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Introduction

			“It is okay to lose to an opponent. It is never okay to lose to fear.” – Mr. Miyagi

			Dear reader,

			Before you read this book, I have a confession to make. I am a huge fan of the sports movie genres. When I say sports movie, I am referring to Rocky (one, two, and three), The Karate Kid, Rudy, Remember the Titans, and so many others. If you are too young to remember those movies then check them out now. In each one, the main character often comes to a new town and struggles mightily to fit in, to make a team, join a group, or just be enough in their eyes. I love a great underdog story and I used to think that my attraction to these movies was about an escape from my reality. I could bury myself deeply into the lives of these characters, imagine how nicely and neatly, with a steady, predictable rhythm their stories unfolded and eventually the main character, our underdog, emerged victorious and joyful. Then I realized, it was not that at all. Well, maybe a little, but that was not the main reason I loved these movies. I am drawn to these stories because I just love to root for an underdog. I crave those stories of defeat, grit, messiness, self-doubt, confusion, and conflict all in service of the joy and celebration at the end of the movie. Admit it, you love these stories too! I think we also love these stories because we can relate. At some time in our lives, we have been in these stories, probably a lot of times. Sure, most of the time our stories are way bumpier, less predictable, and we do not get the Hollywood ending, but these struggles, this mess and uncertainty, is familiar to each of us.

			The characters in these movies, Rocky Balboa, “Rudy” Ruettiger, and Daniel LaRusso in Karate Kid, all experienced a similar trajectory or should I say roller coaster ride. Take Daniel LaRusso, he and his mom moved from New Jersey to California where they knew no one. He starts in a new school, meets a girl, and, of course, they become friends only to realize that her ex-boyfriend is not so nice and starts picking on Daniel. Daniel is struggling to find his place; he is stuck in between wishing he was back in New Jersey with the familiar places and faces and the reality of living in California tangled in uncertainty and the unknown. In walks Mr. Miyagi and we know the rest of the story. Mr. Miyagi helps Daniel to pick his head up, pay attention to the moment, focus on the now, adjust, grow, and thrive. Now, I am not suggesting that we should all go out and take up karate. What I am suggesting is that we love a good underdog story because it tells the story of an individual who struggles, eventually reveals their vulnerability, and gradually, with support and practice, becomes aware of and present in these moments. Each character, usually with help from someone or some team, recognizes the moment – the transition, and this is where the movie, their story, and our story start to turn. This is the key piece. In every sports movie I have watched the athlete or team has a shifting or hinge moment, a realization that there is no “should” only what “is.” It might still be hard but there is a path, some direction, some intentionality and purpose. With a focus on the here and now, the character commits to exploring what is possible. They train for the big fight, practice on the football field, or finally see the value of focusing when painting a fence. When Daniel starts his training with painting a fence, “up...and down…,” and polishing cars, “wax on...wax off…,” he is not happy but then he and Mr. Miyagi begin to build a trusting relationship. Mr. Miyagi offers feedback without judgment, makes connections between Daniel’s personal experiences, thoughts, and feelings, and this practice and eventually, Daniel is better able to embrace and leverage these moments of dissonance and uncertainty.

			We all have stories of struggle, uncertainty, self-doubt, and imposter syndrome. What do you replay from your own stories? What do you notice when you are in one of those stories? Do you even take notice or just try to ignore or avoid those moments? Too often, we take a deficit approach and focus on the negative, the mistakes, our failures. What if Daniel had kept his head down, stayed unaware of these opportunities, and walked away when Mr. Miyagi invited him to train? I used to spend a lot of time focused on my mistakes and struggles. I could get right back in those situations, feeling the embarrassment and shame of transitions until one day, my therapist said, “thank goodness you were able to do that because look at what you have been able to accomplish! Carey, you need to show your younger self some kindness, some gratitude.” In that moment, my therapist shined a light on these experiences and did what cognitive behavior therapists refer to as guided discovery. She journeyed with me to understand my views and then challenged me to extend or shift my thinking. We need to stop beating ourselves up, stop with the regret, let go of the deficit thinking and embrace these moments for what they are: beautiful uncertainty full of possibilities to grow, learn, and develop.

			Too often in our schools, communities, businesses, and other organizations, individuals focus on and only celebrate winning outcomes. We want higher profits, better grades, and more of some identified outcome. Getting the right answer or a correct outcome is too often valued over the process. And, while this is NOT a book on the US educational systems or how we arrived at an outcome-centered focus, I would suggest and have experienced as a student and teacher, the paralysis, fear, anxiety, and missed opportunities that derive, in part, from this celebration of a “thing” rather than our journeys or progress. Even as I write this book, I suffer from imposter syndrome. For those who are unfamiliar with this term, it is the idea that individuals experience and believe that they are not as competent as others perceive them to be. In Richard Bach’s (2011) book Illusions: The Adventures of a Reluctant Messiah, he says “we teach best what we need to learn.” I did not hear that quote until recently but have always thought that it was the universe’s sense of humor that continues to put me in a community with students and colleagues where I am working to cultivate belonging, build awareness of how they are feeling in these learning moments, and what we might do to create a space for embracing these opportunities. I hear myself telling students not to worry so much about grades and focus on the process and think that a building might fall on me or lightning might strike. 

			I once was that student and still feel much of the anxiety and worry over “achieving.” The difference between me as a student and now is that I see the moment unfold. It is like I am watching a movie of myself. When I start a new project, try a new hobby, engage in a new community of friends, whatever the transitions moment—I see it start. I would love to tell you that I do not worry, get nervous, or even experience an emotional spiral, but I cannot. This book is not a key to avoiding the moments. On the contrary, this book and the transitions practice is about buying a ticket to your own movie, crying when needed, laughing at the funny parts, and embracing the mess. Good things can happen if and when we pay attention.

			Most individuals do not have a Mr. Miyagi to help focus on the here and now and watch their own movie, ask about and point out emotions and reactions, and celebrate progress instead of counting the missteps. It is no coincidence that I favor a good sports movie. My own experiences as a player and later as a coach helped me to recognize that great coaches, much like great teachers, value growth and development over wins. Nathan Drucker (2014) in an Edutopia article shared his research with coaches for a book he wrote. In his interviews, he discovered that all of these amazing coaches described the key to their success as a focus on process. Most coaches he spoke with noted that with this keen focus on progress, development, and growth outcomes eventually emerged. 

			Aiming for the right answer, the highest score, or any outcome loses sight of the discovery, the journey, and conjures a tremendous sense of fear and anxiety in many individuals. Being “right” also is not always a measure of growth or positive change. Very rarely are real-world questions answered with a black and white response. I can remember teaching an undergraduate microeconomics course and, almost like clockwork, after a lecture and discussion of an economic theory, my students would ask, “but what if….” There are infinite scenarios that alter the result, change the analysis, and soon we realize that the only universal response to those what if scenarios is, “it depends.” We need to sit up and pay more attention to our process, focus on the here and now. Drs. Nagoski and Nagoski (2019) in their book about burnout, remind us that we spend too much time, energy, and stress in the space between what we think should be and what actually is. This book is my attempt to situate and center our attention and energy on that space in between, the here and now, our present thoughts, images, and emotions no matter the discomfort. We need to learn to embrace these moments and stay in the process instead of avoiding, closing our eyes, and hoping for a good result.

			Recently, I was catching up on a Netflix series—not a sports movie! I was in the middle of my morning row, with the episode playing through my earbuds and one of the characters, a senior surgical resident, was asking a first-year resident how she felt about treating her first patient. Without giving away the whole episode, this senior resident was concerned about the new resident’s potential for success. According to her record, she had scored high marks on the requisite exams, earned excellent grades, and received strong recommendations, and yet she was not performing well. He wanted to better understand her situation to provide some guidance and support, so he asked her about it. With some trepidation, she shared that “she hated first days.” She explained further with a story of when she was in fifth grade. She painfully recalls answering a question incorrectly and the class laughing because she gave an incorrect response. Now, she finds herself in another first—her first day as a resident but this time is acutely aware that, as a doctor, getting something wrong could mean someone might die. She did not like first days because, according to this first-year resident, it conjured up those feelings of self-doubt, uncertainty, and embarrassment from old experiences with other firsts. How would her story change if, in these moments, she could embrace the moment, run towards the transition, and focus on what is not what should or, in this case, what was?

			Why do I bring up this story? This story and her story is also my story, your story, and everyone’s story. We have all had “firsts” and they continue throughout our lifetime, regardless of who we are or where we are professionally, emotionally, spiritually, or geographically. This resident’s story illustrates how our change in roles, in this case, from medical student to doctor, happens quickly. We graduate, pass a test, or are appointed to a new role or position. Interestingly, however, the resident’s process of becoming a doctor, owning and integrating this identity, takes much longer. Like this new resident and The Karate Kid, firsts are full of possibility and excitement but also taking that first step, entering that classroom, a boardroom, a different role or context, engaging in that first step, or any event, represents change and the transition process brings self-doubt, fear, uncertainty, and a great risk of looking foolish or getting it wrong. I spent much of my early life trying to avoid, sidestep, or just ignore these worries and fears. In the best case, individuals learn to manage the fear and doubt, build resilience, and, even with the stress and anxiety, move through it. However, in the worst case, individuals choose not to engage, miss out on opportunities, and spend too much time reflecting on what might have been, regretting. 

			These firsts are transitions, change, and an evolution in an individual’s state. These in-between moments come in all shapes and sizes, but they are ubiquitous. Students tell me about their nervousness and trepidation. They describe the self-doubt and wondering if they will ever belong. Friends, colleagues, students, and family members recount asking how do I act like an academic, doctoral student, manager, or a leader? 

			Businesses, universities, K-12 schools, communities, and other organizations are good at what they do; bringing products and services to market, creating, disseminating, and translating knowledge, and preparing individuals to be good citizens and productive individuals. For example, graduate programs are great at building students’ knowledge, skills, and disposition including academic writing, critical thinking, data analysis, and relevant subject matter. Primary and secondary schools offer frameworks and strategies to prepare young people to meet state standards and pass required tests and businesses select and train individuals for specific tasks and roles needed. What these entities often forget or devote insufficient time to is caring for the actual person doing the work. Individuals are not the role, there is a learner in the learning, a leader in the leading, and a worker in the working. Parker Palmer (1997) reminds us that, “If we want to grow as teachers—we must do something alien to academic culture: we must talk to each other about our inner lives—risky stuff in a profession that fears the personal and seeks safety in the technical, the distant, the abstract.”

			We often fail to design, implement, and attend to our human development—the uncertainty and anxiety, where an individual stands somewhere between their current (now, old) identity and a potential new addition to their identity. Through my own journey and experiences, I recall moments of doubt, have listened to and observed student trepidation, anxiety, and uncertainty, and interviewed countless others who shared similar experiences. What all of this has taught me is that we often focus on the wrong problem. As design thinking suggests, we often fall in love with a solution before we fully understand the problem or challenge. With time and patience, I realized that individuals often struggle and experience stress, worry, and self-doubt, not because an academic program is too hard, or students cannot manage the workload or the learning environment. Nor is it a matter of individuals being underprepared for a new role, position, or responsibility. The “problem” is not a problem at all. It is an opportunity, an awareness that transitions happen, and individuals experience dissonance, discomfort, and a push-pull between where they were and where they are going (literally and metaphorically). We need to realize that these moments and our human identity development happens throughout our entire lives. Remember, we cannot avoid or prevent these reactions entirely. We can, however, build our awareness, learn to stay in the moment, examine the processes, embrace the struggle, and train to navigate these moments head on. We can pay attention to our own stories. This also means that leaders, teachers, and colleagues also need to buy admission to their students’ and employees’ movies. We need to listen to our community of learners to see and provide support for each individual’s unique transition. Attending to our own and others’ development in these ways means we have an opportunity to grow, develop, and thrive and emerge victorious like the underdogs who get the Hollywood endings!

			With this book, I hope to talk with readers about these all too familiar transitions, share personal stories and experiences of success and failure, and offer a practice that I have used myself, with my classes, and in my work. This training includes learning strategies and supports to navigate the transition stages, practice with a training routine, and ultimately aims to normalize the practice of noticing, naming, and effectively navigating transitions.

			As we will discuss, transitions are a paradox; they involve mess, discomfort, uncertainty, and stress, and also offer opportunities for discovery, creativity, growth and learning. We cannot leverage these rich moments unless we learn to take notice, stay in them, and embrace the journey and process. This book is about those moments, transitions we all experience throughout our lives whether it is a first—new school, grade, job, or a more predictable milestone like adulthood, marriage, college, coming out, parenting, or something else entirely. These transitions could also be familiar and different. For example, entering graduate school or taking another job may not be the first time you experienced this kind of a moment, but it is unique and different for other reasons. It is possible that you have transitioned into other roles during your career but even that familiarity comes with new and different experiences. This book is about noticing, naming, and learning to navigate the transitions in ways that honor the struggle, celebrate the mess, and contribute to our development. 

			In order to lean in and embrace these transitional moments, individuals and organizations need to adopt practices to change our perceptions of and habits during these transitions. This book includes reflection prompts, visual artifacts, and other strategies as opportunities to start this process of change. These pauses will, hopefully, help readers make the topics relevant by connecting them to personal experiences and focusing us on noticing and changing our automatic negative responses to the discomfort and uncertainty of these transitional moments. As you read this book, I would encourage you to make space in your daily routine for a notebook (virtual or physical) and time to actively engage with these activities. To practice one of these pauses, open up your notebook and consider the following:

			 [image: ]

			 Checkpoint: 

			Powerful questions often help us bring attention to our thoughts, actions, and experiences. Consider a recent transition. 

			
					What do you notice about the moment? 

					What does it look like? 

					How do you feel? 

					What are you telling yourself in this moment? 

					What are you learning?

			

			 [image: ]

			We all have a story to tell, we each have our underdog moments. Instead of leading with stress, worry, and doubt in those moments, how can we cheer for ourselves and bring the same vigor and energy we call on to cheer for the underdogs, the Rocky Balboa’s, Rudys, and Daniels in our sports movies?! How can we turn our moments of transition and discomfort into delight and anticipation? Okay, maybe delight is pushing it, but this book is all about learning to detect those transitions, examine the moment, embrace the worry and self-doubt, normalize the discomfort, and leverage the opportunity. If we do not pay attention, we just might miss it. The stress and worry of a moment is the same energy required to get excited and anticipate the moment. What if we could turn the channel or flip a switch and embrace our own underdog moments? If you have ever cheered for or celebrated the triumph of an underdog or felt like one yourself—this book is for you, your team, and your organization.

		

	
		
			
How to use this book

			“I am a work in progress.” This is not an idea that I thought about or articulated until a few years ago. Like most people, I grew up with signposts, mile markers, and checkpoints signaling what was next on my journey, the expected milestones or transitions many of us experience. These transitions look different for different individuals and groups but each of us has used some sort of mental checklist to navigate and move through these moments in our lives. This might include going to kindergarten, entering high school, or winning a competition, contest, or spot on a team. These transitions or markers may also involve passing a driver’s test, graduating from college, or getting a first job. I recall finishing college and thinking to myself, “now what?” Whatever these markers or signposts, these goals or outcomes guided my path and measured my progress. After this series of milestones, grades, and metaphorical finish lines, had I arrived? Was I grown up? Did I have an answer to the question of what I wanted to be when I grow up?

			Looking back, the idea of asking or answering a question like, “what do you want to be when you grow up” is well intended and, sometimes, a good conversation starter. This question, however, is much more complex than this all-too-common inquiry. The idea that we can measure our change and growth in discrete terms like a checkbox, signpost, or finish line seems funny now. The more I learn and the older I get, the more I realize that I am and will continue to be a work-in-progress. 

			For so long I thought growing up meant achieving a certain something. I would arrive and accomplish some set of tasks that would somehow make me complete. I also thought “arriving” required some form of perfection – having the right answers, no cracks, no bumps or bruises, and being happy without self-doubt or insecurity. It is all of these things and none of these things. 

			Transitions and our signposts or markers represent those in-between moments with fuzzy boundaries and myriad thoughts and feelings. They embody problems and possibility and discomfort and discovery. Over time, I realized any one accomplishment or signpost does not make you “enough.” Moving into and successfully through these milestones and transitions are not what define us or lead to our success. If we do not feel or believe we are enough before the signpost, event, accomplishment, or transitional moment, we are not going to change that view of ourselves after it. 

			Life is never one thing. Our transitions come in all shapes, sizes, duration, and intensity. They are gray, messy, and often uncomfortable. They include moments of paradox, seemingly conflicting ideas that upon examination are often true, and our willingness and ability to notice, name, embrace, and sit in these paradoxes is what makes us whole. Paradox might include discovery in discomfort, the beginner mindset of an expert, kindness within the rigorous expectations of a teacher or leader, or an expression of courageous vulnerability. It is staying still and present to grow, moving slow to go fast, and enjoying the process as much as any outcome. 

			Our fears, anger, and hurt often stem from our unwillingness and difficulties with experiencing these paradoxical moments embedded in our expected and unexpected transitions. This book offers an approach for learning and practicing staying in and being present for these transitional moments. To embrace and lean into the self-doubt and discomfort to experience and leverage the opportunities to learn and grow. Through stories, research, my own professional and personal experiences, and some intuition, I offer a framework to try and see, feel, notice, and effectively navigate our beautiful mess of possibilities.

			This book includes a few warm-up/background chapters, suggestions for “equipment” you may find useful on your own journey, and a map or training plan to do the work. It also includes visuals and checkpoints that provide a way to reflect on and intentionally engage in what comes up as you read this book. Treat the checkpoints as your own personal coach. I have found that in my own experiences and doing my work, the most useful developmental tools have come from individuals who show up coach-like. For me, this means bringing a willingness to listen, being present, staying engaged in conversation, and asking powerful questions. They don’t offer advice, share their own experiences, or provide mentoring. They stay curious and act in the service of the other person engaged in the connection. 

			The checkpoints may also help you lean into the words on the page, consider your transitional moments, and notice your own thoughts, feelings, and actions as you reflect on and experience transitions. These reflection prompts serve to help each reader name, notice, and be in whatever thoughts and feelings come up while reading this book. The prompts might also represent an invitation to explore your own discomfort, doubt, needs, and goals related to your transitions work. We are all on our own unique and beautiful journey. There are highs and lows and twists and turns. There are moments in life that will bring us to our knees and moments that will send us soaring. 

			This book and the strategies contained are not meant to be prescriptive. Everyone is different and each journey and transition offers its own possibilities and challenges. What is universal, however, are these moments of self-doubt and anxiety. No matter your credentials, accomplishments, or status, if we pay close enough attention and look carefully at our own transitions, we will see moments of hesitation and worry. Using research, personal stories, sample plans, and strategies, I hope that everyone will find a useful nugget to apply to their own transitional moments. These moments happen to all of us all the time and rather than side-stepping, avoiding, or running through, we must stay, be present, and lean into the discomfort. It is only through this willingness to own these uncomfortable moments that we will learn and grow.

			To me, the answer to the question of what I will be when I grow up is to move in and through each moment. To notice and celebrate the signposts and slow down, stay in, and experience the in-between moments. This book and the strategies contained within aim to help us resist the urge to sidestep, bury, or run from our discomfort and self-doubt. Being a work in progress is not growing up, it is growing through our moments and staying present for whatever comes up. Our lives are full of transitions big and small, hard and easy, expected and unexpected. This book, I hope offers an opportunity to practice ways to leverage the possibilities of these in-between moments.

			As a coach and someone who values being coached, I have learned setting intentions and naming small steps towards those intentions is paramount to doing this work. It is not about accomplishing a goal or reaching an accomplishment as much as it is about cultivating habits of presence, awareness, and intention in everything we do. As you consider your reasons for reading this book, consider setting an intention or two. Then, I would encourage you to notice, name, and navigate each of these intentions. Notice how you are feeling and what you are thinking. Name the intention. It might be curious, presence, or any other intention you set. Finally, consider a few strategies to navigate or honor those named intentions. The maps at the end of this chapter offer a guide for this work. If you find them helpful, I encourage you to try using these artifacts in other aspects of your life.

			What do I wish for you as you read this book? I love this question because I do not wish anything for you—that is the point. If I honor my own core values of authenticity, inclusivity, and curiosity and the words on the pages of this book, I must remain unattached to your journey. I will stay curious, present, and ready with powerful questions that I do hope will help you to see and know yourself. This work does not make life easier; it will not make the hurt go away. What it can do, however, is open each of us to the possibility of experiencing all of the beautiful mess that life has to offer us.
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Chapter 1: The roadmap

			“If you feel lost, disappointed, hesitant, or weak, return to yourself, to who you are, here and now and when you get there, you will discover yourself, like a lotus flower in full bloom, even in a muddy pond, beautiful and strong.” – Masaru Emoto

			As we begin, I will introduce and explore concepts, definitions, and ideas related to transitions, firsts, and these moments of discomfort and discovery. This first chapter provides a roadmap for our journey and scratches the surface of relevant topics that include questions to consider as we start, required training accessories, a proposed practice to effectively notice and name these transitions, and strategies to navigate back to your whole self. Chapter 1 represents a chance to ease into the work and consider where and how you will begin your own journey to embrace these transitions.

			
Questions to consider: who, what, where, why, and how?

			On March 12, 2020, during the very early days of the 2020 pandemic, my family received an email that our kids (aged five, five, and nine) would transition to remote learning for two weeks. Then, we received another notice that remote learning would extend for another two weeks, and another, and suddenly, well, you know the rest of the story. It felt like the whole country—really the world—had to immediately pivot in a variety of ways that included our routines for school, business, social gathering, grocery shopping, and traveling. These pandemic-related changes happened quickly but our transitions into these new experiences took much longer and many of us are still navigating these moments, thoughts, and feelings as I write and you read these words.

			According to William Bridges (2009), change represents a situational or external experience while transitions involve an often longer and mostly internal process. Victor Turner described the process of adaptation to change as being “neither here nor there; [we] are betwixt and between” (1969). While I can only speak for myself and my family, I think that we still often feel like we are hovering somewhere between what used to be (pre-pandemic) and what is. It is an exhausting and challenging place to be, in the thick of the discomfort, and while I recognize that the pandemic represents an extreme on the transitions spectrum, it is in these outlier moments when the signs, features, and characteristics of a concept emerge with clarity. These moments can be nebulous and uncertain, full of hesitancy, disappointment, and self-doubt. My own students, colleagues, friends, and neighbors report a sense of this doubt, uncertainty, and fatigue, and often describe feeling like they are never doing enough, doing too much, and getting nowhere.

			Long before the pandemic was a thing, I was thinking about the idea of transitions. I have been teaching, advising, and mentoring students for a while and, repeatedly, students describe those all too familiar feelings and thoughts. They report anxiety, worry, and doubt as they enter new academic programs, start internships, and accept jobs. Students express similar sentiments even when they share exciting news of marriage, parenthood, relocation, and other milestones. I remember one student, let’s call him Lenny. He was a great student, smart, and was thriving in our program. He was preparing to take a great job after graduation when one afternoon he stopped by my office to share the good news that he and his wife were expecting their first child. Lenny possessed a strong sense of self and clear goals and plans. Yet, in this very exciting moment, he felt nervous and unsure about this new adventure. Would he be up for the task? How would he juggle a new job with a new baby? Regardless of our accomplishments, degrees, and stance in our lives, transitions unnerve us all. 

			Transitions take all kinds of forms. They can be short-lived or long-lasting, structured and supported or unstructured with minimal support. They sometimes have certain outcomes like adolescence to adulthood or leaving single life for marriage while at other times the outcomes are unpredictable or incomplete (Merriam, 2005). Interestingly, transitions in my mind also represent “firsts.” Some might be familiar like starting a new job or new grade or even moving for the third time in four years. While individuals may have experienced a similar transition, the circumstances and conditions are often new, at least, in some ways. 

			I, too, have experienced transitions, questioning, trying mostly to push down and ignore the tremendous anxiety and stress that sometimes accompany these moments. I vividly recall starting a doctoral program. Now, I should be honest, this was my second doctorate—a story for another day. Even though I had been down this seemingly familiar path, I had so many worries, doubts, and questions: Would I connect to my new peers? What was I thinking by going back to school? Do I belong here? Who do I think I am? Did the admissions committee make a mistake when they accepted me into this program? The all too familiar uncertainty and wariness crept into my mind. Much like our love of the underdog story, these experiences and transitional moments are universal. Regardless of age, location, identity, context, or other factors, everyone knows the sense of dread, worry, and doubt in these moments. The stories we tell ourselves—getting stuck on a channel that repeats these defeating images and comments of how we do not belong and cannot do this—make it almost impossible to leverage the possibility and tremendous potential for learning, growing, and developing. Therein lies the rub. At the end of the day, transitions—no matter the type, kind, or duration—are a paradox. Nature’s attempt at humor, I guess. Within the muddiness, the mess of the confusion and dissonance, rests beautiful possibilities. If only we could notice, name, and navigate these transitions to harness their true power and anticipate and prepare for these moments. We all need a Mr. Miyagi. Someone to help us mark the moment, act as a bridge, noticing and naming these moments helps us better explore, make connections, and seize these wonderfully messy transitions. Imagine what could happen.

			 [image: ]

			 Checkpoint: 

			
					Who or what is your Mr. Myiagi? 

					What wisdom does your Mr. Myiagi bring to a current transitional moment? 

					What does he/she notice?

			

			 [image: ]

			
What and where?

			The stories we tell ourselves about our personal failings and the perceived successes of others in these very same moments—these are the songs, the movies, the stories on replay. We get stuck on a channel that repeats these defeating images, comments, thoughts, and feelings. We believe we do not belong and cannot do whatever the moment requires. It is almost impossible to pause to recognize the possibility and potential for learning, growing, and developing. Bridges (2009) refers to this transition, this in-between moment, as the neutral zone. While I appreciated his description of this space, I grew up watching a lot of football with my dad and brother so I could not help but think about the familiar football penalty known as a neutral zone infraction. When a player or players commit a neutral zone infraction it means that he or they entered a space that is reserved for the player with the ball. Everyone else is prohibited from entering. Knowing this, Bridges’s definition of a neutral zone to describe transitions did not work with my own understanding. Even Bigger and Stephen’s (2009) characterization of Turner’s (1974) transition phases as having clear attributes and boundaries did not quite resonate. For me, transitions represent an in-between space that is more dynamic, not an “off limits” or indifferent, neutral space. On the contrary, this is an active space swirling with confusion, excitement, doubt, anticipation, energy, and possibility. When we focus, live in the now, and when navigated effectively, these spaces are occupied by multiple people, engaging in connections, communication, and collaboration to check in, listen, learn, kindly question, and manage and leverage the possibilities in those moments. To me, it is an integration of offense and defense, practice and performance, teaching and learning, and reflection and presence. 

			One afternoon, while watching my son quickly learn to ride his new hoverboard, it occurred to me that hovering might better characterize transition for me. Webster-Merriam’s defines hovering as “position[ing] over something without select[ing] it;” “remain[ing] suspended over a place or object;” and “mov[ing] to and fro near a place.” In my experience, transitions are active spaces alive with potential. We hover in these moments. How we move to and fro depends on what we do with and in these moments. 

			I should be clear about this idea of firsts. For me and, in this book, firsts are really any kind of transition. They involve a period of change over time in a variety of circumstances. It doesn’t necessarily have to be the first time you are doing something but there is something about the moment that is different, that involves a change to your current state, often a shifting or evolution of your perspectives, profession, location, whatever the relevant status. The change taking place looks and feels different, new in some way. Transitions include development, change, movement, addition, passage, transformation, adjustment, alterations, metamorphosis, and shifts. These transitions can be small or large and anticipated or not. We move in and out of transitions throughout our entire lives whether we are aware of them or not.
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			 Checkpoint: 

			
					What picture would you design, draw, paint, or imagine to best describe a transition to you?
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Where?

			The “where” of transitions is complex and will be discussed in much more detail in Chapter 3. As I considered the where and location of transitions, I was reminded that transitions include a physical, mental, and spiritual state or place. Some transitional moments may include all three while others are limited to one of these features. For example, when an individual decides to take a job in another location, this transition most likely includes at least a mental and physical shift or change. The individual, their belongings, and maybe their family will literally need to shift into a new home, geographic location, and routine. Additionally, there are mental transitions that happen. Bridges (2009) reminds us that we need to attend to our physiological adjustments as well as our physical changes. It is often easier to notice the external changes in our environment and routines. We must remember that as we hover in those in-between spaces of transitions, the location or setting of these moments may extend far beyond the physical environment we can see and feel.

			
The why and how of this work

			Transitions represent a paradox—so much discomfort and so much discovery. What are those possibilities if I/we do the work? When I first started signing up for running races, I needed a goal and a reward. Admit it—exercise is NOT always a result of internal motivation. We all love the “swag,” the shirts, jackets, medals, mugs, hats, and all sorts of other rewards. So, it is fitting to think about what we might “get” from this transitions work.

			Transition training offers many kinds of swag. Engaging in this work provides opportunities to decrease our anxiety and worry over new and unfamiliar situations. It represents a way to get to know ourselves in ways that may help us to pay attention to our reactions, emotions, thoughts, and feelings so that we can interrupt the self-doubt and leverage what is possible. Lowering our own stress and paying more attention to our own thoughts and reactions also means that we can “put on” or “wear” a mindset that embraces the learning and unknown of a transitional moment. This transitions training also includes practical strategies that can be adopted and used during these transitions and, like a new water bottle or running hat, might support you on your transitions journey. Ultimately, the rewards of this transitions training offer a means to better align the reality of our internal selves with the external world. We no longer need to battle so hard with the “shoulds” and can stay present and navigate these moments with a true sense of ourselves. Parker Palmer (2004), in his book A Hidden Wholeness, encourages us to show up with our unique gifts and true value and to live our authentic selves. He suggests that we are born integrated, our internal aligned with the external. This transitions training offers an approach and strategies to work towards what he calls living an “undivided life.” This work helps us to show up in these transitional moments as our true selves willing and able to share our truth and vulnerabilities.

			We have established that transitions have common features and yet, they are uniquely our own in numerous ways. Variations in our transitional experiences are as real as the diversity of the flowers, trees, frogs, and human beings we see. Paying attention and learning to recognize these moments means we can help ourselves and others effectively navigate these events. Identifying individual-specific strategies, designing and implementing relevant techniques, and offering appropriate support may lead to more equitable experiences and opportunities. Moreover, this work, a recognition of our thoughts and feelings in these new, unfamiliar moments may also create and cultivate inclusive work, school, and community places. Noticing, naming, and navigating the transitions means we may see each other, be seen as ourselves and see the uniqueness and contributions of every individual. It also means that we can recognize and name our collective and different struggles and care for the humans in our spaces. Together, these actions cultivate and contribute to our sense of belonging.

			No one should hate, tolerate, or waste valuable energy avoiding or ignoring their first day, moment, or any other kind of transition. It is critical that we do the work outlined in this book so that we are better equipped to normalize the discomfort and embrace the possibility in the uncertainty. We have all been in those moments and regardless of age, expertise, profession, or other individual characteristics, firsts represent a paradox of possibility and self-doubt. Let’s face it, the disequilibrium, disorientation, dissonance, and just plain messiness of transitions are filled with self-doubt, uncertainty, and stress and yet, we know that from a great mess can come beautiful results (Merriam, 2005). Admittedly, I can appreciate the paradox of possibility and uncertainty—hovering on that line of falling apart and claiming victory. What I struggle with is being in those moments of mess and being able to know, in my bones, that good will emerge from this mess! This is about normalizing discomfort so that you embrace and appreciate the moment so the transition no longer feels like adversity that you must battle or struggle with, rather this is an opportunity to thrive in the moment and shape and create the outcomes. 

			Take a simple, seemingly trivial example. Our kids love projects—any kind of project where they can imagine, design, create, and build amazing objects. Here is the thing, to do that work, and you know what is coming, requires a great deal of mess—there is just no way around it. Truth be told, I usually leave the management of these projects to my spouse because it elicits too much stress for me. The point being, our kids, have this great tolerance and appreciation for the potential of the moment—what that mess might mean if they just hang in there and stick to it. More accurately, our kids do not even see a mess—they only see the enjoyment, fun, creativity, and the potential in their efforts—imagine if we could all see our transitions with that view, even just a little. Now, doing an art project may not actually constitute a transition, but the messiness, unexpectedness, and uncertainty within those moments may be similar to how we feel and what is possible during a transition.

			Transitions are universal. Individuals, regardless of status, context, location, and other characteristics, experience these moments of discomfort. Even the most accomplished individuals suffer from imposter syndrome. Transitions represent these hovering moments described as in-between status. These periods are dynamic, full of uncertainty and self-doubt, should include supportive relationships, trust, and collaboration, and represent tremendous possibilities. The key to unlocking this potential is not to rush through, ignore, or avoid this dissonance, individuals who focus on the moment in front of them and what IS, embrace the uncertainty, and lean on their own learning and the support of others to successfully navigate and thrive in these moments.

			Transitions bubble over with possibilities but if we do not expect them or are unprepared, we often react in less-than-optimal ways. Activity bias refers to the human tendency to favor some action over doing nothing (Patt and Zeckhauser, 2000). Moreover, experts including Aiko Bethea (2019) and Patt and Zeckhauser (2000) suggest that this need to act often results in worse outcomes. When faced with change and subsequent transition, our tendencies are to:

			
					Rush through the moment which may lead to confusion, poorer outcomes, and ultimately frustration at not being successful.

					Abort or escape the moment—complete avoidance—either never starting or quickly quitting.

					Ignore and discount the importance of the moment.

			

			While our responses to these transitions will vary, the point is that we miss tremendous opportunities. Remember, the hovering area is filled with a chance to create, renew, grow, and develop. When we put ourselves out in the world, it is a gift to the world.
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			 Checkpoint: 

			
					What strategies do you use to manage and navigate your transitional moments?

			

			 [image: ]

			As a kid, I struggled mightily with any kind of first. I am a recovering perfectionist. I can recall many moments where I engaged all three reactions: rushed through, escaped, and sometimes ignored these transitions. For me, these firsts were not moments of opportunity but the possibility to make a mistake. I was enveloped with a fear of making mistakes, stress about making a mess, worry about not belonging to a community, and an inability to see the potential. There were things I wanted to try, join, be a part of that I just missed out on. I did take advantage of many opportunities and am grateful for each one of those. But my point is that I often took the safe route and I believe, in my bones, that choosing safety over courage, confidence, and audacity meant that it took me a lot longer to achieve goals I had set for myself. 

			Deciding to engage in this work requires a commitment to investing in some new (or used) training equipment. Even if you do not love trying new things, I hope we can all admit that buying new shoes, clothes, or equipment is fun. I must admit that I love buying new running shoes, a new jacket, and even a great hat or a comfy pair of running socks. The point is transitions training has its own set of equipment. This training toolkit includes several items but this book will focus on a Gr-attitude, dance with discomfort, learning identity, and reflection “gear.” In subsequent chapters, I will describe the features and functions of this equipment. In an attempt to provide a quick review, I offer the following.
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