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W H A T  W O R K S    A  P K A L  R E S O U R C E

SOME WORDS OF WISDOM FOR STEM LEADERS
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  Make ti me for what matt ers. Understand career stages. Aim high. Learn to 
say no. Find the right balance. Enjoy what you do. Know the rules.1

  It’s up to you to carve out your place in the work world and know when to 
change course...we will have to learn to manage ourselves. We will have to 
learn to develop ourselves. We will have to place ourselves where we can 
make the greatest contributi on.2

  Planning is important, but a plan without a well-defi ned goal is virtually 
useless. Someti mes goals are not as obvious as one might think. An important 
part of the process is to take some ti me to consider all possible opti ons.... 
Determining the fi nal desti nati on is essenti al to begin contriving a plan that 
hits the mark.3

  Alice: Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here? 
Cheshire Cat: That depends a good deal on where you want to get to.4 

  A strategy is a plan to reach a goal cleverly. While it is someti mes possible to 
reach goals in a muddling and fatalisti c way, there are advantages in thinking 
strategically, in using forethought, and in combining tacti cs as skillfully as 
possible... strategic planning is creati ve problem-solving oriented toward 
change.5

  Like it or not, we must go along from instant to instant, deciding for 
ourselves. At each moment it is necessary to make up our minds what we are 
going to do next... every life is obliged, willy-nilly, to justi fy itself in its own 
eyes.6

  Through refl ecti on comes creati vity. This ability to invent, devise, envisage, 
and improvise is the key to success in all types of scholarly work.7

  [A] widely observed trait [of the creati ve person] may be labeled fl exibility. 
It is perhaps best seen in what has been called the playfulness of the man of 
originality....8

  Leadership is both acti ve and refl ecti ve. One has to alternate between 
parti cipati ng and observing. Walt Whitman described it as being “both in and 
out of the game.” Although the principle may be easy to grasp, the practi ce is 
not.9

  Passion for your purpose comes when you are highly moti vated by your work 
because you believe in its intrinsic worth, and you can use your abiliti es to 
maximum eff ect.10

Th e importance of refl ection is one 
of the threads through these Words 
of Wisdom for STEM Leaders. From a 
wide range of refl ective leaders, they 
off er perspectives on the personal 
dimension of leadership— both 
refl ection and action. Th inking about 
how leaders can learn to manage 
themselves and stay sane in the 
process, Ronald Heifetz emphasizes 
the importance of refl ection, using 
the metaphor of learning to dance: 

Rather than maintain perspective 
on the events that surround and 
involve us, we often get swept up 
by them. Consider the experience 
of dancing on a dance fl oor in 
contrast with standing on a 
balcony and watching other 
people dance. 

Engaged in the dance, it is nearly 
impossible to get a sense of the 
patterns made by everyone on 
the fl oor. To discern the larger 
patterns on the dance fl oor— to 
see who is dancing with whom, 
in what groups, in what location, 
and who is sitting out which 
kind of dance— we have to stop 
moving and get to the balcony. 

— Ronald Heifetz, Leadership 
without Easy Answers. Th e Belknap 
Press of Harvard University 
Press,1994.
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  By defi niti on, experts have 
developed parti cular ways to 
think and reason eff ecti vely. 
Understanding experti se is 
important because it provides 
insights into the nature of thinking 
and problem-solving. It is not 
simply general abiliti es, such 
as memory or intelligence, nor 
the use of general strategies 
that diff erenti ate experts from 
novices... experts have acquired 
extensive knowledge that aff ects 
what they noti ce and how they 
organize, represent, and interpret 
informati on in their environment. 
This, in turn, aff ects their abiliti es 
to remember, reason, and solve 
problems.11

  No matt er where you ride, that’s  
 where you are. 
Timing has a lot to do with the  
 outcome of the rain dance. 
There is a lot more to riding   
 a horse than just sitti  ng in the  
 saddle and letti  ng your feet  
 hang down. 
If you fi nd yourself in a hole,   
 the fi rst thing to do is stop  
 digging.
 Never miss a good chance to shut  
 up.12
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Th ese words of wisdom can catalyze 
one’s refl ections and also suggest 
what might be done upon returning 
to the dance fl oor. Th e iterative 
process of refl ection and action 
is built into PKAL’s DNA; thus 
PKAL’s template for planning is also 
presented. 


