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Leaders often have various websites or daily emails they rely on to refuel their tanks
with information, motivation, and inspiration. | know many of you do the same. The
Admired Leadership Field Notes is one daily email I've enjoyed for the past few
months. A few weeks ago, an article popped into my inbox at 6:08 am, their usual
delivery time. It was on how sorting out irritations can point a leader to priorities. |
appreciated the author’s premise that “learning what irritates us can sometimes
offer an important lens into what we value and what flaws we struggle to overcome”
(Admired Leadership, 2024, para.3).

Wow! So, analyzing what irritates me has the power to point to my values. Thinking
about what is bothering us might get mislabeled as negativity, but it is about
uncovering value and where our effort needs to be.

During several years in school improvement work with multi-year F campuses, |
found that what was irritating the leaders was so obvious it might as well have been
on fire, including the system failures, the low expectations, and the staffing issues.
Shifting to working with all kinds of schools required a different perspective. When a
highly successful school asked me to come out to present on improvements they
could make, | used the title Finding Your Bother to have them talk openly about
what wasn't good enough yet. Several grade bands had high approaches levels, high
enough to find accountability success, yet their meets and masters were low, which
bothered them. One principal pulled me aside and said she was bothered by how
teachers talked about kids in PLCs. Sure enough, learning what bothered them and
saying it out loud gave them a new lens into what they valued.

As leaders sort through the competing demands on their time and energy, those
little nagging thoughts may get lost or disregarded, so as we work to facilitate
strategic planning, coach through implementation, and support performance
management of the plan, it may serve those we coach for us to pause and unpack
the bothers. Here's what that could look like:

1. Using Discomfort to Clarify Vision: Watching and listening to a leader speak
to the current state, watch for facial expressions or gestures and words like
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“struggle,” “irritation,” or “stuck” to pick up on the presence of bother. Engage
with what you see, calling it out for the leader to identify the level of irritation
and possible connection to their vision. This step is you holding up a mirror to
their thoughts.

2. Connect to Core Values: Helping a leader move past their bother is key, and
the best way to do this is to reframe what concerns them in alignment with
the core values found in their strategic work and potentially now captured in
their vision or mission statements. Bothered by a late arriving staff? Frame the
need in your value of work ethic instead of clockwatching. Bothered by PLCs
that turn into gripe sessions about students? Reframe the expectation in your
belief that all students can learn and should learn through the school’s
support system. Bothered by those scores that are good enough but not
great? Reframe the goals in the culture of high expectations.

3. Difficult Discussions and Decisions: Once reframed inside the district’s core
values, tough conversations can become less accusatory and more about
alignment. How does [fill in the blank with your bother] align with or conflict
with district values? The conversation that unfolds will illuminate whether
gaps are a matter of skill or will, helping the leader align follow-up
conversations and questions. Then, as leaders have to make difficult decisions
to move staff or stop or start a new initiative to solve the bother, they will have
explored perspectives, evaluated values alignment, and can make informed
decisions.

4. Cycles of Strategy: Leaders tuned in to their bothers become more strategic
by getting ahead of significant problems. Instead of the image of the cook
frantically monitoring pots boiling over and burning, they are now the chef,
dialing the temperature up a few degrees to get the perfect simmer, dashing
in just the right amount of seasoning to flavor the main course, and putting a
lid on the sauce at the right moment to keep it a just the right consistency.
Leaders with keen sensitivity to bother can anticipate challenges, respond
with solutions, and maintain alignment with the vision.

A leader who responds to bother, not waiting for implosion, holds teammates to
account with adaptability, problem-solving, and growth. Modeling naming and
addressing what bothers them, strategic leaders set a precedent for others to do the
same, increasing the ability for teams to be proactive as well. Imagine if leaders could
focus their actions on where the struggle is rather than the whack-a-mole approach.
This increased focus comes from overcoming discomfort and learning from it. In
helping leaders find their bother, we coach them toward clarity, strategy, and growth.

Find that bother!
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