	an	atmosphere	where	
people	feel	safe,	valued,	and	inspired	to	follow	you.	

In	schools	and	organisations	alike,	leadership	isn’t	about	wielding	power	or	issuing	commands.	It’s	
about	the	daily	demonstration	of	the	values	you	wish	to	instil	in	others.	Respect	is	earned	through	
authenticity,	consistency,	and	a	commitment	to	living	your	values	and	eulogy	virtues	every	day.	So,	
as	a	leader,	ask	yourself:	are	you	earning	respect	by	how	you	live,	or	simply	by	what	you	demand?	
The	answer	may	just	be	the	key	to	your	success.	

	

Weekly Reflection 



 

69 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 

1. How do your daily actions reflect the values you want to instill in your team 
or community? 

o Consider your recent interactions with staff, students, or colleagues. What 
did those moments say about the kind of leader you are?  

o How can you align your actions more closely with your core values going 
forward? 

 
2. In what ways do you demonstrate consistency in your leadership? 

o Think about a recent challenge you faced. How did your actions in that 
situation reflect the values you claim to prioritize?  

10. Were your responses consistent, or did they shift based on external 
pressures? 

 
3. How do you balance the need for authority with the importance of building 

trust and relationships? 
11. Reflect on your leadership approach. When do you lean more on your 

authority, and when do you focus on fostering relationships?  
12. What impact does this balance (or imbalance) have on the trust and 

respect of those around you? 
 

4. What is one area in your leadership where you could “walk the talk” more 
effectively? 

13. Identify a specific value you want to embody more consistently in your 
leadership.  

14. What small actions could you take every day to model this value for 
others? 

 
5. How do you respond when others don’t align with your expectations? 

15. When faced with non-compliance or resistance, do you default to 
demanding respect, or do you find ways to lead by example and address the 
situation with understanding?  

16. How could shifting your approach to lead with empathy and authenticity 
impact your team? 

 



 

70 

	

	

	

Leadership: It’s Not Just About What You Achieve, But 
What You Become 

As	 leaders,	 we	 often	 measure	 success	 by	 the	 outcomes	 we	 achieve	 –	 improved	 performance,	
increased	enrolments,	higher	sales,	more	productive	teams,	or	positive	organisational	change.	But	
what	if	leadership	is	about	more	than	just	these	external	markers	of	success?	What	if	the	true	essence	
of	leadership	lies	in	who	we	become	in	the	process	of	leading?	

The	late	Lord	Rabbi	Jonathan	Sacks,	one	of	the	most	profound	thought	leaders	of	our	time,	offered	us	
a	powerful	insight	into	this	very	question.	He	said,	“Leadership	is	not	only	about	what	you	achieve	
by	it.	It	is	what	you	become	because	of	it.”	

For	those	in	leadership	roles,	whether	in	schools,	organisations,	or	in	emerging	leadership	positions,	
the	real	question	is	not	just,	“What	have	I	accomplished?”	but	also,	“How	has	leadership	transformed	
me?”	This	shift	in	perspective	is	crucial	for	both	personal	growth	and	organizational	success.	

Leadership	as	a	Journey	of	Personal	Transformation	
In	many	ways,	leadership	is	a	journey	of	self-discovery.	It	requires	us	to	evolve	constantly,	adapt	to	
new	 challenges,	 and	 refine	 our	 emotional	 intelligence,	 resilience,	 and	 capacity	 for	 empathy.	 It	
demands	 that	 we	 develop	 self-awareness	 and	 learn	 to	 manage	 our	 own	 reactions	 while	
simultaneously	understanding	the	diverse	needs	of	those	we	lead.	Through	leadership,	we	are	called	
not	just	to	shape	others,	but	to	be	shaped	by	them	in	return.	

Emerging	leaders,	especially,	need	to	embrace	the	idea	that	leadership	isn’t	a	destination	–	it’s	a	path	
of	continuous	learning	and	growth.	As	you	gain	experience	and	wisdom,	you	become	better	equipped	
to	guide	others,	but	you	also	transform	yourself	in	the	process.	

The	Impact	of	Leadership	on	Schools	and	Organizations	
For	leaders	in	schools	and	organisations,	the	focus	on	who	you	become	has	far-reaching	implications.	
It	 influences	 the	way	you	engage	with	others,	 solve	problems,	 and	 create	an	environment	where	
people	 thrive.	 Leaders	 who	 are	 continuously	 growing	 in	 their	 own	 emotional	 and	 intellectual	
capacity	are	better	able	to	inspire	those	around	them.	

In	 schools,	 the	 transformation	 that	 comes	 from	 effective	 leadership	 can	 create	 cultures	 of	
collaboration,	innovation,	and	inclusion.	Teachers	and	students	alike	are	influenced	by	the	ethos	set	
by	the	leadership,	where	it’s	not	just	about	achieving	academic	goals,	but	about	cultivating	a	sense	of	
belonging,	curiosity,	and	personal	responsibility.	The	character	of	a	school’s	leadership	shapes	the	
emotional	and	intellectual	environment	in	which	young	people	grow.	

	

In	organisations,	the	same	principle	applies.	Leadership	sets	the	tone	for	organisational	culture.	A	
leader	who	invests	in	personal	growth	becomes	more	effective	in	cultivating	trust,	 fostering	open	
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communication,	and	empowering	teams	to	reach	their	fullest	potential.	It’s	the	leader’s	example	that	
becomes	the	foundation	for	success	not	just	in	terms	of	productivity,	but	in	terms	of	how	people	feel	
about	their	work,	their	relationships	with	colleagues,	and	their	sense	of	purpose.	

The	Role	of	Emotional	Intelligence	and	Conflict	Management	
One	of	the	key	qualities	that	define	an	exceptional	leader	is	emotional	intelligence	(EQ).	Leaders	with	
high	EQ	are	able	 to	manage	 their	 emotions,	understand	 the	emotions	of	others,	 and	build	 strong	
relationships.	 They	 don’t	 just	 manage	 conflict;	 they	 use	 it	 as	 an	 opportunity	 for	 growth	 and	
improvement.	Leaders	who	engage	in	self-reflection	and	strive	to	improve	their	emotional	awareness	
not	only	become	better	at	managing	conflict,	 they	also	build	stronger,	more	cohesive	teams.	They	
create	 environments	 where	 individuals	 feel	 seen,	 heard,	 and	 valued,	 which	 leads	 to	 greater	
collaboration,	innovation,	and	overall	success.	

What	Kind	of	Leader	Do	You	Want	to	Be?	
As	 you	 reflect	 on	 your	 own	 leadership	 journey,	 ask	 yourself:	What	 kind	 of	 leader	 do	 I	 want	 to	
be?	What	kind	of	legacy	do	I	want	to	leave?	The	answers	are	not	just	about	what	you	will	accomplish	
but	about	who	you	will	become	along	the	way.	Will	you	be	a	leader	who	inspires,	empowers,	and	
transforms	others	through	the	example	of	your	own	growth?	

Leadership	is	not	just	about	achieving	results.	It’s	about	becoming	the	kind	of	person	who	brings	out	
the	best	in	others	and	makes	a	lasting	impact,	not	just	on	an	organization,	but	on	the	hearts	and	minds	
of	those	you	lead.	True	leadership	creates	a	ripple	effect,	where	the	impact	of	your	growth	is	felt	far	
beyond	your	immediate	sphere	of	influence.	

So,	 as	you	 step	 into	your	 leadership	 role,	whether	as	 a	 school	 leader,	 organisational	manager,	 or	
emerging	leader,	remember	that	leadership	is	as	much	about	who	you	become	as	it	is	about	what	you	
achieve.	The	two	are	inextricably	linked.	When	you	grow,	your	team	grows,	your	organization	grows,	
and	the	world	becomes	a	little	bit	better	because	of	the	example	you	set.	

Let	this	be	your	leadership	mantra:	It’s	not	just	about	what	I	achieve;	it’s	about	what	I	become	because	
of	it.	
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1. How has your leadership journey shaped you personally? 
o Reflect on your experiences as a leader – both positive and challenging. What key 

qualities or values have you developed as a result?  
o How have you changed as a person through your leadership role? 

 
2. What kind of leader do you aspire to be, and how do your current actions reflect 

that vision? 
o Think about the leader you wish to become. What personal traits or behaviours 

would that leader consistently demonstrate?  
o How aligned are your current actions with that vision?  
o Would you agree with the proposition that: “At the heart of education should be the 

education of the heart”? How would you ensure this? 
 

3. How do you balance achieving results with nurturing your own personal 
growth? 

o When you focus on outcomes, how do you ensure that you’re also attending to your 
own growth as a leader?  

o In what ways can you integrate continuous self-improvement into your leadership 
routine?  

o Who is a leader you admire? What are the qualities s/he demonstrates that attract 
you to this leader?  

 
4. How do you manage conflict within your team or organization, and what role 

does your emotional intelligence play in this? 
o Consider a recent conflict you encountered as a leader. How did your emotional 

awareness influence the way you handled it?  
o How could improving your emotional intelligence further enhance your ability to 

manage such situations? 
 

5. What legacy do you want to leave as a leader, and how does this influence your 
daily decisions and interactions? 

o Reflect on the impact you want to have on your team or organisation. What 
specific actions or behaviours can you cultivate today that will contribute to the 
legacy you want to leave?  

o What is it you’d like people to say about you if you left your place or work 
tomorrow? What would be your ‘legacy’ virtues as opposed to your ‘resume’ 
virtues?  
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Leading with Eulogy Virtues: A Call for Educational 
Leaders to Focus on What Truly Matters 

In	today’s	fast-paced,	results-driven	world,	it’s	easy	for	leaders	–	especially	in	education	–	to	become	
fixated	on	resume	virtues:	accomplishments,	accolades,	and	outward	success.	These	are	the	tangible	
markers	that	society	often	values,	shaping	how	we	present	ourselves	and	evaluate	our	leadership.	
However,	David	Brooks,	in	his	influential	work	The	Road	to	Character,	argues	that	true	leadership,	
especially	for	the	purposes	of	this	book	in	educational	settings,	should	be	guided	more	by	eulogy	
virtues	–	the	qualities	that	are	remembered	after	we’re	gone,	such	as	integrity,	empathy,	humility,	
humour	and	the	ability	to	inspire	others.	

As	leaders,	the	temptation	to	focus	on	resume	virtues	such	as	school	rankings,	test	scores,	or	prestige,	
can	 overshadow	 the	 deeper,	 more	 lasting	 impact	 we	 have	 on	 our	 students,	 colleagues,	 and	
communities.	While	these	metrics	are	important,	they	are	not	the	heart	of	meaningful	leadership.	The	
question	we	must	ask	ourselves	is:	What	will	people	say	about	us	when	we	are	no	longer	around?	
What	kind	of	legacy	will	we	leave	behind	for	future	generations?	

Brooks	 explains	 that	 resume	 virtues	 are	 often	 about	 success	 in	 the	 external	world	 -competence,	
achievement,	and	status.	In	contrast,	eulogy	virtues	focus	on	character	and	how	we	make	others	feel.	
It’s	 the	 difference	 between	 being	 admired	 for	 professional	 accomplishments	 versus	 being	
remembered	for	kindness,	generosity,	and	the	way	we	treated	people.	For	educational	leaders,	the	
emphasis	should	be	on	fostering	a	culture	of	trust,	compassion,	and	integrity	-	qualities	that	empower	
others	and	help	students	thrive	both	academically	and	personally.	

The	Importance	of	Eulogy	Virtues	in	Educational	Leadership	
1. Long-term	 Impact	 on	 Students:	 While	 academic	 achievement	 is	 important,	 the	 role	 of	

educators	is	also	to	cultivate	character.	When	educational	leaders	prioritize	eulogy	virtues,	
they	inspire	their	staff	and	students	to	focus	on	personal	growth,	resilience,	and	empathy.	
These	qualities	help	students	navigate	the	complexities	of	life,	far	beyond	standardized	tests	
or	grade	points.	

2. Building	 Trust	 and	 Community:	 Educational	 leadership	 is	 about	 building	 relationships.	
Leaders	who	embody	eulogy	virtues,	such	as	honesty,	compassion,	and	humility,	create	an	
environment	where	trust	can	flourish.	This	trust	strengthens	the	school	community,	fosters	
collaboration,	and	promotes	a	sense	of	belonging	for	both	students	and	teachers.	

3. Modelling	Integrity:	Leaders	who	focus	on	character	rather	than	just	achievement	send	a	
powerful	message	to	their	school	community.	By	demonstrating	humility,	vulnerability,	and	
a	commitment	to	doing	what	is	right	–	even	when	it’s	difficult	–	leaders	model	integrity	for	
their	students	and	colleagues.	

4. Nurturing	a	Culture	of	Service:	Eulogy	virtues	emphasize	the	importance	of	serving	others,	
rather	 than	 self-promotion.	 When	 leaders	 put	 the	 needs	 of	 students,	 teachers,	 and	 the	
community	first,	they	create	a	culture	where	service	and	selflessness	are	valued.	This	culture	
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encourages	educators	to	be	more	than	just	technicians	of	education	but	mentors,	guides,	and	
role	models.	

Making	the	Shift	

For	educational	 leaders,	 the	 challenge	 lies	 in	balancing	 the	pressure	 for	 tangible	 results	with	 the	
deeper,	more	profound	work	of	nurturing	character.	The	shift	from	focusing	solely	on	resume	virtues	
to	embracing	eulogy	virtues	requires	intentionality.	Here	are	a	few	ways	leaders	can	make	that	shift:	

• Reflect	on	your	personal	values:	Regularly	assess	how	your	actions	align	with	your	core	
beliefs.	Are	you	leading	with	humility,	or	are	you	caught	up	in	the	pursuit	of	accolades?	

• Prioritize	people	over	performance:	While	data	and	results	matter,	remember	that	people	
are	at	the	heart	of	education.	Invest	in	building	strong	relationships	with	students	and	staff,	
listening	to	their	needs,	and	supporting	their	growth.	

• Lead	by	example:	Show,	through	your	own	actions,	that	character	matters	more	than	status.	
Encourage	your	team	to	reflect	on	their	own	leadership	and	the	kind	of	legacy	they	want	to	
leave	behind.	

• Create	a	culture	of	character:	Foster	an	environment	where	virtues	like	empathy,	gratitude,	
and	resilience	are	celebrated	and	modelled	in	everyday	interactions.	This	will	shape	not	just	
academic	success,	but	emotional	and	social	growth	as	well.	

	

David	Brooks	reminds	us	that,	in	the	end,	it’s	not	the	accolades	we	collect	or	the	titles	we	achieve	that	
matter	most,	 but	 the	 kind	 of	 people	we	 become	 and	 the	 positive	 impact	 we	 have	 on	 others.	 As	
educational	 leaders,	we	must	 remember	 that	 our	 eulogy	 virtues	 –	 the	ways	we	 treat	 others,	 the	
integrity	 we	 uphold,	 and	 the	 lives	 we	 touch	 –	 are	 the	 truest	 measures	 of	 our	 leadership.	 By	
prioritizing	character	over	status,	we	not	only	shape	the	future	of	education	but	also	shape	the	hearts	
and	minds	of	the	leaders	of	tomorrow.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Are you focussed on your 
eulogy virtues as much as 
your resume virtues?  
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1. What eulogy virtues do you want to be remembered for as an educational leader? 
o Reflect on the qualities you want others to remember you for, such as integrity, 

empathy, or humility. How do you currently embody these virtues in your daily 
leadership, and where do you feel there is room for growth? 

 
2. How can you shift the focus in your leadership from results-driven goals to 

cultivating character and personal growth in your students and staff? 
o Think about your current leadership practices. How can you balance the emphasis on 

academic achievement with a greater focus on developing the emotional, social, and 
ethical growth of those you lead? 

 
3. In what ways do you model humility, service, and integrity in your leadership? 
o Consider a recent decision or interaction. How did you demonstrate these core eulogy 

virtues?  
o What impact did this have on your school community, and how can you amplify these 

qualities in future actions? 
 

4. How do you prioritize relationships with students and staff in your leadership 
practice? 

o Reflect on the balance you strike between performance metrics and building strong, 
supportive relationships.  

o What are some specific actions you can take to ensure you are putting people before 
performance in your daily leadership? 

 
5. What kind of culture of character are you fostering in your school or organization, 

and how can you further nurture it? 
o Think about the values you are intentionally cultivating in your school community. 

What steps can you take to create a more intentional culture of empathy, resilience, and 
integrity?  

o How can you encourage your team to adopt these values as well?  
o Is this notion of developing character integrated into your broader purpose and 

mission?  
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Sometimes You Have to Make the Right Decision, and 
Other Times, You Have to Make the Decision Right 

As	leaders,	we	are	often	faced	with	the	daunting	responsibility	of	making	decisions	that	affect	not	
just	our	teams	but	the	entire	organization.	In	the	pursuit	of	success,	we	frequently	hear	the	advice	
that	the	“right	decision”	is	key.	But	what	if,	in	some	situations,	making	the	right	decision	isn’t	enough?	
What	if	the	real	challenge	lies	in	making	the	decision	right,	regardless	of	how	it	originally	lands?	

This	concept	-	the	distinction	between	making	the	right	decision	and	making	the	decision	right	-	can	
be	transformative	for	leadership.	Let’s	explore	both	sides	of	this	leadership	dilemma.	

Making	the	Right	Decision:	The	Classic	Challenge	
Making	 the	right	decision	 is,	of	 course,	a	core	 function	of	 leadership.	We’re	all	 taught	 that	strong	
leaders	 must	 be	 able	 to	 identify	 the	 best	 course	 of	 action,	 especially	 in	 high-stakes	 situations.	
Whether	 it’s	 choosing	 a	 new	 strategy,	 resolving	 a	 conflict,	 or	 deciding	 on	 key	 hires,	 the	 “right”	
decision	is	essential.	It’s	about	accuracy,	alignment	with	organizational	values,	and	foresight.	

The	challenge	here	 is	 that	 there’s	often	a	great	deal	of	uncertainty.	No	matter	how	much	data	or	
experience	you	have,	there’s	no	guarantee	that	the	decision	you	make	will	be	the	right	one.	

• Do	I	choose	a	safe,	incremental	path,	or	take	a	risk	on	innovation?	
• Should	I	push	through	with	a	tough	decision	even	if	it	causes	discomfort	within	the	team?	
• How	do	I	balance	short-term	needs	with	long-term	goals?	

	
These	are	tough	questions,	and	in	many	cases,	the	“right”	decision	is	elusive.	Even	seasoned	leaders	
can	 face	 analysis	 paralysis,	 doubting	 themselves,	 trying	 to	 predict	 every	 outcome,	 and	 second-
guessing	their	choices.	

The	Flip	Side:	Making	the	Decision	Right	
While	making	the	right	decision	is	critical,	it’s	equally	important	to	focus	on	how	you	implement	that	
decision.	Sometimes,	you’ll	find	that	the	best	decision	you	could	make	doesn’t	immediately	deliver	
the	desired	results.	That’s	when	your	leadership	and	the	way	you	“make	it	right”	becomes	key.	

Here’s	what	I	mean:	

• Alignment	 and	Buy-In:	 Even	 the	 right	 decision	will	 fall	 flat	 if	 your	 team	 isn’t	 behind	 it.	
Leaders	 must	 engage	 their	 teams	 in	 the	 process,	 helping	 them	 understand	 not	 only	
the	what	of	the	decision	but	also	the	why.	Gaining	buy-in	from	key	stakeholders	and	ensuring	
that	everyone	feels	part	of	the	journey	helps	pave	the	way	for	successful	execution.	

• Adaptability	 and	 Execution:	 Making	 a	 decision	 right	 often	 requires	 flexibility.	 As	 new	
information	 comes	 to	 light	or	 challenges	 arise,	 leaders	must	 adjust	 their	 approach,	 refine	
tactics,	and	course-correct	without	losing	sight	of	the	ultimate	goal.	Sometimes,	the	decision	
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itself	isn’t	perfect,	but	your	ability	to	adapt	to	changing	circumstances	can	still	lead	to	positive	
outcomes.	

• Communication	 and	 Clarity:	 The	 way	 you	 communicate	 a	 decision	 can	 make	 all	 the	
difference.	A	“right”	decision	can	falter	if	it’s	not	communicated	effectively.	Clear,	transparent	
communication	around	the	decision	helps	mitigate	confusion	and	resistance,	and	it	ensures	
that	all	team	members	know	their	role	in	bringing	the	decision	to	life.	

• Ownership	 and	Accountability:	 Leaders	must	 take	 full	 ownership	 of	 the	 decision,	 even	
when	the	outcome	is	less	than	perfect.	A	strong	leader	demonstrates	accountability,	showing	
that	they	are	committed	to	seeing	the	decision	through,	learning	from	mistakes,	and	adjusting	
along	the	way.	This	accountability	builds	trust	and	creates	a	culture	of	responsibility	within	
the	team.	

	

Leadership	is	About	Both:	Right	Decisions	&	Right	Execution	
In	my	work	with	leadership	teams,	I	often	see	a	tendency	to	focus	exclusively	on	the	right	decision	–	
especially	 in	 organizations	 that	 value	 data-driven	 approaches	 or	 structured	 decision-making	
processes.	However,	no	matter	how	“right”	the	decision	may	seem	in	theory,	it’s	the	execution	that	
often	determines	the	success	or	failure	of	that	decision.	

Take,	 for	 example,	 strategic	 shifts	 that	 involve	 organisational	 change.	 The	decision	 to	 reorganize	
teams,	implement	a	new	technology,	or	pivot	to	a	new	market	may	be	well-founded	and	backed	by	
strong	rationale.	But	if	leaders	don’t	communicate	effectively,	gain	the	support	of	their	teams,	and	
stay	agile	throughout	the	implementation	process,	that	“right”	decision	can	still	fail.	Conversely,	I’ve	
worked	with	leaders	who,	even	in	the	face	of	initial	missteps,	manage	to	make	their	decision	right	
through	their	leadership.	They	demonstrate	resilience,	course-correct	where	needed,	and	rally	the	
team	around	a	shared	vision.	Their	commitment	to	execution	can	transform	a	“good	enough”	decision	
into	a	long-term	success.	

Why	Both	Matter	in	Leadership	
Leaders	who	are	able	to	balance	both	making	the	right	decision	and	making	the	decision	right	tend	
to	inspire	greater	confidence	and	engagement	from	their	teams.	They	understand	that	leadership	is	
dynamic	–	it	requires	both	a	strategic	vision	and	the	ability	to	rally	others	around	it.	By	recognizing	
that	implementation	is	just	as	important	as	the	decision	itself,	these	leaders	can	create	environments	
where	good	decisions	thrive	and	have	lasting	impact.	

Here	are	a	few	key	takeaways	for	leaders:	

1. Decisions	 are	 never	 one-size-fits-all.	 Sometimes	 the	 best	 choice	 isn’t	 obvious,	 and	 the	
context	may	shift	as	you	move	forward.	Stay	open	to	revisiting	decisions	and	adjusting	course	
when	needed.	

2. Execution	is	a	leadership	skill.	Focus	on	building	the	systems,	communication	strategies,	
and	leadership	capabilities	needed	to	ensure	that	a	decision	is	executed	effectively.	

3. Engage	your	 team.	 People	 follow	 leaders	 they	 trust	 and	who	 communicate	 a	 compelling	
vision.	 Involve	 your	 team	 in	 the	 process	 and	 ensure	 they	 feel	 empowered	 to	 help	 you	
implement	the	decision.	
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4. Don’t	fear	mistakes.	Not	every	decision	will	be	perfect,	and	that’s	okay.	What	matters	is	how	
you	handle	the	decision	afterward—your	ability	to	adapt,	 learn,	and	make	adjustments	as	
needed.	

	

Leadership	 is	 rarely	 about	 having	 the	 perfect	 answer,	 it’s	 about	 making	 choices	 with	 the	 best	
available	 information	 and	 then	 leading	 your	 team	 to	 implement	 those	 choices	 successfully.	
Sometimes,	you	need	to	make	the	right	decision.	But	just	as	often,	you	need	to	focus	on	making	the	
decision	right.	Your	leadership,	adaptability,	communication,	and	commitment	to	execution	are	what	
will	ultimately	turn	your	decision	into	a	success.	

So,	the	next	time	you	face	a	tough	call,	remember:	it’s	not	just	about	what	you	decide,	but	how	
you	make	it	happen.	Both	matter.	And	the	balance	between	the	two	can	set	you	and	your	school	
on	a	path	to	lasting	success.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 

• Do I choose a safe, incremental 
path, or take a risk on innovation? 

• Should I push through with a tough 
decision even if it causes discomfort 
within the team? 

• How do I balance short-term needs 
with long-term goals? 
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1. Reflecting on a recent decision, how did your approach to execution influence 
the outcome? 

o Think about a decision you’ve made recently, whether successful or not. How 
did you handle the implementation process? What did you do to ensure buy-in, 
clarity, and accountability from your team?  

o In hindsight, what could you have done differently to “make the decision right”? 
 

2. When facing uncertainty, how do you balance the pressure to make the 
“right” decision with the flexibility needed to make it “right”? 

o Consider a situation where the “right” decision wasn’t clear or obvious. How did 
you manage your decision-making process?  

o How can you improve your ability to stay adaptable and course-correct when 
new information or challenges arise? 

 
3. How do you involve your team in decision-making and execution to ensure 

shared ownership and success? 
o Think about how you currently engage your team when making important 

decisions. How do you communicate the ‘why’ behind your choices and 
encourage ownership of the outcome?  

o What specific actions could you take to foster greater team involvement and 
alignment moving forward? 

 
4. In what ways can you strengthen your communication strategy to ensure that 

your decisions are understood and supported? 
o Reflect on a recent decision that was met with resistance or confusion. How did 

you communicate it? What could you have done to increase transparency, 
clarify expectations, or address concerns?  

o What communication improvements could you implement to make future 
decisions more effective? 

 
5. What does accountability look like for you as a leader, especially when a 

decision doesn’t go as planned? 
o Consider a decision that didn’t work out as expected. How did you handle it? 
o How did you demonstrate accountability to your team?  
o How can you create a culture where accountability is embraced, and mistakes 

are viewed as opportunities for learning and growth? 
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What You Can Be Is More Important Than What You 
Have Been 

We	 spend	 a	 lot	 of	 time	 looking	 back	 and	 reflecting	 on	 our	 past	 achievements,	 our	mistakes,	 our	
challenges,	 and	 the	 identities	we’ve	built	 over	 the	 years.	 It’s	 natural	 to	 take	pride	 in	what	we’ve	
accomplished.	But	here’s	the	harsh	truth:	What	you	have	been	is	almost	irrelevant	to	who	you	
can	become.	

In	 leadership,	as	 in	 life,	your	past	 is	 just	 that	–	your	past!	 	Too	often,	we	are	 trapped	by	our	own	
stories,	our	own	histories.	We	define	ourselves	by	what	we’ve	done,	or	what	we	haven’t	done.	Yet,	
this	mindset	holds	us	back	from	stepping	into	the	full	potential	of	what	we	can	be.	

Let	me	be	blunt:	If	you’re	relying	on	past	success	to	define	your	future,	you’re	limiting	your	growth.	
What	you	can	become,	and	the	leader	you	have	the	potential	to	be,	is	far	more	important	than	any	
accolade	or	 failure	you’ve	experienced.	The	question	 isn’t,	 “What	have	 I	achieved?”	but	rather,	
“What	am	I	still	capable	of?”	

The	Danger	of	the	Comfort	Zone	

When	you	focus	too	much	on	what	you’ve	already	done,	you’re	likely	avoiding	the	discomfort	that	
comes	with	growth.	The	truth	is,	growth	requires	stepping	into	the	unknown,	embracing	risk,	and	
challenging	your	existing	limits.	People	who	are	content	with	their	past	accomplishments	rarely	push	
themselves	to	develop	new	skills,	refine	their	weaknesses,	or	take	the	leap	toward	greater	impact.	

Emerging	leaders,	especially,	can	fall	into	this	trap.	You	may	have	had	a	stellar	run	in	a	previous	role	
or	project,	and	now	there’s	a	tendency	to	rest	on	your	laurels.	This	is	dangerous.	Leadership	isn’t	
about	 maintaining	 a	 past	 reputation,	 it’s	 about	 continuously	 evolving	 into	 the	 best	 version	 of	
yourself.	What	you	can	be	is	a	much	more	powerful	motivator	than	what	you’ve	been.	

Embrace	the	Possibility	of	Reinvention	
Every	day	is	a	new	opportunity	for	reinvention.	It	doesn’t	matter	how	many	times	you’ve	failed	or	
how	many	successes	have	defined	you	up	to	this	point.	If	you’re	not	actively	reinventing	yourself	as	
a	 leader,	 you’re	 stagnating.	 Leaders	 who	 think	 in	 terms	 of	 what	 they	can	become	 are	 always	
stretching,	always	expanding	their	vision,	and	always	seeking	new	challenges.	They	invest	in	their	
future,	not	in	preserving	the	past.	

This	mindset	is	crucial	in	both	organisational	leadership	and	personal	growth.	When	you	focus	on	
becoming	the	person	you	can	be,	rather	than	the	person	you	were,	your	impact	grows	exponentially.	
You’re	not	held	back	by	fear	or	 failure,	because	you	understand	that	neither	defines	you.	You	are	
constantly	becoming	someone	new,	someone	better,	stronger,	more	capable	of	inspiring	and	leading	
others.	
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The	Power	of	Perspective	
If	you	want	to	create	lasting	change	in	your	organisation	or	school,	this	mindset	shift	must	come	from	
the	top.	Leaders	who	live	in	the	past	aren’t	going	to	build	future-focused	teams.	But	leaders	who	are	
continually	looking	forward,	asking,	“What	can	I	become?”	inspire	others	to	do	the	same.	They	foster	
an	environment	of	growth	and	possibility,	where	the	focus	is	on	development,	not	stagnation.	They	
create	cultures	where	failure	is	just	part	of	the	process	and	where	the	future	is	not	a	continuation	of	
the	past	but	a	canvas	of	limitless	potential.	

A	Call	to	Action	

You	have	a	choice:	you	can	continue	to	be	defined	by	what	you	have	been,	or	you	can	let	what	you	
can	 become	 be	 the	 force	 that	 drives	 you.	 The	 latter	 is	 not	 easy.	 It	 requires	 self-awareness,	
vulnerability,	and	the	courage	to	step	into	the	unknown.	But	it’s	the	only	path	to	true	leadership	and	
to	the	fulfillment	that	comes	with	it.	Leaders	who	are	committed	to	their	ongoing	development	don’t	
just	change	their	own	lives,	they	change	the	lives	of	the	people	they	lead.	

So	ask	yourself:	What	are	you	waiting	for?	Your	potential	is	waiting.	It’s	time	to	leave	the	past	behind	
and	start	building	the	future	version	of	yourself	because	what	you	can	be	is	so	much	more	important	
than	what	you	have	been.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

What guides me? 
What I have been? 

or 
What I can be? 
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1. What parts of your past are you still holding onto, and how might they be 
limiting your growth as a leader? 
o Think about the achievements or failures that you often refer to when defining 

yourself as a leader. In what ways are these past experiences influencing your 
current actions or decisions?  

o How can you let go of them to make room for new possibilities? 
 

2. What is one area of leadership where you feel you’ve plateaued, and what would 
it look like if you embraced reinvention in that area? 
o Reflect on your leadership journey - where do you feel like you’re playing it safe or 

relying on past success?  
o What would it look like to step out of your comfort zone and reinvent yourself in 

that area?  
o What new skills or perspectives would you need to develop to achieve that 

reinvention? 
 

3. How can you create an environment in your team or organisation that 
encourages others to focus on what they can become, rather than what they 
have been? 
o As a leader, you have the power to shape the mindset of those around you. What 

actions can you take to shift the focus from past achievements to future growth?  
o How can you inspire your team to embrace challenges, learn from failure, and 

continuously evolve? 
 

4. What are you willing to let go of in order to unlock your fullest potential as a 
leader? 
o Consider the habits, beliefs, or fears that may be holding you back from stepping 

into your future leadership potential.  
o What are you ready to release in order to step into the next phase of your 

leadership journey? 
 

5. What is one bold step you can take today to start focusing on what you can 
become, rather than what you have been? 
o Leadership is a journey of continuous development. What’s one action you can 

take immediately to embrace growth and reinvention?  
o Whether it’s a decision to challenge yourself, take on a new project, or shift your 

perspective - what’s one bold move you can make right now? 
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Weekly	Reflection		

	

Conflict through the Prism of Compassion and 
Curiosity 

As	 leaders,	 we	 are	 frequently	 called	 upon	 to	 manage	 conflict	 whether	 between	 students,	 staff	
members,	or	even	within	ourselves.	Conflict	is	inevitable,	but	it	doesn’t	have	to	be	destructive.	In	fact,	
when	handled	effectively,	conflict	can	serve	as	a	catalyst	for	growth,	understanding,	and	improved	
relationships.	However,	 it’s	easy	to	slip	into	frustration	or	anger	when	conflict	arises,	particularly	
when	emotions	run	high,	and	stakes	feel	high.	These	emotional	reactions	can	cloud	our	judgment,	
escalate	 the	 situation,	 and	 prevent	 us	 from	 finding	 productive	 solutions.	 What	 if,	 instead	 of	
responding	 with	 frustration,	 we	 shifted	 our	 perspective	 and	 viewed	 conflict	 through	 the	 lenses	
of	compassion	and	curiosity?	

The	Role	of	Compassion	in	Leadership	
Compassion	in	leadership	is	more	than	simply	feeling	sorry	for	someone.	It	is	the	ability	to	empathise	
with	others	–	understanding	that	everyone	has	their	own	struggles,	needs,	and	perspectives.	When	
you	 approach	 conflict	 with	 compassion,	 you	 start	 to	 recognize	 the	 humanity	 behind	 the	
disagreement.	This	shift	allows	you	to	see	that	people’s	actions	are	often	driven	by	unmet	needs,	
emotional	triggers,	or	misunderstandings.	You	derive	compassion	more	easily	when	you	step	into	
their	shoes.		

For	example,	when	a	student	is	acting	out	in	class,	it’s	easy	to	feel	frustrated	or	view	the	behaviour	
as	an	act	of	defiance.	But	a	compassionate	leader	will	pause	to	ask,	What	might	this	child	be	going	
through?	Are	there	external	factors	influencing	their	behaviour	–	perhaps	issues	at	home,	learning	
struggles,	or	social	challenges?	A	compassionate	leader	knows	that	behaviours	often	speak	louder	
than	words,	and	behind	every	disruptive	act	is	a	deeper,	often	unspoken,	need.	

Similarly,	when	conflicts	arise	between	staff	members,	a	compassionate	approach	encourages	you	to	
view	the	situation	through	the	lens	of	empathy.	A	teacher	who	seems	resistant	to	change	may	not	be	
rejecting	new	ideas;	they	may	be	feeling	overwhelmed,	fearful	of	failure,	or	unsure	about	their	ability	
to	adapt.	By	extending	compassion,	you	not	only	address	the	immediate	issue	but	also	build	trust,	
showing	others	that	they	are	seen	and	heard.	As	they	say,	go	hard	on	the	problem	and	soft	on	the	
person.		

Curiosity:	The	Key	to	Understanding	
Compassion	alone,	while	important,	isn’t	always	enough.	To	truly	resolve	conflicts	and	prevent	future	
ones,	 leaders	must	also	cultivate	curiosity.	Curiosity	opens	the	door	to	deeper	understanding	and	
dialogue.	It	moves	us	from	surface-level	assumptions	to	a	deeper	exploration	of	underlying	needs,	
fears,	and	desires.	

When	you	approach	conflict	with	curiosity,	you	make	room	for	meaningful	conversations	that	can	
lead	to	more	creative	and	lasting	solutions.	Instead	of	focusing	on	“who’s	right”	or	“who’s	wrong,”	
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you	begin	to	ask	questions	such	as:	What	else	could	be	influencing	this	situation?	What	are	
the	unspoken	needs	of	those	involved?	What	can	I	learn	from	this	conflict	that	will	help	
me	grow	as	a	leader	and	help	others	grow,	too?	

For	instance,	when	two	teachers	disagree	over	how	best	to	support	struggling	students,	a	curious	
leader	doesn’t	simply	pick	a	side.	 Instead,	 they	ask	each	teacher	 to	share	 their	perspective,	 listen	
actively	 to	 their	 concerns,	 and	 invite	 them	 to	 explore	 possible	 compromises	 or	 new	 approaches	
together.	Curiosity	fosters	collaboration,	encouraging	people	to	move	beyond	their	own	entrenched	
positions	and	work	toward	mutual	understanding	and	collective	solutions.	

Curiosity	also	empowers	you	as	a	 leader	 to	challenge	your	own	assumptions.	We	all	have	biases,	
whether	 we	 are	 aware	 of	 them	 or	 not.	 When	 we	 approach	 conflict	 with	 a	 genuine	 curiosity	 to	
understand	all	sides,	we	open	ourselves	to	the	possibility	that	our	first	interpretation	may	not	be	the	
full	 story.	 This	 creates	 an	 environment	 where	 dialogue	 can	 flourish,	 rather	 than	 escalate	 into	
defensiveness	or	division.	

Compassion	and	Curiosity	in	Action	
Let’s	 consider	 a	 real-world	 example	 of	 how	 compassion	 and	 curiosity	 can	 be	 used	 to	 navigate	 a	
challenging	 conflict.	 Imagine	 a	 situation	where	 a	 teacher	 is	 feeling	 frustrated	because	 a	 group	of	
students	 in	 their	 class	 is	 constantly	 disruptive,	 preventing	 the	 class	 from	 moving	 forward.	 The	
teacher	is	exhausted	and	overwhelmed,	and	their	frustration	has	started	to	build,	leading	to	a	sense	
of	hopelessness.	If	you,	as	a	school	leader,	respond	with	frustration,	you	may	unknowingly	escalate	
the	teacher’s	stress,	further	alienating	them.	

However,	by	approaching	the	situation	with	compassion,	you	can	begin	to	see	the	teacher’s	struggles	
as	a	symptom	of	larger	systemic	issues	–	perhaps	a	lack	of	classroom	support,	an	unmet	need	for	
professional	development,	or	a	challenging	group	dynamic	with	certain	students.	This	compassionate	
view	allows	you	to	create	a	dialogue	where	the	teacher	feels	heard	and	supported.	

Next,	you	shift	to	curiosity.	Rather	than	offering	quick	fixes,	you	ask	open-ended	questions	to	explore	
the	root	causes	of	the	problem.	You	might	ask	the	teacher:	What	have	you	tried	so	far	to	address	the	
disruptions?	What	do	you	think	might	help	the	students	succeed?	How	can	we	collaborate	to	better	meet	
your	needs	in	the	classroom?	

Through	this	approach,	you	create	an	open	space	for	the	teacher	to	express	themselves	fully,	while	
also	generating	 ideas	 for	 solutions	 that	 they	can	 take	ownership	of.	 Instead	of	offering	 top-down	
directives,	you	foster	a	sense	of	partnership	and	mutual	respect.	By	practicing	both	compassion	and	
curiosity,	you	are	not	only	addressing	the	immediate	issue	but	also	empowering	the	teacher	with	the	
support	they	need	to	overcome	the	challenge	in	the	long	term.	

Compassionate	Leadership:	A	Mindset	Shift	
As	 school	 leaders,	 shifting	 to	 a	mindset	 of	 compassion	 and	 curiosity	 requires	 a	 conscious	 effort	
to	pause	before	reacting.	It	means	recognising	that	conflict	is	often	a	signal	of	deeper	needs	that	must	
be	addressed.	It	also	involves	practicing	emotional	self-regulation	to	ensure	that	you	can	respond	
thoughtfully,	rather	than	emotionally.	

Here	are	a	few	ways	school	leaders	and	emerging	leaders	can	integrate	compassion	and	curiosity	into	
their	approach	to	conflict:	
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1. Pause	and	Reflect:	When	you	feel	frustration	rising,	take	a	moment	to	pause	and	breathe.	
Reflect	on	the	situation	before	reacting.	What	might	the	other	person	be	feeling?	What	are	
their	underlying	needs	or	concerns?	

2. Listen	with	Empathy:	In	the	midst	of	conflict,	truly	listen	to	the	other	person’s	perspective.	
Don’t	 just	 hear	 their	 words	 –	 try	 to	 understand	 their	 emotions,	 motivations,	 and	 the	
challenges	they	are	facing.	

3. Ask	Open-Ended	Questions:	Instead	of	jumping	to	conclusions,	use	curiosity	to	guide	the	
conversation.	Ask	questions	like,	What	do	you	think	could	help	us	move	forward?	Or	What	can	
I	do	to	support	you	in	this	situation?	What’s	on	your	mind	right	now?	These	types	of	questions	
create	an	atmosphere	of	collaboration	rather	than	confrontation.	

4. Challenge	Your	Assumptions	and	Biases:	Be	willing	to	challenge	your	own	assumptions	
and	biases	about	 the	situation.	Are	 there	 things	you	might	be	overlooking?	What	can	you	
learn	from	the	conflict	that	might	change	your	approach?	

5. Model	Compassion	 for	Your	Team:	 Show	your	staff	and	students	 that	 it’s	okay	 to	make	
mistakes,	 and	 that	 conflict	 can	 be	 a	 space	 for	 growth	 and	 learning.	 When	 you	 model	
compassion	and	curiosity,	others	are	more	likely	to	adopt	this	mindset	as	well.	

	

Building	a	Compassionate	Culture	
As	a	school	leader,	your	approach	to	conflict	sets	the	tone	for	the	entire	school	community.	If	you	
respond	with	compassion	and	curiosity,	you	help	create	a	culture	where	students,	teachers,	and	staff	
feel	safe,	valued,	and	heard—even	in	moments	of	disagreement.	This	fosters	a	sense	of	belonging	and	
trust,	 which	 in	 turn	 supports	 better	 collaboration,	 more	 effective	 problem-solving,	 and	 a	 more	
positive	school	climate	overall.	

Ultimately,	conflict	doesn’t	have	to	be	something	to	avoid	or	fear.	When	viewed	through	the	prism	of	
compassion	and	curiosity,	conflict	becomes	an	opportunity	to	connect	more	deeply	with	others,	to	
learn,	and	to	foster	a	culture	of	mutual	respect	and	continuous	growth.	So,	the	next	time	you	face	a	
difficult	situation,	remember	that	resolution	doesn’t	just	come	from	solving	the	problem	-	it	comes	
from	the	way	we	engage	with	each	other	with	compassion	and	curiosity.	

School	 leadership	 requires	not	 just	 strategic	 thinking	 and	decision-making	but	 also	 the	 ability	 to	
manage	 emotions,	 both	 your	 own	 and	 those	 of	 others.	 By	 reframing	 conflict	 through	 the	 lens	 of	
compassion	and	curiosity,	you	 transform	challenging	situations	 into	opportunities	 for	 connection	
and	growth.	Whether	dealing	with	students	or	staff,	when	you	lead	with	empathy	and	an	open	mind,	
you	pave	the	way	for	deeper	understanding	and	more	sustainable	solutions.	So,	next	time	a	conflict	
arises,	remember:	choose	compassion,	choose	curiosity,	and	watch	how	conflict	transforms	from	a	
point	of	friction	to	a	powerful	opportunity	for	growth.	
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1. When you encounter conflict, how often do you pause to consider the unmet 
needs or deeper emotions of those involved, rather than focusing on the 
surface issue? 

o Think about a recent conflict you’ve encountered in your leadership role. What 
might you have missed by not stepping into a compassionate, empathetic 
perspective?  

o How can you practice pausing and reflecting on the underlying needs and 
emotions of all parties involved? 

 
2. What is one situation where you could approach conflict with more curiosity, 

asking questions that move beyond the immediate problem to explore the 
deeper causes or concerns? 

o Reflect on a current or past conflict in your school or organization. How might 
you have responded differently if you had used curiosity to explore the root 
causes?  

o What open-ended questions could have invited a more collaborative or creative 
resolution? 

 
3. How do you typically react when you feel frustration or defensiveness rising 

in the face of conflict, and how can you shift to a more compassionate 
response in the future? 

o Conflict often triggers emotional reactions. In these moments, how can you 
shift from reacting impulsively to responding with empathy and self-
regulation? 

o What specific strategies can you implement to ensure you approach future 
conflicts with compassion rather than frustration or defensiveness? 

 
4. What assumptions or biases might you be holding about certain individuals 

or situations that could be limiting your ability to engage with conflict in a 
productive way? 

o Consider your current conflicts and challenges. Are there preconceived notions 
or judgments that might be influencing how you engage with others during 
conflict?  

o How can you challenge these assumptions to create a more open and 
empathetic dialogue? 

 
5. How can you model compassion and curiosity to your team or school 

community, especially when faced with conflict, in a way that encourages 
others to adopt this mindset? 

o As a leader, your actions set the tone for the entire team. In what ways can you 
model compassionate listening and curiosity to foster a culture of respect, 
understanding, and growth?  

o What small, daily actions can you take to lead by example in this regard? 
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Wellbeing is not a Goal, it’s an Outcome 
To	 start,	 defining	 ‘wellbeing’	 has	 become	 problematic	 as	 it	 is	 often	 conflated	 with	 ‘wellness’,	
‘mindfulness’	and	multiple	industries	have	sprung	up	everywhere	promoting	notions	of	‘wellbeing’	
often	in	spurious	ways.	As	leaders,	it’s	easy	to	fall	into	the	trap	of	thinking	that	wellbeing	is	something	
we	should	actively	pursue.	We	often	set	it	as	a	goal,	believing	that	once	we	achieve	it,	everything	else	
will	fall	into	place.	However,	wellbeing	is	not	something	you	pursue	-	it’s	something	that	ensues.	
It’s	the	natural	byproduct	of	the	right	actions,	the	right	environment,	and	the	right	mindset.	When	we	
understand	 this,	 we	 unlock	 the	 true	 potential	 of	 our	 leadership	 and	 create	 lasting	 change	 for	
ourselves	and	those	we	lead.	

Unfortunately,	many	leaders	confuse	the	means	with	the	ends.	They	believe	that	focusing	solely	on	
wellbeing	will	deliver	the	results	they	desire.	To	this	end,	some	may	provide	breakfast	or	socials	all	
of	which	are	generous	acts	but	have	little	to	do	with	systemic	and	personal	wellbeing.	This	approach	
overlooks	the	complex	web	of	factors	that	actually	contribute	to	a	truly	healthy	work	environment.	
Wellbeing	 isn’t	 something	 you	 can	 directly	 pursue	 –	 it’s	 the	 outcome	 of	 a	 holistic	 approach	 to	
leadership,	 personal	 growth,	 and	 team	dynamics.	Wellbeing	 then,	 is	not	unlike	 ‘happiness’	 –	 it	 is	
something	that	ensues,	not	something	to	pursue.		

Wellbeing	is	the	Product	of	Healthy	Culture	
True	wellbeing	emerges	when	 leaders	 create	and	nurture	environments	 that	 support	meaningful	
work,	clear	purpose,	healthy	relationships,	and	personal	growth.	Wellbeing	emerges	when	you	apply	
the	principle	of	self-determination	theory	–	that	is,	by	nurturing	conditions	supporting	colleagues’	
experience	 of	autonomy,	 competence,	and	relatedness	 (belonging).	 	 This	 is	 not	 a	 process	 that	
happens	overnight,	nor	is	it	something	that	can	be	achieved	by	simply	checking	off	boxes	on	a	to-do	
list.	 It’s	 the	 result	 of	 conscious	 decisions,	 alignment	 with	 core	 values,	 and	 effective	 conflict	
management—all	of	which	are	foundational	for	long-term	success	and	sustainable	leadership.	

Leaders	can	sometimes	get	lost	in	the	quest	for	personal	wellbeing,	chasing	it	in	isolation	from	the	
broader	factors	that	shape	it.	When	leaders	focus	on	developing	their	skills,	fostering	team	cohesion,	
managing	 conflict	 constructively,	 and	 understanding	 theories	 of	 motivation	 (especially	 self-
determination	 theory)	 then	 wellbeing	 naturally	 follows.	 It’s	 the	 outcome	 of	 mastering	 these	
foundational	elements,	not	the	end	goal	itself.	

Wellbeing	and	Conflict	Management	
Wellbeing	 is	also	 influenced	by	the	way	we	 interact	with	others	and	how	we	manage	differences.	
Conflict	is	inevitable	in	any	leadership	role,	but	how	we	manage	and	resolve	conflict	directly	impacts	
the	quality	of	our	work	relationships	and,	by	extension,	our	wellbeing.	Effective	conflict	management	
doesn’t	just	resolve	disputes	–	it	builds	trust,	strengthens	relationships,	and	fosters	an	environment	
where	 individuals	 feel	 safe,	 valued,	 and	 understood.	 These	 are	 key	 ingredients	 for	 wellbeing	 to	
naturally	arise.	
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When	leaders	take	a	holistic	approach	–	focusing	not	 just	on	personal	wellbeing	but	also	on	team	
dynamics,	conflict	management,	and	organizational	culture	–	wellbeing	becomes	a	natural	outcome,	
not	a	distant	goal.	

Be	and	Become	

Wellbeing	is	not	something	that	can	be	pursued	in	isolation.	It’s	the	result	of	how	we	lead,	
how	we	engage	with	others,	and	how	we	navigate	challenges.	It	is	the	product	of	intentional	actions	
that	build	a	healthy,	positive	work	environment.	When	we	focus	on	leadership	development,	effective	
conflict	management,	and	a	supportive	organizational	culture,	wellbeing	emerges	as	a	powerful	and	
sustainable	outcome.	

Be	the	leader	who	creates	an	environment	where	wellbeing	ensues,	not	one	that	seeks	it	as	the	end	
goal.	Become	the	kind	of	leader	who	cultivates	growth,	resilience,	and	fulfillment	in	both	yourself	and	
your	teams.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Self Determination Theory 
Work Conditions supporting the individual’s experience 
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness (belonging) nurture 
the most efficacious forms of motivation and engagement for work, 
including enhanced performance, persistence, and creativity. The 
degree to which any of these three psychological needs is not 
supported or thwarted within your work environment will have a 
detrimental impact on wellbeing.  

It is one of many motivation theories.  

 

How’s your wellbeing?  
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1. How do you currently define ‘wellbeing’ in your leadership practice, and how 
does this definition influence the way you approach both personal and team 
development? 

o Reflect on your own understanding of wellbeing. Do you tend to view it as 
something to be achieved, or do you see it as an outcome of other factors, like 
culture and leadership practices? 

o Do you distinguish ‘wellbeing’ from ‘wellness’?   
o How might adjusting your perspective influence your approach to leadership? 

 
2. What elements of your organisational culture and leadership style could be 

strengthened to create an environment where wellbeing naturally follows, 
rather than being pursued as an isolated goal? 

o Think about the culture in your organization. How might a focus on meaningful 
work, clear purpose, autonomy, and healthy relationships impact overall 
wellbeing?  

o What small shifts could you make in your leadership approach to nurture these 
elements? 

 
3. When conflicts arise within your team, how do you typically respond, and how 

might your conflict management approach be affecting the overall wellbeing 
of your team? 

o Consider a recent conflict situation within your organisation. How did you 
handle it, and how did your approach influence the relationships and overall 
environment?  

o How might practicing more effective conflict management help improve team 
wellbeing? 

 
4. In what ways are you intentionally cultivating your own personal growth and 

resilience, and how does this reflect in the wellbeing of those you lead? 
o Wellbeing is an outcome of motivation, growth and resilience. How are you 

actively fostering these qualities in yourself?  
o What could you do to model and support these behaviours for your team 

members to create a more sustainable and thriving work environment? 
 

5. How can you shift your focus from ‘pursuing’ wellbeing to creating conditions 
where it becomes a natural byproduct of your leadership and organizational 
culture? 

o Think about how you can adjust your leadership approach so that wellbeing 
becomes the natural outcome of your actions and environment, rather than an 
isolated goal. What steps can you take today to make this shift in mindset and 
practice? 
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Your Goal Should Be Out of Reach But Not Out of Sight 
As	a	coach,	one	of	the	key	principles	I	share	with	both	emerging	and	established	leaders	is:	Your	goal	
should	be	out	of	reach	but	not	out	of	sight.	But	what	does	this	mean,	and	why	is	 it	so	essential,	
especially	for	those	in	leadership	roles	whether	those	be	in	education,	business,	or	other	fields?		

At	the	core	of	this	advice	is	the	concept	of	stretch	goals	–	ambitious,	challenging	targets	that	require	
you	to	go	beyond	your	current	capabilities.	These	goals	should	feel	just	slightly	out	of	reach,	yet	still	
be	attainable	with	 the	right	 focus,	effort,	and	strategy.	 It’s	 that	perfect	balance:	goals	 that	 inspire	
growth	 without	 causing	 frustration.	 When	 goals	 are	 too	 easy,	 there’s	 little	 motivation	 to	 push	
ourselves.	When	 they	 feel	 entirely	unreachable,	 they	 can	 lead	 to	burnout,	 discouragement,	 and	a	
sense	of	failure.	

In	the	context	of	leadership	development	-	particularly	for	educational	leaders	or	emerging	leaders	
in	any	field	–	this	balance	is	crucial.	Leadership	isn’t	about	simply	reaching	a	set	destination;	it’s	about	
growth,	learning,	and	navigating	challenges	along	the	way.	This	is	where	understanding	how	to	set	
meaningful,	actionable	goals	comes	into	play.	

The	Importance	of	Setting	Goals	Personally	and	Professionally	

Whether	you’re	an	emerging	 leader	or	an	established	one,	setting	both	personal	and	professional	
goals	 is	 an	 essential	 component	 of	 growth.	 We	 ask	 students	 to	 set	 ‘PB’s’	 frequently	 –	 why	 not	
ourselves?	 Personal	 goals	 are	 often	 the	 driving	 force	 behind	 professional	 development,	 while	
professional	goals	can	shape	and	refine	your	personal	capabilities.	When	these	goals	are	aligned,	they	
create	a	powerful	synergy	that	drives	consistent	progress.	

Wendy	Wood,	in	her	book	Good	Habits,	Bad	Habits,	emphasizes	how	our	habits	shape	who	we	are	and	
how	we	perform.	She	argues	that	achieving	meaningful	goals	isn’t	 just	about	willpower,	 it’s	about	
designing	the	right	environment,	creating	systems	that	support	our	growth,	and	developing	habits	
that	 reinforce	 our	 goals.	When	we	 set	 stretch	 goals,	 we’re	 not	 just	 aiming	 for	 a	 future	
achievement;	we’re	building	a	framework	for	ongoing	improvement.	This	is	particularly	
relevant	in	leadership,	where	habits,	whether	in	decision-making,	time	management,	or	emotional	
intelligence	 can	 either	 propel	 you	 toward	 or	 away	 from	 your	 goals.	 For	 emerging	 leaders	 in	
education,	 for	 instance,	 goals	 can	 be	 both	 personal	 (improving	 communication	 skills,	 building	
emotional	 intelligence,	 or	 refining	 time	 management)	 and	 professional	 (leading	 a	 department,	
innovating	 teaching	 practices,	 or	 improving	 student	 outcomes).	 The	 key	 is	 setting	 goals	 that	
challenge	you	beyond	your	current	skill	set,	but	in	a	way	that	feels	attainable	with	the	right	strategies	
and	mindset.	

The	Role	of	Stretch	Goals	in	Building	Resilience	and	Innovation	
Stretch	goals	push	leaders	to	innovate,	adapt,	and	build	new	capabilities.	This	is	especially	true	in	
leadership	roles	where	the	ability	to	pivot,	respond	to	feedback,	and	lead	with	resilience	is	crucial.	
When	leaders	set	goals	that	are	slightly	out	of	reach,	they	engage	in	a	process	of	creative	problem-
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solving,	which	can	drive	new	approaches	and	solutions.	In	education,	for	example,	this	could	involve	
rethinking	outdated	 teaching	methods,	exploring	new	technologies,	or	 finding	 innovative	ways	 to	
engage	students.	

Wendy	Wood’s	 research	 on	 habit	 formation	 suggests	 that	 the	 key	 to	 success	 is	 consistency,	 not	
intensity.	Leaders	must	develop	habits	that	move	them	consistently	toward	their	goals.	This	is	true	
whether	 you’re	 aiming	 to	 improve	 a	 skill,	 adopt	 a	 new	 leadership	 style,	 or	 influence	 a	 broader	
organizational	change.	When	leaders	set	clear,	stretch	goals	that	are	just	out	of	reach	but	still	visible,	
they	create	an	environment	where	their	actions	are	aligned	with	their	aspirations,	and	their	habits	
support	their	success.	

For	educational	leaders,	this	means	that	goal-setting	should	be	strategic	and	intentional,	focusing	on	
long-term	 growth	 rather	 than	 short-term	 victories.	 It’s	 easy	 to	 get	 caught	 up	 in	 the	 day-to-day	
demands	of	leadership,	but	setting	personal	and	professional	goals	that	stretch	you	encourages	you	
to	step	back	and	think	bigger,	fostering	resilience	in	the	face	of	challenges.	This	process	builds	not	
only	 professional	 skills	 but	 also	emotional	 intelligence,	 which	 is	 essential	 for	 managing	 teams,	
navigating	complex	situations,	and	maintaining	a	strong	leadership	presence.	

Setting	and	Achieving	Goals	with	the	Right	Mindset	
One	 of	 the	most	 important	 aspects	 in	 helping	 leaders	 is	 encouraging	 them	 to	 develop	 a	 growth	
mindset	–	a	belief	that	skills	and	abilities	can	be	developed	through	dedication	and	hard	work.	This	
mindset	is	fundamental	to	achieving	stretch	goals,	as	it	encourages	resilience,	learning	from	failure,	
and	embracing	challenges.	When	your	goals	are	just	out	of	reach,	you	have	to	be	willing	to	adjust	your	
approach,	adapt,	and	stay	open	to	feedback.	This	process	builds	resilience,	which	is	a	key	trait	for	any	
leader,	especially	in	educational	settings	where	challenges	are	constant	and	evolving.	

Emerging	 leaders,	 particularly	 in	 education,	 are	 often	 at	 a	 crossroads	 in	 their	 careers.	 They	 are	
refining	 their	 leadership	 styles	 and	 learning	 how	 to	 balance	 strategic	 thinking	 with	 day-to-day	
management.	Stretch	goals	help	them	navigate	this	journey,	as	they	focus	on	honing	skills	that	can	
lead	to	long-term	success,	such	as	developing	a	shared	vision,	communicating	effectively	with	diverse	
groups,	and	fostering	an	environment	of	growth	for	both	themselves	and	their	teams.	For	established	
leaders,	setting	stretch	goals	prevents	stagnation.	It	forces	them	to	think	beyond	their	comfort	zone,	
test	 new	 ideas,	 and	 develop	 fresh	 strategies.	 In	 the	 fast-changing	 world	 of	 education,	 this	 is	
particularly	crucial.	Leaders	must	remain	adaptable,	continuously	evolving	to	meet	new	challenges.	
Stretch	 goals	 ensure	 that	 leaders	 are	 not	 merely	 managing	 the	 status	 quo,	 but	 actively	 driving	
positive	change	and	progress.	

Growth,	Not	Perfection	

Ultimately,	 leadership	 growth	 is	 about	progress,	 not	 perfection.	 As	 Wendy	 Wood	 discusses,	
building	habits	that	reinforce	our	goals	is	a	long-term	process	that	involves	consistency,	focus,	and	
adaptability.	Stretch	goals	keep	us	focused	on	growth	by	ensuring	that	we	are	always	striving	for	
something	greater	than	ourselves—something	that	feels	just	within	reach	but	requires	continuous	
effort	to	achieve.	

For	educational	and	emerging	leaders,	setting	goals	that	challenge	you	but	remain	achievable	is	the	
key	to	ongoing	success.	These	goals	will	push	you	to	innovate,	build	resilience,	and	develop	new	skills,	
ultimately	 shaping	 you	 into	 a	 more	 effective	 and	 inspiring	 leader.	 When	 your	 goals	 are	 clear,	
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compelling,	and	just	out	of	reach,	they	will	keep	you	moving	forward	with	purpose,	passion,	and	the	
determination	to	achieve.	

The	journey	of	 leadership	is	not	about	reaching	a	perfect	endpoint	but	about	navigating	a	path	of	
constant	growth	and	learning.	So	set	your	sights	on	something	just	out	of	reach	and	take	the	next	step	
with	confidence.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

What’s your 
stretch goal 
as a leader?  
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1. What are the stretch goals that you have set for yourself, both personally and 
professionally, and how do they challenge you to grow beyond your current 
capabilities? 

o Reflect on the goals you are currently pursuing. Are they truly pushing you to 
stretch?  

o What is one goal that excites you, yet still feels slightly out of reach, but 
attainable with consistent effort? 

 
2. How do you ensure that your personal goals align with your professional 

leadership aspirations, and what steps can you take to strengthen this 
alignment? 

o Consider how your personal growth and professional goals complement each 
other. Are they in sync?  

o How can you structure your personal development (such as emotional 
intelligence or communication skills) to enhance your leadership effectiveness? 

 
3. When you face setbacks or challenges in reaching a stretch goal, how do you 

maintain resilience, and what adjustments do you make to stay on track? 
o Think about a time you encountered difficulty in pursuing a stretch goal. How 

did you respond?  
o What strategies or mindsets (such as growth mindset or adaptability) helped 

you bounce back?  
o How can you improve your resilience when facing future challenges? 

 
4. What systems or habits have you created to support your stretch goals, and 

how can you refine them to make consistent progress towards your leadership 
aspirations? 

o Explore the habits or routines you’ve developed that support your goal-setting. 
Are they effective in helping you stay on course?  

o How might small shifts in your daily practices contribute to achieving your 
stretch goals more efficiently? 

 
5. How do you balance the need for growth and innovation with the pressures of 

day-to-day leadership responsibilities? What steps can you take to ensure 
that you’re always focused on progress rather than perfection? 

o Consider the tension between long-term growth and the demands of daily 
leadership.  

o How do you ensure that you’re always pushing forward without becoming 
overwhelmed by routine tasks?  

o How can you create space for both growth and excellence in your leadership 
journey? 
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Weekly	Reflection		

Stress Wood: Why Leaders Need the Right Kind of Stress 
to Grow Stronger 

Stress	is	a	common	challenge,	but	what	if	I	told	you	that	some	stress,	in	the	right	context,	is	exactly	
what	you	need	to	grow	stronger	as	a	leader?	To	explain	this,	I	often	use	the	metaphor	of	stress	wood,	
a	concept	from	nature	that	offers	valuable	lessons	for	leadership	development.	

In	the	natural	world,	trees	exposed	to	stress	—	whether	from	wind,	drought,	or	changing	seasons	—	
develop	 tougher,	 denser	 wood.	 This	stress	 wood	is	 an	 adaptation	 that	 helps	 the	 tree	 survive	 in	
challenging	conditions.	The	tree	doesn’t	grow	strong	because	it	faces	difficulty,	but	because	it	learns	
to	respond	to	those	challenges	by	deepening	its	roots,	adjusting	its	structure,	and	adapting	to	change.	

Similarly,	leaders	need	a	certain	amount	of	stress	to	build	the	resilience,	problem-solving	skills,	and	
emotional	 intelligence	 required	 for	 effective	 leadership.	 Without	 challenges,	 leaders	 may	 never	
develop	the	strength	needed	to	navigate	complex,	high-pressure	situations.	

Just	like	trees,	leaders	benefit	from	the	right	kind	of	stress	for	several	reasons:	

1. Adaptability:	Stress	forces	leaders	to	adjust	their	strategies	and	think	creatively	in	the	face	
of	changing	circumstances.	

2. Resilience:	Overcoming	 challenges	helps	 leaders	bounce	back	 from	setbacks	 and	emerge	
stronger,	much	like	a	tree	that	weathers	a	storm.	

3. Self-Care	and	Balance:	Stress	teaches	leaders	how	to	recognize	their	own	needs	and	take	
proactive	 steps	 to	 maintain	 their	 well-being,	 just	 as	 a	 tree	 develops	 protective	 layers	 to	
survive	harsh	conditions.	

4. Strengthened	 Decision-Making:	 The	 ability	 to	make	 sound	 decisions	 under	 pressure	 is	
honed	through	experience,	much	like	a	tree’s	ability	to	withstand	external	forces.	

	

Therefore,	 just	as	 trees	grow	stronger	 in	 response	 to	 the	 forces	of	wind	and	weather,	 so	 too	can	
leaders	become	more	resilient	and	effective	when	they	face	manageable	levels	of	stress.	In	the	same	
way,	when	leaders	experience	moderate,	controllable	stress	–	whether	through	high	stakes	projects,	
competing	 priorities,	 or	 challenging	 decisions	 –	 they	 can	 tap	 into	 deeper	 reserves	 of	 creativity,	
problem-solving,	and	focus.	Research	supports	this,	showing	that	short	bursts	of	stress	can	activate	
neurochemicals	that	improve	cognitive	function	and	decision-making	abilities.	Like	the	rings	of	a	tree	
that	mark	 growth	 and	 survival,	 these	moments	 of	 productive	 stress	 build	 a	 leader’s	 capacity	 for	
future	challenges,	fortifying	their	leadership	abilities	and	enhancing	resilience.	

However,	it	is	crucial	to	distinguish	this	productive	stress	from	chronic,	overwhelming	stress,	which	
can	have	debilitating	effects.	When	stress	becomes	chronic,	or	when	leaders	face	stressors	beyond	
their	coping	abilities,	it	can	lead	to	burnout,	diminished	focus,	and	even	health	problems.	Studies	in	
neurobiology	 emphasize	 this	 distinction,	 showing	 that	 acute	 stress	 activates	 adaptive	 biological	
responses	that	prepare	the	body	and	brain	for	action,	while	long-term	stress	disrupts	these	systems,	

Weekly Reflection 



 

95 

leading	to	exhaustion	and	disengagement.	The	key	for	leaders	is	learning	how	to	harness	the	right	
amount	of	stress	–	those	moments	of	challenge	that	spur	growth	–	while	avoiding	the	point	at	which	
stress	becomes	 too	much	 to	manage	 effectively.	When	balanced,	 stress-wood	helps	 leaders	 grow	
stronger	and	more	capable,	ultimately	improving	their	performance	and	resilience.	

While	stress	is	essential	for	growth,	managing	it	effectively	requires	the	right	support.	

Stress	is	not	the	enemy;	it’s	a	catalyst	for	growth.	Just	as	trees	grow	stronger	through	exposure	to	
stress,	 leaders	 can	develop	 resilience	 and	 sharpen	 their	 skills	 through	 challenges.	With	 the	 right	
understanding,	self-awareness	and	often	support,	 leaders	can	manage	stress	effectively,	turning	it	
into	a	source	of	strength	and	growth.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Stress is not always the enemy. It 
can be a catalyst for growth. 
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1. Reflecting on past leadership challenges, what types of stress have you encountered 
that helped you grow stronger as a leader? 

o Think about a situation where you faced stress or pressure that ultimately led to 
personal or professional growth.  

o What specific actions or changes did you make in response to that stress? How did it 
strengthen your leadership? 

 
2. How do you differentiate between productive stress that fuels growth and chronic 

stress that leads to burnout? 
o Consider your current stress levels. Are there situations where you feel challenged in a 

way that enhances your creativity and decision-making? Conversely, are there 
moments when you feel overwhelmed?  

o How can you create boundaries to prevent stress from becoming unmanageable? 
 

3. When faced with high-pressure situations, how do you consciously adapt your 
strategies to navigate them effectively? 

o Think about a recent challenging leadership scenario. How did you adjust your 
approach to manage the stress and still deliver results?  

o What strategies or coping mechanisms helped you stay focused and productive in that 
moment? 

 
4. What are the practices you currently have in place to maintain your resilience and 

self-care when stress is high, and how can you refine them? 
o Reflect on how you manage your well-being during stressful times. What self-care 

practices or resilience-building habits have helped you stay balanced?  
o How could you improve or expand these practices to better sustain your energy and 

clarity under pressure? 
 

5. In what areas of your leadership could you allow yourself to embrace more challenge 
or stress to foster growth and innovation? 

o Are there areas of your leadership where you might be avoiding stress because it feels 
uncomfortable?  

o How might embracing the right kind of stress in those areas help you innovate, build 
resilience, and enhance your effectiveness as a leader? 

6. Stress can lead to anxiety when you feel unable to manage the pressure or demands of a 
situation. Anxiety can cause more stress because it elevates emotional arousal and often 
leads to overthinking, worry, and avoidance behaviors that prevent resolution of the 
stressors.  

o What’s the difference - between the stress you feel on occasions and the anxiety you’re 
experiencing about the future? How might reducing your anxiety or shifting your 
mindset help to lessen the stress you’re experiencing? 
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5 Reasons Why Conflict is Not Always Handled Well 
Conflict	is	inevitable,	but	how	it’s	handled	can	make	all	the	difference.	Unfortunately,	many	
organizations	and	schools	struggle	to	address	workplace	conflict	effectively.	Here	are	five	common	
reasons	why:	

1. Lack	of	a	Good	Dispute	System	Design	
Many	organizations	don’t	have	a	clear,	structured	process	for	resolving	disputes.	Without	a	
defined	system,	conflicts	can	fester	and	escalate,	leading	to	greater	disruption	and	
disengagement.	

2. Leaders	Are	Not	Well	Equipped	to	Deal	with	Conflict	
Leaders	often	aren’t	trained	in	the	specialized	skills	required	for	managing	conflict,	such	as	
mediation,	negotiation,	or	arbitration.	Without	these	tools,	they	may	inadvertently	make	
situations	worse	instead	of	resolving	them.	

3. Over-reliance	on	Industrial	Relations	Approaches	
Too	often,	conflict	is	approached	from	an	industrial	relations	or	“legal”	perspective.	This	
typically	limits	resolution	to	formal	grievance	procedures,	which	can	close	off	opportunities	
for	growth,	creativity,	and	developing	deeper	conflict	management	skills	within	the	team.	

4. Fear	of	Addressing	Difficult	Conversations	
Many	individuals	avoid	conflict	because	they	fear	confrontation	or	worry	about	damaging	
relationships.	This	avoidance	can	lead	to	unresolved	issues	that	erode	trust,	morale,	and	
productivity	in	the	long	term.	

5. Lack	of	Emotional	Intelligence	in	Conflict	Situations	
Conflict	often	involves	strong	emotions.	When	individuals	lack	the	emotional	intelligence	to	
manage	those	feelings,	they	may	escalate	the	situation	rather	than	de-escalate	it,	making	it	
harder	to	find	a	productive	resolution.	

6. Poor	listening	skills	–	there	are	5	levels	of	listening	–	Ignoring	/	Pretending	/	Selective	/	
Attentive	/	Empathic	–	only	the	last	two	forms	of	listening	can	be	employed	when	managing	
conflict.	This	is	often	hard	for	the	harried	leader	who	wants	to	‘solve’	conflict	quickly.			

7. An	inability	to	ascertain	the	underlying	issue	as	opposed	to	the	‘presenting	issue’	–	
conflict	is	rarely	what	it	appears	on	the	surface.	All	too	often	there	are	underlying	reasons	
as	to	why	the	conflict	has	occurred.	Leaders	are	not	always	trained	to	identify	underlying	
issues	making	resolution	more	challenging.	Examples	of	the	‘real’	or	‘underlying’	issue	may	
be	Status,	Values,	Task,	Relationship,		

8. An	inability	to	ask	the	right	questions		
	

There	 are	many	 informative	books	 that	describe	 conflict	 and	how	 to	manage	 it.	One	of	 the	most	
important	ones	being,	Getting	to	Yes,	Roger	Fisher	and	William	Ury	propose	a	method	of	negotiation	
called	principled	negotiation,	(a	process	many	a	school	leader	may	find	s/he	has	to	use)	which	aims	
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to	resolve	conflicts	in	a	way	that	is	collaborative,	fair,	and	productive.	The	book	emphasizes	focusing	
on	needs	and	interests	rather	than	positions.	It	suggests	that	negotiators	(leaders	are	often	placed	in	
the	position	of	negotiator)	should	identify	the	underlying	needs,	desires,	and	concerns	of	all	parties	
involved,	 rather	 than	 getting	 locked	 into	 specific	 demands	 or	 positions.	 This	 helps	 to	 uncover	
mutually	beneficial	solutions	that	satisfy	the	core	interests	of	everyone,	rather	than	leading	to	a	win-
lose	outcome.	

The	book	outlines	four	key	principles	for	modelling	negotiation.		

1. First,	separate	the	people	from	the	problem	–	this	means	addressing	the	issue	at	hand	
without	letting	personal	emotions	or	relationships	cloud	the	process.	

2. Second,	focus	on	interests,	not	positions	–	negotiators/leaders	should	aim	to	
understand	the	“why”	behind	each	party’s	stance.		

3. Third,	generate	options	for	mutual	gain	–	creatively	brainstorming	solutions	that	
beneqit	both	sides	can	lead	to	more	satisfying	and	innovative	outcomes.	

4. Finally,	insist	on	using	objective	criteria	–	decisions	should	be	based	on	fair	standards,	
which	are	often	readily	available	for	leaders	through	various	associations,	rather	than	
subjective	power	dynamics	or	pressure	tactics.	

	

In	addition	to	these	principles,	Getting	to	Yes	stresses	the	importance	of	developing	a	Best	Alternative	
to	a	Negotiated	Agreement	(BATNA).	This	means	having	a	clear	understanding	of	one’s	alternatives	
if	a	deal	cannot	be	reached,	which	strengthens	the	negotiator’s	position	and	provides	clarity	on	when	
to	walk	away.	Fisher	and	Ury	argue	that	by	maintaining	a	focus	on	interests,	separating	people	from	
the	problem,	and	using	objective	criteria,	conflicts	can	be	resolved	constructively,	creating	value	for	
all	parties	involved	while	maintaining	good	relationships.	

Let’s	imagine	a	scenario	in	a	school	where	the	principal	is	managing	a	conflict	between	the	teaching	
staff	 and	 the	 school	 board.	 This	 conflict	 centres	 around	 the	 proposed	 changes	 to	 the	 school’s	
curriculum,	which	the	teachers	feel	will	be	detrimental	to	student	outcomes	and	overburden	their	
workload.	

Scenario:	Curriculum	Change	Dispute	
Background:	The	 school	 board	 has	 proposed	 significant	 changes	 to	 the	 curriculum,	 including	
increasing	the	number	of	standardized	assessments	and	changing	the	grading	system.	Many	teachers	
are	concerned	that	these	changes	will	negatively	impact	student	learning,	increase	stress	for	both	
teachers	 and	 students,	 and	 reduce	 their	 ability	 to	 teach	 creatively.	 The	 principal	 is	 tasked	 with	
mediating	this	conflict	and	finding	a	resolution	that	works	for	both	parties.	However,	the	principal	
knows	 that	 negotiations	 might	 not	 lead	 to	 a	 perfect	 solution,	 so	 they	 begin	 to	 think	 about	
the	BATNA	(Best	Alternative	to	a	Negotiated	Agreement).	

Example	of	BATNA	in	this	Situation:	

• The	Teachers’	BATNA:	
If	the	principal	cannot	convince	the	school	board	to	revise	the	proposed	changes	or	find	a	
compromise,	the	teachers	might	decide	to	take	collective	action,	such	as	organizing	a	formal	
petition,	holding	meetings	with	parents	to	express	concerns,	or	even	planning	a	temporary	
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work-to-rule	campaign	(limiting	work	to	contracted	hours).	In	this	case,	the	teachers’	
BATNA	is	to	rally	public	support	and	apply	pressure	on	the	school	board	to	reconsider	or	
modify	their	proposal.	This	alternative	strengthens	their	bargaining	position	by	giving	them	
a	clear	next	step	if	the	negotiation	doesn’t	lead	to	a	satisfactory	result.	

• The	Principal’s	BATNA:	
If	the	principal	cannot	mediate	an	agreement	between	the	board	and	the	teachers,	their	
BATNA	could	involve	presenting	the	concerns	of	the	staff	to	the	school	board	in	a	more	
formal	setting,	along	with	a	proposed	compromise.	Alternatively,	the	principal	could	
escalate	the	situation	to	higher	level	administrators	or	seek	external	mediation	if	necessary.	
The	principal	might	also	explore	the	option	of	reintroducing	professional	development	
programs	that	help	teachers	better	manage	the	new	curriculum	changes,	aiming	to	reduce	
resistance	through	support	and	training.	

	

Importance	of	BATNA	in	the	Negotiation:	
• By	understanding	their	BATNA,	the	teachers	can	communicate	more	confidently	during	the	

negotiation,	knowing	they	have	a	viable	alternative	to	resort	to	if	an	agreement	can’t	be	
reached.	

• The	principal	benefits	from	knowing	that	they	can	facilitate	further	escalation	(either	by	
involving	the	district	or	seeking	mediation),	which	might	help	bring	both	parties	back	to	the	
table	with	more	willingness	to	find	common	ground.	

• Both	the	principal	and	the	teachers	can	focus	on	interests	(such	as	better	student	outcomes	
and	manageable	workloads)	and	use	objective	criteria	(such	as	educational	research	or	
best	practices)	to	guide	the	discussion.	This	makes	it	more	likely	that	even	if	the	negotiation	
doesn’t	reach	a	perfect	deal,	it	will	still	lead	to	a	constructive	resolution	where	both	sides	
can	feel	that	their	core	interests	have	been	addressed.	

	

Negotiation,	mediation,	conflict	resolution	are	terms	that	require	skilled	handing.	Admittedly,	very	
few	leaders	have	these	skills	but	it’s	worth	knowing	the	fundamentals	above	and	practice.		

In	summary,	having	a	BATNA	in	place	for	all	parties	allows	the	principal	and	the	teachers	to	
negotiate	with	a	clearer	sense	of	their	options,	which	can	ultimately	lead	to	a	more	collaborative	
and	effective	resolution	of	the	conflict.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

o Separate the people from the 
problem 

o Focus on interests, not 
positions 

o Generate options for mutual 
gain 

o Make sure you use objective 
criteria 
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1. What types of conflicts have you encountered in your leadership role, and how 
have you typically approached resolving them? 

o Reflect on a recent conflict in your organization or school. What was your 
immediate reaction to the situation? Were you able to resolve the conflict 
constructively, or did it escalate? What might you do differently next time? 

o How often do you want to ‘win’? 
 

2. How well-equipped do you feel in managing conflict, and where do you see 
opportunities to develop your conflict resolution skills further? 

o Think about your strengths and weaknesses when handling conflict. Are you 
confident in your ability to mediate and negotiate? What specific skills – such as 
emotional intelligence, negotiation techniques, or mediation – do you feel you 
need to develop to handle conflict more effectively? 

 
3. How can you create a system or structure within your team or organization to 

address conflicts proactively before they escalate? 
o Consider the current state of conflict resolution in your workplace. Is there a 

clear process in place for resolving disputes? How could you design or improve a 
system that encourages early intervention and open dialogue? 

 
4. When facing a conflict, how often do you dig deeper to identify the “underlying 

issues” rather than just focusing on the immediate concerns? 
o Reflect on a situation where you may have only addressed the surface-level issue 

during a conflict. How might identifying the deeper, underlying causes (such as 
values, relationships, or task-related concerns) have changed the outcome of the 
situation? 

 
5. In your leadership role, what is your approach to listening during conflicts, and 

how might you improve your listening skills to enhance resolution and 
understanding? 

o Think about your approach to listening during conflict. Are you truly listening 
with empathy, or do you tend to respond quickly with solutions? How could you 
practice deeper, more active listening to foster understanding and collaboration 
during conflict? 

 
6. Re: BATNAs - if a particular negotiation or conflict doesn’t result in the outcome 

you’re hoping for, what would be your next best option, and how would it align 
with your overall goals for the school or jurisdiction? 

o How might knowing your BATNA influence your approach to a negotiation or 
conflict, and what boundaries or non-negotiables are you willing to uphold to 
protect the best interests of your students and staff? 
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Weekly	Reflection		

	

Values and reassessing the 4 Domains in Your Life 
As	leaders,	one	of	the	most	transformative	actions	we	can	take	is	to	ensure	that	our	core	values	are	
aligned	 across	 every	 area	 of	 our	 lives.	Whether	 you’re	 navigating	 your	 career,	 prioritizing	 your	
health,	building	meaningful	relationships,	or	cultivating	balance	through	leisure,	your	values	act	as	
the	compass	that	guides	your	decisions	and	actions.	When	your	values	are	clear	and	consistently	
practiced	in	these	domains,	they	provide	a	foundation	for	purpose,	authenticity,	and	effective	
leadership.	

However,	identifying	 your	 values	alone	 is	 not	 enough.	 True	 alignment	 requires	values-committed	
action,	consistent,	intentional	steps	to	live	out	those	values	in	real-time.	In	the	coaching	process,	we	
work	 to	 bring	 these	 values	 into	 your	 day-to-day	 life	 so	 that	 they	 don’t	 just	 exist	 in	 theory,	 but	
influence	how	you	approach	challenges,	make	decisions,	and	interact	with	others.	

Let’s	 take	a	closer	 look	at	how	aligning	your	values	across	these	 four	key	domains	viz:	Work	and	
Education,	Leisure,	Personal	Growth	and	Health	and	Relationships	–	creates	a	leadership	presence	
that	is	both	authentic	and	impactful.	

1. Work	and	Education:	Leading	with	Purpose	and	Integrity	
The	workplace	is	often	where	we	spend	the	majority	of	our	time,	and	the	decisions	we	make	there	
have	far-reaching	effects	on	our	lives	and	careers.	It’s	essential	that	the	core	values	you	hold	dear	–	
whether	 it’s	integrity,	excellence,	accountability,	 or	collaboration	 –	 are	 not	 only	 known	 but	
actively	lived	out	in	your	professional	life.	

For	 leaders,	 this	 alignment	 is	 about	more	 than	 just	 ethical	 behaviour;	 it’s	 about	 embedding	your	
values	 into	 your	 day-to-day	 work.	 If	innovation	is	 one	 of	 your	 core	 values,	 you	 need	 to	 take	
intentional	steps	to	cultivate	an	environment	where	creativity	and	new	ideas	are	encouraged.	This	
might	 mean	 actively	 seeking	 out	 new	 learning	 opportunities,	 challenging	 the	 status	 quo,	 or	
championing	initiatives	that	push	boundaries.	If	respect	is	central	to	your	value	system,	it	shows	up	
in	the	way	you	communicate	with	your	team,	the	way	you	handle	conflicts,	and	the	way	you	treat	
others	in	your	professional	space.	

Values-driven	action	 in	your	professional	 life	may	 involve	setting	clear	goals	 that	align	with	your	
values,	addressing	misalignments	head-on,	and	making	strategic	choices	that	reinforce	those	values,	
even	in	the	face	of	difficult	circumstances.	For	example,	a	leader	who	values	transparency	will	ensure	
clear	and	open	communication	with	their	team,	while	a	leader	who	values	diversity	and	inclusion	will	
prioritize	creating	a	workplace	that	actively	embraces	and	celebrates	diverse	perspectives.	

In	 education,	 these	 values	manifest	 in	 how	 teachers	 and	 administrators	 approach	 their	 work.	 A	
school	 leader	who	values	growth	might	prioritize	professional	development	 for	staff,	encouraging	
them	to	expand	their	skills	and	knowledge.	Similarly,	an	educator	who	values	equity	will	work	 to	
ensure	that	every	student	has	access	to	the	same	opportunities,	regardless	of	their	background.	

Weekly Reflection 
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When	 your	 values	 are	 reflected	 in	 your	 professional	 life,	 it	 helps	 create	 a	sense	 of	 integrity	that	
fosters	 trust	 and	authenticity,	 both	of	which	 are	 essential	 components	of	 effective	 leadership.	As	
leaders,	when	we	lead	with	clarity	and	commitment	to	our	values,	we	inspire	others	to	do	the	same,	
creating	a	culture	of	accountability	and	respect.	

2. Leisure:	The	Importance	of	Recharging	with	Intent	
Leisure	is	often	undervalued	in	our	busy	lives,	especially	when	we	are	driven	by	professional	goals	
and	responsibilities.	But	the	truth	is,	how	you	approach	your	leisure	time	speaks	volumes	about	your	
values.	 If	 you	 value	balance,	 for	 example,	 it’s	 essential	 that	 your	 leisure	 time	 is	 not	 just	 an	
afterthought	or	a	break	from	work,	but	a	purposeful	part	of	your	life.	When	you	deliberately	create	
space	to	recharge	and	rejuvenate,	you	are	acting	in	alignment	with	your	core	values.	

Leisure	is	not	only	about	rest;	it’s	also	about	pursuing	activities	that	refresh	your	mind,	body,	and	
soul.	If	creativity	is	one	of	your	values,	then	engaging	in	artistic	hobbies	or	spending	time	on	creative	
projects	may	be	part	of	your	downtime.	If	connection	is	at	the	heart	of	your	values,	your	leisure	time	
may	 revolve	 around	 socializing,	 spending	 quality	 time	 with	 family,	 or	 engaging	 in	 community	
activities.	However,	whatever	your	personal	values	are,	the	key	is	to	commit	to	activities	that	align	
with	those	values	and	nourish	you	in	ways	that	support	your	overall	well-being.	

Leisure	also	plays	a	critical	role	in	preventing	burnout.	Many	leaders	struggle	to	maintain	balance,	
driven	by	a	desire	to	perform,	accomplish,	and	excel.	But	without	intentional	downtime,	that	drive	
can	lead	to	exhaustion	and	reduced	effectiveness.	Taking	time	to	recharge	isn’t	just	a	luxury,	it’s	a	
necessary	investment	in	your	energy,	mental	health,	and	creativity.	As	a	leader,	when	you	prioritize	
rest	and	downtime	 in	alignment	with	your	values,	you	model	 the	 importance	of	balance	and	self-
care	for	others.	

For	 emerging	 leaders,	 particularly	 those	 in	 educational	 settings,	 prioritizing	 leisure	 might	 seem	
counterintuitive,	especially	when	there	are	so	many	demands	on	your	time.	But	when	your	downtime	
is	aligned	with	your	core	values,	 it	 creates	a	more	sustainable	approach	 to	 leadership.	 Instead	of	
seeing	leisure	as	a	guilty	indulgence,	you	learn	to	see	it	as	a	vital	part	of	your	leadership	capacity.	

3.	Personal	Growth	and	Health:	Prioritizing	Well-Being	
If	leadership	is	about	showing	up	as	the	best	version	of	yourself,	then	personal	growth	and	health	are	
fundamental	 to	 leading	 with	 authenticity	 and	 impact.	 Values	 like	well-being,	self-discipline,	
and	continuous	learning	require	active	and	committed	action	to	bring	them	to	life.	Prioritizing	your	
physical,	mental,	and	emotional	health	isn’t	just	a	personal	benefit;	it’s	a	leadership	necessity.	

To	put	 these	 values	 into	 action,	 you	might	 set	 specific	 health	 goals,	whether	 it’s	 committing	 to	 a	
regular	exercise	routine,	improving	your	diet,	or	developing	mindfulness	practices.	If	growth	is	one	
of	 your	 values,	 personal	 development	 might	 include	 reading	 books,	 taking	 courses,	 or	 seeking	
feedback	that	helps	you	improve	as	both	a	leader	and	a	person.	

Leaders	 who	make	 their	 health	 a	 priority	 send	 a	 powerful	message	 to	 those	 around	 them:	 that	
leadership	 is	not	 just	about	what	you	do,	but	who	you	are	and	how	you	maintain	yourself	 in	 the	
process.	If	you	neglect	your	health	or	fail	to	prioritize	personal	development,	it	can	lead	to	burnout,	
poor	decision-making,	and	reduced	effectiveness.	

Values-driven	action	in	personal	growth	is	about	taking	small,	consistent	steps	that	align	with	your	
vision	for	yourself.	For	example,	if	you	value	resilience,	you	might	practice	mental	strategies	to	stay	
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calm	under	pressure	or	 learn	 techniques	 to	manage	stress.	 If	creativity	is	one	of	your	values,	you	
might	deliberately	engage	in	activities	that	challenge	your	thinking,	whether	that’s	through	artistic	
pursuits,	brainstorming	sessions	with	your	team,	or	seeking	diverse	perspectives.	

Your	 growth	 and	 health	 are	 not	 just	 personal	 assets,	 they	 are	 integral	 to	 your	 leadership	
effectiveness.	When	you	invest	in	yourself,	you	are	setting	a	foundation	for	long-term	success,	both	
professionally	and	personally.	

4.	Relationships:	Leading	with	Empathy	and	Connection	
Relationships	are	the	bedrock	of	 leadership.	Whether	 it’s	 the	relationship	with	your	team,	 family,	
friends,	or	community,	your	values	have	a	profound	impact	on	how	you	connect	with	others.	If	trust	is	
one	of	your	core	values,	it	must	be	actively	cultivated	in	how	you	communicate,	show	up,	and	support	
those	around	you.	This	means	consistent,	intentional	actions,	whether	it’s	being	transparent	in	your	
communication,	following	through	on	commitments,	or	making	time	for	those	who	matter	most.	

In	 leadership,	 relationships	are	often	 the	 true	measure	of	 success.	Leaders	who	are	able	 to	build	
meaningful	 connections	 are	 better	 able	 to	 inspire,	 motivate,	 and	 support	 their	 teams.	 If	 you	
value	empathy,	for	example,	you	might	actively	listen	to	your	colleagues,	understand	their	needs,	and	
offer	support	during	difficult	times.	A	leader	who	values	respect	will	show	appreciation	for	diverse	
viewpoints,	creating	an	environment	of	mutual	trust	and	understanding.	

For	 emerging	 leaders,	 particularly	 in	 education	 or	 organizations,	 building	 strong	 relationships	 is	
essential.	Whether	it’s	with	students,	peers,	or	stakeholders,	aligning	your	relationships	with	your	
core	values	enhances	your	ability	to	influence	and	lead	effectively.	When	you	show	up	as	a	leader	
who	is	committed	to	values-driven	action,	your	relationships	flourish,	and	you	create	a	ripple	effect	
of	trust,	collaboration,	and	positive	influence.	

Values-Driven	Action:	The	Heart	of	Leadership	
While	identifying	your	values	is	an	important	first	step,	the	true	power	of	values	lies	in	the	action	you	
take	to	live	them	out	consistently.		If	you’re	feeling	disconnected	from	your	values	or	struggling	to	
bring	them	into	alignment,	it’s	time	to	take	a	step	back	and	get	intentional.	Values-committed	action	
leads	to	authentic	leadership,	greater	fulfillment,	and	long-term	success.	

Leadership	is	a	journey	that	requires	ongoing	reflection	and	action.	By	aligning	your	values	with	your	
daily	actions,	you	create	a	leadership	presence	that	resonates	with	authenticity,	purpose,	and	impact.	
In	other	words,	what	you	say	and	what	you	do	are	in	harmony.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

The 4 Domains of your 
life – which is lacking? 

1. Work and education 
2. Leisure 
3. Personal growth and health 
4. Relationships 
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1. Work and Education: Leading with Purpose and Integrity 
o How do your core values currently show up in your professional life? Reflect on 

a recent decision or challenge you faced.  
o Did your values guide your actions, and if so, how? If not, what might you do 

differently to bring your values into alignment in future situations? 
 

2. Leisure: The Importance of Recharging with Intent 
o How are you currently integrating your personal values into your leisure time? 

Are there activities you could engage in that would allow you to recharge while 
staying aligned with your deeper values?  

o What might need to change in your schedule or mindset to prioritize meaningful 
rest and self-care? 

 
3. Personal Growth and Health: Prioritizing Well-Being 
o When you think about your own growth and health, how well are you practicing 

the values of well-being and continuous development?  
o What specific habits or practices can you adopt today to enhance your physical, 

mental, and emotional health as a leader?  
o How does investing in your personal well-being contribute not only to your own 

growth, but also to the growth and success of your team, students, and school 
community?  

o What specific practices or habits could you implement in your life to ensure you 
are showing up as the best version of yourself each day, and how will this 
positively influence the culture and performance of your school? 

 
4. Relationships: Leading with Empathy and Connection 
o Reflect on the key relationships in your life, whether professional or personal. 

How are your values of understanding, trust, empathy, or respect influencing 
the way you connect with others?  

o Where might you need to take more intentional action to strengthen or repair 
these connections in alignment with your values? 
 

5. Values-Driven Action: The Heart of Leadership 
o How aligned are your daily actions with your core values across the four 

domains of work, leisure, health, and relationships?  
o What is one specific action you can take this week to close any gaps between 

your values and your current behaviours, and how will you hold yourself 
accountable to this shift? 
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Weekly	Reflection		

	

The Power of Values-Committed Action for Effective 
Leadership 

Many	leaders	dedicate	time	to	identifying	their	core	values,	but	too	often,	this	is	where	the	process	
ends.	The	real	challenge	–	and	the	true	opportunity	–	lies	in	translating	those	values	into	committed	
action.	Knowing	what	you	stand	for	is	only	the	first	step;	the	crucial	part	of	leadership	is	ensuring	
that	 your	 decisions,	 behaviours,	 and	 actions	 consistently	 reflect	 those	 values,	 even	 when	 it’s	
inconvenient	or	challenging.	

Values	without	action	are	just	empty	words.	When	a	leader	fails	to	align	behaviour	with	core	
values,	 they	 risk	 undermining	 their	 own	 credibility	 and	 authenticity.	 Imagine	 a	 leader	who	 talks	
about	transparency	but	withholds	critical	information	from	their	team.	Or	a	leader	who	advocates	
for	work-life	balance	but	consistently	demands	excessive	hours	from	their	employees.	These	actions	
send	mixed	messages	that	can	erode	trust,	engagement,	and	morale.	In	contrast,	when	leaders	live	
their	 values	through	 committed	 action,	 they	 build	 deeper	 trust,	 inspire	 loyalty,	 and	 create	
environments	where	people	are	motivated	to	follow	their	example.	

Why	Does	Committed	Action	Matter?	
Understanding	your	values	is	important,	but	committed	action	is	what	transforms	those	values	into	
effective	leadership.	Without	this	alignment	between	what	you	believe	and	how	you	act,	leadership	
can	feel	disconnected,	disingenuous,	and	ineffective.	As	a	leader,	 it’s	not	enough	to	just	talk	about	
your	values;	you	must	actively	live	them	in	your	daily	decisions,	interactions,	and	behaviours.	

When	leaders	take	values-committed	action,	they	send	a	clear	message	to	their	teams:	“I	stand	by	
what	I	say,	and	my	actions	back	up	my	words.”	This	consistency	builds	trust	and	credibility,	both	of	
which	are	essential	for	effective	leadership.	Moreover,	values-driven	action	helps	foster	a	positive	
culture	within	teams	or	organizations,	creating	an	environment	where	everyone	feels	supported	and	
motivated	to	contribute	their	best.	

Effective	leadership	isn’t	about	perfection;	it’s	about	consistent,	intentional	actions	that	reflect	the	
principles	you	stand	for,	particularly	in	challenging	situations.	It’s	about	asking	yourself:	Am	I	living	
my	values	 in	every	decision	 I	make,	even	when	 it’s	hard?	That’s	 the	essence	of	values-committed	
action.	

Bridging	the	Gap	Between	Values	and	Action	
To	 close	 the	 gap	 between	knowing	 your	 values	and	living	 them	 consistently,	 leaders	 must	 take	
deliberate	and	intentional	steps	to	embed	those	values	into	their	everyday	behaviours.	Below	are	
four	key	actions	that	leaders	can	take	to	ensure	they’re	translating	their	values	into	committed	action:	

• Self-Reclection:	Regularly	Assessing	Your	Actions	Against	Your	Values	

Weekly Reflection 
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Self-reflection	is	the	foundation	of	values-committed	action.	Leaders	must	carve	out	regular	time	to	
pause,	 step	 back,	 and	 honestly	 assess	whether	 their	 actions	 align	with	 their	 values.	 This	means	
regularly	asking	yourself	tough	questions	such	as:	

• Are	my	decisions	in	alignment	with	my	core	values?	
• Am	I	making	compromises	that	contradict	what	I	believe	in?	
• Am	I	consistently	leading	with	the	values	I	claim	to	hold?	

	
Self-reflection	isn’t	just	about	looking	back	on	past	actions;	it’s	about	being	proactive	and	mindful	in	
the	present	moment.	Leaders	who	practice	regular	self-reflection	are	better	able	to	recognize	when	
their	behaviour	has	strayed	from	their	values,	and	more	importantly,	they	can	course-correct	before	
these	misalignments	become	habits.	

For	 example,	 if	 you	 value	respect,	 regularly	 reflect	 on	 your	 interactions	with	 your	 team.	Are	 you	
consistently	 treating	 them	with	kindness,	 listening	attentively,	 and	valuing	 their	opinions?	 If	not,	
what	specific	changes	can	you	make	to	realign	your	actions	with	your	values?	

Accountability:	Share	Your	Values	and	Seek	Feedback	
Accountability	is	a	powerful	tool	for	ensuring	that	your	actions	align	with	your	values.	One	of	the	
most	effective	ways	to	hold	yourself	accountable	is	to	share	your	values	with	others	and	invite	them	
to	provide	feedback.	When	you	openly	communicate	your	values,	you	not	only	clarify	your	intentions,	
but	you	also	create	a	sense	of	mutual	responsibility	with	those	around	you.	

Leaders	who	actively	seek	feedback	are	more	likely	to	stay	on	track	with	their	values.	This	means	
being	open	to	constructive	criticism	from	colleagues,	team	members,	and	mentors,	especially	when	
it	comes	to	areas	where	your	actions	might	not	fully	reflect	your	stated	values.	

Again,	if	for	example,	one	of	your	values	is	accountability,	invite	your	team	to	hold	you	accountable	
for	your	commitments.	Encourage	those	you	most	trust	and	whose	opinion	you	most	value	to	call	you	
out	if	you	fall	short	of	meeting	deadlines	or	if	your	actions	seem	inconsistent	with	the	values	you	
uphold.	This	fosters	a	culture	of	mutual	respect	and	accountability,	where	everyone	is	encouraged	to	
live	up	to	shared	principles.	

Alignment:	 Make	 Decisions	 That	 Reflect	 Your	 Values,	 Even	 When	 It’s	
Difficult	
Alignment	is	perhaps	the	most	challenging,	yet	most	rewarding,	aspect	of	values-committed	action.	
As	a	leader,	you	will	face	situations	where	making	decisions	that	reflect	your	values	may	be	difficult	
or	unpopular.	Whether	it’s	choosing	between	profitability	and	ethical	behaviour,	or	standing	up	for	
a	colleague	when	it	might	cost	you	politically,	the	real	test	of	leadership	comes	when	your	values	are	
put	to	the	test.	

Leaders	who	take	values-driven	action	are	committed	to	doing	what	is	right,	not	what	is	
easiest	 or	 most	 expedient.	 Even	 when	 it	 requires	 personal	 sacrifice	 or	 tough	
conversations,	they	remain	true	to	their	core	beliefs.	

A	leader	who	values	integrity	may	face	a	situation	where	they	are	under	pressure	to	cut	corners	for	
the	 sake	of	 efficiency	or	 cost	 savings.	 In	 this	 case,	 a	values-aligned	 leader	will	prioritize	honesty,	
transparency,	and	ethical	decision-making,	even	if	it	means	a	more	difficult	or	time-consuming	path.	
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The	 leader	 may	 need	 to	 have	 tough	 conversations	 with	 stakeholders,	 but	 ultimately,	 they	 will	
maintain	their	reputation	for	doing	what	is	right.	

By	making	decisions	that	are	aligned	with	your	values,	even	when	it’s	difficult,	you	inspire	trust	and	
confidence	in	your	team.	They	know	that	you	are	a	leader	who	can	be	counted	on	to	do	the	right	thing,	
regardless	of	the	circumstances.	

Modelling:	Lead	by	Example	to	Set	the	Tone	for	Your	Team	
As	a	leader,	your	behaviour	sets	the	tone	for	your	team.	If	you	want	your	team	to	adopt	certain	values,	
whether	 it’s	respect,	collaboration,	innovation,	or	excellence,	you	must	be	 the	 first	 to	model	 those	
behaviours	consistently.	Leadership	is	a	practice	of	influence,	and	the	most	effective	way	to	influence	
others	is	by	demonstrating	the	values	you	want	to	see	in	your	team.	

When	leaders	model	their	values,	they	provide	a	clear,	living	example	of	what	it	looks	like	to	act	in	
alignment	with	those	principles.	This	not	only	sets	expectations	but	also	inspires	those	around	you	
to	follow	suit.	A	leader	who	consistently	demonstrates	authenticity,	accountability,	and	empathy	will	
encourage	their	team	to	do	the	same.	

If	you	value	collaboration,	make	sure	your	leadership	style	reflects	that.	Invite	feedback,	encourage	
team	input,	and	foster	a	sense	of	collective	problem-solving.	By	demonstrating	your	commitment	to	
collaboration	in	how	you	make	decisions	and	lead	projects,	you	create	a	team	culture	where	everyone	
feels	empowered	to	contribute	and	collaborate.	Leaders	who	model	their	values	are	the	ones	who	
inspire	lasting	change.	They	don’t	just	preach	their	principles—they	live	them	every	day.	

Values-Committed	Action:	The	Heart	of	Effective	Leadership	
When	leaders	fail	to	act	on	their	values,	it’s	easy	for	their	words	to	feel	hollow	or	disconnected	from	
their	actions.	Values-committed	action	is	what	turns	your	principles	into	powerful,	transformative	
leadership.	 It’s	 about	 ensuring	 that	 every	 decision,	 every	 interaction,	 and	 every	 moment	 is	 a	
reflection	of	what	you	truly	stand	for.	

To	 lead	 effectively,	 you	 must	 live	 your	 values,	 not	 just	 speak	 them.	 This	 requires	 ongoing	 self-
reflection,	 accountability,	 decision-making	 aligned	 with	 your	 core	 principles,	 and	 modelling	
behaviour	 that	 inspires	 others.	 The	 more	 consistently	 you	 take	 values-driven	 action,	 the	 more	
authentic	and	powerful	your	leadership	will	become.	

Remember,	values	without	action	are	mere	intentions.	But	when	your	actions	consistently	align	
with	your	values,	you	create	leadership	that	inspires,	builds	trust,	and	drives	lasting	success.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

It’s not simply the identification of values, but  

values committed  

action that matters.  
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1. Self-Reflection: Assessing Your Actions Against Your Values 
o Think about your recent decisions and behaviours in the workplace. Which 

ones most clearly aligned with your core values, and which ones might have 
contradicted them?  

o What specific actions can you take to close the gap between your stated values 
and your daily practices?  

o When you reflect on your recent decisions or actions as a leader, where do you 
see moments where you may have compromised your true values or integrity, 
and what can you learn from those experiences to ensure greater alignment 
moving forward? 
 

2. Accountability: Sharing Your Values and Seeking Feedback 
o Have you communicated your core values to your team or colleagues? How can 

you create a culture of mutual accountability by inviting feedback on whether 
your actions align with your values?  

o What one step can you take this week to start holding yourself more 
accountable to your values in a transparent way? 
 

3. Alignment: Making Values-Driven Decisions 
o Reflect on a recent challenging situation where you had to make a decision. 

How well did you manage to stay true to your values, even if it was difficult or 
unpopular?  

o What strategies can you put in place to ensure that your decisions, even in 
tough circumstances, are always aligned with your core values?  

o How do you ensure that your words, decisions, and actions are consistently in 
line with your core principles, even when faced with pressure or difficult 
circumstances? 
 

4. Modelling: Leading by Example 
o As a leader, your behaviour sets the tone for your team. What values do you 

most want your team to embody, and how can you start modelling those 
behaviours more intentionally in your day-to-day interactions?  

o What specific actions or behaviours would you like to model to inspire your 
team to follow suit? 
 

5. Values-Driven Leadership: Consistency in Action 
o What is one area of your leadership where you feel there’s a disconnect 

between your values and your actions?  
o What practical steps can you take in the next 30 days to bridge that gap and 

make your leadership more values-driven? How will you measure your 
progress? 
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The Transformative Power of Real Listening 
One	thing	I	can	honestly	say	is	that	I’ve	dedicated	my	career	to	helping	leaders	and	colleagues	unlock	
their	full	potential.		

At	 the	 core	 of	 effective	 leadership	 and	 human	 connection	 lies	 a	 deceptively	 simple	
skill:	listening,	particularly	attentive	and	empathic	listening	which	can	make	a	world	of	difference,	
particularly	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 unlocking	 potential	 and	 fostering	 growth,	 whether	 in	 personal	
relationships	or	professional	environments.	

The	5	Types	of	Listening	
It’s	important	to	recognize	the	different	listening	styles,	which	range	from	passive	to	active:	

1. Ignoring:	This	is	the	most	disengaged	form	of	listening,	where	the	leader	is	completely	tuned	
out	–	perhaps	on	the	phone.	

2. Pretending:	 This	 occurs	when	 the	 listener	 nods	 or	 responds	 superficially	 but	 isn’t	 truly	
engaged	with	 the	speaker.	Perhaps	 the	 leader’s	mind	 is	 thinking	about	 the	evening	Board	
meeting!	

3. Selective:	In	selective	listening,	people	only	hear	parts	of	the	conversation	that	align	with	
their	interests	or	preconceptions.	

4. Attentive:	This	is	where	the	listener	pays	focused	attention,	absorbs	what	is	being	said,	and	
may	even	offer	feedback	or	ask	clarifying	questions.	

5. Empathic:	The	highest	level	of	listening,	where	the	listener	seeks	to	understand	the	speaker’s	
emotions,	perspective,	and	needs	on	a	deeper,	often	intuitive	level.	

	

While	the	first	three	types	may	seem	innocuous,	they	limit	the	depth	of	communication	and	hinder	
personal	 and	 professional	 growth.	 It’s	 the	 last	 two	 –	 attentive	and	empathic	listening	 –	 that	 are	
transformational.	These	forms	of	listening	aren’t	just	about	hearing	words;	they’re	about	fostering	
connection,	understanding,	and	trust.	

Stephen	Covey	and	the	Power	of	Listening	in	Leadership	
Stephen	Covey,	in	his	groundbreaking	book	The	7	Habits	of	Highly	Effective	People,	emphasizes	the	
power	of	listening	in	his	5th	habit:	“Seek	first	to	understand,	then	to	be	understood.”	Covey	argues	
that	the	foundation	of	effective	communication	and	leadership	begins	with	truly	understanding	the	
other	person’s	perspective	before	offering	your	own	insights.	

Covey’s	concept	of	empathetic	listening	goes	beyond	just	hearing	words;	it	requires	an	active	effort	
to	understand	the	speaker’s	point	of	view.	When	we	listen	with	empathy,	we	allow	the	speaker	to	feel	
heard,	validated,	and	respected.	This	is	a	key	element	in	building	trust	-	one	of	the	cornerstones	of	
leadership.	
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Covey	also	discusses	how	poor	listening	habits	can	lead	to	a	breakdown	in	communication,	trust,	and	
collaboration.	 Leaders	 who	 fail	 to	 listen	 effectively	 can	 create	 environments	 of	 disengagement,	
conflict,	and	misunderstanding,	while	leaders	who	listen	with	empathy	build	teams	that	are	cohesive,	
motivated,	and	innovative.	

Lord	Rabbi	Jonathan	Sacks:	Listening	to	Change	Lives	
The	 late	Lord	Rabbi	 Jonathan	Sacks,	a	 renowned	philosopher	and	moral	 leader,	 frequently	 spoke	
about	the	transformative	power	of	listening.	He	famously	said,	“Great	speeches	move	people,	but	
great	listeners	change	lives.”	This	quote	encapsulates	a	profound	truth:	while	eloquent	speeches	
can	inspire,	it	is	the	act	of	listening	deeply	to	others	that	has	the	potential	to	transform	their	lives.	

Rabbi	 Sacks	 believed	 that	 listening	 is	 not	 just	 a	 communication	 skill	 but	 a	moral	 act	 –	 a	way	 of	
honouring	 the	 dignity	 of	 another	 person.	 His	 reflections	 on	 the	 importance	 of	 listening	 in	
relationships,	leadership,	and	society	speak	to	the	heart	of	what	it	means	to	be	truly	human.	In	his	
view,	listening	is	a	way	of	acknowledging	the	other	person’s	humanity	and	their	inner	world.	

Why	Listening	Is	So	Critical	for	Leadership	
Listening	 is	 not	 just	 a	 passive	 act;	 it’s	 a	 deliberate,	 powerful	 tool	 for	 influence,	 growth,	 and	
connection.	Research	supports	the	idea	that	listening	is	foundational	to	effective	leadership.	Here’s	
why:	

1. Fosters	Trust	and	Rapport:	When	leaders	listen	actively,	it	builds	trust	and	creates	a	safe	
space	for	others	to	share	their	ideas	and	concerns.	Employees,	colleagues,	and	followers	are	
more	likely	to	engage	with	a	leader	who	listens	empathetically	and	responds	thoughtfully.	
According	 to	 research	 by	 the	 Centre	 for	 Creative	 Leadership,	 leaders	 who	 engage	 in	
empathetic	listening	are	seen	as	more	credible,	approachable,	and	trustworthy.	

2. Promotes	Emotional	Intelligence:	Listening	is	a	key	component	of	emotional	intelligence	
(EQ),	which	 is	critical	 for	 leadership	success.	Leaders	who	are	attuned	 to	 the	emotions	of	
others,	through	active	listening,	are	better	able	to	manage	their	own	emotions	and	respond	
effectively	 to	 the	 emotional	 needs	 of	 their	 teams.	 Daniel	 Goleman,	 a	 leading	 expert	 on	
emotional	 intelligence,	 has	 highlighted	 the	 link	 between	 EQ	 and	 leadership	 effectiveness,	
noting	that	strong	listeners	often	display	high	levels	of	empathy,	self-awareness,	and	social	
skills.	

3. Encourages	Innovation	and	Creativity:	Leaders	who	listen	attentively	and	empathically	are	
better	positioned	to	tap	into	the	creative	potential	of	their	teams.	When	people	feel	heard,	
they	are	more	likely	to	share	novel	ideas,	take	risks,	and	contribute	to	problem-solving.	In	
contrast,	leaders	who	don’t	listen	well	may	stifle	innovation	by	dismissing	new	perspectives	
or	failing	to	respond	to	feedback.	

4. Helps	to	Resolve	Conflict:	Effective	listening	can	be	a	powerful	tool	in	conflict	resolution.	
Leaders	who	listen	attentively	and	empathically	are	better	able	to	understand	the	underlying	
issues	in	a	conflict,	recognize	the	emotions	at	play,	and	mediate	solutions	that	address	the	
needs	of	all	parties.	By	fostering	open,	honest	communication,	they	create	an	environment	in	
which	differences	are	respected,	and	solutions	can	be	found.	

5. Builds	Stronger	Relationships:	At	its	core,	leadership	is	about	relationships.	Leaders	who	
listen	 well	 can	 build	 deeper,	 more	 authentic	 connections	 with	 others.	 This	 can	 increase	
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loyalty,	improve	morale,	and	foster	collaboration	across	teams	and	departments.	People	are	
more	 likely	 to	 follow	 a	 leader	 they	 feel	 understands	 them,	 values	 their	 input,	 and	 is	
responsive	to	their	needs.	

	

Transformational	Listening	
As	I	mentioned,	my	career	has	been	dedicated	to	helping	many	unlock	their	full	potential,	and	at	the	
heart	of	this	transformation	lies	the	profound	skill	of	listening.	Empathic	listening	is,	in	many	ways,	
a	 catalyst	 for	 change,	 whether	 in	 the	 workplace,	 in	 personal	 relationships,	 or	 within	 broader	
communities.	When	we	listen	to	others,	we	are	not	just	hearing	their	words;	we	are	tuning	into	their	
experiences,	emotions,	and	needs.	

This	kind	of	listening	can	have	a	profound	impact	on	the	people	we	lead	and	interact	with.	It’s	a	gift	
that	allows	others	to	feel	validated,	valued,	understood,	and	supported.	And	in	leadership,	it	fosters	
an	 environment	where	 individuals	 feel	 empowered	 to	 share	 their	 thoughts,	 ideas,	 and	 concerns,	
leading	to	greater	innovation,	collaboration,	and	growth.	

Listening	 is	 far	more	 than	 just	 a	 communication	 skill	 –	 it	 is	 an	 essential	 tool	 for	 transformation,	
growth,	and	connection.		

As	 Stephen	 Covey	 emphasizes,	seeking	 first	 to	 understand	is	 the	 key	 to	 building	 trust	 and	
effective	communication	in	leadership.	And	as	Lord	Rabbi	Jonathan	Sacks	reminds	us,	while	great	
speeches	may	move	people,	great	listeners	have	the	power	to	change	lives.	Leaders	who	master	the	
art	of	empathic	listening	can	unlock	the	full	potential	of	their	teams,	resolve	conflicts,	and	create	an	
environment	of	trust	and	collaboration	that	leads	to	sustained	success	and	personal	transformation.	

Ultimately,	 the	 ability	 to	 listen	 with	 empathy,	 understanding,	 and	 openness	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	
powerful	 tools	 a	 leader	 can	 possess.	 It	 not	 only	 strengthens	 relationships	 but	 also	 builds	 the	
foundation	for	meaningful,	impactful	change.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 

5 Types of Listening 
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1. Understanding Your Listening Style 
o Reflect on your recent interactions with colleagues, team members, or peers. What type of 

listening did you engage in most frequently – ignoring, pretending, selective, attentive, or 
empathic?  

o In which situations could you have benefited from listening more empathically, and what 
specific changes can you make to improve your listening moving forward? What might be 
preventing you from fully engaging in deeper, more empathic listening in those moments?  

o In situations where you feel you aren't truly listening or fully present, what internal or 
external factors are contributing to that, and how might you consciously shift your 
approach to be more engaged and open to what others are saying? 
 

2. Building Trust Through Listening 
o Think about a time when you felt truly heard by someone in a leadership position. How did 

it impact your trust and relationship with that person?  
o As a leader, how can you create more opportunities to actively and empathically listen to 

your team members? What small, immediate steps can you take to start fostering a 
culture of trust through listening? 
 

3. Listening to Foster Innovation and Creativity 
o How do you currently create space for your team to share their ideas and perspectives? 

What barriers, if any, might you be unintentionally putting up that prevent others from 
speaking up?  

o What specific actions can you take to encourage a more open, innovative environment 
where your team feels heard and valued? 
 

4. Using Listening to Resolve Conflict 
o Reflect on a recent conflict or disagreement you were involved in. How well did you listen 

to the other party’s perspective? What emotions or underlying needs were you able to 
identify (or missed) during the interaction?  

o What can you do differently next time to listen more deeply and resolve conflicts more 
effectively? 
 

5. Transforming Relationships Through Listening 
o Think about the relationships you currently have with your team, colleagues, or mentors. 

How would you describe the quality of your connections with them?  
o What impact might your ability to listen more attentively and empathically have on the 

depth and authenticity of these relationships? 
o What is one specific action you can take this week to improve how you listen to those you 

lead or interact with? Do you often listen whilst thinking about your next meeting?  
o How can you develop the capacity to devote yourself entirely to what is being said? How do 

you currently use your listening skills to understand the deeper needs of your students, 
staff, and community, and how might developing these skills further help you create more 
meaningful change in their lives?  

o When you truly listen to someone’s concerns or aspirations, what do you think is the 
impact of that on their confidence, engagement, and potential for growth?  

o How might your commitment to being a great listener alter the trajectory of their 
development? 
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Navigating Leadership Amidst Global Stress and 
Climate Anxiety 

Right	 now,	 world	 events	 have	 the	 potential	 to	 heighten	 our	 stress	 levels	 in	 ways	 that	 feel	
unprecedented.	From	geopolitical	unrest	to	economic	instability,	the	emotional	and	mental	strain	on	
leaders	is	palpable.	The	uncertainty,	heightened	tensions,	and	shifting	dynamics	require	immense	
mental	and	emotional	bandwidth	to	navigate.	This	pressure	is	especially	acute	for	those	in	leadership	
positions,	who	are	often	tasked	not	only	with	managing	their	own	growing	anxieties	but	also	with	
balancing	the	needs	of	their	teams,	organizations,	and	communities.	The	weight	of	responsibility	is	
heavier	than	ever,	and	the	need	for	effective	leadership	in	such	volatile	times	is	critical.	

But	there’s	another	significant	layer	of	stress	emerging	that	many	leaders	are	facing	today	–	‘climate	
anxiety’.	As	 the	effects	of	climate	change	become	more	apparent	and	urgent,	many	are	 feeling	an	
increasing	sense	of	anxiety,	fear,	and	helplessness	about	the	future.	Whether	it’s	the	rising	frequency	
of	extreme	weather	events,	 the	 looming	threat	of	environmental	collapse,	or	 the	pressure	to	 take	
meaningful	 action,	 climate	 anxiety	 has	 become	 a	 very	 real	 and	 pressing	 concern	 for	 leaders,	
especially	 those	 in	sectors	related	to	education,	business,	and	public	policy.	Who	could	 forget	 the	
apocalyptic	NSW	summer	of	2019!		

The	Emotional	Toll	of	Global	Stressors	

The	ongoing	flux	of	political	and	environmental	uncertainties	creates	a	constant	backdrop	of	stress	
that	is	incredibly	difficult	to	manage.	Leaders	today	are	grappling	with	competing	priorities	–	shifting	
market	conditions,	personal	concerns,	and	the	psychological	 toll	of	a	rapidly	changing	world	–	all	
while	trying	to	maintain	a	sense	of	stability	and	clarity	for	those	they	lead.	The	emotional	toll	can	feel	
overwhelming.	While	managing	the	needs	of	teams	and	organisations,	many	leaders	are	facing	a	deep	
sense	of	powerlessness	and	fear	about	global	events	that	seem	beyond	their	control.	

Climate	anxiety	is	particularly	pervasive,	as	the	reality	of	climate	change	feels	increasingly	urgent.	
Leaders	are	tasked	with	making	decisions	in	the	face	of	this	overwhelming	uncertainty.	How	can	you	
make	strategic	decisions	when	the	future	feels	so	unpredictable?	How	can	you	encourage	your	team	
to	stay	optimistic	when	the	threat	of	environmental	collapse	seems	closer	each	day?	How	do	you	
balance	the	personal	responsibility	to	act	with	the	organisational	challenges	that	demand	attention?	

For	 emerging	 leaders	 and	 established	 leaders	 alike,	 this	 sense	 of	 anxiety	 is	 compounded	 by	 the	
challenge	of	leading	through	ambiguity.	The	rapid	changes	in	climate,	combined	with	political	and	
economic	turbulence,	create	a	constant	state	of	flux	that	makes	it	even	harder	to	plan,	execute,	and	
lead	with	clarity.	

Why	Does	This	Matter	for	Leadership?	

As	a	leader,	it’s	crucial	to	recognize	that	these	feelings	of	anxiety	and	stress	are	not	just	a	personal	
burden	but	a	leadership	challenge.	Leaders	set	the	tone	for	their	teams,	and	if	the	weight	of	global	
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stressors	is	not	acknowledged	and	addressed,	it	can	manifest	in	ways	that	undermine	your	ability	to	
lead	effectively.	When	leaders	are	consumed	by	their	own	fears	and	worries,	whether	about	global	
events,	 climate	change,	or	 the	 future	of	 their	 industry,	 this	can	create	a	disconnect	between	 their	
personal	experience	and	the	leadership	role	they	are	supposed	to	fulfill.	This	disconnect	can	lead	to	
burnout,	overwhelm,	and	decision	fatigue,	all	of	which	undermine	a	leader’s	effectiveness.	

In	 a	 world	marked	 by	 uncertainty	 and	 anxiety,	 it’s	 critical	 for	 leaders	 to	 develop	 the	 emotional	
resilience	 needed	 to	stay	 grounded	 and	 effective.	Emotional	 resilience	isn’t	 about	 ignoring	 or	
suppressing	difficult	feelings,	it’s	about	acknowledging	them	and	finding	ways	to	process,	manage,	
and	ultimately	rise	above	them	to	make	decisions	that	are	not	only	aligned	with	your	values	but	also	
empathetic	to	the	needs	of	your	team.	

Key	Strategies	for	Managing	Global	Stress	and	Climate	Anxiety	as	a	Leader	
If	 you’re	 a	 leader	 navigating	 the	 emotional	 and	mental	 challenges	 of	 today’s	 turbulent	 times,	 it’s	
important	to	realize	that	you	are	not	alone	in	feeling	stretched	thin.	 It’s	easy	to	assume	that,	as	a	
leader,	you	must	shoulder	the	burden	in	silence.	However,	this	approach	often	leads	to	burnout	and	
decision	fatigue.	The	truth	is,	it’s	okay	to	seek	support.	Acknowledging	the	fears,	 frustrations,	and	
uncertainties	that	are	clouding	your	thoughts	can	be	a	powerful	first	step	toward	processing	these	
emotions	 and	 creating	 space	 for	 solutions.	Values-committed	 action	 -	 the	 idea	 of	 aligning	 your	
decisions	with	your	core	principles	-	is	critical	in	managing	this	pressure.	

Here	are	some	ways	to	address	and	manage	the	complexities	of	stress,	anxiety,	and	climate	change:	

1. Create	Space	for	Emotional	Resilience	
Emotional	 resilience	doesn’t	mean	being	unaffected	by	global	events	or	climate	anxiety;	 it	means	
developing	the	capacity	to	acknowledge,	process,	and	manage	these	emotions	in	a	healthy	way.	As	a	
leader,	you	must	create	space	to	process	your	feelings,	whether	through	journaling,	talking	with	a	
coach	 or	 mentor,	 or	 practicing	 mindfulness.	 This	 is	 not	 a	 weakness,	 but	 rather	 an	 essential	
component	of	effective	leadership.	By	tending	to	your	own	needs,	you	can	better	show	up	for	your	
team.	

Schedule	 time	 for	 personal	 reflection,	 mindfulness,	 or	 breathing	 exercises	 every	 day	 to	 stay	
grounded.	When	you’re	facing	overwhelming	stress,	take	short	breaks	throughout	the	day	to	recenter	
yourself.	

2. Lean	into	Support	Networks	
It’s	vital	to	recognize	that	you	don’t	have	to	carry	the	weight	of	leadership	and	the	anxiety	of	global	
crises,	alone.	Build	and	lean	into	support	networks	that	allow	you	to	share	your	concerns	and	receive	
feedback.	Whether	it’s	through	coaching,	peer	groups,	or	trusted	mentors,	talking	openly	about	the	
pressures	 you	 face	 can	 reduce	 the	 emotional	 burden	 and	 help	 you	 develop	 strategies	 to	 move	
forward.	When	climate	anxiety	feels	particularly	overwhelming,	turning	to	others	who	understand	
your	concerns	can	provide	perspective	and	help	you	regain	a	sense	of	agency.	

Seek	 out	 coaching	 or	mentoring	 opportunities,	where	 you	 can	 discuss	 your	 challenges	 in	 a	 safe,	
confidential	environment.	These	sessions	can	offer	clarity,	emotional	 support,	and	practical	 steps	
forward.	
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3. Take	Action	Aligned	with	Your	Values	
While	climate	anxiety	and	global	stressors	can	create	uncertainty,	values-driven	action	can	help	you	
regain	a	sense	of	purpose.	When	you’re	able	to	connect	your	decisions	to	your	core	values,	whether	
it’s	sustainability,	equity,	or	integrity,	you	create	a	pathway	forward	that	feels	empowering	rather	
than	paralysing.	As	a	leader,	your	actions	should	reflect	the	changes	you	want	to	see,	especially	in	the	
context	of	climate	change.	Start	by	 identifying	small,	actionable	steps	within	your	organization	or	
community	that	can	contribute	to	positive	environmental	change.	

Create	a	plan	for	sustainability	or	climate-conscious	actions	that	you	and	your	team	can	implement.	
These	 actions	 can	 be	 symbolic	 (e.g.,	 reducing	 waste	 or	 energy	 consumption)	 or	 strategic	 (e.g.,	
supporting	climate	policies	or	sustainable	practices	in	your	organization).	

4. Acknowledge	the	Anxiety	and	Model	Transparency	
One	 of	 the	 most	 powerful	 things	 you	 can	 do	 as	 a	 leader	 is	 to	acknowledge	 the	 collective	
anxiety	around	 issues	 like	 climate	 change,	 geopolitical	 stress,	 or	 economic	 uncertainty.	 Be	
transparent	 with	 your	 team	 about	 the	 challenges	 you	 are	 facing,	 and	 create	 a	 culture	 where	
vulnerability	is	embraced.	When	you	acknowledge	the	anxiety	in	the	room,	you	empower	your	team	
to	 do	 the	 same,	 creating	 a	 supportive	 environment	 where	 everyone	 can	 process	 these	 difficult	
emotions	together.	Hold	regular	team	check-ins	where	you	openly	discuss	challenges,	not	just	the	
business-related	 issues,	 but	 the	 emotional	 and	mental	 health	 challenges	 too.	 Show	 empathy	 and	
create	space	for	vulnerability	within	your	team.	

5. Develop	Long-Term	Vision	and	Hope	
Finally,	 while	 addressing	 the	 immediate	 stressors	 is	 necessary,	 it’s	 important	 to	 develop	 and	
communicate	a	long-term	vision	of	hope.	Climate	anxiety	can	often	feel	paralysing,	but	by	focusing	
on	the	positive	actions	being	taken	at	the	local,	national,	and	global	levels,	you	can	foster	hope.	As	a	
leader,	 help	 your	 team	 focus	on	what	 is	 being	done	to	 address	 climate	 change	 and	how	 they	 can	
contribute	 to	 these	 efforts,	 rather	 than	 solely	 focusing	on	 the	overwhelming	problems.	Hope	 is	 a	
powerful	motivator,	and	when	it	is	tied	to	actionable	steps,	it	can	transform	anxiety	into	a	catalyst	
for	change.	

Share	success	stories	about	organizations,	communities,	or	 individuals	who	are	making	a	positive	
impact	on	the	climate.	Encourage	your	team	to	be	part	of	these	efforts,	no	matter	how	small.	

You	Are	Not	Alone	-	It’s	Okay	to	Seek	Support	

In	times	of	crisis	and	uncertainty,	seeking	support	is	not	a	sign	of	weakness	–	it’s	a	sign	of	strength	
and	wisdom.		
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1. Emotional Resilience: Acknowledging Your Feelings 
o Reflect on the global events or climate-related issues that have caused you stress 

or anxiety recently.  
o How have you been managing these emotions, and how are they affecting your 

ability to lead effectively?  
o What specific actions can you take to create space for processing these feelings in 

a healthy and constructive way, without allowing them to overwhelm you? 
 

2. Seeking Support: The Power of Vulnerability 
o As a leader, it can be difficult to admit when you’re feeling overwhelmed or 

anxious.  
o How open are you with your team or peers about the emotional toll that global 

crises are having on you?  
o In what ways can you build a support network that helps you navigate these 

feelings without compromising your leadership role?  
o What would it look like for you to show more vulnerability and create a culture of 

support within your team? 
 

3. Values-Driven Action: Regaining a Sense of Agency 
o In times of global uncertainty, it can feel paralysing to make decisions. How can 

you ensure that your actions, both big and small, are aligned with your core 
values—whether it’s sustainability, equity, or integrity?  

o What is one concrete step you can take in the next week to lead with these values 
and create positive change, particularly in the context of climate anxiety? 
 

4. Creating a Culture of Transparency 
o How do you currently address challenges related to climate anxiety or global 

stress within your team or organization? How can you model greater 
transparency and openness with your team regarding these concerns?  

o What steps can you take to create regular check-ins or spaces for discussing both 
business and emotional challenges, ensuring that vulnerability is embraced by 
all? 
 

5. Vision and Hope: Turning Anxiety into Action 
o How does the sense of uncertainty around climate change or geopolitical stress 

affect your long-term vision for your organization or team? How can you balance 
the immediate challenges with a hopeful, long-term perspective that inspires your 
team to stay motivated and focused on positive change? 

o What specific examples of hope or progress can you share with your team to help 
turn anxiety into action? 

 



 

117 

	

Weekly	Reflection		

	

The Balance Between Perfect and Good Enough 
As	a	leader,	the	drive	for	excellence	can	be	one	of	your	greatest	assets.	But	when	that	drive	becomes	
an	obsession	with	perfection,	it	can	quickly	become	a	double-edged	sword.	One	of	the	greatest	traps	
leaders	can	fall	into	is	believing	that	anything	less	than	perfection	is	unacceptable.	This	mindset	not	
only	 stifles	progress	but	 can	 also	drain	 energy,	 demotivate	 teams,	 and	prevent	 you	 from	making	
meaningful	headway	on	the	issues	that	matter	most.	

The	 idea	 that	 ‘the	 quest	 for	 the	 perfect	 can	 be	 the	 enemy	 of	 the	 good’	 speaks	 directly	 to	 this	
challenge.	It’s	a	reminder	that	progress	often	happens	incrementally,	and	that	sometimes,	the	pursuit	
of	 flawless	results	can	undermine	your	ability	to	move	forward	at	all.	As	a	 leader,	 it’s	essential	to	
understand	 that	good	enough	 is	often	exactly	what’s	needed	 in	a	given	moment,	 especially	when	
resources	are	limited,	timelines	are	tight,	and	teams	are	already	stretched	thin.	

This	isn’t	to	say	that	quality	should	be	sacrificed,	nor	does	it	mean	settling	for	mediocrity.	It	means	
being	realistic	about	what	can	be	achieved	within	the	time,	resources,	and	constraints	you’re	working	
with.	It’s	about	recognizing	that	perfect	outcomes	aren’t	always	possible,	and	that	striving	for	them,	
especially	when	it’s	unrealistic,	can	lead	to	burnout	and	diminishing	returns.	It’s	about	knowing	when	
to	let	go	of	the	ideal	in	favour	of	what	will	still	deliver	impact	and	value.	This	mindset	shift	doesn’t	
mean	 lowering	 your	 standards	 or	 producing	 subpar	 work.	 It’s	 about	 balancing	 ambition	 with	
pragmatism	 and	 recognizing	 that	 the	 pursuit	 of	 excellence	 doesn’t	 require	 perfection,	 just	 the	
willingness	to	take	action	and	adapt	as	you	go.	

Ultimately,	the	leaders	who	are	most	successful	are	those	who	understand	that	perfection	is	often	a	
moving	 target.	 They	 know	 that	 steady,	 sustainable	 progress	 is	 far	more	 valuable	 than	 a	 fleeting,	
unattainable	ideal.	By	embracing	the	concept	of	“good	enough,”	you	can	unlock	the	full	potential	of	
both	yourself	and	your	 team,	creating	an	environment	where	everyone	can	contribute	 their	best,	
without	the	constant	fear	of	falling	short.	

The	Hidden	Costs	of	Perfectionism	in	Leadership	

Perfectionism,	 while	 often	 viewed	 as	 a	 positive	 quality,	 can	 have	 unintended	 consequences	 for	
leaders.	 Research	 identifies	 several	 types	 of	 perfectionism,	 each	 with	 unique	 implications	 for	
leadership	and	team	dynamics.	

1.	Self-Oriented	Perfectionism:	
This	type	of	perfectionism	is	characterized	by	setting	unrealistically	high	standards	for	oneself	and	
a	constant	need	for	self-improvement.	Educational	leaders	with	this	mindset	may	constantly	feel	
that	they’re	falling	short	of	their	potential,	which	leads	to	chronic	stress	and	dissatisfaction.	Over	
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time,	this	internal	pressure	can	cause	burnout,	lower	self-esteem,	and	even	hinder	the	ability	to	
make	decisions,	as	the	fear	of	failure	becomes	overwhelming.	Leaders	who	struggle	with	self-
oriented	perfectionism	often	find	it	hard	to	accept	"good	enough,"	which	can	delay	important	
decisions	or	initiatives.	

2.	Other-Oriented	Perfectionism:	
Other-oriented	perfectionists	hold	similarly	high	standards	for	others,	often	expecting	their	team	
members	or	colleagues	to	meet	these	standards.	In	an	educational	setting,	this	can	manifest	as	
micromanaging,	lack	of	delegation,	or	disappointment	when	others	don't	perform	at	the	level	the	
leader	demands.	Such	behaviour	can	undermine	team	morale,	stifle	creativity,	and	foster	an	
environment	of	anxiety.	While	striving	for	excellence	is	essential,	expecting	perfection	from	others	
creates	an	unsustainable	work	culture,	where	people	feel	they	can	never	meet	expectations—
leading	to	disengagement	and	high	turnover.	

3.	Socially-Prescribed	Perfectionism:	
This	type	of	perfectionism	arises	from	external	pressures	and	the	belief	that	others	expect	
perfection	from	you.	Educational	leaders	may	internalize	societal	or	institutional	expectations,	
feeling	that	their	worth	and	success	are	tied	to	how	others	perceive	their	work.	This	kind	of	
perfectionism	can	be	particularly	damaging	as	it	often	leads	to	overwork,	anxiety,	and	the	inability	
to	set	healthy	boundaries.	Leaders	may	become	trapped	in	a	cycle	of	trying	to	meet	impossible	
standards	imposed	by	external	forces,	rather	than	focusing	on	what	truly	matters	for	their	school	or	
community.	

The	Path	Forward:	Letting	Go	of	Perfection	to	Embrace	Growth	

The	challenge	for	leaders,	especially	in	education,	is	to	understand	that	perfectionism,	in	any	form,	
can	undermine	their	effectiveness.	The	quest	for	flawless	outcomes	can	lead	to	decision	paralysis,	
create	stress,	and	ultimately	harm	both	the	leader	and	their	team.	The	key	lies	in	recognizing	that	
while	excellence	is	important,	perfection	is	often	a	moving	target	and	that	progress	is	more	valuable	
than	perfection.	

Adopting	 a	 mindset	 that	 values	“good	 enough”	doesn’t	 mean	 lowering	 standards	 or	 delivering	
subpar	 results.	 Rather,	 it’s	 about	 understanding	 the	 importance	 of	 flexibility,	 adaptability,	 and	
prioritization.	 It’s	 about	knowing	when	 to	 accept	 imperfection	 in	 favour	of	progress,	 and	how	 to	
create	a	culture	where	teams	can	experiment,	learn,	and	grow	without	fear	of	failure.	

In	practice,	this	might	look	like:	

• Setting	realistic	goals	and	expectations:	Recognize	that	 time,	resources,	and	energy	are	
finite,	and	plan	accordingly.	Be	clear	about	what	needs	to	be	perfect	and	what	can	be	"good	
enough"	to	keep	things	moving	forward.	
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• Delegating	effectively:	Trust	your	team	to	take	ownership	of	their	tasks,	understanding	that	
their	efforts	might	not	be	perfect,	but	they	will	still	contribute	to	the	overall	success	of	the	
school.	This	fosters	a	culture	of	empowerment	and	trust.	

• Promoting	 a	 growth	mindset:	 Emphasize	 learning	 and	 continuous	 improvement	 rather	
than	flawless	performance.	Encourage	your	team	to	view	mistakes	as	opportunities	to	learn,	
rather	than	failures	to	be	avoided.	

• Self-compassion	and	reflection:	Practice	self-care	and	reflection	to	break	the	cycle	of	self-
oriented	perfectionism.	Recognize	when	you’re	falling	 into	the	trap	of	expecting	too	much	
from	yourself,	and	take	steps	to	recalibrate	and	focus	on	what	truly	matters.	

Leading	with	Flexibility	and	Realism	

Educational	leaders	who	learn	to	balance	the	pursuit	of	excellence	with	a	realistic	approach	to	what’s	
achievable	in	a	given	time	frame	can	unlock	not	only	their	own	potential	but	the	potential	of	their	
entire	team.	By	letting	go	of	the	need	for	perfection	and	embracing	the	concept	of	"good	enough,"	
leaders	can	move	from	a	place	of	stress	and	frustration	to	one	of	sustainable	growth	and	meaningful	
impact.	This	 shift	 fosters	an	environment	where	both	 leaders	and	 teams	can	 thrive,	make	steady	
progress,	and	ultimately	deliver	the	high-quality	outcomes	their	students	and	communities	deserve.	

By	expanding	on	the	research	on	perfectionism	and	aligning	it	with	practical	leadership	insights,	the	
article	becomes	more	comprehensive,	providing	leaders	with	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	problem	
and	actionable	strategies	for	moving	forward.	The	added	research	on	perfectionism	types	also	adds	
nuance	 to	 the	 idea	 of	 "good	 enough,"	 making	 it	 clearer	 that	 leaders	 must	 be	 mindful	 of	 how	
perfectionism	can	manifest	in	their	roles	and	in	their	teams.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Perfectionism? Is yours: 
 

1. Self-oriented perfectionism? 
2. Other-oriented perfectionism? 

3. Socially prescribed perfectionism? 
 
‘The quest for the perfect can be the enemy of the good’ 
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1. Challenging the Pursuit of Perfection 
o Reflect on a recent project or decision where you felt the pressure to achieve 

perfection. How did this mindset impact your ability to move forward or your 
team’s morale?  

o In what ways might embracing the idea of “good enough” have accelerated 
progress without sacrificing quality or outcomes? 
 

2. Recognising When “Good Enough” Is Sufficient 
o In your leadership, how do you currently differentiate between striving for 

excellence and striving for perfection?  
o Are there areas where you can recognize that “good enough” would be more 

effective and lead to better outcomes in a timely manner?  
o What specific situations can you identify where this mindset shift could create 

momentum for your team? 
 

3. Balancing Ambition with Pragmatism 
o Consider the balance between ambition and pragmatism in your leadership. 

When was the last time you consciously adjusted your expectations to align 
with available resources or time constraints?  

o How can you create a culture within your team that values progress over 
perfection, without lowering standards? 
 

4. The Cost of Perfectionism 
o Perfectionism can lead to burnout, frustration, or disengagement. How have 

you noticed perfectionism affecting your own energy levels or those of your 
team?  

o What specific steps can you take to reduce the burden of perfectionism and 
focus on progress, even when outcomes may not meet every ideal? 
 

5. Fostering a “Good Enough” Culture 
o How do you communicate your expectations around quality to your team?  
o How can you foster an environment where your team feels empowered to take 

action and make progress without the constant fear of not achieving 
perfection?  

o What are some practical steps you can take to model this mindset and 
encourage others to embrace “good enough” as a means to move forward? 
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Go Out on a Limb: The Courageous Heart of Leadership 
in Education 

In	the	world	of	leadership,	there’s	a	simple	yet	profound	truth:	“Go	out	on	a	limb.	That’s	where	
the	 fruit	 is.”	For	 educational	 leaders	 -	 principals,	 administrators,	 department	 heads,	 and	
instructional	 leaders	 -	 this	 aphorism	 is	 not	 just	 a	 call	 to	 action;	 it	 is	 the	 very	 essence	 of	
transformational	leadership.	True	leadership,	especially	in	education,	requires	courage	-	the	courage	
to	 take	 risks,	 to	 venture	 beyond	 the	 familiar,	 and	 to	 stand	 firm	when	 the	 path	 ahead	 is	 unclear.	
Without	this	kind	of	courage,	a	leader	is	merely	managing,	not	truly	leading.	

Educational	leadership	is	not	just	about	maintaining	a	good	status	quo	or	overseeing	daily	routines;	
it’s	 about	 envisioning	 what	 could	 be	 and	 taking	 bold	 steps	 to	 turn	 that	 vision	 into	 reality.	 As	
educators,	we	are	not	simply	in	charge	of	a	classroom	or	school	system	-	we	are	shaping	the	future,	
influencing	minds,	and	impacting	the	next	generation.	This	responsibility	demands	leaders	who	can	
navigate	uncertainty,	embrace	innovation,	and	guide	their	teams	through	uncharted	territory.	

Leadership	Beyond	the	Status	Quo	

In	 today’s	rapidly	changing	educational	 landscape,	 the	 traditional	methods	of	 leadership	often	no	
longer	 suffice.	 Educational	 leaders	 are	 confronted	 with	 a	 host	 of	 challenges,	 new	 technologies,	
diverse	student	needs,	evolving	curriculum	standards,	and	societal	pressures.	 In	 the	 face	of	 these	
challenges,	it’s	easy	to	cling	to	the	familiar,	the	tried-and-true	approaches.	But	real	progress,	both	for	
students	and	for	the	organization,	comes	when	leaders	are	willing	to	go	out	on	a	limb.	How	can	you	
as	a	leader	foster	a	culture	of	courageous	innovation	within	your	team,	knowing	that	stepping	
into	the	unknown	may	be	uncomfortable	but	essential	for	growth?	

Leaders	who	embrace	 the	unknown	are	not	afraid	 to	experiment,	make	mistakes,	and	 learn	 from	
failure.	They	are	not	paralysed	by	the	fear	of	imperfection,	but	rather	energized	by	the	possibilities	
that	come	with	challenging	the	status	quo.	To	be	effective,	leaders	in	education	must	develop	a	clear,	
compelling	vision	of	what	the	future	could	look	like	and	then	take	the	risks	necessary	to	bring	that	
vision	to	life.	

The	Courage	to	Face	Uncertainty	

Leadership,	by	nature,	 involves	ambiguity.	The	 future	of	 education	 is	 full	 of	unknowns:	Will	new	
technologies	improve	learning,	or	will	they	create	new	divides?	How	do	we	support	the	well-being	of	
students	and	staff	in	an	era	of	unprecedented	mental	health	challenges?	How	can	we	build	systems	
that	are	inclusive	and	equitable	for	all?	These	questions	are	not	easily	answered.	But	it	is	in	these	
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uncertain	 spaces	 that	 the	 greatest	 opportunities	 for	 change	 lie.	What	 is	 the	 one	 area	 in	 your	
leadership	where	you	are	playing	it	safe,	and	how	could	stepping	out	of	your	comfort	zone	spark	
positive	change	for	your	team	or	students?	

Just	 as	 a	 tree's	 fruit	 grows	 on	 the	 limbs	 that	 extend	 beyond	 the	 trunk,	 the	 most	 significant	
breakthroughs	 in	 education	 arise	 when	 leaders	 step	 out	 of	 their	 comfort	 zones	 and	 challenge	
conventional	 thinking.	 For	 example,	 consider	 leaders	 who	 have	 adopted	 new	 pedagogical	
approaches,	integrated	innovative	technologies	into	teaching,	or	transformed	school	culture.	These	
leaders	are	not	afraid	of	risk	-	they	understand	that	without	courage,	there	can	be	no	progress.	

These	leaders	trust	that	the	journey,	with	all	its	uncertainties,	will	bring	rewards	that	outweigh	the	
risks.	They	understand	that	growth	comes	from	pushing	boundaries	and	exploring	new	possibilities.	
And	perhaps	most	importantly,	they	know	that	true	leadership	is	not	about	having	all	the	answers	
but	about	asking	the	right	questions	and	leading	others	to	explore	new,	often	untested,	paths.	

Vision	as	the	Fuel	for	Courage	

So,	how	do	educational	leaders	find	the	courage	to	venture	into	the	unknown?	The	answer	is	simple:	
vision.	Vision	is	the	fuel	that	propels	leaders	forward	into	the	future.	Without	vision,	there’s	no	
reason	to	step	beyond	the	status	quo;	without	vision,	the	risks	seem	too	great	to	take.	Vision	is	the	
guiding	force	that	enables	leaders	to	see	beyond	the	present	challenges	and	focus	on	the	greater	goal:	
creating	a	learning	environment	where	students	can	thrive,	where	educators	are	empowered,	and	
where	 communities	 are	 united	 in	 their	 commitment	 to	 growth	 and	 excellence.	 Ask	 yourself	
regularly,	what	is	your	vision	for	the	future	of	education,	and	what	risks	are	you	willing	to	take	
to	ensure	it	becomes	a	reality?	

The	most	impactful	educational	leaders	are	those	who	embrace	uncertainty	with	confidence.	They	
recognize	that	leadership	isn’t	about	having	all	the	answers	but	about	creating	a	space	where	others	
feel	empowered	to	ask	the	tough	questions.	These	leaders	understand	that	the	greatest	opportunities	
for	transformation	emerge	when	they’re	willing	to	go	out	on	a	limb	and	take	others	with	them.	

The	Heart	of	Leadership:	Failing	Forward	

To	lead	with	courage	in	education	is	to	accept	that	failure	is	not	the	end	but	a	necessary	part	of	the	
process.	When	leaders	step	into	new	territory,	they	will	encounter	obstacles,	make	mistakes,	and	face	
setbacks.	But	the	true	measure	of	leadership	lies	in	how	one	responds	to	failure.	Do	you	retreat	into	
the	familiar,	or	do	you	learn,	adjust,	and	keep	moving	forward?	This	is	what	it	means	to	fail	forward:	
to	view	mistakes	not	as	defeats,	but	as	stepping	stones	to	growth	and	learning.	Educational	leaders	
who	adopt	this	mindset	are	not	deterred	by	failure.	They	trust	that	the	lessons	learned	will	ultimately	
serve	the	greater	good.	
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Lasting	Impact	

In	the	end,	it	is	the	leaders	who	dare	to	go	out	on	a	limb,	who	push	the	boundaries	of	what	is	possible,	
who	challenge	their	teams	to	think	differently,	and	who	stay	true	to	their	vision,	that	leave	a	lasting	
impact	on	their	schools,	districts,	and	communities.	It	is	these	leaders	who	inspire	others	to	take	bold	
steps,	knowing	that,	together,	they	can	achieve	something	greater	than	what	any	of	them	could	have	
accomplished	alone.	

So,	if	you	want	to	lead	-	not	just	manage	-	take	that	leap.	Step	out	on	that	limb.	The	fruit	is	waiting	for	
those	who	have	the	courage	to	reach	for	it,	and	the	legacy	they	create	will	be	felt	for	generations	to	
come.	

By	 embedding	 the	 philosophy	 of	 “going	 out	 on	 a	 limb”	 into	 your	 leadership	 practice,	 you	 can	
transform	not	only	your	own	leadership	but	the	very	institutions	you	serve.	It	requires	heart,	vision,	
and	an	unshakable	belief	that	the	risks	you	take	will	ultimately	lead	to	something	greater:	a	richer,	
more	impactful	educational	experience	for	everyone	involved.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Go out on a limb. 
That’s where the fruit 

is. 
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1. Exploring Your Leadership Courage 
o Reflect on a time in your leadership journey when you took a bold risk or 

stepped into the unknown.  
o What was the outcome, and what did you learn about yourself as a leader in 

that moment?  
o How can you apply that same courage to a current challenge or opportunity 

you’re facing? 
 

2. Balancing Vision with Risk 
o Leadership requires balancing vision with risk. How clear is your vision for the 

future of your organization or team?  
o What is one bold action you could take in the next month that aligns with your 

vision, even if it feels uncertain or uncomfortable?  
o What is holding you back from taking that step? 

 
3. Transforming Fear into Opportunity 
o Fear of failure often holds leaders back from taking risks. How does fear show up 

in your leadership, and how do you typically respond to it?  
o What would happen if you leaned into that fear, saw it as an opportunity for 

growth, and took one small action that challenges your comfort zone? 
 

4. Inspiring Courage in Others 
o As a leader, your actions set the tone for your team. How do you model 

courageous leadership for others?  
o In what ways can you inspire your team to take risks, explore new ideas, and 

step into the unknown with confidence?  
o What specific steps can you take to create a culture that embraces bold thinking 

and action? 
 

5. Reflecting on the ‘Fruit’ of Leadership 
o True leadership often involves stepping out on a limb, knowing that the rewards 

may not be immediate.  
o What “fruit” do you hope to harvest through your courageous leadership in the 

long term?  
o How can you stay focused on that bigger vision even when immediate results 

seem uncertain? 
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Determining What is Right, Not Who is Right: A Key to 
Effective Conflict Management 

One	of	the	most	powerful	and	transformative	approaches	I’ve	learnt	is	the	idea	of	shifting	the	focus	
in	 conflicts	 from	who	 is	 right	to	what	 is	 right.	This	 shift	 is	 especially	 critical	 in	environments	 like	
schools,	 workplaces,	 and	 leadership	 teams,	 where	 disputes	 often	 escalate	 not	 because	 of	 the	
substance	of	the	issue,	but	because	individuals	become	entrenched	in	their	positions.	Once	people	
begin	defending	their	positions	as	a	means	of	validating	their	own	identity,	productive	discussion	
stops.	Instead	of	striving	for	understanding	and	resolution,	the	conflict	becomes	a	battle	for	personal	
validation.	

In	these	contexts,	especially	in	educational	and	organisational	settings,	the	real	challenge	isn’t	just	
finding	who	has	 the	 superior	 argument,	 but	determining	 the	best	 solution	for	 everyone	 involved.	
When	leaders	and	teams	can	prioritize	identifying	the	most	effective	and	collaborative	solution	over	
defending	 their	 personal	 viewpoints,	 they	 open	 the	 door	 to	 creativity,	 growth,	 and	 deeper	
cooperation.	This	not	only	resolves	the	immediate	conflict	but	also	sets	the	foundation	for	a	healthier,	
more	innovative	culture	moving	forward.	

The	Importance	of	Shifting	from	“Who	is	Right”	to	“What	is	Right”	

In	many	of	my	coaching	sessions,	I’ve	observed	that	individuals	and	groups	often	get	stuck	on	the	
idea	of	being	“right.”	Whether	it’s	a	disagreement	over	a	policy	decision,	a	classroom	management	
technique,	or	strategic	direction,	the	desire	to	prove	one’s	correctness	can	cloud	the	actual	issue	at	
hand.	The	problem	with	this	approach	is	that	it	creates	a	zero-sum	game	where	someone	must	lose	
in	 order	 for	 someone	 else	 to	 win.	 This	 can	 damage	 relationships,	 erode	 trust,	 and	 hinder	
collaboration.	

Instead,	 when	 leaders	 shift	 their	 focus	 to	 determining	what	 is	 right,	 that	 is,	 focusing	 on	 finding	
the	best	possible	solution	for	the	team,	organization,	or	community,	 they	foster	an	atmosphere	of	
mutual	respect	and	shared	responsibility.	In	conflict	management,	this	principle	is	often	referred	to	
as	focusing	on	interests	rather	than	positions.	Research	in	conflict	resolution,	such	as	the	work	of	
Roger	Fisher	and	William	Ury	in	Getting	to	Yes,	emphasizes	that	the	best	outcomes	often	come	from	
exploring	underlying	interests	rather	than	debating	fixed	positions.	

For	example,	in	a	school	leadership	team	meeting	where	two	department	heads	are	at	odds	over	a	
new	curriculum	implementation	strategy,	focusing	on	“what	is	right”	would	involve	asking	questions	
like:	What	do	we	want	for	our	students?	What	are	the	long-term	impacts	of	this	decision	on	learning	
outcomes?	 How	 can	 we	 collaborate	 to	 align	 these	 interests,	 even	 if	 we	 don’t	 agree	 on	 the	 specific	
methods?	

This	shift	brings	the	conversation	from	individual	defence	to	shared	problem-solving.	It	removes	the	
idea	 that	winning	 the	 argument	is	 the	 goal	 and	 replaces	 it	 with	 the	goal	 of	 finding	 a	 mutually	
beneficial	solution.	
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Going	“Hard	on	the	Problem,	Soft	on	the	Person”	
One	of	the	most	effective	techniques	in	conflict	management,	especially	in	leadership	and	educational	
contexts,	is	the	approach	of	being	“hard	on	the	problem	but	soft	on	the	person.”	This	concept	is	rooted	
in	empathy	and	respect	and	 is	 a	 key	 part	 of	nonviolent	 communication	and	interest-based	
negotiation	strategies.	

When	we	are	hard	on	the	problem,	we	approach	the	issue	at	hand	directly	and	with	clarity,	making	
it	the	central	focus	of	the	conversation.	The	problem	becomes	something	to	be	solved,	not	an	obstacle	
to	be	beaten.	By	being	soft	on	the	person,	we	ensure	that	we	treat	each	individual	with	dignity	and	
respect,	 regardless	 of	 their	 views	 or	 the	 conflict.	 This	 technique	 fosters	 an	 environment	
of	psychological	 safety,	 where	 individuals	 can	 engage	 in	 difficult	 conversations	 without	 fear	 of	
personal	attack	or	judgment.	

Research	on	emotional	intelligence	(such	as	the	work	of	Daniel	Goleman)	highlights	that	leaders	who	
approach	conflict	with	a	balance	of	empathy,	assertiveness,	and	emotional	regulation	create	a	space	
for	more	effective	communication	and	resolution.	When	leaders	show	respect	and	empathy	for	the	
person	involved,	even	if	they	disagree,	it	encourages	openness	and	reduces	defensiveness.	In	turn,	
this	leads	to	more	productive	problem-solving.	

By	 incorporating	 this	 mindset	 into	 conflict	 resolution,	 teams	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 engage	
in	collaborative	dialogue,	which	leads	to	better	understanding	and	sustainable	solutions.	Leaders	and	
educators	who	consistently	demonstrate	 this	approach	also	set	a	strong	example	 for	 their	 teams,	
showing	 that	healthy	 conflict	 resolution	 is	 about	moving	 forward	 together,	not	 about	winning	or	
losing.	

The	Role	of	Conflict	Managers:	Moving	Beyond	‘Positions’	to	‘Interests’	
As	a	conflict	manager,	my	role	is	to	help	both	parties	move	beyond	their	fixed	positions	and	discover	
the	underlying	interests	that	are	driving	their	actions.	This	involves	active	listening,	asking	powerful	
questions,	and	creating	a	safe	space	for	open	and	honest	conversation.	In	many	cases,	 individuals	
might	not	even	fully	understand	their	own	interests,	which	is	why	a	facilitator	or	coach	can	be	critical	
in	helping	them	reflect	on	their	motivations	and	desires.	

For	instance,	if	two	teachers	are	in	conflict	about	how	to	allocate	resources	in	the	classroom,	a	conflict	
manager	would	help	them	explore	not	just	their	surface	positions	(e.g.,	“I	want	more	books	for	my	
students”	vs.	“I	need	more	technology	for	my	students”)	but	their	deeper	interests.	Perhaps	the	teacher	
asking	 for	 books	 is	 driven	 by	 a	 concern	 about	 literacy	 outcomes,	 while	 the	 one	 advocating	 for	
technology	is	focused	on	preparing	students	for	a	digital	future.	By	identifying	these	deeper	interests,	
both	 teachers	 can	 realize	 they	 are	 aligned	 on	 their	shared	 goal	 –	 providing	 the	 best	 learning	
experience	for	students	–	and	can	begin	collaborating	on	how	to	achieve	that	in	a	way	that	satisfies	
both	interests.	

Conflict	management	techniques	like	these	are	effective	because	they	create	opportunities	for	mutual	
understanding.	This	understanding	becomes	the	basis	for	collaborative	problem-solving,	where	both	
parties	work	together	to	develop	creative	solutions	that	might	not	have	been	immediately	obvious	if	
they	were	solely	focused	on	their	positions.	
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Effective	Communication	Techniques	for	Resolving	Conflict	
In	 conflict	management,	 communication	 is	 key.	 To	 resolve	 conflicts	 effectively,	 leaders	 and	 team	
members	must	learn	to	communicate	clearly,	openly,	and	empathetically.	Here	are	a	few	research-
backed	communication	techniques	that	can	help:	

1. Active	Listening:	This	involves	fully	concentrating	on	what	the	other	person	is	saying	rather	
than	simply	preparing	 to	 respond.	By	 listening	attentively,	you	can	better	understand	 the	
other	person’s	needs	and	concerns,	which	is	essential	for	finding	common	ground.	

2. Paraphrasing	 and	 Summarizing:	Reflecting	 back	 what	 you’ve	 heard	 helps	 to	 clarify	
misunderstandings	and	demonstrates	empathy.	Phrases	like	“What	I’m	hearing	is…”	or	“So,	
you’re	saying	that…”	can	help	ensure	everyone	feels	understood	and	valued.	

3. Using	 “I”	 Statements:	Rather	 than	placing	blame	with	 “you”	 statements	 (e.g.,	 “You	never	
listen	to	me”),	“I”	statements	focus	on	your	own	experience	and	feelings	(e.g.,	“I	feel	frustrated	
when	I	don’t	feel	heard”).	This	reduces	defensiveness	and	keeps	the	conversation	focused	on	
the	issue,	not	the	person.	

4. Focusing	on	 Interests,	Not	Positions:	As	mentioned	 earlier,	 the	work	of	 Fisher	 and	Ury	
in	Getting	 to	 Yes	emphasizes	 that	 effective	 conflict	 resolution	 comes	 from	 identifying	 and	
discussing	 the	underlying	 interests	rather	 than	 entrenched	 positions.	 This	 approach	 is	
essential	 in	 ensuring	 that	both	 sides	 are	working	 towards	a	win-win	 solution	 rather	 than	
a	win-lose	one.	

5. Maintaining	a	Solution-Focused	Mindset:	Instead	of	rehashing	past	grievances	or	focusing	
on	what	went	wrong,	focus	on	what	can	be	done	moving	forward.	This	mindset	encourages	
positive	change	and	transformation,	rather	than	getting	stuck	in	the	past.	

	

Building	Stronger	Teams	Through	Conflict	
At	its	core,	effective	conflict	management	isn’t	just	about	resolving	disagreements,	it’s	about	building	
stronger,	more	resilient	teams.	When	leaders	and	educators	embrace	the	idea	of	focusing	on	“what	
is	right,”	they	foster	a	culture	of	respect,	collaboration,	and	trust.	Conflict	becomes	an	opportunity	for	
growth,	not	something	to	avoid	or	fear.	

In	educational	settings,	where	teachers,	administrators,	and	students	interact	regularly,	a	culture	of	
conflict	 resolution	 can	 help	model	healthy	 communication	 and	 problem-solving.	 For	 leaders,	 this	
approach	doesn’t	just	benefit	the	individuals	involved	in	a	conflict,	it	improves	overall	team	dynamics	
and	leads	to	better	outcomes	for	students,	staff,	and	organizations.	

Leading	Through	Conflict	with	Empathy	and	Action	
In	 summary,	 the	 key	 to	 effective	 conflict	 management	 is	 not	 about	 deciding	 who	 is	 right	 but	
determining	 what	 is	 right.	 By	 focusing	 on	 shared	 interests	 and	 the	 bigger	 picture,	 and	 using	
communication	techniques	that	foster	empathy	and	understanding,	 leaders	can	transform	conflict	
into	an	opportunity	for	growth	and	innovation.		

Effective	conflict	resolution	is	not	about	winning	–	it’s	about	finding	the	right	path	forward	together.	
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1. Shifting from “Who is Right” to “What is Right” 
o Think of a recent conflict you’ve experienced in your leadership role. How did 

you approach it? Was your focus on defending your own position, or were you 
able to shift to understanding what was right for the team or organization? What 
would have changed if you had focused more on finding a solution rather than 
being right? 
 

2. Exploring Underlying Interests 
o Reflect on a time when a conflict seemed insurmountable because both parties 

were entrenched in their positions.  
o What underlying interests (such as values or long-term goals) might have been 

driving the conflict, and how could uncovering these interests have led to a 
different outcome?  

o How can you apply this practice in future conflicts? 
 

3. Communication and Empathy in Conflict 
o How comfortable are you with using active listening, paraphrasing, and “I” 

statements in conflict situations?  
o Reflect on a time when you or a team member used these techniques to defuse a 

tense situation. What was the result?  
o How can you consciously integrate these communication techniques into your 

leadership style moving forward? 
 

4. Building a Conflict-Resilient Team 
o As a leader, how can you create a culture that encourages healthy conflict 

resolution within your team?  
o What specific actions can you take to foster a space where team members feel 

safe to express differing views, knowing they won’t be judged or dismissed? How 
will you model this mindset in your daily leadership? 
 

5. Leading Through Difficult Conversations 
o Think of a situation where you need to manage a difficult conversation in the 

near future. What would it look like to approach that conversation with empathy, 
focusing on solving the problem and keeping the person’s dignity intact? 

o What steps can you take today to prepare for this conversation in a way that 
encourages collaboration and understanding? 
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Weekly	Reflection		

	

The Power of Humour in Leadership: Why Educational 
Leaders Should Cultivate This Essential Trait 

In	an	increasingly	complex	and	fast-paced	world,	effective	leadership	requires	more	than	just	vision,	
decisiveness,	and	expertise.	Educational	leaders,	in	particular,	face	the	unique	challenge	of	inspiring,	
motivating,	and	guiding	educators,	students,	and	communities	through	periods	of	change,	innovation,	
and	 challenge.	 One	 often	 overlooked	 trait,	 however,	 plays	 a	 pivotal	 role	 in	 enhancing	 leadership	
effectiveness:	humour.	

Research	on	leadership	and	humour	reveals	a	wealth	of	benefits	for	leaders	who	are	able	to	integrate	
wit	and	humour	into	their	styles,	from	enhancing	team	dynamics	to	improving	communication	and	
stress	management.		

Why	Humour	Matters	in	Leadership	

1. Building	Trust	and	Rapport	
One	of	the	most	fundamental	aspects	of	effective	leadership	is	the	ability	to	build	trust.	
Humour	helps	break	down	barriers	and	create	an	approachable,	relatable	image	for	leaders.	
When	leaders	use	humour,	they	demonstrate	that	they	do	not	take	themselves	too	seriously,	
which	can	make	them	seem	more	accessible.	This	approachability	fosters	trust	and	
openness	among	team	members,	as	individuals	feel	more	comfortable	communicating	
openly	and	honestly.	Research	by	Robert	Provine,	a	leading	expert	on	the	psychology	of	
laughter,	indicates	that	humour	plays	a	crucial	role	in	social	bonding.	By	sharing	a	laugh,	
leaders	can	foster	positive	relationships	that	lead	to	increased	collaboration	and	stronger	
teamwork,	both	of	which	are	essential	in	education	settings.	

2. Reducing	Stress	and	Promoting	Well-being	
Educational	environments	are	often	filled	with	high-pressure	situations.	Teachers	are	under	
pressure	to	meet	performance	targets,	students	face	academic	and	personal	challenges,	and	
leaders	juggle	administrative	demands.	Humour	has	been	shown	to	be	a	powerful	stress	
reliever.	According	to	a	study	by	Michael	A.	Miller	(Journal	of	Managerial	Psychology),	
leaders	who	use	humour	in	the	workplace	help	reduce	stress	and	anxiety,	which	can	
improve	employee	well-being,	creativity,	and	overall	productivity.	In	high-stress	
educational	settings,	humour	provides	a	release	valve.	It	helps	diffuse	tension	and	create	a	
more	relaxed	atmosphere,	allowing	individuals	to	think	more	clearly	and	perform	better.	
Humour	can	also	increase	resilience	by	helping	staff	and	students	put	challenges	into	
perspective,	making	them	feel	more	equipped	to	cope	with	adversity.	

3. Enhancing	Communication	and	Engagement	
Humour	can	be	a	powerful	communication	tool.	It	has	been	shown	to	increase	attention,	
comprehension,	and	retention.	Leaders	who	use	humour	effectively	can	capture	attention	in	
meetings,	presentations,	and	discussions.	In	fact,	studies	show	that	people	are	more	likely	to	
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remember	information	if	it	is	presented	in	a	humorous	or	light-hearted	manner.	Humour	
can	also	help	leaders	to	convey	complex	or	sensitive	information	in	a	way	that	is	more	
palatable	and	less	intimidating.	In	educational	leadership,	where	policy	changes,	curriculum	
shifts,	or	difficult	decisions	are	often	on	the	agenda,	humour	can	soften	the	message	and	
increase	receptivity,	making	it	easier	for	others	to	digest	and	accept.	

4. Fostering	Creativity	and	Innovation	
Creativity	thrives	in	environments	where	individuals	feel	psychologically	safe	to	take	risks,	
think	outside	the	box,	and	experiment	with	new	ideas.	Leaders	who	use	humour	can	create	
a	culture	of	psychological	safety	by	reducing	the	fear	of	failure.	According	to	Edgar	Schein,	
an	expert	in	organizational	culture,	humour	can	act	as	a	tool	for	fostering	creativity	by	
promoting	a	non-threatening	atmosphere	in	which	people	feel	free	to	express	
unconventional	ideas.	When	humour	is	embraced,	it	signals	that	failure	is	not	something	to	
be	feared	but	rather	an	inevitable	part	of	the	learning	and	growing	process.	Educational	
leaders	who	encourage	a	playful	attitude	toward	challenges	often	inspire	more	creative	
thinking	and	problem-solving	within	their	teams.	

5. Improving	Leadership	Effectiveness	and	Impact	
A	sense	of	humour	is	not	just	a	“nice-to-have”	quality	for	leaders,	it	can	actually	improve	
leadership	effectiveness.	Research	from	Adam	Grant	at	the	Wharton	School	of	the	
University	of	Pennsylvania	suggests	that	humour	helps	leaders	connect	with	others	on	a	
deeper	level,	making	their	leadership	more	effective.	Leaders	who	use	humour	
appropriately	are	seen	as	more	charismatic,	approachable,	and	capable,	which	increases	
their	influence	and	ability	to	motivate	others.	It	can	also	serve	as	a	tool	for	reinforcing	
positive	behaviours	and	values	within	a	school	community.	A	humorous	anecdote	or	light-
hearted	comment	can	be	a	powerful	way	for	leaders	to	highlight	desired	behaviours	or	
reinforce	important	messages	without	being	overly	didactic	or	punitive.	

	

How	Successful	Educational	Leaders	Use	Humour	

While	humour	can	be	an	incredibly	valuable	tool	for	educational	leaders,	it	is	essential	to	use	it	wisely	
and	 authentically.	 When	 used	 appropriately,	 humour	 can	 significantly	 enhance	 leadership	
effectiveness.	Here	are	a	few	ways	successful	leaders	integrate	humour	into	their	leadership	styles:	

• Modelling	Resilience	Through	Humour	
Leaders	like	Sir	Ken	Robinson,	the	renowned	educationalist,	have	demonstrated	how	
humour	can	be	used	to	model	resilience	in	the	face	of	challenges.	Robinson,	known	for	his	
engaging	talks	on	creativity	in	education,	used	humour	to	address	issues	related	to	rigid	
educational	systems,	thereby	inviting	critical	reflection	while	simultaneously	alleviating	
discomfort.	By	laughing	at	the	absurdities	of	an	overly	structured	system,	he	helped	others	
embrace	new	ways	of	thinking.	

• Using	Humour	to	Reinforce	School	Culture	
Leaders	who	embrace	humour	can	use	it	as	a	means	of	reinforcing	school	culture	and	
values.	For	instance,	Hannah	Wilson,	an	educational	leader	in	the	UK,	is	known	for	using	
humour	in	her	staff	meetings	to	highlight	key	messages	about	student-centred	teaching	and	
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the	importance	of	well-being.	Her	witty	observations	and	good-natured	humour	create	a	
positive	atmosphere	where	colleagues	feel	comfortable	sharing	ideas	and	engaging	with	
difficult	topics.	

• Building	Inclusivity	and	Diversity	
Leaders	who	use	humour	to	celebrate	diversity	can	help	create	an	inclusive	environment	
where	differences	are	not	only	acknowledged	but	embraced.	Humour	can	be	an	effective	
way	of	disarming	biases,	breaking	down	stereotypes,	and	fostering	open	dialogue	about	
difficult	topics	like	race,	equity,	and	inclusion.	The	late	Nelson	Mandela	was	a	master	at	
using	humour	to	connect	with	people	from	all	walks	of	life,	often	using	wit	to	diffuse	tension	
and	build	unity.	

• Creating	a	Positive	and	Enjoyable	Environment	
Effective	leaders	understand	the	importance	of	balancing	seriousness	with	moments	of	
lightness.	Leaders	who	create	spaces	where	people	can	laugh	and	enjoy	themselves	tend	to	
foster	more	positive	work	environments.	Humour	can	help	create	a	sense	of	joy	and	
camaraderie,	making	challenging	days	a	little	easier	to	handle.	Whether	it’s	a	light-hearted	
comment	in	a	meeting	or	a	playful	gesture	in	the	hallways,	humour	helps	keep	morale	high	
and	spirits	positive,	even	in	difficult	times.	

	

Humour	as	a	Leadership	Skill	

Incorporating	humour	 into	 leadership	 is	not	about	 telling	 jokes	or	being	 the	 ‘buffoon’.	 	 It’s	about	
creating	a	space	where	people	 feel	comfortable,	supported,	and	 inspired.	For	educational	 leaders,	
humour	is	a	valuable	tool	that	can	foster	trust,	reduce	stress,	encourage	creativity,	and	ultimately	
lead	to	more	effective	and	impactful	leadership.	

Research	 shows	 that	 leaders	 who	 use	 humour	 effectively	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 build	 strong	
relationships,	 inspire	 their	 teams,	and	create	a	positive	environment	where	people	can	thrive.	By	
embracing	 humour,	 educational	 leaders	 can	 cultivate	 a	 culture	 of	 innovation,	 well-being,	 and	
collaboration—qualities	 that	 are	 essential	 for	 success	 in	 today’s	 ever-changing	 educational	
landscape.	

As	an	educational	leader,	it’s	time	to	add	humour	to	your	leadership	toolkit.	Not	only	will	it	enhance	
your	 effectiveness,	 but	 it	will	 also	make	 your	work	more	 enjoyable,	 engaging,	 and	 impactful	 for	
everyone	you	lead.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

A sense of humour is not just a “nice-to-have” 

 quality for leaders, it can actually improve  

leadership effectiveness. 
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1. Embracing Humour to Build Trust 
o Reflect on your leadership style: How do you currently use humour (or how 

could you use it) to build trust and rapport with your team?  
o What difference do you think a more light-hearted approach could make in 

fostering openness and collaboration within your organization?  
o Do you distinguish between humour and buffoonery and do you recognise the 

right moments and contexts to use humour?  
 

2. Using Humour to Reduce Stress 
o Think about the last time you or your team faced a high-pressure situation. How 

could humour have helped reduce stress or create a more relaxed environment?  
o What specific ways can you integrate humour into stressful situations to 

improve well-being and resilience moving forward?  
 

3. Humour in Communication 
o When communicating complex or challenging topics, how comfortable are you 

with using humour to engage your audience?  
o Can you recall a situation where humour helped you convey a tough message 

more effectively?  
o How can you consciously use humour to improve the way you communicate key 

messages in the future? 
 

4. Modelling Resilience Through Humour 
o Consider a recent challenge or setback within your leadership journey. How 

might you have used humour to model resilience for your team?  
o How could embracing humour during difficult moments encourage your team to 

handle challenges with greater creativity and less fear of failure? 
 

5. Creating a Positive and Inclusive Environment 
o Reflect on your current organizational culture. How could you use humour to 

foster inclusivity and celebrate diversity?  
o How might humour help to break down barriers, ease difficult conversations, and 

create a space where everyone feels valued and heard? 
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Navigating the Night: Insights and Strategies for 
Leaders 

“Don’t	allow	the	practical	feel	of	a	mid-week	morning	at	9am	to	conceal	the	complex	insights	of	3am	
the	previous	night.”	–	Dr.	Gabor	Maté	

There	 is	 something	 uniquely	 harrowing	 about	 the	 quiet	 hours	 of	 the	 early	morning,	 particularly	
around	3am.	In	these	still,	lonely	hours,	our	minds	often	race	with	worries,	doubts,	and	anxieties	that	
feel	 overwhelming.	 For	 leaders,	 this	 time	 can	 become	 a	 crucible	 for	 stress,	 where	 unresolved	
decisions,	looming	challenges,	or	feelings	of	inadequacy	stir	a	knot	in	the	stomach	and	keep	us	awake.	
The	weight	of	 responsibilities,	 the	pressure	of	 expectations,	 and	 the	 fear	of	making	mistakes	 can	
create	a	mental	landscape	that	feels	impossibly	heavy.	

In	these	moments,	the	mind	doesn’t	always	focus	on	solutions	but	rather	spirals	into	rumination.	The	
worries	that	surface	in	the	darkness	can	sometimes	feel	insurmountable.	These	thoughts	often	relate	
to	 important	decisions,	whether	 in	personal	 leadership,	 team	management,	or	strategic	direction,	
along	with	an	internal	monologue	of	self-doubt.	It’s	as	though	the	night	magnifies	our	anxieties,	and	
we	lie	awake	wondering	whether	we’re	up	to	the	task	or	if	we’ve	made	the	right	choices.	We	can	be	
overwhelmed	by	the	enormity	of	it	all,	and	these	emotions	feel	so	much	more	intense	in	the	stillness	
of	the	night.	

But	when	morning	comes,	a	shift	occurs.	The	practical	demands	of	the	day	take	over	with	the	rush	to	
get	things	done,	the	schedule	to	follow,	the	meetings	to	attend.	The	calm,	contemplative	energy	of	the	
night	dissipates,	and	we	often	push	those	deep	concerns	aside.	The	routine	of	the	day	can	erase	the	
raw	emotions	and	insights	we	uncovered	in	the	stillness	of	the	night.	But,	as	Dr.	Gabor	Maté’s	quote	
highlights,	we	should	not	dismiss	these	nocturnal	insights.	Often,	they	contain	powerful	clues	to	the	
areas	in	our	leadership	that	need	attention	or	development.	

The	Struggle	of	Early	Morning	Anxiety	

It’s	 common	 for	 leaders	 to	 experience	 heightened	 stress	 in	 the	 early	morning	 hours.	 The	mind,	
unoccupied	by	the	distractions	of	the	day,	is	free	to	fixate	on	worries.	This	experience	is	not	exclusive	
to	novice	leaders	or	those	in	crisis;	even	seasoned	leaders,	coaches,	and	educators	can	struggle	with	
these	moments	of	acute	anxiety.	The	truth	is	that	the	pressure	of	leadership	is	often	most	acutely	felt	
in	these	quiet	hours,	when	the	mind	can’t	escape	from	itself.	

During	the	early	morning,	these	anxieties	can	be	particularly	intense	because	they	tap	into	core	fears,	
such	as:	

• Fear	of	inadequacy:	Am	I	doing	enough?	Am	I	making	the	right	decisions	for	my	team,	my	
organization,	or	my	family?	

• Fear	of	failure:	What	if	I	fail,	and	the	consequences	are	dire?	What	will	others	think?	
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• Fear	of	disappointing	others:	As	 leaders,	we	often	shoulder	 the	responsibility	of	others’	
success.	The	fear	of	letting	down	our	team	or	colleagues	can	be	overwhelming.	

• Fear	of	uncertainty:	Leaders	are	constantly	faced	with	decisions	that	have	no	clear	answer.	
The	unknown	can	be	paralysing.	

In	these	moments,	it’s	easy	to	feel	isolated,	as	though	the	weight	of	leadership	is	too	much	to	bear	
alone.	However,	the	most	powerful	leaders	learn	to	use	these	feelings	not	as	burdens	to	carry	but	
as	signals	–	insights	that	can	point	to	areas	of	growth,	adjustment,	and	alignment.	

Drawing	on	Techniques	to	Support	Yourself	Through	Nighttime	Anxiety	

When	those	early	morning	hours	become	a	source	of	overwhelming	anxiety,	it’s	important	to	have	
strategies	 to	support	yourself.	Drawing	 from	psychological	research,	mindfulness	 techniques,	and	
conflict	management	practices,	 there	are	actionable	methods	 that	 can	help	 leaders	not	only	 cope	
but	transform	these	experiences	into	opportunities	for	growth.	

1. Mindfulness	and	Grounding	Techniques:	One	of	the	most	effective	ways	to	calm	a	racing	
mind	is	through	mindfulness	practices,	which	help	bring	the	individual	back	into	the	present	
moment.	 Techniques	 like	deep	 breathing,	progressive	 muscle	 relaxation,	 or	 the	5-4-3-2-1	
grounding	exercise	can	help	shift	your	attention	away	from	swirling	anxieties	and	back	to	the	
reality	of	the	present.	Mindfulness	meditation	–	even	if	only	for	a	few	minutes	–	can	help	calm	
the	mind	and	centre	your	thoughts.	By	learning	to	focus	on	your	breath	and	bodily	sensations,	
you	can	distance	yourself	from	the	runaway	train	of	negative	thoughts	and	ground	yourself	
in	the	present	moment.	

2. Journaling	for	Clarity:	Journaling	has	been	shown	to	have	therapeutic	benefits,	especially	
when	it	comes	to	unpacking	complex	thoughts	and	emotions.	If	you	find	yourself	awake	at	
3am	with	 worries	 about	 a	 tough	 decision	 or	 a	 challenging	 situation	 at	 work,	 take	 a	 few	
moments	to	write	down	what’s	on	your	mind.	This	simple	practice	can	help	you	organize	your	
thoughts,	prioritize	your	concerns,	and	gain	clarity.	Writing	down	your	feelings	for	15	–	30	
minutes	once	a	day	for	5	days	can	make	them	feel	infinitely	more	manageable,	and	you	might	
discover	solutions	or	insights	that	were	previously	buried	in	the	haze	of	anxiety.	There	is	a	
considerable	body	of	research	that	attests	to	this	technique.		

3. Reframing	 Your	 Thoughts:	Cognitive-behavioural	 techniques,	 particularly	cognitive	
reframing,	can	be	immensely	useful	in	transforming	anxiety	into	clarity.	Reframing	involves	
taking	 a	 negative	 or	 anxious	 thought	 and	 turning	 it	 into	 something	more	manageable	 or	
empowering.	For	example,	instead	of	thinking,	“I’m	overwhelmed	and	I	don’t	know	how	to	
manage	all	of	this,”	you	might	reframe	the	thought	as,	“I	am	facing	significant	challenges,	but	
I	have	the	skills	and	support	to	navigate	them.”	Reframing	helps	you	shift	your	mindset	from	
one	of	helplessness	to	one	of	empowerment.	

4. Identifying	Patterns	of	Anxiety:	Another	powerful	technique	for	managing	the	3am	anxiety	
is	 to	 identify	 any	 patterns	 that	 may	 be	 contributing	 to	 these	 sleepless	 nights.	 Are	 there	
specific	 issues	 or	 decisions	 that	 repeatedly	 trigger	 these	 anxious	 feelings?	 By	 identifying	
patterns,	you	can	address	 the	root	causes	rather	 than	 just	 the	surface	symptoms.	Are	you	
fearing	failure	because	of	a	recent	performance	review?	Are	you	feeling	unprepared	for	an	
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upcoming	presentation	or	meeting?	Once	you	pinpoint	the	core	issue,	you	can	work	with	a	
coach	or	mentor	to	create	a	plan	of	action	to	address	it.	

5. Seeking	Support	and	Reflection:	It’s	important	to	remember	that	you	don’t	have	to	navigate	
these	moments	of	anxiety	alone.	I’ve	seen	time	and	again	how	helpful	it	is	for	leaders	to	talk	
through	 their	 concerns	with	 someone	 they	 trust.	 Whether	 that’s	 a	 coach,	 a	 mentor,	 a	
colleague,	 or	 a	 friend,	 verbalizing	 your	 anxieties	 can	 help	 you	 process	 them	 and	 gain	
perspective.	 Coaching	 sessions,	 in	 particular,	 offer	 a	safe	 space	to	 reflect,	 explore	 deeper	
feelings,	and	identify	solutions.		

6. Self-Compassion:	During	 moments	 of	 nighttime	 anxiety,	 leaders	 often	 fall	 into	 the	 trap	
of	self-criticism,	 thinking	 they	 should	 be	 able	 to	 handle	 everything	 perfectly.	 In	 fact,	 self-
compassion	is	an	essential	practice	during	these	times.	Acknowledge	that	it	is	normal	to	feel	
anxious	or	 uncertain	 and	 that	 these	 emotions	 don’t	 define	 your	 leadership	 ability.	 Treat	
yourself	with	the	same	understanding	and	care	that	you	would	offer	to	a	friend	in	a	similar	
situation.	Self-compassion	helps	reduce	the	negative	effects	of	stress,	fosters	resilience,	and	
supports	emotional	well-being.	

7. Projecting	Forward:	when	 faced	with	 these	sleepless	nights	where	 the	events	of	 the	day	
magnify,	it	is	often	good	to	project	yourself	forward	to	the	next	day	and	imagine	looking	back	
on	the	specific	event	that	was	causing	the	sleeplessness.	What	will	this	concern	look	like	from	
the	perspective	of	tomorrow?		

	

Transforming	Nighttime	Insights	Into	Actionable	Leadership	

While	 the	 early	morning	 hours	 can	 be	 harrowing,	 they	 also	 present	 a	 rare	 opportunity	 for	 deep	
reflection	and	insight.	The	anxieties	and	fears	that	surface	in	these	moments	may	reveal	underlying	
areas	for	growth	or	bring	to	light	issues	that	need	attention.	However,	these	insights	are	only	valuable	
if	they	are	acted	upon.	

When	we	wake	up,	the	world	often	feels	more	predictable.	We	move	into	routine	mode	–	checking	
emails,	attending	meetings,	managing	projects.	But	if	we	fail	to	reflect	on	and	act	upon	the	insights	of	
the	 night,	 we	 risk	 letting	 valuable	 lessons	 slip	 away.	 This	 is	 where	 coaching	 and	 self-reflection	
become	invaluable	tools.	By	embracing	and	exploring	these	late-night	anxieties,	leaders	can	navigate	
their	 challenges	 with	 greater	 clarity,	address	 underlying	 fears,	 and	enhance	 their	 leadership	
capabilities.	

If	 you	 find	 yourself	 waking	 up	 in	 the	 early	 hours	 of	 the	 morning	 with	 overwhelming	 thoughts,	
remember:	these	moments	are	not	the	end	of	the	journey.	They	are	part	of	the	process	of	growth	and	
leadership.	 Through	coaching,	self-compassion,	 and	reflection,	 you	 can	 turn	 these	 challenging	
moments	into	opportunities	for	deeper	insight	and	more	effective	leadership.	
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1. Turning Nighttime Anxiety into Clarity 
o When you find yourself awake in the early hours, filled with anxiety or worry, 

what specific thoughts or fears tend to emerge most frequently?  
o How can you reframe these thoughts into more empowering perspectives that 

allow you to feel more in control and capable of addressing the challenges you 
face? 

o Can you use A.C.T or C.B.T. techniques to help you? 
 

2. Identifying Patterns of Anxiety 
o Reflect on the recurring situations or decisions that tend to trigger your anxiety at 

night. What patterns can you identify?  
o How can you proactively address these triggers during the day, so they don’t take 

over your thoughts at night? 
 

3. Journaling for Leadership Clarity 
o How might incorporating a journaling practice into your routine help you gain 

clarity around leadership challenges?  
o If you were to journal about your most recent moment of 3am anxiety, what 

insights or actionable steps could emerge from reflecting on those thoughts and 
feelings? 
 

4. Mindfulness and Grounding Techniques in Leadership 
o In moments of stress or overwhelm, how often do you practice mindfulness or 

grounding techniques to calm your mind?  
o How could you integrate these practices into your daily routine to ensure you 

remain grounded, even during the most stressful periods? 
 

5. Seeking Support and Developing Resilience 
o Who in your professional network do you trust to talk through moments of anxiety 

or self-doubt?  
o How could you make seeking support a more regular practice in your leadership, 

so you’re not carrying the weight of decisions alone?  
o What would it look like to embrace vulnerability as a strength in leadership? 
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The Hidden Weight of Everyday Moments 
As	educational/organisational	leaders,	we’re	often	trained	to	focus	on	the	big,	high-stakes	events	–	
major	school	initiatives,	board	meetings,	large-scale	projects,	and	pivotal	presentations.	These	are	
the	moments	 that	 feel	 like	 they	 define	 our	 careers,	 the	 ones	we	 anticipate	 and	 prepare	 for	with	
strategic	precision.	Yet,	what	we	often	fail	to	acknowledge	is	that	it’s	not	these	monumental	occasions	
that	weigh	us	down	the	most.	In	fact,	it’s	the	smaller,	seemingly	insignificant	events	that	accumulate	
over	time,	slowly	eroding	our	energy,	patience,	and	mental	resilience.	

The	small	moments	–	 the	daily	 frustrations,	miscommunications,	unresolved	conflicts,	 and	minor	
disappointments	 –	 are	 the	 silent	 contributors	 to	 our	 stress	 and	burnout.	Over	 time,	 they	 build	 a	
hidden	weight	that	can	become	overwhelming	if	left	unchecked.	

As	a	leader	in	education,	it’s	crucial	to	recognize	this	dynamic	and	take	proactive	steps	to	manage	
these	smaller	stressors	so	that	they	don’t	snowball	into	larger,	unmanageable	challenges.	

The	Accumulation	of	Small	Moments	

In	the	daily	whirlwind	of	school	 life,	we	often	don’t	have	the	luxury	of	time	to	process	each	small	
event	fully.	A	student	acts	out	in	class.	A	teacher	makes	a	last-minute	change	to	a	schedule.	A	parent	
sends	a	frustrated	email	late	in	the	day.	These	are	moments	that	seem	insignificant	in	isolation,	but	
when	piled	up	over	weeks	or	months,	they	can	leave	us	feeling	drained	and	overwhelmed.	

Research	on	stress	often	focuses	on	the	“life-changing	events”	that	cause	major	upheaval,	such	as	
moving	to	a	new	home	or	experiencing	a	health	crisis.	However,	studies	have	shown	that	it’s	actually	
the	accumulation	of	smaller,	continuous	stressors	–	known	as	“chronic	low-level	stress”	–	that	can	be	
just	 as,	 if	 not	 more,	 damaging	 to	 our	 mental	 health.	 As	 leaders,	 the	 constant	 series	 of	 minor	
disruptions	and	challenges	can	quietly	take	their	toll,	making	it	harder	to	respond	effectively	when	
bigger,	more	urgent	situations	arise.	

For	example,	a	teacher	may	bring	up	a	concern	about	student	behaviour	every	few	days,	or	there	may	
be	repeated	misunderstandings	in	staff	communications.	While	none	of	these	issues	alone	may	seem	
critical,	over	time,	they	create	a	pervasive	sense	of	tension	that	can	undermine	your	ability	to	lead	
effectively.	When	you’re	fatigued	by	the	accumulation	of	small	 frustrations,	 it	becomes	difficult	to	
maintain	the	focus	and	energy	needed	to	tackle	more	significant	challenges.	The	weight	of	the	little	
things	can	obscure	your	ability	to	think	clearly,	solve	problems	creatively,	and	lead	with	purpose.	

The	Impact	on	Emotional	and	Mental	Well-Being	

When	these	small	moments	are	left	unaddressed,	they	create	a	backlog	of	unresolved	issues.	Each	
one	is	like	a	pebble	in	your	backpack,	and	while	each	pebble	may	seem	light	at	first,	over	time,	that	
weight	grows	heavier	and	harder	to	carry.	This	cumulative	effect	can	lead	to	stress,	burnout,	and	a	
sense	of	emotional	exhaustion	that	is	more	difficult	to	recover	from	than	a	singular	big	event.	
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This	 is	 particularly	 relevant	 for	 educational	 leaders	who	 are	 constantly	 in	 the	 public	 eye	 and	 in	
constant	 communication	 with	 students,	 staff,	 parents,	 and	 other	 stakeholders.	 When	 you	 are	
emotionally	drained	by	 the	 little	 things,	you	are	 less	able	 to	show	up	with	 the	clarity	and	energy	
needed	for	the	big	decisions	and	conversations.	In	turn,	this	can	negatively	impact	the	overall	culture	
of	the	school,	as	leaders	who	are	worn	down	by	the	smaller	stressors	can	inadvertently	contribute	to	
a	stressed	and	disengaged	environment	among	staff	and	students.	

Strategies	for	Managing	the	Small	to	Ensure	the	Big	Stays	Easy	
The	key	to	managing	this	hidden	stress	is	not	necessarily	to	“eliminate”	small	challenges	(which	is	
unrealistic),	but	to	create	systems	and	strategies	that	allow	you	to	manage	them	more	effectively.	By	
addressing	 the	 small	 issues	 before	 they	 accumulate	 and	 overwhelm	 you,	 you	 can	 preserve	 your	
energy,	focus,	and	emotional	reserves	for	when	the	bigger	challenges	inevitably	arise.	

Here	 are	 some	 practical	 strategies	 for	 managing	 the	 small	 moments	 so	 the	 big	 ones	 remain	
manageable:	

1. Practice	Micro-Self-Care:	One	of	the	most	effective	ways	to	prevent	small	stressors	from	
accumulating	 is	 to	 incorporate	 regular	micro-self-care	 practices	 into	 your	 day.	 These	 are	
small,	 intentional	 breaks	 that	 allow	 you	 to	 reset	 and	 recharge.	 Whether	 it’s	 a	 5-minute	
meditation,	 a	 brief	 walk	 outside,	 or	 a	 couple	 of	minutes	 of	 deep	 breathing,	 these	micro-
practices	allow	you	to	stay	grounded	and	clear-headed	throughout	your	day.	When	you	take	
care	of	yourself	in	small,	frequent	ways,	you	build	resilience	against	the	emotional	and	mental	
toll	of	everyday	challenges.	

2. Develop	 Systems	 for	 Conflict	 Resolution:	 Many	 small	 stressors	 arise	 from	 unresolved	
conflicts	 or	 miscommunications.	 By	 developing	 clear,	 proactive	 systems	 for	 conflict	
resolution,	you	can	address	issues	before	they	escalate.	Make	it	a	habit	to	address	concerns	
and	disagreements	as	soon	as	they	arise.	Whether	it’s	a	quick	check-in	with	a	staff	member	
or	a	more	structured	conversation	with	a	student,	nip	conflicts	in	the	bud	before	they	have	
the	chance	to	fester.	

3. Prioritise	Delegation:	As	leaders,	we	often	feel	compelled	to	handle	every	issue	ourselves,	
but	this	only	adds	to	the	weight	of	the	small	moments.	Delegation	is	key.	Identify	tasks	that	
can	be	handled	by	others	and	trust	your	team	to	take	ownership	of	them.	Not	only	does	this	
lighten	your	load,	but	it	also	empowers	your	colleagues	to	step	into	leadership	roles,	creating	
a	more	 collaborative	 and	 resilient	 school	 environment.	 The	more	 you	 delegate,	 the	more	
energy	you	free	up	for	the	bigger	challenges	that	require	your	full	attention.	

4. Create	Boundaries	for	Time	and	Energy:	Small	stressors	can	quickly	drain	your	time	and	
energy	if	you’re	not	mindful	of	boundaries.	Set	clear	boundaries	for	your	time,	both	during	
the	school	day	and	in	your	personal	life.	Schedule	time	for	deep	work	–	where	you	can	focus	
on	larger	initiatives	or	strategic	thinking	–	without	interruption.	Equally	important	is	setting	
aside	time	for	rest	and	relaxation,	ensuring	that	your	energy	reserves	are	replenished.	When	
you	allow	yourself	to	step	away	from	the	constant	stream	of	small	challenges,	you	can	return	
to	work	with	renewed	focus	and	perspective.	

5. Build	Emotional	Awareness:	The	first	step	in	managing	small	stressors	is	becoming	aware	
of	when	they	are	building	up.	Tune	into	your	emotions	throughout	the	day,	notice	when	you	
start	to	feel	irritated,	anxious,	or	fatigued.	By	acknowledging	your	emotional	state,	you	can	
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address	 the	small	 issues	before	 they	snowball.	Additionally,	practice	emotional	regulation	
techniques	to	maintain	a	calm	and	clear	head,	even	in	the	face	of	frequent	interruptions	or	
frustrations.	

6. Foster	 a	 Culture	 of	 Open	 Communication:	 In	 any	 school	 environment,	 open	
communication	is	crucial	 for	preventing	the	buildup	of	small	 frustrations.	Encourage	your	
team	to	speak	openly	about	challenges,	concerns,	and	frustrations,	and	create	a	safe	space	
where	they	can	express	themselves	without	fear	of	judgment.	Regularly	check	in	with	staff	
members	 to	 ensure	 that	 small	 issues	 aren’t	 being	 left	 unaddressed.	When	 everyone	 feels	
heard	 and	 understood,	 the	 accumulation	 of	 small	 stressors	 is	 minimized,	 and	 the	 work	
environment	remains	healthier	and	more	positive.	

7. Focus	on	the	Bigger	Picture:	When	you	feel	overwhelmed	by	the	small	moments,	it’s	easy	
to	lose	sight	of	the	larger	mission.	Remind	yourself	regularly	of	the	bigger	picture	–	why	you	
became	an	educational	leader	in	the	first	place.	Connect	with	your	school’s	core	values	and	
long-term	goals.	This	perspective	will	help	you	stay	motivated	and	focused,	making	it	easier	
to	handle	the	smaller	frustrations	that	arise	along	the	way.	

	

Small	Changes	Lead	to	Big	Results	
The	weight	of	small,	cumulative	stressors	can	be	insidious,	quietly	building	up	until	we	find	ourselves	
mentally	and	emotionally	drained.	However,	as	educational	leaders,	we	have	the	ability	to	manage	
these	small	moments	before	they	grow	too	heavy	to	carry.	By	being	proactive	in	our	approach	to	the	
everyday	challenges	that	arise,	we	not	only	preserve	our	well-being	but	also	ensure	that	we	have	the	
clarity,	energy,	and	emotional	 resilience	 to	handle	 the	big,	 important	moments	with	ease.	 It’s	 the	
small,	 consistent	 efforts	 –	 taking	 time	 for	 self-care,	 addressing	 conflicts	 early,	 delegating,	 and	
fostering	open	communication	–	that	allow	us	to	lead	effectively	and	sustainably.	When	we	master	
the	small	moments,	 the	big	ones	become	not	 just	manageable,	but	an	opportunity	 for	meaningful	
growth	and	leadership.	
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1. Identifying the Small Stressors 
o Reflect on your typical day as an educational leader. What are the small 

moments, whether frustrations, miscommunications, or minor disappointments, 
that tend to accumulate and weigh you down over time?  

o How do you currently address these moments, and what might you do differently 
to prevent them from escalating? 
 

2. Emotional Awareness and Regulation 
o How aware are you of the emotional toll small stressors take on you throughout 

the day?  
o Can you identify specific signs – physical, emotional, or mental – that indicate you 

are becoming overwhelmed by minor challenges?  
o How might you build greater emotional awareness in real-time, so you can 

address these feelings before they accumulate? 
 

3. Strategies for Micro-Self-Care 
o What micro-self-care practices could you incorporate into your daily routine to 

reset and recharge during moments of stress?  
o How can these small, intentional breaks support you in maintaining clarity, 

energy, and resilience, especially in the midst of ongoing challenges? 
 

4. Delegation and Boundary Setting 
o Reflect on your current approach to delegation and boundary setting. Are there 

tasks you are holding onto that could be delegated to others?  
o What boundaries could you set to protect your time and energy for the larger, 

more impactful aspects of your role, while also addressing the small stressors in a 
healthy way? 
 

5. Creating a Culture of Communication 
o How open is the communication within your team regarding minor frustrations 

or ongoing challenges?  
o How might you foster a culture where staff members feel safe and encouraged to 

address small issues early, preventing them from building up into larger, more 
draining concerns?  

o What steps can you take to ensure that small frustrations do not go unnoticed or 
unresolved? 
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The Power of Purpose in Leadership: Cultivating 
Meaning for Health, Longevity, and Impact 

As	educational	leaders,	we	are	often	asked	to	do	more	with	less:	more	challenges,	more	demands,	
and	more	responsibility,	all	while	remaining	accountable	for	the	success	and	well-being	of	students,	
staff,	and	the	broader	school	community.	In	this	fast-paced,	high-pressure	environment,	it’s	easy	to	
lose	sight	of	why	we	do	what	we	do.	We	may	become	so	focused	on	the	daily	grind	–	dealing	with	
administrative	tasks,	managing	crises,	and	meeting	goals	–	that	we	forget	to	connect	with	the	deeper	
sense	of	purpose	that	originally	drew	us	to	leadership	in	the	first	place.	

However,	what	if	reconnecting	to	a	sense	of	purpose	could	not	only	help	us	lead	more	effectively	but	
also	enhance	our	personal	well-being	and	longevity?	Recent	research	led	by	Dr.	Anthony	Burrow,	a	
psychologist	 and	 director	 of	 the	 Purpose	 and	 Practice	 Lab	 at	 Cornell	 University,	 highlights	 how	
having	 a	 clear	 sense	 of	 purpose	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 powerful	 tools	 for	 fostering	 personal	
resilience,	 improving	 mental	 health,	 and	 even	 boosting	 life	 expectancy.	 This	 is	 particularly	
relevant	 for	 school	 leaders,	 whose	 roles	 often	 require	 navigating	 complex	 emotional	 and	
interpersonal	landscapes.	

Purpose	is	Not	Something	We	Find,	But	Something	We	Cultivate	

One	of	the	key	insights	from	Burrow’s	work	is	that	purpose	is	not	something	that	we	“find”	in	the	
traditional	 sense,	 as	 though	 it’s	 waiting	 out	 there	 for	 us	 to	 stumble	 upon	 it.	 Instead,	 purpose	 is	
something	 we	 develop	 and	 cultivate	 from	within.	 According	 to	 Burrow,	 purpose	 is	 an	 evolving,	
dynamic	 force	 in	 our	 lives	 that	 reflects	 our	 deepest	 values,	 passions,	 and	 motivations.	 It’s	 not	
something	fixed;	rather,	it’s	something	that	can	grow	and	change	over	time,	particularly	when	we	
take	the	time	to	reflect	on	what	truly	matters	to	us	and	to	the	communities	we	serve.	

For	 school	 leaders,	 this	 concept	 is	 empowering	 because	 it	 means	 that	 purpose	 isn’t	 an	 elusive,	
external	goal.	It’s	not	about	waiting	for	a	life-changing	moment	or	grand	epiphany.	Instead,	purpose	
can	be	nurtured	through	consistent	actions,	small	decisions,	and	reflections	that	align	with	our	core	
values.	When	we	approach	leadership	with	purpose,	we	create	meaning	in	the	everyday	activities	
and	challenges	we	face.	

Purpose	and	Well-Being:	A	Direct	Link	to	Health	and	Longevity	
Research	shows	that	individuals	with	a	strong	sense	of	purpose	experience	better	health	outcomes,	
are	more	resilient	to	stress,	and	enjoy	greater	life	satisfaction.	Burrow’s	studies	reveal	that	having	
purpose	doesn’t	just	contribute	to	psychological	well-being—it	also	has	a	direct	impact	on	physical	
health.	People	with	a	clear	sense	of	purpose	tend	to	have	lower	rates	of	chronic	diseases,	lower	stress	
levels,	and	improved	immune	function.	This	is	crucial	for	school	leaders	who	often	face	high	levels	of	
stress,	emotional	exhaustion,	and	the	risk	of	burnout.	

Weekly Reflection 



 

142 

A	clear	sense	of	purpose	acts	as	a	buffer	against	stress	by	helping	us	navigate	challenges	with	a	deeper	
sense	of	meaning.	When	we	know	why	we	do	what	we	do	–	when	we	understand	the	larger	goals	and	
values	 that	 guide	 our	 decisions	 –	 daily	 stressors	 become	more	manageable.	 Purpose	 provides	 a	
framework	for	coping	with	difficulties	and	prevents	the	feelings	of	helplessness	or	apathy	that	can	
often	accompany	high-pressure	roles.	

Moreover,	 purpose-driven	 individuals	 are	more	 likely	 to	 engage	 in	health-promoting	behaviours.	
School	leaders	who	find	purpose	in	their	work	are	more	likely	to	take	care	of	their	physical	health,	
engage	in	self-care	practices,	and	prioritize	time	for	reflection	and	relaxation.	This	not	only	benefits	
their	personal	well-being	but	also	sets	an	example	for	the	staff	and	students	they	lead.	

Purpose	in	Leadership:	Connecting	with	a	Larger	Vision	
As	a	school	leader,	you	may	already	have	a	general	sense	of	purpose	that	revolves	around	the	success	
and	well-being	of	your	students,	your	staff,	and	your	school	community.	But	the	challenge	lies	in	how	
you	connect	this	overarching	vision	to	the	day-to-day	actions	that	make	up	your	role.	Purpose	is	not	
a	distant,	abstract	goal,	it	is	something	that	can	be	realized	in	the	small,	everyday	moments.	

For	example,	purpose	in	leadership	might	manifest	as:	

• Supporting	 the	professional	growth	of	 staff:	When	you	 focus	on	empowering	 teachers,	
providing	meaningful	feedback,	and	creating	a	space	for	professional	development,	you	are	
cultivating	 purpose	 by	 investing	 in	 your	 team’s	 long-term	 success.	 This	 aligns	 with	 the	
purpose	of	nurturing	both	individual	and	collective	growth,	helping	staff	members	see	their	
own	roles	as	integral	to	the	larger	mission	of	educating	students.	

• Fostering	student	engagement:	Purpose	can	also	be	found	in	the	way	you	support	students,	
helping	 them	 find	 their	 own	 sense	 of	 purpose	 through	 education.	 When	 you	 encourage	
students	to	pursue	their	passions,	engage	in	meaningful	learning	experiences,	and	connect	
their	studies	to	real-world	issues,	you	are	living	out	your	purpose	as	a	leader:	helping	others	
find	and	develop	their	own	sense	of	meaning.	

• Creating	a	school	culture	of	care	and	inclusion:	Purpose	can	also	be	cultivated	in	the	way	
we	build	relationships	within	our	school	communities.	When	you	model	care,	empathy,	and	
inclusivity,	 you	 create	 a	 culture	 where	 people	 feel	 valued	 and	 connected.	 This	 sense	 of	
belonging	 is	 powerful,	 as	 it	 reinforces	 the	 idea	 that	 we	 are	 all	 contributing	 to	 a	 larger,	
meaningful	mission	together.	

The	key	here	is	that	purpose	doesn’t	just	exist	in	large,	sweeping	moments	of	achievement	or	success.	
It	can	be	cultivated	through	 intentional	actions	 that	align	with	your	values,	whether	 it’s	 fostering	
student	creativity,	championing	staff	development,	or	advocating	for	equity	and	inclusion.	Purpose	
is	woven	into	the	fabric	of	daily	leadership	decisions	and	relationships.	

Practical	Steps	for	Cultivating	Purpose	in	Your	Leadership	
If	you’re	looking	to	cultivate	a	deeper	sense	of	purpose	in	your	work,	here	are	a	few	strategies	to	
consider:	

1. Reflect	on	Your	Core	Values:	Take	time	to	clarify	what	matters	most	to	you	as	a	leader.	What	
values	do	you	want	to	model	for	your	staff	and	students?	What	vision	do	you	have	for	your	
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school	community?	Reflecting	on	these	core	values	will	help	you	align	your	daily	actions	with	
your	larger	purpose.	

2. Connect	with	Your	‘Why’:	Regularly	revisit	why	you	chose	to	pursue	a	career	in	education	
and	why	you	decided	to	step	into	a	leadership	role.	Reconnect	with	the	passion	that	originally	
motivated	you	and	use	this	as	fuel	when	facing	challenges.	

3. Set	Purpose-Driven	Goals:	When	setting	goals	for	your	school	or	team,	ensure	they	align	
with	your	deeper	sense	of	purpose.	Whether	 it’s	 improving	student	outcomes,	 fostering	a	
positive	school	climate,	or	providing	professional	growth	opportunities	for	your	staff,	linking	
your	goals	to	a	meaningful	vision	will	help	sustain	motivation.	

4. Engage	 in	 Regular	 Reflection:	 Purpose	 is	 a	 dynamic	 force	 –	 it	 evolves	 over	 time.	Make	
reflection	a	regular	part	of	your	leadership	routine.	Ask	yourself	questions	like:	Am	I	staying	
true	to	my	purpose?	How	can	I	refine	my	approach	to	better	align	with	my	core	values?	What	
can	 I	do	 today	 to	make	a	meaningful	 impact?	This	 reflective	practice	will	help	you	remain	
grounded	and	connected	to	your	purpose,	even	during	difficult	times.	

5. Model	Purpose	for	Your	Team:	As	a	leader,	you	set	the	tone	for	the	school.	Share	your	sense	
of	purpose	with	your	staff	and	encourage	them	to	connect	with	their	own.	When	you	model	
purpose-driven	leadership,	you	inspire	others	to	find	meaning	in	their	work,	which	ultimately	
strengthens	the	entire	school	community.	

6. Support	Others	in	Finding	Purpose:	Help	students	and	staff	connect	their	daily	activities	to	
a	larger	sense	of	meaning.	Encourage	teachers	to	design	lessons	that	are	not	only	content-
focused	 but	 also	 emphasize	 the	 bigger	 “why”	 behind	 learning.	 Similarly,	 provide	
opportunities	for	students	to	explore	their	own	passions	and	understand	how	their	education	
ties	into	their	future	goals.	

	

Purpose	as	a	Lifelong	Journey	
A	sense	of	purpose	is	not	a	static,	one-time	discovery	-	it	is	something	we	can	cultivate	throughout	
our	 careers,	 enriching	 both	 our	 personal	well-being	 and	 professional	 leadership.	 By	 focusing	 on	
purpose,	educational	leaders	like	yourself	can	enhance	not	only	your	own	health	and	longevity	but	
also	the	culture	of	your	school.	

Purpose	is	within	your	reach,	not	as	an	abstract	ideal	but	as	a	practical,	evolving	part	of	your	daily	
leadership	practice.	It	is	about	aligning	your	actions	with	your	core	values	and	creating	meaningful	
connections	 with	 the	 people	 you	 serve.	 The	more	 you	 nurture	 purpose	 in	 your	 own	 leadership	
journey,	the	more	you	inspire	others	to	do	the	same,	creating	a	school	culture	that	is	both	resilient	
and	thriving.	

Purpose	is	not	found,	it’s	made,	and	you	have	the	power	to	create	it,	every	day,	through	the	choices	
you	make	and	the	way	you	lead.	
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1. Clarifying Your Core Values 
o What are the core values that guide your leadership? How well do your daily 

actions, decisions, and interactions align with these values?  
o Take a moment to reflect on a recent challenge or decision. How could 

reconnecting with your core values have influenced your approach? 
 

2. Reconnecting with Your ‘Why’ 
o Why did you choose to become an educational leader? Reflect on the passion and 

purpose that first drew you to this role. How can you reignite this sense of 
purpose when faced with stress or burnout?  

o What can you do in the coming weeks to reconnect with your deeper motivation 
for leading? 
 

3. Purpose-Driven Goal Setting 
o Think about your current leadership goals. Are they connected to a larger, 

meaningful vision for your school and community? How can you ensure that the 
goals you set for yourself and your team are not only practical but also 
purposeful – reflecting your deeper sense of meaning? 
 

4. Modelling Purpose for Your Team 
o As a leader, you set the tone for your school community. How can you model 

purpose-driven leadership for your staff and students?  
o In what ways can you inspire your team to connect their daily actions with a 

sense of greater meaning, and how might this shift impact the culture of your 
school? 
 

5. Regular Reflection on Purpose 
o Purpose is dynamic, evolving over time. How often do you pause to reflect on 

your purpose as a leader?  
o What practices could you implement to make reflection a regular part of your 

routine, helping you stay grounded in your values and aligned with your 
leadership goals? 
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Stumbling Upwards – A Path to Resilience and Growth 
in Leadership 

In	the	demanding	and	dynamic	world	of	educational	leadership,	it’s	easy	to	feel	as	though	success	
should	be	smooth	and	linear.	We	often	look	to	seasoned	leaders,	hoping	to	emulate	their	seamless	
decisions,	unwavering	confidence,	and	flawless	execution.	Yet,	in	reality,	leadership	–	especially	in	
schools	–	is	rarely	a	straight	path.	It	is	full	of	twists,	turns,	and,	yes,	stumbles.	The	key,	however,	is	
not	in	avoiding	these	missteps	but	in	how	we	respond	to	them.	

The	adage,	“It	is	better	to	stumble	upwards	than	to	fall	backwards”,	resonates	deeply	with	
me	 as	 a	 coach	 working	 with	 school	 leaders.	 This	 simple	 yet	 profound	 perspective	 can	 be	
transformative	 in	 helping	 us	 view	 our	 challenges	 and	 mistakes	 not	 as	 failures	 but	 as	 essential	
stepping	stones	on	the	 journey	to	growth	and	greater	self-awareness.	 In	 today’s	 fast-paced,	ever-
evolving	educational	landscape,	school	leaders,	whether	seasoned	veterans	or	emerging	talents,	are	
constantly	 navigating	 complex	 decisions,	 competing	 priorities,	 and	 unpredictable	 outcomes.	 It’s	
inevitable	that	we	will	stumble	at	times,	but	it’s	how	we	navigate	those	stumbles	that	can	define	our	
leadership	success.	

Stumbling	Upwards:	Embracing	Missteps	as	Opportunities	for	Growth	
Many	educational	leaders	feel	a	tremendous	amount	of	pressure	to	appear	as	if	they	have	everything	
under	 control.	 We	 want	 to	 be	 seen	 as	 competent,	 confident,	 and	 capable	 at	 all	 times.	 But	 this	
perfectionist	 mindset	 can	 set	 us	 up	 for	 disappointment,	 as	 it	 leaves	 little	 room	 for	 error	 or	
vulnerability.	 The	 truth	 is,	 leadership	 is	 a	 process	 of	 continuous	 learning.	 Every	 mistake,	 every	
moment	of	uncertainty,	every	wrong	turn	is	an	opportunity	to	 learn	and	grow.	When	we	reframe	
these	stumbles	as	growth	opportunities,	we	are	able	to	build	a	resilient	leadership	mindset	–	one	that	
helps	us	move	forward	rather	than	becoming	paralysed	by	fear	of	failure.	

Rather	 than	 seeing	 missteps	 as	 setbacks,	 we	 can	 view	 them	 as	 the	 foundation	 upon	 which	 our	
leadership	can	evolve.	A	 leader	who	embraces	 the	 idea	of	 “stumbling	upwards”	understands	 that	
success	is	often	built	on	the	lessons	learned	from	past	mistakes.	Just	as	a	student	may	fail	a	test	but	
later	 reflect,	 study,	 and	 ultimately	 excel,	 a	 leader	 grows	 stronger	 through	 reflection	 on	 their	
decisions,	feedback	from	others,	and	adapting	to	new	situations.	

For	example,	you	might	have	made	a	decision	that	didn’t	turn	out	as	planned	–	a	curriculum	change	
that	 didn’t	meet	 the	 needs	 of	 your	 students,	 or	 an	 initiative	 that	 didn’t	 resonate	with	 your	 staff.	
Instead	of	focusing	on	the	“failure,”	you	can	shift	your	focus	to	what	you	learned	in	the	process:	What	
feedback	can	you	take	from	this	experience?	How	can	you	adjust	your	approach	for	the	future?	What	
strategies	can	you	 implement	 to	prevent	a	similar	misstep	next	 time?	Leaders	who	are	willing	 to	
make	 mistakes	 and	 learn	 from	 them	 cultivate	 a	 mindset	 of	 continuous	 improvement,	 which	
ultimately	leads	to	greater	success	in	the	long	term.	

Building	Resilience	Through	Stumbling	
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Resilience	 is	 one	 of	 the	most	 critical	 qualities	 a	 leader	 can	 develop.	 In	 education,	 challenges	 are	
inevitable:	student	behavioural	issues,	changes	in	educational	policy,	resource	constraints,	or	shifts	
in	staff	dynamics.	These	challenges	can	feel	overwhelming	at	times,	but	resilient	leaders	understand	
that	setbacks	are	not	the	end	of	the	road,	they	are	simply	part	of	the	journey.	

When	we	embrace	the	concept	of	“stumbling	upwards,”	we	develop	the	ability	to	bounce	back	after	
setbacks.	Resilient	leaders	don’t	allow	failures	to	define	them.	Instead,	they	use	them	as	a	source	of	
motivation	 to	 keep	 pushing	 forward,	 knowing	 that	 each	 stumble	 brings	 them	 one	 step	 closer	 to	
growth.	One	of	the	most	powerful	ways	to	build	resilience	is	by	acknowledging	that	setbacks	will	
happen.	 Instead	 of	 avoiding	 or	 fearing	 them,	 we	 can	 approach	 challenges	 with	 curiosity	 and	
openness.	When	we	face	difficulties	head-on,	we	learn	valuable	lessons	about	our	leadership	style,	
our	strengths,	and	areas	for	growth.	This	fosters	a	sense	of	adaptability,	enabling	us	to	navigate	future	
challenges	with	greater	ease	and	confidence.	

Leading	with	Vulnerability:	A	Strength,	Not	a	Weakness	
For	many	 leaders,	 the	 fear	of	 failure	 is	 closely	 tied	 to	a	desire	 to	maintain	 control	 and	 to	appear	
invulnerable	 to	 their	 teams.	But	vulnerability	–	admitting	when	we	don’t	have	all	 the	answers	or	
when	 we’ve	 made	 a	 mistake	 –	 can	 actually	 be	 one	 of	 our	 greatest	 strengths.	 When	 we	 model	
vulnerability	(and	‘rumble	with	vulnerability’	as	Brene	Brown	would	say)	for	our	teams,	we	create	
an	environment	where	learning	and	growth	are	valued	over	perfection.	This,	in	turn,	fosters	trust,	
open	communication,	and	a	culture	of	shared	responsibility.	

By	openly	acknowledging	that	we	are	on	a	journey,	rather	than	pretending	to	have	everything	figured	
out,	 we	 create	 a	 more	 authentic	 and	 supportive	 leadership	 environment.	 When	 school	 leaders	
demonstrate	that	it’s	okay	to	stumble	and	learn	from	mistakes,	they	encourage	staff	to	do	the	same.	
This	creates	a	culture	where	staff	members	feel	empowered	to	try	new	approaches,	innovate,	and	
take	risks	knowing	that	failure	is	not	a	permanent	state	but	a	part	of	the	learning	process.	

For	 example,	 imagine	 a	 situation	 where	 a	 new	 teacher	 is	 struggling	 to	 manage	 their	 classroom	
effectively.	 As	 a	 leader,	 instead	 of	 seeing	 this	 as	 a	 failure	 or	 weakness,	 you	 can	 view	 it	 as	 an	
opportunity	 to	provide	guidance,	mentorship,	and	support.	By	 fostering	a	culture	where	 learning	
from	mistakes	is	encouraged,	you	not	only	help	the	teacher	improve	but	also	strengthen	the	entire	
team’s	approach	to	professional	development.	

Cultivating	Self-Awareness	Through	Reflection	

Self-awareness	 is	 a	 cornerstone	 of	 effective	 leadership.	 It	 allows	 us	 to	 recognize	 our	 strengths,	
identify	areas	for	improvement,	and	understand	how	our	actions	impact	others.	Stumbling	upwards	
requires	an	openness	to	self-reflection	and	a	willingness	to	honestly	assess	our	decisions,	behaviours,	
and	leadership	style.	

After	a	challenging	situation,	take	the	time	to	reflect.	What	went	well?	What	could	have	been	done	
differently?	How	did	you	respond	to	challenges,	and	how	did	your	actions	impact	those	around	you?	
Reflection	is	a	powerful	tool	for	developing	self-awareness,	and	it’s	a	practice	that	can	help	leaders	
grow	and	evolve	in	their	roles.	

As	you	reflect	on	the	challenges	you	face,	remember	that	no	leader	is	perfect.	You	will	stumble.	The	
important	part	is	learning	how	to	get	back	up	with	a	renewed	sense	of	purpose	and	understanding.	
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This	 process	 of	 reflection	 and	 growth	 allows	 you	 to	 become	 a	 more	 effective,	 empathetic,	 and	
resilient	leader.	

Moving	Forward:	Embracing	Stumbles	as	Stepping	Stones	
In	the	journey	of	leadership,	it’s	not	the	absence	of	stumbles	that	defines	success;	it’s	how	we	respond	
to	them.	School	leaders	who	embrace	the	idea	of	stumbling	upwards	are	better	equipped	to	handle	
the	complexities	and	challenges	of	their	roles.	They	become	more	adaptable,	more	resilient,	and	more	
in	tune	with	their	own	growth	and	development.	

The	next	time	you	face	a	setback,	remember	that	it’s	not	a	failure;	it’s	a	learning	opportunity.	Each	
misstep	 is	 a	 chance	 to	 refine	 your	 approach,	 gain	 new	 insights,	 and	 strengthen	 your	 leadership	
abilities.	When	you	adopt	this	mindset,	the	stumbles	become	less	daunting	and	more	valuable	-	an	
integral	part	of	the	ongoing	process	of	growth.	

As	leaders,	we	have	the	responsibility	to	cultivate	resilience,	adaptability,	and	self-awareness	not	just	
in	ourselves	but	in	those	around	us.	By	modelling	how	to	stumble	upwards,	we	empower	our	teams	
to	 take	 risks,	 embrace	 challenges,	 and	 grow	 alongside	 us.	 Leadership	 is	 a	 journey,	 and	 it’s	 the	
stumbles,	when	approached	with	the	right	mindset,	that	truly	propel	us	forward.	

So,	remember:	 it	 is	better	 to	stumble	upwards	than	to	 fall	backwards.	Let	each	misstep	be	a	step	
toward	greater	growth,	deeper	self-awareness,	and	stronger	leadership.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Leadership – especially in schools – is rarely a 
straight path. It is full of twists, turns, and, yes, 
stumbles. The key, however, is not in avoiding these 
missteps but in how we respond to them.  
“It is better to stumble upwards than to fall 
backwards” 
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1. Reframing Mistakes as Opportunities 
o Think of a recent situation where things didn’t go as planned. How did you 

respond to the setback, and what did you learn from it?  
o What aspects of this experience can you reframe as valuable growth 

opportunities that will help you in your leadership journey? 
 

2. Building Resilience Through Challenges 
o How would you define resilience? What does it mean in your context and 

world?  
o When faced with challenges or setbacks, how do you typically react? How can 

you begin to approach these situations with curiosity and openness, rather 
than fear or frustration?  

o What specific strategies can you implement to develop resilience in these 
moments? 
 

3. Leading with Vulnerability 
o In what ways do you currently show vulnerability in your leadership? How 

could embracing vulnerability (such as acknowledging when you don’t have all 
the answers or making a mistake) strengthen your leadership and build trust 
within your team?  

o What is one step you could take in the next week to model vulnerability more 
openly? 
 

4. Cultivating Self-Awareness Through Reflection 
o How often do you take time to reflect on your leadership decisions, especially 

after a misstep or challenge?  
o What specific questions can you ask yourself to increase your self-awareness 

and deepen your understanding of how your actions impact others? 
 

5. Empowering Others Through Your Stumbles 
o How can you create a culture where your staff feels empowered to take risks, 

learn from mistakes, and grow together?  
o What are some concrete actions you can take to model “stumbling upwards” for 

your team and support them when they face their own setbacks? 
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The 4 Points of Conflict 
In	 today’s	 dynamic	 workplace,	 understanding	 the	 main	 conflict	 points	 is	 essential	 for	 fostering	
collaboration	and	productivity.	Here’s	a	brief	overview	of	four	critical	areas:	

1. Power	/	Control:	The	Root	of	Authority	Struggles	
Conflicts	over	power	and	control	frequently	arise	when	there	are	differing	perceptions	of	authority	
and	influence	within	a	team	or	organisation.	In	hierarchical	structures,	ambiguity	about	who	holds	
decision-making	power	can	lead	to	tension,	while	more	flat	or	collaborative	structures	may	trigger	
disagreements	over	ownership	of	tasks	or	ideas.	Such	conflicts	can	be	exacerbated	by	factors	such	as	
competition	 for	 promotions,	 lack	 of	 clarity	 around	 role	 expectations,	 or	 mismatched	 leadership	
styles.	

When	 power	 struggles	 are	 left	 unchecked,	 they	 can	 create	 a	 toxic	 work	 environment,	 where	
collaboration	is	stifled,	communication	is	impaired,	and	productivity	is	hindered.	Teams	may	become	
divided,	undermining	the	overall	mission	and	goals	of	the	organisation.	

The	best	ways	to	resolve	include:	

• Clear	 Role	 Definitions:	 Ensure	 that	 each	 team	 member	 understands	 their	 role	 and	
responsibilities	 as	 well	 as	 the	 boundaries	 of	 authority	 within	 their	 team.	 This	 reduces	
ambiguity	and	power	imbalances.	

• Transparent	Decision-Making:	 Leaders	 should	 create	 a	 culture	 of	 transparency	 around	
how	decisions	are	made	and	the	criteria	for	delegation	and	empowerment.	By	involving	team	
members	 in	 decision-making	 processes	 where	 appropriate,	 you	 can	 foster	 a	 sense	 of	
ownership	and	control.	

• Feedback	and	Accountability:	Encouraging	open	and	respectful	feedback	can	help	identify	
power	dynamics	 that	may	be	problematic.	 Establishing	 systems	of	 accountability	 ensures	
that	all	team	members	contribute	equally	and	feel	they	have	a	stake	in	the	outcome.	

	

2. Trust:	The	Cornerstone	of	Effective	Teamwork	
Trust	is	an	essential	element	in	any	relationship,	personal	or	professional.	In	a	team	setting,	trust	
underpins	 communication,	 cooperation,	 and	 cohesion.	 Without	 it,	 team	 members	 may	 withhold	
important	information,	avoid	collaboration,	or	even	sabotage	one	another.	Trust	issues	often	arise	
from	broken	promises,	perceived	favouritism,	or	unclear	communication.	

When	 trust	 is	 eroded,	 it	 can	have	a	 cascading	effect,	 leading	 to	poor	morale,	disengagement,	 and	
decreased	productivity.	Moreover,	lack	of	trust	often	fosters	a	“silo”	mentality,	where	individuals	or	
subgroups	withhold	information	or	refuse	to	share	resources,	harming	overall	team	performance.	

The	best	ways	to	resolve	include:	
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• Open	 Communication:	 Leaders	 and	 team	members	 should	 engage	 in	 open,	 honest,	 and	
consistent	communication.	This	fosters	an	atmosphere	of	transparency	where	concerns	can	
be	addressed	before	they	escalate.	

• Empathy	and	Active	Listening:	Active	listening	and	empathy	are	critical	for	rebuilding	trust.	
By	understanding	the	perspectives	and	feelings	of	others,	individuals	can	address	underlying	
issues	and	avoid	miscommunication.	

• Consistent	Actions:	Trust	is	built	over	time	through	consistent	behaviour.	Leaders	should	
model	 the	 behaviours	 they	 expect	 from	 their	 teams,	 following	 through	 on	 commitments,	
being	honest,	and	treating	everyone	with	fairness	and	respect.	

	

3. Respect	and	Recognition:	Fostering	a	Culture	of	Appreciation	
One	 of	 the	 most	 common	 sources	 of	 conflict	 arises	 from	 perceived	 disparities	 in	 respect	 and	
recognition.	In	workplaces	where	employees	feel	undervalued	or	overlooked,	resentment	can	build,	
leading	 to	disengagement	or	even	 turnover.	Recognition	 is	not	 just	about	awards	or	bonuses;	 it’s	
about	acknowledging	the	day-to-day	contributions	that	team	members	make	to	the	success	of	the	
team	and	the	organization.	

When	individuals	feel	respected	and	appreciated,	they	are	more	likely	to	be	motivated,	productive,	
and	committed	to	their	work.	A	lack	of	recognition	can	lead	to	disengagement,	decreased	morale,	and	
ultimately,	a	negative	impact	on	team	performance	and	retention.	

The	best	ways	to	resolve	include:	

• Celebrate	Contributions:	Regularly	recognize	individual	and	team	achievements	both	big	
and	 small.	 This	 can	 be	 done	 through	 team	meetings,	 internal	 newsletters,	 or	 one-on-one	
acknowledgments.	

• Foster	 Inclusivity:	 Encourage	 behaviours	 that	 demonstrate	 respect,	 such	 as	 listening	
actively,	valuing	diverse	perspectives,	and	recognizing	the	contributions	of	all	team	members,	
regardless	of	their	role	or	seniority.	

• Feedback	 Mechanisms:	 Ensure	 that	 recognition	 and	 feedback	 are	 consistent	 and	
constructive.	Praise	should	be	specific,	timely,	and	sincere	to	be	most	effective.	

	

4. Values:	Aligning	Personal	and	Organizational	Values	
Conflicts	rooted	in	differences	in	values	can	arise	when	personal	beliefs	or	priorities	do	not	align	with	
organizational	goals	or	cultural	norms.	These	misalignments	can	be	particularly	pronounced	in	areas	
such	as	ethics,	work-life	balance,	social	responsibility,	or	decision-making	approaches.	When	team	
members	 feel	 that	 their	 values	 are	not	 respected	or	 that	 the	organization’s	 actions	 contradict	 its	
stated	values,	disengagement	and	dissatisfaction	can	result.	

When	personal	and	organisational	values	are	misaligned,	it	can	lead	to	internal	conflict,	poor	morale,	
and	even	legal	or	ethical	dilemmas.	Ensuring	alignment	between	personal	and	organizational	values	
is	critical	to	maintaining	a	cohesive	team	and	achieving	long-term	success.	

The	best	ways	to	resolve	include:	
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• Clear	Mission	and	Vision:	Organizations	should	clearly	define	their	mission,	vision,	and	core	
values	and	ensure	that	they	are	communicated	effectively	to	all	team	members.	This	provides	
a	shared	sense	of	purpose	and	direction.	

• Encourage	Open	Dialogue:	Encourage	team	members	to	express	their	values,	concerns,	and	
perspectives	 in	 a	 respectful	 environment.	 Understanding	 each	 other’s	 values	 can	 prevent	
misunderstandings	and	foster	greater	empathy	within	the	team.	

• Align	Goals	with	Values:	Ensure	that	team	and	organizational	goals	are	aligned	with	core	
values.	 This	 can	 be	 achieved	 by	 embedding	 values	 into	 the	 decision-making	 process,	
performance	reviews,	and	leadership	development	programs.	

	

Building	a	Collaborative	and	Harmonious	Work	Environment	
Addressing	these	four	critical	conflict	points	–	Power/Control;	Trust;	Respect/Recognition;	and	
Values	–	proactively	can	significantly	enhance	team	dynamics	and	productivity.	When	these	issues	
are	managed	with	empathy,	transparency,	and	a	focus	on	shared	goals,	teams	can	overcome	
obstacles,	strengthen	their	relationships,	and	work	together	more	effectively.	

In	organisations	and	schools,	fostering	an	environment	where	power	struggles	are	minimized,	trust	
is	cultivated,	respect	is	shown,	and	values	are	aligned	helps	ensure	that	collaboration	is	the	default	
mode	of	operation.	By	tackling	conflicts	head-on	and	promoting	a	culture	of	open	communication	
and	mutual	respect,	leaders	can	transform	conflict	from	a	disruptive	force	into	a	catalyst	for	
positive	change	and	organizational	success.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

1. Power and Control 
2. Trust 
3. Respect and Recognition 
4. Values 
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1. Navigating Power and Control Conflicts 
o Reflect on a recent situation where power dynamics played a role in a conflict. How did 

you navigate the differing perceptions of authority or control? In hindsight, what could 
you have done differently to ensure clearer role definitions and a more transparent 
decision-making process?  

o What steps can you take to proactively address power struggles in your team? Whilst 
they may not always be evident, can you recognise these conflict points as underlying 
issues when colleagues approach you?  
 

2. Building and Rebuilding Trust 
o Think about a time when trust within your team was challenged. What were the 

underlying causes, and how did you address them (or not)?  
o What actions can you take moving forward to build or rebuild trust with your team 

members?  
o How can you foster a culture of open communication and empathy to prevent trust 

issues from escalating? 
 

3. Recognizing and Valuing Contributions 
o How do you currently show respect and recognition to your team members? Are there 

individuals who might feel overlooked or underappreciated?  
o What specific strategies can you implement to ensure consistent recognition of both big 

and small contributions?  
o How can you foster an inclusive culture where all team members feel valued, regardless 

of their role or seniority? 
 

4. Aligning Personal and Organizational Values 
o How aligned are your personal values with those of your organization or team?  
o Have you ever experienced a conflict between your values and the organization’s 

actions or goals?  
o How did that affect your engagement and motivation? What actions can you take to 

ensure that both your personal values and your team’s values are aligned with the 
organization’s mission and vision? 
 

5. Creating a Collaborative and Harmonious Environment 
o What strategies are you currently using to foster a collaborative work environment 

where conflicts around power, trust, respect, and values can be openly discussed and 
resolved?  

o How can you improve communication within your team to prevent these conflicts from 
undermining collaboration?  

o What specific actions will you take to create a more harmonious and productive 
environment moving forward? 
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Weekly	Reflection		

 

Building a Strong Foundation for Leadership: The 
Power of Lencioni’s Pyramid of Trust 

As	educational	leaders,	we	understand	that	trust	isn’t	just	a	“nice-to-have”	quality	–	it	is	the	bedrock	
upon	which	effective	 leadership	and	vibrant	school	cultures	are	built.	Trust	 is	 the	glue	that	holds	
teams	together,	facilitates	meaningful	collaboration,	and	enables	the	transformational	work	we	aim	
to	achieve	in	our	schools	and	classrooms.	But	how	do	we	build	and	maintain	trust	as	leaders?	The	
answer	 lies	 in	 a	model	 developed	 by	 Patrick	 Lencioni,	 a	 renowned	 organizational	 health	 expert,	
known	as	The	Pyramid	of	Trust.	

In	his	influential	book	The	Five	Dysfunctions	of	a	Team,	Lencioni	outlines	a	hierarchy	of	trust-building	
steps	that	organisations	must	address	to	create	cohesive,	high-functioning	teams.	For	educational	
leaders,	this	pyramid	serves	as	a	powerful	framework	for	cultivating	trust,	improving	school	culture,	
and	fostering	both	personal	and	collective	growth.	

 

Adapted	from	Patrick	Lencioni’s	The	Five	Dysfunctions	of	a	Team	

	

Weekly Reflection 
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The	Pyramid	of	Trust:	A	Leadership	Roadmap	

Lencioni’s	Pyramid	of	Trust	is	divided	into	five	foundational	layers,	each	representing	a	critical	stage	
in	the	trust-building	process.	To	ascend	to	the	top	of	the	pyramid,	a	team	(or	school	community)	must	
first	address	each	level,	addressing	potential	weaknesses	before	moving	on	to	more	advanced	stages.	
Here’s	a	breakdown	of	each	step,	and	how	educational	leaders	can	effectively	implement	them:	

• Absence	of	Trust	(The	Foundation)	/	Foundation	of	Trust	

At	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 pyramid	 is	 the	absence	 of	 trust	 –	 a	 common	 challenge	 in	 many	 schools,	
particularly	when	new	leaders	are	appointed	or	when	teams	have	experienced	dysfunction	in	the	
past.	When	trust	is	lacking,	team	members	tend	to	hesitate	to	be	vulnerable	with	one	another,	afraid	
to	admit	weaknesses,	ask	for	help,	or	own	up	to	mistakes.	

Without	 vulnerability,	 there	 is	 no	 true	 collaboration.	 The	 fear	 of	 judgment	 and	 failure	 stifles	
creativity,	 risk-taking,	and	growth.	The	 first	 step	 in	building	 trust	 is	 to	model	vulnerability	as	a	
leader.	 According	 to	 Lencioni,	 leaders	 must	demonstrate	 that	 it’s	 safe	 to	 be	 open	 and	
transparent.	 Educational	 leaders	 should	 share	 their	 own	 failures	 and	 learning	 experiences	with	
their	teams,	letting	them	know	it’s	okay	to	take	risks	and	fail	as	long	as	we	learn	from	it.	This	sets	the	
tone	for	the	entire	school	environment,	creating	a	space	where	honesty	and	openness	are	valued.	

• Fear	of	Conflict / Constructive	Debate 

The	second	level	of	the	pyramid	is	fear	of	conflict.	Teams	that	lack	trust	are	often	averse	to	engaging	
in	healthy	debates	and	discussions.	When	leaders	fail	to	address	this,	issues	remain	unresolved,	and	
artificial	harmony	prevails.	In	schools,	this	can	manifest	as	passive-aggressive	behaviour,	gossip,	or	
people	simply	agreeing	to	avoid	confrontation.	If	you	don’t	have	open,	honest	debates,	you	miss	out	
on	valuable	ideas	and	fail	to	identify	potential	problems	early	on.	This	can	lead	to	poor	decisions	or	
stagnation.	

Encourage	constructive	conflict	by	creating	a	safe	space	for	disagreements.	Leaders	must	foster	an	
environment	where	diverse	opinions	are	not	just	tolerated	but	welcomed.	This	includes	making	it	
clear	 that	 healthy	 conflict,	 focused	 on	 ideas,	 not	 personal	 attacks,	 is	 not	 only	 acceptable	 but	
encouraged.	Techniques	such	as	‘devil’s	advocacy’,	where	team	members	play	the	role	of	opposing	
a	proposal	to	test	its	strength,	can	be	especially	useful	in	educational	leadership	teams.	

Lencioni	emphasizes	that	leaders	should	not	shy	away	from	disagreement	but	should	actively	model	
respectful	 conflict.	 When	 disagreements	 arise,	 ensure	 that	 the	 process	 stays	 respectful,	 with	
everyone	 given	 an	 equal	 chance	 to	 voice	 their	 opinions.	 By	 valuing	 the	 process	 of	 thoughtful	
discussion	 over	 avoiding	 discomfort,	 school	 leaders	 can	 help	 break	 the	 cycle	 of	 avoidance	 and	
cultivate	a	culture	where	open	dialogue	is	part	of	the	decision-making	process.	

• Lack	of	Commitment	/	Clarity	and	Buy-in 
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The	third	level	of	the	pyramid	addresses	lack	of	commitment.	When	teams	fail	to	fully	engage	in	the	
decision-making	process	either	due	to	unresolved	conflict	or	lack	of	clarity,	commitment	to	collective	
goals	becomes	weak.	In	a	school	environment,	this	could	look	like	faculty	members	who	aren’t	fully	
aligned	with	the	school’s	vision	or	strategic	plan.	Without	commitment,	individuals	are	less	likely	to	
take	ownership	of	their	roles	or	put	forth	the	necessary	effort	to	achieve	school	goals.	This	leads	to	a	
lack	of	alignment	and	inconsistent	follow-through.	

Once	disagreements	have	been	aired	and	resolved,	leaders	must	clarify	decisions	and	ensure	that	
everyone	 is	 on	 board.	This	 can	 be	 achieved	 through	 clear,	 actionable	 goal-setting	 and	aligning	
individual	 roles	 with	 broader	 school	 objectives.	 Involving	 team	members	 in	 the	 goal-setting	
process	 not	 only	 secures	 buy-in	 but	 also	 ensures	 that	 everyone	 has	 a	 sense	 of	 ownership	 in	 the	
school’s	success.	Regular	check-ins	can	also	help	ensure	that	commitments	are	being	met	and	that	
adjustments	are	made	when	necessary.	

Leaders	should	make	the	decision-making	process	as	clear	and	transparent	as	possible,	showing	how	
each	individual’s	work	contributes	to	the	school’s	larger	vision.	This	fosters	a	sense	of	responsibility	
and	accountability.	

• Avoidance	of	Accountability / Responsibility	and	Ownership 

The	 fourth	 layer	 of	 Lencioni’s	 pyramid	 is	avoidance	 of	 accountability.	 Without	 mutual	
accountability,	teams	are	less	likely	to	hold	one	another	to	high	standards,	which	can	lead	to	poor	
performance,	missed	deadlines,	and	a	general	lack	of	progress.	In	education,	this	could	show	up	as	
teachers	failing	to	follow	through	on	student	performance	goals	or	failing	to	implement	school-wide	
initiatives	effectively.	Without	accountability,	there	is	little	motivation	for	individuals	to	stay	on	track	
or	improve,	and	poor	behaviour	can	go	unchecked.	

As	an	educational	leader,	you	must	create	a	culture	of	peer-to-peer	accountability.	Rather	than	
micromanaging,	encourage	team	members	to	hold	each	other	accountable	for	their	contributions	and	
performance.	This	can	be	done	by	implementing	regular	performance	reviews	and	feedback	loops,	
where	both	positive	actions	and	areas	for	improvement	are	discussed	openly	and	respectfully.	The	
key	 is	 creating	 a	 culture	 where	accountability	 feels	 like	 a	 shared	 responsibility	 –	 not	 just	
something	imposed	from	the	top	down.	

Leaders	should	also	provide	the	tools,	resources,	and	feedback	necessary	to	help	team	members	meet	
expectations.	Modelling	 accountability	yourself	 and	 offering	 consistent	 support	 when	 team	
members	face	challenges	are	key	aspects	of	this	stage.	

• Inattention	to	Results	(The	Apex	of	the	Pyramid) / Focus	on	Outcomes 

The	top	of	the	pyramid	is	inattention	to	results.	This	is	the	culmination	of	the	prior	stages:	a	team	
that	lacks	trust,	avoids	conflict,	struggles	with	commitment,	and	fails	to	hold	each	other	accountable	
will	ultimately	fail	to	focus	on	achieving	the	collective	results	necessary	for	success.	In	an	educational	
context,	this	could	mean	a	school’s	goals	are	undermined	because	individuals	prioritize	personal	or	
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departmental	goals	over	the	school’s	collective	mission.	If	team	members	are	not	aligned	on	shared	
goals,	they	will	each	pursue	their	own	objectives,	resulting	in	disjointed	efforts	and	poor	school	or	
organisational	performance.	

The	key	to	this	top	tier	is	relentless	focus	on	results	–	especially	results	that	benefit	the	team	and	
the	school	or	organisation	as	a	whole.	As	a	 leader,	you	need	to	create	alignment	around	common	
goals,	ensuring	that	everyone	understands	what	success	looks	like	and	is	invested	in	achieving	those	
outcomes.	Regularly	revisit	the	team’s	progress	towards	shared	goals	and	celebrate	achievements	
together.	

Moreover,	 continuously	celebrate	 team	 successes,	 ensuring	 that	 individual	 achievements	 are	
always	 framed	 within	 the	 context	 of	 the	 collective	 mission.	 This	 fosters	 a	 sense	 of	 pride	 and	
accomplishment	that	drives	everyone	towards	a	unified	goal.	

The	Difference	Between	Accountability	and	Scrutiny	in	Educational	Leadership	

It	 is	 important	at	 this	stage	 to	note	 the	difference	between	2	concepts.	 In	educational	 leadership,	
understanding	the	distinction	between	accountability	and	scrutiny	is	crucial	 for	creating	a	healthy	
and	productive	 school	 culture.	While	 these	 two	 terms	are	often	used	 interchangeably,	 they	 carry	
different	 connotations	 and	 implications,	 especially	 in	 terms	 of	 leadership	 practices	 and	 team	
dynamics.	

Accountability	 is	 rooted	 in	responsibility	and	ownership.	 It	 refers	 to	 the	 process	 of	 holding	
individuals	 or	 teams	 responsible	 for	 their	 actions,	 decisions,	 and	 performance.	 However,	
accountability	 is	 not	 about	 blame,	 it’s	 about	 clear	 expectations,	 setting	 measurable	 goals,	 and	
providing	the	necessary	support	for	success.	

In	an	educational	context,	accountability	means	ensuring	that	teachers,	staff,	and	leaders	are	meeting	
specific	standards,	whether	related	to	student	achievement,	professional	development,	or	school	or	
organisational	goals.	 Importantly,	accountability	 is	 forward-looking	and	 focused	on	improvement.	
It’s	 about	 supporting	 individuals	 to	 succeed,	 offering	 constructive	 feedback,	 and	 celebrating	
progress.	Healthy	accountability	builds	trust,	encourages	growth,	and	motivates	teams	to	align	their	
actions	with	the	school's	mission	and	vision.	

Key	Features	of	Accountability:	

• Clear	expectations	and	goals.	
• Support	and	guidance	for	improvement.	
• Feedback	focused	on	development,	not	just	evaluation.	
• Encouragement	of	self-reflection	and	growth.	

Scrutiny,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 often	 carries	 a	 more	 negative	 connotation.	 It	 is	 about	close	
examination	and	oversight,	sometimes	with	an	emphasis	on	finding	faults	or	weaknesses.	Scrutiny	
can	be	perceived	as	more	invasive	and	focused	on	uncovering	mistakes	rather	than	fostering	growth.	
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While	it	can	serve	as	a	tool	for	identifying	areas	of	improvement,	scrutiny	tends	to	create	a	climate	of	
fear	and	defensiveness,	especially	when	it’s	done	without	a	sense	of	trust	or	the	intention	to	support.	

In	educational	settings,	scrutiny	often	manifests	in	high-stakes	evaluations,	rigorous	inspections,	or	
micromanaging	 behaviors	 that	 focus	 primarily	 on	 checking	 compliance	 and	 performance	 against	
standards.	While	this	can	ensure	that	rules	and	regulations	are	followed,	it	may	also	stifle	innovation,	
morale,	and	collaboration	if	not	done	carefully.	

Key	Features	of	Scrutiny:	

• Intense	focus	on	mistakes	or	non-compliance.	
• Can	create	fear	or	defensiveness.	
• May	lack	support	for	improvement	or	development.	
• Often	results	in	evaluation	without	a	focus	on	long-term	growth.	

Leading	with	Trust	

As	educational	leaders,	one	of	the	most	important	investments	we	can	make	is	in	building	a	culture	
of	trust.	Lencioni’s	Pyramid	of	Trust	provides	a	roadmap	for	achieving	this,	from	vulnerability	and	
open	 conflict	 to	 commitment,	 accountability,	 and	 ultimately,	 results.	 By	 addressing	 each	 layer	 in	
sequence,	 leaders	 can	not	only	 foster	 collaboration	and	cohesiveness	within	 their	 teams	but	also	
drive	long-term	success	and	positive	change	within	their	schools.	

The	 pyramid	 approach	 is	 a	deliberate	 and	 continuous	 process,	 requiring	 time,	 effort,	 and	
reflection.	But	the	rewards	are	worth	it:	a	unified,	high-performing	team	committed	to	the	collective	
success	of	the	school	and	the	wellbeing	of	its	students.	

By	 embracing	 Lencioni’s	model	 and	 intentionally	 applying	 its	 principles,	 educational	 leaders	 can	
build	a	school	culture	that	thrives	on	trust,	teamwork,	and	achievement.	And	that	is	the	foundation	
for	truly	transformative	leadership.	
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1. Vulnerability as a Leadership Strength 
o In what specific ways can I model vulnerability within my leadership role to encourage 

openness and transparency among my team members?  
o Reflect on a recent situation where you felt vulnerable as a leader. How did that 

experience affect your team’s trust in you?  
o What more can you do to create a safe environment for others to be open about their 

own challenges or mistakes? 
2. Creating a Safe Space for Conflict 
o How do I currently respond to conflict within my team, and what steps can I take to 

ensure that disagreements are approached as opportunities for growth rather than 
sources of division?  

o Consider how you handle moments of tension or disagreement. Are there ways you can 
more intentionally encourage healthy conflict and differing viewpoints? 

o What techniques, like “devil’s advocacy,” could you introduce to your team to ensure 
diverse perspectives are heard? 

3. Commitment to Shared Goals 
o Do I actively involve my team in setting goals and making decisions? How can I ensure 

that every team member feels aligned with and committed to the school’s or 
organization’s broader mission and vision?  

o Think about the last time a decision was made within your team. Were all voices heard? 
Did everyone feel they had a stake in the outcome?  

o What can you do to improve this process and create clearer alignment between 
individual contributions and the overall mission? 

4. Fostering Accountability Across the Team 
o How can I cultivate a culture of peer-to-peer accountability where team members hold 

each other to high standards, and how can I model accountability for the group?  
o Reflect on the current state of accountability within your team. Are people comfortable 

holding each other accountable? If not, what steps can you take to initiate this kind of 
culture?  

o How do you personally demonstrate accountability to the team and encourage others to 
do the same? 

5. Staying Focused on Collective Results 
o How well am I ensuring that the team remains focused on collective results, and what 

actions can I take to ensure that our shared goals are consistently prioritized over 
individual or departmental interests?  

o Consider a recent situation where team members were working towards different 
priorities. How did that affect overall progress?  

o How can you create more consistent, visible tracking of results to keep everyone 
aligned on the shared outcomes you are striving for? 

6. How can you integrate each of the five levels of Lencioni’s Pyramid of Trust into your 
leadership practices in a way that feels authentic and sustainable for both you, as 
leader, and your team? 
o Building a culture of trust takes intentional effort and reflection. As you move forward, 

consider which of the five layers – vulnerability, healthy conflict, commitment, 
accountability, and results – requires your most focussed attention. What small, 
incremental changes can you make to foster greater trust within your leadership? 
And how can you check in with yourself and your team regularly to ensure you are 
progressing? 

o How do you ensure that your approach to performance management and evaluation 
focuses more on supporting growth and improvement, rather than just identifying 
mistakes or non-compliance? 

o What steps can you take to build a culture where accountability is seen as a positive 
and empowering tool, rather than something that induces stress or fear? 
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Weekly	Reflection		

	

	

The Power of Metaphor in Leadership: Building a 
Strong, Cohesive Culture 

Metaphor	is	a	potent	tool	in	the	hands	of	a	leader.	It’s	more	than	just	a	literary	device;	it’s	a	vehicle	
for	clarity,	 connection,	and	 transformation.	Leaders	 in	schools	and	organizations	are	 increasingly	
discovering	the	power	of	metaphor	to	describe,	inspire,	and	cultivate	the	kinds	of	cultures	that	foster	
collaboration,	 innovation,	 and	 high	 performance.	 Metaphors	 create	 vivid	 mental	 images	 that	
resonate	with	staff,	enabling	them	to	understand	complex	concepts,	engage	with	the	work,	and	unite	
behind	a	shared	vision.	

Two	well-known	metaphors	–	the	conductor	of	an	orchestra	and	the	Tour	de	France	peloton	–	can	help	
leaders	 build	 strong,	 positive	 cultures	 and	 help	 explain	 why	 metaphor	 works	 so	 effectively	 in	
leadership	communication.	

The	 Conductor	 of	 the	 Orchestra:	 Leading	 Without	 Playing	 Every	
Instrument	

A	 common	 metaphor	 used	 by	 leaders,	 especially	 in	 educational	 settings,	 is	 the	conductor	 of	 an	
orchestra.	 In	 this	 metaphor,	 the	 leader	 is	 seen	 as	 the	 conductor,	 responsible	 for	 guiding	 and	
orchestrating	the	efforts	of	a	team.	However,	the	leader	doesn’t	need	to	play	every	instrument	in	the	
orchestra.	Instead,	the	conductor’s	role	is	to	ensure	that	every	section	of	the	orchestra	plays	its	part	
in	harmony,	following	the	score,	and	ultimately	producing	a	unified,	high-quality	performance.	

Building	a	High-Performing	Team:	

• Leadership	 as	 Coordination,	 Not	 Micromanagement:	Just	 as	 a	 conductor	 doesn’t	 play	
every	 instrument,	a	 leader	doesn’t	need	to	micromanage	every	aspect	of	 the	team’s	work.	
Instead,	 the	 leader	 must	 provide	 clear	 direction,	 set	 expectations,	 and	 trust	 the	 team	
members	 to	 excel	 in	 their	 own	 roles.	 This	 requires	 a	 delicate	 balance	 of	 guidance	 and	
autonomy.	

• Cultivating	Individual	Mastery:	Each	member	of	the	orchestra	(or	team)	must	play	their	
part	at	 the	highest	standard.	For	educational	 leaders,	 this	can	be	seen	 in	how	teachers	or	
administrators	are	empowered	to	contribute	their	unique	expertise	and	skills	while	aligning	
with	a	shared	vision.	

• Fostering	Harmony	and	Collaboration:	In	an	orchestra,	every	instrument	is	essential,	and	
timing	is	everything.	Leaders	must	create	an	environment	where	everyone	is	not	only	aware	
of	their	individual	responsibilities	but	also	understands	how	their	work	contributes	to	the	
collective	performance.	Collaboration	is	key,	just	as	the	strings,	woodwinds,	and	percussion	
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sections	must	be	in	sync,	so	too	must	the	diverse	team	members	within	an	organisation	or	
school.	

Research	 into	 organisational	 behaviour	 shows	 that	 leadership	 metaphors,	 such	 as	 the	orchestra	
conductor,	help	clarify	roles	and	promote	collaboration.	In	his	book	The	Leadership	Challenge,	Kouzes	
and	Posner	emphasize	that	“metaphors	shape	how	we	think	and	act.”	By	using	the	metaphor	of	the	
conductor,	leaders	effectively	communicate	the	need	for	a	collaborative	effort	and	the	importance	of	
trust	 in	 each	 individual’s	 expertise.	 Metaphors	 provide	 a	 mental	 image	 that	 makes	 abstract	
leadership	concepts	more	concrete	and	accessible,	fostering	alignment	among	team	members.	

The	Tour	de	France	Peloton:	Collective	Leadership	and	the	Power	of	the	
Slipstream	

Another	 powerful	 metaphor	 is	 the	Tour	 de	 France	 peloton,	 the	 main	 group	 of	 cyclists	 who	 ride	
together	during	the	race.	The	metaphor	of	the	peloton	illustrates	the	power	of	collective	leadership	
and	mutual	support.	In	the	peloton,	riders	work	together	to	conserve	energy	by	cycling	in	each	other’s	
slipstream,	drawing	energy	from	the	team’s	collective	rhythm	while	also	providing	support	to	others.	

Distributive	Leadership:	

• Shared	Leadership:	In	a	peloton,	leadership	is	not	concentrated	in	one	individual;	rather,	
it’s	shared	across	the	group.	When	one	rider	leads	at	the	front,	they	break	the	wind	resistance,	
allowing	others	to	conserve	energy.	As	the	lead	rider	tires,	they	move	back	to	take	a	break,	
and	another	rider	takes	over.	This	rotation	of	leadership	is	essential	for	success	in	long	races.	

• The	Power	of	 Collective	Vision:	Just	 like	 in	 a	 team,	when	 every	member	 of	 the	 peloton	
works	toward	the	same	goal,	they	move	faster	and	more	efficiently.	For	educational	leaders,	
this	 emphasizes	 the	 importance	 of	 fostering	 a	 collective	 vision.	 When	 everyone	 in	 the	
organization-	whether	 teachers,	 administrators,	or	 students	–	 shares	 that	vision,	 they	can	
work	together	more	effectively.	

• Cohesion	and	Support:	Just	as	cyclists	take	turns	leading	to	avoid	burnout,	team	members	
in	schools	and	organizations	should	take	turns	stepping	up	as	leaders.	This	idea	of	distributive	
leadership	ensures	that	no	one	person	is	overwhelmed,	and	everyone	has	the	chance	to	lead,	
collaborate,	 and	 contribute	 their	 expertise.	 The	 leader	 must	 encourage	 a	 culture	 where	
leadership	is	fluid,	and	team	members	step	up	when	needed.	

The	metaphor	of	the	peloton	and	its	concept	of	distributive	leadership	is	supported	by	research	on	
team	 dynamics	 and	 collective	 leadership.	 In	 their	work	 on	shared	 leadership,	 Pearce	 and	 Conger	
(2003)	found	that	teams	with	a	shared	leadership	model	tend	to	be	more	adaptive	and	effective	than	
those	with	a	more	traditional,	hierarchical	leadership	structure.	Distributive	leadership	emphasizes	
collaboration,	 shared	 decision-making,	 and	mutual	 support,	 all	 of	 which	 align	 perfectly	with	 the	
metaphor	of	the	peloton.	
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The	Garden:	Growth	Through	Cultivation	and	Patience	

A	third	metaphor	that	complements	the	conductor	and	the	peloton	is	the	Garden.	A	garden	requires	
careful	attention,	consistent	nurturing,	and	patience	as	plants	grow	and	flourish.	As	a	leader,	you	are	
the	 gardener,	 tending	 to	 the	 development	 of	 your	 team,	 cultivating	 a	 thriving	 environment,	 and	
patiently	 guiding	 individual	 and	 collective	 growth.	 This	 metaphor	 stresses	 the	 importance	 of	
patience	and	careful	cultivation	of	relationships,	skills,	and	opportunities.	

Growth	and	Development:	

• Individual	and	Team	Development:	Just	as	different	plants	have	different	growth	rates	and	
needs,	each	team	member	has	their	own	developmental	journey.	Some	need	more	support,	
while	others	can	thrive	with	greater	autonomy.	The	leader	must	understand	these	differences	
and	provide	tailored	support.	

• Patience	and	Persistence:	Growth	 takes	 time,	 and	 a	 garden	does	not	 flourish	 overnight.	
Similarly,	 leadership	development	and	culture-building	are	 long-term	 investments.	 Just	as	
you	 must	 tend	 to	 a	 garden	 regularly,	 leaders	 must	 consistently	 nurture	 the	 culture	 and	
support	their	team	members.	

• Fostering	a	Healthy	Environment:	A	garden	is	most	successful	when	the	environment	is	
conducive	 to	 growth.	 Leaders	must	 create	 a	positive,	 supportive	 atmosphere	where	 team	
members	 feel	 empowered	 and	 valued.	 This	 could	 include	 providing	 professional	
development,	creating	spaces	for	collaboration,	and	encouraging	open	communication.	

The	garden	metaphor	draws	on	research	related	to	transformational	leadership	and	organisational	
culture.	Bass	and	Riggio	(2006)	emphasized	that	transformational	leadership	involves	the	ability	to	
inspire	 and	motivate	 people,	 much	 like	 a	 gardener	 cultivates	 plants,	 through	 personalized	 care,	
encouragement,	and	setting	a	clear	vision.	The	metaphor	of	the	garden	helps	highlight	the	ongoing	
process	of	cultivation,	with	attention	to	both	the	individual	needs	of	team	members	and	the	broader	
cultural	environment.	

Why	Metaphors	Work	in	Leadership	

Metaphors	 are	 more	 than	 just	 creative	 language;	 they	 play	 a	 crucial	 role	 in	 helping	 leaders	
communicate	complex	ideas	in	a	way	that	is	both	memorable	and	impactful.	According	to	research	
by	Lakoff	and	 Johnson	 in	Metaphors	We	Live	By,	metaphors	shape	how	we	understand	the	world,	
making	abstract	concepts	easier	to	grasp.	In	leadership,	they	help	clarify	goals,	shape	culture,	and	
create	a	shared	mental	image	that	guides	action.	

For	example,	using	the	orchestra	conductor	metaphor	clearly	communicates	the	idea	of	coordination,	
while	 the	peloton	metaphor	 emphasizes	 shared	 leadership	 and	 collective	 effort.	 Both	metaphors	
provide	a	visual	and	practical	understanding	of	leadership	practices	that	go	beyond	words,	creating	
a	shared	understanding	among	team	members.	
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Leading	with	Metaphor	

The	metaphors	 of	 the	Orchestra	 Conductor,	Tour	 de	 France	 peloton,	 and	Garden	all	 offer	 powerful	
images	 of	 what	 effective	 leadership	 looks	 like.	 As	 educational	 and	 organizational	 leaders,	 using	
metaphors	 in	communication	allows	us	to	convey	complex	 ideas	 in	a	relatable,	 impactful	way.	By	
helping	your	 team	visualize	 leadership,	 collaboration,	 and	growth	 through	metaphors,	 you	 foster	
greater	clarity,	alignment,	and	engagement.	

In	the	end,	metaphors	do	not	just	inspire;	they	also	empower.	They	provide	a	roadmap	for	action	and	
invite	team	members	to	become	active	participants	in	the	cultural	transformation	of	the	organization.	
The	right	metaphor	can	guide	your	team	toward	a	more	collaborative,	cohesive,	and	high-performing	
future.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Metaphors are powerful because they create  

connections between something familiar  

and a new or complex idea,  

making abstract or difficult concepts  

easier to grasp.  

By engaging the imagination and  

emotions, metaphors not only clarify  

meaning but also make ideas more  

memorable and relatable.  

They resonate deeply,  

bridging the gap between  

logic and human experience. 
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1. 1. Reflecting on the Orchestra Conductor Metaphor 

o In your leadership role, how can you ensure that you are facilitating collaboration 
without micromanaging?  

o What steps can you take to trust your team’s expertise and create an environment 
where they are empowered to excel in their individual roles? How do you currently 
foster harmony within your team?  

o Are there any steps you could take to improve communication or alignment around 
collective goals?  

o What might need to change in your leadership approach to encourage this? 

2. 2. Applying the Peloton Metaphor to Your Team 

o In your organization or school, where can you introduce more shared leadership?  
o What specific actions can you take to ensure that leadership is fluid and that everyone 

feels empowered to step up when needed?  
o How can you cultivate a stronger sense of collective vision among your team members? 

In what ways can you make sure everyone is working toward the same goal and 
supporting each other in achieving it? 

3. 3. The Garden: Cultivating Growth and Development 

o How do you currently provide tailored support to your team members, recognizing that 
each person has unique developmental needs?  

o What might be a small change you could make to better meet those needs?  
o As a leader, what actions are you taking to foster a growth-oriented environment where 

both individuals and the team can flourish?  
o Are there practices you could implement to ensure consistent nurturing and patience in 

developing your team’s culture? 

4. The Power of Metaphor: Shaping Culture and Understanding 

o Think about a metaphor that you currently use (or could use) to explain your 
leadership approach.  

o How does it help your team members understand what is expected of them and where 
the team is heading?  

o How does the metaphor clarify your vision and bring clarity to your communication?  
o How could you introduce more metaphors in your leadership conversations to make 

complex ideas more accessible and inspire action within your team? 
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Humility in Leadership: The Strength Behind the Surface 

“As	the	mother	whale	once	reminded	her	son	–	‘it	is	when	you	get	to	the	top	and	start	
blowing	that	you	get	harpooned.’”	

This	 profound	 quote	 offers	 a	 powerful	 metaphor	 for	 leaders,	 especially	 in	 education	 and	
organisations	where	the	temptation	to	stand	out,	assert	authority,	or	seek	recognition	can	sometimes	
lead	to	downfall.	The	message	is	clear:	true	leadership	isn’t	about	self-promotion	or	standing	alone	
at	the	top.	It’s	about	remaining	grounded,	acknowledging	the	contributions	of	others,	and	leading	
with	a	sense	of	humility.	

Why	Humility	is	Essential	in	Leadership	

Whilst	I	mentioned	‘humility’	above,	it’s	importance	cannot	be	overstated.	Humility	is	one	of	the	most	
crucial	 yet	 often	 underestimated	 traits	 in	 effective	 leadership.	 It’s	 not	 about	 self-deprecation	 or	
downplaying	one's	abilities	but	rather	having	the	confidence	to	acknowledge	that	leadership	is	not	a	
solo	 endeavour.	 Humility	 in	 leadership	 means	 recognizing	 the	 value	 in	 others,	 being	 open	 to	
feedback,	and	fostering	an	environment	where	everyone’s	voice	matters.	

Research	consistently	supports	the	idea	that	humble	leaders	build	more	effective,	resilient	teams.	
According	 to	The	 Leadership	 Quarterly,	 humble	 leaders	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 foster	 trust,	 promote	
collaboration,	 and	 build	 positive,	 high-functioning	 team	 cultures.	 They	 don't	 see	 leadership	 as	 a	
position	of	power	to	be	flaunted	but	as	a	role	of	service,	one	that	involves	lifting	others	and	focusing	
on	collective	success	rather	than	personal	gain.	

Humility	in	leadership	involves:	

1. Self-awareness:	Humble	 leaders	 are	 aware	 of	 their	 strengths	 and	 limitations,	 and	 they	
actively	seek	feedback	to	improve	themselves.	

2. Perspective-taking:	They	 consider	 the	 ideas	 and	 opinions	 of	 others	 and	 value	 diverse	
contributions	to	decision-making.	

3. Servant	 Leadership:	They	 prioritize	 the	 needs	 of	 their	 team	 and	 seek	 to	 elevate	 those	
around	them	rather	than	seeking	the	spotlight	for	themselves.	

4. Openness	 to	 Learning:	Humble	 leaders	 view	 mistakes	 as	 opportunities	 for	 growth	 and	
remain	open	to	learning	from	both	successes	and	setbacks.	
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Humility	in	School	Leadership	

In	the	educational	context,	a	principal	who	shows	humility	might	be	the	one	who	actively	seeks	input	
from	teachers,	staff,	and	even	students	when	making	important	decisions.	Instead	of	asserting	top-
down	control,	the	principal	fosters	an	open	dialogue,	invites	suggestions,	and	values	the	expertise	of	
their	team.	This	creates	a	culture	of	mutual	respect	and	collaboration,	where	everyone	feels	heard	
and	valued.	

Similarly,	a	department	head	in	an	organization	who	admits	when	they	don’t	have	all	the	answers	
and	turns	to	their	team	for	solutions	can	create	a	sense	of	shared	responsibility.	This	leader	doesn't	
fear	showing	vulnerability	but	understands	that	great	solutions	come	from	collective	intelligence.	

On	the	other	hand,	a	lack	of	humility	can	have	damaging	consequences.	Leaders	who	"start	blowing"	
when	 they	 reach	 the	 top,	 who	 disregard	 others'	 perspectives	 or	 overemphasize	 their	 own	
achievements,	risk	alienating	their	teams,	stifling	creativity,	and	ultimately	undermining	trust.	

Humility	may	not	always	be	the	most	visible	trait	of	a	leader,	but	it	is	often	the	most	effective.	It’s	a	
quiet	 force	 that	 drives	 collaborative	 success	 and	 fosters	 strong,	 cohesive	 teams.	 As	 leaders	 in	
education	and	organizations,	we	must	remember	the	lesson	of	the	whale:	true	leadership	is	not	about	
standing	tall	and	drawing	attention	but	about	remaining	humble	and	lifting	others	as	we	rise	together.	
When	we	lead	with	humility,	we	empower	our	teams,	build	trust,	and	create	lasting	positive	change.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

As	the	mother	whale	
once	reminded	her	
son	–	it	is	when	you	
get	to	the	top	and	

start	blowing	that	you	
get	harpooned.	
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1. Self-Awareness Check 

o Think about a recent situation where you had the opportunity to lead a 
decision or initiative.  

o How did you balance your own input with the perspectives of others? 
o What did you learn from considering their viewpoints, and how did it 

influence the outcome? 

2. Vulnerability in Leadership 

o When was the last time you openly admitted to your team that you didn’t 
have all the answers?  

o What was the response, and how did it affect the trust and collaboration 
within your team?  

o How can you create more opportunities for sharing vulnerability in a way 
that empowers others?  

o In what ways do you actively demonstrate vulnerability and openness to 
feedback in your leadership, and how does this influence the relationships 
you have with your team? 

3. Servant Leadership Reflection 

o Reflect on a time when you prioritized the needs of your team or organization 
over your own.  

o How did it impact the team’s performance or morale?  
o In what other areas of your leadership can you practice servant leadership 

more consciously? 

4. Growth and Learning 

o Consider a recent mistake or failure you experienced as a leader. How did 
you approach it, and what did you learn from it?  

o How can you cultivate a growth mindset within your team that sees mistakes 
as opportunities for learning rather than setbacks? 

5. Humility and Team Dynamics 

o Humility often involves acknowledging the strengths and contributions of 
others.  

o How do you ensure that everyone in your team feels valued and recognized 
for their unique skills?  

o What actions can you take to intentionally foster a culture of mutual respect 
and shared success?  

o How do you balance your own vision and expertise with the perspectives and 
ideas of others, and what impact does this balance have on the growth and 
empowerment of your team? 
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Weekly	Reflection	

Navigating Leadership in a VUCA World 

In	 today’s	rapidly	changing	world,	 leaders	across	all	 sectors	 face	challenges	unlike	any	 they	have	
encountered	 before.	 The	 environment	 in	 which	 they	 operate	 is	 increasingly	 volatile,	 uncertain,	
complex,	and	ambiguous,	a	landscape	best	described	by	the	term	V.U.C.A.	

What	is	VUCA?	

The	term	VUCA	originated	in	the	U.S.	military	in	the	late	1980s	to	describe	the	unpredictable	nature	
of	the	post-Cold	War	world.	It	quickly	found	its	way	into	the	corporate	world	and,	more	recently,	into	
education	and	other	sectors.	VUCA	stands	for:	

• Volatility	–	the	speed	and	magnitude	of	change.	
• Uncertainty	–	the	unpredictability	of	future	events.	
• Complexity	–	the	intricacy	and	interconnectedness	of	systems.	
• Ambiguity	–	the	lack	of	clarity	about	issues	or	events.	

In	a	VUCA	world,	leaders	must	adapt	their	thinking,	decision-making,	and	strategies	to	navigate	an	
environment	 that	 constantly	 shifts,	 throws	 unexpected	 challenges,	 and	 demands	 quick	 and	
sometimes	unconventional	responses.	

The	VUCA	World	in	Education	

Educational	leaders	today	face	a	VUCA	environment	in	ways	that	are	both	unique	and	profound.	From	
global	disruptions	like	the	COVID-19	pandemic	to	the	rapid	acceleration	of	technological	change	and	
the	increasing	diversity	of	student	needs,	leaders	in	schools	and	universities	must	be	more	adaptable	
than	ever	before.	

1. Volatility	in	Education	
Consider	the	disruption	of	traditional	schooling	caused	by	the	pandemic.	Schools	had	to	
pivot	to	remote	learning	almost	overnight.	The	volatility	in	education	comes	from	rapid	
shifts	in	student	needs,	societal	expectations,	and	the	adoption	of	new	technologies.	What	
worked	yesterday	may	not	work	today.	How	does	your	school	or	organisation	stay	agile	in	
the	face	of	constant	change,	and	how	do	you	prepare	for	the	next	disruption?	

2. Uncertainty	in	Educational	Policy	and	Practices	
Educational	leaders	today	must	grapple	with	shifting	policies,	new	technologies,	changing	
societal	expectations,	and	diverse	learner	needs.	In	some	regions,	educational	policies	
change	with	the	changing	political	winds,	leaving	educators	uncertain	about	the	future.	The	
uncertainty	in	education	is	evident	in	debates	about	standardized	testing,	curriculum	
reform,	and	equity	in	access.	How	do	you	create	an	environment	where	your	team	or	school	
can	respond	flexibly	to	uncertainty,	without	sacrificing	long-term	goals?	
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3. Complexity	in	Education	Systems	
Schools	and	universities	are	complex	ecosystems	with	multiple	stakeholders,	from	students	
and	parents	to	teachers,	administrators,	and	policymakers.	Leaders	must	navigate	
competing	priorities,	conflicting	views,	and	the	increasingly	interconnected	nature	of	
education,	technology,	and	social	issues.	Addressing	diversity,	equity,	and	inclusion,	for	
example,	requires	a	nuanced	understanding	of	how	all	these	elements	intersect.	How	do	you	
simplify	the	complex	challenges	your	school	faces,	and	how	do	you	ensure	that	your	
decision-making	process	involves	the	right	voices	and	perspectives?	

4. Ambiguity	in	the	Future	of	Education	
The	future	of	work,	skills,	and	learning	is	unclear.	Will	we	see	the	continued	rise	of	AI	in	
education?	Will	personalized	learning	become	the	norm?	These	uncertainties	create	
ambiguity	for	educational	leaders	who	must	plan	and	prepare	for	a	future	that	is	hard	to	
predict.	With	increasing	diversity	in	student	populations	and	the	ever-changing	nature	of	
digital	technologies,	the	line	between	education	and	technology	is	blurring.	How	can	you	
create	a	culture	of	experimentation	and	continuous	learning	within	your	school	to	thrive	in	
the	face	of	ambiguity?	

Leadership	in	a	VUCA	World:	Key	Skills	and	Strategies	

So,	how	can	educational	leaders,	and	leaders	in	other	organizations,	effectively	navigate	the	VUCA	
world?	Here	are	some	essential	skills	and	strategies:	

1.	Agility	and	Adaptability	

In	a	VUCA	environment,	leaders	must	be	able	to	pivot	quickly.	This	requires	agility		-	the	ability	to	
adapt	plans	as	new	information	becomes	available.	Educational	leaders	must	embrace	the	idea	that	
they	don’t	always	have	all	the	answers,	but	they	must	be	willing	to	listen,	learn,	and	adjust	strategies	
in	real	time.	

2.	Vision	and	Purpose	

In	uncertain	and	volatile	times,	having	a	clear	vision	can	serve	as	an	anchor.	However,	it’s	equally	
important	to	keep	this	vision	flexible	and	open	to	adaptation.	Leaders	need	to	be	able	to	communicate	
their	vision	while	remaining	open	to	change,	helping	their	teams	to	see	the	bigger	picture	even	when	
the	day-to-day	challenges	feel	overwhelming.	

3.	Collaboration	and	Empowerment	

The	complexity	of	today’s	challenges	means	no	leader	can	go	it	alone.	Leaders	in	education	must	build	
collaborative	environments	where	teachers,	students,	parents,	and	communities	feel	empowered	to	
contribute	 ideas	 and	 solutions.	 Collective	 problem-solving	 fosters	 resilience	 in	 the	 face	 of	
uncertainty.	

4.	Emotional	Intelligence	and	Resilience	
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VUCA	environments	can	create	stress	and	anxiety,	both	for	 leaders	and	their	teams.	Leaders	with	
high	emotional	intelligence	can	build	trust,	manage	conflict,	and	model	resilience.	This	requires	self-
awareness,	empathy,	and	a	commitment	to	supporting	the	mental	and	emotional	wellbeing	of	the	
people	they	lead.	

5.	Continuous	Learning	

VUCA	 leaders	 are	 lifelong	 learners.	They	 stay	 curious,	 seek	out	new	perspectives,	 and	encourage	
innovation.	 For	 educational	 leaders,	 this	 might	mean	 staying	 on	 top	 of	 new	 pedagogical	 trends,	
educational	 technologies,	 and	 research.	 For	 leaders	 in	 other	 fields,	 it	 might	 mean	 embracing	
continuous	professional	development	and	building	networks	of	support.	

6.	Decision-Making	in	Uncertainty	

One	of	the	biggest	challenges	in	a	VUCA	world	is	making	decisions	without	all	the	information	you	
might	want.	This	requires	leaders	to	be	comfortable	with	risk,	ambiguity,	and	making	decisions	based	
on	 limited	 data.	 They	 need	 to	 be	 decisive	 yet	 flexible,	 knowing	 that	 decisions	might	 need	 to	 be	
revisited	as	circumstances	evolve.	

Leading	with	Confidence	in	a	VUCA	World	

In	 a	 VUCA	 world,	 leadership	 is	 less	 about	 control	 and	 certainty	 and	 more	 about	 adaptability,	
collaboration,	and	continuous	learning.	Educational	leaders,	in	particular,	must	foster	environments	
that	 support	 agility,	 inclusivity,	 and	 a	 shared	 vision	 for	 the	 future.	 While	 the	 world	 may	 seem	
unpredictable,	strong	leaders	are	those	who	can	pivot	with	purpose,	inspire	their	teams,	and	remain	
resilient	no	matter	what	challenges	arise.	

Ultimately,	 leading	 in	 a	VUCA	world	 requires	 an	 openness	 to	 change,	 a	 deep	 commitment	 to	 the	
people	 and	 communities	 you	 serve,	 and	 a	willingness	 to	 embrace	both	 the	 known	and	unknown	
aspects	of	 the	 future.	By	 cultivating	 these	attributes,	 you	 can	 lead	your	organization	 through	 the	
complexities	and	uncertainties	of	the	modern	world.	
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1. Embracing Change and Agility 
o How do you create an organizational culture that not only anticipates 

disruption but thrives in it, ensuring that your team feels empowered to 
innovate rather than resist change?  

o How can you build a culture of agility and adaptability within your team or 
organization? 
 

2. Balancing Flexibility with Long-term Vision 
o In a world of constant change, how do you ensure that your leadership 

remains anchored in a clear purpose, while also allowing for the necessary 
flexibility to adapt to emerging challenges? 
 

3. Simplifying Complexity 
o How do you ensure that, in navigating the complexity of diverse student 

needs, societal expectations, and technology integration, your decision-
making process remains clear and inclusive, without oversimplifying the 
challenges at hand? 
 

4. Fostering a Culture of Experimentation and Continuous Learning 
o In a world where the future of education is ambiguous, how can you create a 

culture where experimentation is encouraged, and failure is seen as a 
natural part of the learning process?  

o How do you prioritize collaboration and empowerment in the decision-
making process? 
 

5. Emotional Resilience in the Face of Uncertainty 
o Given the emotional toll that leading in a VUCA world can take, how do you 

maintain your own emotional resilience while also supporting the mental and 
emotional wellbeing of those you lead?  

o What steps can you take to ensure that your leadership vision remains 
relevant in a rapidly changing world?  

o What strategies can you implement to support your team's emotional 
resilience in times of uncertainty? 
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Weekly	Reflection	

Beyond the Maxim: Lessons from the Stockdale Paradox 
for Leaders 

It	is	often	said	that	a	single	quote	can	spark	a	lifetime	of	inspiration.	Maxims,	quotes,	and	idioms	offer	
us	bite-sized	wisdom	-	a	spark	of	clarity	in	an	often	complex	world.	But	as	leaders,	it’s	essential	to	
move	beyond	the	surface.	Behind	every	great	quote	lies	a	story	-	a	context	that	gives	it	depth	and	
power.	Without	understanding	that	story,	we	risk	misunderstanding	its	true	meaning	or	failing	to	
apply	it	effectively	to	our	leadership	challenges.		

One	source	of	inspiration	I	pondered	on	was	the	story	of	Stockdale.	Consider	the	words	of	Admiral	
James	Stockdale:	“You	must	never	confuse	faith	that	you	will	prevail	in	the	end	-	which	you	
can	never	afford	to	lose	-	with	the	discipline	to	confront	the	most	brutal	facts	of	your	
current	 reality,	 whatever	 they	may	 be.”	This	maxim	 encapsulates	 the	 essence	 of	 what	 has	
become	known	as	the	Stockdale	Paradox.	But	to	fully	appreciate	its	value,	we	must	explore	the	story	
behind	it.	

The	Story	of	James	Stockdale	

James	Stockdale	was	a	U.S.	Navy	pilot	who	was	shot	down	during	the	Vietnam	War	and	imprisoned	
in	 the	 infamous	 “Hanoi	 Hilton”	 for	 over	 seven	 years.	 Enduring	 brutal	 conditions,	 torture,	 and	
psychological	 torment,	 Stockdale	 emerged	 as	 a	 symbol	 of	 resilience	 and	 leadership.	 How	 did	 he	
survive,	and	how	did	he	lead	others	to	endure?	

Before	meeting	with	the	legendary	soldier	and	statesman,	Jim	Collins	(author	of	‘Good	to	Great’	read	
Stockdale’s	memoir	and	found	its	grim	details	hard	to	bear,	despite	his	knowledge	that	Stockdale’s	
later	 life	was	happy.	Collins	wondered,	“If	 it	 feels	depressing	for	me,	how	on	earth	did	he	survive	
when	he	was	actually	there	and	did	not	know	the	end	of	the	story?”		

When	he	posed	that	question	to	the	admiral,	Stockdale	answered:	“I	never	lost	faith	in	the	end	of	the	
story.	I	never	doubted	not	only	that	I	would	get	out,	but	also	that	I	would	prevail	in	the	end	and	turn	
the	experience	into	the	defining	event	of	my	life,	which,	in	retrospect,	I	would	not	trade.”	

Collins	asked	him	about	 the	personal	 characteristics	of	prisoners	who	did	not	make	 it	 out	of	 the	
camps.	 “The	 optimists,”	 he	 replied.	 “Oh,	 they	were	 the	 ones	who	 said,	 ‘We’re	 going	 to	 be	 out	 by	
Christmas.’	And	Christmas	would	come,	and	Christmas	would	go.	Then	they’d	say,	‘We’re	going	to	be	
out	by	Easter.’	And	Easter	would	come,	and	Easter	would	go.	And	then	Thanksgiving,	and	 then	 it	
would	be	Christmas	again.	And	they	died	of	a	broken	heart.	“I	lived	on	a	day-to-day	basis.	…	most	
guys	thought	it	was	really	better	for	everybody	to	be	an	optimist.	I	wasn't	naturally	that	way;	I	knew	
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too	much	about	the	politics	of	Asia	when	I	got	shot	down.	I	think	there	was	a	lot	of	damage	done	by	
optimists;	other	writers	from	other	wars	share	that	opinion.	The	problem	is,	some	people	believe	
what	professional	optimists	are	passing	out	and	come	unglued	when	their	predictions	
don't	work	out.”	

Stockdale	recognized	a	critical	tension.	On	one	hand,	he	maintained	unwavering	faith	that	he	would	
eventually	triumph	and	return	home.	On	the	other	hand,	he	refused	to	sugarcoat	the	grim	reality	of	
his	situation.	This	dual	mindset	was	pivotal.	

Interestingly,	Stockdale	observed	that	the	prisoners	who	fared	worst	were	often	the	optimists	who	
believed	they	would	be	released	by	Christmas	or	Easter,	only	to	have	their	hopes	repeatedly	dashed.	
By	contrast,	Stockdale’s	approach	combined	realistic	pragmatism	with	enduring	hope,	enabling	him	
to	navigate	the	brutal	conditions	and	inspire	others	to	do	the	same.	

Lessons	for	Leaders	

Educational	and	organizational	leaders	will	not	face	physical	imprisonment	or	wartime	adversity	(I	
hope!),	but	leadership	often	requires	navigating	complex,	high-stakes	challenges	and	facing	realities	
‘head	on’.	The	Stockdale	Paradox	offers	profound	lessons	for	leaders	navigating	today’s	realities:	

1. Optimism	Alone	Is	Not	Enough:	Inspirational	quotes	and	maxims	can	uplift	and	energize.	
But	 if	 they’re	 not	 grounded	 in	 a	 deep	 understanding	 of	 reality,	 they	 can	 become	 hollow.	
Leaders	must	balance	optimism	with	realism,	crafting	strategies	that	acknowledge	the	brutal	
facts.	

2. Face	 the	 ‘Brutal’	 Facts:	 Great	 leadership	 requires	 confronting	 uncomfortable	 truths,	
whether	 it’s	 declining	performance	metrics,	 cultural	 dysfunction,	 or	 resistance	 to	 change.	
Avoiding	 these	 realities	 undermines	progress.	 Confronting	 them	with	 courage	 and	 clarity	
creates	the	foundation	for	meaningful	solutions.	

3. Lead	 Through	 Duality:	 Leaders	 must	 model	 both	 enduring	 hope	 and	 practical,	 honest	
engagement	 with	 challenges.	 It’s	 not	 about	 choosing	 between	 optimism	 and	 realism	 but	
integrating	both	to	inspire	teams	to	act	with	resilience.	

Stockdale’s	story	is	not	the	only	example	of	this	leadership	principle	in	action.	History	is	replete	with	
figures	who	have	embodied	the	balance	between	hope	and	realism.	Winston	Churchill,	during	the	
darkest	days	of	World	War	II,	 famously	acknowledged	the	severity	of	Britain’s	predicament	while	
rallying	the	nation	with	his	unyielding	belief	in	ultimate	victory.	Nelson	Mandela,	during	his	27	years	
of	imprisonment,	maintained	hope	for	a	free	South	Africa	while	tirelessly	preparing	for	the	pragmatic	
realities	of	leadership	in	a	divided	nation.	What	story	inspires	you?	What	can	you	learn	from	others’	
stories?		

For	 educational	 and	 organizational	 leaders,	 these	 stories	 underscore	 the	 importance	 of	 seeing	
maxims	not	as	abstract	principles	but	as	reflections	of	lived	experiences.	They	remind	us	that	behind	
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every	inspiring	phrase	lies	the	grit,	sacrifice,	and	determination	of	individuals	who	faced	immense	
challenges	and	emerged	stronger.	

Contemporary	Applications	for	Leaders	

Imagine	a	school	principal	grappling	with	declining	student	outcomes.	It’s	tempting	to	rely	on	slogans	
like	 “Every	 child	 can	 succeed”	 or	 “We	 aim	 for	 every	 child	 to	 reach	 their	 potential”	 etc	 to	 inspire	
teachers	 and	 students.	 While	 these	 maxims	 may	 inspire	 some,	 addressing	 the	 root	 causes	 -	
insufficient	resources,	curriculum	gaps,	or	staff	morale	-	requires	confronting	uncomfortable	truths.	
By	pairing	an	inspiring	vision	with	targeted	interventions,	leaders	can	muster	the	inspiration	to	effect	
real	change.	

Similarly,	 consider	 an	 organizational	 leader	managing	 a	 team	 through	 economic	 uncertainty.	 An	
optimistic	message	about	weathering	the	storm	must	be	coupled	with	clear	communication	about	
budget	constraints,	layoffs,	or	redefined	priorities.	Facing	the	brutal	facts	head-on,	while	reinforcing	
a	vision	of	resilience	and	recovery,	builds	trust	and	fosters	collective	problem-solving.	

Practical	Strategies	for	Leaders	

1. Conduct	Reality	Checks:	Regularly	review	data,	feedback,	and	performance	metrics.	Create	
a	culture	where	team	members	feel	safe	sharing	difficult	truths.	

2. Communicate	 Transparently:	 Share	 both	 the	 challenges	 and	 the	 plan	 to	 address	 them.	
Transparency	builds	credibility	and	trust.	

3. Balance	Short-Term	and	Long-Term	Goals:	Address	immediate	issues	while	keeping	sight	
of	the	broader	mission	and	vision.	

4. Empower	Your	Team:	Involve	team	members	in	problem-solving.	Resilience	grows	when	
people	feel	they	have	agency	in	overcoming	challenges.	

5. Model	Resilience:	Demonstrate	composure,	adaptability,	and	commitment.	Leaders	set	the	
tone	for	how	challenges	are	perceived	and	tackled.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

“You must never confuse faith that you will 
prevail in the end - which you can never 
afford to lose - with the discipline to 
confront the most brutal facts of your 
current reality, whatever they may be.” 
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1. What inspirational quotes or maxims guide your leadership, and how deeply do 
you understand their origins and context? 

2. What have you learnt from others than can be applicable to your role?  
3. How do you balance optimism with realism when faced with significant challenges 

in your organization? 
4. What brutal facts about your current reality might you or your team be avoiding, 

and what steps can you take to confront them? 
5. How can you create an environment where both hope and honest dialogue 

coexist? 
6. In what ways are you modelling resilience and adaptability for your team during 

difficult times? 
7. How can you ensure that your leadership actions align with both your vision for 

the future and the immediate needs of your organization? 
8. How do historical examples of leadership inspire your approach, and how can you 

adapt their lessons to your unique context? 
9. What systems or processes can you implement to ensure ongoing reflection and 

alignment with your leadership principles? 
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Embracing the Growth Mindset for Leadership Success - 
Understanding Growth Mindset vs. Fixed Mindset 

Dr.	 Carol	 Dweck,	 a	 renowned	 psychologist,	 introduced	 the	 concepts	 of	 the	growth	mindset	and	
the	fixed	 mindset	in	 her	 groundbreaking	 research.	 These	 frameworks	 explain	 how	 individuals	
perceive	their	abilities	and	potential	for	development.	

A	fixed	 mindset	is	 the	 belief	 that	 abilities	 and	 intelligence	 are	 static	 traits,	 innate	 and	
unchangeable.	 People	 with	 a	 fixed	 mindset	 tend	 to	 avoid	 challenges,	 give	 up	 easily,	 and	 feel	
threatened	by	the	success	of	others.	For	example,	a	leader	who	believes	they	are	naturally	"not	good	
with	numbers"	may	avoid	financial	decision-making	tasks,	seeing	them	as	beyond	their	capabilities.	

In	 contrast,	 a	growth	mindset	is	 the	belief	 that	abilities	can	be	developed	 through	dedication,	
effort,	and	learning.	Leaders	with	this	mindset	embrace	challenges,	persist	through	setbacks,	
and	 find	 inspiration	 in	 others'	 successes.	 For	 example,	 a	 school	 principal	who	 recognizes	 their	
initial	struggles	with	public	speaking	might	take	courses,	practice	regularly,	and	seek	feedback	to	
improve.	

What	relevance	does	this	have	to	you?	

Leadership	 roles,	 whether	 in	 schools	 or	 organizations,	 demand	 adaptability,	 resilience,	 and	 the	
ability	to	inspire	and	develop	others.	The	mindset	a	leader	adopts	can	significantly	influence	their	
effectiveness	and	the	culture	they	create.	

How	a	Growth	Mindset	Benefits	Leaders:	

1. Encourages	 Innovation:	 Leaders	 with	 a	 growth	 mindset	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 support	
experimentation	and	accept	failures	as	learning	opportunities.	For	instance,	a	principal	might	
encourage	teachers	to	try	new	teaching	strategies,	knowing	some	may	not	yield	immediate	
results	but	could	lead	to	long-term	improvement.	

2. Promotes	Continuous	Learning:	Leaders	who	embrace	growth	see	feedback	as	a	tool	for	
development	 rather	 than	 criticism.	 For	 example,	 a	manager	might	 actively	 seek	 feedback	
from	their	team	to	refine	their	leadership	style.	

3. Builds	Resilient	Teams:	Modeling	a	growth	mindset	fosters	a	culture	where	team	members	
feel	safe	to	take	risks,	learn	from	mistakes,	and	strive	for	improvement.	A	school	leader	who	
openly	 shares	 their	 learning	 journey—such	 as	 overcoming	 initial	 challenges	 with	
technology—can	inspire	staff	to	adopt	a	similar	approach.	
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How	a	Fixed	Mindset	Can	Hinder	Leadership:	

1. Resistance	to	Change:	A	 leader	with	a	 fixed	mindset	might	resist	new	 initiatives,	 fearing	
failure	 or	 preferring	 the	 comfort	 of	 the	 familiar.	 For	 example,	 a	 principal	 might	 reject	
adopting	a	new	curriculum,	assuming	it’s	"too	complex"	for	their	staff.	

2. Undermines	Team	Potential:	Leaders	with	fixed	mindsets	may	inadvertently	label	staff	or	
students	 as	 "capable"	 or	 "incapable,"	 limiting	 opportunities	 for	 growth.	 For	 instance,	
assuming	a	teacher	is	"not	a	leader"	could	prevent	them	from	thriving	in	a	leadership	role	
with	the	right	support.	

3. Creates	a	Fearful	Culture:	A	 fixed	mindset	 can	 lead	 to	 a	 culture	of	 perfectionism	where	
mistakes	 are	 punished,	 stifling	 creativity	 and	 risk-taking.	 For	 example,	 a	 leader	 who	
highlights	only	errors	during	staff	meetings	may	discourage	innovation.	

Misunderstandings	About	the	Growth	Mindset	

While	 the	 concept	 of	 a	 growth	 mindset	 has	 gained	 popularity,	 it	 is	 often	 misunderstood	 or	
misapplied.	Here	are	some	common	misconceptions:	

1. "Anything	is	Possible	with	a	Growth	Mindset":	Growth	mindset	doesn’t	mean	that	effort	
alone	 guarantees	 success	 in	 any	 domain.	 Leaders	 must	 recognize	 the	 interplay	 of	 effort,	
talent,	and	context.	For	example,	no	matter	how	much	a	school	leader	with	a	growth	mindset	
dedicates	 themselves	 to	becoming	a	ballerina,	physical	 limitations	or	 lack	of	 foundational	
skills	may	prevent	success.	Similarly,	a	leader	cannot	expect	every	team	member	to	excel	in	
every	role;	understanding	individual	strengths	and	realistic	goals	is	crucial.	

2. "Praising	 Effort	 Alone":	 Some	 believe	 fostering	 a	 growth	mindset	means	 praising	 effort	
irrespective	 of	 outcomes.	 However,	 true	 growth	 mindset	 practices	 involve	 recognizing	
effective	strategies,	persistence,	and	progress.	For	example,	instead	of	saying,	“Good	job,	you	
worked	 hard,”	 a	 leader	 might	 say,	 “I	 noticed	 how	 you	 analyzed	 the	 data	 to	 adjust	 your	
approach—that	was	a	smart	strategy.”	

3. "Labeling	as	Growth	Mindset":	Declaring	oneself	 or	 an	organization	as	having	a	growth	
mindset	does	not	make	it	so.	Leaders	must	embody	and	model	growth	behaviors	consistently.	
For	 instance,	 claiming	 to	 value	 feedback	 but	 reacting	 defensively	 when	 receiving	 it	
undermines	credibility.	

And	a	 further	note	of	 caution	whilst	 on	 this	 topic.	Recent	 research	has	 explored	 the	 relationship	
between	growth	mindset	and	personality	traits,	particularly	conscientiousness.	Conscientiousness,	a	
trait	characterized	by	diligence,	responsibility,	and	a	strong	work	ethic,	shares	similarities	with	the	
behaviours	associated	with	a	growth	mindset,	such	as	persistence	and	a	focus	on	effort.	

Studies	have	found	correlations	between	growth	mindset	and	higher	levels	of	conscientiousness.	For	
instance,	 research	 indicates	 that	 individuals	 with	 a	 growth	 mindset	 tend	 to	 exhibit	 higher	
conscientiousness	and	lower	neuroticism.	Additionally,	a	study	examining	the	relationship	between	
conscientiousness,	 procrastination,	 and	 growth	mindset	 suggests	 that	 these	psychological	 factors	
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interact	to	influence	task	management	behaviors	and	academic	outcomes.	However,	it's	important	to	
note	that	while	growth	mindset	and	conscientiousness	are	related,	they	are	distinct	constructs.		

Growth	 mindset	 refers	 to	 the	 belief	 in	 the	 malleability	 of	 abilities	 through	 effort	 and	 learning,	
whereas	 conscientiousness	 is	 a	 stable	 personality	 trait	 involving	 self-discipline	 and	organization.	
Conflating	the	two	overlooks	the	nuanced	differences	between	a	changeable	belief	system	and	an	
inherent	personality	characteristic.	

Some	may	 argue	 that	 promoting	 a	 growth	mindset	without	 considering	 individual	 differences	 in	
personality	 traits	 like	 conscientiousness	 may	 lead	 to	 oversimplified	 interventions.	 For	 example,	
individuals	 low	 in	conscientiousness	might	struggle	 to	adopt	growth-oriented	behaviours	despite	
endorsing	 a	 growth	 mindset.	 Therefore,	 effective	 leadership	 development	 should	 consider	 both	
mindset	and	personality	traits	to	tailor	approaches	that	foster	resilience,	adaptability,	and	sustained	
effort	among	leaders.	

Practical	Strategies	for	Leaders	

1. Model	 Vulnerability	 and	 Learning:	 Share	 your	 growth	 experiences	 openly.	 A	 school	
principal	might	discuss	how	they	overcame	their	discomfort	with	conflict	resolution	through	
training	and	practice,	inspiring	staff	to	tackle	their	own	challenges.	

2. Encourage	 Reflective	 Practices:	 Incorporate	 coaching	 questions	 to	 help	 teams	 adopt	 a	
growth	perspective.	For	example:	

o What	did	we	learn	from	this	experience?	
o How	can	we	approach	this	challenge	differently	next	time?	

3. Balance	 High	 Expectations	 with	 Support:	 Set	 ambitious	 goals	 while	 providing	 the	
resources	and	encouragement	necessary	for	growth.	For	instance,	an	organizational	leader	
might	challenge	a	team	to	implement	a	new	system	while	offering	training	and	mentorship.	

4. Recognize	Progress	and	Strategy:	Acknowledge	not	just	outcomes	but	the	processes	that	
lead	 to	 improvement.	 Celebrate	 milestones	 and	 learning	 moments	 to	 reinforce	 growth	
behaviors.	

For	 leaders	 in	 schools	 and	organizations,	 adopting	and	 fostering	a	 growth	mindset	 is	not	merely	
about	optimism	or	effort	but	about	embracing	a	culture	of	learning,	resilience,	and	adaptability.	By	
understanding	and	 correctly	 applying	 the	principles	of	 growth	mindset,	 leaders	 can	 inspire	 their	
teams	 to	overcome	challenges,	 innovate,	and	 thrive	 in	an	ever-changing	 landscape.	While	growth	
mindset	has	its	limits	and	must	be	grounded	in	reality,	it	remains	a	powerful	tool	for	driving	personal	
and	professional	success.	
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1. What specific beliefs about your abilities might be rooted in a fixed mindset, and how 
might they be limiting your leadership effectiveness? 

2. Can you identify a recent challenge where you approached it with a growth 
mindset?  

3. What was the outcome, and what did you learn from it? 
4. How do you currently model a growth mindset for your team? Are there ways you 

can demonstrate this more effectively? 
5. In what areas of your leadership do you feel most resistant to change, and what 

would adopting a growth mindset look like in these areas? 
6. How do you respond to feedback, especially when it’s critical? What strategies could 

help you view feedback as a tool for growth? 
7. Reflect on a time when you labeled someone (staff or student) as "capable" or 

"incapable." How might adopting a growth perspective have changed your actions or 
decisions? 

8. How do you balance encouraging effort with setting realistic goals for your team? 
Are there areas where you might be unintentionally reinforcing a fixed mindset? 

9. What steps are you taking to create a culture where mistakes are seen as learning 
opportunities rather than failures? 

10. How do you ensure that praise and recognition in your organization focus on 
strategies and progress rather than just effort or outcomes? 

11. What misconceptions about the growth mindset might exist in your organization, 
and how can you address these to foster a deeper understanding among your team? 

 



 

179 

	

	

	

Understanding Cognitive Distortions and Their Impact 
on Leadership 

Cognitive	What???	

Cognitive	distortions	 are	 systematic	 errors	 in	 thinking	 that	 can	 lead	 to	 inaccurate	perceptions	of	
reality.	Originally	identified	in	the	field	of	cognitive-behavioral	therapy,	these	distortions	influence	
how	we	interpret	events,	make	decisions,	and	interact	with	others.	For	leaders,	cognitive	distortions	
can	subtly	shape	their	actions	and	decisions,	often	leading	to	unintended	consequences.	

Common	Cognitive	Distortions	

1. All-or-Nothing	Thinking:	Viewing	situations	in	black-and-white	terms,	without	considering	
nuances	or	gray	areas.	For	example,	a	leader	might	think,	"If	I’m	not	perfect,	I’m	a	failure.		

2. Overgeneralisation:	Drawing	broad	conclusions	based	on	a	single	event.	For	instance,	after	
a	single	failed	educational	initiative,	a	leader	might	conclude,	"Nothing	I	try	ever	works."	

3. Mental	Filtering:	Focusing	exclusively	on	the	negative	aspects	of	a	situation	while	ignoring	
the	 positives.	 For	 example,	 a	 principal	 may	 fixate	 on	 one	 critical	 comment	 during	 a	
performance	 review	 by	 the	 Board	 or	 jurisdiction	 disregarding	 the	 numerous	 positive	
remarks.	

4. Discounting	the	Positive:	Downplaying	or	dismissing	positive	feedback	or	achievements.	A	
leader	 might	 say,	 "Anyone	 could	 have	 done	 that,"	 when	 praised	 for	 a	 significant	
accomplishment.	

5. Catastrophizing:	Expecting	the	worst-case	scenario	to	happen.	For	instance,	a	leader	might	
think,	"If	this	project	in	my	school	or	organisation	fails,	it	will	ruin	my	career."	

6. Personalization:	Assuming	undue	responsibility	for	external	events.	A	school	leader	might	
blame	 themselves	 for	 a	 student’s	 poor	 performance,	 thinking,	 "If	 only	 I	 were	 a	 better	
principal,	this	wouldn’t	have	happened."	

7. Mind	Reading:	Believing	you	know	what	others	are	thinking	without	evidence.	For	example,	
a	leader	might	assume,	"My	team	thinks	I’m	incompetent,"	despite	no	one	expressing	this.	

8. Fortune-Telling:	Predicting	negative	outcomes	without	basis.	For	instance,	a	leader	might	
avoid	applying	for	a	grant,	assuming,	"We’ll	never	get	it	anyway."	

9. Emotional	Reasoning:	Assuming	that	emotions	reflect	reality.	A	leader	feeling	overwhelmed	
might	conclude,	"I’m	incapable	of	handling	this	role."	

10. Should	Statements:	Rigidly	adhering	 to	 self-imposed	 rules	about	how	 things	 "should"	or	
"must"	be.	For	example,	"I	should	always	have	the	answers,"	can	place	undue	pressure	on	a	
leader.	
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11. Labeling:	Assigning	global,	negative	labels	to	oneself	or	others.	For	instance,	"I’m	a	failure"	
or	"They’re	lazy."	

12. Blaming:	Holding	others	responsible	 for	one’s	emotions	or	outcomes.	A	 leader	might	say,	
"The	staff’s	resistance	is	why	we	didn’t	achieve	our	goals,"	instead	of	reflecting	on	their	own	
approach.	

Cognitive	Distortions	and	Leadership	

Leadership	requires	clarity	of	 thought,	 self-awareness,	and	adaptability.	Cognitive	distortions	can	
interfere	with	these	qualities,	 influencing	how	leaders	perceive	themselves,	their	teams,	and	their	
challenges.	

How	Cognitive	Distortions	Lead	Leaders	Astray	

1. Impulsive	 Decision-Making:	 Catastrophizing	 can	 cause	 leaders	 to	 overreact	 to	 minor	
setbacks.	 For	 example,	 fearing	 widespread	 failure	 after	 a	 single	 issue	 might	 lead	 to	
unnecessary	changes	that	disrupt	workflows.	

2. Erosion	of	Trust:	Mind	reading	and	personalisation	can	lead	leaders	to	misinterpret	team	
dynamics.	 Assuming	 that	 staff	 distrust	 them,	 a	 leader	 might	 micromanage	 or	 withdraw,	
harming	relationships.	

3. Missed	Opportunities:	Fortune-telling	and	all-or-nothing	thinking	can	prevent	leaders	from	
pursuing	initiatives,	fearing	failure	or	rejection.	For	instance,	not	applying	for	a	competitive	
funding	opportunity	due	to	assumed	rejection	limits	growth.	

4. Burnout:	‘Should’	statements	and	emotional	reasoning	can	result	in	perfectionism	and	self-
criticism.	 A	 leader	 who	 believes,	 "I	 should	 always	 have	 control,"	 may	 take	 on	 too	much,	
neglecting	their	own	well-being.	

Examples	in	Leadership	Contexts	

• All-or-Nothing	 Thinking:	 A	 principal	 evaluates	 a	 teacher’s	 lesson	 as	 entirely	 ineffective	
because	one	aspect	didn’t	go	as	planned,	 ignoring	other	successful	elements.	This	narrow	
view	can	demoralize	staff	and	hinder	constructive	feedback.	

• Blaming:	A	manager	facing	project	delays	blames	the	team’s	inefficiency	without	considering	
whether	their	own	communication	or	resource	allocation	contributed	to	the	problem.	

• Mental	 Filtering:	 A	 school	 leader	 focuses	 solely	 on	 a	 failed	 parent-teacher	 initiative,	
overlooking	 the	 success	of	other	 community	engagement	efforts.	This	distorted	 focus	 can	
dampen	morale	and	create	a	pessimistic	culture.	

Overcoming	Cognitive	Distortions	

1. Cultivating	Self-Awareness:	Leaders	can	identify	their	distortions	by	reflecting	on	recurring	
thought	patterns.	Journaling	or	seeking	feedback	from	a	trusted	mentor	or	coach	can	provide	
valuable	insights.	
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2. Challenging	Assumptions:	Ask	reflective	questions	such	as:	
o What	evidence	supports	this	thought?	
o Am	I	considering	all	perspectives?	
o How	might	I	view	this	situation	differently?	

3. Adopting	a	Growth	Mindset:	Reframe	distortions	as	opportunities	for	growth.	For	instance,	
view	mistakes	as	learning	experiences	rather	than	failures.	

4. Practicing	Mindfulness:	Mindfulness	 techniques	 can	help	 leaders	detach	 from	automatic	
negative	thoughts,	fostering	a	clearer	perspective.	

5. Seeking	Support:	Partnering	with	a	coach	or	counselor	can	provide	strategies	 to	manage	
distortions	and	improve	decision-making.	

Cognitive	distortions	are	an	inherent	part	of	human	thinking,	but	they	don’t	have	to	define	leadership.	
By	recognizing	and	addressing	these	thought	patterns,	leaders	can	make	more	informed	decisions,	
build	stronger	relationships,	and	foster	a	positive,	adaptive	culture.	Reflective	leadership	begins	with	
examining	one’s	own	mind—understanding	its	tendencies	and	guiding	it	toward	clarity	and	balance.	
For	leaders,	this	awareness	is	not	just	beneficial;	it	is	transformative.	

	

	Here I go!  
Thinking catastrophically 
again! 
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1. Awareness 
o Which recurring thought patterns do you notice in yourself when faced with 

challenges? How might these align with common cognitive distortions? 
2. Perspective 

o When reflecting on a recent difficult decision, were there any assumptions or 
"should" statements that influenced your actions? How valid were they? 

3. Evaluation 
o How often do you discount your successes or focus only on negatives? What 

impact does this have on your self-perception and decision-making? 
4. Impact on Relationships 

o In what ways do you think personalisation or mind reading may affect how 
you interact with your colleagues? 

5. Critical Analysis 
o How do you differentiate between realistic concerns and catastrophizing in 

high-pressure situations? What strategies help you stay grounded? 
6. Growth and Learning 

o Can you recall a time when fortune-telling or overgeneralization led you to 
miss an opportunity? How would you approach it differently now? 

7. Feedback Processing 
o When receiving feedback, how do you balance between mental filtering 

(focusing on negatives) and constructive analysis? 
8. Emotional Awareness 

o How often do you rely on emotional reasoning to gauge a situation? What 
alternative methods could provide a clearer perspective? 

9. Adaptability 
o How might shifting from all-or-nothing thinking to a more nuanced approach 

change the way you lead and make decisions? 
10. Transformative Action 

o What one step can you take today to challenge a cognitive distortion that 
frequently affects your leadership? How will you measure its impact? 
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The Pursuit of Happiness in Leadership 

Happiness	has	 long	been	a	subject	of	 inquiry	 for	philosophers,	psychologists,	and	 leaders	
alike.	 Aristotle	 posited	 that	 happiness	 is	 the	 ultimate	 goal	 of	 human	 existence,	 but	what	
exactly	do	we	mean	by	"happiness,"	and	how	does	this	apply	to	leadership	in	schools	and	
organizations?	 To	 answer	 these	 questions,	 we	 must	 explore	 the	 nuances	 of	 happiness,	
including	its	forms,	the	pitfalls	of	its	pursuit,	and	its	profound	relevance	to	leadership.	

Hedonic	vs.	Eudaimonic	Happiness	

Happiness	 can	 be	 broadly	 categorized	 into	 two	 types:	 hedonic	 and	 eudaimonic.	 Hedonic	
happiness	is	derived	from	pleasure,	comfort,	and	the	avoidance	of	pain.	It	is	the	immediate	
gratification	we	feel	when	we	achieve	goals,	acquire	possessions,	or	experience	pleasurable	
events.	 By	 contrast,	 eudaimonic	 happiness	 is	 rooted	 in	 meaning,	 purpose,	 and	 self-
actualization.	Aristotle	referred	to	this	as	living	a	virtuous	life	in	alignment	with	one's	values	
and	fulfilling	one's	potential.	

Laurie	Santos,	a	professor	of	psychology	at	Yale	University,	underscores	the	importance	of	
understanding	 these	 distinctions.	 Her	 research	 highlights	 how	 the	 pursuit	 of	 hedonic	
happiness	often	leads	to	fleeting	satisfaction,	while	eudaimonic	happiness	fosters	long-term	
fulfillment.	Leaders	who	focus	solely	on	hedonic	rewards,	such	as	promotions,	accolades,	or	
financial	gains,	may	find	themselves	trapped	in	cycles	of	short-lived	pleasure,	neglecting	the	
deeper,	more	enduring	satisfaction	that	comes	from	meaningful	work	and	relationships.	

The	Problem	with	Pursuing	Happiness	

The	very	act	of	pursuing	happiness	can	paradoxically	lead	to	its	elusiveness.	Viktor	Frankl,	
the	renowned	psychiatrist	and	Holocaust	survivor,	famously	wrote,	"Happiness	cannot	
be	pursued;	 it	must	ensue."	This	 insight	 is	 echoed	by	Santos,	who	emphasizes	 that	
happiness	is	often	a	byproduct	of	engaging	in	meaningful	activities	rather	than	a	direct	goal.	

One	 common	 trap	 is	 the	 "arrival	 fallacy,"	 the	 mistaken	 belief	 that	 achieving	 a	 specific	
milestone	-	a	promotion,	a	leadership	role,	or	a	school	improvement	target	-	will	bring	lasting	
happiness.	 Leaders	who	 succumb	 to	 this	 fallacy	may	 experience	 a	 temporary	 high	 upon	
reaching	their	goals,	only	to	find	that	the	anticipated	happiness	fades,	leaving	them	yearning	
for	 the	next	milestone.	This	 relentless	cycle	can	 lead	 to	burnout	and	dissatisfaction,	both	
personally	and	professionally.	
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"Happiness	In"	vs.	"Happiness	With"	

To	navigate	the	complexities	of	happiness,	it	is	helpful	to	distinguish	between	"happiness	in"	
and	"happiness	with."	

• Happiness	In	refers	to	the	joy	found	in	the	process	or	experience	of	an	activity.	For	a	
leader,	 this	might	mean	 finding	 fulfillment	 in	mentoring	 a	 colleague,	 facilitating	 a	
challenging	discussion,	or	solving	a	complex	problem.	

• Happiness	With	pertains	to	contentment	and	gratitude	for	the	broader	context	of	
one’s	life	and	work.	It	involves	appreciating	the	contributions	of	a	team,	the	mission	
of	an	organization,	or	the	impact	of	one’s	leadership	on	others.	

Focusing	 on	 "happiness	 with"	 allows	 leaders	 to	 cultivate	 a	 sense	 of	 gratitude	 and	
perspective,	mitigating	the	tendency	to	dwell	on	shortcomings	or	chase	unrealistic	ideals.	It	
shifts	the	emphasis	from	what	is	lacking	to	what	is	meaningful	and	valuable	in	the	present.	

The	Relevance	of	Happiness	to	Leadership	

Leadership,	particularly	in	schools	and	organizations,	is	inherently	relational.	Leaders	who	
understand	and	embody	the	principles	of	happiness	are	better	equipped	to	foster	a	positive,	
productive	culture.	By	focusing	on	eudaimonic	happiness,	leaders	can:	

1. Inspire	teams	through	shared	purpose	and	vision.	
2. Model	resilience	and	gratitude,	creating	a	ripple	effect	of	positivity.	
3. Build	authentic	relationships	based	on	trust	and	mutual	respect.	
4. Empower	colleagues	to	find	meaning	and	fulfillment	in	their	roles.	

For	example,	a	school	principal	who	values	"happiness	with"	might	take	time	to	celebrate	
the	 collective	 achievements	 of	 their	 staff,	 fostering	 a	 sense	 of	 community	 and	 shared	
purpose.	By	contrast,	a	leader	consumed	by	"arrival	fallacy"	may	overlook	these	moments	in	
their	relentless	pursuit	of	external	validation.	

Practical	Strategies	for	Leaders	

1. Cultivate	 Gratitude:	 Regularly	 reflect	 on	 what	 is	 going	 well	 in	 your	 leadership	
journey	and	express	appreciation	to	colleagues.	

2. Focus	 on	 Relationships:	 Prioritize	 meaningful	 connections	 over	 transactional	
interactions.	

3. Align	Actions	with	Values:	Ensure	that	your	decisions	and	leadership	style	reflect	
your	core	principles.	

4. Practice	Mindfulness:	Engage	fully	in	the	present	moment,	finding	joy	in	the	process	
rather	than	fixating	on	outcomes.	

By	reflecting	on	the	questions	below	and	embracing	the	principles	of	eudaimonic	happiness,	
leaders	can	find	greater	satisfaction	in	their	work	and	inspire	those	they	lead	to	do	the	same.	
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True	happiness	is	not	a	destination	but	a	way	of	being—one	that	ensues	when	leaders	focus	
on	purpose,	relationships,	and	the	joy	of	meaningful	contribution.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 

 

 1. What does happiness mean to you in the context of your leadership? 
2. Are you more focussed on achieving external goals or finding fulfillment in the 

process? 
3. How do you balance "happiness in" and "happiness with" in your daily work? 
4. What are the moments in your leadership journey that have brought you true 

joy? 
5. How might the "arrival fallacy" be influencing your leadership decisions? 
6. What values guide your leadership, and how do they contribute to your sense of 

purpose? 
7. How do you create opportunities for your team to find meaning and fulfillment in 

their roles? 
8. What practices help you cultivate gratitude and appreciation in your leadership? 
9. How do you navigate setbacks or challenges without losing sight of what truly 

matters? 
10. What legacy do you hope to leave as a leader, and how does this align with 

your understanding of happiness? 

 

 

Happiness in?  
 
Happiness with? 
 
What does happiness mean to you?  
 


