
T H E   I N T E R I O R   A R C H I T E C T U R E   O F   T R A N S F O R M A T I O N

The

Agency
Shift

What happens when fear loses its architecture

J O S H U A   T .   F R A S E R ,   E D . D .



The Agency Shift

T H E   I N T E R I O R   A R C H I T E C T U R E   O F   T R A N S F O R M A T I O N



C O N T E N T S

CHAPTER ONE CHAPTER ONE

Failure Catastrophizing

The High Agency Stance

Developing Social Risk Tolerance

Chapter 8 Chapter 8

Chapter 9 Chapter 9

Conclusion Conclusion





INTRODUCTION

The Parking Lot

She sat in the car with the engine running, watching the dashboard clock tick past 8:19. The data binder was on the passenger seat, tabbed and

color-coded, three months of work organized into a story she could tell in twelve minutes if she spoke at a normal pace. She had rehearsed it on

the drive over. She had rehearsed it the night before, standing in her kitchen, talking to the refrigerator. The refrigerator had not objected.

8:22.

The parking lot at Garfield Elementary was half full. Through the windshield she could see the main entrance, the double doors propped

open with a rubber wedge the way they always were on meeting days. Two teachers crossed from the staff lot toward the building, coffee in hand,

laughing about something. A normal Tuesday morning. The kind of morning where nothing has to change if you decide not to change it.

Dr. Anita Reyes had been an assistant principal for four years. She was good at it, by most measures. Teachers trusted her. Parents liked her.

Her principal, Dave, called her "the glue," which she understood as a compliment and also as a kind of warning: glue holds things together, but it

does not move them.

The binder on the passenger seat would move things.

She had spent three months building a case for restructuring the school's intervention model, which currently funneled struggling students

into pull-out sessions that fragmented their day, separated them from peers, and produced results so modest they barely registered on the

assessment data. The students pulled out were disproportionately Black and Hmong. The intervention teachers, all of them white, operated with

genuine care and almost no coordination with the classroom teachers whose instruction the students were missing. The model was built on good

intentions and sustained by habit, and it was not working.

8:24.

She knew what the binder contained. She knew the research on inclusive intervention models. She had talked with three districts that had

made similar transitions and documented their outcomes. She had drafted a phased implementation plan that accounted for scheduling constraints,

staffing realities, and the fact that two of the intervention teachers had been running pull-out groups for over a decade and would experience the

restructuring as a professional threat.

She had prepared. She was ready.

And she could not make herself open the car door.

8:26.

This is the moment I want to examine. Not the content of the binder, not the merits of the intervention model, not the research on inclusive

practices. Other books address those questions with rigor and depth, and we will draw on that work throughout this one. What I want to examine

is the eleven minutes in the parking lot. The internal architecture that kept a prepared, competent, well-informed leader frozen in a

climate-controlled vehicle while a system she had thoroughly documented continued to sort children into categories that correlated with race and

produced minimal academic benefit.

I want to examine it because I have been that leader. More than once. I have sat in parking lots and conference room chairs and my own

office with the door closed, holding information that pointed clearly toward action, and I have not acted, not because I lacked data or conviction

but because something structural and internal held me in place, something that operated in the body as a heaviness, a tightening, a felt sense of

impossibility that ran alongside and underneath the analytical certainty that action was right. Two channels producing contradictory signals: the

thinking channel saying go, the feeling channel saying you cannot survive what happens if you do. Both channels running at full volume, in



THE AGENCY SHIFT

6

opposite directions, and the opposition producing paralysis rather than the kind of integrated response that

would have opened the car door.

I call this internal architecture the Low Agency Trap, a triadic system of three interconnected conditions

that keep well-intentioned leaders stuck at the threshold of action. In that parking lot, all three vertices held Dr.

Reyes in place, and if you have ever hesitated at a similar threshold, they have probably held you too.

Even with three months of data, Reyes told herself she needed more. What if the comparison districts had

contextual factors she had not accounted for? What if there were scheduling implications she had missed? What

if someone at the table asked a question she could not answer, and her inability to answer it became the reason

to dismiss the entire proposal? The data was strong, but certainty is a moving target, and this first vertex of the

trap, the one I call epistemic paralysis, ensures it keeps moving. There is always one more thing to check, one

more angle to consider, one more reason to wait.

And even if the data were perfect, two of the intervention teachers were beloved. One had been named

Teacher of the Year three years ago. Proposing a restructuring that implied their current work was insufficient

would ripple through the building. Dave, her principal, had told her more than once that he valued stability. The

union rep would want to know if positions were being eliminated. Reyes would become the person who created

conflict in a building that prided itself on being collegial, which in practice meant a building that avoided

difficult conversations and called the avoidance harmony. This second vertex, social risk aversion, held her as

firmly as the epistemic doubt, because the cost of being right and disliked can feel higher than the cost of being

silent and safe.

And beneath both of those, the third vertex: the restructuring would fail. The intervention teachers would

resist, the transition would be chaotic, student outcomes would dip during the adjustment period, and someone

would use that dip as evidence that the old model was better. Reyes would have spent her political capital on a

failed initiative. Dave would lose confidence in her judgment. The next time she brought a proposal, it would

carry the weight of this one's failure. Better to wait for the right moment, which is another way of saying: better

to wait forever. This catastrophizing, the construction of a worst-case future with the felt certainty of memory,

completed the triangle.

Notice how these three conditions reinforce each other. This is what makes the trap so effective, and why

"triadic" matters as more than a stylistic choice. A triangle is the most stable geometric structure because each

vertex supports the others. The Low Agency Trap operates the same way. Epistemic paralysis feeds social risk

aversion: "If I don't fully understand the situation, I might say the wrong thing, and then I lose credibility."

Social risk aversion feeds failure catastrophizing: "If people turn against this initiative, the fallout will be

irreversible." Failure catastrophizing feeds epistemic paralysis: "Because mistakes are catastrophic, I must

know everything before I can responsibly act." The vertices form a closed loop, each strengthening the others,

the system becoming self-sustaining while children continue to be sorted and separated and underserved.
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Here is the part that should make us uncomfortable, because it made me uncomfortable when I first

recognized it clearly: the trap does not catch incompetent leaders. It catches the thoughtful ones. The leaders

who read the research, who attend the conferences, who genuinely care about equity and justice and the lived

experience of students. The trap is powered by sophistication, not ignorance. The more you know, the more

reasons you can generate to hesitate. The more relationally intelligent you are, the more accurately you can

predict the social costs of action. The more you care about getting it right, the more terrified you become of

getting it wrong. The Low Agency Trap is not a failure of preparation. It is what preparation becomes when it

is not accompanied by the internal conditions that convert knowledge into movement.

But the trap is not the only possibility. There is another triangle, another set of internal conditions that

operates with the same triadic interdependence but enables action instead of preventing it. I call this the High

Agency Stance:

Epistemic confidence: "I will figure it out." Not certainty. Confidence. Trust that your intelligence,

training, and commitment will be adequate to handle whatever emerges once you act. Belief that action

generates understanding that preparation alone cannot provide.^1^

Social risk tolerance: "I am willing to be misunderstood." Acceptance that meaningful action attracts

criticism, that some people will disapprove, and that this is a cost worth paying. Clarity about whose approval

actually matters, and willingness to disappoint everyone else.

Repair self-efficacy: "I can fix it if it breaks." Belief in your capacity to address problems as they

emerge, to mend relationships that rupture, to adjust course when things go wrong. Recognition that almost

nothing is as permanent or as devastating as catastrophizing suggests.

This triangle, too, is self-reinforcing. Epistemic confidence supports social risk tolerance: "I trust myself to

handle criticism when it comes." Social risk tolerance supports repair self-efficacy: "Even if people are upset, I

can work to restore the relationship." Repair self-efficacy supports epistemic confidence: "Because I can fix

things, I don't need to know everything in advance." The shift from one triangle to the other, from trap to

stance, from paralysis to action, is what this book addresses.

What This Book Does Not Claim

Before we proceed, I need to be clear about limits.

The Agency Shift does not claim that individual capacity substitutes for structural change. Systems matter.

Resources matter. Power matters. A leader with high agency operating within a system designed to reproduce

inequity will face constraints that no internal shift can dissolve. The framework is necessary but not sufficient:

a prerequisite that enables other work, not a replacement for it.
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It does not claim that the shift happens once and holds. The journey follows what I call a double-shift

spiral: breakthrough, regression, breakthrough. You move from trap to stance. You slide back. You climb

again. This is not failure. It is the pattern. Anyone who tells you they made the shift once and never looked

back has either not been tested sufficiently or is not paying close enough attention to their own behavior.

It does not claim that high agency is equally available to everyone regardless of identity or position. I write

as a white man in educational leadership, carrying institutional and cultural affordances that many colleagues

lack. A Black woman principal who challenges a white teacher's practice faces consequences I will never face

for the same action. This book will address those differentials directly rather than pretending they do not

exist.^2^

A Companion, Not a Replacement

This book positions itself deliberately within a constellation of existing work. It does not replace the

frameworks that guide justice-centered education; it addresses a different question. The field has produced

powerful tools for understanding what needs to change. Those contributions matter enormously. They tell us

what to see and what to do.

But knowing what to do is not the same as doing it.

The Agency Shift asks: what prevents us from pursuing the transformation we already understand? It

names the internal conditions that keep thoughtful, committed, well-informed leaders frozen at the threshold.

And it provides a pathway, practical and concrete and learnable, for making a different choice.

How to Use This Book

This book is organized in three parts.

Part One, "The Trap," examines in depth the three vertices of the Low Agency Triangle. Chapter 1

names the paradox of intelligent paralysis, how sophisticated understanding can become a barrier to action

rather than a pathway toward it. Chapters 2 through 4 each explore one vertex in detail: the epistemic paralysis

that masquerades as thoroughness, the social risk aversion that hides behind coalition-building, and the failure

catastrophizing that presents as care but functions as avoidance.

Part Two, "The Shift," examines the three vertices of the High Agency Triangle and the practices that

cultivate each one. Chapter 5 explores epistemic confidence, not naive optimism but grounded trust in one's

capacity to figure things out through action. Chapter 6 addresses social risk tolerance, the willingness to be

misunderstood and criticized without abandoning the work. Chapter 7 develops the concept of repair
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self-efficacy, the belief that mistakes can be mended, relationships restored, and courses corrected.

Part Three, "The Practice," moves from understanding to implementation. Chapter 8 introduces daily

practices for building agency capacity. Chapter 9 addresses the small acts of courage that accumulate into a

different way of leading. Chapter 10 extends the framework to the question of sustainability, what it means to

maintain agency over the long arc of a career spent trying to do work that matters in systems that resist it.

The students who are being sorted and separated and underserved will still be there when you finish this

book. The parking lots will still be there too. The question is whether you will sit in them for eleven minutes, or

whether you will turn off the engine, pick up the binder, and walk through the doors.

This book is the guide I wish I'd had in my own parking lot, on a morning when I sat too long and almost

didn't go in.

^1^ Bandura, A. (1997). *Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control*. W.H. Freeman.

^2^ For essential reading on how identity mediates risk in leadership contexts, see Lorde, A. (1984). "The Transformation of Silence into
Language and Action," in *Sister Outsider*. Crossing Press.

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER ONE



The Moment of Knowing

How sophisticated understanding paradoxically inhibits action

The most dangerous form of inaction in education is not ignorance. It is knowledge without execution. Leaders who have read the research,

attended the training, and internalized the language of equity routinely fail to act when confronted with the very conditions their knowledge

prepared them to address. This is not a paradox at the margins of the field. It is the central, defining failure of contemporary equity leadership, and

the research on why it happens is far more developed than most practitioners realize.

Albert Bandura's work on self-efficacy offers one entry point.^1^ Bandura distinguished between outcome expectancies, the belief that a

given action will produce a given result, and efficacy expectancies, the belief that one can personally execute that action. The distinction matters

enormously. A leader may believe that confronting a racially biased hiring decision will produce better outcomes for students. That is an outcome

expectancy. But believing she can actually execute that confrontation, in real time, with a committee that has already reached consensus, while

managing her own fear of professional consequence: that is an efficacy expectancy. Bandura's research demonstrates that behavior is predicted far

more reliably by efficacy beliefs than by outcome beliefs. People do not act on what they know to be right. They act on what they believe they

can do.^2^

This gap between knowing and doing has been documented across disciplines, but its presence in educational leadership carries a particular

cost. When a physician freezes during a medical emergency, the failure is visible and immediate. When a school leader freezes during a moment

of racial harm, the failure is absorbed into institutional silence. The child who was harmed learns that the adults noticed and chose not to act. The

adult who caused harm learns that the behavior is tolerable. The leader who froze learns that inaction has no visible consequences, which makes

the next freeze more likely.

Gary Klein's research on naturalistic decision-making illuminates why training alone cannot solve this problem.^3^ Klein studied

firefighters, military commanders, and emergency room nurses to understand how experts make decisions under pressure. His findings directly

contradicted the rational-choice models that dominate leadership preparation programs. Experts in high-stakes environments do not weigh

options, compare alternatives, and select optimal courses of action. They recognize patterns, match current conditions to prior experience, and act.

Klein called this "recognition-primed decision making," and its implications for educational leaders are uncomfortable: the capacity to act in

critical moments depends not on the quality of one's training but on the depth of one's practiced repertoire.^4^

Educational leaders receive extensive training in recognizing inequity. They receive almost no practice in responding to it in real time. The

result is a workforce of sophisticated diagnosticians who cannot operate.

The Architecture of the Freeze

Ronald Heifetz's distinction between technical problems and adaptive challenges provides the structural framework for understanding why

knowledge fails at the moment of action.^5^ Technical problems have known solutions. A broken copier, a scheduling conflict, even a

complicated budget shortfall can be addressed by applying established protocols. Adaptive challenges are fundamentally different. They require

changes in values, beliefs, habits, and loyalties. The solution cannot be implemented by authority alone; it must be discovered through the

difficult, often painful work of those who face the challenge.

The critical insight in Heifetz's framework, and the one most frequently underappreciated by practitioners, is that adaptive challenges trigger

resistance precisely because they demand that people give up something they value. A leader who confronts a colleague's racially biased behavior

is not just correcting an error. She is threatening a relationship, disrupting collegial norms, risking her reputation as someone who "supports"
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rather than "criticizes." The adaptive challenge is not the bias itself. The adaptive challenge is the internal

rearrangement required to prioritize student protection over professional comfort.

Philip Tetlock's research on accountability and decision-making adds another dimension.^6^ Tetlock

found that people who expect to justify their decisions to others engage in more complex reasoning, but only

when they do not already know the audience's views. When people know what the audience wants to hear,

accountability pressure produces conformity rather than careful thought. This finding maps directly onto school

leadership dynamics. Leaders who know that their superintendent values "smooth buildings," or that their

school board rewards the absence of conflict, do not experience accountability as a pressure toward justice.

They experience it as a pressure toward silence.

The freeze, then, is not a single failure. It is a convergence of three distinct internal conditions, each

reinforced by institutional incentives.

Epistemic paralysis is the first. Carol Dweck's research on mindset provides a useful lens here, though

not in the oversimplified "growth vs. fixed" binary that professional development has made of it.^7^ Dweck's

deeper finding is that people who believe ability is fixed tend to interpret ambiguity as a reason not to act,

because acting and failing would confirm a lack of ability. Applied to equity leadership: the leader tells herself

she cannot be certain about what she observed. Perhaps there were factors she missed. Perhaps the teacher had

reasons. Perhaps she needs more data before she can say anything with confidence. The demand for certainty

before action is not intellectual rigor. It is a defense mechanism that protects the leader from the risk of being

wrong in public.

Social risk aversion is the second condition, and it operates with a force that rational analysis consistently

underestimates. Bandura's concept of "proxy agency," the tendency to rely on others to act on one's behalf,

describes part of the dynamic.^8^ Leaders in hierarchical organizations develop sophisticated calculations

about what they can afford to say, to whom, and in what setting. These calculations happen fast, often below

conscious awareness, and they reliably favor silence. The research on organizational silence, particularly

Elizabeth Morrison and Frances Milliken's work on why employees withhold information, documents that the

perceived cost of speaking up almost always exceeds the perceived cost of staying quiet, even when staying

quiet allows serious harm to continue.^9^

Failure catastrophizing is the third. Klein's work is relevant again here. In his studies of expert

decision-makers, Klein found that experienced practitioners develop rich mental models of how situations

unfold.^10^ This is an asset in operational contexts, where pattern recognition enables rapid response. But in

equity-related confrontations, rich mental models can become liabilities: the leader imagines the conversation

going wrong, the grievance being filed, the relationship destroyed, the school climate poisoned. She constructs

an elaborate future narrative in which the cost of action is catastrophic, while the cost of inaction remains

invisible. Stanovich would call this a failure of rational calibration: the capacity to assess probability is intact,
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but the motivation to use it accurately is compromised by self-protective bias.^11^

Why These Three Conditions Interlock

The research literature tends to treat these conditions separately. Bandura wrote about efficacy. Tetlock wrote

about accountability. Dweck wrote about mindset. Heifetz wrote about adaptive challenge. Klein wrote about

recognition-primed decision-making. Each framework illuminates a piece of the problem with genuine

precision.

But the lived experience of the frozen leader is not segmented by theoretical domain. In the actual

moment, epistemic paralysis, social risk aversion, and failure catastrophizing operate simultaneously, each

feeding the others in a self-reinforcing cycle that this book calls the Low Agency Trap. The leader who tells

herself she needs more data (epistemic paralysis) is also calculating the social cost of being wrong (social risk

aversion), while simultaneously constructing mental scenarios in which her intervention creates more harm

than it prevents (failure catastrophizing). These are not three sequential decisions. They are three dimensions of

a single internal architecture that produces inaction with remarkable reliability.

The interlocking nature of these conditions explains why isolated interventions fail. Providing leaders with

more data does not resolve epistemic paralysis if the demand for certainty is a defense mechanism rather than a

genuine information deficit. Building "brave spaces" for dialogue does not resolve social risk aversion if the

institutional incentives still punish dissent. Offering reassurance that "mistakes are learning opportunities" does

not resolve failure catastrophizing if the leader's mental model of failure is drawn from actual professional

consequences she has witnessed others endure.

The Limits of the Knowledge Investment

Here is where the analysis becomes uncomfortable, not as a rhetorical device but as an honest accounting.

The equity field has invested billions of dollars in professional development, curriculum design, training

programs, book studies, coaching cycles, and leadership academies over the past two decades. The operating

assumption behind this investment is that the gap between current practice and equitable practice is primarily a

knowledge gap: leaders do not know enough about systemic racism, implicit bias, culturally responsive

pedagogy, or structural inequity, and closing that knowledge gap will produce changes in behavior.

The evidence does not support this assumption. Tetlock's work on expert prediction suggests that

increasing domain knowledge does not reliably improve decision quality when the decisions involve competing

values and uncertain outcomes.^12^ Bandura's research indicates that knowledge influences behavior only to
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the extent that it is accompanied by efficacy beliefs strong enough to sustain action in the face of

resistance.^13^ Klein's naturalistic decision-making research demonstrates that knowing what to do and being

able to do it under pressure are fundamentally different competencies.^14^

The accumulated weight of this research points to an uncomfortable conclusion: the equity field has been

solving the wrong problem. The space between current practice and equitable practice is not primarily a

knowledge gap. It is an agency gap. Leaders do not fail to act because they lack understanding. They fail to act

because the internal conditions required for action in high-stakes, socially risky, ambiguity-laden moments

have not been developed, practiced, or supported by the institutions that employ them.

This is not an argument against knowledge. The research base on systemic inequity, built by scholars like

Ibram X. Kendi, Bettina Love, Zaretta Hammond, and Gloria Ladson-Billings, is essential.^15^ Without it,

leaders cannot recognize what they are seeing. But recognition without the capacity for action is a particular

kind of cruelty: the leader sees the harm, names it internally, and does nothing. The child still absorbs the

message that the adults chose comfort over protection.

What This Book Offers

This book does not provide more knowledge about equity. That terrain is well covered by writers whose work

deserves extensive engagement. This book provides a practical methodology for developing the internal

conditions that make existing knowledge actionable in the moments when it matters.

The next three chapters examine each vertex of the Low Agency Trap in depth. Chapter 2 explores

epistemic paralysis: the certainty addiction that masquerades as intellectual rigor. Chapter 3 examines social

risk aversion: the approval dependence that makes leaders unwilling to be disliked for doing what is right.

Chapter 4 investigates failure catastrophizing: the mental rehearsal of disaster that makes every potential

mistake feel irreparable.

Then, in Part Two, the analysis shifts to the other triangle: the High Agency Stance. The shift moves from

"I don't know enough to act" to "I will act on what I know while remaining open to correction." From "I cannot

afford the social cost" to "I am willing to be misunderstood in the service of what matters." From "the

intervention might fail catastrophically" to "I can repair what breaks."

The shift is learnable. It is practicable. It requires not more knowledge, but a different relationship to the

knowledge already held. That relationship is the subject of everything that follows.

^1^ Bandura, A. (1997). *Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control*. W.H. Freeman.

^2^ Bandura (1997), pp. 79-113. The distinction between outcome and efficacy expectancies is developed most fully in Chapter 3.

^3^ Klein, G. (1998). *Sources of Power: How People Make Decisions*. MIT Press.
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^4^ Klein (1998), pp. 15-30. The recognition-primed decision model was developed from field studies of firefighters and later validated
across military, medical, and industrial settings.

^5^ Heifetz, R. (1994). *Leadership Without Easy Answers*. Harvard University Press.

^6^ Tetlock, P. (2005). *Expert Political Judgment: How Good Is It? How Can We Know?* Princeton University Press.

^7^ Dweck, C. (2006). *Mindset: The New Psychology of Success*. Random House.

^8^ Bandura, A. (2001). Social cognitive theory: An agentic perspective. *Annual Review of Psychology*, 52, 1-26.

^9^ Morrison, E. W., & Milliken, F. J. (2000). Organizational silence: A barrier to change and development in a pluralistic world.
*Academy of Management Review*, 25(4), 706-725.

^10^ Klein (1998), pp. 149-175.

^11^ Stanovich, K. (2009). *What Intelligence Tests Miss: The Psychology of Rational Thought*. Yale University Press.

^12^ Tetlock (2005), pp. 67-120.

^13^ Bandura (1997), pp. 36-78.

^14^ Klein (1998), pp. 31-52.

^15^ Kendi, I. X. (2019). *How to Be an Antiracist*. One World; Love, B. (2019). *We Want to Do More Than Survive*. Beacon Press;
Hammond, Z. (2015). *Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain*. Corwin; Ladson-Billings, G. (2009). *The Dreamkeepers*.
Jossey-Bass.

CHAPTER TWO

Epistemic Paralysis

Dana Reyes had been a curriculum coordinator for nine years, and she was good at it in the way that

mattered most: she could sit in a planning meeting and hear the thing no one was saying. She could feel the

moment a conversation about student outcomes drifted into a conversation about adult comfort, and she could

usually find a way to name it without losing the room. Usually.

This meeting was different. The high school English department was reviewing their American literature

sequence, and a first-year teacher named Mr. Calloway had raised a question that should have been simple. He

wanted to know why the unit on the Harlem Renaissance was two weeks long while the Transcendentalism unit

ran for five. He had the data to back the question: student engagement surveys, reading completion rates, a

simple side-by-side of the texts in each unit and the time allotted. The numbers were not ambiguous.

The department chair, a veteran of twenty-three years, responded with what Dana had come to think of as

the Complexity Defense. There were curricular pacing concerns. State standards alignment. The AP pathway

required certain anchor texts. He wasn't hostile. He was thorough. He buried the question under so many

legitimate considerations that it seemed to dissolve.

Dana knew Mr. Calloway was right. She knew the allocation was indefensible. She knew the department

chair's response, while technically accurate in its individual claims, functioned collectively as an elaborate

refusal to examine the underlying assumptions about whose literary traditions deserved sustained attention. She

knew all of this. She had a master's degree in curriculum design and a decade of experience reading exactly

these dynamics.

She said nothing.
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Afterward, sitting in her car in the parking lot, she told herself she hadn't known what to say. And I want to

sit with that claim for a moment, because I'm not sure I understand it as well as I once thought I did.

I used to think epistemic paralysis was straightforward. You know the right thing to do, you claim you don't,

and the claim is a lie that protects you from the cost of action. That framing is clean and satisfying and, I

suspect, incomplete.

The statement that captures this vertex of the Low Agency Trap is: "I don't know what to do."

The standard critique goes like this: the framing presents paralysis as external, as a feature of the situation

rather than a choice about how to respond to it. The options are unclear. The path forward is hidden. No action

exists, not because I am choosing not to take it, but because none can be found. Responsibility shifts from the

actor to the environment.

And that critique is correct, as far as it goes. Dana Reyes could have spoken. She could have said, "I want

to slow down on that question Mr. Calloway raised, because I think the time allocation deserves a closer look."

She could have said, "Can we put the pacing rationale in writing so we can examine it together?" She could

have said something simpler, less polished, less strategic. She knew what to do. She did not know how to do it

without cost, and she used uncertainty about the cost as grounds for complete inaction.

But here is where I start to question my own framework. Is it always dishonest? Is every claim of "I don't

know what to do" a disguised "I don't want to do what I know"? I've sat in rooms where I genuinely could not

determine whether speaking would help or harm, where the political terrain was so tangled that action in any

direction seemed equally likely to damage the people I was trying to protect. I've told myself I was being

strategic when I was being afraid, yes. But I've also told myself I was being afraid when I was, in fact, reading

the room correctly and choosing a timing that turned out to be right.

I don't know how to distinguish between those two states from the inside. That uncertainty is part of what

makes epistemic paralysis so durable.

What I can say with more confidence is what epistemic paralysis sounds like when it becomes a pattern rather

than an isolated judgment call.

"I don't know how to respond when a colleague says something racist." A fourth-year administrator, Mr.

Harrison, is in the staff lounge when a veteran teacher makes a comment about "those parents" who "don't

value education." The room knows which parents she means. The comment sits in the air and no one touches it.

Mr. Harrison says nothing. Later, reflecting, he tells himself he didn't know how to respond.
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But responding would not have required eloquence. He could have said, "I'm not sure what you mean by

that." He could have asked, "Which parents are you talking about?" He could have offered, "That hasn't been

my experience." These are small sentences. They require no training, no preparation, no rhetorical skill. They

require only the willingness to create discomfort, a willingness he did not have.

"I don't know enough about CRT to defend our curriculum." A principal faces organized parents opposing

an ethnic studies course. They arrive with talking points about "Critical Race Theory" and "Marxist

indoctrination." The principal helped select the materials. She knows they are pedagogically sound and

historically accurate. But she cannot quote the specific counter-arguments to each claim, cannot name the

scholars, cannot match the parents' prepared rhetoric point for point.

So she equivocates. She promises to "review" the curriculum. She forms a committee. The organized

parents sense retreat and press harder. The curriculum is eventually modified to be "less controversial," which

in practice means less honest about American history.

She tells herself she didn't know enough. But she knew the curriculum was good and the criticisms were

bad faith. What she lacked was not knowledge; it was the willingness to defend what she knew under

conditions of incomplete rhetorical preparation.^1^

"I need more training before I can address this." An assistant principal has three years of referral data

showing that five teachers generate the vast majority of behavioral referrals for Black students. The pattern is

unmistakable. When her principal asks what she plans to do, she says she needs more training. She hasn't been

trained specifically in "addressing biased referral practices." She's taken courses on implicit bias, but not on this

particular manifestation of it. She attends a conference, reads an article, finds a webinar series. Each new input

generates new questions, new frameworks, new complexity.

The request for more training can be genuine. Sometimes we do need skill development. But often it

functions as a socially acceptable way of saying: I am not willing to have a difficult conversation with a

colleague, and if I keep preparing indefinitely, I will never have to.

There is a pattern in these examples that I want to name carefully, because I think I've been too certain about it

in the past.

The pattern is selective certainty. Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky describe this dynamic in their work on

adaptive leadership: we demand of ourselves a standard of certainty that no human action could ever meet, but

only for the actions we don't want to take.^2^ Ms. Thompson, who froze when she heard a slur in her

classroom, did not apply the same certainty standard to other decisions that day. She assigned homework

without being certain it was optimal. She gave feedback on essays without being certain her interpretation was

correct. She managed a small conflict between students without consulting anyone first. Only when the action
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involved confronting racism did she suddenly require perfect certainty before proceeding.

This selectivity is revealing. It suggests that epistemic paralysis is not really about epistemology. It is

about avoidance. We invoke uncertainty strategically, to escape actions whose costs we don't want to pay.

And yet. I have watched leaders act with confidence on equity issues and cause genuine harm. I have seen

a principal confront a teacher so publicly and so clumsily that it destroyed a professional relationship, hardened

the teacher's defensiveness, and made the racial climate in the building worse. I have seen a superintendent

push a policy change with such certainty that she failed to build the coalition needed to sustain it, and the policy

was reversed within a year, leaving the district more cynical than before. The fact that inaction causes harm

does not automatically mean that action prevents it. Sometimes the paralysis is cowardice. Sometimes it is

pattern recognition. And sometimes, which is the part I find most uncomfortable, it is both at once.

Here is what I think is true, even though I hold it with less certainty than my earlier writing on this topic would

suggest.

There is a learning gap at the center of epistemic paralysis. The knowledge we claim to need can only

come from the action we are avoiding. Dana Reyes wanted to know exactly how to intervene in a department

meeting before intervening. But the only way to learn how to intervene in that department, with those

colleagues, given her particular authority and relationships, was to try something and see what happened. Chris

Argyris called this the difference between espoused theory and theory-in-use: we cannot know what we

actually do, as opposed to what we believe we would do, until we are in the situation and acting.^3^

The principal who wanted to respond to anti-CRT parents could read every book on the topic and still not

know how her community would respond to her defense. That knowledge could only come from mounting a

defense and paying attention to what followed. This is what adaptive leadership theorists call learning through

doing: complex challenges do not yield to advance preparation.^4^ They require experimentation, adjustment,

and iteration. The knowledge comes after the action, not before it.

Epistemic paralysis pretends this is not so. It pretends that sufficient preparation will eliminate uncertainty,

that the right training will produce perfect confidence, that somewhere in the next book or workshop lies the

answer that will make action safe. That answer does not exist.

But I want to be honest: saying "that answer does not exist" is itself a kind of certainty I'm not sure I've

earned. I have seen people prepare extensively and then act with a precision that their preparation made

possible. I have seen leaders who waited, who gathered information, who consulted widely, and who then acted

in ways that were more effective because of the delay. The line between strategic patience and epistemic

paralysis is not always where I have previously drawn it.



THE AGENCY SHIFT

18

Epistemic paralysis is not only an individual phenomenon. It becomes institutional, creating systems that

reward hesitation and punish initiative.

Consider what happens when leaders do act. A principal confronts a teacher about biased practices; the

union files a grievance. An assistant superintendent changes discipline policies; board members receive calls

from angry parents. A teacher addresses a racist incident directly; parents demand she be fired for "calling my

child a racist."

Every leader in the building watches these examples. They learn that action produces visible problems

while inaction produces invisible ones. The children harmed by inaction don't file grievances. The community

damaged by hesitation doesn't call the board. The consequences of action are immediate, specific, and

attributable. The consequences of inaction are diffuse, delayed, and deniable. James Scott's work on

institutional behavior suggests that this asymmetry is not accidental; organizations systematically produce

legibility around action (who did what, when, with what result) while rendering inaction invisible.^5^

"I don't know what to do" becomes the institutionally safe answer. It protects the individual leader while

the institution fails the children it claims to serve. And the dishonesty compounds: when we tell ourselves we're

frozen because the situation is genuinely unknowable, we don't have to reckon with the possibility that we're

frozen because we're scared. The paralysis protects not just from action, but from self-knowledge.

The antidote to epistemic paralysis is not more knowledge. It is a different relationship to knowledge, one that

accepts uncertainty as permanent and acts within it rather than waiting for it to resolve.

The shift moves from "I don't know what to do" to "I will figure it out."

Notice what this statement does and does not claim. It does not claim to already know. It acknowledges

that understanding is incomplete. But it locates the process of figuring things out in action, not in preparation

for action. It trusts that engagement will generate insight that preparation cannot provide.

"I will figure it out" is a commitment, not a boast. It says: I will bring my intelligence, my experience, my

care, and my community to bear on the challenges that arise. I will learn from what works and what doesn't. I

will adjust as I receive new information. I will ask for help when I am stuck. I will not pretend I have answers I

don't have, but I will not use my uncertainty as permission for inaction that guarantees the harm I claim to want

to prevent.

The shift does not make the action easy. It makes the action possible.

Dana Reyes sat in her car for a long time after that planning meeting. She replayed the conversation. She

identified at least four moments where she could have spoken, four sentences she could have constructed, four

openings that Mr. Calloway had created and that she had let close.
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She also identified something else, something harder to name. She had been afraid, yes. But she had also

been genuinely uncertain about whether her intervention would help Mr. Calloway or expose him to retaliation

she couldn't protect him from. She had been uncertain about whether challenging the department chair in that

setting would shift the dynamic or simply harden it. She had been uncertain, and some of that uncertainty was

legitimate.

The next department meeting was in two weeks. She decided she would speak. Not because she had

resolved her uncertainty, but because she had come to a different conclusion about what her uncertainty

required of her. She did not know what would happen if she spoke. She did know what would happen if she

didn't: the same allocation, the same silence, the same message to Mr. Calloway about what questions were

welcome in that department and what questions were not.

She would figure it out. She would probably do it imperfectly. She would pay attention to what happened

and adjust. That was not the answer she wanted. It was the only answer available.

But epistemic paralysis does not operate alone. It feeds the other vertices of the Low Agency Trap, and they

feed it. "I don't know what to do" slides into "I'm afraid of what people will think," because imperfect action

invites criticism. And "I'm afraid of what people will think" slides into "I'm afraid of the action going wrong,"

because social consequences feel like proof that the action was mistaken. The three vertices reinforce each

other, creating a stable trap that holds even knowledgeable, committed leaders in patterns of inaction.

In the next chapter, we examine the second vertex: social risk aversion, and the ways fear of disapproval

substitutes performance for action.

^1^ For a thorough analysis of how bad-faith rhetorical strategies exploit knowledge gaps in educational leaders, see Sarah Schwartz
(2021), "Educators Grapple with Defining Critical Race Theory," *Education Week*.

^2^ Heifetz, R. & Linsky, M. (2002). *Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive Through the Dangers of Leading*. Harvard Business School
Press.

^3^ Argyris, C. (1991). "Teaching Smart People How to Learn." *Harvard Business Review*, 69(3), 99-109.

^4^ Heifetz, R. (1994). *Leadership Without Easy Answers*. Harvard University Press.

^5^ Scott, J.C. (1998). *Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed*. Yale University Press.

CHAPTER THREE

Social Risk Aversion

Social risk aversion is the condition in which a person who knows what action is required declines to take

it because the anticipated social consequences of acting, including judgment, exclusion, reputational damage,

relational rupture, and professional isolation, exceed the person's tolerance for interpersonal discomfort. It is

not ignorance. It is not confusion. It is the deliberate subordination of conviction to approval.
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The distinction matters because it determines where the problem is located. If the problem were

informational, the solution would be education. If the problem were analytic, the solution would be better

frameworks. But social risk aversion is neither an information deficit nor an analytical failure. It is a

motivational structure in which the costs of acting are experienced as more immediate and more certain than

the costs of not acting, even when the costs of not acting fall on people whose suffering the leader claims to

care about. The asymmetry is not accidental. It is the mechanism.

Solomon Asch demonstrated in 1951 that individuals would publicly deny the evidence of their own

senses rather than contradict the unanimous judgment of a group.^1^ His line-judgment experiments are cited

so frequently in introductory psychology courses that their radicalism has been dulled by familiarity. But the

finding deserves to be stated plainly: when faced with a choice between stating what they could clearly see and

maintaining social agreement, a substantial proportion of participants chose agreement. They did not

misperceive the lines. Post-experimental interviews confirmed that most conforming participants knew their

answers were wrong. They conformed because the social cost of dissent, even among strangers they would

never see again, exceeded their willingness to pay it.

If that is what happens among strangers evaluating line lengths, the implications for professional

environments where the stakes include career advancement, collegial relationships, and organizational

belonging should be obvious. They are rarely discussed with the seriousness they deserve.

Asch's work established that conformity pressure operates even in the absence of explicit coercion, but

Stanley Milgram's obedience experiments revealed something darker: that the presence of authority can induce

people to act against their own moral convictions while experiencing significant distress in doing so.^2^

Milgram's participants did not obey happily. They sweated, trembled, laughed nervously, and begged the

experimenter to let them stop. They obeyed anyway. The relevant insight for educational leadership is not

about obedience to a malevolent authority figure. It is about the broader finding that social pressure,

particularly pressure emanating from those perceived as legitimate authorities or from groups whose approval

matters, can override individual moral judgment even when the individual recognizes that what they are doing

is wrong.

The standard response to Milgram is to believe oneself exceptional: I would not have obeyed. The research

on this belief is unambiguous. People consistently overestimate their capacity for moral independence and

underestimate the power of situational forces to shape their behavior.^3^ The prediction that one would resist is

itself a form of social risk aversion, because it protects the self-concept without requiring the self to actually do

anything. It costs nothing to believe you would have defied the experimenter. It costs a great deal to defy your

superintendent.

Irving Janis coined the term "groupthink" to describe the deterioration of mental efficiency, reality testing,

and moral judgment that occurs in highly cohesive groups where the desire for unanimity overrides the
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motivation to appraise alternative courses of action.^4^ Janis identified eight symptoms, including

self-censorship, the illusion of unanimity, and direct pressure on dissenters. His case studies of policy failures,

including the Bay of Pigs invasion and the escalation of the Vietnam War, demonstrated that groups composed

of intelligent, well-intentioned, and experienced individuals could produce catastrophically poor decisions

when the social dynamics of the group discouraged dissent.

The educational application is direct. Leadership teams, school boards, administrative cabinets, and

grade-level teams are all susceptible to groupthink. The symptom that matters most for the present analysis is

self-censorship: the tendency of group members to minimize their own doubts and counterarguments, to avoid

deviating from what appears to be group consensus, and to remain silent when they disagree. Janis found that

self-censorship was not passive. It was active suppression of one's own thinking in service of group

cohesion.^5^ The person who stays silent in a leadership meeting, who nods along with a decision they believe

is wrong, who waits until the parking lot to express what they would not say in the room, is engaging in

self-censorship. They are not uncertain. They are performing agreement they do not feel.

This performance has a specific function. It protects the individual's standing within the group at the cost

of the group's capacity to make sound decisions. It preserves belonging at the expense of purpose. And it

distributes the consequences of poor decisions onto those who were not in the room: students, families, and

communities whose interests were supposed to be represented by the people who chose silence.

Ronald Heifetz draws a distinction between technical problems, which can be solved with existing

knowledge and authority, and adaptive challenges, which require changes in values, beliefs, and behavior

among the people with the problem.^6^ Equity work in education is almost entirely adaptive. It requires

predominantly white institutions to examine and alter practices that serve the interests of those who designed

and perpetuate them. It requires individuals to confront their own complicity in systems they did not create but

from which they benefit. It requires groups to tolerate the disequilibrium that accompanies genuine learning

rather than resolving that disequilibrium prematurely through reassurance, denial, or the expulsion of the

person who raised the uncomfortable question.

Heifetz argues that the most common leadership failure in adaptive work is the attempt to treat adaptive

challenges as technical problems: to find a solution that does not require anyone to change, to implement a

program rather than confront a belief, to hire a consultant rather than have a conversation.^7^ Social risk

aversion is the interpersonal mechanism through which this substitution occurs. The leader knows that the real

work requires a direct conversation about racial disparities in discipline, or about the tracking system that

concentrates affluent white students in honors courses while Black and Latino students with identical test

scores are placed in general education, or about the hiring practices that have produced an overwhelmingly

white teaching force in a school serving predominantly students of color. The leader also knows that these

conversations will generate defensiveness, resentment, accusations of bias, and possibly formal complaints.
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The leader chooses the program over the conversation. The technical fix over the adaptive challenge. The path

that preserves social comfort over the path that addresses the actual problem.

This is not cowardice in any simple sense. The social consequences that leaders anticipate are real. Careers

have been damaged. Relationships have been severed. People have lost positions they earned and depended on

because they named inequities that their communities preferred to leave unnamed. The calculation is not

irrational. It is a calculation in which the well-being of the leader is weighted more heavily than the well-being

of the students the leader serves, and in which the short-term costs of action are experienced as more vivid and

more certain than the long-term costs of inaction.

Amy Edmondson's research on psychological safety provides a complementary framework.^8^

Edmondson defines psychological safety as a shared belief that a team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking,

including asking questions, admitting errors, proposing ideas that might fail, and raising concerns that might be

unpopular. Her research demonstrates that psychological safety is a precondition for learning, innovation, and

the kind of candid communication that prevents errors from escalating into disasters. Teams without

psychological safety suppress information, avoid difficult conversations, and default to the positions of those

with the most authority, not because those positions are best but because challenging them carries unacceptable

social risk.

The concept is typically applied to what leaders create for their teams. The complementary and less

examined application is what leaders require of themselves. Leaders who build psychological safety for their

staff, who encourage teachers to take risks and raise concerns, must simultaneously operate without that same

safety in their own professional context. A principal who creates conditions in which teachers can disagree with

her must be willing to disagree with her superintendent in conditions where no one has created that same

permission. A superintendent who builds a culture of candor on the leadership team must be willing to exercise

that candor before a school board that may punish it.

The asymmetry is structural. Leaders absorb risk so that others can take risks safely. This is the nature of

positional authority in adaptive work. The leader who is unwilling to absorb that risk, who requires the same

psychological safety they provide to others before they will act, has confused their role. They are seeking the

conditions of a team member while occupying the position of a leader.

Social risk aversion operates through a set of linguistic and behavioral patterns that deserve clinical

identification.

The first is anticipatory catastrophizing: the projection of worst-case social outcomes onto contemplated

actions. "If I raise this issue, the board will fire me." "If I have this conversation, she will file a grievance." "If I

present this data, the community will turn against the district." These projections may be accurate, partially

accurate, or entirely speculative. What matters is that they function identically regardless of their accuracy. The
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anticipated consequence prevents the action whether the consequence would actually materialize or not. The

fear does the work of the consequence without the consequence having to occur.

The second is strategic ambiguity: the deliberate use of language that communicates nothing specific

enough to generate disagreement. Mission statements that every constituency can interpret in their own favor.

Communications that acknowledge the importance of equity without specifying what equity would require.

Presentations that describe data without drawing conclusions from it. Strategic ambiguity is not poor

communication. It is skilled communication in service of self-protection. The leader who writes a message

about "honoring all perspectives" and "moving forward together" has communicated precisely what they

intended: nothing that anyone could object to, and therefore nothing that could change anything.

The third is coalition-building as permanent deferral. "We need more buy-in before we can move." "The

community isn't ready." "We need to bring people along." These statements contain a structural impossibility:

the community that benefits from inequitable arrangements will never be "ready" for changes that threaten

those arrangements. Readiness is not a state that a community arrives at through sufficient preparation. It is a

standard that perpetually recedes because the people whose readiness is being assessed have every reason never

to be ready. Waiting for readiness from those who benefit from the status quo is not strategy. It is abdication

disguised as patience.

The fourth is approval asymmetry: the pattern of seeking approval specifically from those most invested in

maintaining current arrangements while treating the preferences of those harmed by current arrangements as

secondary. A superintendent considering changes to a gifted program tracks the reactions of parents whose

children are currently enrolled, attends to the concerns of board members who represent affluent

neighborhoods, monitors the editorial page for critical letters. The families whose children have been

systematically excluded from the program, families who are disproportionately Black, Latino, Indigenous, and

low-income, receive less attention because they are less organized, less vocal, less present at board meetings,

and less connected to the social networks in which the superintendent operates. Their relative silence is a

product of the same inequities the superintendent claims to want to address, but it is treated as consent.

Muzafer Sherif's work on intergroup conflict and the formation of social norms demonstrated that group

norms emerge through social interaction and, once established, exert powerful influence on individual behavior

even when the original conditions that produced the norm no longer obtain.^9^ Applied to educational

organizations, this finding suggests that the norms governing what can be said, what topics are appropriate for

discussion, and what positions are acceptable to hold in a particular professional context are not neutral

reflections of shared values. They are social products that reflect the priorities and comfort levels of those who

had the most influence when the norms were established. In predominantly white educational institutions, the

norms governing discussion of race, equity, and systemic inequality tend to reflect white comfort rather than

the urgency of the disparities. These norms feel natural to those who shaped them. They feel suffocating to
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those who did not.

Social risk aversion enforces these norms not through explicit prohibition but through the anticipation of

social consequences. No one tells the assistant superintendent not to propose changes to the gifted program. No

policy forbids the conversation. What prevents the conversation is the assistant superintendent's accurate

perception that proposing it will cost something socially, that the cost will be borne by the person who raised

the issue rather than by the system that created the problem, and that the people whose approval matters most to

the assistant superintendent's career and daily professional life are the people most likely to object.

The distribution of social risk is not equal, and pretending otherwise is dishonest. A white male

superintendent who proposes equity reforms faces social consequences that are qualitatively different from

those faced by a Black woman superintendent who proposes identical reforms. The white man is more likely to

be perceived as principled, courageous, or forward-thinking. The Black woman is more likely to be perceived

as having an agenda, as being biased, as prioritizing "her community" over the district as a whole.^10^ Her

competence will be scrutinized more closely, her mistakes punished more severely, her motives questioned

more persistently. The social risks of equity leadership are distributed along the same axes of identity that

structure the inequities themselves.

This does not lead to the conclusion that those facing greater social risk should accept inaction while those

with more protection should act. It leads to a more precise question: given the actual protections and actual

vulnerabilities of a specific position, what actions are possible that are not being taken, and what is the actual,

as opposed to imagined, cost of taking them?

For leaders with significant positional protection, the question is uncomfortable in a different way. If

tenure, institutional support, racial identity, or organizational standing insulate a leader from the worst

consequences of speaking up, then the failure to speak up cannot be attributed to vulnerability. It must be

attributed to preference. The leader with protection who chooses silence has chosen comfort over the obligation

that protection creates. Privilege that is acknowledged but not deployed in service of the work is a performance

of awareness that changes nothing.

There is a specific form of social risk aversion that operates among white leaders doing equity work: the

fear of being called racist. Robin DiAngelo's analysis of white fragility describes the defensive reactions that

white people exhibit when their racial worldview is challenged, reactions including anger, withdrawal,

argumentation, and the centering of white emotional distress over the substantive concerns that provoked

it.^11^ The fear of being labeled racist can produce a paralysis in which white leaders avoid any conversation

about race entirely, or defer so completely to colleagues of color that the burden of equity work falls

exclusively on those who already bear disproportionate costs.
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Neither avoidance nor complete deference constitutes leadership. Both are forms of social risk aversion.

Avoidance protects the white leader from the discomfort of engaging with race at the cost of ensuring that

racial inequities remain unaddressed. Complete deference protects the white leader from making mistakes at

the cost of placing the entire emotional and professional burden of equity work on colleagues of color. In both

cases, the leader's comfort is the variable being optimized, not the outcomes for students.

Philip Zimbardo's Stanford prison experiment, despite its methodological limitations, demonstrated one

finding that has been replicated in less controversial studies: the speed with which individuals internalize the

behavioral expectations of assigned roles.^12^ Participants assigned the role of guard began behaving

coercively within hours, not because they were dispositionally cruel but because the social dynamics of the

situation rewarded coercion and punished leniency. The application to educational leadership is not that leaders

become guards. It is that the social dynamics of a professional context shape behavior more powerfully than

individual disposition, and that awareness of this shaping does not by itself prevent it from occurring.

A principal who enters a new school with a commitment to equity will, over time, absorb the social norms

of that building. Which topics are discussed openly and which are avoided. Which teachers are considered

excellent and which are considered difficult. Which parents are accommodated and which are managed. These

norms preexist the principal's arrival and will persist after the principal's departure unless they are deliberately

disrupted. Social risk aversion is the mechanism through which potentially disruptive leaders are domesticated

by the institutions they were supposed to change. The institution does not need to threaten or punish. It needs

only to offer belonging, to make the social rewards of conformity more immediate and more tangible than the

uncertain benefits of disruption.

The hidden function of social risk aversion operates at the level of identity. Educational leaders who

entered the profession to help children and build positive relationships carry a self-concept organized around

being good: a good colleague, a good leader, a good person. Social risk aversion protects this identity by

ensuring the leader never has to experience being the cause of someone else's distress. Naming a teacher's

racially patterned behavior will cause that teacher distress. Proposing changes to a tracking system will cause

affluent parents distress. Presenting discipline data disaggregated by race will cause a school board distress.

Each of these actions is necessary. Each of them will be experienced by someone as an attack. The leader who

avoids them preserves the identity of "good person" at the expense of being an effective one.

There is also a deeper function. Social risk aversion protects the leader from discovering the limits of their

own convictions. As long as a commitment to equity remains abstract, it cannot be tested, cannot fail, cannot be

revealed as shallower than the leader believed. The proposal that stays in the folder, the conversation that is

perpetually deferred, the data presentation that is softened until it communicates nothing, all of these allow the

leader to maintain a self-concept as an equity advocate without incurring the costs that actual advocacy would

impose. The untested conviction is indistinguishable from the conviction that would not survive testing.
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This is the proposition that social risk aversion prevents leaders from confronting: that the approval of

those who benefit from inequitable arrangements and the dismantling of those arrangements are incompatible

goals, and that the attempt to pursue both simultaneously is not balance or pragmatism but the prioritization of

one over the other while pretending otherwise.

The research on conformity, obedience, groupthink, psychological safety, and intergroup norms converges

on a single finding: social context exerts profound influence on individual behavior, and the individuals most

susceptible to that influence are those who believe themselves immune to it.^13^ The leader who says "I don't

care what people think" is not describing a psychological reality. They are performing independence while

remaining as embedded in social dynamics as everyone else. The leader who says "I'm building coalition" may

be exercising genuine strategy or may be constructing an indefinite deferral of action that social risk aversion

has made psychologically necessary.

The distinction between genuine strategy and disguised avoidance is testable. Genuine strategy specifies

conditions under which action will occur: after the board election, after the budget is approved, after the

prerequisite policy is in place. The conditions are concrete, time-bound, and observable. Disguised avoidance

specifies conditions that perpetually recede: when the community is ready, when we have enough buy-in, when

the timing is right. The conditions are abstract, open-ended, and defined by the very people who have every

incentive to ensure they are never met.

If everything that follows in this chapter and the next seems to suggest that the solution to social risk

aversion is simply to stop caring about what people think, that suggestion is wrong. Relationships are the

medium through which organizational change occurs. Trust is not dispensable. Collegial regard is not

irrelevant. The question is not whether social dynamics matter but whether the fear of social consequences has

become the governing variable in decisions that should be governed by the needs of students who are being

harmed by the systems those social dynamics protect.

Amy Edmondson's more recent work on "teaming," the process of collaborating with people across

boundaries of expertise, status, and identity, demonstrates that effective collaboration requires what she calls

"situational humility": the recognition that one's own perspective is partial and that the perspectives of others,

particularly those with different roles and different proximity to the problem, contain information that is

essential for good decisions.^14^ Social risk aversion corrodes situational humility because it replaces genuine

inquiry into others' perspectives with strategic calculation about others' reactions. The leader managing social

risk is not asking "what do you see that I don't?" They are asking "how will you react if I say what I see?"

These are fundamentally different questions, and they produce fundamentally different relationships.

Heifetz describes the concept of "giving the work back," meaning that leaders in adaptive challenges must

resist the pressure to provide answers and instead help the group confront the problem themselves.^15^ Social

risk aversion makes giving the work back nearly impossible because the leader experiences the group's
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discomfort as a personal threat rather than as evidence that adaptive work is occurring. The disequilibrium that

Heifetz identifies as essential to adaptive change, the productive discomfort that drives genuine learning,

registers in the socially risk-averse leader as danger to be managed rather than as a sign that the work is

proceeding as it should.

The result is a leadership practice organized around the management of other people's comfort rather than

the pursuit of organizational purpose. Meetings are structured to avoid conflict. Agendas exclude topics that

would generate disagreement. Data is presented in formats that obscure the patterns most in need of attention.

Professional development is selected for its palatability rather than its relevance. Hiring decisions favor

candidates who will maintain existing culture over candidates who might disrupt it. Each of these choices is

individually small. Cumulatively, they constitute the systematic prevention of the changes the leader was hired

to make.

None of this is invisible to the people it harms. Students in classrooms where expectations are calibrated

by race know they are being underestimated. Families excluded from programs know they are being excluded.

Teachers of color in buildings where racial dynamics are never discussed know that the silence is a choice. The

leader's social risk aversion is not a private experience. It is a public practice with public consequences,

experienced most acutely by those whose interests are sacrificed to the leader's need for approval.

The fear is that naming the pattern will be experienced as blame. It will not be softened here. If a leader

knows that students are being harmed by a practice and chooses not to address it because addressing it would

generate social discomfort, the leader has made a choice. The choice may be understandable. It may be

common. It may reflect real and unjust pressures that fall more heavily on some leaders than on others. It

remains a choice, and the consequences of that choice fall on people who did not make it and cannot escape it.

Social risk aversion does not announce itself. It performs as wisdom, as strategic patience, as

relationship-building, as political savvy. It speaks the language of long-term thinking while ensuring that the

long term never arrives. It invokes the importance of trust while using trust as a reason to avoid the

conversations that would test whether the trust is real. It claims to be waiting for the right moment while

constructing conditions in which no moment will ever be right enough.

The students do not have the luxury of waiting.

And that urgency, held too tightly, becomes its own vertex of the trap: the leader who acts from guilt

rather than from integration, who moves because the cost of stillness has become unbearable rather than

because the direction has become clear. Urgency without integration is misdirected agency wearing a different

mask, and the students pay for that misdirection too.

^1^ Asch, S. E. (1951). "Effects of group pressure upon the modification and distortion of judgments." In H. Guetzkow (Ed.), *Groups,
Leadership, and Men*. Carnegie Press.
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^2^ Milgram, S. (1963). "Behavioral study of obedience." *Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology*, 67(4), 371-378.

^3^ Ross, L. & Nisbett, R. E. (1991). *The Person and the Situation: Perspectives of Social Psychology*. McGraw-Hill.

^4^ Janis, I. L. (1972). *Victims of Groupthink: A Psychological Study of Foreign-Policy Decisions and Fiascoes*. Houghton Mifflin.
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Failure Catastrophizing



What if the thing you are most afraid of is not failure itself, but the version of yourself that failure would reveal?

That question sits underneath nearly every delayed initiative, every pilot program designed to be too small to matter, every implementation

timeline that slides from September to January to "next fall." It is not the question leaders ask out loud. The questions they ask out loud are

practical: Do we have enough training? Are the parents ready? Is the timing right with the new state assessment? Those questions have the shape

of planning and the texture of responsibility. They are also, in most cases, not the real questions. The real question is whether you can survive

being the person who tried and fell short, whether the professional identity you have built over a career of competent execution can absorb the

impact of visible, public, interpretable failure.

This chapter is about that question. Not about risk assessment, which is a legitimate leadership function. Not about contingency planning,

which is necessary in complex systems. About the specific cognitive distortion in which leaders imagine the worst possible outcome of acting,

experience that imagined disaster as if it were already occurring, and use it to justify a pattern of inaction that guarantees the very harm they claim

to be preventing.

We have a name for this. Failure catastrophizing. And we have known about the psychological mechanisms that drive it for decades.

The Pattern We Keep Refusing to Name

Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky documented loss aversion in 1979.^1^ The finding is not subtle: people experience losses approximately

twice as intensely as equivalent gains. A principal contemplating a detracking initiative does not weigh the potential benefits and potential costs

on a level scale. The imagined cost of parent backlash, teacher resistance, and a dip in test scores feels roughly twice as heavy as the imagined

benefit of more equitable instruction, broader student access, and a school culture that stops sorting children by race and income into

fundamentally different educational experiences. The math is rigged before the calculation begins.

We know this. We teach it. We cite it in graduate programs and reference it in professional development sessions about change management.

And then we walk into our offices and do exactly what the research predicts: treat the imagined downside of action as more real, more vivid, more

worthy of our attention than either the potential upside of action or the certain downside of doing nothing.

The certain downside of doing nothing. That phrase deserves to sit for a moment, because the catastrophizing pattern depends on our ability

to make the costs of inaction invisible. A leader who delays an equity initiative for another year is not making a neutral choice. Students in

tracked, underserved, or insufficiently challenged placements receive another year of instruction built on low expectations. Families who have

been asking for change receive another year of being told the system is "not ready." Teachers who want to teach differently receive another year

of institutional signals that the current approach, however inadequate, is the one the organization will protect. These are real costs, paid by real

people, accumulated daily. But they are distributed, gradual, and difficult to capture in a single dramatic image. They do not make good

catastrophes.

The imagined costs of action, by contrast, make excellent catastrophes. They are specific, vivid, narratively compelling. The parent who calls

the board member. The teacher who files a grievance. The test scores that dip. The news story. The community meeting that goes sideways. The

superintendent's email asking you to explain the backlash. Each scene is cinematic. Each one triggers the next in a cascade that ends, always, with

professional destruction. You can see the board meeting where your contract is not renewed. You can see the colleagues who warned you shaking

their heads. You can see yourself cleaning out your office.

What you cannot see, in that catastrophizing state, is yourself responding. That is the tell. In the imagined disaster, you are curiously passive.

Things happen to you. Consequences unfold with the inexorability of a falling domino chain, and you stand there absorbing the impact without

ever doing what you have done in every actual crisis you have ever faced: thinking, adjusting, talking to people, making a case, absorbing

legitimate criticism while pushing back on illegitimate criticism, finding a way through.
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The version of yourself that inhabits your catastrophe is someone you have never actually been.

Perfectionism as Professional Culture

The belief that leaders must succeed completely the first time rarely announces itself as a belief. It arrives

dressed as professionalism, as accountability, as the reasonable expectation that someone in a leadership

position should know what they are doing. We absorb it so early and carry it so deep that it becomes invisible,

operating not as a conscious standard but as an atmospheric pressure that shapes every decision without ever

being examined.

Consider how educational leadership culture treats failure. We talk about growth mindset. We reference

the research on productive struggle. We tell teachers that students learn from mistakes. And then we operate

within a professional ecosystem that does almost nothing to extend those principles to leaders themselves. The

principal who launches an initiative that stumbles is not celebrated for taking a necessary risk. She is

questioned about her judgment, her preparation, her readiness. The superintendent whose reform encounters

early resistance is not praised for having the courage to surface difficult dynamics. He is vulnerable at contract

renewal. The separation between what we say about failure and how we actually respond to it is wide enough to

park a career in.

This gap has widened over the past two decades. High-stakes accountability systems, social media

amplification, and the politicization of education have genuinely increased the costs of visible failure. A

struggling initiative can become a viral story before the leader has had time to assess what went wrong. A

contentious community meeting can be recorded, edited, and circulated as evidence of incompetence or

ideological overreach by people who have no stake in the district's success and no interest in context. The

catastrophes leaders imagine are not entirely imaginary. They are extrapolations from things they have watched

happen to colleagues.

But there is a difference between elevated risk and impossible risk, between informed caution and

paralysis wearing caution's clothes. The professional culture of perfectionism produces a specific set of

adaptive behaviors that look like leadership but function as avoidance. Leaders learn to hedge. They learn to

pilot. They learn to move slowly enough that problems can be contained before they become visible. They

learn to prefer initiatives that cannot fail because they cannot really succeed: projects with goals so vague that

any outcome can be claimed as progress. The vocabulary of educational leadership is full of these hedged

commitments. "Exploring options." "Building capacity." "Creating conditions for change." Each phrase allows

motion without movement, activity without the accountability that comes from having actually committed to

something specific enough to be evaluated.
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The distinction between high standards and perfectionism matters here, and it is not the distinction most

people think it is. High standards accept that implementation in complex systems will be imperfect, that

problems will arise, that plans will need adjustment, and they demand excellence not in the initial execution but

in the quality of attention, learning, and response that follows. Perfectionism rejects any implementation that

cannot guarantee a clean outcome, which in complex systems means rejecting any implementation at all. High

standards say: we will encounter problems and we will address them with the same rigor we bring to

everything. Perfectionism says: because we might encounter problems, we cannot begin.

I am frustrated by this distinction because we all know it, and we keep collapsing it anyway. We keep

treating the demand for certainty as if it were the demand for excellence, and we keep acting as though the

leader who waits forever is more responsible than the leader who acts imperfectly. The leader who waits is not

more responsible. The leader who waits is choosing a different set of consequences, ones that fall on people

with less power and less voice, and calling that choice prudence.

The Catastrophizing Cascade

The internal architecture of failure catastrophizing follows a specific sequence, and understanding that

sequence matters because it reveals where the distortion enters.

It begins with a legitimate concern. What if teachers resist? That is a real question, grounded in actual

knowledge of how organizations respond to change. But the catastrophizing mind does not treat it as a question

to be answered. It treats it as the first link in a chain. Teacher resistance becomes organized opposition.

Organized opposition becomes loss of staff confidence. Loss of staff confidence becomes inability to lead.

Inability to lead becomes career destruction. Each link feels logical in isolation. Each worst case becomes the

launching point for the next worst case. The sequence continues until the endpoint is total: not just a setback,

not just a difficult year, but annihilation.

The availability heuristic accelerates this cascade. We remember spectacular failures more readily than

quiet successes because spectacular failures are more narratively interesting, more likely to be discussed at

conferences and in professional networks, more present in the stories we tell each other about leadership. The

superintendent whose reform collapsed becomes a cautionary tale that circulates for years. The superintendent

whose similar reform succeeded, after early difficulties and mid-course corrections, becomes unremarkable

background noise. Nobody tells that story at a leadership retreat. Nobody warns a new principal by saying, "Let

me tell you about a colleague who tried something hard and it was messy for a while and then it worked." The

failure story is memorable because it is a story. The success story, which involved the same risks and many of

the same early problems, dissolves into the normal course of institutional life.
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A principal considering culturally responsive curriculum implementation remembers hearing about a

school where teachers felt attacked, where community members accused the administration of being

"anti-white," where the superintendent eventually issued a statement distancing the district from the initiative.

She does not remember, because she never heard, the dozens of schools where implementation was uneven but

ultimately productive, where the teachers who initially resisted became the strongest advocates eighteen

months later, where early stumbles became the raw material for genuine organizational learning. The

asymmetry in what we remember creates an asymmetry in what we can imagine. And what we can imagine

determines what we believe is possible.

There is a sophisticated version of this cascade that deserves particular attention because it sounds like

leadership rather than avoidance. It invokes legitimate concerns, specifically sustainability, scalability, and

unintended consequences, and deploys them not as guides for better action but as reasons to prevent any action

at all.

Consider a district equity director who has identified that a disproportionate number of Black male

students are being removed from advanced mathematics courses by well-meaning teachers who want to

"protect" them from material the teachers assume will be too difficult. The data is clear: students who struggle

initially are offered exit ramps rather than scaffolds, and those exit ramps are offered disproportionately to

Black male students regardless of demonstrated capacity. The director has the authority to address this directly.

She could require that placement decisions be based on demonstrated performance rather than teacher

judgment about potential. She could mandate that teachers offer support rather than removal when students

struggle. She could establish protocols that interrupt the pattern of benevolent gatekeeping.

Instead, she calls for a study of the issue. Then a task force. Then a pilot program in three schools. Each

step is justified in the language of responsible leadership: we need to understand root causes, we need to build

buy-in, we need to see if the intervention works in controlled conditions before scaling. Every word of that

justification is reasonable. None of it explains why the study takes eight months, the task force meets quarterly,

and the pilot is designed with a sample size too small to generate meaningful data.

What goes unnamed is the fear. What if the intervention creates conflict? What if teachers feel accused of

racism when they see themselves as caring mentors? What if students who remain in advanced math struggle,

and someone uses that struggle as evidence that they never belonged there? What if the intervention surfaces

dynamics about race, about expectations, about whose comfort the institution is actually organized to protect,

dynamics the district has spent years keeping carefully submerged?

Each of those concerns is real. None of them is a reason to let the pattern continue while process

substitutes for action. And the students being removed from advanced math this semester do not have the

luxury of waiting for the task force to issue its recommendations.
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The Hidden Function

Failure catastrophizing serves a purpose, and naming that purpose is uncomfortable because it implicates us

rather than our circumstances.

The purpose is protection from the vulnerability of being responsible for an outcome we cannot control. In

complex systems, no leader can guarantee results. Too many variables are in play, too many actors make

independent decisions, too many contextual factors shape how initiatives unfold in ways no planning document

can anticipate. This uncertainty is terrifying if we believe, and our professional culture teaches us to believe,

that our worth as leaders is measured by our capacity to produce predictable outcomes. Failure catastrophizing

resolves the terror by ensuring we never put ourselves in the position of being judged. If we never act, we never

fail. If we never fail, we never have to confront the gap between the leader we believe ourselves to be and the

leader we actually are.

The identity threat here is not small. Leaders derive professional identity from competence, from

effectiveness, from the capacity to make things happen in complex organizations. An initiative that fails

publicly does not just create a professional setback. It creates an existential question: Was I ever as capable as I

believed? Was my previous success a function of skill, or of circumstances that happened to cooperate? Have I

been fooling myself and others about my fitness to lead? The stakes of action become total because the stakes

of self-conception are total. We are not just risking an initiative. We are risking ourselves.

There is a particular version of this identity threat that operates in equity work, and it is worth sitting with

because it catches precisely the leaders most likely to be reading this book. Many leaders who take on

equity-focused roles do so because they genuinely believe in justice, genuinely want to change outcomes for

historically marginalized students, genuinely see themselves as advocates and allies. That self-conception is not

false. But it creates its own trap. If the equity initiative fails, the leader must contend not only with professional

consequences but with the possibility that their self-understanding as an effective advocate was mistaken. They

may have to face the distance between their intentions and their impact, between their stated commitments and

their actual capacity to enact them. Failure catastrophizing protects against that confrontation by preventing the

test that would reveal it.

Here is the deep irony, and it should sting. By not acting, we guarantee a form of failure. The status quo

continues. The harm we have documented perpetuates. The change we know is needed remains unmade. But

this failure feels different from the failure of a botched initiative. It is a failure of circumstances rather than a

failure of self. We can blame the timing, the resources, the readiness of the community, the complexity of the

system. We can preserve our identity as would-be change agents whose wisdom and caution prevent them from

acting prematurely. We can tell ourselves that we are waiting for the right moment, that we are building

conditions, that we are being strategic. And the students and families paying the price for our self-protection

cannot see the internal calculation that is costing them another year.
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That is the bargain of failure catastrophizing: we trade the visible failure of trying and falling short for the

invisible failure of never trying at all. We preserve our professional reputation by abandoning our professional

responsibility. We protect our sense of ourselves as competent leaders by becoming leaders who do not lead.

The Uneven Terrain

As with social risk aversion, the catastrophizing pattern operates on ground that is not level. The consequences

of visible failure, and the resources available for recovery, are distributed unevenly along lines of race, gender,

and positional power.

A white superintendent whose equity initiative stumbles can often reframe the stumble as learning,

position the setback as a natural part of complex change work, and emerge with credibility largely intact. The

vocabulary of growth mindset and continuous improvement is readily available, and the professional

community extends benefit of the doubt. A Black superintendent facing the same stumble may find that it

confirms doubts about her competence that were never applied to her white predecessor, that the grace

extended to others is not extended to her, that recovery requires not just addressing the problem but also

addressing assumptions about her fitness to lead that the problem has reactivated.

A white principal can make a controversial decision about disciplinary policy or course access and have it

understood as a leadership choice, right or wrong but within the expected range of what leaders do. A principal

of color making the same decision may have it interpreted through a different lens entirely: as racial grievance,

as favoritism, as ideological activism rather than professional judgment. The decision is identical. The

interpretive frame applied to it is not.

These differences are real and must be named without flinching. The catastrophizing of leaders from

marginalized groups may be informed by accurate pattern recognition developed over careers spent in spaces

where standards were never applied equally, where the margin for error was always thinner, where the

consequences of stumbling were always steeper. To dismiss that recognition as mere psychological distortion

would be to deny the material realities of racism and sexism in educational leadership.

And yet. Leaders from marginalized groups do fail visibly. They do recover. They do go on to lead

effectively. The path is harder, the consequences less forgiving, the margin narrower. But the path exists. The

catastrophizing that insists failure is permanently career-ending, that imagines professional annihilation as the

only possible outcome of a stumble, may be drawing on real patterns of inequity while extending those patterns

beyond what the evidence actually supports. The work is not to pretend the terrain is level. The work is to see

the actual terrain clearly rather than through the magnifying lens of catastrophe.



THE AGENCY SHIFT

35

There is also a different calculus for leaders who hold substantial structural protections. The white male

superintendent with tenure, connections, and a board that recruited him may face almost no real career risk

from a stumbling initiative. His failure catastrophizing, when it appears, is often less about genuine

professional danger and more about comfort, about preference, about the desire to avoid difficult conversations

and contentious meetings. For leaders with that level of protection, the shift from catastrophizing may require a

more uncomfortable form of honesty: not about how much they risk, but about how little.

What the Shift Requires

The shift from failure catastrophizing is not a shift to recklessness. It is not a denial of risk or a pretense that

consequences are irrelevant. It is a different relationship to failure itself: failure as information rather than

verdict, as a feature of the work rather than a judgment on the worker.

The statement that captures this shift is deceptively simple. "I can fix it if it breaks." Notice what this

claims and what it does not claim. It does not claim that nothing will break. It does not promise a smooth

implementation or an absence of problems. It acknowledges that difficulties will arise, that reactions will be

more complicated than hoped, that the plan will need adjustment in ways the planning could not anticipate.

What it claims is something more specific and more important: that you have the capacity to respond. To learn

from what does not work. To adjust course. To repair relationships. To address concerns as they emerge rather

than being destroyed by them.

This is what Albert Bandura calls self-efficacy, and in this context, specifically repair self-efficacy: the

belief that when things go wrong, you have the skills, the relationships, and the resilience to make them

right.^2^ This belief is not grandiose. It does not claim you can fix anything. It claims, more modestly, that you

can engage with what breaks rather than being annihilated by it.

The leaders reading this book have navigated difficulty before. They have addressed parent concerns that

felt overwhelming in the moment. They have managed teacher resistance that seemed immovable. They have

weathered criticism, adjusted failing approaches, repaired strained relationships. They have received angry

emails and survived them, made public mistakes and corrected them, faced opposition and found paths that

were not visible from the starting point. The skills they would need to respond to the problems their

catastrophizing imagines are skills they already possess. The catastrophe they construct assumes a version of

themselves that is helpless, passive, incapable of response. But the actual version of themselves has responded

to actual problems, in real time, under real pressure, repeatedly.

The shift does not make the fear disappear. Nothing makes the fear disappear, and anyone who promises

otherwise is selling something that does not exist. What the shift does is make the fear survivable. It converts

the internal experience from "if something goes wrong, I will be destroyed" to "if something goes wrong, I will
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respond." It does not minimize the difficulty of that response. It trusts that the response is possible.

With failure catastrophizing examined, we have now mapped all three vertices of the Low Agency Trap.

Epistemic paralysis whispers that we do not know enough to act. Social risk aversion warns that others will

disapprove. Failure catastrophizing insists that action will lead to disaster. Together they form a

self-reinforcing system capable of trapping the most committed, most knowledgeable, most well-intentioned

leaders in patterns of inaction that perpetuate the very harms they entered leadership to address.

But if all three vertices are cognitive distortions, shaped by professional culture and amplified by genuine

but magnified risk, then what would it look like to lead from a different interior architecture? What would it

feel like to act knowing you might be wrong, knowing others might object, knowing something might break,

and to act anyway, not from recklessness but from the grounded belief that you can handle what comes?

What would you do next week if you stopped rehearsing the catastrophe?

^1^ Kahneman, D., & Tversky, A. (1979). Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision under Risk. *Econometrica*, 47(2), 263-291.

^2^ Bandura, A. (1997). *Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control*. W.H. Freeman.

The High Agency Stance



A principal in Denver opens her laptop at 6:40 a.m., finds the draft email she wrote last night to the superintendent about reassigning three

teachers who have been failing Black students for years, and presses send before she can talk herself out of it again.

In a district office in rural Georgia, a curriculum director walks into a meeting he requested with the union president, sits down, and says the

sentence he has been rehearsing for two weeks: "Our literacy materials are harming kids, and I want to talk about replacing them before next fall."

A first-year assistant superintendent in Phoenix picks up the phone and calls the board chair to say she cannot implement the discipline

policy the board approved in June because the data shows it targets Native students at three times the rate of their white peers, and she needs the

board to revisit it.

Three leaders. Three different contexts. None of them knows what will happen next. All of them are afraid. And all of them act anyway,

because something inside them has shifted from waiting to moving, from preparing to doing, from hoping the moment will arrive to deciding the

moment is now.

That shift is the subject of this chapter.

The Integrated Stance

When leaders move from paralysis to action, three beliefs tend to be operating simultaneously. They are not slogans. They are not affirmations

taped to a bathroom mirror. They are internal orientations that, taken together, create something none of them produces alone.

I will figure it out.

I am willing to be misunderstood.

I can fix it if it breaks.

Consider how they reinforce each other. "I will figure it out" provides the epistemic foundation: a trust that knowing emerges through

engagement with the work, not through endless preparation before the work begins. But epistemic confidence by itself is not enough. A leader

might believe in her capacity to figure things out and still remain frozen by dread of how others will respond. "I am willing to be misunderstood"

addresses this directly. It is the willingness to act despite anticipated criticism, to accept disapproval as a cost of meaningful action rather than

proof that action should be abandoned.

Yet even these two together may leave a leader stuck. She might trust her ability to learn and tolerate the social risk, while still imagining

that a single mistake will be catastrophic. Permanent. Unrepairable. "I can fix it if it breaks" closes that gap: the belief that problems, when they

arise, can be addressed. Relationships can be repaired. Courses can be corrected.

The three form a closed system. Epistemic confidence enables risk tolerance, because if I believe I can figure things out, I am less dependent

on the approval of others. My capacity to act does not require their permission. Social risk tolerance enables repair self-efficacy, because if I am

willing to be misunderstood, I can take actions that might generate conflict, trusting that I can work through that conflict rather than being

destroyed by it. Repair self-efficacy loops back to epistemic confidence, because if I know I can fix what breaks, I am more willing to act without

complete knowledge. The consequences of error become survivable.

This integration is what separates the High Agency Stance from merely having the right attitudes. The leader who believes she can figure

things out but fears disapproval will still be frozen. The leader who tolerates social risk but doubts his ability to repair what goes wrong will still

hold back. The stance is the integrated whole, three capacities operating together to create something none of them achieves alone.

And the stance is not the absence of fear. This point matters because so much leadership literature implies that courage means fearlessness,

that confident leaders do not experience doubt, that action flows naturally from those with the right disposition. That framing is both misleading
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and harmful. The stance does not eliminate fear; it exists alongside fear. The leader who activates the stance

still feels the pull of the trap. She still hears the voice of epistemic paralysis questioning whether she knows

enough. She still feels the anxiety of social risk aversion worrying about what people will say. She still senses

the dread of failure catastrophizing, imagining disaster cascading from a single wrong move. The difference is

that the stance provides another voice, another pull, another orientation that makes it possible to act despite

what the trap suggests.

The stance is activated in specific moments of choice. It is not something leaders adopt once, achieving

some stable state of high agency that runs on autopilot. It is something leaders access in the moment, when the

choice is live, when the action is right in front of them. Every choice presents the same fork: trap or stance?

The leader who was courageous yesterday may be frozen today. The leader who was frozen yesterday may act

now. This is why the stance is a practice rather than a personality. It must be continually activated, not merely

possessed.

"I Will Figure It Out": Epistemic Confidence

Epistemic confidence is not the claim to already know. It is trust that knowing will come through engagement

with the work.

The leader with epistemic confidence recognizes that complex adaptive systems cannot be fully

understood from the outside. The knowledge needed to transform a school or district does not live in research

articles, professional development workshops, or strategic planning retreats, useful as these may be. The

knowledge lives in the doing: in the feedback loops that emerge only when action is taken, in the responses of

students and teachers and families to concrete changes in practice. The system reveals itself through

interaction, not through observation from a safe distance.

This is not an argument against preparation. The epistemically confident leader is often deeply prepared,

not because preparation will produce certainty, but because preparation provides a stronger foundation for

learning through action. The difference is in the relationship between preparation and action. In epistemic

paralysis, preparation substitutes for action. We prepare so that we will not have to act until we know enough.

In epistemic confidence, preparation supports action. We prepare so that our action will be better informed,

more responsive, more likely to generate useful learning.

What does this look like on a Tuesday morning?

Consider a principal facing a decision about how to address a persistent pattern of low-level disruptions

from a small group of Black male students who have been labeled "behavior problems" by staff. The

epistemically paralyzed leader commissions another behavior assessment, forms another committee, requests
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another analysis of the data, not to inform action but to delay it until certainty appears. The epistemically

confident leader reviews what is known about the pattern, recognizes that much of the "disruption" is actually

normal adolescent behavior being pathologized because of racial bias in perception, and implements a new

approach centered on relationship-building and restorative practices. She monitors closely for signs that

adjustment is needed. She does not pretend to know that her approach is optimal. She trusts that the process of

implementation will reveal what she cannot know in advance.

The internal experience of epistemic confidence includes uncertainty, sometimes substantial uncertainty.

The confidence is not about the outcome but about the process. I do not know if this will work, but I know I can

learn whether it is working and adjust accordingly. I do not know all the challenges that will emerge, but I

know I can engage with those challenges as they appear. The uncertainty remains. What changes is our

relationship to it. Uncertainty becomes a feature of the work rather than a barrier to beginning.

Here is where it gets uncomfortable. Epistemic confidence is built through small acts of figuring it out, and

those small acts sometimes go badly. Every time a leader takes action without complete knowledge and works

with whatever consequences follow, the capacity for future action strengthens. Not because things always work

out, but because the leader learns something more durable than any plan could teach: I can work with whatever

emerges. Sometimes the outcome is a win. Sometimes it is a mess that takes weeks to clean up. Both build the

muscle. The lesson is experiential. It cannot be acquired through reading or planning. It can only be acquired

through doing, and doing means accepting that some of what you do will be wrong.

"I Am Willing to Be Misunderstood": Social Risk Tolerance

Social risk tolerance is not indifference to what others think. It is clarity about whose understanding matters

most and why.

The leader with social risk tolerance recognizes that meaningful action inevitably generates disapproval.

Any change that matters will threaten someone's comfort, challenge someone's assumptions, disrupt someone's

advantages. The question is not whether disapproval will occur but whose disapproval should determine what

we do.

In social risk aversion, all disapproval feels equally threatening. The criticism of a board member who

benefits from inequitable arrangements carries the same weight as the disappointment of families whose

children are harmed by those arrangements. The displeasure of a veteran teacher who resists change feels as

significant as the frustration of students who need that change to thrive. Social risk tolerance involves a

reordering. Not dismissing any perspective, but being clear about which perspectives should be decisive when

perspectives conflict.
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What does social risk tolerance look like in practice? Consider a director of teaching and learning who has

identified that teachers in the district routinely use classroom management strategies that are ineffective and

disproportionately applied to Black students. Strategies like public call-outs for minor infractions,

condescending tones that communicate low expectations, and preemptive discipline based on assumptions

about which students will cause problems. The pattern is not malicious. Most teachers using these approaches

believe they are maintaining order, showing care. But the impact is clear: Black students experience more

surveillance, more correction, more implicit messaging that they do not belong in rigorous academic spaces.

The socially risk-averse leader hesitates to address this because veteran teachers might feel criticized,

because the union might object, because acknowledging the pattern means acknowledging that harm has been

occurring with institutional complicity. The socially risk-tolerant leader presents the data, names the pattern,

proposes alternative approaches, and accepts that some teachers will be angry. Some will feel accused. Some

will push back through formal channels. She does not enjoy the conflict. She accepts it as the price of doing

what is right for students who cannot wait for the adults around them to get comfortable.

The internal experience of social risk tolerance includes the desire for approval. It would be easier if

everyone agreed, if change could happen without friction, if all stakeholders could be brought along at the same

pace. Social risk tolerance does not eliminate this desire; it subordinates it to something more important. The

discomfort of disapproval is present but not determining. The leader acts anyway, not because the disapproval

does not matter but because something else matters more.

I want to be honest about what this costs. The leader who takes a public stand on race and discipline in a

politically divided community does not sleep well the night before the board meeting. She checks her email too

often, scrolling for the angry response she knows is coming. She rehearses conversations in her head,

imagining the worst version of what someone might say to her face, and when the worst version actually

arrives, it still lands harder than the rehearsal. Social risk tolerance does not make you bulletproof. It makes

you someone who walks into the room anyway, bruised from the last time, knowing you will probably get

bruised again.

Social risk tolerance is built through surviving misunderstanding. Every time a leader takes a position that

generates criticism and discovers that the criticism is survivable, that relationships can be repaired, that

credibility can be rebuilt, the capacity for future risk-taking strengthens. The lesson is not that criticism does

not hurt. The lesson is that hurt is not destruction. Misunderstanding is possible, and misunderstanding is also

recoverable.

"I Can Fix It If It Breaks": Repair Self-Efficacy
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Repair self-efficacy is not the belief that nothing will go wrong. It is the trust that when things go wrong, we

have the capacity to respond.

The leader with repair self-efficacy recognizes that implementation in complex systems is inherently

uncertain. Plans encounter reality, and reality resists. Teachers respond differently than expected. Families

raise concerns that were not anticipated. Resources prove insufficient. Timelines slip. Opposition materializes

where support was assumed. These are not failures of planning but features of the work. The question is not

whether difficulties will emerge but whether we believe we can address them when they do.

In failure catastrophizing, every potential problem becomes evidence that action should be avoided. The

imagination runs to worst cases, and worst cases are imagined as permanent, unrepairable. In repair

self-efficacy, problems are anticipated but not catastrophized. They are seen as challenges to work through

rather than disasters to be prevented through inaction. The shift is not in the assessment of likelihood but in the

assessment of our own capacity: I may face this difficulty, and if I do, I will work with it.

What does repair self-efficacy look like in practice? Consider a superintendent implementing a new policy

requiring that teacher evaluations include evidence of culturally responsive practice: evidence that teachers

know their students as individuals, adjust instruction based on student experience and identity, and create

classroom environments where all students see themselves reflected. She knows this will generate resistance.

Some teachers will argue that good teaching is good teaching regardless of culture, that focusing on identity is

divisive, that they treat all students the same. Some evaluators will struggle to assess practices they do not fully

understand. Some community members will accuse her of prioritizing ideology over instruction.

The superintendent with repair self-efficacy implements the policy anyway. Not because she expects

smooth implementation but because she trusts her capacity to respond to the friction. She plans for the

resistance: training for evaluators, support for teachers, communication strategies for the community. She

designs feedback loops that will allow the policy to be adjusted based on what early implementation reveals.

She cultivates relationships that will survive disagreement. But she does not let the anticipated resistance

become a reason for permanent delay. She acts, monitors, and adjusts.

The internal experience of repair self-efficacy includes clear-eyed awareness of risk. The leader is not

naive about what could go wrong. But the awareness is accompanied by trust in her capacity to respond. If the

initiative stumbles, she can learn from the stumble. If relationships are damaged, she can work to repair them.

If opposition intensifies, she can engage with it rather than retreat. The risk is real. Her resourcefulness is also

real.

Repair self-efficacy is built through actually fixing things that break. Every time a leader takes action,

encounters a problem, and works through it, the capacity for future action strengthens, regardless of whether

the work is elegant or awkward. The lesson is not that repairs are easy but that repairs are possible. This kind of



THE AGENCY SHIFT

42

knowledge cannot be acquired through anticipation. It can only be acquired through recovery.

The Stance in Action

Let us return to the principal in Denver.

She sent the email at 6:40 a.m. By 7:15, she had a reply from the superintendent's assistant: "Dr. Okafor

can meet Thursday at 2:00." The proposal was now on its way to becoming a conversation, soon to require a

response. There was no taking it back. The action that had felt impossible for two years had taken less than ten

seconds.

The fear did not disappear. If anything, it sharpened. The specific fear of this specific action was now

concrete rather than hypothetical. She could picture the superintendent's face reading the email. She could

imagine the questions, the objections, the request for more data that might be sincere or might be a way to run

out the clock. She could feel, in advance, the discomfort of sitting across from someone she respected who

might think she was overstepping.

But something had shifted in her relationship to the fear. It was no longer a wall; it was weather.

Something she was passing through rather than something blocking her path. The fear was present, and she was

acting anyway. The three orientations that had organized her action continued to operate:

I will figure it out. She did not know exactly how the conversation would go, but she trusted her capacity

to respond to whatever emerged. She had prepared well, not to achieve certainty but to have a foundation for

engagement. The questions she could not anticipate would become opportunities to learn what the

superintendent actually cared about.

I am willing to be misunderstood. She knew that some colleagues might see her proposal as an accusation,

as if she were claiming the district had deliberately let Black students fail. That was not her argument, but she

could not control how others received it. She was prepared for the mischaracterization, prepared to clarify,

prepared to keep engaging even when the conversation got uncomfortable.

I can fix it if it breaks. If the proposal was rejected, she would learn why and return with a revised

approach. If it was approved and implementation struggled, she would work with the implementation

challenges. If relationships were strained, she would work to repair them. She was not promising herself

success. She was promising herself response.

In the weeks that followed, she noticed something surprising: the catastrophes she had imagined for two

years did not fully materialize. The superintendent had tough questions, probing questions, but they were

genuine rather than dismissive. Some cabinet members raised concerns that led to refinements strengthening
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the proposal. The conversation she had avoided took about forty minutes.

This is not to say that everything went smoothly. The board meeting where the proposal was formally

presented drew critics who accused the district of lowering standards. A community member wrote a blog post

questioning whether "equity" had become a cover for eliminating programs that served high-performing

students. Two veteran teachers circulated a letter of protest among staff. A parent group demanded a meeting to

express concerns about changes to programs their children had benefited from.

These were real difficulties, and she had to engage with each of them. The board meeting required careful

responses that acknowledged concerns without abandoning the proposal. The blog post required a published

response that reframed the conversation on her terms. The teachers' letter required individual conversations that

honored their experience while holding the line on necessary change. The parent meeting required patient

listening followed by direct explanation of why the current system was failing students who had no parent

group advocating for them.

She did engage. And in engaging, she discovered what two years of avoidance had hidden from her: she

was capable of this. The skills she had built over a career, communication, relationship-building, the ability to

hold tension without resolving it prematurely, were applicable to this challenge as they had been to dozens of

others. The catastrophe she had imagined was a version of herself who could not respond. The reality was a

version of herself who could.

From Trap to Stance

The High Agency Stance is not a personality trait. It is not something leaders either have or lack, determined by

temperament or early experience and fixed for life. It is a learnable practice, a way of relating to fear and

uncertainty and risk that can be cultivated through intentional development.

The stance is activated in moments of choice. Every day presents opportunities to default to the trap or

step into the stance. The email that could be sent or left in drafts. The conversation that could be initiated or

postponed. The decision that could be made or deferred to a committee that will meet in six weeks. In each

moment, the three orientations are available:

I will figure it out.

I am willing to be misunderstood.

I can fix it if it breaks.

The shift is not from fear to fearlessness. The shift is from fear as barrier to fear as companion, something you

carry rather than something that carries you. The fear remains, often intense, often persistent, often making a
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persuasive case for inaction. But it is no longer the determining factor. Something else is also present: trust in

our capacity to work with what we do not yet know, willingness to face disapproval from people whose

approval we value, confidence that we can respond to whatever emerges even when we cannot predict what

that will be.

The remaining chapters of this book explore how to build each element of the stance and how to use the

framework in real time. We will examine practices that strengthen epistemic confidence, strategies that develop

social risk tolerance, and experiences that build repair self-efficacy. We will look at what happens when the

stance falters, because it will falter, and how to recover it when it does.

But before we turn to cultivation, we should be clear about what is at stake. The Agency Shift is not

self-help for leaders. It is not about career advancement or professional development in any narrow sense. It is

about the capacity to do what we know is right when doing it is difficult, uncomfortable, and uncertain.

Every day in schools across this country, students experience the consequences of our frozen leadership.

They receive instruction shaped by low expectations that no one will name aloud. They sit in classrooms where

their presence is treated as a management challenge rather than an intellectual opportunity. They watch adults

who talk about equity take no action that costs anything. They learn, from our example, that the divide between

values and behavior is normal, that sophisticated understanding without action is acceptable, that courage is

something we admire in others and excuse in ourselves.

The Agency Shift is our response. Not because it guarantees success. Nothing does. But because it makes

action possible where inaction had become the default. Not because it eliminates risk, since the risks are real.

But because it transforms our relationship to risk so that we can act despite it.

The trap holds only those who remain in it. The door is not locked from the outside.

We can step through it whenever we choose.

CHAPTER SIX

Building Epistemic Confidence

"I Will Figure It Out"

Cultivating Confidence in Uncertainty

Marcus Delgado was standing in the hallway outside the main office at 7:14 a.m. when the superintendent's car

pulled into the lot, and he felt his stomach drop because he already knew what the conversation would be about.

He just didn't know which version of it he was going to get.
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Marcus had been the assistant principal at Bridgewater Middle School for three years, long enough to

know the building's fault lines but not long enough to have earned the kind of institutional capital that lets you

survive a public mistake without explanation. Two weeks ago, he had made a call. A teacher, Mrs. Langston,

had been using a novel in her eighth-grade English class that three parents objected to on grounds that ranged

from legitimate concern about age-appropriateness to what Marcus suspected was something closer to

discomfort with the book's frank treatment of race and poverty. His principal, Dr. Achebe, was at a conference.

The parents wanted an answer. The teacher wanted support. The district's book challenge policy was a

twelve-page document that seemed designed to ensure that no one could follow it without a law degree and six

weeks of lead time.

So Marcus made a judgment call. He met with the parents, listened carefully, acknowledged their

concerns, and told them the book would remain in the curriculum while a formal review process was initiated.

He explained the timeline. He offered an alternative text for their children. He documented everything. He

thought he had threaded the needle.

He had not threaded the needle.

One of the parents had called the school board chair. The board chair had called the superintendent. The

superintendent had called Dr. Achebe, who was now back from her conference and, based on the tone of her

email last night, not entirely pleased. The parent's version of the conversation omitted the alternative text offer,

omitted Marcus's careful listening, omitted everything except the fact that an assistant principal had decided,

unilaterally, to keep a controversial book in classrooms.

Marcus stood in the hallway and noticed his hands were shaking slightly. Not because he thought he had

made the wrong call. He had reviewed the book himself, consulted with two English teachers he trusted, and

checked the district's own curriculum approval records. The book had been through a formal adoption process

three years earlier. His call was defensible. But defensible and safe are not the same thing, and Marcus knew

the difference acutely, because he was a thirty-one-year-old Latino man in his first administrative role in a

district where the leadership team was overwhelmingly white and the unspoken rule was that assistant

principals were supposed to defer upward on anything that might generate a phone call to central office.

What Marcus did not yet know, standing in that hallway, was that this moment, the shaking hands and the

dropped stomach and the waiting, was building something in him that would matter far more than the outcome

of whatever meeting was about to happen.

The Architecture of Epistemic Confidence

Epistemic confidence is not a personality trait. It is not distributed at birth, fixed by temperament, sealed

by early experience. It is a capacity, one that can be built through deliberate practice and accumulated

experience, and understanding how to build it requires understanding what it is made of.
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Albert Bandura's research on self-efficacy provides the most robust framework for that understanding.^1^

Bandura identified four sources from which efficacy beliefs are constructed: mastery experiences, vicarious

learning, verbal persuasion, and physiological states. Each can be deliberately engaged to strengthen epistemic

confidence, though they are not equally powerful.

Mastery experiences are the most potent source. When we succeed at a task, we build evidence that we are

capable of succeeding at similar tasks in the future. But here is the crucial insight that separates Bandura's work

from simpler notions of building confidence through success: the task does not have to go well for the

experience to build efficacy. What matters is that we engaged with challenge and then worked with the

consequences rather than being destroyed by them. A leader who implements a new initiative, encounters

unexpected resistance, and finds a way to respond to that resistance builds more efficacy than a leader who

implements something easy that succeeds without friction. The lesson encoded is not "things always work out"

but something more durable: "I can work with whatever emerges."

For educational leaders, this means the most efficacy-building experiences are often the hardest ones. The

principal who addresses a parent complaint about curriculum content and survives the confrontation, regardless

of whether the parent left satisfied, builds capacity for future confrontations. The superintendent who presents a

controversial proposal to the board and stays present through their sharpest questions builds capacity for future

difficult presentations. The teacher leader who facilitates a department meeting where colleagues openly

disagree and manages to keep the conversation from collapsing into either false harmony or destructive conflict

builds capacity for future facilitation. These experiences are unpleasant in real time. They are also the raw

material from which epistemic confidence is constructed, and there is no synthetic substitute.

Vicarious learning is the second source. When we observe others successfully working through

uncertainty, we accumulate evidence that such work is possible for people like us. This is one of the reasons

representation in leadership matters, not only for those who are represented but for those who learn from

watching them. A Black woman principal who watches another Black woman principal handle a crisis with

competence and composure learns something qualitatively different than if she watched a white man handle the

same crisis. The vicarious lesson includes not only "this can be done" but "this can be done by someone who

carries the vulnerabilities I carry, who faces the scrutiny I face."

For leaders seeking to build epistemic confidence, this means surrounding themselves with models of

successful engagement, and I want to be precise about what I mean by that. Not models of flawless

performance. Models of engaged responsiveness. People who tried things, encountered difficulty, adjusted,

tried again. Mentors, peer networks, and professional learning communities all provide opportunities for this

kind of vicarious learning, but only if they are spaces where people share their actual struggles and the messy

process of working through them. Curated success stories where everything went according to plan teach us

almost nothing about how to handle the moments when plans fall apart.
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Verbal persuasion is the third source, and it is the weakest of the four. When others express confidence in

our abilities, it can provide a modest boost to our own confidence, but only if the persuasion is credible.

Generic encouragement from people who have never watched us work has almost no effect. Specific,

evidence-based affirmation from people who have observed us in action carries substantially more weight. And

even the most credible verbal persuasion can be overwritten by a single disconfirming experience.

What verbal persuasion can do, when wielded with skill, is reframe experiences that might otherwise be

discouraging. A coach who helps a leader see that a difficult, uncomfortable meeting was actually evidence of

her capacity to hold tension rather than evidence of her failure to manage the room is doing something more

important than encouragement. She is helping the leader extract an efficacy-building lesson from an experience

that might otherwise have eroded confidence. The experience itself does not change; the meaning made from it

does.

Physiological states are the fourth source. When we feel calm and capable, we tend to interpret challenges

as manageable. When we feel anxious and overwhelmed, we tend to interpret the same challenges as

threatening. This does not mean epistemic confidence requires the absence of anxiety. It emphatically does not.

What it means is that how we interpret our physiological experience affects our efficacy beliefs in ways we

rarely examine.

A racing heart before a difficult conversation can be read as evidence that we are not ready, or it can be

read as evidence that we are appropriately activated for something that matters. The physiological experience is

identical; the meaning we construct from it diverges completely. Leaders who learn to reinterpret their anxiety

as engagement rather than inadequacy can convert what would otherwise undermine their efficacy into a

neutral or even constructive signal.^2^

There is one more element of this architecture that Bandura's framework illuminates, and it may be the

most important: the distinction between confidence in outcomes and confidence in process. We cannot develop

confidence that things will turn out as we hope. Complex systems do not permit that kind of confidence, and

any leader who claims it is either performing certainty or has not yet been surprised badly enough. What we

can develop is confidence in our capacity to engage with whatever emerges. Epistemic confidence is not the

belief that we will succeed. It is the belief that we can work the terrain between here and whatever counts as

success, including revising our definition of success as we learn more about the terrain.

Minimum Viable Action

If mastery experiences are the most powerful source of efficacy, the practical question becomes: how do

we accumulate them? The answer is deceptively simple. We take action without waiting for complete

knowledge, and we do so in ways that allow us to learn from what happens.
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This is the practice of minimum viable action, taking the smallest step that will generate real information

about whether we are on the right track. The concept borrows from product development methodology, where

"minimum viable products" allow teams to test assumptions quickly rather than building elaborate solutions on

the foundation of untested hypotheses. In leadership, minimum viable action serves a parallel function: it

converts abstract uncertainty into concrete data that can inform the next move.

Consider a director of student services who suspects that her district's approach to supporting students with

anxiety is inadvertently pathologizing normal developmental stress. She has read the research on

overdiagnosis. She has observed counselors whose well-meaning interventions seem to communicate to

students that they cannot handle ordinary challenges. She has a hypothesis about what a better approach might

look like, one that combines genuine support with higher expectations for student resilience.

The trap of epistemic paralysis would have her commission a comprehensive study, form a committee,

review best practices from twelve other districts, and develop a detailed implementation plan before taking any

action. This process might take a year or more, during which time another entire cohort of students would

receive an approach she believes is doing them quiet harm.

Minimum viable action offers a different path. What is the smallest intervention she could try that would

tell her whether her hypothesis has merit? Perhaps it is a series of candid conversations with three counselors

she trusts, sharing her observations and asking what they see. Perhaps it is a pilot at one school, implementing a

modified approach with a small group of students and tracking outcomes over eight weeks. Perhaps it is simply

changing the intake questions that counselors use, gathering information about student strengths and existing

coping capacity alongside the standard inventory of struggles and symptoms.

None of these small actions commits the district to a major change. All of them generate real data. And all

of them, critically, build the director's epistemic confidence, not because they will necessarily succeed but

because she will have engaged with the uncertainty rather than waiting for it to resolve on its own.

The practice of minimum viable action requires a shift in how we think about decision-making. We are

trained, particularly in education, to believe that good decisions require comprehensive analysis, broad

stakeholder input, and careful planning. These things have their place. But in contexts of genuine uncertainty,

which describes most of the challenges that equity-focused leaders actually face, extensive preparation often

serves a protective function rather than an informational one. We prepare not because preparation will yield the

answers we need but because preparation feels safer than acting. The preparation becomes an end in itself, a

way to look responsible while avoiding the risk that comes with doing something.

Minimum viable action interrupts this pattern. It asks: what would I do if I stopped preparing and started

experimenting? What small bet could I place that would teach me something regardless of how it turns out?

What action could I take this week, not this quarter, not next year, that would move me from speculation to
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experience?

The key word is "viable." Minimum viable action is not impulsive action. It is not recklessness dressed up

in experimental language. It is action that is small enough to be reversible, contained enough to limit collateral

damage if things go wrong, but real enough to generate genuine learning. A principal trying a new approach to

staff meetings is taking minimum viable action. A principal redesigning the entire master schedule based on an

untested theory is not. The stakes are too high and the reversibility too low.

There is an art to calibrating the size of minimum viable action. Too small, and it generates no meaningful

data, a thought experiment that never makes contact with reality. Too large, and the risks outweigh the learning

potential. The sweet spot varies by context, but a useful heuristic is this: if the action feels uncomfortable but

not terrifying, it is probably in the right range. Discomfort indicates that we are genuinely engaging with

uncertainty rather than staying inside the perimeter of what we already know. Terror indicates that the stakes

are too high for an experiment.

And minimum viable action must be followed by reflection. The action generates data; reflection extracts

learning from that data. Without deliberate reflection, we can take action after action without ever updating our

mental models or accumulating the efficacy that our experiences could have built. The reflection need not be

elaborate. Sometimes a few minutes of intentional thought is sufficient. The questions are straightforward:

What happened? What did I learn? What would I do differently? What will I try next?

This cycle, action, observation, reflection, adjusted action, is the engine that builds epistemic confidence

over time. Each iteration strengthens the belief that uncertainty can be worked with, that problems can be

addressed as they surface, that the knowledge we need will come from engaging with reality rather than from

preparing indefinitely to engage.

Reframing Uncertainty

The behavioral practices of minimum viable action are necessary for building epistemic confidence, but

they are not sufficient on their own. The cognitive work of changing our relationship to uncertainty is equally

important, and it is harder because it requires us to examine assumptions we have mistaken for common sense.

Most of us have internalized a logic that goes something like this: "I don't know what will happen,

therefore I am not ready to act." This logic is so deeply embedded in professional culture that we rarely surface

it for examination. It feels like responsibility. It feels like prudence. But the logic contains a hidden assumption

that deserves scrutiny: that there is a level of knowledge at which we would be ready, and that continued

preparation will eventually bring us to that level.

For adaptive challenges, the challenges that matter most in equity work, this assumption is false. We have

explored this in earlier chapters, but it bears restating here because the pull of the assumption is strong enough
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to reassert itself the moment we stop paying attention. The knowledge that would make us feel ready cannot be

obtained through preparation alone. It can only emerge from action. The curriculum coordinator will not learn

how teachers will respond to a new reading program by studying the program more carefully; she will learn by

implementing it and watching what happens. The principal will not learn whether a new schedule structure will

work by running additional simulations; he will learn by trying it with actual students and teachers in actual

classrooms. The superintendent will not learn whether the community will support a boundary change by

conducting more focus groups; she will learn by proposing it and engaging with the response.^3^

The cognitive reframe asks us to see uncertainty differently. In the old frame, uncertainty is a problem to

be solved before action can begin. In the new frame, uncertainty is a condition to be worked through by means

of action. The question shifts from "What else do I need to know before I can act?" to "What action would help

me learn what I need to know?"

This reframe does not dismiss the value of preparation. Gathering relevant information, consulting people

with relevant experience, anticipating likely challenges, developing contingency plans: all of this has genuine

value. But preparation reaches a point of diminishing returns, and for adaptive challenges, that point arrives

much sooner than we typically want to acknowledge. Beyond it, continued preparation is not actually

informing our eventual action. It is delaying it. And we are often the last to recognize the difference, because

delay that looks like diligence feels virtuous even when it costs the people we are supposed to be serving.

The cognitive work also involves learning to distinguish between productive uncertainty and unproductive

certainty-seeking. Productive uncertainty is the not-knowing that action can resolve. Will teachers embrace this

new approach? I do not know, so let me try it with a small group and find out. Unproductive certainty-seeking

is the demand for knowledge that no amount of preparation can provide. Will this initiative definitely succeed?

I can never know that, but the impossibility of knowing becomes the reason to prepare endlessly rather than the

reason to start.

When we find ourselves trapped in unproductive certainty-seeking, the question that can break the cycle is

simple: "What would I do if I trusted myself to figure it out?" This question sidesteps the demand for certainty

and relocates confidence where it actually belongs, not in knowledge of outcomes but in our own capacity to

respond to whatever outcomes arise.

Notice what this question does not ask. It does not ask whether we are smart enough or prepared enough or

well-connected enough. It does not ask whether the initiative will succeed. It asks only whether we trust

ourselves to engage with whatever happens. That is a fundamentally different orientation to uncertainty, one

that makes action possible not despite the presence of uncertainty but within it.

The reframe also involves catching ourselves in what we explored in Chapter 2 as the certainty addiction.

The phrases that signal the addiction are familiar: "I just need more data." "We should consult more
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stakeholders." "Let's wait until we have a clearer picture." None of these phrases is inherently problematic.

More data is sometimes genuinely useful. Stakeholder input is often valuable. Clarity is generally preferable to

confusion. But when these phrases become habitual, deployed automatically rather than strategically, they

function as avoidance disguised as responsibility.

The practice of catching ourselves requires honesty that is, frankly, uncomfortable.^4^ When I say I need

more data, do I really need it, or am I using the absence of data as permission not to act? When I propose

consulting more stakeholders, is their input genuinely necessary for this decision, or am I seeking collective

cover for a call I should be willing to make on my own? When I suggest waiting until things are clearer, what

would clarity actually look like, and is it achievable through waiting?

These questions sting because they expose the protective function of our delay. They reveal that what felt

like thoroughness was sometimes fear, and what felt like inclusion was sometimes abdication. That exposure is

uncomfortable. But discomfort is not harm, and the discomfort of honest self-examination is considerably less

damaging than the consequences of perpetual inaction for the students and communities we serve.

Learning Orientation

Epistemic confidence reaches its fullest expression when we approach all action as experiment.

This may sound like semantic sleight of hand, simply relabeling what we already do. But the label matters

because it reshapes our expectations, our attention, and our relationship to outcomes. When we approach action

as "implementation," we orient ourselves toward a binary: success or failure. The initiative either works or it

does not. If it works, we were right; if it does not, we were wrong. This framing puts enormous pressure on

getting it right the first time, which feeds back into the certainty addiction that prevents us from acting at all.

When we approach action as experiment, we orient toward learning. The initiative teaches us something

regardless of what happens. Success tells us one thing; unexpected challenges tell us another. Both outcomes

advance our understanding. This framing reduces the pressure of getting it right the first time because "getting

it right" is no longer the primary objective. Learning is the objective, and learning happens in every scenario.

Leaders who operate from a learning orientation approach implementation differently. They build

feedback loops from the beginning, not because they expect problems but because they expect to learn. They

create checkpoints where they will assess what is happening and consider adjustments. They communicate to

their teams that the initiative is a test of a hypothesis, not a pronouncement of settled truth. They model the

stance they want others to adopt: curious, responsive, willing to revise.

This orientation requires what Chris Argyris and Donald Schon called "double-loop learning," the capacity

to question not just whether our actions are effective but whether our underlying assumptions are correct.^5^

Single-loop learning asks: are we doing this right? Double-loop learning asks: are we doing the right thing?
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Leaders with epistemic confidence hold both questions simultaneously, because both questions advance

understanding and because answering only the first can produce increasingly efficient movement in the wrong

direction.

The learning orientation also transforms how we experience setbacks. When action is oriented toward

success, setbacks feel like failure, evidence that we were wrong, that we should have prepared more, that we

moved too soon. When action is oriented toward learning, setbacks become data, evidence about how reality

differs from our expectations, information that can sharpen the next iteration. The emotional texture of these

two experiences is profoundly different, and the emotional texture matters because it determines whether

setbacks build confidence or corrode it.

Consider a director of special education who implements a new inclusion model at three pilot schools. At

two schools, the model works roughly as expected, with some challenges, some adjustments, general forward

movement. At the third school, the model struggles badly. Teachers are overwhelmed. Students are not

receiving adequate support. Parents are calling the principal daily.

In a success orientation, that third school represents failure. The director might conclude that she moved

too fast, that she should have prepared more thoroughly, that the whole experiment was premature. She might

retreat, shelve the model, wait another year.

In a learning orientation, the third school represents the most valuable data in the entire pilot. Why did the

model struggle there when it produced progress elsewhere? What was different about that school's context, its

staffing, its culture, its history with previous initiatives? What does the struggle reveal about the conditions the

model requires to function? The answers to these questions will make the eventual district-wide

implementation substantially more robust than it would have been if all three pilots had succeeded without

difficulty. The failure, if we can stop calling it that, taught more than the successes did.

There is a paradox here worth naming openly: leaders who admit they do not know often learn faster than

leaders who perform certainty. The leader who says "I think this will work, but I am genuinely unsure, so let's

try it and pay close attention" creates space for honest feedback from her team. The leader who says "this is the

solution" signals, whether she intends to or not, that dissenting observations are unwelcome. The first leader

will hear about problems early, when they are still small enough to address. The second leader will hear about

them late, after they have calcified into crises.

Perfectionism is incompatible with learning because it refuses the feedback that learning requires. The

perfectionist cannot receive critical feedback without experiencing it as a verdict on their competence. The

learner receives critical feedback as information, sometimes painful information, but information that can be

used. Epistemic confidence, paradoxically, requires the humility to be wrong, because being wrong in action

teaches us more than being right in theory ever could.



THE AGENCY SHIFT

53

The cultivation of learning orientation is not a one-time decision. It is a daily practice. It involves asking,

after meetings and conversations and initiatives: What did I learn? What assumption was I holding that turned

out to be incorrect? What would I do differently if I could run that again? What does this unexpected outcome

teach me about the system I am trying to change? These questions keep us in a learning stance, which keeps us

open to the very information that builds epistemic confidence over time, which in turn makes us more willing

to take the actions that generate the information. The cycle is self-reinforcing once it begins, which is why the

hardest part is always the beginning.

Building the Capacity

Epistemic confidence is built through accumulated experience of working with uncertainty. There is no

shortcut. Reading about it does not build it. Thinking about it does not build it. Only doing builds it, only taking

action without complete knowledge and engaging seriously with whatever emerges.

But knowing this makes the cultivation no less intentional. The leader who understands the architecture of

efficacy beliefs can deliberately seek mastery experiences, can position herself to learn from watching others

work through difficulty, can cultivate relationships that provide credible and specific encouragement, can

practice reinterpreting her own anxiety as activation rather than evidence of inadequacy. The leader who

understands minimum viable action can start smaller, learn faster, recover more quickly from the experiments

that do not produce what he hoped. The leader who understands the cognitive reframe can catch himself

reaching for the familiar shelter of certainty-seeking and choose, deliberately, to act instead. The leader who

understands learning orientation can approach every initiative as an experiment, extracting insight from every

outcome regardless of whether the outcome was the one she wanted.

The cultivation is gradual but cumulative. Each act of figuring it out strengthens the capacity for the next.

The first time is the hardest because there is no experiential evidence to draw on, no memory of having

survived a similar moment. By the tenth time, by the hundredth time, the evidence has accumulated into

something that feels less like courage and more like competence. The fear of uncertainty does not disappear. It

may never disappear entirely. But it stops being the factor that determines what we do and what we refuse to

do.

Marcus Delgado, the assistant principal who opened this chapter, did not know any of this vocabulary. He

had never read Bandura. He could not have articulated the difference between productive uncertainty and

unproductive certainty-seeking. But standing in that hallway at 7:14 in the morning, waiting for a conversation

he could not predict or control, he was doing the thing that builds epistemic confidence whether or not you

have a name for it. He was staying in the uncertainty rather than fleeing from it.

The meeting, when it came, was not what he expected. Dr. Achebe was frustrated, yes, but not at the

decision itself. She was frustrated that Marcus had not looped her in by phone before the parents left the
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building, even though she was at a conference and might not have answered. The superintendent wanted to

understand the timeline, not reverse the call. The board chair, it turned out, had simply wanted someone in the

district to call her back, which no one had done for two days. The crisis, such as it was, had been manufactured

largely by the interval between what happened and what was communicated about what happened.

Marcus kept his job. More than that, he kept the knowledge that he had made a defensible decision under

pressure, communicated it clearly to upset parents, and survived the institutional aftershock. He also kept the

knowledge of what he would do differently: call his principal, even at a conference, even if she might not pick

up. Document the conversation in writing to the parents within twenty-four hours, not just in his own notes.

Follow up with the board chair's office himself rather than assuming someone else would.

None of those adjustments required him to regret the original call. They required him to learn from the

experience, which is precisely what builds the capacity to make the next call, and the one after that, with

increasing confidence that he can work with whatever response the call provokes.

He did not know it yet, but he was becoming the kind of leader who figures it out. Not because he had all

the answers, but because he was learning to trust himself to find them.

*

Epistemic confidence enables action, but action still requires willingness to face the reactions it provokes. Even

leaders who trust themselves to figure it out may find themselves frozen by a different fear: not the fear of

uncertainty, but the fear of what others will think, say, and do in response. This is the second vertex of the High

Agency Stance, the willingness to be misunderstood.

It is to that capacity we now turn.

^1^ Bandura, A. (1997). *Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control*. W.H. Freeman.

^2^ Jamieson, J.P., Mendes, W.B., Blackstock, E., & Schmader, T. (2010). Turning the knots in your stomach into bows: Reappraising
arousal improves performance on the GRE. *Journal of Experimental Social Psychology*, 46(1), 208-212.

^3^ Heifetz, R.A., Grashow, A., & Linsky, M. (2009). *The Practice of Adaptive Leadership*. Harvard Business Press.

^4^ Argyris, C. (1991). Teaching smart people how to learn. *Harvard Business Review*, 69(3), 99-109.

^5^ Argyris, C. & Schon, D.A. (1978). *Organizational Learning: A Theory of Action Perspective*. Addison-Wesley.

Developing Social Risk Tolerance



Social risk tolerance is the capacity to endure judgment, conflict, and potential exclusion in service of doing what you believe is right. It is not

courage in the abstract. It is the specific, bodily willingness to act when doing so will cost you approval, strain relationships, or invite

misunderstanding from people whose opinion you value.

The concept matters because most equity-focused action in organizations creates social friction. Redistribution of resources generates

opposition from those who currently benefit. Naming patterns of inequity generates defensiveness from those who participate in those patterns

unconsciously. Changing established practices generates resistance from those whose identity is bound up in the way things have been done. If a

leader cannot tolerate these social costs, they will consistently choose harmony over justice, and the people most harmed by current arrangements

will continue to bear the consequences of that choice.

Amy Edmondson's research on psychological safety offers a useful starting point, though not in the way most practitioners apply it.^1^

Edmondson's work is typically invoked to argue that leaders should create environments where people feel safe speaking up. That is important.

But the less-discussed implication runs the other direction: leaders themselves must be willing to operate in environments where they are not

psychologically safe, where their decisions will be questioned and their motives impugned, where the social environment pushes back hard

against the very changes they are trying to make. Psychological safety is something leaders create for others. Social risk tolerance is what leaders

develop in themselves when no one is creating it for them.

The Architecture of Approval Dependence

The desire for social approval is not a character flaw. It is an evolutionary inheritance with deep roots in mammalian neuroscience. For the vast

majority of human history, exclusion from one's social group was functionally a death sentence: loss of access to shared food, collective defense,

and cooperative child-rearing.^2^ Our ancestors who attended carefully to social signals, who tracked the approval and disapproval of others with

vigilance, survived at higher rates than those who did not. We carry that vigilance as inherited neural architecture, and it fires with surprising

intensity in contexts that bear no resemblance to the savanna.

A passive-aggressive email from a colleague activates the same neural circuitry that once responded to signs of tribal rejection. A raised

eyebrow from a board member triggers a cascade of threat response disproportionate to any actual danger. The amygdala does not distinguish

well between social disapproval and physical threat; both register as signals that our place in the group is at risk.^3^

In educational leadership, approval dependence takes a particular form because the profession selects for relational orientation. Many leaders

entered education because they cared about connecting with young people. The empathy and attunement that made them effective teachers can

become liabilities when the work requires discomforting adults. The principal who could read a struggling student's emotional state with precision

now reads the faculty's collective mood with equal precision, and what they read often argues against action. The room does not want to be

challenged. The room communicates that clearly. And the leader who built a career on reading rooms finds it nearly impossible to act against

what the room is saying.

For equity-focused leaders, the trap has an additional layer. Brene Brown's work on vulnerability describes how the desire to be perceived as

morally good creates a specific form of exposure.^4^ Many leaders committed to justice want not only to be effective but to be seen as on the

right side of history, as allies, as the kind of person who gets it. This desire is understandable. It may even be admirable. But it creates a peculiar

vulnerability: the person most committed to equity is often most susceptible to accusations that they are doing equity wrong. The white leader

who needs to be seen as antiracist can be paralyzed by any suggestion that their actions are insufficiently antiracist. The ally who craves

confirmation of their allyship can be controlled by anyone willing to withhold that confirmation.

Ronald Heifetz's distinction between technical and adaptive challenges illuminates why approval dependence is so destructive in equity work

specifically.^5^ Technical challenges can be solved without disturbing existing power arrangements. Adaptive challenges require people to
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change their values, beliefs, or habits. Equity work is almost always adaptive, which means it almost always

generates resistance from those being asked to change. A leader who requires approval before acting on

adaptive challenges will never act on adaptive challenges, because the people who need to change will never

approve of being asked to change. The very population whose buy-in you are seeking is the population whose

current arrangements your work threatens.

The hidden cost is worth stating plainly: when leaders need everyone's approval, they are controlled by

whoever is most willing to withhold it. The teacher who will never support classroom observations has

effective veto power. The board member who will always find fault determines the boundaries of what gets

attempted. The vocal minority who oppose any redistribution of resources set the limits of policy. Leaders

become prisoners of the most resistant, because resistance registers more strongly in threat-activated neural

circuits than quiet support does.

This is not weakness. It is misdirected strength. The capacity to read social signals is genuinely valuable.

The capacity to care about relationships is essential to leadership. The problem is indiscriminate attention,

weighting all social feedback equally rather than distinguishing between feedback that should shape action and

feedback that should not.

Whose Disapproval Matters

Social risk tolerance begins with clarity about whose understanding is actually relevant to justice, and clarity on

this question is harder to achieve than it sounds.

Our minds are skilled at convincing us that all perspectives merit equal weight, that we must build

consensus before acting, that proceeding without universal buy-in is arrogant or reckless. These beliefs contain

enough truth to be seductive. Consensus can be valuable. Proceeding without input can be arrogant. But these

partial truths obscure a deeper one: in matters of justice, the perspectives of those who benefit from current

arrangements should not carry the same weight as the perspectives of those harmed by them.

Solomon Asch's conformity experiments demonstrated decades ago that social pressure distorts judgment

even on simple perceptual tasks.^6^ When confederates unanimously chose an obviously wrong answer,

roughly 75% of participants conformed at least once. The pressure to agree with the group overrode what

people could see with their own eyes. In organizational settings, where the "correct answer" is far more

ambiguous than matching line lengths, the conformity pressure is correspondingly more powerful. Leaders who

wait for consensus on equity issues are often waiting for a consensus that social conformity dynamics will

never produce, because the group's current equilibrium depends on not reaching that consensus.
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Consider the politics of curriculum revision. When a district adopts materials that more accurately

represent the histories and contributions of marginalized communities, opposition routinely comes from those

whose comfort depends on the existing narrative. Parents who absorbed a particular version of history

experience revisions as attacks on their identity. Teachers who have taught current materials for decades

experience changes as implicit criticism of their past work. Community members whose stories have been

centered feel displaced when other stories are given space.

None of this opposition is irrational from the perspective of those who hold it. People genuinely

experience discomfort when the narratives that have organized their understanding are revised. But the

discomfort of those who have been centered does not carry the same moral weight as the harm experienced by

those who have been erased. A student who encounters a curriculum that gives less emphasis to European

history is experiencing inconvenience. A Black student who never encounters their community's history in

school is receiving a systematic message that their people do not matter enough to be studied. These are not

equivalent experiences, and treating them as equivalent is itself a form of injustice.

The practice of clarifying whose disapproval matters involves asking a deceptively simple question before

any major decision: "Who is harmed if we act, and who is harmed if we don't?" The answer typically reveals an

asymmetry that approval dependence obscures. Those who oppose change will be discomforted if we proceed.

Those who need change will be damaged if we don't. Discomfort and damage are not the same thing.

A related practice involves recognizing when we are seeking permission from those who will never grant

it. Some constituencies will never support equity-focused change because equity-focused change threatens

arrangements that serve them. Seeking their buy-in is not coalition-building; it is offering them veto power

dressed up as democratic process. The parent group that has always opposed challenges to tracking will not

suddenly support detracking if we can just explain it more persuasively. The board member who has

consistently protected the interests of affluent families will not champion policies that redistribute advantage.

Waiting for their approval is waiting for something that will not come, and the cost of waiting is borne entirely

by those who cannot afford to wait.

Stanley Milgram's research on obedience, often cited for its implications about authority, has an

underexplored implication about social risk.^7^ The participants who defied the experimenter, who refused to

continue administering shocks, did so at significant social cost. They had to endure the experimenter's

disapproval, the awkwardness of noncompliance, the discomfort of being the person who broke the social

contract of the experiment. The capacity to tolerate that social discomfort was what distinguished those who

stopped from those who continued. The content of their moral beliefs was likely similar; the difference was

their tolerance for the social friction of acting on those beliefs.

The asymmetry is worth naming explicitly: leaders typically over-weight the disapproval of those with

power and under-weight the disappointment of those without it. A vocal parent with resources and connections
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registers more strongly in awareness than a quiet parent without either. A board member who attends every

meeting looms larger than families who cannot take time off work to participate. The teachers' lounge

conversation feels more consequential than the dining room conversations in homes we never enter. Our

attention is shaped by who has access to our attention, and access is not distributed equally.

Before seeking buy-in, the question to ask is: "Buy-in from whom, and for what purpose?" If the purpose

is to ensure that those most affected have voice in decisions that affect them, buy-in is essential. If the purpose

is to protect ourselves from criticism by those who oppose the very change we are trying to make, buy-in is a

trap.^8^

Surviving Misunderstanding

Social risk tolerance is not built through intellectual conviction alone. It is built through the lived experience of

being criticized, misunderstood, and opposed, and discovering that you survive.

This parallels how other forms of resilience develop. Exposure therapy works not because patients learn

new information about their fears but because they accumulate experiential evidence that the feared outcome

either does not occur or is tolerable when it does.^9^ Similarly, leaders cannot reason their way to tolerance of

social risk. They must face disapproval and discover that it does not destroy them. The discovery is

experiential, and no amount of advance preparation fully substitutes for it.

The first time a leader faces significant criticism for a decision they believe was right, the experience is

often overwhelming. Negative responses feel total, as if everyone opposes you, as if your reputation is ruined,

as if you have made an irreversible error. Evolutionary programming amplifies the threat. The mind

catastrophizes, rehearsing the criticism at 2 AM, composing defenses that will never be delivered, imagining

consequences that are unlikely to materialize.

And then morning comes. You go to work. Some colleagues are indeed upset. Others are supportive. Still

others are indifferent; the decision that consumed your entire consciousness barely registers in theirs. The

world has not ended. Your job has not evaporated. The relationships you were certain you had destroyed show

more resilience than you expected. Some relationships do suffer, and the suffering is real, but the totality your

mind predicted does not arrive.

This experience, surviving what felt unsurvivable, is the foundation of social risk tolerance. Each time a

leader faces disapproval and comes through it, they build counter-evidence against the catastrophic predictions.

The next time, those predictions carry less weight. There is a track record now. They have been here before and

they know what the aftermath actually looks like, as opposed to what their fears insisted it would look like.
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The practice of graduated exposure applies here. Leaders building social risk tolerance can begin with

lower-stakes acts that invite manageable criticism and work toward higher-stakes ones over time. A principal

who has never made an unpopular decision might start with a minor scheduling change that will inconvenience

some teachers, observing how she experiences the pushback and how the pushback resolves. That experience

becomes the foundation for larger acts: changing how meetings are structured, requiring new instructional

practices, eventually addressing the underperforming teacher whose classroom has been protected by veteran

status and political connections.

There is a particular skill involved in managing the emotional experience of being criticized, and it is

worth describing in some physiological detail. Criticism activates the sympathetic nervous system: elevated

heart rate, shallow breathing, narrowed attention, impulse to fight or flee.^10^ These reactions evolved for

physical danger. They are not helpful when the "threat" is an email or a pointed comment in a meeting.

Learning to recognize the activation, to breathe through it rather than react from it, to separate the physiological

experience from the meaning-making that follows, these are learnable skills that require practice.

It also helps to have strategies for processing criticism after the initial activation subsides. Some leaders

journal, converting the swirl of anxious thoughts into ordered reflection. Some have trusted colleagues with

whom they can debrief, receiving both support and perspective. Some find physical activity helps discharge the

activation energy. The specific strategy matters less than having one, some intentional practice for moving

through the experience rather than remaining stuck in it.

The relationship between repair capacity and risk tolerance deserves attention. Leaders who know they can

repair relationships are more willing to risk straining them. If I know that a strained relationship can be mended

through honest conversation, patient engagement, and demonstrated care over time, I am more willing to take

actions that might strain that relationship in the short term. Repair capacity functions as a safety net that makes

the high wire of social risk more tolerable. It does not eliminate the risk; it makes the risk manageable.

Reframing Disapproval

The experiential work of surviving criticism can be supported by cognitive reframes that change the meaning of

disapproval.

In the default frame, criticism means we did something wrong: a mistake, a failure to consider something

important, an unnecessary harm. This frame is sometimes accurate, and sometimes criticism genuinely is

feedback that should change minds and actions. But the default frame is not always accurate. Sometimes

criticism means we did something consequential.
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The reframe: criticism is evidence of impact. Actions that matter generate reactions, including negative

reactions. If no one is upset, it may be because the action was perfectly executed, but it is more likely because

the action did not challenge anything that needed challenging. The absence of criticism is not necessarily a sign

of good leadership; it may be a sign of ineffective leadership dressed up as diplomacy.

Chris Argyris's work on organizational defensive routines is instructive here.^11^ Argyris documented

how organizations develop elaborate patterns for avoiding the discomfort of honest feedback, patterns he called

"skilled incompetence" because participants executed them with tremendous proficiency. The leader who

generates no criticism may simply be participating skillfully in the organization's defensive routines,

maintaining the illusion of progress while protecting everyone from the discomfort of genuine change.

Disrupting those routines will, by definition, generate criticism. That is what disruption means.

This reframe does not license dismissing all criticism. The practice of social risk tolerance requires

distinguishing between feedback that should change our course and reaction that confirms we are challenging

what needs to be challenged. The distinction is not always easy, and honest self-examination is required.

Feedback that should change our course often comes from unexpected directions. It comes from allies who

share our goals but see flaws in our approach. It comes from those affected by our decisions who have

information we lacked. It comes in forms that are specific and actionable: not "you're wrong" but "this

particular aspect creates this particular problem for these particular people." Feedback that should change our

course usually contains new information or perspective that we genuinely did not have.

Reaction that confirms our direction usually comes from predictable places. It comes from those whose

comfort is threatened by the change. It comes in forms that are general and emotional: assertions of harm

without specificity about what the harm actually is, expressions of betrayal without articulation of what was

owed. It often contains no new information, only louder expression of the resistance that was anticipated from

the start. The reaction tells us we have touched something that needed touching, not that we have made an

error.

The question that helps distinguish feedback from reaction is this: "Would I take this argument seriously if

it came from someone who supported the change?" If a concern about implementation would be valid

regardless of who raised it, it is probably feedback worth incorporating. If the concern only functions as a

reason not to act, coming exclusively from someone who was never going to support the action, it is probably

reaction that confirms the action is consequential.

Another reframe involves shifting whose approval we seek internally. Rather than asking "Will the people

who oppose this be satisfied?" we can ask "Would the people most harmed by inaction be proud of this

choice?" This reframe reorients the internal compass. The mother who wept in a superintendent's office,

describing how her son had gone from loving school to hating it because his teachers looked through him,
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would not be proud of a leader who softened classroom observations until they observed nothing useful. The

students who are overlooked every day would not be proud of a leader who protected adult comfort at the cost

of their experience. Holding these faces in mind, not abstractly but concretely as real people whose lives are

affected by our choices, can sustain action when disapproval becomes loud.

The reframes do not make disapproval painless. They do not eliminate the sting of being criticized or the

discomfort of strained relationships. What they do is change the interpretation of the pain. Instead of

experiencing criticism as evidence of error, a leader can experience it as evidence that something real

happened. The pain remains; its meaning transforms.

Whose Risk, Whose Tolerance

Everything in this chapter must be qualified by the acknowledgment that social risks are not distributed

equally, and the inequality is not minor.

The Black woman principal who speaks directly about racial inequity in her building faces different

consequences than the white man superintendent who says similar things. The Latina assistant superintendent

who challenges the practices of veteran white teachers risks being labeled "difficult" or "too aggressive" in

ways her white male colleague would not. The Asian American curriculum director who pushes for materials

that challenge dominant narratives may face accusations of being "political" that would not be leveled at a

white director making similar changes. Research on racial battle fatigue documents the cumulative

physiological toll of navigating these compounded social risks, a toll that is invisible to those who do not bear

it.^12^

The politics of respectability, the pressure on members of marginalized groups to perform conformity to

dominant norms as a condition of being taken seriously, creates constraints that deserve more attention than

they typically receive in leadership literature.^13^ Leaders from these groups face double binds: speak up too

forcefully and confirm stereotypes of being angry or unreasonable; speak too cautiously and be dismissed as

lacking leadership presence. The "right" approach is a moving target, calibrated by those in power who can

always find reasons to discount perspectives they do not want to hear.

None of this means that leaders from marginalized groups cannot develop social risk tolerance. It means

they must develop it within a clear-eyed assessment of actual terrain rather than idealized terrain. The question

is not whether they can afford to take risks. Often they cannot afford not to, given the stakes for the

communities they serve. The question is how to calibrate risk-taking to the specific constraints and

opportunities of their position, which might involve strategic sequencing (building credibility before making

moves that require it), coalition-building that provides cover (allies who can share the risk and deflect some of

the criticism), or meticulous documentation (knowing that actions will be scrutinized more harshly and
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ensuring there is a record that demonstrates sound reasoning and good-faith engagement).

For leaders who hold structural protection, whether through race, gender, tenure, or political capital, the

intersectional reality creates a particular responsibility. Those with protection can absorb social risk that would

disproportionately burden colleagues without it. The white superintendent can take the heat for an equity

initiative in ways that protect the Black principal from being positioned as "having an agenda." The tenured

administrator can push boundaries that an untenured colleague cannot safely approach. This is not saviorism; it

is the strategic deployment of unearned advantage in service of shared goals. And if leaders with protection are

not using it to absorb risk, it is worth asking what they are protecting instead.

The Ongoing Question

Social risk tolerance is not indifference to others. It is not hardening against connection or performing the

stance of someone who does not care what people think. That kind of hardness would be its own trap, a

withdrawal from the relational core that makes leadership meaningful and a performance of toughness that

serves the leader's self-image more than it serves anyone else.

Social risk tolerance is, instead, clarity about priorities. It is the recognition that you cannot make everyone

happy and that trying to do so guarantees you will fail those who need you most. It is the willingness to accept

discomfort, your own at being criticized, others' at being challenged, as a necessary cost of meaningful action.

It is the understanding that some relationships may not survive your commitment to justice, and that this loss,

while painful, is less costly than the betrayal of doing nothing.

The cultivation involves both cognitive work and experiential work. Cognitively, leaders learn to ask

whose approval matters and why, to distinguish feedback from reaction, to reframe criticism as evidence of

impact rather than evidence of error. Experientially, they accumulate evidence that disapproval is survivable,

that they can be misunderstood and criticized and opposed without being destroyed. The cognitive reframes

provide language for the experience. The experiential learning provides the confidence that the experience is

tolerable.

But there is a question that the research on social risk tolerance does not fully answer, and honesty requires

naming it. How much social capital is a leader obligated to spend, and on what? Heifetz argues that leadership

requires "managing your hungers" so that the need for approval does not override the need to act.^14^ Brown

argues that vulnerability, including the vulnerability of acting without guaranteed approval, is the birthplace of

innovation and change.^15^ Edmondson's work implies that someone has to go first, has to create the

conditions for others to speak honestly, even when speaking honestly is personally costly.
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All of this is true. And yet: there are leaders who spent all their social capital on one righteous fight and

found themselves without the positional authority to wage the next one. There are leaders who tolerated so

much social risk that they burned through every relationship that might have supported sustained change,

winning one battle while losing the capacity to remain in the war. There are leaders whose tolerance for

disapproval shaded into a kind of martyrdom that served their self-concept more than it served their students.

Where is the line between social risk tolerance in service of justice and social risk tolerance in service of

one's own need to feel righteous? How does a leader distinguish between the discomfort of doing what is right

and the discomfort of doing what feels right? And if the research shows, as it does, that humans are unreliable

narrators of their own motivations, what confidence can any leader have that the social risks they are taking are

genuinely in service of the people they claim to serve?

These are not rhetorical questions with implied answers. They are genuinely unresolved, and any leader

who claims to have resolved them cleanly should probably examine that claim with some suspicion.
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Repair Self-Efficacy

"I Can Fix It If It Breaks"

In a longitudinal study spanning twenty years, Albert Bandura and his colleagues found that self-efficacy beliefs, specifically the conviction that

one can produce desired outcomes through personal action, predicted behavior more reliably than actual skill level.^1^ People who believed they

could handle difficulty attempted more, persisted longer, and recovered faster than people with equivalent ability but lower confidence. The

finding has been replicated across domains from athletic performance to chronic pain management to academic achievement. But one application

remains largely unexplored in the leadership literature: what happens to self-efficacy after failure? Not hypothetical failure. Real failure, the kind

that strains relationships, damages trust, and produces outcomes the leader did not intend and cannot immediately fix.

The research suggests something counterintuitive. Failure itself, when survived and processed, becomes the raw material for a specific kind

of efficacy belief. Not the belief that one will succeed. The belief that one can repair what breaks. This distinction matters enormously for

equity-oriented leaders, because the work they undertake will produce breakage with near certainty: fractured relationships, stumbling

implementations, eroded trust. The question is not whether things will go wrong. The question is whether the leader believes, based on

accumulated evidence, that going wrong is survivable.

That belief is what this chapter calls repair self-efficacy.

The Anatomy of Repair

When leaders take action on equity-oriented change, things break. This is not a possibility but a certainty, and the question is only what kind of

breaking and how much.

Consider what can fracture. Relationships strain when a veteran teacher feels judged by new expectations, when a parent perceives their

child's advantages as threatened, when a colleague wanted more consultation before the decision was made. Trust erodes when stakeholders

expected one outcome and received another, when communities who have heard promises before are watching for evidence that this promise is

also empty. Plans stumble when implementation encounters obstacles no one predicted, when timelines prove unrealistic, when resources prove

insufficient. Confidence wavers when the board member who supported the initiative in principle grows nervous at the first sign of resistance,

when the superintendent who championed the work faces pressure to pull back.

The catastrophizing mind treats all of these fractures as equivalent and as permanent. A strained relationship becomes an irrecoverable

rupture. Eroded trust becomes impossible betrayal. A stumbling plan becomes a failed initiative. The equivalence is false, but the mind generates

it automatically, and for leaders contemplating difficult action, this automatic equivalence functions as a veto. If everything that can break will

break permanently, the rational response is to avoid breaking anything at all.

Research on organizational resilience tells a different story. Chris Argyris and Donald Schon's work on organizational learning found that

organizations with strong learning cultures improve through difficulties rather than being damaged by them.^2^ The stumble becomes data; the

data informs adjustment; the adjustment produces an approach better suited to actual conditions than the original plan could have been. Argyris

called this double-loop learning: not just solving the immediate problem but revising the underlying assumptions that created it. John Gottman's

decades of research on relationship survival found a parallel pattern at the interpersonal level. The key variable was not the absence of conflict but

the presence of repair attempts, the ways partners reach toward each other after disconnection.^3^ Relationships that made repair attempts

frequently and accepted each other's repair attempts readily survived far more disruption than relationships that avoided conflict but struggled to

reconnect after it occurred. Ed Schein's research on organizational culture reinforced the same logic at the group level: teams that could name
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problems openly and respond adaptively outperformed teams that maintained surface harmony while

accumulating unaddressed tensions.^4^

The convergence across these research traditions points to a single conclusion. What distinguishes systems

and relationships that survive disruption from those that do not is the capacity to repair, not the capacity to

prevent disruption in the first place.

The distinction between irreparable harm and repairable difficulty deserves scrutiny. Irreparable harm

exists. There are actions that cannot be undone, trust that cannot be rebuilt, damage that is genuinely

permanent. A student counseled away from challenging coursework cannot reclaim those years. Confidential

information, once disclosed, cannot be made private again. Actions that compromise safety leave marks that

apology cannot erase. These are bright lines, and leaders must know where they are.

But irreparable harm is far rarer than catastrophizing minds suggest. Most of what leaders imagine as

irreparable is actually difficult to repair: requiring effort, time, humility, and skill, but not impossible. The

angry parent. The resistant teacher. The skeptical board member. These are difficult repairs misread as

impossible ones, and the misreading stops leaders from trying. There is something worth sitting with in that

pattern. The conflation of difficult and impossible is itself a form of avoidance. If repair is impossible, the

leader is absolved of the responsibility to attempt it.

Building a Repair Repertoire

Different fractures require different repair skills, and the leader who can handle a contentious community

meeting may freeze when a one-on-one conversation requires vulnerability. Repair self-efficacy depends not on

a single skill but on a repertoire: multiple approaches that can be matched to different types of breakage.

Relationship repair often requires acknowledgment before anything else. Acknowledgment is distinct

from apology, and conflating them undermines both. Acknowledgment means naming what happened and its

impact without necessarily conceding that the decision was wrong. "I understand that the way I rolled out the

new observation protocol felt dismissive of your professional experience. That wasn't my intent, but I can see

how it landed." The acknowledgment does not retract the protocol. It concedes that the process caused a

specific kind of harm. Leaders who apologize for decisions they believe were right teach stakeholders that

criticism produces retraction. Leaders who acknowledge impact while maintaining the decision teach

stakeholders that criticism is heard and the decision stands. The distinction is not semantic. It shapes the entire

relational dynamic around difficult change.
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Consider a director of curriculum who removes teacher recommendation as a gatekeeper for honors

enrollment, allowing any student who wants to try the course to enroll. A veteran department chair sends an

email accusing the director of "destroying academic rigor" and "setting students up to fail." The relationship

repair here is not about convincing the department chair that the policy is correct. It is about maintaining a

functional working relationship despite fundamental disagreement.

The director might respond: "I read your email and I understand you see this very differently than I do. I

don't expect to change your mind in a single conversation, and I'm not asking you to pretend to agree. What I

am asking is that we find a way to work together even though we disagree about this. Can we talk about what

that might look like?" This response acknowledges the disagreement without retreating from the decision,

names the goal of functional collaboration without requiring consensus, and opens a conversation about process

rather than demanding agreement on substance.

Restorative practices offer a framework for this kind of repair that extends beyond student discipline to

adult relationships. Howard Zehr's articulation of restorative justice centers a core insight: harm creates

obligations, not primarily the obligation to accept punishment but the obligation to understand impact and

address the needs that the harm created.^5^ When this insight is translated to organizational relationships,

repair becomes less about determining who was right and more about addressing what happened and what is

needed now. The restorative questions, "What happened? What were you thinking at the time? What have you

thought about since? Who has been affected and how? What needs to happen to make things right?", can guide

adult conversations as effectively as they guide student circles.

Course correction is a distinct repair skill. Sometimes what breaks is not a relationship but a plan.

Implementation encounters obstacles. Timelines prove unrealistic. The approach produces unintended

consequences. Course correction requires specific capacities: the ability to recognize that adjustment is needed

before problems compound, the willingness to name publicly what is not working, the skill to modify the

approach without abandoning the goal.

A superintendent who replaces exclusionary discipline practices with restorative circles may find after a

semester that the circles are being implemented inconsistently and classroom teachers are struggling with

behaviors they previously would have sent to the office. Course correction here is not abandoning restorative

practices. It is recognizing that the implementation assumed more capacity than staff actually had and adjusting

accordingly: additional training, peer coaching, a more gradual timeline. The leader who can say publicly, "I

underestimated how much support teachers would need for this transition," builds credibility rather than losing

it. There is a particular kind of discomfort in that public naming, the sensation of admitting you were wrong

about something you championed. Most leaders avoid it precisely because it feels like handing ammunition to

opponents. But the research on trust repair suggests the opposite effect. Candor about difficulty, when paired

with continued commitment, registers as integrity rather than weakness.^6^



THE AGENCY SHIFT

67

Trust rebuilding operates on a different timescale entirely. Trust, once damaged, is rebuilt through

consistency over time rather than through any single act. The leader who has broken trust with a community, by

making promises that were not kept, by sharing information that later proved inaccurate, by appearing to

prioritize some stakeholders over others, cannot repair that trust through announcement of another initiative.

The repair requires demonstrated change: sharing data transparently, showing progress or its absence honestly,

following through on stated commitments. The timeline is measured in years, not weeks. Leaders who expect

quick repair of deep trust violations misunderstand what trust requires.

A principal who has lost the trust of families of color, because discipline data shows persistent disparities

that previous promises to address have not changed, faces a particular kind of repair challenge. The families

have evidence, not suspicion but evidence, that promises are unreliable. The only counter-evidence that matters

is sustained behavioral change. Six months of showing up consistently before families are willing to engage

again. A year of transparent data sharing before the data is believed. Two years of follow-through before the

follow-through is expected rather than surprising.

Developing a repair repertoire means deliberately cultivating each of these capacities: relationship repair

through acknowledgment and continued engagement, course correction through public naming of what is not

working and adaptive response, trust rebuilding through consistent follow-through over extended time. The

leader who can deploy the right approach for the right type of breakage has options that the leader with only

one repair skill lacks.

Relationships That Survive Friction

Not all relationships are equally repairable, and the factors that determine repairability are worth examining

with some precision.

Some relationships carry enough accumulated goodwill, enough shared history, enough mutual

recognition of complexity to absorb significant friction. Others are fragile, built on thin foundations that cannot

withstand genuine disagreement. The paradox is that relationships often become stronger through conflict. A

colleague who has only seen a leader in easy moments does not know how that leader handles difficulty. A

colleague who has disagreed with the leader, experienced the friction of that disagreement, and found that the

relationship continued has evidence of its resilience. This evidence matters when the next disagreement arises.

Carol Dweck's research on mindset illuminates something about why this paradox holds.^7^ People who

view relationships as fixed entities, either "good" or "bad," treat conflict as diagnostic: the disagreement reveals

that the relationship was never what it appeared to be. People who view relationships as capable of growth treat

conflict as developmental: the disagreement is something to work through, and working through it builds
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capacity that did not exist before. The fixed view produces fragility. The growth view produces resilience.

Dweck found this pattern not only in personal relationships but in organizational settings where teams that

viewed their collective capacity as developable recovered from setbacks more effectively than teams that

viewed talent as static.^8^

This points to an essential practice for leaders anticipating equity-oriented action: investing in

relationships before you need them. Social capital, like financial capital, is easier to spend when reserves have

been accumulated. The leader who has built genuine relationships with teachers, parents, board members, and

community partners before implementing difficult changes can draw on those relationships when the changes

generate friction. The leader who has not done this work finds every change contested from a position of

mutual suspicion.

What makes a relationship repairable versus fragile? Several factors appear to matter. Mutual recognition

of humanity, the acknowledgment that both parties are complex people with legitimate if sometimes conflicting

concerns, provides a necessary foundation. Relationships built on stereotypes or role reduction ("she's just an

angry parent"; "he's just a defensive teacher") lack the complexity to hold real disagreement. A history of

previous repair provides evidence of the relationship's own resilience, a kind of relational self-efficacy that

mirrors individual self-efficacy. Shared commitment to something larger than either party, typically student

well-being, provides an anchor that holds even when the parties disagree about strategy.

Consider what happens inside leadership teams when disagreement surfaces. An assistant superintendent

proposes moving to standards-based grading. Another objects strongly, arguing the change will confuse parents

and undermine college preparation. The superintendent must make a decision while maintaining both

relationships.

If the superintendent imposes one view without engaging the disagreement, the losing party's relationship

with both the superintendent and the colleague is strained. If the superintendent avoids the decision to preserve

harmony, both parties lose respect for a leader who cannot make hard calls. The repair path runs through the

disagreement itself: "We have a real disagreement here, and I am not going to pretend otherwise. I want to hear

both perspectives fully. I am going to make a decision, and it is possible that one or both of you will not agree

with it. But I need you both to know that I heard you and that the decision reflects serious consideration of your

concerns." The acknowledgment that disagreement is real, the commitment to genuine listening, the clarity that

a decision will be made: these elements create conditions for relationship survival even when the outcome is

not what someone wanted.

There is a necessary caution here, one that the repair literature sometimes glosses. Not all relationships are

worth repairing. Some relationships are built on conditions that are themselves unjust: the colleague who will

remain allied only if equity work stays superficial, the parent who will remain supportive only if their child's

advantages are protected, the board member who will remain friendly only if the leader never names systemic
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racism directly. These relationships may not survive meaningful equity work, and their loss may be necessary.

Repair self-efficacy is not the belief that all relationships can or should be saved. It is the belief that one

can handle the aftermath of their rupture: building new alliances where old ones fail, maintaining function

where friendship is no longer possible, continuing forward despite the loss of support that was contingent on

not doing this work. That aftermath is often genuinely painful. The colleague who stops speaking to you. The

board member who works actively against your agenda. The community member who once trusted you and

now does not. Repair self-efficacy does not eliminate that pain. It holds the pain alongside the knowledge that

the leader has survived similar losses before and continued to function.

Accumulating Evidence

Repair self-efficacy is not built by reading about repair or planning for repair. It is built by repairing.

This is the experiential insight at the heart of Bandura's self-efficacy framework. Mastery experiences, the

experience of actually succeeding at a difficult task, are the most powerful source of efficacy beliefs, more

powerful than verbal persuasion, vicarious experience, or emotional arousal.^9^ The implication for leaders is

direct: confidence that one can repair what breaks comes from having repaired what broke. There is no shortcut

through this.

The leader who has never had a difficult conversation that went badly and then recovered the relationship

has no evidence that such recovery is possible. The leader who has had many such conversations, and moved

most of them to functional outcomes, carries a library of evidence. When the next difficult conversation

approaches and the catastrophizing voice says, "This one will be different; this one will end in irreparable

rupture," the evidence says otherwise. Not with certainty. But with enough counter-examples to make action

conceivable.

Dweck's work on failure recovery adds a complementary dimension. In studies with students facing

academic setbacks, those who attributed failure to controllable factors, effort, strategy, preparation, recovered

more quickly and performed better on subsequent tasks than those who attributed failure to fixed traits.^10^

The same pattern appears in leadership contexts. Leaders who interpret breakage as evidence of a fixable

process problem ("I rolled this out too quickly" or "I didn't build enough support first") recover their efficacy

faster than leaders who interpret the same breakage as evidence of a fixed personal deficiency ("I'm not the

kind of leader who can pull this off").

This suggests a developmental practice worth noting: keeping a deliberate record of times things broke and

were repaired. The practice is counterintuitive because minds naturally emphasize failures over successes. The
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relationship that did not recover occupies more cognitive space than the ten relationships that did. The plan that

failed looms larger than the fifteen plans that stumbled and were adjusted. Repaired things fade into the

background of normal operation, which means the evidence base for repair self-efficacy is systematically

undercounted unless the leader makes a conscious effort to track it.

After a difficult conversation: "The teacher was angry, but we scheduled a follow-up. After the follow-up,

we were able to collaborate on the implementation plan." After a stumbling initiative: "The first quarter data

showed the approach was not working, so we adjusted the model. The second quarter showed improvement."

After a trust violation: "The parent group did not trust the district after the last failed promise. We spent six

months showing up consistently before they were willing to engage again. Now they are partners in the design

of the new policy."

The question that builds this evidence is simple: "What have I repaired before that felt impossible at the

time?" Most leaders, when they engage this question honestly, can generate a substantial list. The community

meeting that felt catastrophic but led to productive changes. The teacher who seemed permanently hostile but

eventually became a collaborator. The board relationship that seemed irretrievably damaged but was rebuilt

through patient consistency. Each of these experiences constitutes evidence that what feels impossible in the

moment often proves workable in retrospect.

Small repairs build capacity for larger ones in a pattern that Bandura described as graduated mastery.^11^

The leader who has successfully handled a mild disagreement with a colleague has evidence that disagreements

can be survived, and this evidence supports the next, slightly larger disagreement. The leader who addressed a

parent concern that initially felt overwhelming has evidence that overwhelming concerns can be addressed, and

this evidence supports facing the next concern, perhaps more consequential than the last. The accumulation is

gradual. Each repair adds to the library. Each addition makes the next repair more conceivable. Over years,

leaders who have been through enough cycles of breaking and fixing develop a fundamentally different

relationship to risk, not because they stop imagining what might go wrong but because they have so much

evidence that going wrong is survivable.

The Integrated Stance

Repair self-efficacy does not eliminate risk. It makes risk tolerable enough to act despite.

When leaders believe they can repair what breaks, they can take actions they would otherwise avoid. The

anticipated consequence, the strained relationship, the stumbling plan, the eroded trust, remains undesirable.

But it no longer functions as a veto. The leader can acknowledge that things might go wrong and still move

forward, because going wrong is not the same as being destroyed.
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With this chapter, the three vertices of the High Agency Stance are now in view. Epistemic confidence: "I

will figure it out," the belief that one can work through uncertainty through inquiry and adaptation. Social risk

tolerance: "I am willing to be misunderstood," the acceptance that meaningful action will generate disapproval

and the commitment to act despite it. Repair self-efficacy: "I can fix it if it breaks," the confidence that when

things go wrong, as they will, one has the capacity to respond.

Each vertex is necessary but insufficient alone. The leader with epistemic confidence but no social risk

tolerance can figure out what to do but cannot do it in the face of criticism. The leader with social risk tolerance

but no repair self-efficacy can accept disapproval but cannot recover when action creates damage beyond

disapproval. The leader with all three can act into uncertainty, accept the reactions that come, and work through

whatever breaks.

The three vertices are mutually reinforcing. Epistemic confidence supports repair self-efficacy because the

same capacity to figure out problems applies to figuring out how to repair them. Social risk tolerance supports

both because the willingness to face disapproval includes the disapproval that comes from admitting mistakes.

Repair self-efficacy supports epistemic confidence because the knowledge that errors can be fixed makes

experimentation less frightening. Together, they form an integrated stance from which meaningful action

becomes possible.

This completes Part Two. The internal conditions that enable action have been mapped: the qualities that

distinguish leaders who move from those who remain frozen. But understanding the stance is not the same as

inhabiting it. Knowing that epistemic confidence, social risk tolerance, and repair self-efficacy make action

possible does not automatically produce those qualities in anyone.

Part Three turns to practice, the daily work of building the High Agency Stance through repeated action.

The shift described here is not a one-time event but an ongoing process, a set of capacities strengthened

through use, beginning with small moves that accumulate into larger ones.

The capacity to act is built by acting.
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Small Acts of Courage

Daily Moves That Build the Capacity to Act

She was standing outside Room 214, hand not quite on the door.

Maria Ochoa had coached in this district for six years, and she had learned that the hardest part of the job was never the feedback itself. It

was the three seconds before you decided to give it. The threshold. The hallway moment when your hand hovered and your brain offered you

seventeen excellent reasons to come back later.

Through the narrow window she could see Mr. Linden running a discussion protocol. Students were arranged in a Socratic seminar, texts

open, and the setup looked strong. But she had watched three of his classes this month, and the pattern was unmistakable: he called on the same

eight students. The other fourteen sat in various postures of disengagement, and Linden, who was warm and earnest and clearly exhausted, did not

seem to notice. Or perhaps he noticed and had decided, somewhere below conscious thought, that eight engaged students was good enough.

Maria's stomach tightened. She knew what she needed to say. She also knew that Linden was in his fourth year, that he had recently taken on

coaching the debate team, that his wife had just had a baby, and that he would almost certainly hear her feedback as criticism rather than support.

She knew all of this because she paid attention to the people she coached, and paying attention sometimes made it harder to be honest with them.

Her phone buzzed. A text from the principal: Can you join the data team at 2? A perfect exit. She could text back yes, walk away from Room

214, and schedule a formal observation for next week. By next week, she would have prepared her language more carefully. By next week, the

moment would feel less raw.

She stood there for another beat. Then she opened the door, slipped into the back of the room, and pulled out her notebook.

She did not know, standing there, whether this was courage or stubbornness. She did not know whether the conversation that would follow

would go well or badly. She knew only that she had been standing outside this particular door, metaphorically, for three weeks, and that each day

she waited, the not-saying got heavier.

The Practice Stance

Agency is not a personality trait. It is a practice.

This distinction matters because personality suggests something fixed, something you either possess or lack, while practice suggests

something you develop through repetition. Musicians practice. Athletes practice. Surgeons practice on cadavers before they practice on patients,

and even then the learning continues for decades. In each case, capacity that might appear effortless to an observer is actually the accumulation of

thousands of hours of deliberate effort. What looks like natural talent is almost always trained skill operating at a speed that obscures its origins.

The High Agency Stance is no different. Leaders who appear to move through difficulty with ease, who seem to choose action where others

hesitate, have typically built that capacity through repeated encounters with the fork between acting and avoiding. They have chosen action often

enough that it has become their default pattern, though the choice still requires effort. It simply requires less effort than it once did.

This is why understanding the framework is insufficient on its own. A leader can read about epistemic confidence, social risk tolerance, and

repair self-efficacy and understand them intellectually without being able to embody them when the moment arrives. Knowing that you should

figure it out is different from actually figuring it out when the data is contradictory and the superintendent wants an answer by Friday. Knowing

that you should be willing to be misunderstood is different from tolerating the misunderstanding when a parent is writing emails to the school
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board about your decision. Knowing that you can fix what breaks is different from actually picking up the

phone to repair a relationship you damaged in a meeting last week.

The gap between knowing and doing has been documented extensively. Chris Argyris distinguished

between "espoused theory," what we say we believe, and "theory-in-use," what our actions actually reveal we

believe.^1^ Leaders often espouse values of directness, honesty, and decisive action while their behavior

reveals avoidance, indirection, and delay. The gap is not hypocrisy. It is the distance between intellectual

understanding and embodied capacity, and that distance can only be closed by walking through it.

Closing that distance requires practice: repeated experience of choosing action over avoidance, of

navigating the consequences, of learning what happens when we move rather than freeze. Each experience adds

to the evidence base. Each addition makes the next choice slightly easier, not easy, but easier. Over time, the

accumulation produces what looks like natural capacity but is actually trained response.

The conditions for this kind of practice are everywhere in educational leadership. Every day presents

dozens of moments when the choice between action and avoidance appears. Most of these moments are small:

a hallway conversation, an email that needs a direct response, a meeting where something needs to be said that

nobody wants to say. The smallness is precisely what makes them useful for building capacity. Low-stakes

moments prepare you for high-stakes ones. The leader who has practiced giving direct feedback about

instruction with a receptive teacher is better prepared for the same conversation with a defensive one. The

leader who has practiced clarifying expectations in a team meeting is better prepared to hold those expectations

in a contentious board session.

Minimum Viable Risk

If practice is essential, the question becomes: what kind of practice, and how much discomfort is productive?

The concept of minimum viable risk borrows from exposure therapy, the clinical practice of gradually

facing feared situations until the fear response diminishes. The key insight from the research is that exposure

must be calibrated. It must be large enough to trigger the anxiety response, because otherwise nothing is

learned, but small enough to be survivable, because otherwise the experience confirms the fear rather than

challenging it.

For leaders building agency, minimum viable risk means identifying actions that sit slightly beyond

current comfort but well within current capacity. The action should produce genuine discomfort: the stomach

should tighten, the heart rate should climb, the inner voice should start generating reasons to wait. But it should

not feel catastrophic. The goal is to build evidence that discomfort is survivable, not to prove that you can

endure genuine catastrophe.
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Consider how this applies to each vertex of the High Agency Stance.

For epistemic confidence, the belief that "I will figure it out," minimum viable risk means making a small

decision without complete information. A director of professional learning might commit to a specific

workshop structure for next week without having every activity finalized. A principal might approve a teacher's

proposed schedule change without verifying every implication. A superintendent might respond to a board

question with "I don't have that data yet, but I'll have it to you by Friday" rather than deferring the conversation

until all information is assembled. Each action involves moving forward without the certainty that epistemic

paralysis demands.

The reflection after such actions matters as much as the actions themselves. What happened when I moved

forward without complete information? Usually the answer is: nothing catastrophic. The workshop needed

adjustment partway through, but adjustment was possible. The schedule change created a minor conflict, but

the conflict was solvable. The board member asked a follow-up question, but the question was answerable. The

evidence that emerges from these small risks accumulates into a counter-narrative: I can figure things out as I

go, and the cost of imperfect action is almost always lower than the cost of indefinite delay.

For social risk tolerance, the willingness to be misunderstood, minimum viable risk means expressing a

position you know some people will push back on. A principal might say in a faculty meeting, "I know this isn't

popular, but I think our homework practices aren't working for most students, and we need to revisit them." An

assistant superintendent might share data on disproportionality in gifted identification with a group that

includes parents who benefit from current practices. A curriculum director might recommend removing a

program that teachers love but that has produced no measurable gains in three years of implementation.

The pushback should be real, not imagined, but it should be scaled appropriately. The first expression of

an unpopular view might happen in a small meeting with trusted colleagues who will disagree honestly but not

punitively. The next might come in a larger faculty setting. The next might happen at a community forum. Each

builds on the evidence from the last, creating a growing record that you can tolerate disagreement without

being destroyed by it.

For repair self-efficacy, the confidence that "I can fix it if it breaks," minimum viable risk means

attempting a repair that has been avoided. A leader might finally reach out to a colleague with whom there has

been lingering tension from a disagreement months ago. A principal might acknowledge to a teacher that a

previous directive was poorly communicated and invite conversation about how to move forward together. A

superintendent might tell a board member, "I think we got off on the wrong foot earlier this year, and I'd like to

find a better way to work together."

Here is the part that is genuinely uncomfortable to write: the repair attempt may not succeed. The

colleague may remain distant. The teacher may remain resentful. The board member may remain hostile. I have
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made repair attempts that were met with silence, and I have made repair attempts that were thrown back in my

face, and neither outcome felt like the empowering growth experience that leadership books promise. But the

act of attempting repair, regardless of outcome, builds evidence that repair is possible to attempt. The

catastrophizing voice that says "don't reach out, it will only make things worse" gets met with

counter-evidence: I reached out, and even though it didn't fully work, I survived the attempt and I am still

standing.

Recognition Practices

Before we can practice the shift, we have to recognize when the shift is needed. This is harder than it sounds

because the Low Agency Trap operates largely below conscious awareness. We do not typically think, "I am

experiencing epistemic paralysis." We think, "I need more information before I can act." We do not think, "I

am experiencing social risk aversion." We think, "It would be unwise to move forward without more

stakeholder input." We do not think, "I am catastrophizing." We think, "The consequences of getting this

wrong would be too severe to risk."

The trap disguises itself as professionalism. Recognizing its operation requires developing awareness of its

signals: the somatic, cognitive, and behavioral patterns that reveal when we are avoiding rather than preparing.

Somatic signals are often the first to arrive. The body responds to perceived threat before the mind has

time to construct its justifications. Tightness in the chest or stomach when a difficult topic comes up in

conversation. The urge to look away from an email that demands a response you don't want to give. A sudden

wave of fatigue when you think about a conversation that needs to happen. These physical sensations are not

random. They are the body's early warning system, signaling that something feels dangerous, and the question

worth asking is whether the danger is real or whether discomfort has put on danger's uniform.

The practice is to notice these sensations without immediately acting on them. When the stomach tightens,

pause. Ask: what is threatening here? Is the threat real, something that could genuinely cause irreparable harm,

or is it discomfort masquerading as danger? The pause creates space between stimulus and response. In that

space, recognition becomes possible.

Cognitive patterns are more familiar but often harder to catch because they sound so much like reasonable

thinking. Each vertex of the Low Agency Trap has characteristic phrases that function almost as passwords,

granting entry to avoidance while maintaining the appearance of responsibility.

Epistemic paralysis speaks in the language of preparation: "I need more data." "Let me research this

further." "We should convene a committee to study the options." "I want to make sure I understand all the

implications before we move." Each phrase sounds responsible. The diagnostic question is whether more
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preparation will actually lead to action or whether preparation has become a permanent substitute for it.

Social risk aversion speaks in the language of consultation: "I want to make sure everyone is on board."

"Let me run this by a few more people." "We should wait until we have broader consensus." Again, each phrase

can be appropriate in context, because genuine consultation is often necessary, but the pattern becomes

suspicious when consultation never concludes or when the consulted parties are specifically those most likely

to resist.

Failure catastrophizing speaks in the language of caution: "What if this backfires?" "The consequences of

getting this wrong would be severe." "I can see a dozen ways this could go badly." Caution is sometimes

warranted. The question is whether the imagined consequences are proportionate to actual risk or whether they

have been amplified beyond any reasonable assessment.

Behavioral patterns reveal what cognitive patterns try to conceal. The email sitting unanswered for days.

The meeting that keeps getting rescheduled. The conversation that never quite happens. The decision that is

perpetually "almost ready" for announcement. These patterns are the evidence that avoidance is operating,

regardless of the justifications the mind constructs to explain the delay.

Creating pause points throughout the day is one of the most practical recognition tools available. A pause

point is a moment when you deliberately interrupt automatic processing to check in with yourself. Before

opening email in the morning: what am I avoiding? Before leaving a meeting: was there something I wanted to

say but didn't? Before ending the workday: what small risk could I take tomorrow that I've been putting off?

These are not exercises in self-improvement theater. They are practical tools for catching avoidance

patterns before they accumulate into paralysis. The leader who checks in regularly is more likely to notice the

email that has been sitting for a week, the conversation that keeps not happening, the decision that keeps

getting deferred to next month's agenda.

Integration Practices

Daily habits can be structured to build agency over time without adding yet another initiative to already-full

days. The goal is to embed simple reflective moments that transform routine experience into usable learning.

End-of-day reflection is the most accessible practice. Before leaving work, or during the commute, or in

the ten minutes before sleep, a brief honest assessment. The questions can be simple: What did I avoid today?

What small risk could I take tomorrow? The answers need not be elaborate. What matters is regularity. Over

weeks and months, these brief reflections reveal patterns that are invisible in any single day. A leader might

notice that they consistently avoid one particular colleague, or one particular type of conversation, or decisions

that involve saying no to people they like. The pattern, once noticed, becomes something you can actually work
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with.

Weekly review extends the daily practice. At the end of each week, a slightly longer look back: what were

my agency moments this week, the times when I chose action over avoidance? What were my paralysis

moments, the times when I deferred or hedged or retreated? Are the action moments increasing relative to the

paralysis moments? What am I learning about my own patterns, and do I like what I'm learning?

The review is not self-judgment but self-awareness. The point is not to punish yourself for moments of

paralysis, because paralysis is human, and judging it harshly only makes it more shameful and therefore more

hidden from your own view. The point is to notice the patterns honestly, with curiosity rather than

condemnation.

Accountability structures amplify all of this. A coach, a trusted colleague, or a small peer group can

provide external reflection that self-reflection sometimes misses. The accountability partner asks the questions

you have learned to stop asking yourself: What are you avoiding? What did you try this week? What will you

try next week? The external voice interrupts the internal justifications that protect avoidance from examination.

The choice of accountability partner matters more than most people realize. The partner should be

someone who will ask genuinely difficult questions, not someone who will collude with your avoidance by

accepting every justification at face value. "I haven't addressed that teacher's performance because the timing

isn't right" should be met with "When will the timing be right?" rather than "That makes sense, timing is

important."

Using the framework in real time is the ultimate goal of all these practices. When the fork between action

and avoidance appears, the leader can ask: which voice is speaking? Is this epistemic paralysis telling me I

don't know enough, and is that true, or am I using uncertainty as a shield? Is this social risk aversion telling me

people will disapprove, and is that a reason to stop or evidence that I'm touching something that matters? Is this

failure catastrophizing telling me everything will go wrong, and is that realistic, or am I inflating difficulty into

impossibility?

The framework becomes a real-time diagnostic tool. Not a theory to be studied in a workshop and

forgotten by Tuesday, but a lens to be applied in the moment the fork appears. The shift from Low Agency

Trap to High Agency Stance can happen in seconds once the pattern is recognized: from "I don't know enough"

to "I will figure it out"; from "People will disapprove" to "I am willing to be misunderstood"; from "Something

will go wrong" to "I can fix it if it breaks."

The shift does not always succeed. Sometimes the fear is too strong, the stakes genuinely too high, the

energy too depleted from the last three fights you barely survived. This is not failure. It is information. The

question after such moments is not "Why couldn't I do it?" but "What would help me do it next time?" Practice

includes imperfect attempts, stalled efforts, and temporary retreats. What matters is the accumulation over time,
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whether the overall trajectory is bending toward action.

The Compound Effect

Agency is built through daily practice, not in the dramatic moments that make for good conference keynotes.

The leader who waits for the big decision, the policy overhaul, the difficult termination, the contentious

board presentation, to begin practicing agency has likely waited too long. By the time the high-stakes moment

arrives, patterns of avoidance may be too entrenched to shift under pressure. The time to practice is before the

stakes are high: in the hallway conversations, the email responses, the small clarifications and

acknowledgments and honest answers that fill ordinary days.

The cumulative effect of small moves is substantial. A leader who takes one minimum viable risk per day,

one moment of choosing action over avoidance, accumulates more than 200 such experiences per year. Each

experience adds evidence to the counter-narrative. After five years, the leader has more than a thousand data

points demonstrating that action is survivable, that discomfort passes, that repair is possible, that the

catastrophic outcomes the anxious mind predicted almost never materialized.

This is what differentiates leaders who act from leaders who remain frozen. Not a different personality

type but a different accumulation of evidence. Not courage as an innate quality but courage as a trained

capacity, built through repetition so unglamorous that nobody writes about it.

Maria Ochoa sat in her car at 4:15, tired in the specific way that comes from a day of small exertions rather

than large ones.

The conversation with Linden had gone about as she expected, which is to say it was awkward. He had

gotten quiet when she showed him the data on calling patterns, and she could see him cycling through

responses: defensiveness, then hurt, then something that looked like it might eventually become curiosity. They

had agreed she would come back next week to co-plan a protocol that distributed participation more evenly. He

had not thanked her. She had not expected him to.

She replayed the conversation in her car, doing what she always did: cataloging what she would do

differently. She had spent too long on preamble, too much time softening the data before letting him see it.

Next time, she would lead with the numbers and trust him to handle them. Or maybe that was wrong. Maybe

the preamble was necessary because relationships are the container for hard truths and she had been right to

build the container before pouring in the contents. She genuinely did not know.

What she did know was that the version of herself who stood outside Room 214 three weeks ago, finding

reasons not to go in, was not the version of herself who opened the door today. The difference was not
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dramatic. It was the width of a decision made in a hallway, a hand on a door handle, a choice that would not

appear on any leadership inventory or professional growth plan.

She started the car. Tomorrow there would be another door, another threshold moment, another set of

perfectly reasonable reasons to wait. She would stand there, stomach tight, and decide again.

The deciding was the practice. The practice was the point.

^1^ Argyris, C. (1991). Teaching smart people how to learn. *Harvard Business Review*, 69(3), 99-109.

Chapter 10

Sustaining Agency

I was sitting in my car in the parking lot of a school I'd been consulting with for two years, and I could not

make myself go inside.

It was a Tuesday in November, one of those gray midwestern mornings where the sky sits low and close

and the air smells like cold metal. I had my notes. I had my agenda. I had a two-hour session planned with the

leadership team on exactly the kind of work this book describes: building the internal conditions for

courageous action, recognizing the trap, practicing the shift. I had done this session dozens of times, in dozens

of buildings, with enough variation to keep it honest and enough structure to keep it useful. I knew the material.

I believed in the material.

And I could not open the car door.

What stopped me was not fear, exactly, though fear was part of it. What stopped me was a question I had

been carrying for months and had not yet been willing to say aloud, not to colleagues, not to the people I was

coaching, and certainly not in the pages of a book I was writing about agency. The question was simple, and it

was this: Does any of this actually last?

I don't mean whether people find the framework helpful in the moment. They do, or at least they say they

do, and I have enough evidence from enough settings to believe that the saying reflects something real. People

recognize themselves in the trap. They feel the relief of having language for a pattern they've been living inside

without being able to name it. They leave workshops with energy and intention. They make plans. Some of

them act on those plans, at least for a while.

But I had been doing this work long enough to see the other side of that arc. I had watched leaders who

seemed to have genuinely shifted, who had taken real risks and survived them, who had built the evidence base

that agency was possible, slowly and quietly slide back into the patterns they thought they'd left behind. Not

dramatically. Not in a single moment of failure. More like water finding its level: the gradual reassertion of
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organizational gravity, the steady accumulation of small retreats, the imperceptible return to the comfort of

deferral. A leader who had made bold moves in her second year was, by her fifth year, making the same

calculations she'd made in her first. Not because she had forgotten what she'd learned, but because the

conditions that had enabled her courage had shifted, or because the cost of sustained courage had exceeded

what she could bear, or for reasons I could not see and she could not name.

I sat in the parking lot for twenty minutes that morning, running the engine for heat, watching teachers

walk in through the front doors carrying coffee and laptop bags. I was supposed to be the person who helps

other people move. I was not moving.

Eventually I went inside, because people were expecting me, because I had made a commitment, because

the alternative was to sit in a cold car indefinitely, which is not a strategy. I ran the session. It went well, I

think, or at least it went. People engaged. Someone cried, which usually means something real got touched. I

said things I believe, and I meant them when I said them.

But the question followed me home, and it has followed me into this chapter, and I am going to try to be

honest about it even though honesty here threatens the coherence of everything I've built in the preceding nine

chapters.

The question is whether agency, as I've described it in this book, can be sustained.

Not whether it can be achieved. I believe it can. The shift from low agency to high agency is real, and I

have seen it happen in ways that are unmistakable, ways that change how people carry themselves in rooms,

how they respond to pressure, how they relate to what lies between what they know and what they do. The

practices I described in the preceding chapters are not theoretical. They come from work with real people in

real buildings, and when I say they work, I mean I have watched them work, with my own eyes, in specific

moments I can still recall.

But "works" is a word that hides a question about duration. A practice that works for six months and then

stops working has worked, in some technical sense, but it has not solved the problem it was designed to

address. And the problem this book is designed to address is not momentary paralysis. It is the chronic,

systemic, deeply rooted incapacity of educational leaders to act on what they know about justice, about equity,

about what children deserve. That problem does not yield to a workshop or a framework or a book. It does not

yield to anything I have found, not permanently, and I am increasingly unsure whether permanence is a

reasonable thing to expect.

Let me say what I have seen, as plainly as I can.

I have seen leaders make the shift and sustain it. Some of them are still, years later, operating from a high

agency stance, taking risks, naming what needs naming, closing the space between knowing and doing in ways
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that matter for children. These people exist, and their existence is evidence that what I'm describing is possible.

I have also seen leaders make the shift and lose it. Not all at once, but gradually, the way a muscle you

stop exercising loses its definition so slowly that you don't notice until one day you can't do what you used to

be able to do. These leaders did not decide to stop being courageous. They did not wake up one morning and

choose the trap. What happened was subtler than that: the accumulation of costs, the erosion of support, the

slow grinding pressure of systems that reward compliance and punish deviation, the sheer exhaustion of being

the person who always has to push while everyone else gets to coast.

There is something else worth saying about this second category, the leaders who lose the shift, because I

think the standard explanation for why they lose it is incomplete. The standard explanation is burnout: they ran

out of energy, the work was too hard, they needed to protect themselves. And burnout is real, and I do not

dismiss it. But what I have observed is not exactly burnout, or not only burnout. It is something more specific,

something closer to a loss of faith in the enterprise itself. These leaders did not simply get tired. They began to

wonder, quietly, whether the risks they were taking were producing the changes they were supposed to

produce. They looked at the data and saw incremental movement where they had hoped for transformation.

They looked at the students and saw some gains, some losses, and a vast middle where nothing seemed

different despite everything they had done differently. They began to suspect that the system's capacity to

absorb and neutralize their efforts was greater than their capacity to sustain those efforts, and that suspicion,

once it took root, made every subsequent act of courage feel less like agency and more like theater. I recognize

this suspicion because I have felt it, and because I do not have a convincing argument against it on the days

when it is strongest.

And I have seen a third category, which troubles me more than either of the first two. I have seen leaders

who believe they have sustained the shift when, from the outside, it is clear they have not. They use the

language of agency. They describe themselves as risk-takers. They tell stories about their courage with the

practiced ease of someone who has told the same stories many times. But the risks they describe are old risks,

taken years ago, and the courage they claim is borrowed from a version of themselves that no longer quite

exists. They have sustained the identity of agency without sustaining the practice of it, and the gap between the

two is invisible to them because they stopped looking.

I don't know which of these categories I belong to, and that uncertainty is not a rhetorical device designed

to make me seem humble. I genuinely do not know. I know that I still take some risks. I know that I still name

some things that are uncomfortable to name. I also know that there are conversations I avoid, positions I hedge,

truths I soften because the cost of saying them plainly feels too high. Whether that represents reasonable

judgment or the quiet reassertion of the trap is a question I cannot answer from inside my own experience, and

the people closest to me are probably not the best judges either, because they have their own reasons for

wanting to believe that I am who I say I am.
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This is the problem with writing a book about agency: the book itself becomes part of the performance.

The author who describes the trap has a professional investment in appearing to have escaped it. The consultant

who teaches the shift has a financial investment in the shift being real and durable. I am not immune to these

incentives, and acknowledging them does not neutralize them. I can write this paragraph about my own

vulnerability to self-deception, and the writing of it can itself be a form of self-deception, a performance of

honesty that substitutes for the actual thing.

I don't know how to get out of that recursion. I'm not sure anyone does. What I notice is that the recursion

itself can become a kind of comfortable dwelling place, a sophisticated version of the trap where

self-awareness substitutes for action and the capacity to articulate the problem becomes a way of avoiding the

problem. I have spent entire evenings thinking about whether my thinking about agency is itself a form of

avoidance, and I am aware that this sentence is an example of exactly what it describes, and I do not know what

to do with that awareness except to name it and keep going.

What I can do is describe what I have observed about the conditions under which agency seems to endure,

while being honest that my observations are limited, my sample is biased, and my conclusions are provisional

in ways that make me uncomfortable.

The first thing I have noticed is that agency sustained in isolation is almost always agency lost. The leaders

I have watched maintain their capacity to act over years, not months, are leaders who are embedded in

relationships where the work is shared. Not just supported, which can mean someone pats you on the back after

you've taken a risk alone, but genuinely shared, meaning other people are taking risks alongside you, meaning

the burden of courage is distributed rather than concentrated in a single person.

This sounds like a simple insight, and in some ways it is. Of course it is easier to be brave when you are

not the only one being brave. But the implications are more complicated than they appear, because the kind of

relationships that sustain agency are not the kind of relationships most professional contexts produce.

Professional relationships tend toward cordiality, shared complaint, mutual protection of face. They are warm

enough to be pleasant and shallow enough to be safe. The relationships that sustain agency require something

different: the willingness to tell each other the truth about what you see, including what you see in each other,

including the moments when one of you is sliding back into the trap and pretending not to notice.

I have had a few relationships like that in my career. Not many. They are rare, and they are difficult, and

they require a tolerance for discomfort that most professional cultures actively discourage. In one of those

relationships, a colleague told me, during a period when I thought I was doing my best work, that I had stopped

taking real risks and was coasting on the reputation of risks I had taken two years earlier. I did not want to hear

it. I argued. I defended. I listed my recent accomplishments as evidence of my continued courage. She listened

to all of it and then said something I have never forgotten, though I am not going to share the exact words

because they belong to her, not to me. The substance of what she said was that the accomplishments I was
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describing were real, but they were accomplishments within a zone of safety I had carefully constructed, and

the truly dangerous work, the work that would cost me something I was not willing to lose, I had quietly

stopped doing.

She was right. I knew she was right while I was arguing with her. The knowing and the arguing coexisted

without any sense of contradiction, which is itself a perfect illustration of the gap this book describes.

I adjusted, for a while. I took some of the risks she was pointing to. Some of them cost me things. Some of

them turned out to be less dangerous than I'd feared, which is almost always the case and somehow never quite

persuasive enough to prevent the fear from returning next time. And then, gradually, I began to drift again,

because drift is the natural state. Agency is not a permanent acquisition. It is a practice, and practices require

conditions, and conditions change, and the person doing the practicing changes too, in ways that are not always

visible from the inside.

The second thing I have noticed is that the relationship between agency and institutional context is more

powerful than I initially believed, and more powerful than this book, with its emphasis on individual interior

architecture, adequately acknowledges. I have described the trap as something that lives inside the leader: a

configuration of identity threat, psychological exposure, and strategic uncertainty that produces paralysis. That

description is accurate, as far as it goes. But it does not go far enough, because the trap is not only interior. It is

also structural. It is built into the incentive systems of educational organizations, into the evaluation

frameworks, into the political dynamics of school boards and parent communities, into the labor market

realities that determine whether a leader who takes an unpopular stand can find another job.

A leader who takes a significant risk and loses their position has not failed at agency. They have succeeded

at agency and been punished for it, which is a different thing entirely, but the practical consequences are

similar: they are unemployed, their family is affected, their career trajectory is altered, and the next leader who

occupies their position has received a vivid lesson about what happens to people who take significant risks. The

system has learned, and what it has learned is that the trap is correct, that deferral is rational, that the cost of

courage exceeds its benefits.

I have watched this happen enough times to be genuinely uncertain about what I am asking people to do

when I ask them to act with agency. I am asking them to take real risks with real consequences, and I am

offering, in exchange, a framework and some practices and the assurance that the risks are worth taking

because children deserve adults who act on what they know. I believe that assurance. I believe it deeply. I also

know that I am not the one who will pay the price if the risk goes badly, and that asymmetry troubles me in

ways I have not fully resolved.

There is a version of this book that resolves that tension neatly. It says something like: yes, the risks are

real, but the practices in this book will help you take them wisely, will help you build coalitions and time your
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moves and develop the political skill to minimize the costs. That version is not dishonest, exactly, because

those practices do help, and political skill does matter, and the difference between a well-timed risk and a

poorly-timed one can be the difference between a career-ending mistake and a career-defining moment.

But that version is also not fully honest, because it implies a level of control that does not exist. Sometimes

you do everything right and it still goes wrong. Sometimes the coalition you built dissolves, the political winds

shift, the school board member who supported you loses their election and the one who replaces them does not

share your commitments. Sometimes the risk was the right risk, taken at the right time, for the right reasons,

and it still costs you more than you can afford to pay. The practices in this book do not protect against that.

Nothing does.

I am sitting with a third observation, one I find hardest to articulate because it implicates the entire project

of this book in ways I cannot resolve. The observation is this: the language of agency, the very framework I

have spent these chapters building, can itself become a trap.

I have seen this happen. Leaders learn the framework, learn to identify the trap, learn to name the shift,

and then begin to use the language as a weapon. Not against themselves, which is how it is designed to be used,

but against others. "You're in the trap" becomes an accusation rather than a recognition. "You need to shift"

becomes a demand rather than an invitation. The framework that was intended to help people understand their

own paralysis becomes a tool for judging others' paralysis, and the person wielding it feels increasingly agentic

while actually becoming less so, because the most common form of the trap is the one you cannot see, and the

person who believes they have fully escaped it is almost certainly the person most deeply caught.

I do not know how to write a book that inoculates against its own misuse. Every framework can be

weaponized. Every language of liberation can become a language of control. The history of education is littered

with tools that were designed to empower and ended up being used to sort, to rank, to discipline, to punish. I

would like to believe that this framework is different, but I have no evidence for that belief beyond my own

intention, which is necessary but not sufficient.

The original version of this chapter, the version I planned before I sat in that parking lot and could not

open the car door, was about community. It was about how agency spreads through networks, how leaders can

create the conditions for collective courage, how the shift from individual to organizational agency requires

structural changes and relational investment. Those ideas are not wrong. I have cut most of them because they

are not what this chapter needs to be, and because writing them would mean performing confidence I do not

feel about a process I am not sure I understand.

What I understand, or what I think I understand, is smaller and less satisfying than what I planned to write.

I understand that the work is harder than this book makes it sound. The preceding nine chapters describe a

logical progression from understanding the trap to making the shift to practicing agency daily, and that
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progression is real in the sense that each step builds on the one before it, but it is misleading in the sense that it

implies an arc of development that, once completed, stays completed. It does not. The trap does not close

behind you when you leave it. It remains open, and accessible, and on certain days, in certain conditions, under

certain pressures, it is exactly where you find yourself again, as if you had never left.

I understand that the most dangerous moment in the development of agency is not the beginning, when

you are frozen and know you are frozen, but the middle distance, when you have done enough work to believe

you have changed and not enough to realize that the change requires daily maintenance. The beginning at least

has the clarity of suffering: you know something is wrong, and the knowing motivates the work. The middle

distance has the comfort of accomplishment: you have taken risks, you have survived them, you have evidence

that you are not who you used to be. That comfort is where the drift begins, because the comfort removes the

urgency, and without urgency, the practices that produced the change feel less necessary, and the practices that

feel less necessary get done less often, and the doing-less-often is so gradual that it is invisible until you are

back where you started, telling yourself that you are somewhere else.

I understand that sustaining agency requires other people, but not in the way leadership literature usually

means when it says that. Not "build your team" or "develop your coalition" or "create psychological safety,"

though all of those things matter. What I mean is something more personal and more difficult: sustaining

agency requires at least one person who will tell you the truth about yourself when you have stopped being able

to tell it to yourself, and it requires you to have built enough trust with that person to hear what they say

without defending, and it requires you to keep showing up for that relationship even when, especially when,

what they are telling you is something you do not want to know.

I understand that none of this is enough. The practices help. The relationships help. The framework helps.

And none of it is enough, because the forces that produce the trap are larger than any individual's capacity to

resist them, and the systems that punish agency are more durable than any individual's commitment to

exercising it, and the human tendency toward self-deception is more persistent than any framework's capacity

to expose it.

I want to end this chapter with something that resolves. I want to tell you that the work is worth it, that the

struggle matters, that even imperfect agency is better than paralysis, that the children in our schools deserve

adults who keep trying even when the trying feels futile. I believe all of those things. They are true, or at least I

believe they are true, which may be the most honest version of truth available to me.

But I also believe that ending with resolution would betray the chapter's premise. If agency is as fragile as

I have described it, if the trap is as persistent as I have argued it is, if the very framework I have offered is

vulnerable to the dynamics it was designed to address, then the honest ending is not a call to action. The honest

ending is a description of the condition: we are people who know more than we do, who want more than we

achieve, who build tools for our own liberation and then find those tools in the hands of the patterns we were
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trying to escape.

I went back to that school the following Tuesday. And the Tuesday after that. I kept going, not because I

had resolved the question that stopped me in the parking lot, but because the question did not seem to require

resolution in order for me to continue. The work was the same work. The people were the same people. The

separation between knowing and doing was still there, in me and in them, and I did not know how to close it

permanently, and I went inside anyway.

Whether "went inside anyway" constitutes agency or merely habit, I cannot say. Whether the framework I

have offered in this book will help you or become another layer of sophisticated avoidance, I cannot say.

Whether the children in your school need you to have figured this out or simply need you to keep showing up

while you haven't, I cannot say.

I keep showing up. That is the truest thing I can tell you, and I am not sure it is enough, and I do not know

what would be.

CONCLUSION

Conclusion



The Threshold

What does it actually mean to stand at the threshold of action, knowing what you know, feeling what you feel, and still not move?

I have been asking myself this question for most of my career, and I do not have a clean answer. The threshold is not a metaphor I chose for

dramatic effect. It is the most accurate description I can find for the experience that every educational leader I have worked with describes at

some point: the sensation of standing at the edge of a decision you have already made intellectually but cannot seem to execute physically. You

know what needs to happen. You know why it matters. You know what the research says, what the data show, what the students need. And you

stand there.

This book has tried to name the architecture of that standing-still. The Agency Triangle, with its three vertices of epistemic paralysis, social

risk aversion, and failure catastrophizing, describes the internal geometry that holds leaders at the threshold. Each vertex reinforces the others.

The leader who believes she cannot know enough to act safely also believes that acting on incomplete knowledge will provoke social

consequences she cannot survive, and that those consequences, once triggered, will cascade into failures she cannot repair. The triangle is elegant

in its self-reinforcement and devastating in its effects, because it transforms reasonable caution into permanent delay while preserving the leader's

sense of herself as someone who is almost ready to act.^1^

The High Agency Stance, the counter-triangle, does not eliminate the fear. I want to be honest about that, because I think too many

leadership frameworks promise a kind of transformation that dissolves difficulty, and I do not believe such transformation exists. The three

sentences at the core of this framework, I will figure it out, I am willing to be misunderstood, I can fix it if it breaks, are not incantations. They do

not make the threshold disappear. They make it crossable. The difference matters.

I have watched leaders cross that threshold in ways that still surprise me, not because the crossing was dramatic but because it was so quiet.

A principal who had been deferring a conversation with a veteran teacher for eleven months finally scheduled the meeting, not because she had

found the perfect words but because she had stopped waiting for them. A superintendent who had been building coalitions for two years around a

schedule restructuring finally brought the proposal to the board, knowing it would fail on the first vote, because she realized the coalition-building

had become its own purpose. A curriculum director who had been "studying the research" on detracking for three years finally piloted a single

mixed-ability section, not because the research had changed but because he recognized his studying as a sophisticated form of epistemic

paralysis.

None of these crossings produced the catastrophe the leaders had imagined. That observation alone should give us pause. The catastrophes

we construct in our minds, the social exile, the career-ending failure, the irreversible damage, almost never materialize in the forms we fear. What

does materialize is discomfort: pushback from colleagues, skepticism from board members, the genuine messiness of implementing something

new in a system designed for something old. The discomfort is real. But discomfort and catastrophe are not the same thing, and one of the quiet

accomplishments of this framework is helping leaders distinguish between the two.

I should be careful here. I am a white man in educational leadership, and the risks I face for speaking directly, for pushing against established

practice, for being wrong in public, are not the same risks that many of my colleagues face. A Black woman superintendent who restructures a

math pathway will encounter resistance that has nothing to do with mathematics and everything to do with who is allowed to exercise authority in

American public education. A Latina principal who challenges a discipline policy will be questioned in ways that her white male counterpart will

not. The framework applies across identities, but the threshold is not the same height for everyone, and pretending otherwise would be

dishonest.^2^

This is one of the places where I feel genuine uncertainty. I believe the Agency Triangle describes something real, something that operates

across identities and contexts. I have seen epistemic paralysis in leaders of every background, social risk aversion in leaders with every kind of
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positional authority, failure catastrophizing in leaders with every level of experience. The internal architecture

is, as far as I can tell, universal. But the external conditions that interact with that architecture are profoundly

unequal, and I am not always sure where the line falls between naming a useful framework and offering false

equivalence. I have tried to hold both truths in this book: that agency is internal and that the conditions for

exercising it are not equally distributed. I do not know if I have held them well enough.

What I do know is that the cost of not acting is not abstract.

There are students in your schools right now experiencing the consequences of decisions that have not

been made. Not decisions you are unaware of. Decisions you have been deferring. The reading intervention that

has been "under review" for two semesters while third graders fall further behind. The teacher whose classroom

has become a place students avoid, whose evaluation has been satisfactory for six years running because the

honest conversation felt too dangerous. The tracking system that everyone acknowledges is sorting students by

race and class but that no one has proposed eliminating because the political cost seems too high.

These are not hypothetical examples. Every leader reading this book can name their own version. The

specifics vary; the pattern does not. We know what needs to happen, and we are not doing it, and the people

who pay the price for our paralysis are the people with the least power to demand that we move.

I find myself wanting to soften that. To add a qualifier about how complex the work is, how many

competing demands leaders face, how unfair it is to reduce years of careful leadership to a single accusation of

inaction. And those qualifiers are true. The work is complex. The demands are competing. The reduction is

unfair. But the qualifiers can also become another form of the trap, another way of standing at the threshold

while constructing elaborate justifications for staying put. At some point, the complexity of the work becomes

an excuse for not doing it, and I think many of us crossed that point a long time ago.

So what do we do with that?

The framework in this book is deliberately small. Two triangles. Six statements. Three sentences you can

hold in your mind during the thirty seconds between recognizing what needs to happen and deciding whether to

do it. I made it small on purpose, because I have watched leaders drown in comprehensive frameworks that

provide everything except the capacity to act on them. We do not lack maps. Shawn Ginwright has mapped

healing-centered engagement. Shane Safir and Jamila Dugan have mapped humanizing data practices. Zaretta

Hammond has mapped culturally responsive teaching. Ronald Heifetz has mapped adaptive leadership. The

maps are extraordinary, detailed, and actionable.^3^ The problem has never been the maps. The problem is that

we stand at the trailhead, maps in hand, unable to start walking.

The Agency Shift addresses that specific problem and nothing more. It does not tell you where to go. It

does not replace the deep work of understanding systemic oppression, developing culturally responsive

practice, or building the relational trust that sustains change over time. It addresses the precondition: the



THE AGENCY SHIFT

90

internal shift that makes movement possible when fear and uncertainty counsel stillness.

And the shift, I have come to believe, is built from small acts of courage accumulated over time.

Not grand gestures. Not dramatic confrontations. Not the heroic leadership narratives that dominate our

field and leave most practitioners feeling inadequate because their Monday mornings look nothing like the

conference keynotes they attended on Friday. The shift is built from minimum viable risks: the slightly more

honest answer in a meeting, the slightly harder question in a data review, the slightly more direct feedback in a

coaching conversation. Each small act generates evidence. The evidence, over time, rewrites the internal

narrative. The leader who has taken fifty small risks and survived all of them has a different relationship with

risk than the leader who has been calculating the perfect moment to take one large one.^4^

This is what practice means in the context of this framework. Not rehearsal for a performance. Not

preparation for a moment of truth. Practice in the sense that a musician practices, or a surgeon practices: the

daily repetition of difficult things until the difficulty becomes familiar, until the hands know what to do even

when the mind is uncertain. You will not eliminate the tightness in your chest when a hard conversation

approaches. You will learn that the tightness does not mean stop. You will not eliminate the voice that says you

don't know enough, they will turn on you, this could ruin everything. You will learn that the voice is describing

feelings, not predicting facts.

The shift is not a one-time achievement. I want to be clear about that because the structure of a book, with

its beginning, middle, and end, suggests a journey that arrives somewhere. This journey does not arrive. The

trap does not disappear once you have named it. It waits, adapts, returns wearing new disguises. You will fall

back into epistemic paralysis after a particularly humbling failure. You will retreat into social risk aversion

after a particularly painful public criticism. You will catastrophize after a particularly visible mistake. This is

not evidence that the framework has failed. It is evidence that you are human, operating in conditions that

reliably produce the responses the framework describes.

The question is not whether you will fall back. You will. The question is what you do when you notice it

happening, whether you can name the vertex that has captured you, recall the counter-sentence, and choose

again. The practice is not the absence of paralysis but the recovery from it.

I think about the leaders I have known who do this work well, and what strikes me most is not their

courage but their ordinariness. They are not fearless. They are not charismatic. Many of them would describe

themselves as cautious, even anxious, people who have simply learned to act before the anxiety resolves. They

have built, through repetition, a tolerance for the discomfort that precedes action, and they have learned,

through experience, that the discomfort almost always dissipates once the action begins. The conversation is

never as bad as the anticipation of the conversation. The meeting is never as hostile as the imagined version.

The failure, when it comes, is never as total as the catastrophe they constructed in advance.
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We do not do this alone. Chapter 10 explored how agency lives in community, how we create conditions

that cultivate capacity in others, how collective agency amplifies what any individual can initiate. Find the

people who will tell you the truth when you are constructing elaborate justifications for delay. Build the

relationships that can hold honest feedback without rupturing. Create the structures, the accountability

partnerships, the communities of practice, the peer coaching arrangements, that make the shift sustainable over

time. The threshold is easier to cross when someone is standing next to you.

And here is where I want to end, not with a declaration but with a question that I cannot fully answer.

I have written this book as if the shift is always the right choice, as if crossing the threshold is always

better than standing at it, as if action is always preferable to waiting. And most of the time, I believe that is true.

Most of the time, the cost of delay exceeds the cost of imperfect action, and the leaders who move, even

imperfectly, serve students better than the leaders who wait for conditions that never arrive.

But I am not entirely sure. There are times when waiting is wisdom, when the coalition genuinely is not

ready, when the political conditions genuinely would destroy the initiative before it could take root, when the

leader's own understanding genuinely is incomplete in ways that matter. The framework cannot always tell you

which moment you are in: the moment that calls for courage or the moment that calls for patience. That

discernment remains yours, and it is harder than any framework can capture.^5^

What I can offer is this: if you have been standing at the same threshold for months or years, if the reasons

for waiting keep shifting but the waiting itself remains constant, if you have read this book and recognized

yourself in its descriptions of paralysis, then the evidence suggests that what you are experiencing is not

prudent patience. It is the trap. And the trap will not release you. You must step out of it.

One step, taken with whatever courage you can gather in this particular moment, without waiting for

perfection or certainty or the confidence that you are right, toward the work that the students in your care

deserve.

The threshold is not a wall. It never was.

Whether you cross it remains, as it has always been, your choice.

^1^ The self-reinforcing nature of avoidance cycles is well-documented in cognitive behavioral research. See Barlow, D. H. (2002).
*Anxiety and Its Disorders: The Nature and Treatment of Anxiety and Panic*. Guilford Press.

^2^ For a thorough treatment of how race and gender mediate the exercise of leadership authority in public education, see Bloom, C. M. &
Erlandson, D. A. (2003). "African American Women Principals in Urban Schools: Realities, (Re)constructions, and Resolutions."
*Educational Administration Quarterly*, 39(3), 339-369.

^3^ Ginwright, S. (2022). *The Four Pivots*. North Atlantic Books; Safir, S. & Dugan, J. (2021). *Street Data*. Corwin; Hammond, Z.
(2015). *Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain*. Corwin; Heifetz, R. (1994). *Leadership Without Easy Answers*. Harvard
University Press.

^4^ The concept of minimum viable risk as a strategy for building agency capacity draws on Bandura's self-efficacy theory: Bandura, A.
(1997). *Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control*. W. H. Freeman.
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^5^ Heifetz, R. & Linsky, M. (2002). *Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive Through the Dangers of Leading*. Harvard Business School
Press.
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