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There’s almost nothing I enjoy more than a road trip, especially in an 

open-air vehicle, and with good company beside me.  Some of my favorite 

travel experiences have been in the back of a truck on a country road, the 

shotgun seat of a convertible on a coastal highway, the upper deck of an 

open-air bus in a European city.  I love the exhilaration of movement, of 

exposure to the elements, of the shared experience with fellow travelers.

What tops my love of road trips?  Conversations with adventurous 

people who are keen to make new discoveries: about themselves, about 

the world, about a specific issue that’s captured their fascination.  I’ve 

chosen career paths that have involved conversations with leaders in the 

education, corporate and social sectors who are putting their leadership 

talents to use in pursuit of a more equitable, prosperous and sustainable 

world.  I have found my calling in serving as a trusty ‘sidecar counsel’ to 

these leaders as they navigate toward their desired destination.

Recent years have seen me immersed in the world of international 

schools.  I’ve come to appreciate how exhilarating and challenging it is 

to lead these schools, and the particular ways this plays out for women 

who are either currently serving as leaders or aspiring to do so. This 

path has been largely shaped by men, and the scope of the leadership 

roles reflect that, as do societal norms about what leadership ‘looks like.’ 

Women taking on leadership positions can ably fill these roles, and also 

have the opportunity to shape them in ways that reflect their innate 

strengths and realities, create new norms around leadership, and lead 

Introduction: 
Road Trips
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to even greater success for all members of these school communities 

(hint:  men benefit too!).  It is in this spirit that I conceived of Sidecar 

Counsel, which began as ad hoc conversation sessions with women 

leaders and has now evolved to a full coaching/ consulting practice.

My work with women seeking to enhance their impact as leaders is 

like a constant, virtual road trip.  I’m in the privileged position of 

riding alongside courageous, brilliant leaders who are navigating 

unpredictable, meandering, and fickle-weathered roads.  With my 

navigation help, they figure their way around potholes and roadblocks, 

move through uncharted territory, occasionally take detours,  and 

often make surprising discoveries about the destination, the trip there, 

and themselves.  As the guide in the sidecar, I am privy to instructive, 

entertaining and cautionary tales!  In this e-book I share some of these 

tales with you (these were my blogs from my first year with Sidecar) and 

the tips they inspire, in the spirit of offering helpful insights and moral 

support for the roads on which you find yourselves. 

Bridget

Here’s to adventure!
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What Would 
Gretchen Do?

When I was in elementary school, a classmate mistook me for someone 

named “Gretchen.”  She claimed I looked like this Gretchen, and besides, 

our names were so similar that the confusion was understandable.  Over 

the years, I’ve been called Gretchen dozens of times.  (Do ‘Bridget’ and 

‘Gretchen’ really sound that much alike?).  For a long while, it annoyed 

me.  And then, I had an epiphany:  If I get confused with Gretchen, maybe 

I could act like Gretchen instead of Bridget sometimes.

How liberating!  Bridget wouldn’t dare express her opinion about that… 

but Gretchen would.  Bridget might think twice before wearing that 

hat… but not Gretchen!  Bridget wouldn’t apply for that job which she 

is compelled by and knows she would do so well at, but for which she 

doesn’t meet all the qualifications… but Gretchen would. 

Calling on Gretchen has given me the permission to go beyond my 

comfort zone and do things that I otherwise probably wouldn’t.  When 

these modest acts of bravery go well, I can privately thank Gretchen 

while outwardly acknowledging my chutzpah.  When risks don’t pay off, 

I can publicly own up to failure while privately chiding Gretchen.  And 

then sit down for tea with her, process what happened, and ask her 

advice on what to learn from this and how to move forward gracefully 

and purposefully.

I bet we could all use a Gretchen, especially for something that requires 

little and big acts of bravery, like the leadership job search.  
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My challenge to you:  Visualize and name your Gretchen (doesn’t need 

to sound anything like your name.  Have fun with it! Bonus points if your 

Gretchen has a great hat).  Find a couple of small, low-stakes moments to 

call her into action.  The scrambled eggs you ordered are too runny?  Send 

them back and be specific about how you like them.  See a wild hat in the 

shop window that compels you?  Buy it.  Wear it somewhere you won’t be 

recognized.  Smile at passersby.  Accept compliments.  Show confidence 

the way Gretchen would.

Take full credit for your accomplishments in your current role? 

Negotiate for a salary that is higher than the offer but reflects your 

market value?  

Your Gretchen

“You’d be great at this  

job! Apply!

Hit seven of the ten bullet points on the job description?

You

“That’s bragging.”

Your Gretchen

“You are showing your 

value!”

You

“Oh well; not qualified.”

You

“That’s greedy / That feels 

awkward.”

Your Gretchen

“You are valuable, and 

demonstrating your 

confidence in that value.”
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Pretty soon you’ll start calling on your Gretchen for bigger leaps.  And 

at some stage, the difference between your Gretchen and you may be 

practically indistinguishable, because she’s become less an alter ego 

than an inner mentor.  You’ll find yourself asking: 

“What would [Gretchen] do?” 

And then answering, with confidence: 

“Here’s what I’ll do.” 

At some point you’ll recognize that Gretchen was part of you all along.

Resfeber
I don’t know about you, but my 

favorite part of travel is usually 

the anticipation.  Just the act 

of planning or anticipating my 

trip makes me happier than 

actually taking the trip.  I can 

dwell in positive expectations and 

excitement while ignoring the 

complications and frustrations 

that inevitably accompany travel.    

Because complications do and will arise.  Train delays, language barriers, 

lost luggage, and snipes with travel companions can diminish the joy of 
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travel.  The reality of returning home from the trip means full inboxes, 

moldy food in the fridge and grieved left-behind pets who don’t care how 

great Patagonia was.  So – best to enjoy the pre-trip phase by indulging 

in expectations and fantasizing about positive experiences. 

In drawing the analogy to the job search, I realize that some of us view this 

process as more of a necessary slog than a thrill-ride.  I’d like to put in a 

plug for re-framing this view.  Any worthwhile destination requires a trip 

to get there.  Any trip can either be a schlep or an adventure.  Adventures 

are, quite simply, more fun.  And think about it:  you will be exploring 

destinations that are all over the map, meeting people that are passionate 

about making a difference, discovering new things about your profession 

and about yourself.  What’s not fun about that?

The Swedish have a great term, resfeber, which loosely translates 

as: “The restless race of the traveler’s heart before the journey begins, 

when anxiety and anticipation are tangled together.”  

Savor the resfeber!  It means your heart is working as it should be. 

Radars and 
Gyroscopes

At critical junctures in my young adult life, and even creeping into full-

fledged maturity, I sought out my wise, kind father for guidance.  It was from 

Dad that I learned the concept of “Radar” vs. “Gyroscope” people. Radar 
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people, as he explained, are 

those who look to external 

factors — societal, familial, 

professional expectations—for 

guidance.  Gyroscope types, on the 

other hand, are inner-directed by 

a strong sense of self-worth and 

purpose.  Dad’s clear message to me was that I was a Gyroscope person, 

and that I could confidently navigate my way through tricky life passages 

by trusting that inner tool. For the most part, I think Dad has been right.

Yet while I believe in the value and importance of gyroscopes and believe 

all leaders should develop their own if they don’t already have a reliable 

one, my sense is that most of us rely on a combination of both devices.  It’s 

almost impossible to escape external perceptions and expectations, and 

sometimes these can serve as valuable guides (sometimes for precisely 

what not to do), as long as they are not too limiting.  Gyroscopes, on the 

other hand, can keep us so rooted in our present circumstances that we 

fail to look beyond those to the broader context in which we’re operating.

In pursuing a leadership search, I would argue that the most valuable 

navigation tool remains the gyroscope. Having a solid sense of self-

worth and a keenly honed purpose is inherently motivating and will help 

keep you in balance as you hit challenging terrain.  Add a radar to your 

tool kit and you’ll be able to identify landmarks and obstacles in the 

surrounding landscape, which helps you make decisions on whether to 

continue on your current path or alter your route.

I have resources and ideas for developing both gyroscopes and radars 

and am an amateur mechanic in repairing both.  Ask me!
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Goosebumps
Goosebumps are a fascinating 

phenomenon.  Why is it that, in 

moments of heightened emotion 

(usually excitement or stress), 

the hair follicles on our arms 

go on sentry alert?  This is a 

physiological remnant from our 

animal ancestors who, when 

facing a stressful situation, switched into fight-or-flight mode.  The 

adrenaline coursing through their veins automatically triggered their 

hair follicles to expand, thereby creating an extra layer of insulation that 

could help them retain heat in their bodies. At one stage in our evolution, 

this was a vital survival mechanism.  Nowadays, goosebumps could be 

considered a useless legacy of our animal origins.

Or are they useless?  Think of those circumstances where you 

get goosebumps.  Scary and tense situations might come to mind 

first.  Expand that thinking.  What about hearing a song from your 

adolescence?  Witnessing a mesmerizing sunset?  Watching your child 

take her first step?  Drinking hot tea while wrapped in a cozy quilt as a 

thunderstorm rages outside?  Having an ‘a-ha’ revelation?  Goosebumps are 

a potent physical reminder that we’re experiencing a powerful moment– 

and that we should pay attention to it.

What does this have to do with the leadership job search?

Let’s be honest: sometimes the prospect of putting oneself out there can 
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cause goosebumps of the “threat-detected” kind.  For many of us, we’d 

rather have a root canal than open ourselves up to the judgment of the 

job market.  We’d rather stay in our current warm-ish pond, thank you 

very much, than get out and experience that goosebump-inducing chill 

before we wade to shore.

If we switch our mindset away from pursuing a position, and shift it 

to pursuing our purpose, that can give rise to goosebumps of the more 

positive kind.  What gives you goosebumps in your professional life?  What 

are those moments when you feel moved to pay attention?  That “this 

is why you are doing what you’re doing and you’d like to keep doing it 

for more of these moments” feeling?  You may have a quick answer to 

that.  If you don’t, there are many resources out there designed to help 

you uncover your purpose/ why/ ikigai/ element.  I am happy to point 

you to such resources that I’ve found helpful.

On the leadership search adventure, goosebumps can also be a helpful 

guide, reinforcing your purpose at critical times. You can feel them 

when … reviewing a position announcement that really resonates with 

you, getting that first call from an interested recruiter, “nailing it” in 

an interview, doing a finalist site visit and truly imagining yourself 

there, receiving an offer (!!), savvily negotiating your contract and 

compensation package, celebrating your success!

Considering goosebumps in this light can help shift the leadership 

search adventure into a goosebump-chase rather than goosebump-

escape.  Let’s go chase some geese!
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Seeing is Believing
Visuals matter.  

I recently attended a service at Washington’s National Cathedral.  This is 

an Episcopalian church, but having grown up Catholic, the space and the 

service felt very familiar to me.  Lofty, vaulted ceilings, graceful arches, 

luminous stained-glass windows, graceful wooden pews – all reminiscent 

of Catholic cathedrals I’ve visited throughout Europe.  The order of the 

service might as well have been Catholic, save for a subtlety: everyone 

was invited to take communion, Episcopal or not.  

What hit me with a thud:  the priest was a woman!  It’s hard to describe how 

that image of a female priest at the alter resonated for me.  The closest I 

can come is this:  as a congregant who didn’t know her or anything about 

her, I felt a sense of familiarity and recognition.  I have no aspirations 

toward the priesthood (!), so this was more about feeling that the leader 

of this congregation - of which I was at least temporarily a part - was 

someone to whom I could relate and who could relate to me, at least 

theoretically and in certain ways.  This was powerful visual symbolism, 

especially jarring (in a good way) in comparison to the Catholic male 

hierarchy which has dominated my experience of organized religion.

When I returned home and opened The New York Times, more visuals 

struck me.  

A photo of two women in space suits, getting ready for the first 

all-female spacewalk.  According to the accompanying article, the 

original spacewalk had to be postponed for several months because 
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A photo of a strong figure on the back of a powerful horse, ready to 

enter the rodeo ring: a member of the professional all-black female 

rodeo circuit in Texas.  These women have day jobs, are raising 

families, and drive long distances with horse trailers and children 

in tow to compete in weekend rodeos.

A series of photos about Estonia’s island of Kihnu, known for 

its abundance of women (only 5 of the islands 300 year round 

residents are men).  Since the 19th century, as men have left the 

island to pursue jobs at sea, which kept them away for months, 

women have stepped in to run the island.  They perform all jobs, 

including those traditionally relegated to men.  My favorite 

passage from the article: “The concept of feminism [is] often 

met with bewilderment here.  The reasoning:  Of course, women 

are capable.  Of course, women are competent.  But no, men and 

women aren’t equal – women have proven they can do everything 

that men can, but men can’t do everything women can.”  My 

favorite image:  The one of Estonia’s top female folk singer 

driving her vintage Soviet motorcycle around the island, with her 

dog in the sidecar. (Great article!)

On those days when the job 

search feels more like a slog, when 

you’re feeling discouraged, when 

you’re doubting yourself and are 

wondering if the effort is worth 

it, here’s something to keep in 

mind:  the more women we have 

the spacesuits didn’t fit; they’d been designed for male astronauts.

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/02/travel/kihnu-estonia-women-unesco-folk-culture-tourism.html
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I recently went on a road trip in 

West Virginia (that state’s winding 

country roads would be perfect 

for a sidecar excursion.  One 

day!).  The destination: a 

Yoga-Meditation-Belly Dance 

retreat.  Yep, you heard that 

right.  Belly dance.  Gretchen 

Yin and Shimmies

in positions of leadership, the more visuals we are offering – to other 

talented, aspiring female leaders who believe they can do it because they 

see examples, and to females in the school’s ‘congregation’ who, like me, 

can look to you and think:  “I recognize something in her.  I can relate to 

her.  Looking at her, I feel I belong here.”  Seeing is believing.

made me do it (see earlier post).  Bridget’s comfort zone doesn’t stretch 

that far.

Before we get to that juicy part, and speaking of stretching, let’s start 

with the yoga.  This was yin yoga.  If you’re unfamiliar with that style, it 

is a slow-paced practice in which postures are held for longer periods of 

time.  Without context, this could feel either uneventful or, depending on 

the position, torturous (who knew fascia could throb like that?).  Context 

is crucial.  While in your second minute of holding the lateral dragonfly 
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pose, you might find yourself trying to alleviate discomfort in your 

stretching (perhaps shrieking) hamstrings by pushing your hands more 

firmly into the floor for support.  This is cheating, for one thing.  And 

-- it defeats the purpose, which is to release into that discomfort, stop 

struggling, and let patience, faith, and fascia do the work.  The result?  By 

minute 3, you find yourself deeper in the pose with more ease and mobility 

than you knew you had.  After a yin yoga session, your body feels limber 

and supple.  With a bit of recovery time, you feel ready to move in ways 

that might surprise the pre-yin-yoga you, like….

Belly dance!  It conjures up images of elegant, hypnotic seductresses in 

sensual flowing costumes.  I am not putting any of my fellow dancers down 

by saying that the West Virginia belly dance troupe seduced no one.  That 

was not the point.  In fact, the ancient origins of belly dance are rooted 

in ceremonies and celebrations by women, for women – often to mark a 

life transition.  In more modern times, belly dance is often performed as 

a sort of spiritual experience that allows the dancer to wrap herself in the 

music and movement while casting off stress and inhibition.   The ‘piece 

de resistance’ is the shimmy, a supernatural feat involving vibrating the 

hips in rapid staccato motion while isolating the upper torso.  Pure joy 

and celebration to watch, and perhaps to do when one masters “Advanced 

Belly Dance III.”

The relevance to the leadership job search?  I think this is rich territory 

to mine.  When in certain yin poses I found myself reflecting on 

this:  Straight out stretching works within one’s already defined sense of 

what’s possible; it feels effort-ful, strained, pre-determined.   Conversely, 

releasing into a yin pose can yield discomfort initially.  Enduring the 

discomfort and avoiding ways to ‘fix’ it can result in expanding one’s 
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This week I had sidecar conversations with three women who, though the 

reasons were widely varied, were experiencing the same sensation:  fear.

Mushroom Soup

The first was deciding on a job offer.  The opportunity ticked the 

key boxes on her checklist.  It meant an earlier-than-anticipated 

end to her job search.  And yet… saying yes meant saying no to 

other possibilities.  What if she made the ‘wrong’ choice?

sense of the possible, of what one is truly capable of.  On your leadership 

search adventure, when you hit a fork in the road or an obstacle, how 

might you yin rather than stretch?  

As for the belly dance analogy… let’s face it:  putting oneself out there 

as a leadership candidate is like getting on stage in a skimpy outfit.  If 

you let self-consciousness get the better of you, you’ll have a miserable 

experience and you’ll sabotage your success.  Best to fake a smile and 

confidence (call on your Gretchen!), follow the beat as best you can, 

and remember … this is only a dance.  And when little or big successes 

happen, shake a shimmy!

The second had been turned down for a job after two rounds of 

interviews.  She’d felt really positive about how things were 

progressing and had begun to visualize herself in that role and that 

place.  Getting that rejection was chilling, especially since she’d 
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What to do when fear raises its ugly head? 

Speaking of ugly heads…when I was young, nothing seemed more 

frightening than a big bear.  Perhaps this was because I grew up in 

Montana and heard hikers’ fearsome stories of the beasts, or perhaps it 

was my steady diet of Grimm’s Fairy Tales, which terrified and riveted 

me.  

Bears featured in my nightmares.  Typically, I simply made myself wake up 

rather than confront that bear.  One night, though, I was caught off guard.  I 

found myself hurtling toward that bear in my dream with no time to press 

the ‘eject’ button.  It was too late.  We were practically toe-to-toe.  And 

at that moment, inspiration (or desperation; they’re pretty similar) hit.  I 

looked that bear straight in the eye and asked: “Are you mushroom soup?”  

To this day I don’t know what led to that question.  Perhaps it was 

because my mother had made me eat a bowl of that pungent stuff, and 

it registered in my bones the way a bear bite might.  Perhaps I was just 

being fanciful, a bit like Alice in Wonderland.  Perhaps that bear really 

did look like mushroom soup.  Whatever the reason, the effect was 

immediate and gratifying.  The bear looked confused, backed down, and 

ambled away, shaking its ugly head.  

The third’s boss had done something that she felt was professionally 

questionable and impacted some of her coworkers negatively.  She 

wanted to call him on it, was prepared to have a ‘difficult 

conversation’ with him, yet she was reliant on him to serve as a 

positive reference in her job search…

already given notice for her current job and has a family that is 

reliant on her income.
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What if we faced our fears with 

the mushroom soup approach? 

We would question their 

validity.  

What looks terribly frigh-

tening may simply be an 

illusion.  We’ll only know if 

we are bold enough to look 

it in the eye. 

We would catch them off guard.  

Asking forthright questions may lead to further information about 

what scares us that make it seem no longer so scary.

We would realize that what looks unpalatable might actually 

be mighty satisfying.  

Bear encounters generally end peacefully, with no one hurt and 

good stories to tell.  Mushroom soup is actually …. delicious.

I don’t mean to make light of any of the women’s situations above.  These 

are scenarios that can have challenging consequences.  I have lots of 

ideas and resources for facing down fears, whatever shade of ugly those 

might be.  Ask me!   (I also have recipes for fantastic mushroom soup.)
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I’ve spent several weeks this 

year back in Leiden, my home 

for 3 years, to take care of some 

business and connect with my 

community there.  What joy 

to get back in the saddle of my 

pistachio-green bike with the 

sturdy-if-weather-beaten basket 

Driver’s Seat

the condition of my bike (fully pumped tires means a smoother, 

safer ride)

the height of my seat (for stability and comfort, and to try to look 

like those regal Dutch biker ladies)

how much I am willing to put in my basket (though if you’re a true 

Dutchie you’ll carry almost anything on a bike; I once saw an intact 

couch transported that way!)

in front.  After hoofing it around my current home of Washington DC 

(often slogging groceries), cursing erratic bus schedules, or shelling out 

too much for taxis or Lyft-rides (I’m carless here), I savor the sense of 

control that being in the ‘driver’s seat’ brings.  

With my own set of wheels I am much more in command of how I get 

from here to there.  Specifically, I can control:

how I navigate (including finding ‘sneaky back ways’ to avoid 

crowds or construction)
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To be sure, there are things I can’t control on my cycle trips, like the 

behavior of other drivers, a sudden blast of wind, or a big truck blocking 

a narrow passageway designed in the 16th century for carts, not big 

trucks.  Still, such frustrations can’t dim the exhilaration of self-propelled 

movement.

That sense of command is both crucial and elusive in the job search.  At 

times it can seem that so much is beyond your control:  the composition 

of the search committee, the nature of the competition, the unstated 

expectations for the profile of the ideal candidate, the style of interviews, 

the “unknown unknowns” about the opportunity…

Yet there is plenty over which you do have control, including:

the type and number of positions to which you apply

the quality of your application package

how you prepare for interviews

how well you work your networks

 your communication methods – before, during and after interviews

how you bounce back from setbacks

how you negotiate an offer

 what not to wear (flowy skirts, another story for another time)

how I indicate my intentions to other drivers (hand signals, for 

sure, and the fine art of knowing when to keep peddling and when 

to hit those brakes HARD.  A story for another time…)
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(As your sidecar counsel I can help with all of these and more. I’m ready 

to hop in that sidecar, the shotgun seat, or – possibly and depending on 

the condition of your bike – your handlebars.)

The secret to staying steady on the job search, like navigating a bike 

through Leiden, is to understand what it means to be in the Driver’s Seat: 

where and how to exercise control, when to respect what’s beyond your 

command, and the wisdom to know the difference.  You’ll have more fun 

if you put “Driver’s Seat” by Sniffing The Tears on your Spotify playlist.

I lived in and near San Francisco for 20 years, long enough to have 

ingrained in me the existential threat of “The Big One:” a major 

earthquake that would wreak havoc on its inhabitants and change the 

face of the state forever.  A concept that terrified me in the context of 

earthquakes was that of latent forces:  actions taking place under the 

earth’s crust that were invisible to the eye, unpredictable by nature, 

yet were slowing building up and converging so that, at a certain ripe 

moment, an earthquake was inevitable.  

At one point when I was between jobs, and perhaps drawn to catastrophic 

thinking, I found myself pondering this concept of latent forces … and, 

being the purposeful optimist that I am, realized that the notion can 

be flipped to more positive connotations.  Just as we can’t see or feel 

tectonic plates shifting until they clash and wreak havoc, likewise we 

Latent Forces
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Latent forces are at play all the time.  When you wake up tomorrow, it 

may look like a predictable day ahead.  And with the ‘ping’ of a WhatsApp 

text, your destiny may announce itself when you least expect it. 

A senior leader is giving notice today that s/he will be stepping 

down from their post, leaving an open vacancy for someone with 

just your profile.

An organization for which you’ve longed to work has just completed 

its strategic planning exercise which calls for creation of … your 

dream job.

An influential person signed up today for the conference you’re 

attending next month.

aren’t privy to most forces going on beyond our senses and imaginations 

that might manifest in positive ways.   Think:  catching all the green 

lights on your mad dash across town; happening to glance at a poster 

advertising an event that evening that will change your life; meeting 

your soulmate in the grocery aisle.  All dependent on a specific set of 

uncoordinated forces converging at auspicious moments.

I’ve mused about the “Driver’s Seat,” and the benefits of activating 

those elements in the job search over which you have control, while 

acknowledging those factors beyond your command.  On some days that 

balance can seem woefully tipped away from the control panel, and it’s 

easy to engage in cataclysmic thinking.  On those days, remind yourself 

that latent forces are at work that you can’t possibly know about now 

but that will, in time, erupt in surprising and welcome ways for your 

search.  Consider:
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Leaders are planners.  They have to be.  Strategic plans, tactical plans, 

operational plans, contingency plans … these are all part of a leader’s 

repertoire.

The job search brings out the planner in most leaders.  They develop 

strategies and spreadsheets, populate their agendas, set up automatic 

task-completion reminders on their devices, all with the goal of getting 

from Point A to Point B by following these protocols.

The trouble is … the job search doesn’t always reward the best laid 

plans.   As I mused in a previous Sidecar Story (“Driver’s Seat”), an array 

of factors are simply beyond the job-seeker’s control.  One can be doing 

everything ‘right’ and still find success maddeningly elusive.  Where does 

this leave the leader/planner who needs to make plans for their future, 

and that of their families?  

I found myself in a planning paralysis conundrum in the past year … 

aching to make plans, but not having appropriate, sufficient, or timely 

information on which to base those.  Yet I couldn’t simply sit back and let 

the universe guide me, as my meditation apps advised.  As I contemplated 

how to get a sense of forward momentum without concrete information, 

my always-wise daughter came up with a great metaphor for making and 

moving on vague plans:  

Turkish Delight.  

Think about it.  It’s gauzy, malleable, beautiful, sugar-coated, and comes 

Turkish Delight
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in a vast variety of guises limited 

only by the imagination.  What 

better way to imagine future 

scenarios?   Besides, Turkish 

Delight is exotic and happy.  Plan 

A, Plan B and Plan C?  Dry and 

dull by comparison. 

It may be time to indulge in some Turkish Delight thinking.  If the dream 

job you’ve applied for comes through, what’s the Turkish Delight scenario 

around that?  If it doesn’t come your way in a certain time frame, how 

can you envision a Turkish Delight (or several) for that possibility?  This 

twist on contingency planning can feel less like ‘settling for second 

best’ and more like, well, opening up a box of Turkish Delight.  As Forest 

Gump’s mother wisely observed: “Life is like a box of chocolates: you 

never know what you’re gonna get.”  But if you like chocolate – or prefer 

its more exotic Turkish cousin - you can’t go too far wrong.

The “N” word.  It’s enough to strike terror in the hearts of even the most 

intrepid of leadership position seekers, especially when those seekers 

are women.

Negotiation.  (Cue chilling music and images of a looming bear.)

The ‘N’ Word
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I’m referring, of course, to that 

point at the final phase of the 

search process when an offer – 

generally consisting of a position 

title and description, terms 

and conditions of employment, 

salary and bonus potential, and 

benefits – is formally made to the 

applicant.  Male applicants tend 

to see an offer as an invitation: an opportunity to review the terms and 

negotiate for adjustments that will enable them to more heartily accept 

the position.  Women tend to see this offer as either a favor, that they 

possibly don’t deserve and daren’t reject, or a gift, to be accepted as-is 

or returned, with thanks.

What a hugely wasted opportunity to a) underscore why the potential 

employer made such a wise decision to make the offer (this leader knows 

her worth!), b) demonstrate one’s inherent and acquired leadership 

abilities (of which negotiation skills are pivotal), and c) sweeten the offer 

so it sets the leader up for greater benefits personally and on behalf of 

her new employer. 

It’s just that we need to remind ourselves what negotiation really means.  

Negotiation, in its basic form, is this:  A conversation between two or 

more parties figuring out how to get what each wants in a way that works 

for all.  Note what is missing here:  conflict, win-lose, competition.  In fact, 

in order to have the best outcomes, negotiation should be a collaborative 

effort, and one that entails back and forth between the participating 
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parties in order to come to a mutually agreeable solution.

Think about the many ways that you negotiate every day, in your 

professional and personal life.  You work with colleagues to figure out 

how to cover for another colleague’s unexpected absence.  You get input 

for the annual budget and develop one that acknowledges resource 

constraints and departmental priorities.  You work through who 

carries out what aspects of the strategic plan. You plan a vacation that 

accommodates your desire for flexibility and your travel companion’s 

need for reliable comfort.  You agree with your son that he can watch 30 

more minutes of TV if he will do the dinner dishes.

Women leaders tend to have inherent attributes that make them 

naturally successful negotiators, including finely-tuned listening skills, 

a tendency toward empathy, and a solutions orientation.  By taking the 

opportunity to negotiate a job offer, you are not only demonstrating 

these leadership attributes, you are also reminding the search committee 

that they’ve chosen you because you will bring great value to the role, 

and that, because they obviously recognize that, they are willing to do 

whatever they can to be sure you are set up for success.

I realize it still takes a different mindset to take on job offer negotiations.  I 

have ideas for how to approach it, including putting Gretchen in the 

Driver’s Seat where she does Yin stretches while pondering Mushroom 

Soup (see early stories on these topics), and then eventually shimmies 

when her negotiation strategies work. Ask me!  We’ll put the ‘she’ in ne-

go-she-ay-shun.
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A few weeks ago I wrote a post about Yin, specifically in the context of 

yin yoga, though as a metaphor for managing discomfort in ways that 

reveal more flexibility than you realized you had.

Sometimes, though, we can let flexibility have too much reign in our 

lives.  For instance, when someone (say, a boss or colleague) says or does 

something that makes us mad.  A ‘yin’ mindset might say: “Let it go.  That 

person has had a bad day/ doesn’t have the full information/ came from 

an unloving household and I should just rise above it / give the benefit 

of the doubt/ not rock the boat.”  That might be an appropriate response 

some of the time.  But sometimes it just doesn’t feel right, especially if 

that is our chronic m.o. or if the situation is egregious.

Sometimes Yang is more suitable than Yin.  Without getting into Chinese 

philosophy, think of Yang as the counterpart to Yin, the hotter, more 

active physical force that projects outward.  Kind of like the feeling when 

someone upsets you and you just don’t want to sit there in a Yin pose 

and take it.  Because the danger of taking in too much without properly 

digesting is that it can rot or calcify or create toxic buildup, and then that 

corrodes from the inside or seeps out in nasty ways.

So – how to yang in a way that gets the anger out of your system without 

causing too much collateral damage?

Sometimes it’s enough to get physical.  I don’t mean punching the 

Yang and 
Shakespeare
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person in the face (necessarily).  I 

do mean harnessing your yang 

by walking stridently, punching 

a pillow, or jumping up and down 

(on a trampoline if you have one). 

Other times you have to say 

something.  You might start by not 

Try it!  It feels great.  Come up with your own Shakespearean-sounding 

doozies.  Thick British accent optional.  

Even Shakespearian swear words shouted in solitude may not suffice.  You 

may need to yin your yang and express your anger directly to the person, 

preferably in a professional and constructive way.  

I’m going to call on Shakespeare again for guidance. 

“You scullion!  You rampallion!  You fustillarian!  I’ll tickle your catastrophe!”

“Methinks thou art a general offence and every man should beat thee!”

“Thou clay-brained guts, thou knotty pated fool, thou whoreson obscene 

greasy tallow-catch!”

“Thou art as fat as butter.”

saying something directly to the offender, at least not initially.  You might 

get warmed up by channeling your inner Shakespeare.  I don’t mean you 

need to come up with some articulate prose in iambic pentameter that 

will set the record straight.  I’m thinking about swearing.  Shakespeare 

had some great curses.  Some juicy examples:
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Shakespearean dramas have a range of endings.  Go for the triumphant 

one, where noble sentiments prevail, conflicts are resolved through 

difficult but important conversations, and often humor and gestures of 

goodwill turn the heat into a warmer, softer glow.

I’ve got more ideas for channeling righteous anger into productive 

dialogue. Ask me! I’ll respond in regular prose.

Next, rehearse the script.  Don’t memorize.  Be ready for some 

improvisation.  But know what you most want to convey, and how 

you hope it will land, and practice that.

Finally, deliver.  Channel Gretchen if you need to (see earlier post 

on that), or think of your favorite Shakespearean actor and emulate 

her/him.  And keep in mind plot twists.  Sometimes what you expect 

to happen … doesn’t.  The target of your anger might actually 

concede.  Or cry.  Or call out the guards to take you away.   This is 

when you can shift from yang to yin and see just how much you can 

manage through the discomfort and surprise yourself with how you 

respond.  (When in doubt, take the high road.)

First, write out the script.  Get everything down on paper that you 

want to say.  Then edit it madly, especially the particularly nasty 

bits.  Think about the 2-3 key points you want to make.  Consider 

having a trusted friend or colleague review your script before you 

‘go live.’ That might mean pressing the send key.  But if you’re 

feeling up for a live performance….
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What do first dates and job interviews have in common? 

Lots of things … but I’m thinking about silence. Or our uncommon fear 

of it. Deciding what to share about our last ‘partner’ (job or person), how 

much to divulge about oneself (secret passions, skeletons in the closet), 

or whether to probe the other for information can feel like minefields. If 

we’re silent on certain matters, are we withholding ‘truthful’ information 

that is important for a prospective partner to know? If we ‘overshare,’ at 

least too soon, will that come back to haunt us? 

And then there are those awkward silences, which can feel oh so 

physically painful. How do we get out ahead of those? Do we come up 

with a list of questions, or conversation ‘fillers,’ to avoid that pain? 

It’s time for a radical rethinking of the power of silence in interviews 

(these same ideas could apply to other situations, including a first date).

First, let’s think of silence as “what not to say.” If you are arrested, you 

are given the right to remain silent, as anything you say can and will 

be held against you. You can also exercise that right in a job interview! 

When asked a question, yes, you should reply with the truth. This is not 

the same as stating and explaining all the facts. If, for example, you are 

asked why you are leaving your current position, you may be tempted to 

divulge that you’re unhappy there, they don’t value you, you don’t feel 

challenged, your attempts to bring research-based, innovative practices 

The Sound(ness) 
of Silence
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to the table fall on deaf ears… This is rarely a successful tactic. You can 

come across as a ‘victim’ and a grouser. 

You can silence that piece and still speak the truth, which is that you’re 

seeking a challenging position with an organization that values research-

based innovative practices. Full stop.

Second, consider silence as an active pause. You are asked a question 

for which you aren’t prepared. You needn’t jump in right away with a 

response. You are in the driver’s seat. You can buy time with a request 

for silence, by stating something like: “That’s a great question. Let me 

give that a moment’s thought before I respond.” Then take that moment 

of silence, reflect, and then respond. This not only results in more 

thoughtful answers; it also conveys that you are a thoughtful person. 

Finally, and to address that ‘awkward silence’ conundrum, let’s think 

of silence as itself a form of communication. Consider music. For those 

of you who are jazz fans, you may have heard the Miles Davis quote 

“It’s not the notes you play, it’s the notes you don’t play” that give jazz 

its appeal. Allowing for silence means that sound is more noteworthy 

as a counterpoint. It also creates conditions for active listening, 

improvisation, and – blessed be – a chance to simply coexist in silence 

and enjoy the moment. So if there is a ‘pregnant pause’ in the interview, 

let it remain so. You can simply smile and radiate peace and contentment.

Need more ideas on how to incorporate silence into your communications? 

Ask me! Like Dr. Evil in Austin Powers, International Man of Mystery, “I 

got a whole bag of ‘shh’…with your name on it.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FRG-RBZBTZI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FRG-RBZBTZI
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I love New Years.  I love seeing 

the brand new, empty calendar in 

front of me, full of potential and 

possibilities.  And I love that this 

year’s Year, 2020, is symbolically 

about seeing clearly.

2020 Vision

20/20 vision is, as we know, the standard for perfect, high-definition 

clarity.  If you’re like me, you may need corrective lenses to achieve that 

clarity.  For a number of years I wore contacts.  At some point, these 

irritated my eyes, so I switched to glasses.  This has led me to some eye-

opening insights about lenses, frames, and vision in general.

Last spring, when my vision seemed blurry and I visited an optometrist, 

I learned that I have a condition called ‘strabismus,’ which happens 

when each eye directs toward a different focal point.  The brain has to 

work hard to make the image align to something coherent.  With my 

new prism lenses, my two eyes now align on the same focal point.  The 

result is that my brain no longer is on overdrive on that front.  I don’t 

have the headaches I used to.  And I see the world with greater depth and 

dimension than before.  

I have also learned what a difference a frame makes.  For years I opted for 

sturdy frames that drew a clear boundary around what I saw and rested 

heavily on my nose.  No wonder I had headaches and a semi-permanent 

dent on my nose bridge.  With my new prism lenses I opted for titanium 

frames with no bottom rim.  These frames are remarkably lightweight, 
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Last week I discussed the value of seeing with clarity, with the assistance 

of appropriate lenses and frames.  This week, and indeed for the rest of 

this month, I’ll stay on the theme of seeing, as it informs so much about 

the job search adventure.

My topic today is…. navel-gazing.  

In this warp-speed, hyper-productive, uber-competitive world we inhabit, 

navel-gazers get a bad rap.  The idea suggests self-contemplation to the 

point of laconic and useless self-indulgence.

Omphaloskepsis

resilient, and flexible, and allow for a broader range of vision than their 

fully-rimmed counterparts.

The broader lessons seem clear:  the lenses through which we view the 

world matter.  It’s amazing how much work our brains do to make sense 

of sometimes mis-aligned input, work that needn’t be done with the 

right lenses in place  The frames we put around those lenses also dictate 

what we allow ourselves to see.

My wish for you in 2020 is this:  if the career path you see ahead of you is 

blurry, and your vision restricted, consider re-evaluating your lenses and 

your frames.  I’m no optometrist, but I have a few tools in my bag that 

can lead to greater clarity.  Ask me!
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This deserves a re-look.

Let’s start with each word in this phrase, beginning with navel.  Why do 

navel-gazers gaze at their navel?  Well, because the navel is our very 

source of being, our ‘core,’ the seat of our gut.  When important decisions 

need to be made, we can do all the pro/con spreadsheets we want, and 

consult with all the resources we can find, but usually we combine these 

logical approaches with some level of intuition, or gut instinct.  Going 

with our gut doesn’t in itself always lead to the best outcome.  However, 

the more experience we have on the job or in life in general, the more 

information our mind and gut absorb, and the more finely tuned our gut 

instinct becomes.  Navels become good navigators!

As for gaze.  What a lovely, potent word.  To gaze is stare with eyes wide 

open and with a sense of wonder, curiosity and admiration.  What more 

apt way to look at your navel, the seat of such accumulated wisdom and 

experience.  And gazes are long.  If an important decision is to be made, 

doesn’t this deserve a gaze rather than a glance?

The Greek word for navel-gazing is omphaloskepsis.  This term elevates 

the practice to a level worthy of respect and admiration.  Those ancient 

Greeks knew a thing or two about wise decision-making.

No matter where you are in your search for a leadership position, be sure 

to take time for omphaloskepsis when you find yourself facing a weighty 

decision.  It needn’t replace those spreadsheets and that research, but 

it’s an equally valuable tool.  And it’s much more fun to say!
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In keeping with this month’s 

theme around ‘seeing,’ I 

introduce you today to a 

new term:  WYSIWYAF.  No, 

it’s not a fancy Greek name 

like Omphaloskepsis, which 

I discussed last week.  It’s an 

acronym, a take-off on its well-

known cousin WYSIWIG.

WYSIWYAF

WYSIWYAF = What You See Is What You Aim For

Let me illustrate the power of this concept with a couple of examples.

On top of a black diamond ski run several years ago, I found myself 

gripped by fear.  At my ski-skill level I arguably had no business 

there.  And yet I found myself staring down an endless, treacherous 

mountain slope.  I could see the bottom, but it was a lo-o-ong way off, 

and I simply couldn’t imagine pointing my skis downhill and pushing 

off on a wing and a prayer.  Most likely destination:   the emergency 

room.  Seeing my ashen face, my patient ski buddy gave me a simple, yet 

profound lesson:  Don’t look downhill.  Instead, point your skis to the 

side of the run.  Look that direction.  Ski that direction.  Turn and ski back 

the other direction.  Eventually you’ll make it down the run intact, and 

will have had a perfectly pleasant, albeit not thrilling, ride.

Illustration two:  My brother told me recently that his ankles were getting 
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I’ve got more tips and tricks for how to manifest WYSIWYAF in your 

leadership search and life in general.  Ask me!

The start of any search can feel intimidating.  Getting from launch 

point to destination can be paralyzing.  Don’t look downhill!  Look 

at the next nearest place before the next logical turn and aim for 

that.  Maybe that’s your next application, or an upcoming interview, 

or a conversation with your sidecar counsel. Stop every so often and 

notice how far you’ve progressed.

Look beyond obstacles – self-imposed and otherwise – and scour 

for opportunities.  Apply for positions which compel you even 

if you don’t fit all the criteria.  Avoid people who have limited 

notions of what you’re capable of and spend time with your fans 

and supporters.  

 Look for examples and models of what you can do and be.  As the 

saying goes: “You can’t be what you can’t see.”  Sometimes the 

‘seeing’ might have to be in your imagination.  Whatever the case 

may be, get the image clear in your mind, point your skis or running 

shoes or cycle or leadership search in that direction, and push off.

much stronger after he made an important shift in perspective.  He’s 

fond of trail running, though almost gave up because he kept tripping 

on exposed roots and jagged ruts along the rugged trails of his running 

route.  An a-ha moment changed things for him.  He began looking for 

the smooth patches of the trail where he could aim his footfalls, rather 

than for the obstacles he wished to avoid.  This made a huge difference 

in his confidence level and, ultimately, in his performance on the trails.

During the job search, you can use WYSIWYAF in numerous ways:
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A favorite phrase I hear frequently from Dutch friends is: “I can 

imagine.”  Not a particularly profound phrase on the surface.  I hear it 

occasionally from friends of other nationalities as well, though not as 

ubiquitously as when I’m in The Netherlands.  

It’s stuck with me for a few reasons.  I hear it mostly as an acknowledgement 

of what I’ve just conveyed, and as a gesture of empathy, as in the 

following example:

That response is generally just what I need to hear.  Not a counterstatement, 

not a solution, just a verbal nod of the head and expression of solidarity.

In keeping with this month’s theme of Vision, I want to embrace this 

statement in another way.  In my last post I talked about the power of 

visuals as guideposts.  What you focus on is what you move toward … or 

sometimes away from.  This places a lot of importance on what you train 

yourself to see.  

Sometimes our reality comes up blank, though.  What if what’s around us 

doesn’t provide much in the way of hopeful visuals? 

That, my friends, is where the power of the imagination kicks in.  This 

is when you let that powerful brain of yours become creative and 

I Can Imagine

Statement

“I’m feeling overwhelmed 

by the situation.”

Response

“I can imagine.”
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resourceful, when you come up 

with your own imagery that works 

for you as guide and inspiration.

Don’t see opportunities that suit 

what you’re called to do?  Imagine 

those that do.

In my earlier career in international philanthropy, I heard a great story 

about social change that struck me hard and has stuck with me since.  It 

concerns international development expert Barry Sternin, who was sent by 

Save the Children to Vietnam to try to eliminate childhood malnutrition.  

Bright Spots

Don’t see women in roles that you wish to play?  Imagine that you do.

Don’t know how you can get around obstacles, self-imposed or otherwise, 

that are in the way of your dream job?  Imagine how you might.

Getting clear on your vision, even if it’s only in your mind at this point, 

and even if it is only on the very next step to take, is critical to moving 

forward purposefully.  When you’re feeling stuck, with no clear path 

forward, stop, close your eyes, say to yourself “I can imagine,” and then…. 

Let your imagination create visuals that inspire you to action.

I have ideas for how to get your imagination juices flowing.  Ask me!
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Include ‘bright spot seeking’ into your decision making.  Data-

driven assessments may be your main strategy for decision-making, 

and there are many benefits to this approach, to be sure.  However, 

data is hard metrics.  Schools are full of soft (meant in the best 

sense of the word) humans, with personal quirks and realities 

that inform how they perform and what motivates them – factors 

that simply can’t be captured by data.  Challenge yourself to look 

beyond what metrics tell you, to seek out ‘bright spots’ that might 

defy what numbers alone might predict.  See what you can learn 

from that to inform certain decisions.  (I like what this blogger has 

to say about this topic)

The Vietnamese government, cynical about foreign ‘do-gooders,’ gave 

him 6 months.  Barry knew that systematic approaches to data gathering 

alone would take far longer.  So he took a short cut through a process 

called ‘positive deviance,’ in which he asked his team to look for ‘bright 

spots’-- pockets of rural poverty where children were thriving--and find 

out what was going right in those cases.

Long story short, Barry and his team honed-in on practices that were 

effective, realistic, and replicable, even though they were based in the 

same locations with the same conditions and access to resources as 

others.  These ‘bright spots’ became the focal point of Save the Children’s 

strategy to address malnutrition country-wide.  The result was a 65% 

drop in malnutrition in Vietnam’s rural villages – within 6 months.

I’ve been musing this month on vision and the various ways it shows up 

in the leadership search process – and in fact in so many ways in work 

and life.  ‘Bright spot seeking’ is my final offering on this theme for now.

What are some concrete ways we can apply this ‘visionary’ behavior:

https://gadflyonthewallblog.com/2018/09/25/the-six-biggest-problems-with-data-driven-instruction/
https://gadflyonthewallblog.com/2018/09/25/the-six-biggest-problems-with-data-driven-instruction/
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As your sidecar counsel, I promise to be guided by both data and bright 

spots, with a strong bias for the latter.

Look for the bright spots in your professional community.  These 

may be educators whose presence or professional activities exceed 

their titles or job descriptions.  Learn what motivates them, and how 

they get around the parameters that keep others firmly within their 

‘assigned’ roles.  Add these educators to your constellation of ‘bright 

spot’ examples that can motivate you at strategic times.  If you are 

in a position to do so, promote and advocate for these bright spots.

Seek out bright spots when the going gets tough.  On those hard 

days, when the world seems to be indifferent, or actively conspiring 

against you… stop, close your eyes, and challenge yourself to seek 

out evidence that all is not lost.  Channel your inner Barry Sternin 

and look for the bright spots around you that are proof that you 

matter/ good things are happening in your school/ your job search 

is not doomed to failure, despite what hard metrics might tell you.

By now you know that I’ve spent quite a bit of time in The Netherlands, 

whose language is rich in hard-to-pronounce but easy-to-love and fun-

to-say words.  Like spierknopen. 

Spierknopen translates literally to ‘muscle buttons.’ Which only makes 

Spierknopen
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sense in its context, which is 

trigger point therapy.  For the 

uninitiated, a trigger point (aka 

muscle button, aka spierknoop) is 

a tight area within muscle tissue 

that causes pain in other parts of 

the body.  I came to know about 

this through my recent battle with carpal tunnel syndrome, which is easy 

to pronounce but not fun to say or have. 

I discovered trigger point therapy the way I generally discover things:  by 

chance.  I was complaining about my CTS while having coffee with a Dutch 

friend, who happened to be sitting next to another fellow, who overheard 

our conversation and who, it turns out, is a practitioner in something 

called ‘dry-needling.’  This is a form of trigger point therapy whereby 

the practitioner sticks a long, thin needle into the sufferer’s spierknopen, 

stirs it around until the sufferer feels a ‘twitch’ (a sweet word that vastly 

underestimates the intensity of that feeling), and then pulls it out and 

rubs the spot vigorously for good measure.  Painful?  You betcha!  But 

the immediate relief and ensuing sense of release from tension, which 

thereby frees up other parts of the neuromuscular system, is so worth it.

In case you’re wondering, I’m not recommending this therapy as a relief 

from job search pain – though if the repetitive stress of pounding out 

those applications is leading to CTS, I definitely do. Instead, I’m thinking 

of the broader metaphor here. 

This past week I attended the Association for the Advancement 

of International Education (AAIE) Conference in New York, where 
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I facilitated a session on women seeking leadership positions in 

international schools.  The session specifically focused on areas in the 

process where women candidates tend to get ‘stuck.’  These tend to be: 

in reviewing a position announcement and thinking “I don’t want that 

job” or “I don’t meet those qualifications;”  in developing an applicant 

portfolio that plays down her professional attributes and contributions; 

in not taking opportunities at the offer stage to negotiate for a package 

that reflects her value and meets her professional and personal needs; in 

failing to develop a smooth transition and on-boarding plan that sets her 

up for success.

Each of these points can act like spierknopen, contorting the process so 

that it can’t flow smoothly for even highly-qualified female candidates.  

Taken in full, the rather paltry number of female candidates who make it 

successfully through the process is a giant spierknoop, depriving the world 

of international schools from benefitting from their leadership talents.

I was pleased to see the generation of some good ideas for addressing 

these specific spierknopen.  Over the coming months I’ll be further 

developing thoughts for appropriate dry-needles to use to generate that 

release from blockages in the job-search-neuromuscular-system.  Some 

will create more of a ‘twitch’ than others.  But you know the saying:  No 

twitch, no gain! 

P.S. I’ve been alerted by an astute reader who speaks Dutch that “knopen” 

can also mean “knots.” That makes more sense as a translation for 

‘spierknopen.’ But I like ‘buttons’ better. :-



44

Friction probably doesn’t make 

your top ten list of things you like 

to create, unless you are Donald 

Trump.  We associate friction 

with negativity, with flare-ups, 

with discomfort.  We adjust our 

behavior so we can avoid it.

Benificial Friction

Friction as a behavior change agent

In her book Good Habits, Bad Habits: The Science of Making Positive 

Change Stick, Professor of Psychology and Business Wendy Wood 

identifies ‘friction’ as a critical element in behavior change.  If you 

want to change a bad habit or introduce a new good one, insert 

Let’s imagine a world without friction.  Your first thoughts may be peace, 

love and harmony.  Nice fantasy.  The reality is that, without friction, 

we would be freezing (friction creates fire), sliding all over the place 

(friction helps us walk and drive), shattered by meteors and windstorms 

(friction creates ballasts against these).  Peace, love and harmony don’t 

thrive in these conditions.

But what about in the world of human behavior and relations?  How is 

friction beneficial here? 

If you think of friction as the resistance an object or force encounters 

when meeting another force or object, it’s easy to see useful applications.

Consider the following:
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friction into the equation.  Make it more difficult to check Facebook 

on your iPhone by deleting the app (so it’s then a pain to go to the 

website, insert your username, etc.)  Need exercise but can’t afford 

the gym? Get rid of your bus pass and walk to work.

Friction as excitement igniter

Rather than drive the same route to school, pick a different road.  

By getting your mind off automatic pilot, you’ll be more mindful 

of what’s around you, and might even discover things you never 

knew about.  Similar logic applies to how you conduct meetings, or 

choose books to read, or introduce yourself in conversations.

Friction as necessary discomfort inducer

In general, we are hesitant to introduce friction into work settings.  

But if you are uncomfortable with a policy, entrenched behaviors 

or expectations, or if you simply see new ways that things could 

be done, how can you introduce friction in a way that will lead to 

positive change?  This is especially challenging if you are new, or 

come from a different background than most of your colleagues, or 

simply think differently than them.  Still, where would this world be 

without its friction-inducers, who challenge the status quo and make 

change happen?  That’s rarely comfortable; but it’s often necessary 

if we are to eventually live in a world of peace, love and harmony.

Think of a few ways you can introduce friction into your life this week (I 

have ideas for you if you need them. Ask me!). You might just find that 

the positive results beat the initial discomfort.  And after a while, this 

mode of being might just become a habit.  What a wonderful, frictionful 

world this then might be.
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Have you heard of Marco Polo?  Not the 13th century Italian adventurer, 

though there’s much to learn from and admire and be aghast at there 

(Hint:  it would have been wild to serve as his Sidecar counsel).  I’m 

referring to the communication app, which allows one to take a video 

of oneself and then send it along as a text.  More fun and personal than 

just words or voice texts.  Anyway…

The other day my Montana-based sister Marco Poloed me from the top 

of the mountain near her home.  She was simultaneously breathless 

and energized.  She’d just “skinned up” the mountain, achieving her 

personal best time, and was ready for her reward of skiing down the 

slope she’d just ascended; a quick but jubilant thrill after the arduous 

and intensive skinning venture.

What is ‘skinning?’  I hadn’t heard of it until recently from my 

adventurous sister.  Skinning is an activity best undertaken by skilled, 

fit alpine skiers like my sister.  It involves putting artificial ‘skins’ over 

alpine skis (to create friction; see previous post) and climbing up the 

mountain.  On purpose.  So you can ski down later.  Yes, some people 

do this.  On purpose.  Sure, there are chair lifts to take one up the 

mountain.  But they don’t typically run at the break of dawn.  And, 

in this context, they’re for sissies.  And they don’t provide the same 

reward/ thrill as the post-skin descent.

How to apply the skinning concept to the leadership search?  In an 

earlier post I described the exhilaration and terror of being on top 

of a steep ski run – or the beginning of the search -- looking down 

Skinning
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and wondering how to make 

one’s way down without feeling 

terrified or overwhelmed, and 

ways to manage that feeling.  

Sometimes, though, it can feel 

more like looking up a steep 

slope, and wishing there were 

an easy chair lift to simply whisk 

you to the top.  

The reality is that finding and pursuing that right opportunity for you 

might feel a whole lot more like an arduous ascent rather than a too-

quick descent.  When you find yourself in that frame of mind, do what 

those ardent alpine skiiers do:  put those skins on your skiis, be sure 

you’re dressed warmly, and surround yourself with a couple of close 

pals, who are also up for a skinning adventure.  Good company means 

the pathway feels smoother, the incline a bit less steep, and the journey 

more fun.  And the view from the top and subsequent dash back down 

the slope are even sweeter when shared.

Need some company on your skin up the leadership search mountain?  

Ask me!  I’d be delighted to serve as your Sidecar skinning buddy, facing 

this daunting adventure in the daring spirit of Marco Polo.
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Sunday, March 8 is International 

Women’s Day, an event that was 

started in 1910 as a day to honor 

working women, celebrate their 

accomplishments, and call for 

greater equality with men.

Part of me cringes that, 110 years 

later, the world still needs an 

International Women’s Day.

International 
Women’s Day

And yet… we don’t have to look very far to see why.  In the world of 

international schools, depending on which study you look at, somewhere 

between 24% and 33% of international school heads are women.  This is 

in a field – education - that is dominated by women.  Is there something 

about leading an international school that is inherently suitable for 

males over females?  

If you believe there is, please enlighten me.

I suspect the main argument I’ll get, if I do get one, is that the job of head of 

school is ‘full on.’  It carries with it a wide array of weighty responsibilities, 

some of which come into conflict with one another, creating stress and 

leaving little time for anything but focus on work.  The continuation of 

that argument may then be that women, who continue to shoulder most 

of the ‘caring’ responsibilities for family members, simply can’t ‘do it all.’
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This is not a problem about women.  It’s a problem with the current 

state of the role of Head of School, and the support structures in 

place to ensure success on the job.

This assumes that men are not willing, interested or prepared to 

take on ‘caring’ responsibilities, if the position allowed for that.

I believe the scope of the Head of School role, and the structures in place 

to support the leader’s success, are overdue for a re-look.  Indeed, this 

is becoming an imperative if the world of international schools is to 

take full advantage of the talent in its ranks, and in order to prevent 

‘preventable’ burnout among its leaders, female and male.

I will share more thoughts on this in the coming weeks.  Meanwhile, I’d 

like to hear yours.

My hope is that it won’t be very long before International Women’s Day 

is formally retired, because its purpose has finally been achieved. 

I have two responses to that:

Going Viral
This post was written in early March, 2020, when COVID-19 announced its 

presence in the U.S.

I have a new and deep respect for viruses.  How quickly they spread!  

How drastically they can change the landscape!  How vastly they can 
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be misunderstood -- taken lightly 

until it’s clear they are deadly 

serious.  

COVID-19 is a game-changer.  

Way too early to tell what long-

lasting impacts this virus will 

have, though no doubt these will 

be significant.  

I am a purposeful optimist, and while I don’t downplay the gravity of 

the COVID impact, I do see bright spots amidst these dark clouds with 

application for international schools.  Online learning, for one.  Schools 

have adapted quickly and creatively to keep learning happening.  Flexible 

work-from-home arrangements, for another.  Educators and school 

leaders have figured out how to get work done remotely while also 

managing care responsibilities for children at home.  These crisis-

induced measures can and should lead to advancements in learning 

delivery and flexible work arrangements when COVID is in the rearview 

mirror.  

Another benefit to finding oneself suddenly ‘quarantined:’ disruption to 

daily habits and “automatic pilot” thinking.  Who knows what new and 

creative ideas may come from this involuntary yank from the routine?  

Students may find they make important and exciting discoveries about 

what they learn and how they learn it.  Educators may realize they can 

try new approaches to teaching that they can add to their repertoire of 

effective practices.  Leaders may develop a whole new set of leadership 

practices that can be effective in both the physical school setting and the 

virtual one. 
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Imaginary Friends
When I was young I had several 

imaginary friends. I’m not sure 

how I felt the need for that, 

since I grew up with 4 siblings.  

Well – maybe that is exactly 

why: I dreamed up a few fanciful 

characters who could be whatever 

I wanted them to be, and who 

As the proverb goes:  Necessity is the mother of invention.  Let’s see 

what inventions this viral crisis will unleash.  I believe these anticipated 

developments will advance the cause of women in international school 

leadership.  More on that in a future post.

didn’t tease me or lock me in my room or steal my toys.  I had good 

adventures with my imaginary friends.  They were there for me when I 

needed to withdraw from my ‘real’ life and immerse myself in one of my 

choosing.

I’ve been thinking about these imaginary friends a lot in these days 

of social distancing and self-isolation.  Humans are wired to be social.  

Remaining at two arms’ length from others feels entirely unnatural.  

We’re all coming up with creative ways to commune virtually.  Thank 

you, Zoom!  
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Perhaps it’s time to add another creative practice to your repertoire:  

the creation and cultivation of an imaginary friend group.   Think about 

it: what kind of people could you most use in your life right now, that 

you could conjure up and have immediate access to, at least in your 

imagination?  Maybe a wise aunt who has been through tough times 

and has tales to tell about surviving and thriving, a kindly older brother 

who converts quickly into protector mode, a comic sidekick who can 

turn pretty much anything into a joke, a creative geek buddy who loves 

nothing better than to come up with solutions, a motherly character who 

brings you soup in bed, a romantic poetic type who has the perfect poem 

or quote for any situation, a ‘soul-sister’ who will stick with it and with 

you for the duration.  Give them names.  And physical characteristics.  A 

bit like creating an avatar, but one with real spirit and quirks.

It’s OK to talk with these friends out loud.  Only your walls and other 

current inhabitants of your house (including pets) will hear you.  And 

everyone is crazy these days, so what do you have to lose?

When we emerge from our quarantined existences, imaginary friends 

can continue to play a role in our lives, including in our job searches.  By 

then you’ll really know one another well, cooped up as you’ll have been 

together.  These friends can join your broader network of colleagues, 

supporters, and other champions as you take your leadership to the next 

level.  

I hope you’ll consider me among your ‘real’ friends, even now, when you’re 

cooped up and have perhaps more time on your hands to contemplate 

next steps in your career.  I’m just a Zoom call away.  I’ll even wave at 

your imaginary friends in the background.
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What Would  
Frog Do?

Last week I suggested creating a cohort of imaginary friends that can 

keep you company during these days of self-quarantining.   Of course, 

these friends can be of your own creation, but if you’re having trouble 

in the creativity department, I have an ‘off the shelf’ friend to suggest.

Frog.  

For those of you for whom this reference is not self-evident, I’m referring 

to Frog of Frog and Toad, the beloved children’s book series by Arnold 

Lobel.  Frog and Toad are the best of friends.  They spend nearly every 

day together and get involved in many adventures.  While Toad is fun-

loving, he is also moody and anxious.  Frog is his perfect counterpart:  

steady, cheerful, relaxed and resourceful.  When crises hit, several of 

these caused by Toad’s carelessness or bad luck, Frog is right there to 

either turn them into an adventure, put them into perspective, or sit 

there in companionship with Toad, waiting until the storm blows over.  

Which it always does.

When we were growing up, my mother fed us a steady diet of Frog 

and Toad stories, and then made us all members of the Frog and Toad 

Club, complete with membership cards.  To become a member, one had 

to read all the Frog and Toad stories and submit to a quiz to assure 

mastery of their content.  Benefits of membership?  The main concrete 

one I remember was Friday Club Outings.  We’d put on hats, get on our 
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Kindness can bring out the best in others

Almost anything can be turned into an adventure

Being with close companions can make hard times bearable and 

good times great

If you don’t already have these in your library, I suggest you purchase 

a couple of Frog and Toad story compilations, or better yet, download 

these one audible.  They may be wonderful ‘snacks for the soul’ during 

these unsettling times, especially when we’re feeling Toad-like.  

Here comes Frog to save the day!  

(Interestingly, I just learned that Arnold Lobel came up with the original 

idea and illustrations for these stories when he was sick and cooped up at 

home for a prolonged period in second grade ….  Who knows what classic 

works of literature and art this Corona-quarantine period will inspire?)

bicycles, and cycle somewhere for 

a picnic, accompanied by reading 

a couple of Frog and Toad stories 

aloud.  

The real benefit, though, has been 

lasting lessons I’ve learned from 

Frog:
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Re-Purpose
These days as I sift through 

emails from vendors, service 

providers, organizations of which 

I am a part, each addressing how 

they’re facing these COVID times, 

I’m struck by a common theme:  

purpose.  

In our professional lives, it could be reminding ourselves of why we 

are doing what we do in the first place.  In the day to day bustle of 

school leadership, it’s easy to lose sight of our ‘why.’  Nothing like 

a good crisis to refocus on that, consider how to express it during 

these COVID times, and imagine new possibilities for the post-

COVID era.

In our schools, it could mean re-imagining the purpose of school 

community.  Yes, it remains about advancing learning.  In these 

In some instances, this is a re-statement of their purpose:  we are here 

to serve and support you even now, albeit under new constraints and in 

new ways (banks; yoga studios).  In others, it is a renewed commitment 

to their purpose, though acknowledging delay in how they’ll be able to 

express that (airlines; hair stylists).  For some, I see clever and useful 

efforts to “repurpose” (clothing manufacturers making face masks; 

restaurants making meals for front line medical personnel).

I sense we all have an opportunity these days to re-purpose, in whatever 

way that feels meaningful and appropriate to ourselves.  
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Whatever re-purposing means to you, I hope to hear your stories about 

how you might put this idea into practice, either to help get through this 

crisis and/or to help you purposefully re-set once it’s in the rearview 

mirror.

times, it’s also about re-purposing our communities to be supportive 

beyond the continuation of learning.  School communities have 

become de-facto ‘life’ communities for so many these days.  How 

can we fully recognize and act on that?  What services can schools 

offer to their communities that are beyond their ‘original’ purpose, 

but can be so valuable, indeed vital, today?

In our personal lives, it could be taking this opportunity to step 

back and look at the ‘whole’ of our lives (which for so many right 

now feels like stepping ‘on’ rather than ‘back,’ because our lives and 

those sharing them are all confined to a relatively small spaces!).  

It’s so easy to let our ‘work’ selves dominate all other facets of our 

existence.  With COVID putting priorities into perspective, and 

forcing many of us to juggle our professional, familial and personal 

responsibilities like never before, maybe it’s time for a personal ‘re-

purpose’ exercise.  When this crisis is past, in what ways do we want 

our lives to be different?  How can we start making plans now to 

allow that to happen?
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Leaping
COVID-19 is forcing many of us to leap.  We leap away from others so 

we’re at the requisite 6-foot distance.  We leap early to the grocery store 

to avoid the lines.  We leap around our living rooms to get what exercise 

we can in confinement.    

On a vaster, more figurative scale, we’re leaping into the brave new world 

of online teaching and learning, into virtual conferences and meetings, 

into ‘touchless’ social gatherings with distant family and friends.   These 

leaps will have staying power beyond their immediate crisis-induced 

usefulness.

Sometimes leaps are necessary, simply in order to get over a chasm and 

continue moving forward, albeit on roughly the same original path.

And then there are bolder, if ‘optional,’ leaps that can catapult us far 

ahead or to an entirely different route.

COVID seems like a good impetus to consider bold leaps.  For instance:

What are we learning about what’s truly essential about education 

and school?  What leaps could we imagine making toward schooling 

that is truly relevant for all learners, especially in preparation for 

an uncertain world?

What are we learning about the essential attributes of effective 

school leadership?  What leaps can we imagine making toward re-

framing what leadership ought to look like in a post-COVID world?
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On a professional and personal note, I’m on the verge of making a bold 

leap.  Next week marks the ‘official’ launch of Sidecar Counsel.  For 

those of you who have been reading my Sidecar Stories for the past year, 

you’ll note this one is hosted on my freshly revised website (which I 

believe is a bold leap forward in spiffiness.  Shout outs to the incredible 

Kent de Bruin for his design work, and the magnificent Claire Corbett for 

her keen business coaching).  I’m catapulting from Sidecar as side hustle 

to Sidecar as the main adventure.

So – here we go a-leaping!  I don’t know where this adventure will take 

me, but in the words of the oh-so-courageous Brené Brown, “I don’t 

leap for the landing.  I leap for the experience in the air.”  Meet you 

somewhere up there!

What are you learning about yourself?  What leaps can you imagine 

making to make your post-COVID professional and personal life 

more meaningful and gratifying? 



Design by Kent de Bruin

www.sidecarcounsel.com

April 2020

http://www.sidecarcounsel.com

