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Acknowledge a challenge and how you feel about it, but don’t linger in self-doubt for too long. Each time you navigate something difficult, you gain strength and insight, which contributes to your resilience.

18 Fix your face

Eyes up, relax your expression, and smile. Your facial expressions can help or hinder relationships in the workplace.
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29 Don’t blow it, show it

Utilize visual modeling and demonstrations to enhance understanding of the skill you are teaching. Verbal descriptions alone may overlook important nuances. Using live or video modeling will clarify what success looks like.
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Don’t undermine the joy by avoiding opportunities for fun; rather, embrace and encourage the levity.
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FOREWORD


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Doug Lemov

February 2025










INTRODUCTION



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


	management


	awareness


	development


	environment.




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

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











M.A.D.E. SELF-REFLECTION


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

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

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











	Strongly disagree

	Disagree

	Neutral

	Agree

	Strongly disagree




	1

	2

	3

	4

	5







Management

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

Management self-reflection








	Management statements

	Rating (1-5)




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




	Total

	 








Awareness

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

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

Awareness self-reflection








	Awareness statements

	Rating (1-5)




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




	Total

	 








Development

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

Development self-reflection








	Development statements

	Rating (1-5)




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




	Total

	 








Environment

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

Environment self-reflection








	Environment statements

	Rating (1-5)




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




	11 I encourage open communication and transparency within the team.

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




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

	 




	Total

	 








From panic to proficiency

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

Your adventure scoring table










	Management

	Awareness

	Development

	Environment




	Score:



	Score:



	Score:



	Score:






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

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

56-60: Strong Position (Solid Calculated Play)

61-75: Grandmaster (Master-level Strategy)






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


Directions for choosing your own learning adventure

1 Review the data.

a For individual data: Identify the lowest scoring domain.

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

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

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

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

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



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


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


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


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


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




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

Without further ado, flip to the table of contents, find your weakest domain, and choose a move that makes you a bit anxious.
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That's why our approach to teaching begins by recognising the
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