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Leading in All Directions
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• Lead effectively at any level

• Improve alignment and communication

• Build impact without waiting for title

• Lead up, down, and across teams 

• Develop future leaders

Why are we here?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s start with why this conversation matters.
Many capable professionals are already doing leadership work, whether their title reflects it or not.
Our focus today is leading effectively at any level of the organization.
That starts with stronger alignment and clearer communication.
We also want to build impact without waiting for formal authority.
Leadership shows up in daily behaviors long before the title changes.
Finally, we will focus on leading in all directions:
up to supervisors
across to peers
down to staff
and forward to the next generation of leaders
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When Leadership is Avoided

Leadership Is 
Avoided

Small Issues 
Become Crises

Good Work 
Gets Missed

Organizational 
Performance 

Suffers

Stress Travels 
Downhill

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is what tends to happen when leadership is unclear or avoided.
The impact is rarely immediate. It compounds.
First, good work gets missed.
Important details or concerns never fully surface.
Over time, small issues begin to grow.
What could have been addressed early becomes more disruptive.
As pressure builds, stress starts to travel downhill.
Teams begin to feel the friction.
Eventually, the organization pays the price.
Performance, trust, and efficiency all take a hit.
(Engagement Opportunity):
Where in this chain do you see this most often in your organization? (Venting Opportunity) 
“How many of you have experienced a problem that everyone knew about but nobody escalated?”
“How many have watched something small turn into a much bigger issue later?”

Most organizations think their problems are issues becoming crises. The real problem is leadership being skipped earlier in the chain.
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Why Do We Avoid Leadership?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If we go one layer deeper, most leadership gaps are not about capability.
They are about avoidance.
What we see on the surface is leadership hesitation.
What sits underneath are a few consistent drivers.
First, lack of authority.
Many emerging leaders hesitate because they are unsure where their lane begins and ends.
Second, fear of conflict.
Addressing issues early often feels uncomfortable, so problems get delayed.
Third, fear of added responsibility.
Stepping forward can feel like volunteering for more pressure without more support.
The key point is this:
Most people are not avoiding leadership because they do not care.
They are navigating real, human friction.
�
Transition line
The opportunity for rising leaders is learning how to move forward even when these pressures are present.
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Your Directional Influence

You

Information Flow

Lateral

Downward

Lateral

Upward

Work ExecutionPeer Alignment 

Staff Experience

Forward

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s bring this together.
Whether your title reflects it or not, your influence is already moving in multiple directions every day.
Upward — Information Flow
Upward influence is about what you surface, how early you raise concerns, and how clearly leaders above you understand what is really happening.
Strong upward communication improves decision quality.
Weak upward communication creates blind spots.
Across — Peer Alignment and Work Execution
Across the organization, your influence shows up in how well work moves between people and departments.
This includes clarifying expectations, reducing friction, and keeping projects moving forward.
Many operational slowdowns happen right here.
Downward — Staff Experience
Downward influence is the day-to-day experience people have working with you.
Your tone, responsiveness, and consistency shape trust and clarity for others.
Small behaviors compound quickly in this direction.
When leadership is avoided, gaps usually appear in one or more of these lanes.
Not because people lack skill, but because the moment feels uncomfortable or uncertain.
For many rising leaders, the most underdeveloped direction is upward.
It is also where small adjustments can create outsized impact.

Transition to Managing Up
So let’s start there and look at what effective managing upward actually looks like in practice.
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Leading Up

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When people hear “managing up,” there is often immediate resistance.
It can sound political or even manipulative.
That is not the intent here.
Leading up is about professionalism.
It is about helping the leaders above you succeed through better clarity, better information, and clear expectations.
The most effective organizations treat this relationship as a partnership.
Different roles, but shared outcomes.
When expectations are clear in both directions, alignment improves and friction drops.
When both sides are aligned, performance improves across the system.
When your leader succeeds, you succeed.
And when you succeed, your leader succeeds.
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Leading Up

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When people hear “managing up,” there is often immediate resistance.
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Meet in the Middle

Practical Alignment Requires Agreement On:

• How urgent issues are handled

• What can wait

• What must be escalated

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Your leader has decision authority.
You have day-to-day visibility.
Neither perspective is complete alone.
Effective leading up happens where those two realities meet.
That requires intentional agreement.
Clear expectations around urgency reduce friction.
Not every issue is a crisis.
Not every issue needs escalation.
“Answering the call” does not mean 24/7 availability.
It means clarity around what requires immediate response.
When urgency is defined, stress drops and trust increases.
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Timing Matters

Upward Leadership requires awareness.
• Your leader is human first

• Timing shapes reception

• The same message can build trust or tension

Before presenting issues, pause and ask:
• Is this the right moment?

• Is this the right setting?

• What might they be carrying today?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Leading up is not just about what you say.
It is about when and where you say it.
Your leader is human before they are your supervisor.
They walk into conversations carrying context you may not see.
Timing can amplify your message or undermine it.
The exact same words can build trust in one moment and create tension in another.
Strong leaders pause before raising an issue.
They assess the moment, the setting, and the emotional climate.
A thirty-second pause often prevents a thirty-day problem.
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Giving Feedback

Check the Context

Focus on Outcomes

Use I-Statements & Curiosity

• “I’m seeing…”

• “I’m concerned about…”

• “Can we revisit ___? I'm feeling...”

You suck at 
feedback.

I’ll take that into 
consideration.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Before speaking up, check the context. Timing and setting matter.
Then focus on outcomes. Keep it about impact and shared goals, not personal critique.
Finally, use I-statements paired with curiosity.
“I’m seeing…” lowers defensiveness.
“I’m concerned about…” signals ownership.
“Can we revisit…” invites collaboration.
I-statements shift the tone from accusation to partnership.
That’s how you preserve capital while still addressing the issue.

Using I-language and communicating perspective were both found to reduce perceptions of hostility. Statements that communicated both self- and other-perspective using I-language (e.g. ‘I understand why you might feel that way, but I feel this way, so I think the situation is unfair’) were rated as the best strategy to open a conflict discussion. Simple acts of initial language use can reduce the chances that conflict discussion will descend into a downward spiral of hostility.�Rogers et al., The benefits of I-language and communicating perspective during conflict, published research showing that I-language leads to lower defensiveness (p < 0.001). 
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Giving Feedback
• “That’s not going to work.”

• “This is unrealistic.”

• “You didn’t communicate that clearly.”

• “We can’t do that.”

• “This timeline doesn’t make sense.”
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Leading Laterally
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Challenges of Leading Laterally
• Needing to understand functions 

outside of your area of expertise

• Leading without formal authority

• Leading across siloed departments
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Tools to Help Lead Laterally
• Reference Guides and How To Documents
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Tools to Help Lead Laterally
• Interdepartmental Collaboration

o Regular meetings across departments with all team members

o Collaborative visits to buildings with multiple departments (Hall Pass)

 HR and Business Office Departments visit schools together
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Leading Downward
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Challenges of Leading Downward
• Need to bridge the gap between 

technical "numbers" world and the 

"instructional" work of the district

• Staff often more comfortable with 

"doing the work" vs "leading others"

• Downward leaders need to be 

adaptable and flexible
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Strategies to Help Lead Downward
• Establish Clear Protocols

• Focus on Empowerment
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Strategies to Help Lead Downward
• Coach for Growth

o Instead of just correcting technical errors, use them as a mentorship 

moment to explain the "why" behind specific procedures/processes

• Celebrate "Quiet Wins"
o Since the work of the business office often goes unnoticed, find 

opportunities to praise tasks that were handled well to help build 

department/team morale

o But find a way to do so that motivates the team (as many business 

office staff do not like huge celebrations)
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Leading the Next 
Generation

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Leading forward is still directional leadership. It is just aimed at the future.
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What’s Different? 

Constant Information Constant Feedback Constant Comparison

Willingness to 
Question Systems

Transparency
About Stress

Value Driven 
Decision Making

Latest Generations Grew Up With:

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Every generation complains about the next one. That is not leadership.
Instead of labeling this generation as better or worse, we need to understand context.
Gen Z grew up in constant information flow.
They have had continuous access to data, comparison, and feedback since adolescence.
That environment shapes expectations.
Many are more willing to question systems.
They are often more transparent about stress.
And they tend to prioritize values and purpose over titles alone.
These are not flaws. They are contextual shifts.
Leadership requires adapting to context, not resisting it.
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What They Expect 
from Leadership 

Consistent Expectations:

• Clarity over positional authority 

• Continuous feedback over silence 

• Purpose over default programming Defined 
Expectations

Measurable 
Goals Ongoing

Feedback

Shared 
Purpose

Defined Success

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is what clarity looks like in practice.
Defined expectations. People should know what good looks like before they are evaluated on it.
Measurable goals. If progress cannot be seen, motivation drops.
Shared purpose. Work connects to something larger than task completion.
Ongoing feedback. Course correction happens early, not annually.
And at the end, defined success. Both sides know what winning looks like.
When these are clear, performance becomes stable.
When they are vague, friction increases.
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Develop Future Leaders
Not Employees

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Development is progressive. It does not begin with ownership. It begins with exposure.
Observation matters. If they never see how decisions are made, they cannot develop judgment.
Participation builds confidence. It moves them from spectator to contributor.
Ownership is the accelerator. Responsibility forces growth.
If we wait for perfection before giving ownership, we delay leadership development.
Titles do not create leaders. Repeated exposure, responsibility, and accountability do.
If we want future leaders in this organization, we must intentionally build them through stages.
Development is not accidental. It is structured.
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Scan to Watch Video! 
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Conclusion

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
To close, we want to come back to the idea that leadership is directional.
Every day your influence is already moving in multiple directions whether your title reflects it or not.
Upward, leadership improves decision quality. It means surfacing information early and helping leaders above you see what is actually happening on the ground.
Across, leadership creates alignment. It is how work moves between departments, how friction gets reduced, and how teams stay connected.
Downward, leadership shapes the daily experience people have working with you. Your tone, your expectations, and your consistency define the environment others operate in.
Forward, leadership develops the next group of leaders. That means exposure, participation, and eventually ownership.
When leadership is avoided, gaps appear in one or more of these directions.
But when leadership is practiced intentionally, clarity moves in every direction across the organization.
Leadership is not defined by authority.
It is defined by how intentionally your influence moves.
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When Leadership is Accepted

Leadership Is 
Accepted at All 

Levels

Issues Stay 
Small

Decisions 
Improve 

Stronger Team 
PerformanceFewer Surprises 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When leadership is accepted at every level, the system begins to work differently.
Leadership is not just about authority at the top. It is about people throughout the organization taking responsibility for clarity, communication, and problem solving.
When that happens, the first thing that improves is decision quality. Leaders receive better information and context from the people closest to the work.
Better information leads to better decisions.
As decisions improve, issues stay small. Problems are surfaced earlier and addressed before they grow into crises.
When issues stay small, organizations experience fewer surprises. Work becomes more predictable and less reactive.
And when there are fewer surprises, teams can focus their energy on performance rather than constant damage control.
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Questions and Answers
We thank you for your time!
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Presenters:
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Carrie Matlock, President; DLA Architects, Ltd.

(847) 742-4063; c.matlock@dla-ltd.com

Mindy Bradford, Asst. Supt. for Business & Operations; Hinsdale CCSD#181
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