Leading Without Losing Yourself
Sustaining Energy, Clarity, and Purpose in School Leadership

Presented by: Dr. Jules Nolan and Elizabeth Carver

%\ _ Phoenix School

Counse ling



The Reality of School Leadership Burnout

Leadership fundamentally changes the kind of demand placed on you, requiring you to absorb everyone's stress
while constantly modeling calm.

85% 48% 7 — 5Yrs

Report frequent job stress (vs. 35% other

adults) Report outright burnout Decline in average head tenure

Key Structural Realities

®  Mounting Structural Pressures: Behavioral shifts, food insecurity,
Al integration, job loss, and staffing shortages.

®  Accelerating Turnover: Reached 10.4% in 2025, with unexpected
departures representing over 20% of total turnover.

®  Strained Governance: 42% of heads and 33% of boards report
experiencing strained relationships.
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Maslach's Three Dimensions of Burnout

Christina Maslach's framework reframes burnout into three distinct dimensions, allowing leaders to self-diagnose

precisely and normalize early subtle shifts as legitimate burnout signals.

DIMENSION 01
Exhaustion

Feeling entirely depleted with
no physical or emotional
reserves left.

o

DIMENSION 02
Cynicism &
Depersonalization

Experiencing mental
detachment, irritability, and the
feeling that you have "nothing
left to give."

My

DIMENSION 03
Reduced Efficacy

A creeping sense of
incompetence or a feeling of
reduced accomplishment in
your daily work.
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Understanding Structural Load and Decision
Fatigue

Structural Overload & Decision Fatigue

Executives make hundreds of decisions daily. As
finite cognitive reserves drain, decision quality

naturally degrades.

Today's flatter organizational charts mean
operational micro-decisions flow directly to
leaders without natural filters.

Common Overload Defaults:

Mental shortcuts & reactive crisis mode

Constant sense of urgency & reduced
patience

Intentional Decision Architecture

The practical fix is decision architecture:
systematically reducing decision volume rather than
relying solely on willpower.

Core Architecture Strategies:

e  Batching: Grouping similar operational
micro-decisions into dedicated time blocks.

e Delegating: Establishing natural filters so routine
choices stop flowing to executive leaders.

e Pre-Deciding: Creating clear protocols and rules
for routine choices in advance.
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Nervous System Regulation: Green, Yellow, and Red Zones

Utilizing a polyvagal-informed framework provides a body-based, non-pathologizing early warning system for burnout, creating a shared

vocabulary for check-ins.

Green Zone

Regulated and socially engaged.
You can access your full thinking
capacity, humor, patience, and
perspective.

Yellow Zone

Sympathetic activation is
starting. You may feel urgency,
tunnel vision, and a shorter fuse.

Red Zone

Full fight, flight, freeze, or fawn
mode. This results in highly
reactive decisions, explosive
responses, or complete
shutdown.
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Protecting Energy, Focus, and Systemic Boundaries

Sustainable leadership requires intentional protection of your capacity through practical, daily strategies.

o =5 ©

Energy and Capacity Decision Systemic Boundaries

Plan around predictable Management Treat boundaries as system
school-year dips and fiercely design. Implement email cutoff
protect micro-restoratives, such times, block calendar time for
as small recovery rituals or focus, and prioritize by asking:
breath resets. "Does this require my specific
authority?"

Batch low-stakes choices,
delegate effectively, and
sequence your hardest
decisions earlier in the day.
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Modeling Sustainable Leadership and Cultural Impact

What leaders do signals cultural norms far more
powerfully than what they say. Working around the
clock versus taking intentional breaks sets the standard
for your staff.

Practice regulation by naming zones out loud—such as
saying "I'm running yellow today", to model regulation
without shame.

Setting visible boundaries, like leaving on time and
halting after-hours messaging, grants staff permission
to do the same, effectively connecting individual
regulation to a healthier school-wide culture.
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The Negativity Bias
Sustaining Optimism

As human beings, our brains are evolutionarily wired with a
'negativity bias'—a tendency to register negative stimuli more
readily and dwell on them far longer than positive ones.

e Inthe school-year context, this bias is a significant
challenge

e  Easy to maintain high energy and optimism during
August's fresh start

e  That enthusiasm inevitably clashes with the reality of the
academic calendar

o  During the dark, exhausting winter slump — with
persistent behavioral challenges or a harsh parent email
— negativity bias takes over

e Feeling cynical, drained, or hyper-focused on the negative
in these times is a neurological default, not a professional
failure




Gratitude as a Shield
Rebalancing the Brain

To sustain our team culture and our own well-being, we must
actively combat the brain's negativity bias. While we cannot
eliminate negative experiences or challenging days, we can
consciously amplify positive interactions to rebalance our
neurological scales.

This is where we must lean hard on our core values. We can utilize
gratitude not as a cliché buzzword, but as a structured,
scientifically validated cognitive intervention. By implementing
intentional gratitude practices, we force our brains to recognize,
process, and retain positive data that would otherwise be
overshadowed. Gratitude acts as a psychological shield, building
emotional resilience and providing the necessary buffer to navigate
the inevitable stresses of middle school education.




The Power of Gratitude

The Soul Pancake Video

The science of happiness, famously demonstrated by the Soul Pancake experiments, reveals that actively expressing
gratitude to someone who has positively impacted you causes a significant, measurable spike in baseline happiness levels
for both the giver and the receiver.

"Engaging in this practice immediately shifts our focus away from stressors and actively reinforces the
supportive bonds within our teaching team."



Action Plan and Personal Commitment

Sustainable leadership is a structural necessity for long-term
service, not a selfish act.

To wrap up our session, formulate a one-sentence personal commitment
and identify your first realistic, actionable step toward sustainable
practice.

Utilize the provided one-page framework summary as a leave-behind tool for
continuous application, shared vocabulary, and reflection in your daily routine.
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