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“Onward reveals Elena Aguilar’s wisdom and humanity in helping educators find 
the power within themselves to realize their aspirations, despite the pervasive 
challenges. It is truly an amazing book, full of brilliant strategies and advice and 
rooted in her own vulnerable, honest, beautiful experience and stories. Anyone 
who makes the time to read and sit with this incredible resource will be stronger, 
happier, and better for it, and, I predict, forever grateful.”

— Wendy Kopp, founder, Teach For America; CEO, Teach For All

“Onward will change your life! Elena Aguilar provides a thoughtful, moving, 
and timely framework for how to increase the resilience of the adults who serve 
our students. It provides a clear path using science, research, and the compelling 
experiences of one who has been down this path herself. This book is a gift to 
every teacher, from novice to veteran, and should be required reading for anyone 
in school leadership.”

— Ron Severson, superintendent of the Roseville (CA)  
Joint Union High School District

“Elena Aguilar offers a hopeful message to stressed-out educators—resilience is 
something that you can cultivate through your habits and dispositions. There is 
no magic wand to sweep away all stress and weariness, but this book offers good 
guidance for fostering a sustainable approach to the meaningful but arduous work 
of educating the young minds entrusted to our care.”

— Megan Tschannen-Moran, professor of educational policy, planning, and 
leadership, William & Mary School of Education

“Elena Aguilar’s writing is the antidote every teacher needs to fight burnout and 
meet challenging students with fresh set of eyes. Onward is empowering, specific, 
and makes it seem possible to bring your best self to the classroom every day. 
When you feel the need to hit the reset button, pick up this book!”

— Celine Coggins, lecturer and entrepreneur-in-residence, Harvard Graduate 
School of Education

“I invite every educator to keep a copy of this book by your nightstand. Each 
month a new chapter provides you new opportunities for exploring how you will 
build your resilience and commitment to great teaching.”

—Stephanie Hirsh, executive director, Learning Forward

ffirs.indd   1 5/29/2018   5:51:03 PM



“Onward is not a feel-good, theoretical guide to enhancing resilience. It’s a tough, 
look-in-the-mirror-and-do-it set of practical strategies for all educators to be their 
personal and professional best in this inherently stressful profession.”

— Colin Seale, founder and CEO, thinkLaw

“Leaders, in schools big and small, will use this book every year! Onward guides 
you through the best strategies to bring out the leaders in your staff and students. 
It acknowledges the ebbs and flows of a school year and how to keep your 
organization and you moving forward!”

— Michelle Carpenter, principal, Berney Elementary, Walla Walla, WA

“We educators owe it to ourselves and our students to cultivate resilience so we 
can continue to inspire, teach, and lead. Read this book. Grow your resiliency. 
Stay in this work to transform education.”

— Christine Carlson, instructional coach, KIPP Northeast Denver  
Middle School

“Onward opens up the real conversation about how to support teachers and 
leaders. Each page addresses essential, but often overlooked, ways we can all 
thrive as educators. Every new teacher and administrator needs this book.”

— Cheryl Lana Agrawal, San Mateo (CA) County Office of Education

“We know that for teachers, symbolic violence within this work is a natural 
reaction to being silenced, but Onward helps us to create a world where there isn’t 
such a heavy weight behind us while at the same time cultivating the resistance 
needed for the freedoms within ourselves to be felt by the nature of our very own 
existence and relationship to resilience.”

— Mario Benabe, STEM educator
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  ix

PREFACE

You’re on a rugged trek in an arid land. Thirsty and dusty, you concentrate on 
putting one foot in front of the other. The heat makes your head pound, and 

you wonder whether you’re lost. Just as you reach your limit, you come to a clear-
ing. Hummingbirds appear, darting back and forth, dipping into and then emerg-
ing from what you see is a huge hole in the ground.

Stepping to the rim, you peer into a deep cave, at the bottom of which lies a 
pool of sublime turquoise water. Here, the foliage is lush and green, refreshing and 
inviting. An old wooden ladder beckons you, and you descend tentatively toward 
the pool.

Your apprehension begins to dissipate. The air is cool. You hear only water 
dripping off the ends of stalactites as your eyes adjust to the light. You drink from 
an underground stream that flows into the pool.

You wade in, submerge your body, and allow the translucent water to envelop 
you. As you float on your back, the layers of dust, exhaustion, and fear wash away.

Cradled by these blue-green spring waters, you know you can do anything. 
You will continue the trek, and, even though you’ll face thirst and fatigue again, 
you’ll be able to go on. You know now. You remember the way.

❧❧

In Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula, as well as in other parts of the world, just 
meters below ground lie cenotes, water holes formed millions of years ago by the 
collapse of limestone. That’s the image on the cover of this book. These natural 
springs, filled by underground rivers and rainwater, have been a resource for people 
for thousands of years. The ancient Mayans built villages around these pools and 
believed them to be a portal to speak with the gods—cenote means “sacred well.” 

ffirs.indd   9 5/29/2018   5:51:04 PM



x Preface

Today, Mayans continue to care for these places and enjoy the relief of the waters in 
the long, hot days of summer.

When you float in a cenote, you feel—I can assure you—that anything is 
possible.

The cenote offers a beautiful metaphor for resilience. Within you and outside 
you is a wellspring of life-giving energy that you can access and cultivate. The ce-
note provides relief on a scorching day. It already exists. Our task is to find our way 
back to it, understand what it offers, care for it, and then float. Resilience is within 
us. Let’s start the journey.
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In memory of my grandparents, Lil and Frank, who personified resilience, 
fought the good fight, and loved me fiercely

With our lives we make our answers all the time, to 
this ravenous, beautiful, mutilated, gorgeous world.

Victoria Safford
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  1

INTRODUCTION

Imagine it’s the end of a rainy Friday when kids didn’t get time outside and you 
had to supervise indoor recess. You had only 10 minutes for lunch, during which 

you inhaled a bag of chips and a soda; and during the final few minutes of cleanup, 
a student who often pushes your buttons says something disrespectful to you. You 
had only asked the student to pick up a piece of trash. Other kids giggle and watch 
to see what you’ll do.

Freeze this scene.
This moment between something that happens and how we respond is what 

this book is about. This is the moment when we cultivate resilience. This is the mo-
ment that is referenced in this quote (erroneously attributed to Viktor Frankl but 
actually of unknown origin): “Between stimulus and response there is a space. In 
that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and 
our freedom.”

Educators encounter hundreds of moments like these every day. We are chal-
lenged over and over and over by things that students do, or the unplanned fire 
drill, or the announcement of a mandatory meeting on Wednesday afternoon, or 
an upset parent showing up at our door five minutes before school starts, or the 
broken copy machine, or a request that we cover someone else’s class during our 
prep because their sub didn’t show, or any number of other things. Alone, these are 
minor inconveniences, but the sum total of these moments feels exhausting, de-
pletes our resilience, and contributes to burnout. There is no moment more impor-
tant for educators to attend to than this one between stimulus and response. If we 
slow down and examine these moments, if we cultivate new responses, we might 
just transform our schools into places where we all thrive.

Change is the only thing we can count on. It will rain when we wish it 
wouldn’t, kids will say obnoxious things when we’re exhausted, leaders will come 
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2 Onward

and go. However, we have tremendous power in how we interpret what happens 
and, therefore, in how we respond to big and little incidents that we didn’t an-
ticipate, don’t want, or don’t like. The opportunity for resilience originates in how 
we make sense of the things that happen, because interpretation dictates actions. 
There are many ways to interpret a student’s obnoxious comment at the end of a 
rainy Friday, and each of those interpretations will lead us to act in a different way. 
Each of those actions will have intended and unintended consequences, ripples of 
impact on ourselves, our class, and our relationship to that individual student. We 
can make a choice in these moments.

Let this sink in: We can pinpoint the exact moment when resilience can be 
cultivated. You can actually do something about how you experience every day; you 
don’t have to be a victim of the turmoil and unpredictability of the world. Change is 
a given in life; how you respond is within your control.

I have no doubt that we all enter this field of work because we want to posi-
tively impact young people. The key to achieving our purpose lies in the moment 
between stimulus and response. We can meet our commitment to educational 
 equity when we examine this moment and cultivate behaviors different than those 
in which we habitually engage. By cultivating resilience, we can fulfill the intentions 
that brought us into this profession. In addition, with this knowledge, we can do 
something about the exodus of teachers who quit because of burnout. We can offer 
our students more stability and continuity, as well as role models for managing the 
inevitable challenges of life.

Resilience: The What, Why, and How

Simply put, resilience is how we weather the storms in our lives and rebound after 
something difficult. The most important thing to know is that you can increase 
your resilience; it’s a set of adaptive behaviors. In this book, I hope to guide you in 
a journey to discover the resilience that already exists within you, and to discover 
many ways to cultivate your resilience.

Resilience is in great part about our attitude and behaviors; that’s what we’ll 
focus on in this book. However, it’s also important to acknowledge that our ability 
to be resilient is also connected to our circumstances, which we may have only lim-
ited ability to influence. Furthermore, researchers have found that there are neu-
robiological underpinnings of emotional resilience (Osório, Probert, Jones, Young, 
and Robbins, 2017). This research seeks to understand why there’s such varia-
tion in the way people respond to adversity: Some people overcome unbelievable 
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 Introduction 3

hardship, whereas others’ lives are completely derailed by intense levels of stress. 
Various mechanisms in our bodies, and specifically our brains, work in concert to 
make us more or less stress resilient across our life span. Our genetic makeup may 
play a role: We may actually be born with a set amount of resilience. The emerging 
field of epigenetics is exploring this question of how stressors that our ancestors 
experienced might impact our level of resilience.

Although this research is interesting and someday may point to very useful 
implications, we’ll focus on this fact: A substantial amount of our ability to be resil-
ient is fostered in our daily habits. This is good news. Here’s an expanded definition 
of resilience, which forms that basis for this book. Resilience is

• A way of being that allows us to bounce back quickly from adversity, and stron-
ger than before, so that we can fulfill our purpose in life.

• An adaptive, dynamic process that includes an individual’s interactions over 
time in a complex environment. Context plays a role; resilience is not simply a 
function of one individual’s behavior. Who we are and where we are impact our 
ability to cultivate resilience.

• Cultivated through engaging in specific habits and by fostering specific 
dispositions.

• What enables us to thrive, not just survive.

Why We Must Focus on Resilience

Schools are stressful places. Regardless of whether you teach in an established, well-
resourced private or suburban school or in an underfunded school in an under-
served community, teaching is emotional work and is inherently stressful. In part, 
this is the nature of being in a helping profession and serving young people in 
complex organizations. Healthy stress can be okay; it can challenge us and help us 
develop. However, in many of our schools, healthy stress is frequently displaced by 
toxic stress. Toxic stress occurs when demands consistently outpace our ability to 
cope. Toxic stress first manifests as decreased productivity, and escalates to more 
serious symptoms such as anxiety, dissociation, frustration, and, eventually, burn-
out. Roughly half a million US teachers leave the profession each year—a turnover 
rate of over 20% (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2014).

School leaders—both site leaders and central office leaders—must focus on 
boosting the resilience of staff as a lever for school transformation. Teacher attri-
tion among first-year teachers has increased about 40% in the past two  decades 
( Ingersoll, Merrill, and Stuckey, 2014). A range of factors, such as morale, 
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4 Onward

accountability expectations, and salaries, certainly contribute to the attrition prob-
lems, but stress and poor management of stressors are also rated as a top reason 
why teachers leave the profession (Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond, 2017).

Burnout is physical and emotional fatigue—and surely we can do something 
about that. This rate is much higher in urban areas, in secondary classrooms, and in 
hard-to-staff content areas such special education, math, science, and foreign lan-
guages (Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond, 2017). It is estimated that teacher 
turnover costs school districts upwards of $2.2 billion per year (Alliance for Excel-
lent Education, 2014) and the cost of replacing a teacher in an urban district ex-
ceeds $20,000 per teacher (Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond, 2017). For site 
administrators, turnover rates may be comparable, particularly in urban areas, but 
the data is not systematically collected as it is for teacher attrition.

Lack of resilience, therefore, has a financial cost and contributes to staff in-
stability, which in turn negatively impacts student learning and experience. High 
turnover rates at schools make it hard to accumulate professional capital, hinder 
the implementation of programs, contribute to low levels of trust among stakehold-
ers, and make staff and student culture fragile. It would simply make good sense, 
from a financial perspective, to focus on increasing staff resilience.

The end goal, of course, is not just to retain warm adult bodies in classrooms 
but to meet the needs of our students. Kids need passionate, effective, committed 
educators. In order to retain such people, school leaders need to provide teachers 
with resources to meet the challenges they’ll encounter in their work so that they 
can learn from those challenges, surmount them, and fulfill their purpose. And our 
purpose is to ensure that we are working in, teaching in, and leading organizations 
where every single child thrives—academically, socially, and emotionally. We must 
cultivate resilience so that all children feel that they belong to a resilient community, 
so that all children graduate and are eligible for the college or career of their choice, 
and so that all children have an expansive tool set to contribute to our society.

Over the last decade or two, in many schools across the United States and 
in other countries, there has been increased attention to the social and emotional 
learning (SEL) needs of children. Curricula and standards have been developed, 
resources have been allocated to SEL programs, and staff have been trained. This 
is a tremendous advancement in acknowledging children as complex, multifaceted 
beings, and it is our responsibility, as adults committed to guiding children in ac-
quiring the massive set of skills they’ll need in order to have productive lives, to 
attend to children’s social and emotional skills.

It’s now time to look at teachers and all the adults working in and with schools 
through this same lens—as people whose learning needs include the social and 
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 Introduction 5

emotional realm of existence. In the majority of schools, what’s needed isn’t more 
professional development on deconstructing standards or academic discourse or 
using data to drive instruction. What’s needed is time, space, and attention to man-
aging stress and cultivating resilience. Whether you’re a teacher reading this intent 
on boosting your capacities in these areas or you’re a positional leader concerned 
about the flood of teachers leaving your schools, this book, and the companion 
workbook, offer a way to begin this learning. We must focus on cultivating our own 
resilience because it’ll help us manage physical and emotional stressors, enjoy life 
more, and fulfill our purpose as educators.

The Three Conversations We Must Have

There are three conversations in which we must simultaneously engage to con-
sider how cultivating resilience can transform our schools. These three, depicted 
in  Figure I.1, are

1. Individual resilience. We can do a lot to boost our own individual resilience, 
improve our well-being, and prevent burnout. Ultimately, this is what we have 
the most influence and control over: What we think, how we engage with our 
emotions, and the actions we take every day to cultivate resilience. It is incum-
bent on each of us to attend to our resilience.

2. Organizational conditions. Focusing on individual well-being and action is 
not enough. If the conditions and context in which teachers work are subop-
timal, it is not enough to tell teachers to sleep more, check their attitude, and 
be grateful. Conditions in many organizations don’t foster well-being. These 

Individual
Resilience

Systemic
Conditions

Organizational
Conditions

Figure I.1 Three Conversations We Need to Have to Transform Schools
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6 Onward

include the adult culture, the strength of leadership, and basic operational rou-
tines and systems. To address burnout and turnover, leaders in organizations 
must take responsibility for substantially improving the conditions in which 
people work. Until then, we’ll still see teachers leaving in droves—even those 
with high levels of individual resilience.

3. Systemic conditions. We must address the macro, political, and economic con-
text of our education system. Teachers must be paid more, and they must be 
treated as people who can think and who can learn. Teacher and administrator 
preparation must improve. We must address the racism, classism, and sexism 
that exists in our institutions, including in our schools. We’ll need to talk about 
testing and publishing scores and performance pay. Until we dig down to the 
structural and systemic roots of the dysfunctions in our education system, we’ll 
still see high levels of teacher turnover. This may open a Pandora’s box, because 
we’ll need to talk about capitalism and the legacy of colonialism and property 
taxes and who votes and for whom we vote. We’ll need to talk about patriarchy 
and the dehumanization of some groups of people. We must have these conver-
sations, however; our resilience and well-being are connected to them. And if 
our true goal is school transformation, we’ll need to have them.

Here’s my theory of action: If we boost our individual resilience, then we will have 
more energy to address organizational and systemic conditions—to elect officials 
who will fund public education, organize against policies that dehumanize educa-
tors, and push back on punitive assessment policies and scripted curriculum that 
turn teachers into robots and students into depositories to be filled. With more 
energy and more resilience, we can build and strengthen the kinds of communi-
ties in which we can thrive, where we can engage in professional development that 
allows us to reflect on our own biases, and where we can observe and learn from 
each other.

I wrote this book, and The Onward Workbook, to begin addressing the first 
of these conversations: To offer strategies to boost our individual resilience. But I 
know that this book will contribute to the second and third conversations, because 
in acquiring the individual strategies, resilient educators can then transform their 
entire classroom as a subset of society, their school as a larger subset, and even the 
larger school district and system. Resilient educators may also have the energy to 
engage in conversation about the macro context and to take action to change it.

In order to create the just and equitable society that I know so many of us 
yearn for, we need tremendous reserves of resilience. We must change the macro 
conditions in which we live and work, and to do that, we’ll need all the physical and 
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emotional resources we can muster. As Frederick Douglass said, “Power concedes 
nothing without demand,” and we’ll need a lot of energy to make our demands.

A Conceptual Framework for Resilience

This book is anchored in a four-part conceptual framework, based on the key com-
ponents of resilience and how it is developed. The four parts are who we are, where 
we are, what we do, and how we are. Figure I.2 represents this framework.
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Figure I.2 The Resilience Pie
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8 Onward

Who We Are: What We Start With
A great deal of who we are is somewhat fixed in our genetics, personality, identities, 
and so on. However, we can cultivate resilience through deep understanding of these 
dimensions of who we are—which can also help us understand where we can influ-
ence or even change aspects of ourselves that we consider fixed. Who we are includes

• Genetics
• Personality traits
• Values and beliefs
• Aptitudes and strengths
• Sociopolitical identities (including gender, race, ethnicity, age, ability, sexual 

orientation, and socioeconomic status)
• Our psyche (including the physiological components of emotion)

Where We Are: Context Matters
Context matters, even though we may have limited ability to change or impact it. 
Context includes

• Circumstances and situation
• Sociopolitical, cultural, and economic context
• Stage of life and phase of career

Who we are intersects in a number of ways with where we are, in time and 
space. Our context includes personal life circumstances, such as whether we are 
parents caring for young children or are living far from home. In addition, there’s 
professional context, which includes the nature of and challenges in the district, 
school, or organization in which we work. The context for our resilience is different 
if we work in a small, suburban, well-resourced school that’s had the same effective 
principal for 14 years, as opposed to, for example, a large, urban, underfunded high 
school that sees new administrators every year. Context matters.

The sociopolitical, cultural, and economic context in which we all work affects 
our resilience. Context is the school’s funding, education policy, and shifting demo-
graphics. The social, cultural, political, and economic systems in which we live also 
deeply influence our beliefs and ways of thinking. We must recognize and name 
these; otherwise they exist in the shadows, from which they wield too much control.

Finally, context is career stage. At different stages, we deal with different fac-
tors that affect our resilience: New teachers struggle with feeling effective, for ex-
ample, whereas experienced teachers struggle more with challenges of motivation 
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and commitment (Day, Sammons, and Gu, 2008). Context matters, and we’ll keep 
it within our peripheral vision in order to clarify our sphere of influence and hone 
our awareness of our thoughts and feelings.

What We Do: The Habits of Resilient Educators
Habits and behaviors are the third component of this framework—and this is what 
Onward focuses on. This is where resilience can be intentionally, strategically, me-
thodically, and systematically cultivated. I have identified 12 habits in my research 
that are the highest leverage in building resilience in educators. They form the basis 
for this book and its companion, The Onward Workbook. The Habits and Disposi-
tions of Resilient Educators, following this introduction, summarizes the 12 habits 
of resilient educators.

How We Are: The Dispositions of Resilient Educators
Think about people you know who have faced adversity and continue to move for-
ward in life, pursuing their dreams and passions. How would you describe these 
people’s attitude and character? Optimistic? Tenacious? Humorous? These are dis-
positions. A disposition is

• A descriptor of someone’s temperament, character, constitution, attitude, mind-
set, or mood

• A way of being
• Demonstrated through a behavior or a habit
• A reflection of a person’s beliefs and thinking

Dispositions are not fixed; they can be learned. We can learn to be more op-
timistic. Habits pave the way for acquiring new dispositions. That’s why this book 
emphasizes the habits that build resilience and less so the dispositions. Practicing 
the habits, ideally on a daily basis, helps us develop resilient dispositions.

Researchers from various fields have identified many dispositions of resilient 
people. I’ve sorted through those findings and grouped the dispositions into those that 
are most relevant to the context of education and most evident in resilient educators.

You can see the 12 dispositions in The Habits and Dispositions of Resilient 
Educators, which follows this introduction. How do you think your days in the 
classroom might be different if your mood and temperament reflected these dispo-
sitions? How might your experience be different if your principal demonstrated the 
majority of these dispositions? If your superintendent did? The dispositions of the 
resilient can be strengthened by engaging in the habits described in this book and 
through the exercises in The Onward Workbook.
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What Informs This Book?

I’ve been interested in resilience since I was eight, when my mother married a Chilean 
exile who had been imprisoned and tortured in his country under General  Pinochet. 
The community in which I was raised included South African freedom fighters, ex-
iled South American teachers, and aging Jewish immigrants who had experienced 
anti-Semitism in more than one place in the world. I learned of more details about 
their experiences than may have been appropriate for a child. However, I also watched 
these people sing, celebrate, dance, and love in a way that embodied joie de vivre. They 
had a selfless and unique sense of humor that they used as a weapon against the suf-
fering they had experienced, and I saw them build meaningful lives for themselves, 
form communities, and fiercely charge onward to change the world. They didn’t see 
themselves as victims, and the struggles they’d endured didn’t end their lives.

I’ve long been fascinated by how people have not only survived adversity but 
emerged as stronger, more compassionate and resolved people with energy and 
commitment to transform society. In addition, like all of us, I’ve had my share of 
personal hardships, which include being the child of divorced parents, being an im-
migrant, and losing my mother to cancer. These personal experiences of adversity 
also inform this book.

This is a book about cultivating resilience in educators, and although all of the 
habits described here are relevant to building resilience in anyone, and any reader 
could benefit from the contents of this book, I write specifically for those in the 
field of education. There are particular implications for resilience building when 
working in the field of service, spending your days with children, on a school-
year calendar, and in complex and dynamic (and often dysfunctional) systems. This 
book addresses those particularities.

The 25 years I’ve spent working in education are the foundation for this book. 
These years include many in the classroom in the Oakland (California) Unified 
School District, as well as in other roles in this district. My experience over the last 
decade as an instructional and leadership coach, a trainer of coaches, and an author 
of two books about coaching and team development (The Art of Coaching and The 
Art of Coaching Teams) informs how I’ve chosen to write this book. Coaching is, 
at its essence, about helping people change habits and strengthen dispositions. You 
may not notice all my “coaching moves,” but in this book and The Onward Work-
book, I employ my skills as a coach to facilitate growth.

Personal and professional curiosity led me to research emotional resilience, 
psychology, systems thinking, and change management. I’ve scoured literature 
from the fields of positive psychology and neurobiology, listened to experts and 
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The Onward Workbook
The Onward Workbook contains some thirty activities for each chapter to help 
you explore the concepts in this book and put them into practice. My vision 
is that you’ll engage in an activity every day, because resilience is cultivated 
one day at a time.
 The workbook contains the questions I’d ask you if I was coaching you 
or facilitating your team’s weekly meetings. It will guide you to practice, in-
ternalize, and apply these resilience-boosting habits. I hope that you’ll read a 
chapter of this book and then reach for the workbook.

sages speak on mindfulness and Eastern philosophy, and devoured self-help books 
for insights and instructions on how to cultivate resilience. I’ve also read everything 
I could find specifically on resilience in teachers.

The strategies in this book and The Onward Workbook have been personally 
tried and tested in schools, offices, and training centers across the United States. 
I’ve spent a decade piloting them with individual teachers and leaders and in group 
settings with teams of educators, and now they’re ready for you.

Who Is This Book For?

Whether you’re in your 1st or 15th or 30th year of teaching, this book is for you. 
Life brings constant change and challenges, and I haven’t yet met anyone who feels 
as though he or she couldn’t use more tools to manage the ups and downs. New and 
novice teachers were front and foremost on my mind as I wrote this book, as well 
as educators who embark on new endeavors—be that starting a school, teaching a 
new grade level or subject, or moving into a new role. Moments of change bring 
increased stressors, calling us to intentionally boost our resilience.

If you picked up this book because you are concerned about the well-being 
and attrition of teachers from your school or district, I’m thrilled. I hope that this 
book will end up in the hands of those who can make decisions and who coach, 
supervise, and lead others, and I hope you’ll be convinced to cultivate the resil-
ience of your staff. If you are reading this book intent on boosting the resilience of 
your coachees, mentees, or staff, you will gain a lot of skills and knowledge to do 
so. However, also know that you’ll need to explore this topic and experience the 
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strategies personally in order to help others. To lead transformational efforts, begin 
by attending to your own transformation.

This book, along with the accompanying workbook, is designed as a curricu-
lum for professional development for a school staff or a central office team, for 
coaches and site administrators—essentially, for any group that operates in or with 
our education system. I envision groups gathering for weekly or monthly profes-
sional development (PD) sessions, taking up the habit of the month and engaging 
in the workbook activities together. I hope that this book might help leaders reenvi-
sion PD—how, where, when, and why we do it.

Specifically for Leaders

I’m committed to helping you build your resilience and the resilience of others. 
Toward that end, you’ll notice sections of this book titled “Implications for Lead-
ers,” which provide strategies and tips for implementing these ideas. My advice and 
suggestions for you are informed by my years of coaching leaders and my under-
standing of your role and context.

How Is This Book Organized?

Here’s a brief overview of the structure of chapters.

Contents

Each chapter focuses on a habit and how it builds resilience. It contains the follow-
ing sections:

• A “dive into an emotion,” which explores a specific emotion, such as anger or 
shame, and how it is connected to that chapter’s habit.

• “Dispositions,” which discusses 1 of the 12 dispositions and how it connects to 
the habit of the month.

Some chapters have a section called “Acknowledging Context,” in which our 
social, political, historic, cultural context is recognized, and the connections are 
drawn between the context and our work in schools.

The content of this entire book is about making big and little changes in your 
behaviors, habits, and routines. Appendix B, How to Make Lasting Change, offers 
a primer for how to effectively and even painlessly build and maintain new habits. 
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You might want to read that before you continue, or explore it later. It’s treated as an 
appendix so that you can easily find it and frequently reference it.

Sequence

I’ve sequenced the habits of resilience to build on each other and map onto the 
rhythms of the school year. Onward could be read all at once, but the strategies in 
The Onward Workbook will be internalized best if they are digested, discussed, and 
practiced over the course of a year.

Each habit correlates to the month that best aligns to that particular theme. 
Ideally you could begin your study of this book in June, when you can focus on the 
habit of self-knowledge. In November, when most educators are exhausted from 
the launch of the school year, Onward offers a chapter on self-care, and then in May, 
a chapter on celebration—obviously an appropriate topic for the end of the school 
year. A Calendar of Learning, a table that follows this introduction, connects each 
habit to a month.

The first three chapters of this book should be read in order. They offer foun-
dational approaches for building resilience. After that, if you want to jump to Chap-
ter 9 because that’s the one you feel would help you the most, or because it maps 
onto the current month, then go ahead! Appendix A, The Habits and Dispositions 
of Resilient Educators: A Self-Assessment, can help you make decisions about the 
order in which you might read this book.

An Invitation to a Journey

Resilience is not a magical elixir that will eliminate all of the physical, emotional, 
or cognitive demands of teaching, but resilience can substantially and dramatically 
increase our ability to manage the daily stressors and rebound from inevitable set-
backs. Resilience allows us to listen to students and their families and take in pain-
ful information, because resilience ensures that we can keep our hearts open to 
what we see and hear. Resilience makes us confident in our ability to manage our 
own, and others’, intense emotions. Resilience also enables us to have difficult con-
versations—and if we aren’t having difficult conversations in our efforts to trans-
form schools, we’re probably not making meaningful progress. Resilience will bring 
communities and educators out of our silos and into healthy camaraderie. As we 
strengthen our resilience, we’ll have more energy to direct toward participating in 
transformational school change.
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With this book, I’m inviting you to join a movement toward self-knowledge, 
understanding, and acceptance; toward embracing emotions and creating space for 
them in our public, professional spaces; and toward authentic community among 
adults, between adults and children, and for youth, so that we may create spaces 
where young people can acquire the skills to thrive. I hope you will be a part of 
this movement. You can join others on the website, www.onwardthebook.com. The 
Resilience Manifesto, which follows this introduction, offers a platform for this 
movement.

And now, let’s start our journey. Cultivating resilience is easier than you might 
think. Within you, you already have a spring to drink from and rest in—your own 
internal cenote. You are already resilient. In this book, and in The Onward Work-
book, I hope to guide you back to this pool of strength and resources, help you find 
ways to fill it, and offer new ideas for how you might rest in it more often. And so 
onward, ever onward, because really, what other option do we have?

For online resources please visit www.onwardthebook.com.
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The Habits and Dispositions of 
Emotionally Resilient Educators

Chapter
Month

HABIT
Your behaviors

DISPOSITION
Your attitude, character, 
or way of being

1 Know Yourself Purposefulness 
June When you know yourself well—when you understand your 

emotions, social identities, core values, and personality—you gain 
clarity on your purpose in life and in work. Being anchored in 
purpose makes you able to deal with setbacks and challenges.

2 Understand Emotions Acceptance
July Understanding emotions—accepting them and having 

strategies to respond to them—is essential to cultivate 
resilience. With an understanding of emotions, you can accept 
their existence, recognize where you can influence a situation, 
and let go of what is outside your control.

3 Tell Empowering Stories Optimism
August How you interpret and make sense of events is a juncture point 

where emotional resilience increases or depletes. You make 
the choice about what story to tell. When you tell empowering 
stories, your optimism may expand, and optimism is a key trait 
of resilient people.

4 Build Community Empathy 
September We are social beings, and we need each other to thrive. A 

strong, healthy community can bolster us through challenging 
moments and bring joy to our lives. When we build community, 
we can build empathy for each other; and building empathy for 
each other helps us build community.

5 Be Here Now Humor
October Learning to be in the present moment, without judging it, boosts 

our resilience. It can allow us to feel accepting and clearheaded 
about our options for response. When we’re fully present, we’re 
more likely to find appropriate levity in moments of challenge and 
to relieve stress by finding humor in a situation.

6 Take Care of Yourself Positive Self-Perception 
November Physical self-care and well-being are foundational for many 

other habits. When your body is cared for, you’re better able 
to deal with emotions. Resilient people have a healthy self-
perception, are committed to taking care of themselves, and 
accept themselves more or less as they are.
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Chapter
Month

HABIT
Your behaviors

DISPOSITION
Your attitude, character, 
or way of being

7 Focus on the Bright Spots Empowerment

December We can hone our attention to focus on our strengths, assets, 
and skills. This helps us generally feel better and enables us to 
respond to challenges more effectively. Focusing on strengths 
also boosts our levels of self-efficacy, and we feel more 
empowered to influence our surroundings.

8 Cultivate Compassion Perspective

January Compassion for ourselves, as well as for others, helps us 
deal with the interpersonal challenges we face on a daily 
basis. Perspective allows us to recognize the complexity of a 
situation. Perspective allows us to empathize with others, see 
the long view, extricate ourselves from the drama of a moment, 
and identify a wider range of responses to an event.

9 Be a Learner Curiosity

February If we see challenges as opportunities for learning, if we engage 
our curiosity whenever we’re presented with an obstacle, we’re 
more likely to find solutions. This habit and disposition help us 
not just survive adversity but thrive in the aftermath.

10 Play and Create Courage

March Creativity and play unlock inner resources for dealing with 
stress, solving problems, and enjoying life. When we are 
creative, we are resourceful, and we problem-solve in new and 
original ways, which fuels our courage. Our thinking expands, 
and our connection with ourselves and others deepens.

11 Ride the Waves of Change Perseverance

April Change is one thing we can count on, and when we encounter 
it, we can harness our physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual 
energies, and direct them where they will make the biggest 
difference. Perseverance, patience, and courage help us 
manage change.

12 Celebrate and Appreciate Trust

May Individual and collective celebrations, as well as the practice of 
gratitude, is the capstone to the habits in this book. Even during 
hard moments, if we can shift into a stance of appreciation, we’ll 
build our resilience. Appreciation cultivates our trust in ourselves, 
in a process, and perhaps in something greater, which helps us 
respond to the inevitable challenges of life. 
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