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Elena Aguilar (00:00:02):

Hi everyone. I'm Elena Aguilar, and this is the Bright Morning Podcast. So this week I've got a coaching 
conversation for you. Naomi Yokota is a second year assistant principal at a charter school in Los 
Angeles, California, and she volunteered to be a guest on the podcast and to engage in a coaching 
conversation. I'm always so grateful to the folks that do this, that offer us this gift of themselves. So 
before you hear the conversation, I want to make sure you know that in the show notes for this episode, 
you're going to find a new free tool to help you get even more out of these episodes. This is a new 
resource that we're offering you to help you in your observation of a coaching conversation or in 
debriefing a coaching conversation through the lens of transformational coaching.

(00:01:10):

And this is something you can use on your own when you listen to the podcast or when you listen to 
recordings of your own coaching conversation, or if you're a coach working with other coaches, you 
could use this tool to guide your work together. So I hope you'll check out that new resource we've got 
for you. And just a reminder, please, if you're enjoying the podcast, please, please, please go to Apple 
Podcast and rate us and review us. It really is helpful. It's really helpful. And it'll probably only take you 
10 or 15 seconds. All right, let's get into this conversation. So, Naomi, what are you thinking about that 
you might want some coaching around? What's on your mind?

Naomi Yokota (00:02:07):

Well, I was sitting with this question. I was trying to think about it intentionally before this time. And I 
realized that there's two competing questions and in reflection and conversation with some of my 
colleagues, I'm realizing that one has to get, at least, partially answered before the other. And so our 
school staff, as well as our entire charter network, this past spring partnered up with a consulting agency 
to help us be a more anti-racist organization and school. And that's included a lot of different 
components, but something that it has included this fall has been some all day trainings with our entire 
staff to create a common understanding of the different forms that racism can take and does take in 
education. And also to help open up the inquiry and the self-reflection that we could do as a staff, as 
well as individuals around how we perpetuate those things.

(00:03:20):

And so I think the big question for me as a leader and that my principal and I are constantly talking 
about and reflecting on is, how do we structure our school? And especially since March, in the context 
of distance learning, cause we are still completely online and probably will be for the foreseeable future. 
Los Angeles has been struggling in that regard. So how do we structure our school during distance 
learning and beyond in an anti-racist way? That's a question that I think drives me. It's also a question I 
feel like I constantly fall short in with my own imagination, right? Doesn't matter how long you do this 
work. There's always something that you feel like is out of reach, right, and I think that comes up a lot 
and that inquiry.

(00:04:19):

But the second question that I realized has come up a lot and I've even had different colleagues named 
to me out loud when they're feeling exasperated or feeling stuck is how do we build trust between the 
adults that are part of our school community so that we can engage in that first question? I mean, 
there's a myriad of things that feel like they've led us to that, right, of feeling like we don't all trust each 
other to the degree that we would need to be able to fully engage that really difficult inquiry around 
structural work within our school.
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Elena Aguilar (00:05:01):

Mm-hmm.

Naomi Yokota (00:05:02):

But there are folks that are feeling ready to engage in the first question and don't want anything to do 
with the second, or it's easy to feel unsure about where to start and what to do in between.

Elena Aguilar (00:05:20):

Mm-hmm. Where to start? So I'm hearing what you're saying as, I'm just going to reframe a little bit 
through the lens of thinking about you as a leader and as a relatively new leader. And so I'm hearing that 
you want to lead this work around creating an anti-racist school and that's deep in your commitment 
and your vision and your values. And that you want to lead a community in which there's trust amongst 
the adults.

Naomi Yokota (00:06:05):

Mm-hmm.

Elena Aguilar (00:06:08):

I want to dig a little deeper in there because what it's making me wonder about is how you would 
identify your core values or how you would name them?

Naomi Yokota (00:06:22):

Mm-hmm. Yeah. I mean, I think I would be able to refine that a lot better if I have like a word bank or 
something, but I mean, obviously equity given even me bringing up the question comes first to mind. I 
think another value that comes up a lot is restoration. And I know that restorative justice is a phrase 
that's thrown around a lot and people can have different interpretations of it. But when I reflect both on 
just my personal life experience and how that informs my work, professionally, creating a space where 
people can restore harm with one another and even within themselves is something that's really 
important to me. I think also just doing a really good job. I mean, I think when I get in unhealthy 
patterns, I can be a perfectionist, but when it's a healthy value, it looks like really valuing excellence and 
constant growth.

Elena Aguilar (00:07:39):

Mm-hmm. Equity, restoration. I love that you said restoration between people and also within 
themselves and excellence, constant growth. It's also funny that you said you need a word bank because 
I often do this activity with folks where that's exactly what I give them. And there's a scaffolded process 
to identify core values. I will email that to you afterwards, in case you're curious. And for listeners, I'll 
actually include that in the show notes. And even though I have that activity and I do that, I often find it 
interesting to just ask people, how would you, right now, name and describe your values?

Naomi Yokota (00:08:31):

Mm-hmm. Yeah.

Elena Aguilar (00:08:34):
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So the other thing that I'm wondering about that feels most pressing for me to know about is how 
would you describe your strengths as a leader? What do you think are your strengths?

Naomi Yokota (00:08:56):

I think my teaching experience is a huge asset that I bring to my role. I really enjoy coaching and because 
of the different schools that I got to work in, as a teacher, I got to refine my craft in a lot of different 
ways. And having a lot of experience at the high school level brings a really great perspective to teaching 
in the middle school level too, which I've really enjoyed. And I think also I'm a planner. I thrive on 
structure myself, but I also really enjoy making and creating that for other folks so that they feel like 
there are less organizational obstacles in the way. Because that's really helpful for folks' creativity and 
sustainability and other things and our work in particular.

(00:09:53):

I'd like to think that I'm a good listener, especially one on one. I'm very reflective. I take my time and I sit 
with what people share and I don't get easily escalated by it. So I feel comfortable and willing and eager 
to sit with people even when they have negative feedback or unanswered questions or things like that. 
So yeah, those are some strengths that come to mind.

Elena Aguilar (00:10:26):

So your teaching experience, I just kind of feel like I want to expand that because it sounds like you've 
spent 12 years. This is your 12 year in the area that you're working in, right?

Naomi Yokota (00:10:44):

Yeah.

Elena Aguilar (00:10:45):

You also have a teaching experience that's anchored in the community that you're now leading in.

Naomi Yokota (00:10:53):

Yeah.

Elena Aguilar (00:10:53):

It's perhaps a deep understanding of that community. And then your skills at planning, which planning 
and structure and creating structure for others. That makes me also wonder about, and think about your 
skills or potential skills as a systems change leader. As someone who can see structure and see the 
interplay and see systems and then create change within those. And when you say good listener, the 
way that I contextualize that is, and based on how you describe that, I hear good communication skills. 
And so really I'm just expanding that just a little bit more to frame as good communication skills, which 
those are three really powerful buckets of strengths or skillset. So I'm wondering about in your work, in 
the part of the work that you've been leading around creating an anti-racist school, as well as... And I do 
hear these connected, as well as any efforts you've taken to build trust amongst adults. Where do you 
feel like you've had an opportunity to draw on your strengths, draw on your skills?

Naomi Yokota (00:12:33):
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I think one example that comes to mind is what you already inferred, right? That because I do think 
systematically and really thrive on creating that and thinking on organizational level, it's very intuitive to 
me to engage in that question of how to untangle the ways that systemic racism manifest or 
institutional racism can and do manifest within our school. That can be a really daunting task. And I'm 
not even saying it doesn't intimidate me or isn't daunting for me, but it's also equally an invigorating 
task and a very motivating task that I feel equipped to at least engage in. And so when I transitioned into 
my role as the Assistant Principal at our school, a lot of that initial phase of settling in and trying to get 
acclimated and just learn how things worked within our campus involved me asking a lot of questions 
about the policies that we have and the practice that we have, and also the unintended consequences of 
those things.

(00:14:04):

It's something that's always at the forefront of my mind. And so engaging in that deep dive work is 
something that I often prioritize and try to find opportunities to engage in. And I think in some ways it is 
an asset to us that because we have a leadership team of two in some ways that helps facilitate that 
inquiry, at least, initially a little bit more quickly. And then it helps us... I think we're very values aligned. 
And so it helps us kind of pose those questions to different groups of leaders on our campus and 
different stakeholders and people pretty strategically.

(00:14:47):

And with that, I think me being able to identify my strengths as my teaching experience, both rooted in 
the community, but just also in the work, and my listening. I think, I've seen bright spots in how that can 
lead me to be empathetic and present with people when asking questions and when challenging current 
thinking and when receiving that. Like being challenged, being questioned because as a leader, it doesn't 
matter that I've only been there a year and a half where I've only been doing this so many years, I'm in 
the position of power and I have to own that positionality and there's responsibility with that.

(00:15:43):

And so, yeah. I think a lot of the things that we ask one another, when we think about how is our school 
functioning in a racist way or in an anti-racist way and where are the opportunities for change? A lot of 
those questions that we pose to one another are questions I've already had to at least wrestle with on 
some level in my previous teaching experience. So it doesn't feel like the first time. Think it creates a lot 
of space for grace and compassion even, right?

Elena Aguilar (00:16:22):

Mm-hmm.

Naomi Yokota (00:16:26):

I think that's a lot of what people are craving right now. To be honest, I've been wondering about... Well, 
sometimes when I reflect on my own experience, when engaging in questions about what was in my 
practice as a teacher, racist intentionally or unintentionally or systematically problematic or all the ways 
that we can analyze it. There were years in my teaching when I felt like I had the capacity to engage in 
those questions and actually try to act on them and make big changes in the way I taught. There were 
also years where I was more in survival mode and I didn't feel like I had the energy to engage in that, 
fully. And so I wonder about what in either my environment or what about that season increased that 
capacity. And then how could I transfer some of that as a leader to the season that my team is in now, a 
lot of what distance learning is not being in control. Not knowing when you're going to get control back 
or what it's going to look like.
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(00:18:03):

A lot of it is recognizing that your realm of influence as an educator is still very significant, but also a lot 
less isolated. I think a lot of us, at least, theoretically or philosophically understood and believed and 
hoped that students and their parents would be equal participants in their child's education, but now 
that's even more tangible. And that opens a lot. It opens up a lot about our biases. It opens up a lot 
about our capacity. People who I really respect and are very competent, a lot of our teachers are very 
competent, are in positions now where they are not feeling very competent, right? They're not feeling 
effective. It's a very disorienting thing to say, "I don't even know what button to push right now." In a 
very literal technological sense, right?

Elena Aguilar (00:19:10):

Mm-hmm.

Naomi Yokota (00:19:11):

So I wonder about what I can bring to the way our school works. That would make space for those hard 
questions and the work that comes from the answers to those questions.

Elena Aguilar (00:19:31):

I want to go back to something you said that I'm just really curious to hear more about and perhaps 
unpack with you a little bit, if it feels like it could be helpful. You said, "I fall short in my own 
imagination."

Naomi Yokota (00:19:51):

Yeah.

Elena Aguilar (00:19:52):

And connected that to the leadership you've been taking around developing an anti-racist school. And 
that really struck me. I'm really curious to hear more about that. All right. So I'm going to hit pause here 
for a moment and share my thinking a bit. So you just heard Naomi speak for quite a while about how 
teachers are struggling and she's wondering what she can do. And I actually didn't engage directly with 
all of that. And I said, as you just heard, "I want to go back to something you said." And I go back and I 
said, "I'm curious to hear more about that." So you might be wondering why didn't I follow her lead 
about what she wanted to talk about what she was raising, so that's what I want to share my thinking 
about for a moment. I am committed to slowing down our process. You heard me start this conversation 
by asking Naomi about her values and strengths, and then her ability to use her strengths. I want her as 
a leader to know herself before she gets into problem solving and strategizing.

(00:21:19):

I want her to really know what she's working with in terms of her own skills. I want her to know where 
she's at and I want her to know what she is struggling with in herself, which is what she had named that 
her shortcomings in her imagination. And I want to really unpack that because I know that that kind of 
self-awareness will be invaluable when she gets into that problem solving stage and we rush to problem 
solve. It's normal also the way we've been conditioned and socialized, which is to work and think fast 
and to act and to respond to our sense of urgency with quick action. And again, the better she knows 
herself as a leader, the better she understands what she's working with in herself, what she's dealing 
with. The more intentional and strategic and effective she will be when she does move to take action. So 
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that's why I wanted to go back to that. I want to help her unpack her sense of what she's struggling with 
more.

Naomi Yokota (00:22:39):

Yeah, I've been using that phrase a lot because just in my own reflection in journaling, but also in some 
conversations. Because one of the all day trainings we had with our staff most of the day is spent on 
calibrating in our language, educating folks on things that we don't often get to learn either in our own 
education experience or personal experience. And also just creating an emotionally safe space for 
people to question their own practice, whether that's personally and that ways biases come up there or 
professionally. But it was probably out of an entire day, at least in my memory, it felt like only maybe 30 
minutes where we engaged in the question of, what systems exist in our school, which of those are 
assimilationist, which of them are segregationist, which ones are anti-racist and how could we maybe 
reapply and restore and change that?

(00:23:51):

And so we tried to have a follow-up conversation about that with just our staff a couple weeks later in 
PD space. And a lot of people are asking the question, "Okay. So what if I suspect that what I'm doing is 
assimilationist or segregationist or racist in some way, what is the replacement behavior? What's the 
fix? What is the new system? And also how much autonomy and freedom do I have to do that? Some of 
these feel like they're being asked of me by my boss or on the district level, right? And so how much can 
I challenge that? Where's the wiggle room and where's the creativity? And how do I also do that and still 
feeling emotionally safe with my colleagues, because it's hard not to internalize these questions as 
personal, right? They are personal. You saying they're not, is not helpful."

(00:24:53):

So as a leader, I think if you're the one asking the question, you're expected to have an answer behind 
the curtain too. And so a lot of times we'll ask the question of, "What policy do you think we should 
change? How could we change it?" And then I don't have a hidden answer. I don't have a replacement. I 
feel just as enmeshed as any one of my colleagues who I'm asking that same question to. And so I do 
believe maybe another value I have is in collaboration and collective inquiry. I'm much more interested 
in the answer or series of answers we could come up with as a group than one that I could write by 
myself.

Elena Aguilar (00:25:42):

So I'm curious, because what I was going to ask you was, do you think you need to know the answer, but 
then your connection there to collaboration, collective inquiry, it makes me wonder about how deep 
that sense goes about the need for you to have the answer, to be able to conjure up the response.

Naomi Yokota (00:26:19):

Yeah. I think in my mind, I believe I don't need to have the answer, but my heart just doesn't want to 
disappoint people.

Elena Aguilar (00:26:32):

Do you think other people expect you to have the answer?

Naomi Yokota (00:26:36):
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At times, yeah. And I think that's the part that's hard. Yeah, shifting expectations and helping people feel 
safe when they say they don't have the answer. I think people want that grace for themselves. And I 
hope that I can receive it as well. But it feels equally unhelpful to say, "I don't have the answer." And just 
stay there.

Elena Aguilar (00:27:11):

Mm-hmm.

Naomi Yokota (00:27:14):

I've had experiences as a teacher where I was observing and experiencing some unhealthy 
organizational dynamics. And I was told by my leader that they didn't have the answer. And that felt 
very unhelpful, right?

Elena Aguilar (00:27:30):

Mm-hmm.

Naomi Yokota (00:27:30):

It felt like you were just resigned to something that wasn't sustainable. And you knew that that kind of 
put an end date on things almost if it was untenable for yourself. And I don't want to do that to other 
folks. And these are deep, true and real things. These are questions that are really close to the values of 
a lot of the people that work at my school. They're utterly necessary questions for our students. We 
don't have the luxury of not answering that question.

Elena Aguilar (00:28:07):

So when you are asked a question for which you don't have the answer, what if you said, "I don't have 
the answer and..." And then what could you add there?

Naomi Yokota (00:28:21):

I don't have the answer and I'm going to ask around or I'm going to think on it, I'm going to try to figure 
out what missing information could be helpful. Maybe the hardest and would be. And I'm going to make 
time to come back to this question.

Elena Aguilar (00:28:43):

Mm-hmm.

Naomi Yokota (00:28:44):

Because that feels like the most limited resource, there's always too many questions. There's too many 
things to figure out. We started our partnership and openly announced and communicated on the 
district level that we were going to be engaging in this work. And that was important. And then I think 
within the month our schools were closed.

Elena Aguilar (00:29:12):

Mm-hmm.
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Naomi Yokota (00:29:12):

And so everyone, I think, a lot of us leaders were in a panic. Like, "I care about this. I want to do this. I 
also need to make sure everyone has internet." There's just very real urgent barriers that get in the way. 
So holding [inaudible 00:29:33] secrets and time I think would be a really big... It would be a big help.

Elena Aguilar (00:29:45):

Mm-hmm. So then I'm hearing that as you have a capacity gap, you need some more time to figure out 
that answer. I guess I'm also just wondering, without digging into the questions that you are asked 
themselves without naming those or categorizing them. Part of what I wonder is given your value 
around collaboration, are you sure you have to figure them out? [inaudible 00:30:19] I mean, yes, 
sometimes like some of them, as an administrator, maybe that's your job is to figure out this piece that's 
more technical or logistical or operational, but then the really big, deep questions, in some ways... I 
guess I'll be really transparent and perhaps name what I see in some places, which is when leaders 
provide all the answers, they are replicating a status quo that they're actually saying that they're 
committed to undermining. And so-

Naomi Yokota (00:30:51):

Absolutely.

Elena Aguilar (00:30:52):

By answering the question, your people who are asking you those questions, don't get the opportunity 
to act on their agency or to become more empowered or to go through the critical thinking process or to 
think collectively and collaboratively around an issue for which there are very few answers right now 
these days. Because if there were any answers, I know tens of thousands of educators who would pick 
them up right away. There's also a lot of commitment to dismantling White supremacy, but we don't 
have the answers because the stuff goes real deep.

Naomi Yokota (00:31:26):

Mm-hmm.

Elena Aguilar (00:31:26):

And so are you sure you have to figure them out by yourself? All right, let me stop this for a moment 
and tell you what I was thinking, because you just heard me talk a lot. And in that chunk of talking a lot, I 
actually asked Naomi a question. I asked her, "Are you sure you have to figure it out?" And then, she 
started talking and then I kept talking, right? And then I asked her that same question at the end of my 
spiel. So what I just did is I really shifted into being directive and instructive, but I did that and offered 
her in some ways the right to say, "Yes or no. I want to listen to what you're saying." So this is kind of a 
tricky one for me to unpack.

(00:32:34):

I mean, the thing is I've done a lot of thinking about how we can dismantle White supremacy in our 
schools and in ourselves, in our leadership, in our teams, in our organizations. And I'm hearing that 
Naomi has done a lot of thinking about that too. And in that section, you just heard, I wanted to offer 
her an idea. I wanted to offer her this idea that she doesn't have to do it herself, right? But there's a 
little bit in here, which I'm sort of questioning... I asked her this question, which was sort of rhetorical 
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and not rhetorical. The question of, "Are you sure you have to figure it out by yourself?" Because in a 
way, what I'm saying to her is you don't have to figure it out by yourself.

(00:33:27):

But I guess I didn't want to say it that directly. Maybe if I had a longer, deeper relationship with Naomi, if 
I was coaching her, if I was really clear on her beliefs and her stance as a leader, I might then have said it 
more directly. But at this point I'm suspecting that she would buy into this idea of delegation or shared 
leadership or partnership, but I'm not completely sure. So I guess there's some hesitation in my 
rhetorical question and directive, instructive stance. And I also think it's really important for us to 
continuously, even when we have deep trust and relationship, for us to take a stance when we're being 
directive, that is also invitational that says, "Look, I have this expertise and I'm going to share it with you, 
but take it or leave it."

(00:34:37):

I don't want anyone. I coach to feel that... And I'm talking to you very directly from my expertise and my 
authority in this area, which every year gets increasingly more, as I write more books and so on. I still 
want the people I coach to feel like they can say to me, "Elena, I know you've got some expertise in this 
and I disagree and I don't want to follow your suggestion." It's essential to me that the people I coach or 
the people I'm talking to in these podcasts feel that way, that they have that kind of autonomy and 
agency to disagree with me. And so in this section you just heard with Naomi, in some ways, that's what 
I'm doing. I'm giving her a suggestion. I'm giving her some... I'm being instructive. I'm giving her advice, 
but I want to couch it in like, "And you can say no to all of that."

Naomi Yokota (00:35:38):

Yeah. Well I think that's a really good word. I think even to take that further and acknowledge, I may not 
even be involved in some of those answers. I might have students and families and teachers and folks in 
our office. They might come up with some really great things and I don't even know about it. That's 
completely possible. Yeah, I think, a lot of the fear and frustration I hear in my colleagues when we talk 
about this, I think I feel myself. And like, "Oh, this is a time where I'm not going to be in as much control, 
even though I'm probably going to be considered equally liable just as much as I was before." There's a 
lot of fear of accountability and fear of a lack of grace. But yeah, we have amazing people working at our 
school. They very well are going to continue to come up with some really great ideas.

Elena Aguilar (00:37:07):

Mm-hmm. So that makes me think about, you framed this as two competing questions, but then you 
also mentioned how they're interconnected. And then you said, "The question is where to start." And so 
I'm thinking about, it's incredible and wonderful that you have so many people at your school who are 
powerful and on board with this focus and who have knowledge and skills. And so I'm really thinking 
about your strengths as connected to the question you asked about how do you build trust between 
people as perhaps being the highest leverage place for you to work. To build their relationships between 
each other, their communication skills, to help them show up for others with the kind of compassion 
and grace that you're describing extending to others. So I'm curious, how does that land or how do you 
hear that as perhaps a suggestion for where to start?

(00:38:38):

All right. So right here, a couple of things I want you to notice, I am always thinking through a strengths 
perspective. What are the strengths in the leader? What are the strengths in the community, in the 
organization, in the team? How do we maximize those strengths? How do I, as a coach, reflect back, 
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"Here are strengths. Here's something to tap into. You can use what's here." We have been 
indoctrinated conditioned, again, into such a deficit mindset where we're just looking around all the 
time, seeing problems and shortcomings and not enough and not good enough and not enough and not, 
not, not. And we have big gaps that we need to close. We have pain that we need to heal and we have 
so much to build on. And so I want to support leaders to see that too. It is again, really deeply connected 
to my mission as a leader who is committed to dismantling systems of oppression and the systems of 
oppression, focus on what doesn't work and what's wrong.

(00:39:53):

And so doing that as a coach is central to my values and my mission as a leader, as a coach. Okay. Again, 
however, I want to give people a sense of agency and autonomy. I want to reconnect people to their 
sense of power. And so at the end of what you just heard me say, I do say, "How does that land, how do 
you hear that?" I want to give people permission, continuously give them permission to say, "Yeah, I 
don't know. I don't know if that really works." And I hear that plenty of times from people I've coached. 
And so every time I hear someone say to me, "I don't think that's going to work." I feel relieved. I feel so 
grateful when they say that to me because it tells me that they are experiencing that sense of 
autonomy. That sense of empowerment. All right.

Naomi Yokota (00:40:55):

I think it fits. It fits really well. I guess what I'm... It's like a yes and, right? Part of me can think about 
ways that I used to do that in the building, as we fondly refer to it as in the building. But when we were 
already physically in the same place, where there didn't feel like a constant competition for presence 
and attention for very legitimate reasons. It makes me about how this fall, there have been points of... 
I've had interactions with folks who it initially was via email or text. It might have even just come from 
something that felt super procedural like, "Hey, remember you need to update your grades." Or 
something like that. But then it clearly revealed there was a misread in tone or there was just a pain 
point there, right? There was something underneath that.

(00:42:14):

And then when I insisted on making space time with that person, I mean, albeit, virtually. We were 
much more able to listen to one another, to extend grace to each other, to understand the values that 
led to the actions that led to the interpretation, that led to the misinterpretation or the distorted 
narrative. And that felt so much better than times that something bubbled up in the chat in our staff PD 
and then nothing never came of that. It just came and went. And so I wonder about how to make the 
time in this space for people to still get FaceTime with one another in meaningful ways.

Elena Aguilar (00:43:16):

Mm-hmm. All right, pause. So Naomi's question or statement here, "How to make time in this space for 
people to still get FaceTime with each other in meaningful ways?" I heard that and I thought, "Okay, 
there's a couple of directions we could go right now. I could now take this conversation deeper into 
helping her figure out how to do that, how to make time, how to make..." Right. We could start working 
on a plan. I could lead her into that kind of thinking. I got to say, that was tempting because it would've 
been easy because I feel pretty confident being able to help someone figure out a plan for how do we 
do this. But I heard that Naomi had a strength, that she has a strength in planning. She's organized, she 
plans she's structured.

(00:44:37):
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And so I didn't feel like that's what she needed support in. I mean, here's the thing. It would've given me 
some quick satisfaction to feel like I was doing a good job as a coach. I was being useful and helpful, but I 
actually felt like that would be taking something from Naomi. Taking... Because I think she can do this by 
herself, and so it would be taking from her that opportunity for her to feel like, "Yeah, I can do that." So 
let me get back to the conversation. And then I'll pause again really soon and explain my thinking again.

(00:45:22):

When I think about the strength that you named around planning and structure, I know you'll be able to 
figure out the answer to that question, because your question is a question about structure.

Naomi Yokota (00:45:47):

Mm-hmm.

Elena Aguilar (00:45:49):

And prioritization and identifying the moments and the places to have that kind of opportunity for 
people to engage. I'm going to ask a really general question and respond in any way that you want. 
What feels hardest about this situation that you're describing?

(00:46:18):

All right. So you just heard me explain to Naomi what I was thinking, what I told you, in fact, in the last 
interruption, which is that I hear that she has this strength and planning and structure. And I have 
confidence that she'll be able to figure out the answer to her question. And coaching is not a poker 
game. You don't need to hold all your cards close to your heart. You can tell people what you're thinking 
sometimes. You can say, "I don't think we need to go in that direction because I actually really have..." 
And then you can see maybe they say, "No, I could really use some help in thinking through this plan." 
And then you can say, "Okay, sure. Let's do it." But you can tell people what you're thinking. You can 
reveal some of the decisions you're making in a conversation.

(00:47:12):

I had really been sensing... I'll just say like intuiting, it's super hard for me to unpack my intuition, but I'd 
been sensing that there was just more underneath what was going on for Naomi. I mean, there always is 
for leaders. And so it's intuiting. Intuition is really based on a series of data points that have been 
patterns we've seen repeated over and over in our life. And so is it intuition or is it that I've seen the 
series of data points for many years, that there's more going on beneath the surface and especially for... 
I mean, not especially for leaders for all of us, but leaders often have fewer opportunities to do the kind 
of deep reflective process that we do in coaching. So I wanted to give Naomi a chance to talk about that 
sort of those deeper levels. And I do think that the question that I asked actually did kind of push us into 
a deeper level of this conversation.

Naomi Yokota (00:48:23):

I guess the fear of losing trust, because a lot of us are struggling with how to rebuild it once it's lost. It 
almost makes the stakes feel a lot higher. Yeah. I mean, I think, I think myself in circles around this 
question a lot, because my relational connection to each of our staff members has a pretty wide 
spectrum. This is my second year at the school. I've always been the Assistant Principal and nothing else. 
So there's layers to that, just because that impacts the way you engage with folks and that they engage 
with you. I've had the privilege to work with some teachers much more because of different committees 
and teams that we're on and have found a lot of great connection there. There are also folks that I 
haven't had that time with, and so it feels really different. Something that I think that also causes me to 
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question how to build trust or build relationship in the first place with folks too, is my principal was one 
of the founding teachers of the school and has transitioned into her role over time.

(00:49:59):

And so there are some folks that she first was a colleague with and... I mean, that creates its own 
dynamics too, but her history with some of our staff is much longer than or different than mine. And so 
sometimes when you're in a role as a leader, you wonder, "Is it me? Or is it just the position I'm in or is it 
something else?" And when there's only two of you and that history is so different, it makes you often 
wonder like, "It must be me." But yeah, I guess the hardest part about it is feeling like because of all of 
the chronic stress and fatigue that comes with teaching in general, let alone, during a pandemic, it feels 
even harder to transition from building trust with people to maintaining and rebuilding it when it's lost. I 
was thinking about how it would be really helpful...

(00:51:10):

And this is something that even some of my colleagues have affirmed. It would be really helpful for us to 
revisit sharing our values with one another, especially in this time in the season. And that feels like a 
really good starting point. I think it almost feels like the first step, but then I'm not sure what steps to 
take after it of, "Okay. Once we know one another's values, how do we get to a point where we can 
openly talk about the ways that we have our own distorted thinking? How do we start telling 
empowering stories with one another? How do we get to that point?" Because I think, that's needed to 
be able to do all that other work.

Elena Aguilar (00:52:00):

Have you had experiences with colleague or coach or supervisor where you've been able to have those 
kinds of conversations?

Naomi Yokota (00:52:12):

Yeah, I think there have been bright spots in that. I guess what comes to mind is when I chose to be 
vulnerable with my own values or my own life experiences that informed my work, I think it made it feel 
safer for folks to reciprocate that or to enter into that kind of a space. And I can also think about times 
where I was meeting with somebody who felt really at the end of their rope and got to the point of 
acknowledging that. And being able to say, "It's okay to be there. It's okay not to feel like you have it 
together right now, we're still going to keep trying." That was a really big deal.

Elena Aguilar (00:53:14):

Mm-hmm. So I asked you that question because, so I'm hearing really deep commitment to equity, to 
being a really powerful leader. And then I'm hearing fear, that's normal and you really are still a very, 
very new school leader. So just imagine, remember what it was in October of your second year, 
teaching, right? Looking back on that, you're like, "Yeah, I was so new." Probably there's a lot of parallels 
in terms of feeling deep commitment. And I'm just hearing a lot of fear about, "Will I be able to honor 
this commitment? Will I be able to do what I came here to do?"

Naomi Yokota (00:54:13):

Mm-hmm.

Elena Aguilar (00:54:14):
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Which comes from, or hopefully, which the best place for that to come from is if it's coming from love, 
as opposed to the perfectionist part of you.

Naomi Yokota (00:54:25):

Mm-hmm.

Elena Aguilar (00:54:26):

You just want to keep a little bit of a like eye out on, "Is this my perfectionist coming up or is this my 
deep love and commitment to my students, to this community." Being able to make that distinction. 
And so you're new, you're afraid, like so many of us, that we won't be able to fulfill our vision for ourself. 
And you have had experiences where you've done what you need to do now and what you're trying to 
do, and you've done it successfully. And by that, I mean you've had experiences where you've had these 
kinds of conversations. You've built relationships, you've built trust. I think your value around 
restoration is really important for you to remember. One of the ways that I extend the activity around 
core values with folks is often I ask them to write their core values. Usually I suggest picking three, write 
them in big markers, put them on your wall in front of you, so you remember them all the time.

Naomi Yokota (00:55:39):

Mm-hmm.

Elena Aguilar (00:55:40):

And so, both your value and I bet your skill in restoration will help you if you do lose trust. So if you're 
you're afraid of losing trust, trust can be rebuilt. And I suspect you have those skills. And often when 
trust is rebuilt, after it's been fractured or even broken often when it's rebuilt, it's stronger than ever. 
And a relationship can go deeper than it ever has.

Naomi Yokota (00:56:16):

Mm-hmm.

Elena Aguilar (00:56:16):

And so then the conversations can actually get to the kind that you're describing, where people can start 
talking about their fears, that they're not living into their own vision or that they are enacting racist 
practices in their classroom or in their leadership. Once that relationship can survive [inaudible 
00:56:37] some tension, you get a lot more courageous.

(00:56:41):

All right, last time I'm going to hit pause here. You are hearing me talk a lot in this conversation, I feel 
like I'm... I don't know. I just was sharing a lot of thoughts with Naomi, right? And yet it's a very 
intentional decision, what I am telling her. First of all, when I'm talking a lot, I want you to pay attention 
to how you would categorize what I'm saying. Am I giving her instructions or directions or specific tasks 
to do, or in this case, what I'm doing is affirming, inviting in kindness, inviting in self-kindness, self-
compassion, gentleness. So when I'm going to talk a lot, that's the way I think about it, right? I'm talking 
a lot, what am I saying? If I'm going to talk a lot, if I'm going to give direction, if I'm going to make 
suggestions, I want to be very intentional about what kind of suggestions I'm making. When I said to her, 
"Think back to when you were in your first couple of years of teaching."
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(00:57:57):

Did you hear, did you notice the sigh that she made? If not, it's worth rewinding and listening to that. 
You hear, [inaudible 00:58:07]. Like that, right? She's like... You hear the relief. And that is because I 
invited her into self-compassion, into looking at herself with tenderness, with gentleness. That's part of 
my commitment as a leader, as a coach, it's part of my commitment to dismantling systems of 
oppression. I do that through bringing in gentleness and kindness and committed to helping people, 
cultivate awareness of their perfectionist tendencies and to bringing kindness to that perfectionism and 
to bringing in softness wherever possible. Here's the thing you have to be somewhat cautious about 
when you go on your spiels, I'm going on here with Naomi, there has to be some trust in you. There has 
to be some buy-in to what you're going to share. A simple way of thinking about this is, save it for later 
in the conversation. Just see what happens if you save it until later.

(00:59:20):

In the beginning of a conversation, you want to give someone else more space to do their own thinking, 
their own reflection, to come to their own insights. You might be able to coach them towards kindness, 
self-acceptance, gentleness. And in addition to what they come to, you might later in the conversation, 
add your own insight. You might be reiterating a commitment, an invitation towards kindness, but just 
see what happens. If first you communicate confidence that they can bring in their own wisdom, their 
own kindness before you add in yours. Yours might be needed because they may not get there or it 
might be just an additional affirmation of what they're saying.

(01:00:08):

Ideally, if it's an affirmation, they might internalize the messages that you're communicating more 
deeply because they'll internalize it more deeply because that awareness already exists within them. 
And so they're taking it in and adding to what they already have. If they don't have that awareness 
within themselves already, then there might be a moment of rejecting or questioning or doubting what 
you're saying, or they might take it in. But just see what happens, if you can save it until the end.

Naomi Yokota (01:00:43):

That's really helpful to hear back because I feel a lot more confident or encouraged when I reflect on the 
times that I was able to engage with folks in those ways. I still wonder about how to do that in groups. I 
feel a lot more confident and therefore patient in individual relationships, even in the smaller teams 
that I work with where there's only two, three or four of us. But when I think about rebuilding trust 
within our entire staff of about 30 people, sometimes that's where I feel like my imagination runs out. 
Like, "Okay, I can imagine my myself building trust, rebuilding trust, sharing, empowering stories, and 
narratives with one person. How do I get us to do that collectively, because that is definitely a dynamic 
that comes up."

(01:02:08):

I mean, it's been around for a while, but I think is further exacerbated by the format we're in now where 
there are pockets, there are relational dynamics and pockets of them, you can call them clicks. You can 
call them a myriad of things. People have emotional safety with certain people, but not with other 
people there's hurt and pain between some folks, not others. You can imagine spending a lifetime 
rebuilding all those relationships individually.

Elena Aguilar (01:02:40):

Mm-hmm.
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Naomi Yokota (01:02:41):

But yeah, that's what keeps me up at night is that my students can't wait for us to figure that all out over 
the course of a lifetime, we need to figure it out much sooner. It's not fair to them.

Elena Aguilar (01:02:56):

Mm-hmm. Yeah. That's a really important question to think about how do you do this kind of 
relationship building trust, building in larger groups. And I think there's perhaps an opportunity right 
now in the sense that, yes, when you get 30 people together in a room it's a really different kind of 
facilitation process.

Naomi Yokota (01:03:17):

Mm-hmm.

Elena Aguilar (01:03:19):

So, right now if there is the opportunity to work with folks in groups of three, four, and to create little 
bubbles or pods.

Naomi Yokota (01:03:30):

Mm-hmm.

Elena Aguilar (01:03:31):

[inaudible 01:03:31] You can imagine perhaps a different structure through which we create the kinds of 
resilient, courageous communities that we need to be having to have these conversations and do this 
inquiry. So maybe just exploring, "Well, right now, in some ways there could be opportunity in the fact 
that we can't have 30 people together in a room and nobody wants to spend that much time on Zoom 
altogether with 30 people." So how do you think about the process differently?

Naomi Yokota (01:04:05):

Mm-hmm. Yeah. Yeah. Because come to think of it, when something that we did a lot of... I don't know. 
There were a couple years where that was a common structure in our staff spaces where we would do 
dyads, where there was the explicit expectation that you take turns with listening. You'd be fully present 
with your conversation partner. A lot of times it was random. And I think that's one thing that I could be 
more intentional about is facilitating opportunities to build trust, to share values with new conversation 
partners and to think more intentionally about that. Because it's not that my staff doesn't have anyone 
that they feel comfortable sharing these things with, it's just that they don't feel comfortable doing it 
with everyone right now. And so easing them into that in the ways that I've been able to do that in those 
smaller groups may be a good way to start.

Elena Aguilar (01:05:16):

So drawn what you've experienced, drawn what you know works. And it's unlikely that, really... 
Unfortunately, or it's just who we are, that 30 people are ever going to have the kind of... Everybody's 
not going to have the same level of trust and confidence in each other amongst 30 people. But again, 
can we think about, "Well, we can still fulfill our mission and we can do really good work and we can 
transform the experience for kids in our school. Even if we have these little pods of people who trust 
each other and who can-"
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Naomi Yokota (01:05:52):

Mm-hmm.

Elena Aguilar (01:05:53):

[inaudible 01:05:53] "Each other on their practice and so on."

Naomi Yokota (01:05:56):

Yeah.

Elena Aguilar (01:06:00):

Well Naomi, so I'm just wondering, going back to your question sort of in closing your question was 
where to start. So I'm curious what right now in this moment, this could change later today or 
tomorrow. What right now feels like an answer or some answers to that question that you posed? 
Where to start?

Naomi Yokota (01:06:27):

I definitely, want to make space for all of the members of our team to get to explore their own values 
and share those with one another. I think I need to hold myself accountable to doing that. Modeling 
doesn't feel quite like the right word, but I think I need to hold myself accountable to doing that in that 
space. Because as a leader or someone with power and also someone who is newer to the staff than 
others, I think exposing myself and being a little bit more vulnerable in that way could be really helpful 
to create safe space with some of the people I haven't gotten that chance to do that with yet. And I 
think not holding the expectation that all of this needs to get repaired across every single person to the 
same level, but just allowing people to build trust with new folks in smaller groups. I think that feels like 
some of my first steps.

(01:07:41):

And something that feels like a side step when the opportunity arises would be when harm happens, 
really encouraging folks or making space for folks to try to repair it with one another, including if it's me, 
right? Because those are the things that you have to just follow through and do when it happens, you 
can't orchestrate a harmful experience for the sake of building trust. But when someone comes to me 
saying like, "Oh, this happened, I'm feeling really frustrated or I'm really mad about it, or whichever." 
Really helping them go back to that person and rebuild the harm with the person involved instead of just 
finding another place to put it. So yeah, those are some of the first steps.

Elena Aguilar (01:08:37):

Mm-hmm. Those sound like they will be really meaningful and really impactful and really strong next 
steps. Well, thank you so much for being willing to have this conversation with me and your questions 
and what you're grappling with is something that so many of us are thinking about these days. I know so 
many leaders for whom there's just one question, how do we dismantle white supremacy and create 
schools that are equitable or liberated or whatever terminology it's... Putting aside the terminology, I 
understand the sentiment is the same. And so I just really appreciate you being willing to share your 
vision, your values, your fears.

Naomi Yokota (01:09:23):
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Mm-hmm. Well thank you for listening to them. That was really helpful.

Elena Aguilar (01:09:33):

All right. Folks, thanks for listening. And if you, like Naomi, are wondering about how to build 
relationships and maximize your time with groups. I've got an opportunity that you might want to 
consider, which is the final offering, this calendar year 2020, of the Art of Coaching Teams Virtual 
Workshop on November 18th and 19th. So definitely you can still get in on that, if you're listening to this 
just when we release the podcast. And if your team is struggling during this moment of time, you might 
also benefit from our Cultivating Resilient Communities During a Crisis, which is an online course. And 
you can find more about those opportunities in the show notes for today's episode.

(01:10:34):

Okay. Friends, guess what? Next week I am introducing a new kind of episode that we're calling a 
Conversation Tool. Conversation Tool Episode, and we're going to dig into two of the transformational 
coaching tools that I used in this conversation you just heard, we're going to explore the core values tool 
and the mind-the-gap tool, so that'll be next Monday. Don't forget to rate and review us. And the Bright 
Morning podcast is produced by Stacy Goodman and Leslie Bickford. And the sound engineering is done 
by Stacey Goodman. Take care, everyone be well.
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