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16 Flex your style


Provide management, coaching, and engagement simultaneously by adapting your leadership style to present situations, the needs of the individual, and the needs of the team.


17 Two minutes to cry
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FOREWORD





I first met Heather Parsons when she sent me a set of internal training videos that she had made for teachers at the school she was leading at the time. She wanted to know what I thought and how they could be improved. But if the purpose was for me to give her my advice, the honest truth was that I learned more from Heather than I was able to give back.


Her school was in an often-overlooked corner of California’s Central Valley; poor and working-class students filled its classrooms. A school that lit the fire of learning and reliably prepared students to succeed was more the exception than the norm in that community, but Heather’s school, I quickly learned, was a positive outlier, and that made the videos of great interest to me.


The videos were instantly striking in several crucial ways. For example, they were videos for teachers in the school but also of teachers in the school. They showed short ten-or-so second clips of members of staff using different teaching techniques such as Turn and Talk, which is the video I remember best.


Like the other techniques, Turn and Talk was standard practice across the school – teachers were expected to use it – but in the video, each of the teachers was using the technique in a slightly different way. Each of the six or seven teachers shown was very much themselves – some playful, some serious. Teachers clearly adapted Turn and Talk to the question and the context rather than using it mechanically and, perhaps, because they were supposed to. They saw the point.


There was a needle being threaded: You could have shared norms and beliefs about pedagogy and not have it feel scripted or overly standardized.


But in fact, there were other rarely threaded needles in those videos. For example, by showing the teaching staff clips of themselves as the exemplars it expressed belief in them. Let me show you yourselves at your best so we can decide what to do more of, they said. That message honored teachers and communicated the idea that pedagogy and culture were a shared endeavor among leadership and teachers. When she showed a video to her staff, it must have felt like looking at a portrait of us at our best.


And they didn’t just show one or two teachers, they showed and honored a large number of staff, which made a larger point: we are all doing this; as a team we are committed to it. People are at least as motivated by peer-to-peer accountability as they are to chain of command accountability, and this video showed the shared commitment of the group.


The videos also implied a high level of trust. When Heather had said, “Hey, we’d like to tape you tomorrow,” everyone had welcomed the cameras and said, “Sure. Come on in.” That too was telling and rare.


People only welcome the camera when they trust leadership, when they aren’t worried about what will happen if something goes wrong or they don’t have their best lesson. It takes real work to make people feel that leadership isn’t out to get them so much as it is out to get them better.


You could sense the buy-in that brought about right away. I have seen lots of videos of the technically correct implementation of a technique in a classroom where the environment felt heavy, stultifying. Not here. The vibrancy of the learning culture and its consistency were immediately evident. Students were engaged and enthusiastic, in room after room.


In the first clip of the Turn and Talk video, for example, a third-grade teacher sat in her chair with students around her at horseshoe-shaped table. “Turn to your partner and tell them the factors of eight. Share, share,” she said, and off her students went as she wheeled her chair to listen to the conversations.


In the next clip a reading teacher with perhaps ten first graders asked them to define a word from a flashcard. “Pair!” she said. “Share!” her students responded, and she craned forward to listen for just a few seconds before bringing them back from the turn and talk.


Next a seventh-grade teacher perched on a desk as her whole class read a novel asked. “What does this tell us about Ma’s character?” she asked. The vibe was much more middle school way. Still engaged and positive using similar language to what the other teachers had done but with a vibe that reflected not only the age of the students but the tone of the story the class was reading. This Turn and Talk went longer.


There were six or seven examples in all, each a little different given the context and style of the teacher but each also consistent on core principles: You were attentive to what students were saying, you managed their engagement to make sure everyone participated. Similarly, sometimes you gave students a sentence starter and sometimes you didn’t. Sometimes the Turn and Talk went for longer and sometimes it was just a few seconds. When you used Turn and Talk, you had a clear in-cue. In many cases it had a call and response element – the teacher said some version of “pair” and the students responded with the word “share,” but not always. Sometimes the start was high energy and sometimes it was more cerebral. One clip showed how to re-cue the routine if all students didn’t engage right away.


The videos showed something I came to describe as “Theme and Variation”: Training people to use a teaching technique an optimizing its application across a school involved framing a few things you should do and a few more things you could do. Having both encouraged both consistency and thoughtful application. It allowed a school to implement a teaching methodology aligned to research – Turn and Talk is critical to leveraging what cognitive scientists call the “generation effect” or the idea that self-generated summaries or new information maximize learning and memory, for example, and yet it also it encouraged thoughtful application and allowed for individuality.


It is right to ask teachers to adhere to principles of instruction within a school and also right to allow them to make decisions about how why and when.


The videos weren’t remarkable because the teaching they showed were necessarily catch-your-breath quality. It was good teaching; thoughtful, attentive, and intentionally executed. But it was internal, and felt very authentic to the experience of teachers in the school. It wasn’t heroic moments, it was everyday moments done thoughtfully and well. Even more remarkable was the consistency, the sense of shared mission, reflected in classrooms.


The presentation and design of the videos was remarkable in the sense of being a tool for building adult culture around shared beliefs in a way that felt both aspirational and realistic.


In fact, for several years we showed Heather’s Turn and Talk video in workshops, not so much to demonstrate Turn and Talk as to demonstrate how video could and should reinforce a consistent instructional ethos that also respected teachers individuality and autonomy. It showed a school with both beliefs about how to teach and about how teachers could and should adapt good ideas.


Heather has since moved schools and leads instruction elsewhere, but we’ve kept in touch and her leadership continues to be based on the same principles: build trust; be committed to getting people better; shine a light on success; make people feel like a team; have expectations and stand by your beliefs but allow for individuality and autonomy.


Leaders Aren’t Born, They’re M.A.D.E. covers a wide range of leadership moves, allowing you to focus on what’s most relevant to your growth while also being reminded of the bigger picture – and just maybe what are some areas of leadership I’m not thinking of but should be. If you’re like me, you’ll find yourself returning to it again and again, looking for ways to refine your leadership, and apply your own theme and variation to make these moves your own. Because strong leadership is required to build strong teams that can strengthen any organization. including those that are building the schools that our students and their families deserve.


Doug Lemov


February 2025






















INTRODUCTION







Read me first: this is a choose your own adventure book!


Even the most extraordinary leaders didn’t come with “future leader” stickers on their birth certificates. Leadership isn’t a birthright; it’s forged through countless trials and errors, small and frequent lessons learned, and a few epic f*ck-ups along the way.


Leadership is a lot like the journey of a pawn in chess. Pawns start small and limited, moving one step at a time. They face obstacles, learn strategy, and adapt as they go. With enough persistence, they make it to the other side of the board and can be MADE into a queen - the most powerful piece in the game. Becoming an effective leader is no different. Its about growth, experience, and earning influence step by step.


The goal of this book is to help the next generation of leaders move through the stages of learning much faster than some of us did, with far fewer faceplants.


The best leadership practices have stood the test of time and have been featured in countless books, journals, articles, and podcasts. In fact, the field of leadership is so vast and complex that I’ve always wished someone would create a straightforward framework for leadership techniques, similar to what Doug Lemov did for teaching. Driven by necessity and impatience, I took on the task.


I’m not a writer by trade, or talent like Doug; I’m a lifelong student of leadership, a practitioner, and a pollinator of ideas. If this book has a fantastic cadence or eloquence, you can thank _____, a skilled and patient editor, for saving me from humiliation.


The purpose of this book is to gain an awareness of your own strengths and gaps as a leader. It distills leadership practices into teachable techniques or moves designed to help any self-reflective leader get better, faster.


The 41 leadership moves within this book are organized into four essential domains that together form the foundation of strong leadership:




	management



	awareness



	development



	environment.






The moves have been given memorable titles, so your teams can share a common language for learning about leadership. Sometimes as you read you will see a move referenced with a #.


This book isn’t designed to be read from cover to cover; instead, it allows you to choose your own adventure. If you are competent in one domain but struggling in another, there’s no point in beating around the bush—get straight to the moves that can improve your practice today.

























M.A.D.E. SELF-REFLECTION





You can use the following self-reflection to pinpoint where to begin your reading. Remember, the effectiveness of this assessment relies on your honesty; a candid evaluation will more likely reveal your strengths and areas for improvement than inflating your responses.


Beyond personal insight, consider aggregating the reflections of your entire team to identify collective strengths and areas for growth.


Each of the statements below should be rated using the following scale:






















	Strongly disagree


	Disagree


	Neutral


	Agree


	Strongly disagree







	1


	2


	3


	4


	5












Management


The management domain involves setting clear goals, providing direction, and ensuring accountability within the team. Key moves include effective delegation, performance management, conflict resolution, and clear communication.


Management self-reflection
















	Management statements


	Rating (1-5)







	1 I consistently communicate a clear, compelling vision and mission to my team.


	 







	2 My communication is always clear, compassionate, and tailored to my audience.


	 







	3 When problems arise, I first examine processes before assigning blame to a person or team.


	 







	4 I ensure my team has measurable goals that align with our organization’s mission, and we look at them regularly.


	 







	5 I regularly walk around and engage with my team to stay informed and build relationships.


	 







	6 I proactively identify and drive high-impact changes in my organization.


	 







	7 I focus my efforts on the critical 20% of tasks that yield 80% of results rather than getting distracted by the minutia.


	 







	8 My meetings are purposeful, energizing, and adhere to clear objectives and norms.


	 







	9 I address negative behaviors or poor performance promptly and candidly.


	 







	10 I create and follow action plans that align with our goals and prioritize impactful activities.


	 







	11 I clearly communicate decision-making roles and processes to my team before the decisions are made.


	 







	12 I implement formal accountability measures when serious performance issues arise.


	 







	13 I effectively delegate tasks and empower my team to lead in their areas of responsibility.


	 







	14 I encourage healthy debate but ensure full commitment once decisions are made.


	 







	15 I embody the values of my organization and model loyalty to our brand.


	 







	Total


	 















Awareness


The awareness domain focuses on emotional intelligence, self-awareness, and understanding others. Moves here include practicing empathy, active listening, seeking and giving feedback, and engaging in self-reflection and personal growth.


Note that you should run your responses to the awareness self-reflection by a trusted third party; ironically, you may not be aware that you lack awareness.


Awareness self-reflection
















	Awareness statements


	Rating (1-5)







	1 I consistently monitor and understand the varying engagement levels of my team members.


	 







	2 I practice active listening, asking questions to fully understand others before responding.


	 







	3 I adapt my leadership style based on the situation and individual team member needs.


	 







	4 I respond constructively to criticism or challenges, avoiding defensive reactions.


	 







	5 I allow myself brief moments to acknowledge difficulties, then quickly refocus on solutions.


	 







	6 When processing emotions, I seek out individuals who provide valuable, constructive guidance rather than commiserating.


	 







	7 I’m conscious of my facial expressions and maintain a positive, approachable demeanor.


	 







	8 I encourage direct communication of concerns and provide a framework for conflict resolution.


	 







	9 I express my emotions appropriately, moderating intensity when responding to challenges.


	 







	10 I effectively prioritize my concerns, focusing energy on issues that truly matter.


	 







	11 I navigate sensitive topics with caution, maintaining clear intentions and professional boundaries.


	 







	12 I regularly assess my own engagement level and its impact on my team.


	 







	13 I’m aware of my leadership’s impact on team morale and adjust my approach accordingly.


	 







	14 I recognize and address my own biases in decision-making and interactions with team members.


	 







	15 I can let go of things rather than dwelling on them.


	 







	Total


	 















Development


The development domain focuses on nurturing talent and prioritizing continuous learning. Moves include mentoring and coaching, creating individual development plans, and facilitating skill-building workshops.


Development self-reflection
















	Development statements


	Rating (1-5)







	1 I consistently prioritize the development of my team members as a key leadership responsibility.


	 







	2 I emphasize deliberate practice and provide opportunities for my team to develop fundamental skills.


	 







	3 I encourage small, actionable steps towards larger goals to build momentum in personal development.


	 







	4 I foster an environment where team members challenge and support each other’s growth.


	 







	5 I design and deliver targeted, interactive professional development sessions for my team.


	 







	6 I provide timely, precise feedback with clear rationale during real-time coaching moments.


	 







	7 I use visual modeling techniques to enhance understanding when teaching new skills.


	 







	8 I consistently follow up on coaching sessions to evaluate effectiveness and ensure implementation.


	 







	9 I promote a growth mindset and emphasize the importance of persistence in skill development.


	 







	10 I tailor my development approach to each individual’s needs and learning style.


	 







	11 I regularly assess the skills gaps in my team and create development plans to address them.


	 







	12 I provide stretch assignments that challenge team members to grow beyond their current capabilities.


	 







	13 I actively seek opportunities for my team members to gain exposure to different aspects of the organization.


	 







	14 I encourage and facilitate peer-to-peer learning and mentoring within my team.


	 







	15 I consistently model continuous learning and self-improvement for my team.


	 







	Total


	 















Environment


The environment domain focuses on creating a culture that promotes the building of strong relationships and cultivates a psychologically safe atmosphere where people feel belonging and trust.


Environment self-reflection
















	Environment statements


	Rating (1-5)







	1 I consistently invest time and energy in building relationships with my staff.


	 







	2 I use food and shared meals as a way to create a welcoming atmosphere and show appreciation.


	 







	3 I foster a psychologically safe environment where team members feel comfortable taking risks and sharing ideas.


	 







	4 I encourage and participate in moments of fun and levity within the workplace.


	 







	5 I actively seek out opportunities to praise and express gratitude for team members’ contributions.


	 







	6 When hiring, I prioritize candidates who align with our team’s values and culture.


	 







	7 I provide attention and support to high-performing team members who require less day-to-day management.


	 







	8 I help employees focus on improving their current situation rather than looking elsewhere for satisfaction.


	 







	9 I create opportunities for team bonding and relationship-building outside of work tasks.


	 







	10 I address conflicts or negative behaviors promptly to maintain a positive work environment.


	 







	11 I encourage open communication and transparency within the team.


	 







	12 I promote work-life balance and respect for personal time among team members.


	 







	13 I create an inclusive environment where diverse perspectives are valued and heard.


	 







	14 I provide the necessary resources and support for my team to succeed in their roles.


	 







	15 I regularly seek feedback from team members on how to improve our work environment.


	 







	Total


	 















From panic to proficiency


Total your ratings for all 15 statements in each domain and log your score in the table below.


Your adventure scoring table




















	Management


	Awareness


	Development


	Environment







	Score:




	Score:




	Score:




	Score:









	
15-30: Tactical Mess (Game Over Before it Began)


31-45: Hanging Pieces (Overlooking Key Leadership Moves)


56-60: Strong Position (Solid Calculated Play)


61-75: Grandmaster (Master-level Strategy)











Whether you are leveraging this book to develop yourself, or to develop your team, here are your next steps.




Directions for choosing your own learning adventure


1 Review the data.


a For individual data: Identify the lowest scoring domain.


b For group data: Aggregate the scores for each domain to determine the team’s collective strengths and areas of need. Choose the lowest scoring average when determining a learning plan for the group.


2 Review moves: Go to the table of contents and browse the moves within the lowest-scoring domain. Choose one move that resonates as a challenge. Remember, these do not need to be read in order.


3 Schedule learning time: Allocate 20 minutes per week for focused learning, ideally during your working hours, as part of a professional learning plan. Take 10 minutes to read the move and then the next 10 minutes to discuss and reflect.


4 Take action: Choose an action step from the ‘Make it actionable’ section as a next step toward unconscious competence in this move.


5 Take more action: Go from being conscious of a leadership deficit to becoming competent. Select a book from the deep dive book recommendations for your lowest-scoring domain to begin reading in your leisure time to gain expert insight and begin the incredible journey into reading the works of great leaders.





Wait! Before jumping into your first move, it’s important to introduce the four stages of competence, developed by Noel Burch in the 1970s, as you will be asked to assess where you were before and after reading each move.




	Unconscious incompetence: “I don’t know what I don’t know.” At this initial stage, individuals are unaware of their lack of skill or knowledge in a particular area. They don’t know what they don’t know, and may even deny the usefulness of the skill. Recognizing their own incompetence and the value of the new skill is necessary before moving to the next stage.



	Conscious incompetence: “I’m giving it a go, but I still suck.” In this stage, individuals become aware of their lack of skill or knowledge. They recognize the deficit and the value of acquiring the new skill. This stage often involves making mistakes, which are integral to the learning process. Push through the suck.



	Conscious competence: “I’m giving it a go, and I’ve got the hang of it.” At this stage, individuals understand or know how to perform a skill, but demonstrating it requires concentration and conscious effort. The skill may be broken down into steps, and there is significant conscious involvement in executing the new skill. Practice and repetition are key to moving beyond this stage.



	Unconscious competence: “I can do this with my eyes closed.” In the final stage, the skill has become second nature due to deliberate practice. Individuals can perform the skill effortlessly, often while multitasking. At this level, the skill is so ingrained that it can be performed without conscious thought, and individuals may even be able to teach it to others.






The purpose of this book is to help you gain higher levels of competency by learning and applying various leadership moves. Each technique is designed to bring awareness and purpose to a leadership skill. Sometimes this insight alone can plant the seed that grows into proficiency. Other times, just being conscious of a best practice isn’t enough, and you may need additional watering from the experts, which is why we’ve included deep dive book recommendations at the end of each domain. These resources will help address any gaps effectively and permanently.


Without further ado, flip to the table of contents, find your weakest domain, and choose a move that makes you a bit anxious.

























— MANAGEMENT —



























MOVE 1


AMBASSADOR OF WHY





Provide a clear and compelling reason for your organization’s work with an aspirational vision, an inspirational mission, and meaningful values. Communicate that why frequently and passionately.




Misconceptions and excuses


Our work speaks for itself.


All that mission and vision stuff is for large organizations.


We already have a mission statement. It doesn’t really capture the “why”, but we can’t change that now.


Communication is time consuming. People need to spend their time on the actual work.







Introduction


Every child understands the importance of why; in fact, they say the word incessantly. If you ask a child to do something, you will hear “why?” Give them a fact or an opinion, and you will get another “why?” Further explain that thing, and more “whys” will follow. Curiosity and the need to understand the world beneath the surface level are innate qualities that most of us are born with and, as annoying as “why?” may be to the mother of a three-year-old, it may be one of the most important words when it comes to determining your professional pathway. The answer to “Why will I choose this career path, and why does the work matter?” may just be one of life’s more important questions to answer if you want to be inspired and fulfilled when you walk out the door each morning.








The story


Andrea, a devoted mother, found herself in need of new brake pads for her daughter’s car. Desiree was 16 and had just acquired her driver’s license. As a middle-class family, the budget was not very deep for Desiree’s first car. Since safety was their priority, they found a vehicle that was big enough to provide some cushion, a clean engine, and working airbags. The rest of the car was pretty rough, but Desiree didn’t mind—she was just happy to be on the road. There was only one more safety box that needed to be checked: new brakes. So, Andrea sought out a reputable tire and brake shop.


She drove by the tire shop’s blue building each morning on her way to work but never considered the significance of the shop’s work until she entrusted them with the vehicle that carried her own precious cargo, Desiree. As she waited for her inspection, she read the mission statement posted proudly behind the counter. Blah, blah, blah, “world-class customer service,” blah, blah, blah. While she understood the importance of good service, she couldn’t help but think this statement missed the mark on why their work was so important.


She was about to pay hundreds of dollars for this service, so although “good value” might be enticing, most of the tire shops in this market were pretty competitive. Not only that, but you don’t want people thinking you are skimping on anything when it comes to something as important as your wheels. What mattered most to her, hands down, was safety. The vision of her daughter being unable to stop her car or being stranded on a desolate road because one of her wheels had blown out was a mother’s nightmare.


As Andrea waited for the technicians to do their work, she started imagining this shop was her own startup. She considered her personal values and why she might have pursued this line of work to begin with. Her version of the mission included “we will carry you safely to all life’s destinations”, as this is what resonated with her. She thought about the competitive nature of tire shops. There were a handful of big names, and most people knew the type of work they all did and how they got it done. What would have been the difference-maker for her, as the client, would be a strong reason for why they do their work. It wasn’t just about reaching destinations; it was about arriving there safely. If Andrea worked for this organization, that would be something she could not only get behind but could get others behind as well. But she worked in education, and everyone knows why teaching is important already, and that thought made her pause and wonder.


Many of her colleagues seemed to find genuine joy in their work with children and families, while others complained incessantly. The work was undeniably hard, but there were always a couple of members of the elementary team who were truly disgruntled with their jobs. They’d gripe about how the kids were unruly, the parents unsupportive, the administrators obsessed with data, and the pay was crap. Andrea had been in teaching for almost 20 years at this point, and while there was some truth to each of these complaints, none of these downsides were ever enough to make her question her career choice. She wondered if those people had started their careers with inspiration and passion and lost their spark along the way, or if they had fallen into this line of work for other reasons—a mismatch to begin with. Either way, she wondered why people would ever continue working in an organization or in a career that made them miserable? It was not healthy for them, or the others in the organization whom their negativity impacted. Andrea shrugged and decided to leave that to the leadership team to figure out.







The move


Someone has trusted you to be a steward of their organization, and promoted you to leadership. This means you are to become an ambassador of your organization’s why—that is, to spread the word about why you exist and the benefits of being a part of this journey. Before flying that flag, you will want to ensure your own passion is aligned to the work you are doing and that your values match to the organization you choose to serve. Jim Knight (2021) gives leaders the following wise advice, “Love your brand. Commit to growing with a company that has value orientation aligned with yours,” otherwise your job as ambassador will be disingenuous at best. Making a commitment to a team where there is a fundamental misalignment is a terrible long-term plan.


Let’s say you start working full time at age 22 after completing your education, and you plan to retire at age 65. If you work an average of 40 hours per week, not taking into account your vacation time or any sabbaticals, you may end up spending 89,440 hours at your various jobs. That’s a sh*t ton of hours—a huge chunk of your life—so here’s some unsolicited advice: choose work that is meaningful to you. Author Denis Waitley (1979) states simply, “It is not in the pursuit of happiness that we find fulfillment, it is in the happiness of pursuit.” It doesn’t matter if you are serving snow cones from a trailer attached to your Chevy to bring sweet relief on a hot days, or if you are drawing blood in a lab because of a desire to help others detect and address diseases at an early stage; if you have a purpose for the work you do, that means more to you than just paying the rent, then it is a noble pursuit.


When your work is aligned with your own values and purpose, you can become an engaged messenger. But while most businesses begin with a clear vision of what they hope to accomplish, and many even know exactly how they plan to do it, what is often missing or lacking luster is the why behind their work. Simon Sinek (2009) explains, “If the leader of the organization can’t clearly articulate why the organization exists in terms beyond its products or services, then how does he expect the employees to know why to come to work?” Providing a clear purpose for the hard work your team does each day, and then recognizing them for each milestone and accomplishment toward that work, is the one of the key responsibilities of your ambassadorship, as having a broader corporate purpose can foster motivation and a sense of meaning and wellbeing in employees (Gartenberg et al., 2016). In addition to benefiting the individual, having a broader purpose, combined with clarity and systematic communication around it, also predicts financial performance (Gartenberg et al., 2016).


Since your company’s mission defines your purpose, it is the most fundamental place to start. It sets the course to your destination, or vision. As Aloo Denish Obiero prosed, “Vision sees the stars; mission carves the path to reach them. Vision without a purposeful mission is a ship without a compass, drifting aimlessly in the sea of aspirations.”  (Goodreads, 2024) The path in between your mission and vision will be paved with goal setting and action plans, and your values will serve as the guardrails that keep you from veering off the road.
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As a founding member of a charter school organization I was fortunate enough to be part of the initial development process for our mission, vision and values. Our CEO rented out the back room of a restaurant and, for three days, we discussed, drew on napkins and debated our ideas and feelings. It was messy and exhausting, but a soul-filling type of satisfying when we were done. So, if you are leading a start-up, you and your team will want to build the why and your destination before setting off down the road, and I assure you that going through this process together will become a core memory. Maybe this is why founding teams—the ultimate ambassadors of why—are so connected to their purpose. It’s almost as though founders have the what, how and why baked into their DNA, and they are the people who need to help all the other leaders in the organization become junior ambassadors, so that everyone across departments and positions is embarking on the journey together.


As your organization grows and the world changes, it’s essential to revisit your mission to ensure it still aligns with your goals and values. A strong mission statement inspires action, but it’s not meant to be static. It should adapt to reflect both your internal evolution and the shifting external environment. For example, Starbucks has refined its mission a number of times to ensure it stays relevant to its employees, customers, and the broader world. Its original mission statement (1987) focused on product quality: “Establish Starbucks as the premier purveyor of the finest coffee in the world while maintaining our uncompromising principles as we grow.” By 2024, it had transformed into a broader, more human-centred focus: “With every cup, with every conversation, with every community—we nurture the limitless possibilities of human connection.” Who knows, maybe in time it will be, “Guarantee that our robots provide the ideal beverage to fuel your body and mind,” but I hope not.


Mission statements, therefore, must be inspiring, dynamic, and capable of helping staff and customers connect to your professional purpose. But I don’t want to give the mission statement all the credit, as the vision, mission, and values all work together to guide your purpose-filled journey. Alignment between the three not only shapes your team’s culture, but also affects how the outside world sees your organization, influencing your brand and reputation with stakeholders. There will be times when your team will lose sight of the mission and vision, because you are so caught up in the day-to-day. They may also, at times, bump into your values; as their leader, it is your privilege and responsibility to set the team back on course.


You are the ambassador of why, which means you need to consistently illuminate your organization’s mission, vision and values. You are the ambassador of “why”, so it is incumbent upon you to ensure you speak positively and aspirationally about where your organization came from, and where you all are going together. It is your job to ensure you assemble a team of individuals whose personal “why” is aligned with the collective. You may not have applied specifically for an ambassadorship, but it is an unwritten part of the job description when you accept the title of leader.








Make it actionable


Reflect on the following best practices to uncover your strengths, and the next steps to take. Check the box next to the items you feel proficient with, and put an “X” next to those you are not currently employing or need to improve. Based on your self-reflection, determine whether diving deeper into these moves with the help of experts would be beneficial for you.




	☐ Design a concise mission statement: create a mission statement that clearly defines what your organization does and why it exists. Ensure it resonates with both you and your employees, and that they can articulate how their work aligns with this mission.



	☐ Create a vision statement: develop an aspirational vision that outlines your organization’s long-term goals, providing clear direction for the next 5-20 years. Make sure it inspires both you and your team, and paints a vivid picture of your desired future.



	☐ Define your organizational values: establish a set of core values that guide decision-making and behavior across your organization. Communicate and reinforce these values consistently, ensuring they align with your personal principles and are embraced by your team.



	☐ Set goals, objectives, and priority actions: align your organizational goals and actions with your mission and vision. Regularly assess and adjust these goals to ensure they remain focused on your purpose (see Move 2: What’s the score?).



	☐ Regularly communicate your why: establish regular channels to consistently communicate and reinforce your organization’s mission, vision, and values. Use storytelling, meetings, and onboarding processes to ensure that employees and stakeholders clearly understand and feel connected to the organization’s purpose (see Move 6: Chief communications officer).



	☐ Celebrate and reward accomplishments: recognize and celebrate milestones and achievements that align with your mission, vision, and values. Reinforce the connection between these accomplishments and the organization’s broader purpose.



	☐ Be the ambassador: model the organization’s mission, vision, and values in your actions and decisions, ensuring that everything you do consistently reflects and reinforces the organization’s principles.








Move status


Reflect on your stages of learning and competency acquisition. Where were you before reading this move? Where are you now? Do you need a deep dive with the experts?
















	My starting status


	My current status







	

	□ Unconsciously incompetent



	□ Consciously incompetent



	□ Consciously competent



	□ Unconsciously competent






	

	□ Unconsciously incompetent



	□ Consciously incompetent



	□ Consciously competent



	□ Unconsciously competent














Make your move


Identify one action from the Make it actionable section and focus on developing conscious competence in that area. By concentrating on mastering this specific skill, you can enhance your leadership abilities incrementally.


Deepen your knowledge


If you’ve identified several gaps through this move, explore the deep dive book recommendations at the end of the management section. These resources offer expert insights and a comprehensive understanding of the key principles in this domain.
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MOVE 2


WHAT’S THE SCORE?





Ensure your team has common goals that map back to the mission and vision, the goals are being measured and tracked, and that everyone knows the score.




Misconceptions and excuses


We’re too focused on day-to-day tasks to think about long-term strategy.


We’ve tried goal-setting before, and it never works for us.


My team is ambitious; they can set their own goals.


Our outcomes are good; we don’t need to spend time on planning goals.







Introduction


We have all had goals set for us from a young age. There were academic achievement goals that paved the way to college, behavioral goals to ensure we didn’t become derelict, extracurricular goals to keep us well-rounded, and hygiene goals to avoid peer ridicule and gain acceptance. Goals are the foundation of motivated behavior, shaping our actions and driving us toward achievement. Without the adults in our lives who set these goals and then encouraged, nudged, prodded, and sometimes dragged our asses across the finish line, who knows where we would be. Let’s hope all that goal-receiving practice over the years has served you well because, as a leader, you now need to become an expert on goal setting.







The story


As CEO, Ben Romano led an innovative charter school organization and, over the last three years, had a proven track record of successful growth in all seven of his schools. They all had momentum, and finally, each school had strong leadership at the helm. After reading several books on autonomy, Ben was excited to change up his traditional strategic planning model and implement decentralized decision-making for this year’s school goals. He envisioned each school leader tailoring their goals to the unique needs and strengths of their school community. He knew they were going to love the idea, and the flexibility, and he was right.


During his annual three-day strategic planning retreat, the principals embraced Ben’s new vision quickly and eagerly. They dove into the goal-setting process with enthusiasm. He noticed that a few principals focused on improving academic outcomes, while others prioritized initiatives aimed at enhancing extracurricular offerings or enhancing positive school climate. The energy was more engaged than during the previous years of planning, but Ben couldn’t help but second guess himself a bit at this point. The school that struggled to maintain their academic outcomes the most wanted their focus to be extracurricular. Another school that had outstanding culture and almost no staff turnover chose to focus more deeply on culture.


Ben was not in opposition to sports, culture and extracurricular activities, as he knew that each of them are important for an enriching school experience, but were they worthy of being tagged as the most important goals for the upcoming school year? As he reflected on the academic data over time, each school had an upward trendline, however, 30% of their students were still not proficient in reading, and an even higher percentage were not proficient in math. The network mission was, “To foster a community where each and every student is empowered to achieve academic excellence, unlocking their full potential, and opening all doors to college.” Were they currently delivering on that promise for “each and every” student? The data showed that they were getting closer every year, but still had some ground to cover before arriving.


He was regretting his approach. The mission and the data should be the catalyst for their annual goal, not the personal feelings or passions of each individual. Now Ben was in a full sweat. In his excitement to provide autonomy, he broke all the time-honored rules. Junior leaders should know and understand the common mission, goals, and objectives. It was an age-old military strategy that he had learned back in the Marines, and now they were about to lead their cadres on unique and disconnected missions. All he could think was, “Abort! Course correction needed!” but could he do that on day two of their planning retreat without looking like a totally indecisive leader?







The move


In Ben’s defense, he had great intentions in allowing for more autonomy—in general, autonomy enables talented people to connect more deeply with their work through ownership and buy-in. When setting organizational goals, however, autonomy should be off the table, and directors and chiefs should opt for a centralized approach. When strategic planning is decentralized, different teams or individuals may pursue divergent goals or priorities, and while individual teams may excel in their respective areas, they may lack a broader perspective on the organization’s strategic direction. As John C. Maxwell (2007) states in The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership: Follow Them and People Will Follow You, “anyone can steer the ship, but it takes a leader to chart the course. Leaders who are good navigators are capable of taking their people just about anywhere.”
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But before you head into your steering meeting, let’s unpack some of the jargon you may need to use.
















	Term


	Definition







	Organizational goals (high-level)


	Specific outcomes or results to be achieved; set by top leadership; overarching objectives defining company direction







	Long-term goals


	Typically span several years or more







	Annual goals


	Specific to a one-year timeframe







	Short-term goals/objectives


	Usually cover weeks to months







	Team goals/objectives


	Created by department/team leaders; support organizational goals







	Individual goals


	Set by employees with managers; contribute to team and organizational goals







	Objectives


	Measurable steps taken to achieve goals







	SMART criteria


	Specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, time-bound approach that can be applied to all goals and objectives







	Key performance indicator (KPI)


	Key indicators for measuring the success of objectives







	Strategies


	Plans or approaches for successful execution of objectives







	Priority actions


	Specific actions that map directly back to objectives







	Metrics


	Indicators that measure priority actions










Many organizations chart their goals one year at a time, while others choose longer depending on the nature of the business. Goal setting is not ambiguous or arbitrary; it means looking at where you are starting, where you are going, and what the data suggests needs to be accomplished next. Sounds so simple, right? Think again. It’s called “strategic” planning because selecting the right targets and timeframes can be tricky, and it takes—you got it—strategy. To underscore the complexity of this process, consider that organizations face diverse challenges and opportunities at different stages of their development. But whether navigating crises or capitalizing on peak performance, goal setting is a must.


Let’s consider a retail company that wants to improve its online sales. Instead of setting a generic goal like “increase online sales by 20%”, they analyze their data more deeply to identify specific areas for improvement. They might discover that a significant portion of potential customers abandon their carts during the checkout process. Based on this data, the company sets a goal to reduce cart-abandonment rates by implementing a more user-friendly checkout process, offering incentives for completing purchases, and optimizing website performance. Many teams stop at the “increase sales” goal, but fail to move on to the next steps.


Each department will need to specify its own shorter-term targets that map back to the annual goals. These are often referred to as goals or objectives but, for the sake of clarifying long- versus short-term targets, we will use the term “objectives” to define these shorter-term, department-specific targets.


To effectively set these objectives, you can utilize the SMART framework for goal setting, originally developed and coined by George T. Doran in 1981. The original SMART acronym stood for:




	Specific



	Measurable



	Assignable



	Realistic



	Time-related






The specific words used in the acronym have evolved somewhat over time. For example, in some models “assignable” has become “achievable” or “attainable,” and “realistic” may be given as “relevant.” Other models have added an “ER” to the end, to include “evaluated” and “reviewed” or “rewarded.”


When choosing your goals, keep Goldilocks in mind: if they are too easy, you may not move the needle on performance; if they are unreasonably high, employees may feel demotivated and not even attempt to achieve them. If an action goal is considered unattainable, it is devalued, and the action is directed toward other more attractive goals (Heckhausen and Heckhausen, 2018). Every milestone should be just within reach, and every milestone should be easily measured.


It’s the measurement of progress that builds momentum. As The 4 Disciplines of Execution: Achieving Your Wildly Important Goals (McChesney et al., 2012) explains, people are more likely to perform at their best when they are emotionally engaged, and you will get that engagement when people know whether they are winning or losing. According to Benjamin Harkin et al. (2016), “Prompting people to monitor their progress can help them to achieve their goals, but some methods of monitoring are better than others. Specifically, we would recommend that people be encouraged to record, report or make public what they find out as they assess their progress.”


Let your team help you develop a transparent way to monitor group progress and you will be able to launch your weekly meetings with “what’s the score?”







Make it actionable


Reflect on the following best practices to uncover your strengths, and the next steps to take. Check the box next to the items you feel proficient with, and put an “X” next to those you are not currently employing or need to improve. Based on your self-reflection, determine whether diving deeper into these moves with the help of experts would be beneficial for you.




	
☐ Develop an annual goal




	☐ Define specific outcomes you aim to achieve within the next year.



	☐ Ensure these goals align with the organization’s overall vision and mission.



	☐ Communicate the annual goal clearly across the organization, so everyone understands its importance and relevance.








	
☐ Develop objectives for departments and teams




	☐ Break the annual goal into smaller, more manageable objectives (e.g. quarterly targets).



	☐ Align departmental and team objectives with the annual goal to ensure a cohesive approach.



	☐ Ensure each objective is specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound (SMART).








	
☐ Determine priority actions




	☐ Identify specific actions that will significantly impact the likelihood of achieving the set objectives.



	☐ Prioritize actions that can be implemented immediately and are likely to yield the highest return.



	☐ Assess and allocate necessary resources for these priority actions to ensure smooth execution.








	
☐ Measure progress against set objectives and milestones




	☐ Establish key performance indicators (KPIs) that will track progress toward each objective.



	☐ Develop a comprehensive scoreboard that reflects the progress and status of all objectives and actions.



	☐ Assign responsibility for maintaining and updating the scoreboard to ensure it remains accurate and relevant.








	
☐ Regularly review and update the scoreboard




	☐ Conduct frequent reviews of the scoreboard to assess both wins and areas needing improvement.



	☐ Celebrate achievements and identify challenges, adjusting strategies as needed to stay aligned with goals.



	☐ Communicate scoreboard updates regularly with all stakeholders to maintain engagement and accountability.













Move status


Reflect on your stages of learning and competency acquisition. Where were you before reading this move? Where are you now? Do you need a deep dive with the experts?
















	My starting status


	My current status







	

	□ Unconsciously incompetent



	□ Consciously incompetent



	□ Consciously competent



	□ Unconsciously competent






	

	□ Unconsciously incompetent



	□ Consciously incompetent



	□ Consciously competent



	□ Unconsciously competent














Make your move


Identify one action from the Make it actionable section and focus on developing conscious competence in that area. By concentrating on mastering this specific skill, you can enhance your leadership abilities incrementally.


Deepen your knowledge


If you’ve identified several gaps through this move, explore the deep dive book recommendations at the end of the management section. These resources offer expert insights and a comprehensive understanding of the key principles in this domain.
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MOVE 3


SWING AT THE RIGHT PITCH





Boost your productivity and improve your work-life balance by prioritizing the critical 20% of factors leading to optimal results.




Misconceptions and excuses


To be more productive I will need to put in more hours.


Everything on my to-do list needs my immediate attention.


I do not have time to plan my essential activities every week.


When people ask me to do something, I need to oblige. I am, after all, a service-minded leader.


Rigid plans will make me inflexible and unable to handle surprises.







Introduction


Leadership comes with a complimentary, never-ending to-do list, which is probably why we are on salary rather than being paid hourly. It’s almost impossible to get it all done without working a 60-hour week. You may be advised to “just prioritize”, and that’s not bad advice, it’s just incomplete. According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, the definition of prioritization is “to organize (things) so that the most important thing is done or dealt with first.” But without a clear strategy for how and what you will prioritize, you may end up crossing out items on your list without getting any closer to winning on your objectives and goals.







The story


Elena rolled into work bright and early, tackling emails, sipping her necessary coffee, and gearing up for the day. It usually involved a quick scan of her calendar, identifying meetings she might not be fully prepared for, and mentally preparing for the fires that would inevitably need dousing. This pocket of time, a mere 30 minutes, was her calm before the storm—sandwiched between the chaotic morning rush of getting her kids ready for school and the impending wave of demands that came with being a leader.


She went about her day with a positive attitude, solving problems, putting out fires, and slowly ticking things off her to-do list. Elena looked up at the clock and realized it was getting pretty late, but she still had a few things left to do. The next time her eyes drifted to the clock, it was well past 5pm. Baseball practice, dinner prep, family obligations—they all loomed large, and the guilt swept over her for being late to her son’s practice, again. It was that age-old juggling act, balancing responsibilities at work and home, and Elena couldn’t help but wonder: how do successful leaders manage both arenas well with such limited time?


She sat in the bleachers, half watching practice and half planning how the heck she was going to meet some of her deadlines. When she expressed her frustration about so much to do and so little time, her boss would quote Ben Stiller from the film The Secret Life of Walter Mitty. While Walter is hiking in the Himalayas, he gets a (very unlikely) cell phone call; out of breath, he tells the caller, “Hey Todd, I’m gonna keep this short. I have to make oxygen choices.” Prioritization has long been a leadership challenge, especially for Elena, who took every task seriously.


Her son was up to bat, and he was known to swing at pretty much every pitch. She yelled some encouragement from her seat, “You got this, Brandon, wait for the right pitch!” And then it dawned on her. She was tired and overwhelmed, just like her son was when they went to the batting cages, because she too was swinging at every pitch with the same amount of energy. She wanted her son to let some of the wrong balls fly past him, while she was unwilling to do the same. As tough as this idea was for her, Elena decided that she would have to make “oxygen choices” by “swinging at the right pitch, not every pitch.” This would mean giving more time and energy to her top priorities, and less to the actions that were not directly impacting her second-quarter goals. Now she just needed to figure out how she was going to find the self-restraint needed to keep from swinging wildly.








The move


Leaders have a never-ending stream of demands, so “swinging at the right pitch” is an effort to determine which of the demands are truly important. Compare the modus operandi of the following three batters with how you, personally, tackle your incoming demands:




	Batter 1: spends 100% of their energy on 100% of the pitches (swings at everything, full intensity).



	Batter 2: spends 50% of their energy on 100% the pitches (bunts them all).



	Batter 3: spends 100% of their energy on 20% of the pitches (strategic swinging).






If you relate most closely with batter 1, you may be pushing yourself to the brink of professional burnout, while your personal needs and family responsibilities quietly slip through the cracks. This is an unsustainable option if you want a work-life balance. You could adopt batter 2’s style and comfortably manage the day-to-day, but you may never become an all-star player. It’s Batter 3 who has the right strategy—they hit the ball in the strike zone, drop the bat, and run for home.


So, how do leaders prioritize when the pitches are coming fast and frequent? Dwight D. Eisenhower, a five-star general during the Second World War and the 34th president of the United States, was a leader who was able to identify the fundamental difference between the urgent and the important. In a 1954 speech, he brought national attention to his strategy by quoting J. Roscoe Miller, the 12th president of Northwestern University, “ I have two kinds of problems, the urgent and the important. The urgent are not important, and the important are never urgent.” With this mindset he was able to spearhead the construction of the interstate highway system, establish NASA, enact the first significant civil rights legislation since the Civil War, conclude the Korean War, welcome Alaska and Hawaii into the union, and navigate the Cold War with the USSR.


Eisenhauer’s quote, and how he prioritized as a leader, served as the inspiration for leadership expert Stephen R. Covey’s (1989) tool, the “Eisenhower Matrix.” This tool, helps you divide your tasks into four categories:




	the tasks you’ll do first (important and urgent important)



	the tasks you’ll schedule for later (important and not urgent)



	the tasks you’ll delegate (not important or urgent)



	the tasks you’ll delete (not important and not urgent).
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Here is the catch: leaders who chase after the urgent and unimportant are often referred to as supportive, “She is always so attentive and takes care of issues almost immediately.” This is a trap, and do not fall for it. Everyone’s requests for your time and energy will be considered urgent and important to them. However, leaders have an entirely different vantage point. You were hired to help your organization actualize its goals, which means you need to be the one defining what is important.


Consider the 80-20 principle coined by Vilfredo Pareto (1896), which suggests that 80% of outcomes come from 20% of all causes. The idea is to focus on the most crucial tasks, yielding the greatest results. In this context, a leader would determine which 20% of their tasks are considered the most crucial or impactful, and allocate their energy to those that will drive the majority of the results. Essentially, the 80-20 principle encourages leaders to work smarter, not harder, by concentrating their efforts on the most significant tasks, contributing substantially to their objectives.


In #whatsthescore we talked about the establishment of goals, so you will want to ensure that the actions you are deeming important also closely align with actualizing those goals.


Greg McKeown’s 2014 book Essentialism: The Disciplined Pursuit of Less, shares a similar theme by urging individuals to focus on the essential few and eliminate the non-essential many, “Essentialism is not about how to get more things done; it’s about how to get the right things done.” In other words, the discipline of doing less with more. Peter Drucker (2008) has a similar sentiment, “Management is doing things right; leadership is doing the right things.” Over the years, the idea of choosing the right things to focus on has been a theme of leadership development.


This process of prioritization can be painful; at the very least, it can cause some anxiety as you allow some of the less important things to slide a bit, or remain at status quo, while you are narrowing your focus. We like to call this “swinging at the right pitch.” Not every pitch thrown your way is worth swinging at.


Leaders, now is the time to become intentional about which pitches are worth your time and energy, and which ones are best left for the catcher. But who exactly is the catcher in this scenario? Should you delegate certain tasks, or simply delete the less important ones? We’ll dive deeper into practical time management in the next two moves #gameplan and #evadeandempower, so consider reading them together as a triad.







Make it actionable


Reflect on the following best practices to uncover your strengths, and the next steps to take. Check the box next to the items you feel proficient with, and put an “X” next to those you are not currently employing or need to improve. Based on your self-reflection, determine whether diving deeper into these moves with the help of experts would be beneficial for you.




	☐ Clarify your priorities: clearly articulate your goals and objectives, ensuring they align with your organization’s mission and vision. (Move 2. What’s the score).



	☐ Make goals manageable: chunk your goals into smaller time frames, such as monthly or quarterly, and design SMART objectives to hold yourself and your team accountable.



	☐ Use the Eisenhower Matrix: utilize the Eisenhower Matrix collaboratively with your team to categorize tasks based on their urgency and importance, viewed through the lens of your mission, vision, and goals.



	☐ Make a plan: create a plan that includes your priorities as the focal point of your work. See Move 4: Game plan, for how to do this.








Move status


Reflect on your stages of learning and competency acquisition. Where were you before reading this move? Where are you now? Do you need a deep dive with the experts?
















	My starting status


	My current status







	

	□ Unconsciously incompetent



	□ Consciously incompetent



	□ Consciously competent



	□ Unconsciously competent






	

	□ Unconsciously incompetent



	□ Consciously incompetent



	□ Consciously competent



	□ Unconsciously competent














Make your move


Identify one action from the Make it actionable section and focus on developing conscious competence in that area. By concentrating on mastering this specific skill, you can enhance your leadership abilities incrementally.


Deepen your knowledge


If you’ve identified several gaps through this move, explore the deep dive book recommendations at the end of the management section. These resources offer expert insights and a comprehensive understanding of the key principles in this domain.
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MOVE 4


GAME PLAN





Make an action plan that is aligned to your goals, and ensure you have scheduled the time you need for the actions that are going to impact outcomes most significantly.




Misconceptions and excuses


Schedules and calendars are too rigid. I need to have the flexibility to address the unexpected.


I can remember what I need to do daily. There is no need to waste time making a detailed schedule.


I prefer to go with the flow and adapt to situations as they arise; planning feels unnecessary.


I’ve tried making plans before but they never work out the way I intend, so why bother?







Introduction


Professional sports coaches wouldn’t dare go into a game without a game plan. They have designed a strategy of winning plays ahead of time and meticulously analyzed their opponents to anticipate potential challenges. This preparation allows them to make informed decisions during the game, adapting their tactics based on real-time performance and the unfolding dynamics on the field, while not veering from their goals. They are constantly referring back to this game plan, sometimes hundreds of times throughout the game, to be sure the actions they are seeing on the field are aligned with their overall strategy and objectives. An effective game plan is just as important for all leadership positions.


Take a minute: look at your goals, look at your performance, see if your behavior matches your goals.


Blanchard and Johnson (1982)


If there is a misalignment between your goals and your actions, it’s time to take control of the game instead of allowing the game to control you.







The story


Becoming the head of school was Elena’s first leadership position. The K-12 charter school was located in California’s vast agricultural district, the Central Valley. Many of her students came from low-income families who worked long hours in the fields. Elena empathized with these families’ struggles, as her own parents had immigrated to the United States as teenagers. She understood the glaring educational disparities faced by these young families, with less than 40% of students proficient in reading and only 23% of students passing grade-level mathematics. Elena was determined to serve the students, teachers, and families with every ounce of care and determination she possessed, and would help this team bridge the unfortunate and unacceptable achievement gap.


Before the school year commenced, Elena and her leadership team devoted days to crafting a strategic plan aligned with their mission: “A great education begins with a nurturing, engaging, community-centered school environment built on top of a strong and well-rounded academic foundation. Our graduates leave Future College Prep Academy as critical thinkers and lifelong learners, equipped to earn a college degree and become the next generation of leaders in the Central Valley.” Recognizing the pivotal role of early literacy, they set a goal to increase reading fluency in grades K-3 by 10% within a year, an ambitious goal for this new leader. After several long days of further analysis, the data narrowed the goal into more focused and measurable objectives that included the implementation of small group instruction, regular fluency practice and assessment, and additional afternoon interventions. Elena successfully rolled out this plan to teachers in early August, and the whole team was on board and excited to implement the necessary shifts.


The first few weeks of school were filled with the high intensity of establishing norms and expectations. Elena’s days were busy with building relationships with parents and scholars, learning about the existing systems and policies, and responding quickly when any situation was brought to her attention. She aimed to ensure that all her constituents felt supported by their leader and, so far, they were pleased with how enthusiastic and reactive their new principal was.


In the third week, Elena and her vice principal, Nick, decided to do a classroom walkthrough of all the K-5 classrooms to observe their new reading initiatives in action. They were not prepared for what they found. Out of the 12 classrooms, only half of the teachers were holding small-group reading rotations, and half of those teachers were using that time for worksheets instead of abundant reading practice. Furthermore, only one teacher was conducting afternoon intervention.


The two administrators were baffled. The teachers had seemed so bought in, so excited about the new reading schedule and activities. So, what had gone wrong? They questioned whether teachers were merely telling them what they wanted to hear. After a few one-on-one discussions, Elena found that there was a genuine enthusiasm for the goal but a lack of confidence and effective strategies needed to teach phonics, fluency, and comprehension in differentiated groups. Unfortunately, the next teacher in-service day was not for another six weeks, and Elena was not willing to wait that long to get the train back on track. She and Nick needed to regroup and come up with a plan.


Realizing the teachers needed immediate support, Elena asserted, “If we want to win on this goal, we must prioritize skill development in real-time.” Nick acknowledged her point but raised concerns about their unpredictable schedules, after all, there were several time-consuming student behaviors each day. Elena contemplated the dilemma and responded, “We have to make time for what is most important, just as we ask our teachers to do in their classrooms.” She grabbed a whiteboard marker and scribbled “Increase reading fluency by 10% in grades K-3, because ALL of our kids deserve a strong start to literacy.” This statement was in complete alignment—no, it was imperative—to their greater mission of equipping all students with what they needed to earn a college degree.


They began by envisioning the overarching goal: where they aimed to have their fluency scores by the end of the school year. Then, they divided this goal into quarterly growth targets for success and brainstormed the essential objectives and actions needed to achieve those milestones. Armed with this plan, they revamped their weekly calendars so that each day would not just be filled with standing meetings and reflexive action, but would also include dedicated time for developing their team.


After careful consideration, they designated a protected time block in the morning and planned to use this window to visit classrooms, provide reading coaching, and address teachers’ needs. Elena proceeded to enter “reading foundations coaching” into her digital calendar. Nick decided to schedule his coaching support in the afternoon block so that if something urgent came up in the morning he could step out and handle it while Elena kept her eye on the prize. Then they listed all their other weekly responsibilities on a whiteboard and systematically inserted each into the calendar while being careful not to overlap the time needed to focus on their coaching. They went back through the calendar a second time around to ensure they allocated sufficient time for other important responsibilities, such as communications and relationship-building.


They completed version 1.0 of their school leader calendar and pressure-tested the plan. The next few weeks were not flawless, but the time dedicated to the reading priority yielded significant returns. Teachers reported feeling more supported and valued as their coaches invested time in them. Although there was no official student data yet, all K-2 students were receiving a full 25 minutes of appropriately challenging reading practice, and were consistently engaged in productive struggle, right where they should be. Of course, they had to go back to the drawing board a few times in the first semester to reflect and revise version 1.0, but they ultimately landed on a version that allowed time for both their priority work and their standard operating responsibilities.







The move




[image: Diagram shows ‘Mission’, ‘Goals’, ‘Objectives’, and ‘Priority actions’ arranged horizontally and enclosed by ‘Values’ above and below, leading to a large arrow pointing to a map marker labelled ‘Vision’ on a stylized map. The word ‘Priority Actions’ is in bold fonts.]




When your annual goal and the shorter-term objectives all map back to your mission, you are ready to design your game plan; that is, determine the actions you will prioritize daily and weekly that will give you the best chances of your team winning on their objectives.


To demonstrate how this concept of choosing the right actions should be reversed engineered from the mission, let’s use Elena’s story as an example. Take a look at the following plan and identify a clear throughline between the school’s mission and Elena’s actions.
















	Mission







	A great education begins with a nurturing, engaging, community-centered school environment built on top of a strong and well-rounded academic foundation. Our graduates leave Future College Prep Academy as critical thinkers and lifelong learners, equipped to earn a college degree and become the next generation of leaders in the Central Valley.







	Annual goal







	Increase reading fluency by 10% in grades K-3, because ALL of our kids deserve a strong start to literacy.







	Quarter 1 objectives


	Priority actions







	Objective 1: by the end of the first four weeks, 95% of teachers will demonstrate proficiency in key behavior management techniques, as assessed through a standardized observation checklist.


	Real-time coaching of behavior management: set the expectation that all teachers are to be proficient with the key behavior management strategies and use real-time classroom coaching in weeks 1-3 on Tuesdays and Thursdays.







	Objective 2: all K-3 teachers will implement our reading fluency program four days a week, ensuring they use the “criteria for success” from the curriculum proficiently, as measured by weekly lesson plan reviews and peer observations.


	
Measure implementation: “drop in” to observe the fluency implementation starting in week 4 and use the “criteria for success” to measure teacher proficiency.


Coach fluency: use data from the “criteria for success” and student tracker to determine the frequency and modality of coaching for each teacher, and dedicate Tuesdays and Thursdays to this coaching.








	Objective 3: all K-3 teachers will track fluency data weekly, entering scores into our tracker, with a goal of achieving at least a 5% improvement in student fluency scores by the end of Quarter 1.


	Review weekly fluency data: unpack the fluency data weekly and give individual feedback on the tracker.







	Objective 4: all K-3 teachers will attend four early fluency clinics focused on effective reading strategies and interventions, with feedback collected through post-clinic surveys to assess the applicability of learned techniques in the classroom.


	Deliver professional development: prepare and deliver the four selected fluency clinics.










Now make your own table with your mission, annual goal and short-term objectives, then spend some time considering the following question, “What specific, measurable actions can be implemented in the next 90 days that will directly contribute to achieving each of the short-term objectives, while ensuring alignment with the annual goal and overall mission?”


Priority action planning table
















	Mission







	
 


 








	Annual goal







	
 


 








	[Quarter 1] objectives


	Priority actions







	
 


 



	 







	
 


 



	 







	
 


 



	 










Your weekly game plan is taking those priority actions and putting them down on a piece of paper that can be carried up and down the field, and referred back to throughout the game. There is no better way to do this than to design them into an airtight calendar that includes these actions.


The key is not to prioritize what is on your schedule but to schedule your priorities.


Covey (1989)


A strong calendar enables you to stay focused on what matters, rather than get distracted by the noise of the game. In the same way that a skilled athlete tunes out the crowd’s roar to concentrate on executing the play, your calendar helps you block out distractions and stay on course. It will be your constant reminder to stay in the zone and keep your eyes on the prize. Let’s get to the best practices of how to design one.


Open a blank calendar and try not to stare at it too long, because, “Until we can manage time, we can manage nothing else” (Drucker, 1967). Do the easiest part first: insert all of your recurring meetings. If you get a nagging feeling that you are holding too many meetings, not enough meetings, or you are wondering if your current meetings are a good use of time, refer to Move 8: Meetings shouldn’t suck, and then revise your calendar as needed.


When your meetings are blocked in, you are inevitably looking at a puzzle with only half of the pieces put together. Next fill in some of the white space with what is most important—the items you listed in the “priority action” section of your planning table. Ensure you reserve the best time of day to do this work, and calendar enough time to #swingattherightpitch (the 20% that is most crucial to your goal).


No matter what business you are in, communication should always find space on your calendar. When done well, communications can prevent misunderstandings, build trust and rapport with colleagues and clients, and save you the time it would take to clean up a mess that was made by a miscommunication. That’s why we recommend locking this into your calendar next. If your job relies heavily on digital communications, consider a three-pronged approach: first thing in the morning, mid-day, and then again before you take your leave. There will inevitably be times when an urgent communication will require the interruption of your schedule, but the majority of your messaging, whether proactive or reactive, can wait until your calendar says it is time.


Go-getters often feel like the workday is a nonstop marathon with no time to catch a breath. Once you begin the process of designing your calendar, it can be tempting to schedule your day with back-to-back commitments. However, it is important to include time for your basic biological needs. High achievers may be tempted to skip breaks to gain a competitive edge, but optimizing your calendar is your opportunity to get the upper hand with productivity while also giving your body the breaks it requires. Do not feel guilty about scheduling regular meal times to throw down a soda and a sandwich. In fact, science suggests that regular meals may actually enhance your productivity and efficiency (well, maybe not the soda). For example, Cooper et al. (2011) found that skipping breakfast, which is a form of irregular eating pattern, had a negative impact on cognitive function, including attention and memory, in healthy adolescents. By contrast, scheduling regular meal times throughout the day will provide the sustained energy you need to be productive. So set your guilt aside, and put your oxygen mask on first before you set out to help others.
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