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2 Your Hero’s Journey

“I said, ‘Somebody should do something about that.’ Then I realized I am somebody.”

—Lily Tomlin

Thank you for downloading the Your Hero’s Journey companion guide! 

In The Human Side of Changing Education, I introduced the Hero’s Journey as a way in which 
you can make sense of your inner journey as a leader of change. The purpose of the Your 
Hero’s Journey companion guide is for you to reflect on your Hero’s Journey as you chart your 
unique path—and in doing so, to help others chart theirs. I encourage you to forward this 
companion guide to friends and colleagues who share your call to adventure. This work is 
best done in a tribe—in collaboration with diverse groups of people who share your mission 
and vision for change.

This guide is intended as a stand-alone resource for individuals, groups, and teams leading 
change—change that supports the shift away from the one size fits all model of education 
toward a much more individualized, collaborative, and creative model. It contains excerpts 
from Chapter 5 of The Human Side of Changing Education. 

The education system is at an inflection point and we need more leaders of change—
change that equips our children with the skills, knowledge, and habits of mind to 
thrive in an unknowable future. The Your Hero’s Journey companion guide provides a 
way in which you can make sense of your learning and progress on your unique path of 
change. You do not need a formal position of authority to lead change. You do not need 
permission. You do not need more money or more time. You just need to take the first 
step—and if that first step seems too big or too scary, make it smaller—and make it fun. 

If you have three or more people in your tribe and would like additional support, please 
contact me at jwilson@the-IFL.org to schedule an online coaching session free of charge. 
Our time together will help you get clear on the change you seek, address any challenges 
you are experiencing, and explore how to thrive on this journey—not just survive it. 

May you always heed your Call to Adventure.

—Julie M. Wilson
Author, The Human Side of Changing Education

Founder and Executive Director, Institute for the Future of Learning
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We Need More Leaders of Change

“What is the change that you want to see?”

You do not need a formal position of power or authority to lead change in the education sys-
tem. The reality is we need hundreds of thousands of change agents, working both inside and 
outside the system, if we are to see sustainable and meaningful change. We need change agents 
at all levels.

You might be a principal or superintendent who has a vision and who wants to see the 
untapped potential of students and teachers unleashed in pursuit of a more meaningful 
education.

You might be a concerned citizen with an idea for a program that you know will help 
teenagers in your community to bring back their love of learning and pride in themselves 
and their abilities.

You might be a parent, not liking the local options for your children, and wanting to build 
something different.

You might be a teacher who works in a school where the industrial model is still the 
accepted norm, but you know there is a better way for you to teach and you are committed 
to building your craft.

You might be a policymaker who wants to sunset those educational policies that no longer 
serve our children.

You might be an entrepreneur with an idea that bypasses the system entirely and that has 
the capacity to reach thousands of children.

What is the change you want to see—either in your school or district or in the broader educa-
tion system?
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The Hero’s Journey

“What is the change you want to see and what is your first step?”

Your answer to this question puts you on your own personal path of change.

At its core, the Hero’s Journey is a journey from what you know to what you do not know, from 
the known world to the unknown world. This is exciting and scary in equal measure. It takes us 
to the edge of our comfort zone and what we know. It requires us to embrace uncertainty, risk, 
and adventure.

The Hero’s Journey

Source: Adapted from Campbell (1973). Illustration by Kelvy Bird. 

Here are the stages of the journey as described in The Human Side of Changing Education. They 
are included here for ease of reference and to enable you to share with your colleagues—either 
to invite them to join you on your journey or to chart their own:

1. Call to Adventure. The Call to Adventure can be an external event, a challenge, an 
opportunity, an idea, or an internal shift. You have been living in your ordinary world, 
but now things feel different—there is something inside you that is calling you to adven-
ture and to leave the current and known world behind. You might be a teacher with an 
idea for an app, a new principal with a different vision for your school, or a parent who 
is frustrated with the limited education options available to your child.

2. Fear and Uncertainty. Having heard the Call to Adventure, you begin to feel the uncer-
tainty and fear of embracing the unknown. You know the path is uncertain and full of 
risks, and you don’t (yet) have the skills for the task at hand. As a teacher, you might tell 
yourself you do not know much about technology, so how can you start to build an app? 
As a new principal, you might doubt that anybody else in the community shares your 
vision. As a parent, you might be overwhelmed at the thought of what it takes to launch 
a new school.

3. Meeting the Mentor. Serendipitously, you meet the mentor. Meeting the mentor can 
be listening to your own inner voice, or it can be meeting a wise friend, colleague, or 
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stranger who helps you with advice and support for the journey ahead. You might find 
that mentor inside or outside of your school context; they may be outside the education 
system entirely.

4. Taking Action. You commit to the path and cross the threshold from your known (and 
in many ways, safe) world to the unknown world. You decide to attend the weekend 
hackathon to build a prototype of your app, you invite the community into a conversa-
tion about the vision for your school, or you host a meeting of like-minded parents who 
are dissatisfied with their local school options.

5. Challenges and Finding Your Tribe. Having crossed the threshold, you meet a series of 
challenges, allies, and enemies. Sometimes those enemies are external. Sometimes they 
take the form of your inner critic, telling you that you are not capable of what you have 
chosen to take on—that it is too big, too scary, and who do you think you are for even 
trying? It is also a time when you meet people who are on a similar path, who resonate 
deeply with your work or goal. These are the people who offer commitment, support, 
and help when your perseverance and commitment are tested. They are your adventure- 
sustaining tribe.

6. The Abyss. There comes a stage on your journey when you meet that which you fear the 
most. It can feel like a life or death experience. It puts you through the wringer and you 
are not sure if you are going to get through it. You go into this darkest of caves and you 
leave the old version of you behind when you walk out. Perhaps as a teacher, you are 
confronted with your fear that you do not have what it takes to be an entrepreneur; as a 
principal, you learn that you were third choice for the principal position and feel like you 
are crumbling under the weight of what you have taken on; as a parent, you find yourself 
enmeshed in regulation after regulation and can no longer see a way to changing the 
options for your child.

7. Lessons Learned and New Understanding. This is the treasure that was found in that 
cave. Having faced death in its metaphorical sense, you have discovered a gift or a new-
found understanding. That gift or new understanding is now an integral part of who 
you are. As that teacher, you discovered that you do have what it takes; it is not some 
magical entrepreneurial gift, but rather tenacity and stubbornness that is needed—and 
you have an abundance of both qualities. As the new principal, you let go of your vision 
and needing it to be perfect and begin to see the community rally around changes that 
are meaningful to them; as the parent, you realize you cannot do this alone and begin 
reaching out to many more people to help.

8. Sharing What You Learned and Being a Mentor to Others. You are transformed by 
this journey and return to the world you once knew, sharing what you have learned. 
You inspire and help others with your mastery and mentor others on the path. As an 
entrepreneurial teacher, you mentor other teachers who have ideas they want to develop 
and inspire them with your story; as the principal, you mentor other principals on what 
it takes to lead meaningful change; as the parent, you share your experience with others 
to begin to change state policy.
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Stumbling Blocks—and Regaining Your Footing

“Success is not final, failure is not fatal; it is the courage to continue that counts.”

—Winston Churchill

Whether you are inside or outside the system, the Hero’s Journey will help you make the deci-
sions that will keep you moving forward on the path. It is also a helpful tool to identify missteps, 
cul de sacs, and wrong turns. Over the years, I have noticed a number of ways in which we 
stumble most often; here are three of the most common ways in which we stumble and how we 
might regain our footing:

•• Stumbling Block: Continually second-guessing yourself and rotating in and out of 
the call to adventure and fear and uncertainty. 

• Solution: If you are stuck, reach out for help. In almost twenty years of coaching, I have 
yet to meet a single person who was able to cross the threshold from the safe known world 
to the unknown world without the help, guidance, or support from another person. It 
might be your spouse, colleague, a stranger, a child—regardless, they are instrumental in 
guiding you on your path and encouraging you to take the leap to the unknown.

•• Stumbling Block: Viewing challenges as evidence that you should give up. 
• Solution: You are being tested. There is something to learn in every challenge, yet your 

inner critic can translate a challenge as “See? Told you it wouldn’t work.” Reflect on the 
challenges you have experienced so far. What did you learn? The good news is that there is 
something to learn in every challenge. The bad news is, if you do not learn it, it will repeat 
itself until you do—and the lessons become harder each time you ignore the learning. 

•• Stumbling Block: Not reaching out for help. 
• Solution: When you find yourself in an unknown world, there are a lot of new people 

for you to meet. There is a tribe of supporters, confidants, allies, and mentors waiting for 
you. You need them. And although you might not think it at the time, they need you too. 
Being on the Hero’s Journey does not mean being a lone wolf. You will not see the change 
you want to see by walking this path alone. It takes the power of the individual AND the 
collective when you work at this level of change.

While the challenges and opportunities to stumble are plentiful on the Hero’s Journey, the 
capacity for growth, learning, and self-discovery are just as plentiful. It is a path of deep learn-
ing. It brings us up against the limit of our current knowledge, skills, and abilities—the very 
knowledge, skills, and abilities we learned via the old system. The vast majority of us who have 
an appetite and heart to change education were successful in the old system, and we find our-
selves as the hospice workers to the old ways and midwives to the new (Leicester, 2013). By 
definition, this brings us to the edge of our skill set and invites us to learn the skills we want 
our students to learn, that is, working collaboratively with others, solving problems, directing 
our own learning, and embracing risk and failure as an inherent part of learning and growth.

What about you? How might your Hero’s Journey unfold? You might be ready to take that first 
step, or you might already be on your path. The questions that follow will help you prepare for 
the journey as well as provide helpful signposts while you are on it.
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Reflections on Your Hero’s Journey

Call to Adventure: What is calling you? What are you becoming more aware of? What is the 
change you would like to see? Why is this change important to you?

Fear and Uncertainty: What fears come up for you when you think about this change? What is 
uncertain about this change? What are the “unknowns”? What will happen if the change does 
not happen?

Meeting the Mentor: Who might help you on your journey? Who could be part of your tribe? 
How might they help you? Is there a group of like-minded people out there, who share your 
purpose and passion, with whom you could join? Is this an opportunity to build a new tribe 
from scratch? How might you be your own mentor?

Taking Action: It’s time to take action—and it does not have to be a massive leap, unless you 
want it to be. It can be a small step. What’s the small action step you could take today to move 
your vision forward?



8 Your Hero’s Journey

Challenges and Finding Your Tribe: Who is with you? Who is resisting the change? What 
challenges are you experiencing? What are you learning from those challenges? How might you 
align with your allies to help you weather that which your enemies throw at you? Sometimes 
your enemies are external, and sometimes they are internal—in the form of the inner critic.

The Abyss: What are your deepest fears in this work? How are you overcoming them? What is the 
biggest lesson that you are here to learn through this work? Why is this lesson important? What 
parts of yourself do you have to let go of? What part of you needs to die, in order to move on?

Lessons Learned and New Understanding: What are the lessons learned? What new thing 
about yourself do you need to claim? How are you fortified to do the work that is in your heart 
to do? Having gone through the previous stages of the Hero’s Journey, how are you changed? 

Sharing What You Learned and Being a Mentor to Others: How can your story help others? 
How can your work have a broader impact beyond yourself or beyond your own school or 
community? How can you communicate your story and your work to the larger community?
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We Need You

“You have a masterpiece inside you, you know. One unlike any that has ever been created, or ever 
will be. If you go to your grave without painting your masterpiece, it will not get painted. No one 

else can paint it. Only you.”

—Gordon MacKenzie, Orbiting the Giant Hairball

I wrote the Your Hero’s Journey companion guide to help you reflect on your Hero’s Journey and 
to chart and navigate your unique path of change. I hope you forward it to others and encourage 
them to lead the change they want to see.

One of our greatest untapped resources when it comes to change is the final stage of the Hero’s 
Journey. The final stage invites you to be a mentor to others and to share what you have learned. 
It’s the boon: the gift that when shared energizes and inspires others to respond to the call. The 
mighty combination of doing your own work AND subsequently sharing that learning with 
others produces a flywheel of change. It is change that is meaningful and change that is practi-
cal—because it is led by people who have experienced the work and who know the reality on 
the ground—people who have faced real challenges and obstacles and who have found a way to 
overcome them. People like you.

There are many people to whom you might share your story. Think about your inner circle (fam-
ily and friends, close colleagues), your outer circle (your broader community or school district, 
the school board, your social network), and the public at large. You might share your story via 
your school newsletter, community meetings, TEDx Talks, local papers, or social media. 

One of the easiest and most powerful ways to disseminate your story is via Twitter. If you do 
share your story via Twitter, please use the hashtag #HumansChangingEducation, tag your 
friends and colleagues and include my Twitter handle: @JulieMargretta. I will highlight all sto-
ries on the IFL blog. 

I hope you share your story. Why? I believe that we are not going to see the change we want to 
see without action and without tribes of people coming together. There is tremendous power in 
story and tremendous power in collective action. We need more people doing the work that is 
in their heart to do and we need more people sharing their story to inspire others to act.

We need you.  
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