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THE DEEPER THINKING ADVANTAGE

What Future-Driven Leaders Need and Great Teachers Already Know

[image: ]

WHAT IF THE BEST LEADERSHIP TRAINING isnt found in conference rooms but in classrooms?

Great teachers know how to build culture from chaos. They lead without fancy titles, ignite curiosity in the middle of burnout, and turn resistance into reflection, all before the bell rings for lunch.

This isnt your average leadership book. There is no jargon. It is just a bold reimagining of what leadership could look like if we took our cues from the best classrooms.

Leadership today is loud, fast, and a little frantic. Everyones running, but they experience shallow thinking and connection. People show up, but theyre checked out. Theres a whole lot of managing but not enough mentoring and leading.

Sound familiar?

The challenges you are wrestling with in the workplace are the same challenges teachers deal with and address daily in the classroomdisengaged teams, burned-out talent, and people just going through the motions. Instead of turning to another business guru with a triangle-shaped framework, I turned to the real experts: teachers.

The ones who kept showing up when the system made it hard, the ones who made trust the foundation and thinking the goal, the ones who transformed silence into spark and chaos into creativity.

I asked a question no one else was asking: What if leading like an exceptional teacher is the key to leading with boldness and purpose, especially in a time of surface-level thinking?

Spoiler: It is.

And why does this matter right now?

Because were not just dealing with burnout or a leadership gapwere living in a deeper thinking crisis. Weve built systems that reward speed over strategy, certainty over curiosity, and nonstop activity over meaningful impact. Weve mistaken motion for progress, and its costing us real innovation.

Leaders are overwhelmed, teams are underwhelmed, and in the rush to keep up, weve stopped asking probing, open-ended questions to get at the true root causes of the issues.

Its time to change that.

Thats how the CREATE Method was bornnot in a strategy session, but in a school hallway. Not during a retreat, but in a 22-minute lunch break between a fire drill and a stack of ungraded papers.

The CREATE Method is your road map to rethinking leadership from the classroom up. Its a six-part approach to help you spark bold thinking, take intentional risks, build psychological safety, shift attitudes, foster collaboration, and actually reflect before you rush to the next thing.

And no, you dont need a hall pass or professional development badge to start.

This book is your leadership semestercomplete with class periods, office hours, fire drills, and the occasional recess (snacks highly encouraged). Every chapter is a new lesson. Every question is a challenge. Every insight is pulled straight from the people whove been modeling extraordinary leadership all along.

So grab your notebook. Sharpen your mindset. And take attendance.

Because the bells about to ringand this time, youre not just here to learn.

Youre here to lead like the teacher theyll never forget.

P.S. Here is a sneak peek of the CREATE Method:


CCONTENT CURATOR
RRISK FACILITATOR
EEXPERIENCE NAVIGATOR
AATTITUDE SHIFTER
TTEAM TRANSFORMER
EEVALUATION DESIGNER







LEADERSHIP SEMESTER SYLLABUS
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WELCOME TO LEADERSHIP SCHOOL (NO PERMISSION slip required).

This isnt your average semester course. Its your permission to rethink leadership from the ground upor, should I say, from the classroom up.

Each period in this leadership semester teaches you how to lead like the most unforgettable teachers: curious, creative, connected, and courageous. Its not about managing people. Its about moving, inspiring, and challenging them to be the best they can be.

COURSE TITLE: The Deeper Thinking Advantage: What Future-Driven Leaders Needand Great Teachers Already Know

INSTRUCTOR: Katie Trowbridgedeeper thinking advocate, innovation educator, leadership coach, recovering rule follower

CREDIT HOURS: Unlimited (reflection hours may vary)

LOCATION: Wherever bold thinking and brave leadership are needed

LEARNING OBJECTIVES:

Youll learn how to:

[image: ] Ask questions that drive innovation

[image: ] Lead with curiosity, creativity, and critical thinking

[image: ] Make decisions with clarity and intention

[image: ] Build a culture of trust, safety, and belonging

[image: ] Turn setbacks into opportunities

[image: ] Leave a legacy of impact, not just instruction

[image: ] Apply the CREATE Method (without even realizing it)

MATERIALS NEEDED:

[image: ] This book

[image: ] A notebook

[image: ] One good pen (or a few dozen)

[image: ] An open mind

[image: ] A willingness to say, What if?, Why?, Why not?, and How might we? out loud

YOUR LEADERSHIP CLASS SCHEDULE

HOMEROOM:  Schools About to Startthe Call to Lead Differently

[image: ] Disengaged classrooms versus disengaged teams

[image: ] Leadership as culture-building, not just task-managing

[image: ] Leadership HomeworkWhat I Learned from the Best Teachers in My Life

Unit 1 Curiosity and Conversation: Leadership Language Arts

THEME: Say less. Ask more.

BIG IDEA: Great leaders dont lead with answersthey lead with curiosity, courage, and conversation.

CHAPTER 1First-Draft Thinking: Why Leaders Start with Curiosity

(Content Curator)

[image: ] Why courageous leadership begins with imperfect ideas and inquiry

[image: ] Curiosity as the driver of reflection, resilience, and innovation

[image: ] Leadership HomeworkCuriosity Culture Rubric

CHAPTER 2Dialogue Workshop: Crafting Questions That Lead

(Content Curator)

[image: ] The power of Socratic questioning to deepen thought and drive clarity

[image: ] Five essential questions every leader should ask: Why?, What if?, Why do you think that?, What now?, and Whats next?

[image: ] Leadership HomeworkDialogue Workshop: Crafting Questions That Lead

CHAPTER 3Fire Drill Leadership: When Reactivity Replaces Real Leadership (Risk Facilitator)

[image: ] How crisis mode is becoming the default in modern leadership

[image: ] The cost to team culture, trust, and outcomes of constant reactivity

[image: ] Strategies for shifting from reaction to reflection

[image: ] Leadership HomeworkFire Drill Leadership: From Reaction to Reflection

Unit 2 Bold Ideas and Brainpower: The Thinking Lab

THEME: Think wild. Think wise.

BIG IDEA: Innovation isnt magicits the messy, meaningful blend of creativity and critical thinking.

CHAPTER 4Imagination Workshop: What If We Did It Differently?

(Creative Thinking)

[image: ] Debunking creativity myths and unleashing possibilities

[image: ] Rules of divergent thinking and risk-taking as leadership essentials

[image: ] Leadership HomeworkImagination Workshop: Think It, Test It, Share It

CHAPTER 5Logic Lab: The Power of Thinking Deeper (Critical Thinking)

[image: ] Analytical thinking, cognitive traps, and deeper decision-making

[image: ] How leaders can foster discernment and develop thinking habits in teams

[image: ] Leadership HomeworkUnbox the Box: Redesigning Your Leadership Mindset

Unit 3 Trust Falls and Teamwork: The Human Connection Class

THEME: Belong first. Then build.

BIG IDEA: People dont just want to be managed. They want to belong, be seen, be heard, and be part of something valued and meaningful.

CHAPTER 6Connection Class: Listening, Belonging, and the Art of the Pause (Attitude Shifter)

[image: ] Connection as a performance strategy: neuroscience, empathy, and inclusion

[image: ] Belonging and psychological safety as foundations for innovation

[image: ] Leadership HomeworkConnection Class: Lead with Listening, Build Belonging

CHAPTER 7Collaboration Commons: Create Together, Lead Together

(Team Transformer)

[image: ] Moving from group work to team thinking

[image: ] How great teachers build trust, invite voices, and foster interdependence

[image: ] Leadership HomeworkTeam Transformer: Turning Collaboration into Culture

CHAPTER 8The Recess Bell: Where Leadership Learns to Play

[image: ] The role of unstructured time in creativity, regulation, and recovery

[image: ] Science-backed benefits of adult play and playful mindsets in teams

Unit 4 Growth Mode On: Evaluation Studio and Independent Study

THEME: Lead with growth, not grades.

BIG IDEA: Great leaders dont just give feedback, they build cultures where two-way reflection, learning, and growth never stop.

CHAPTER 9Evaluation Studio: Know Thyself, Grow Thy Team
(Evaluation Designer)

[image: ] Self-awareness as a leadership accelerator

[image: ] Why great leaders reflect before they assess

[image: ] From observation to inspiration: How to build growth-minded evaluation cultures

[image: ] Leadership HomeworkFrom Backpack to Briefcase: Rethinking Feedback for the Long Haul

CHAPTER 10Independent Study: The Leadership of Lifelong Learning

[image: ] How learning drives relevance, humility, and leadership legacy

[image: ] Building personal learning plans and modeling curiosity as a leader

[image: ] The art of staying teachable in fast-paced environments

[image: ] Final ProjectDesign Your Lifelong Learning Lab: Your Forever Classroom

Commencement: A Single Stone, Infinite Ripples

[image: ] The long-term impact of leading like a great teacher

[image: ] Cultivating legacy, launching others, and modeling lifelong learning


TEACHERS NOTE:

There are no grades in this course, but there will be growth. And when in doubt? Lead like the teacher theyll never forget.







HOMEROOM

Schools About to Startthe Call to Lead Differently

[image: ]

CORE QUESTION: Would you want to be led byyou?

The F That Changed Everything

THE FIRST TIME I GOT AN F, I was stunned. Actually, stunned isnt a strong enough word. I was furious.

I was a junior in high school, a confident (okay, slightly cocky) student who prided herself on her writing skills. I knew I was good. I had a wild imagination, an eye for detail, and a deep emotional well to draw from. So, when Mrs. Rundio told us to write short stories, I poured my soul into writing mine. It was about a carousel horse that comes to life and takes a rebellious teenage girl on a fantastical journeyone where she sees what the world would be like if she had never existed.

(Yes, my favorite movie at the time was Its a Wonderful Life. Why do you ask?)

I thought my story was brilliant. Magical. Poetic, even. I turned it in, fully expecting praise, maybe even applause.

What I got back was an F.

My paper was bleeding. Red ink everywhere. Corrections. Questions. Whole paragraphs crossed out.

I cried. Not quiet, graceful tearshot, angry ones. I marched to Mrs. Rundios office, paper clenched in my hand like a weapon.

How could you possibly give meme?an F? I demanded through clenched teeth and mascara-smeared frustration.

She sat at her desk, prim, poised, wearing pearls and a tailored dress, the epitome of composed authority, and didnt flinch.

Instead, she offered me something I didnt expect. Not justification. Not defensiveness. Compassion.

She looked at me kindly and said, Katie, the story is an F. But its also full of potential. Thats why I want you to keep working on it.

I didnt hear the word potential at first. I was too busy stewing in spite. I was determined to prove her wrong. The story was not an F.

But over the next few weeks, something shifted. Mrs. Rundio met with me, coached me, and challenged me to dig deeper into the story and myself.

She didnt just edit my words. She asked questions I wasnt ready for. About the girl in the story. About the tension between who she was at home and who she was at school. About why the fantasy of disappearing mattered so much to me. Suddenly, I wasnt just revising a short story. I was rewriting something biggermy relationship with myself.

The Moment It Became More Than a Grade

That story eventually became something publishable. But, more importantly, it became something personal.

Mrs. Rundio didnt just critique my performance; she connected with me. She saw through my tough exterior and my way-too-big teenage ego. She saw a girl torn between two worlds, rebellious daughter in one and perfectionist student in the other, and she didnt flinch at the mess in between.

She didnt try to fix me. She invested in me. She expected more from me because she believed more in me. That moment wasnt just about the assignment (she knew that, but it took me a minute to grasp it). It was about seeing me as a person, challenging me to do better, and leading me to think bigger. Thats what great leadership looks like.

Lessons in Leadership from the Classroom

Thats when I learned something that would stick with me far beyond high school:

The best leaders dont just manage, they mentor. They dont just grade your work, they guide your growth. They dont just assign tasks, they spark curiosity. They dont just expect results, they encourage imagination. They dont just push for answers, they promote deeper thinking. They dont just correct, they connect.

Great teachers know that an F isnt a failureits feedback. As a leader, ask, How can I give feedback that fuels growth instead of shutting people down?

In the moment I received my F, with red ink, ruined confidence, and the quiet presence of a woman who cared, I was being ledreally ledfor the first time.

Thats what leadership should feel like. Not authority, but authenticity. Not pressure, but presence. Not perfection, but potential.

Weve all had a Mrs. Rundio, someone who called on us even when our hand wasnt raised.

And now, as leaders, we get to ask, Would you want to be led byyou?

Leadership isnt about your position, its about your impact. So, as we begin this new kind of school day, remember: Were not just here to check boxes or increase productivity. Were here to lead with courage, curiosity, and care, just like the best teachers do. Just like your favorite teacher did.

So what do we do when the old playbook is burning, but no one has given us a new one?

If the old leadership models are crumbling and the new ones feel unclear, whom do we look to for guidance? I believe the answer has been in front of us all along: our most influential and inspiring teachers.

The best teachers know how to spark curiosity, build trust, and bring out the brilliance in every learner. They create environments where people feel safe enough to take risks, think differently, and grow in skill, confidence, creativity, wisdom, knowledge, and resilience.

And guess what? Thats precisely what todays teams need.

When I was a teacher, I saw what happened when kids were afraid of getting things wrong: Can you check my sentence? Is this what you want? Am I doing it right? They didnt need more information; they needed permission. Permission to explore, try, fail, and try again.

Now, years later, in conference and Zoom rooms, I hear those same questions, just in grown-up voices: Is this what youre looking for? Should I wait until we know for sure? Lets just stick with what weve always done.

Its the same fear, the same hesitation. The same missed potential.

Whether youre in a classroom or a C-suite, one truth remains: People dont do their best thinking when theyre afraid of getting it wrong. They do their best thinking when theyre empowered to explore what might be right.

And thats exactly the kind of leadership we need more of.

Great Teachers, Great Leaders

Think back for a moment. Who was the teacher who changed everything for you? You know the one. Maybe it was someone like Mrs. Rundio, the teacher who noticed something in you before you even noticed it yourself. The one who didnt just teach a subject but sparked something deeper. They made you feel seen. Capable. Curious. Alive.

They may not have made things easy, but they made it safe to try. They didnt hand you all the answers, but they made you want to chase them down. They werent just preparing you for a testthey were preparing you for life.

Now imagine if every workplace had a leader like that, a leader who does more than manage tasks or track deadlines. Someone who genuinely listens, guides rather than controls, sees your potential, and cheers you on as you reach your goals.

Picture the manager who asks the question no one else is brave enough to ask. They see you as a person, a real story, and not just a rsum. They give space to think aloud, take risks, and celebrate failure because they know thats where the learning, thinking, and innovation live.

Thats what the best teachers do, and its precisely what the best leaders can do too. Heres what it looks like in action when teacher wisdom becomes leadership brilliance:

[image: ]

When we think about leadership, we often think about strategy, KPIs, and performance reviews. But the leaders we rememberthose who shape uslead with presence, not just power, just like our favorite teachers did.

From the Classroom to the Conference Room

As a teacher, I spent more time thinking about how my students felt than focusing on just what they knew, because I knew they wouldnt take risks if they didnt feel safe, supported, and inspired. They wouldnt step off the surface into the deeper level of thinking. Many were afraid of judgment and failure, and therefore, they wouldnt take the risks needed to grow their minds and experiences.

Working with leaders across industries, I see the same principle: People dont reach their full potential in fear-based environments. They rise when someone believes in them, invests in them, and invites them to think boldly.

So if were serious about building better teams, stronger cultures, and more innovative organizations, we dont need more policieswe need more leaders who act like great teachers. Leaders who ask things like How can I help you grow?, What do you need to feel safe to take risks?, or Whats getting in the way of your thinking, and how can we overcome the barriers together?

Because, at the end of the day, leadership isnt about control. Its about cultivating conditions where people grow and learn. And that teacher who made a difference in your life? You remember them not because they managed you but because they believed in you.

Be that kind of leader.

From Classroom Wisdom to Leadership Brilliance

This book is about that shift. Its about leading differently by learning from the very people who know how to bring out the best in others: great teachers.

Teachers who:

[image: ] See people as capable, not broken.

[image: ] Lead with purpose and passion, not power.

[image: ] Know that growth takes time and that connection fuels it.

[image: ] Arent afraid of the messbecause thats where the breakthroughs happen.

The future of leadership isnt about control, its about cultivating conditions. Its not about perfection, its about presence. And its not about having all the answers, its about asking the right questions.

So, lets go back to school (this time without all the acne and teenage angst), not to repeat the past but to reclaim what weve forgotten. The classroom might just hold the secrets to leading well in todays world. Lets rethink leadership together.

This book isnt just filled with ideasits a classroom where each chapter acts as its own lesson plan. Use this as a chance to rewrite the way you lead. We arent looking for perfection, just innovation and impact.

This is your timeyour time to come to class. Bring your experience, questions, and ego (if you must, though I would rather you leave it at the door). But, more importantly, bring your openness, because leadership isnt about being the one with all the answers. Its about creating the space where others can discover theirs, just like Mrs. Rundio did for me.

Grab your notebook. First period is about to begin.

[image: ]

What I Learned from the Best Teachers in My Life

Great leaders often start as great learners. If youre lucky, youve already been taught by someone who helped you grow not just smarter but braver, kinder, and more fully yourself.

ReflectImpact Makers

Using your Deeper Thinking Notebook, think back on the teachers in your life who shaped how you think, lead, and show up for others. Who are one to three teachers, coaches, mentors, or leaders who affected your life?

[image: ] What did they do that made you feel seen, challenged, or inspired?

[image: ] What did you learn from them that you still carry with you today?

[image: ] How did their leadership style make you want to grow?

ApplyNote to Self

Write a short note to yourself (or your team) starting with The kind of leader I want to be is someone who Let their legacy shape your own. Keep this statement where you can see it often.

Extra CreditExtend the Thinking: Youve Got This

This part of your homework is optional but powerful! Reach out and thank one of the people you listed, if theyre still around. Or, better yet, be that person for someone else. Write a note of encouragement to a colleague or team member who needs a Mrs. Rundio moment from you.





UNIT 1

[image: ]

CURIOSITY AND CONVERSATION: LEADERSHIP LANGUAGE ARTS

[image: ]

The Content Curators and Risk Facilitators Role in Deeper Thinking Leadership

THEME: Say less. Ask more.

BIG IDEA: Great leaders dont lead with answersthey lead with curiosity, courage, and conversation.

THINK BACK TO THE BEST LIBRARIAN you ever met.

They werent there to impress you with what they knew.

They were there to help you find what you needed to know.

In this unit, youll step into the role of the Content Curatora leader who navigates complexity with curiosity, models discernment, and transforms meetings into meaningful conversations.

Youre not here to deliver data. Youre here to guide discovery.

Youll begin in First-Draft Thinking, where asking Why? isnt about poking holesits about opening possibilities. Then, youll head to the Dialogue Workshop, where youll practice leading with inquiry and shaping a culture where every voice is valued and every question has weight.

Because deeper leadership doesnt begin with answers.

It begins with permission to wonder.

In this unit, you will learn:

[image: ] Why fearless curiosity drives innovation, insight, and authentic leadership.

[image: ] How great questions spark clarity, challenge assumptions, and build connection.

[image: ] What it means to lead as a guidenot a guruand how that changes everything.

[image: ] How to turn meetings, one-on-ones, and team moments into spaces for reflection and discovery.

Questions to Guide Your Reading (Through the Content Curator Lens):

[image: ] Am I leading with curiosity or control?

[image: ] Do my questions reveal a learners mindsetor a fixers urgency?

[image: ] How often do I pause to understand before I act?

[image: ] Whose voices am I elevating, and what stories am I curating?

[image: ] What habits, prompts, or tools am I using to model deeper thinking for my team?

The following chapters arent just about asking better questions. Theyre about becoming the kind of leader who sees the question itself as the most powerful tool in the room.

Grab your metaphorical library cardbecause the search for deeper thinking starts now.





CHAPTER 1

[image: ]

FIRST-DRAFT THINKING

Why Leaders Start with Curiosity

[image: ]

CORE QUESTION: Are your people still wonderingor just working?

THE BELL RINGSNOT A JARRING ALARM but a quiet invitation to begin again.

Class is in session. Not the kind with pop quizzes and assigned seats but the kind inspired by innovative educators, the ones who know that learning isnt about right answers but about bold questions, wild ideas, and the courage to say, Lets try it.

Welcome to the Curiosity Lab, where leadership looks less like managing and more like mentoring. Where imagination isnt something we outgrow, and open-mindedness and deferring judgment are essential to building innovation and impact.

In this first period, well challenge the myth that great leaders always know what to do. (Spoiler: They dont.) What they do know is how to wonder out loud, how to model uncertainty with confidence, and how to spark that same fearless curiosity in others.

Well turn Whats the answer? into What else might we explore to find innovative solutions?

Well trade control for creativity and assumptions for inquiry, and well rediscover that the best classrooms and the best teams arent built on instructionstheyre built on innovation of thought.

Grab your notebook, leave your ego at the door, and get ready to think like a student, lead like a teacher, and ask questions that dont fit on a test.

Lesson 1Unlocking the Lab Door: Reimagining Leadership Through Curiosity

CORE QUESTION: What might shift when leaders allow themselves to wonder out loud before offering direction?

We say we want innovation, agility, and creativity. However, most workplaces are designed to suppress curiosity.

Why?

[image: ] Because some believe curiosity slows things down.

[image: ] Because some think it makes people uncomfortable.

[image: ] Because some maintain it doesnt always lead to clean answers or immediate ROI.

[image: ] Because some see curiosity as challenging the status quo, the process, and what has always been done.

But guess what? The best teachers know that curiosity isnt a detour. Its the path (which may have several curves, potholes, and hills) that helps us reach our final destinationthe innovative solution that offers impact.

In classrooms, curiosity isnt just encouraged, its expected. An innovative teacher doesnt begin with an answer. They start with a spark. What do you notice? Why do you think that happened? What else could be true?

Now, imagine bringing that mindset into a leadership role. Consider the impact you could have on your team and your business. We will explore this more through the remainder of this book.

Somewhere along the way, curiosity fades. Childrens natural questioning declines sharply as they progress through the school system, especially in environments that emphasize compliance and standardized outcomes over exploration and inquiry. By the time those students become employees, the joyful habit of asking bold questions has often been replaced with a fear of getting it wrong, of rocking the boat, or of wasting time. That loss is not just a personal tragedy, its a leadership crisis.

When curiosity leaves the room, so do creativity, innovation, and growth. In too many organizations, curiosity is viewed as inconvenient, something that slows things down or complicates the chain of command. But if great teachers know that deep learning starts with curiosity, great leaders must learn the same. We cant unlock new ideas if we dont question old ones. We cant build future-ready teams if were still leading with factory-era assumptions. We certainly cant solve complex problems with shallow thinking.

Curiosity is a strategic advantage if leaders dare to model it, reward it, and protect it, just like inspirational teachers have always done.

Teacher Move

Innovative educators dont begin with contentthey start with curiosity. They open with a question, a mystery, or a What if? that sets minds in motion before a single fact is shared.

As a leader, set the tone for deeper thinking by opening meetings with questions that ignite wonder:

[image: ] Whats something unusual youve noticed this week?

[image: ] What question has been stuck in your head lately?

[image: ] What would happen if we did the opposite of our normal routine?

Treat curiosity like your agenda, not an add-on. When you start with wonder, you invite engagement from the very first moment. However, as any good teacher knows, curiosity doesnt exist in a vacuum. You cant just light the sparkyou have to protect it and fuel it to ensure that it continues to grow. So, before we go further into how to build curiosity, we need to understand whats working against it.

Lesson 2Extinguishing the Curiosity Crisis: Whats Shutting Wonder Down?

CORE QUESTION: In what ways does curiosity slowly fade in systems meant to produce results?

Despite the buzzwords businesses throw aroundgrowth mindset, innovation, agile teamscuriosity often doesnt stand a chance in many leadership cultures.

So whats shutting it down?

[image: ] Fear of failure: Weve conditioned people to avoid mistakes instead of learning from them. One employee once told me that his boss said, If someone screws this up, I want a beating heart on my desk by 5 p.m. Can you imagine the level of risk-taking and creative thinking under that kind of threat? Spoiler alert: Zero.

[image: ] Rigid systems: When decisions defer to SOPs and how things have always been done, theres no room for What if? or Why not? The system squeezes out spontaneity.

[image: ] Information overload: We live in a world where speed is worshipped and depth is dismissed. We skim, swipe, and scroll, rarely slowing down to wonder, reflect, or ask better questions.

[image: ] Polarization: In divided spaces where curiosity feels like a threat to loyalty, people choose safety over exploration. Engaging with opposing views? Risky. Its better to nod, stay quiet, and not rock the boat.

[image: ] Ownership avoidance: Ive heard this one a lot: Youre the manager its your job to solve this. This signals that trust, shared purpose, and the safety to take risks are missing. Instead, encourage collaboration and joint ownership: How might we solve this?

The result? Curiosity doesnt just fadeit gets buried under fear, busyness, and bureaucracy.

And the cost is steep: disengaged teams, stale thinking, and a culture where people execute without ever really thinking.

Teacher Move

Great teachers create classrooms where its okay to ask What else?and, even better, to ask What if? They model that uncertainty is welcome and serves as a starting point.

As a leader, begin shifting your culture by practicing curiosity aloud:

[image: ] I dont have the answerbut Id love your take.

[image: ] Thats an interesting assumptionshould we test it?

[image: ] Im wondering whether theres another way we havent tried.

Say it. Show it. Normalize it. Curiosity grows when your team sees it modeled, especially when things are messy. Once weve seen what shuts curiosity down, the next logical step is to ask what actually fuels it. For that, we head deeper into the lab, into the brain itself, because the science is clear: At our core, we are wired to be curious.

Lesson 3Rewiring the Brain for Wonder: The Science Behind Why It Matters

CORE QUESTION: What seems to happen in our thinking when were genuinely curious?

When were curious, our brains light up (for that reason, I love to use light bulbs in my examples and visuals). Curiosity triggers the release of dopamine, the feel-good neurotransmitter that not only boosts motivation and pleasure but also enhances memory, learning, and attention. When were in a state of curiosity, the brains reward circuitry kicks in, making us more engaged and more likely to retain what we learn. In short, curiosity primes the brain for deeper learning.1

Furthermore, curiosity activates the hippocampusthe part of the brain associated with memory formationand strengthens neural pathways that help us make connections between ideas.2 When learners (or team members) are curious, they dont just absorb information more effectivelythey become more open to diverse perspectives, more capable of creative problem-solving, and more willing to navigate ambiguity. Curiosity is like mental WD-40it keeps the gears of learning and innovation moving smoothly.


Did You Know?

WD-40 stands for Water Displacement, 40th formulaa nod to the persistence it took to perfect the product. Developed in 1953 by the Rocket Chemical Company in San Diego, it was initially designed to prevent rust and corrosion on the Atlas missiles outer skin. The formula worked so well that Convair employees secretly took cans home to use themselves. This prompted an innovative light bulb moment, and the company started to market their product for consumer applications in 1958.3

This just proves the point that curiosity and perseverance through uncertainty can lead to unexpected results. Leaders often face ambiguous situations, and embracing the process of trial and error can lead to innovative solutions and broader applications beyond the original intentmuch like the development of WD-40.

This is why great teachers know that sparking curiosity isnt a side dish but the main course. They design learning experiences that provoke questions instead of just providing answers.4 They understand that when a student is curious, theyre neurologically more ready to learn. Now, imagine what would happen if leaders approached their teams with the same mindset. What if meetings were designed to provoke inquiry instead of just communicating from the top down? What if brainstorming sessions felt more like creative explorations than status updates?



Take a look at the difference between a traditional agenda and an inquiry agenda:
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Great teachers dont just deliver content, they create space for discovery. A well-thought-out and executed lesson plan invites students to explore. When leaders adopt that same mindset, meetings become more than just updates. Creative thinking accelerates. Engagement increases. And deeper thinking becomes part of the culture.

Unfortunately, many workplaces stifle curiosity before it ever has a chance to grow. According to a survey by Harvard Business Review, 83% of executives said that their organizations encouraged curiosity, while only 52% of other employees felt the same, and fewer than 20% of individual employees believed curiosity was rewarded in their company cultures.5 That gap isnt just disappointing, its expensive. Teams that lack curiosity lose out on innovation, agility, and morale.

If our brains are wired for curiosity, why arent our systems?

As a leader, rewiring your team starts with modeling curiosity yourself. Ask questions you dont already have answers to. Admit what you dont know. Celebrate exploration over perfection. In the same way that great teachers foster curiosity to ignite lifelong learning, great leaders use curiosity to fuel lifelong innovation.

Teacher Move

Innovative educators know that curiosity isnt a bonusits biology. They build learning experiences that spark dopamine instead of just delivering data.

As a leader, turn team routines into curiosity boosters by reframing your
























	Curiosity drives deeper thinking: Curious teams analyze instead of react. They look beyond symptoms and uncover root causes. This kind of thinking leads to better decisions, fewer fires, and stronger strategy.

	Curiosity fuels creative thinking: Every breakthrough begins with What if? From Steve Jobss fusion of music, phones, and the internet to your interns question about why your reports are twice as long as they need to be, curiosity is how ideas are born.

	Curiosity sparks culture change: Culture doesnt change with memos. It changes when someone asks, Why does it feel like no one speaks up around here? and actually does something about the answer.

	Curiosity creates resilience: Curious leaders bounce back faster because they dont see failure as final, they see it as a learning experience. They say, Whats the lesson?, not Whos to blame?


















































































	Which rubric dimension scored the highest? Why do you think that is?

	Which dimension scored the lowest? What factors contributed to that score?

	Were you surprised by any of your scores or responses?





	What recent example shows your team using curiosity well?

	When was the last time someone on your team challenged an assumption? What happened?

	How safe do your team members feel asking questions or suggesting changes?





	Choose one area from the rubric that you want to improve. Whats one small change you can make right away that would stimulate you and your team to improve your curiosity?

	Which curiosity habit can you commit to modeling consistently as a leader?

	How will you know whether your culture is becoming more curiosity-driven? What signs will you look for? (See the suggestions below for ideas.)
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3. Upcoming deadlines and 3. Whats one assumption we're making that needs o be
deliverables challenged?

4 Budget review 4.Tbwe had to cut our budget by 30%, what would we
keep—and why?

5. Announcements 5. What questions aren't we asking that we should be?






OPS/images/ch.jpg





OPS/images/35-1.jpg
TRADITIONALAGENDA INQUIRY AGENDA

1 Review quarterly metrics 1. What trends are emerging in our data—and why might
they matter?
2. Status updates fromeach | 2. Where arewe stuck—and what's one bold idea to break

department through?
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WHAT GREATTEACHERS DO WHAT GREAT LEADERS DO

‘Ask thoughtful questions to spark
discussion

Seekto understand what excites their
students (what sparks curiosity and drives
learning) to gnite engagement and unlock
potential.

Listen deeply to understand, not just
respond

See students’ potential even before they do

Create safe spaces for risk-takingand
exploration

Use failure as feedback, not a final
judgment

Encourage imagination, not just answers
Guide growthwith challenge and support
Connect personally to build trust and
‘motivation

Make time for reflection and revision

Show up with presence, not perfection

Askstrategic questions to inspire
innovative solutions

Seek to understand what motivtes their
teams (why they show up and where they
‘want to grow) to fuel purpose, strengthen
performance, and support development.
Listen deeply with curiosity, not just
authority

See emplogees’ potential, not just their
performance

Build psychologically safe environments
forideas

Frame failure as learning, not asloss

Promote creative thinking over rigid
solutions

Mentor team memberswith high
expectationsand care

Leadwith empathy to foster engagement
and loyalty

Create space for pause, feedback, and
improvement

Leadwith authenticity, not unatiainable
polish
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