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			Introduction

			“It is okay to lose to an opponent. It is never okay to lose to fear.” – Mr. Miyagi

			Dear reader,

			Before you read this book, I have a confession to make. I am a huge fan of the sports movie genres. When I say sports movie, I am referring to Rocky (one, two, and three), The Karate Kid, Rudy, Remember the Titans, and so many others. If you are too young to remember those movies then check them out now. In each one, the main character often comes to a new town and struggles mightily to fit in, to make a team, join a group, or just be enough in their eyes. I love a great underdog story and I used to think that my attraction to these movies was about an escape from my reality. I could bury myself deeply into the lives of these characters, imagine how nicely and neatly, with a steady, predictable rhythm their stories unfolded and eventually the main character, our underdog, emerged victorious and joyful. Then I realized, it was not that at all. Well, maybe a little, but that was not the main reason I loved these movies. I am drawn to these stories because I just love to root for an underdog. I crave those stories of defeat, grit, messiness, self-doubt, confusion, and conflict all in service of the joy and celebration at the end of the movie. Admit it, you love these stories too! I think we also love these stories because we can relate. At some time in our lives, we have been in these stories, probably a lot of times. Sure, most of the time our stories are way bumpier, less predictable, and we do not get the Hollywood ending, but these struggles, this mess and uncertainty, is familiar to each of us.

			The characters in these movies, Rocky Balboa, “Rudy” Ruettiger, and Daniel LaRusso in Karate Kid, all experienced a similar trajectory or should I say roller coaster ride. Take Daniel LaRusso, he and his mom moved from New Jersey to California where they knew no one. He starts in a new school, meets a girl, and, of course, they become friends only to realize that her ex-boyfriend is not so nice and starts picking on Daniel. Daniel is struggling to find his place; he is stuck in between wishing he was back in New Jersey with the familiar places and faces and the reality of living in California tangled in uncertainty and the unknown. In walks Mr. Miyagi and we know the rest of the story. Mr. Miyagi helps Daniel to pick his head up, pay attention to the moment, focus on the now, adjust, grow, and thrive. Now, I am not suggesting that we should all go out and take up karate. What I am suggesting is that we love a good underdog story because it tells the story of an individual who struggles, eventually reveals their vulnerability, and gradually, with support and practice, becomes aware of and present in these moments. Each character, usually with help from someone or some team, recognizes the moment – the transition, and this is where the movie, their story, and our story start to turn. This is the key piece. In every sports movie I have watched the athlete or team has a shifting or hinge moment, a realization that there is no “should” only what “is.” It might still be hard but there is a path, some direction, some intentionality and purpose. With a focus on the here and now, the character commits to exploring what is possible. They train for the big fight, practice on the football field, or finally see the value of focusing when painting a fence. When Daniel starts his training with painting a fence, “up...and down…,” and polishing cars, “wax on...wax off…,” he is not happy but then he and Mr. Miyagi begin to build a trusting relationship. Mr. Miyagi offers feedback without judgment, makes connections between Daniel’s personal experiences, thoughts, and feelings, and this practice and eventually, Daniel is better able to embrace and leverage these moments of dissonance and uncertainty.

			We all have stories of struggle, uncertainty, self-doubt, and imposter syndrome. What do you replay from your own stories? What do you notice when you are in one of those stories? Do you even take notice or just try to ignore or avoid those moments? Too often, we take a deficit approach and focus on the negative, the mistakes, our failures. What if Daniel had kept his head down, stayed unaware of these opportunities, and walked away when Mr. Miyagi invited him to train? I used to spend a lot of time focused on my mistakes and struggles. I could get right back in those situations, feeling the embarrassment and shame of transitions until one day, my therapist said, “thank goodness you were able to do that because look at what you have been able to accomplish! Carey, you need to show your younger self some kindness, some gratitude.” In that moment, my therapist shined a light on these experiences and did what cognitive behavior therapists refer to as guided discovery. She journeyed with me to understand my views and then challenged me to extend or shift my thinking. We need to stop beating ourselves up, stop with the regret, let go of the deficit thinking and embrace these moments for what they are: beautiful uncertainty full of possibilities to grow, learn, and develop.

			Too often in our schools, communities, businesses, and other organizations, individuals focus on and only celebrate winning outcomes. We want higher profits, better grades, and more of some identified outcome. Getting the right answer or a correct outcome is too often valued over the process. And, while this is NOT a book on the US educational systems or how we arrived at an outcome-centered focus, I would suggest and have experienced as a student and teacher, the paralysis, fear, anxiety, and missed opportunities that derive, in part, from this celebration of a “thing” rather than our journeys or progress. Even as I write this book, I suffer from imposter syndrome. For those who are unfamiliar with this term, it is the idea that individuals experience and believe that they are not as competent as others perceive them to be. In Richard Bach’s (2011) book Illusions: The Adventures of a Reluctant Messiah, he says “we teach best what we need to learn.” I did not hear that quote until recently but have always thought that it was the universe’s sense of humor that continues to put me in a community with students and colleagues where I am working to cultivate belonging, build awareness of how they are feeling in these learning moments, and what we might do to create a space for embracing these opportunities. I hear myself telling students not to worry so much about grades and focus on the process and think that a building might fall on me or lightning might strike. 

			I once was that student and still feel much of the anxiety and worry over “achieving.” The difference between me as a student and now is that I see the moment unfold. It is like I am watching a movie of myself. When I start a new project, try a new hobby, engage in a new community of friends, whatever the transitions moment—I see it start. I would love to tell you that I do not worry, get nervous, or even experience an emotional spiral, but I cannot. This book is not a key to avoiding the moments. On the contrary, this book and the transitions practice is about buying a ticket to your own movie, crying when needed, laughing at the funny parts, and embracing the mess. Good things can happen if and when we pay attention.

			Most individuals do not have a Mr. Miyagi to help focus on the here and now and watch their own movie, ask about and point out emotions and reactions, and celebrate progress instead of counting the missteps. It is no coincidence that I favor a good sports movie. My own experiences as a player and later as a coach helped me to recognize that great coaches, much like great teachers, value growth and development over wins. Nathan Drucker (2014) in an Edutopia article shared his research with coaches for a book he wrote. In his interviews, he discovered that all of these amazing coaches described the key to their success as a focus on process. Most coaches he spoke with noted that with this keen focus on progress, development, and growth outcomes eventually emerged. 

			Aiming for the right answer, the highest score, or any outcome loses sight of the discovery, the journey, and conjures a tremendous sense of fear and anxiety in many individuals. Being “right” also is not always a measure of growth or positive change. Very rarely are real-world questions answered with a black and white response. I can remember teaching an undergraduate microeconomics course and, almost like clockwork, after a lecture and discussion of an economic theory, my students would ask, “but what if….” There are infinite scenarios that alter the result, change the analysis, and soon we realize that the only universal response to those what if scenarios is, “it depends.” We need to sit up and pay more attention to our process, focus on the here and now. Drs. Nagoski and Nagoski (2019) in their book about burnout, remind us that we spend too much time, energy, and stress in the space between what we think should be and what actually is. This book is my attempt to situate and center our attention and energy on that space in between, the here and now, our present thoughts, images, and emotions no matter the discomfort. We need to learn to embrace these moments and stay in the process instead of avoiding, closing our eyes, and hoping for a good result.

			Recently, I was catching up on a Netflix series—not a sports movie! I was in the middle of my morning row, with the episode playing through my earbuds and one of the characters, a senior surgical resident, was asking a first-year resident how she felt about treating her first patient. Without giving away the whole episode, this senior resident was concerned about the new resident’s potential for success. According to her record, she had scored high marks on the requisite exams, earned excellent grades, and received strong recommendations, and yet she was not performing well. He wanted to better understand her situation to provide some guidance and support, so he asked her about it. With some trepidation, she shared that “she hated first days.” She explained further with a story of when she was in fifth grade. She painfully recalls answering a question incorrectly and the class laughing because she gave an incorrect response. Now, she finds herself in another first—her first day as a resident but this time is acutely aware that, as a doctor, getting something wrong could mean someone might die. She did not like first days because, according to this first-year resident, it conjured up those feelings of self-doubt, uncertainty, and embarrassment from old experiences with other firsts. How would her story change if, in these moments, she could embrace the moment, run towards the transition, and focus on what is not what should or, in this case, what was?

			Why do I bring up this story? This story and her story is also my story, your story, and everyone’s story. We have all had “firsts” and they continue throughout our lifetime, regardless of who we are or where we are professionally, emotionally, spiritually, or geographically. This resident’s story illustrates how our change in roles, in this case, from medical student to doctor, happens quickly. We graduate, pass a test, or are appointed to a new role or position. Interestingly, however, the resident’s process of becoming a doctor, owning and integrating this identity, takes much longer. Like this new resident and The Karate Kid, firsts are full of possibility and excitement but also taking that first step, entering that classroom, a boardroom, a different role or context, engaging in that first step, or any event, represents change and the transition process brings self-doubt, fear, uncertainty, and a great risk of looking foolish or getting it wrong. I spent much of my early life trying to avoid, sidestep, or just ignore these worries and fears. In the best case, individuals learn to manage the fear and doubt, build resilience, and, even with the stress and anxiety, move through it. However, in the worst case, individuals choose not to engage, miss out on opportunities, and spend too much time reflecting on what might have been, regretting. 

			These firsts are transitions, change, and an evolution in an individual’s state. These in-between moments come in all shapes and sizes, but they are ubiquitous. Students tell me about their nervousness and trepidation. They describe the self-doubt and wondering if they will ever belong. Friends, colleagues, students, and family members recount asking how do I act like an academic, doctoral student, manager, or a leader? 

			Businesses, universities, K-12 schools, communities, and other organizations are good at what they do; bringing products and services to market, creating, disseminating, and translating knowledge, and preparing individuals to be good citizens and productive individuals. For example, graduate programs are great at building students’ knowledge, skills, and disposition including academic writing, critical thinking, data analysis, and relevant subject matter. Primary and secondary schools offer frameworks and strategies to prepare young people to meet state standards and pass required tests and businesses select and train individuals for specific tasks and roles needed. What these entities often forget or devote insufficient time to is caring for the actual person doing the work. Individuals are not the role, there is a learner in the learning, a leader in the leading, and a worker in the working. Parker Palmer (1997) reminds us that, “If we want to grow as teachers—we must do something alien to academic culture: we must talk to each other about our inner lives—risky stuff in a profession that fears the personal and seeks safety in the technical, the distant, the abstract.”

			We often fail to design, implement, and attend to our human development—the uncertainty and anxiety, where an individual stands somewhere between their current (now, old) identity and a potential new addition to their identity. Through my own journey and experiences, I recall moments of doubt, have listened to and observed student trepidation, anxiety, and uncertainty, and interviewed countless others who shared similar experiences. What all of this has taught me is that we often focus on the wrong problem. As design thinking suggests, we often fall in love with a solution before we fully understand the problem or challenge. With time and patience, I realized that individuals often struggle and experience stress, worry, and self-doubt, not because an academic program is too hard, or students cannot manage the workload or the learning environment. Nor is it a matter of individuals being underprepared for a new role, position, or responsibility. The “problem” is not a problem at all. It is an opportunity, an awareness that transitions happen, and individuals experience dissonance, discomfort, and a push-pull between where they were and where they are going (literally and metaphorically). We need to realize that these moments and our human identity development happens throughout our entire lives. Remember, we cannot avoid or prevent these reactions entirely. We can, however, build our awareness, learn to stay in the moment, examine the processes, embrace the struggle, and train to navigate these moments head on. We can pay attention to our own stories. This also means that leaders, teachers, and colleagues also need to buy admission to their students’ and employees’ movies. We need to listen to our community of learners to see and provide support for each individual’s unique transition. Attending to our own and others’ development in these ways means we have an opportunity to grow, develop, and thrive and emerge victorious like the underdogs who get the Hollywood endings!

			With this book, I hope to talk with readers about these all too familiar transitions, share personal stories and experiences of success and failure, and offer a practice that I have used myself, with my classes, and in my work. This training includes learning strategies and supports to navigate the transition stages, practice with a training routine, and ultimately aims to normalize the practice of noticing, naming, and effectively navigating transitions.

			As we will discuss, transitions are a paradox; they involve mess, discomfort, uncertainty, and stress, and also offer opportunities for discovery, creativity, growth and learning. We cannot leverage these rich moments unless we learn to take notice, stay in them, and embrace the journey and process. This book is about those moments, transitions we all experience throughout our lives whether it is a first—new school, grade, job, or a more predictable milestone like adulthood, marriage, college, coming out, parenting, or something else entirely. These transitions could also be familiar and different. For example, entering graduate school or taking another job may not be the first time you experienced this kind of a moment, but it is unique and different for other reasons. It is possible that you have transitioned into other roles during your career but even that familiarity comes with new and different experiences. This book is about noticing, naming, and learning to navigate the transitions in ways that honor the struggle, celebrate the mess, and contribute to our development. 

			In order to lean in and embrace these transitional moments, individuals and organizations need to adopt practices to change our perceptions of and habits during these transitions. This book includes reflection prompts, visual artifacts, and other strategies as opportunities to start this process of change. These pauses will, hopefully, help readers make the topics relevant by connecting them to personal experiences and focusing us on noticing and changing our automatic negative responses to the discomfort and uncertainty of these transitional moments. As you read this book, I would encourage you to make space in your daily routine for a notebook (virtual or physical) and time to actively engage with these activities. To practice one of these pauses, open up your notebook and consider the following:
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			 Checkpoint: 

			Powerful questions often help us bring attention to our thoughts, actions, and experiences. Consider a recent transition. 

			
					What do you notice about the moment? 

					What does it look like? 

					How do you feel? 

					What are you telling yourself in this moment? 

					What are you learning?

			

			 [image: ]

			We all have a story to tell, we each have our underdog moments. Instead of leading with stress, worry, and doubt in those moments, how can we cheer for ourselves and bring the same vigor and energy we call on to cheer for the underdogs, the Rocky Balboa’s, Rudys, and Daniels in our sports movies?! How can we turn our moments of transition and discomfort into delight and anticipation? Okay, maybe delight is pushing it, but this book is all about learning to detect those transitions, examine the moment, embrace the worry and self-doubt, normalize the discomfort, and leverage the opportunity. If we do not pay attention, we just might miss it. The stress and worry of a moment is the same energy required to get excited and anticipate the moment. What if we could turn the channel or flip a switch and embrace our own underdog moments? If you have ever cheered for or celebrated the triumph of an underdog or felt like one yourself—this book is for you, your team, and your organization.
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