LEADERSHIP BRIEF

=RADICAL CANDOR <

Care Personally. Challenge Directly.
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Most leaders avoid honest feedback, mistaking silence for kindness. Radical
Candor means caring personally about your people while challenging them
directly when it matters. Silence isn't kind, it stalls growth. Leaders who
combine genuine care with honest challenge build stronger, more trusting teams.
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become the norm in your school?




Radical Candor: Be a Kick-Ass Boss Without
Losing Your Humanity

Kim Scott

Why bosses avoid the conversations that would actually help their staff, and what to
do instead.

1. Publication Title

Publication: Radical Candor: Be a Kick-Ass Boss Without Losing Your Humanity
Author: Kim Scott

Publisher: St. Martin's Press (originally 2017; fully revised edition 2019)
Category: Business and management leadership

Why it matters: it gives leaders a plain, repeatable way to combine honest

feedback with genuine care, which is exactly the skill most school leaders avoid
practising.

2. The Big Idea

Scoftt's argument is simple: most leaders default to being either too nice or too harsh,
and both styles let their people down. She built her framework at Google and Apple
after watching capable managers avoid telling staff the truth because they didn't
want to seem unkind. The result was staff who never grew, because nobody would
tell them what was actually going wrong.

Radical Candor sits at the intersection of two things: caring personally about the
person in front of you, and challenging them directly when it matters. Scott maps
three ways feedback goes wrong and how Radical Candor offers an alternative.

Ruinous Empathy is being kind but Obnoxious Aggression is blunt criticism
staying silent, which she argues is the without any care behind it.

most common failure among managers
who think of themselves as good
people.

Manipulative Insincerity is the worst of Radical Candour — caring personally

both, saying nothing frue to avoid and challenging directly. This is the
conflict while still undermining someone | desired approach: honest, specific
behind their back. feedback delivered with genuine

respect and a commitment to helping
the person grow.




For a school leader, this maps almost exactly onto the conversation you have been
avoiding with a teacher, a middle leader, or a board member. Ruinous Empathy
looks like praising a struggling teacher's effort in the staffroom while never naming
the actual problem in their planning or delivery. It feels kind in the moment and does
real harm over a term.

The significance for schools is that avoidance has a compounding cost. A principal
who never names a problem directly is not protecting a teacher's feelings; they are
removing that teacher's chance to improve, and often storing the problem up for a
much harder conversation later, or for ERO to find it first.

3. Key Takeaways for Educators

e Name the problem the first time you see it. Waiting for a bigger pattern to
emerge only makes the eventual conversation harder and less fair to the
person.

e Separate care from comfort. Caring personally means investing in someone's
growth, not protecting them from ever hearing something difficult.

e Ask for criticism before giving it. Staff are far more likely to accept direct
feedback from a leader who has genuinely invited the same in return.

e Praise specifically, not generically. "Great job today" teaches nothing; naming
the exact behaviour that worked tells someone what to repeat.

e Treatsilence as a decision, not neutrality. Choosing not to raise an issue is
choosing Ruinous Empathy, whether or not it feels that way.

e Build feedback into the rhythm of the week, not just the appraisal cycle.
One-off end-of-year conversations cannot substitute for regular, small, honest
check-ins.

e Model receiving criticism visibly. Staff calibrate how safe honesty is by
watching how their leader responds when challenged, not by what the
leader says about an open-door policy.

4. Why It Matters

Most school leaders were trained to be encouraging, and many worry that direct
feedback will damage a relationship or breach the collegial culture schools pride
themselves on. Scott's framework challenges that directly: withholding honest
feedback is not kindness, it is a failure to do the job of leading. In a school, the
implications run through appraisal, PGC conversations, board relationships, and
everyday staffroom interactions. A leadership team that practises Radical Candor



builds trust faster, because staff learn that praise is meaningful and concerns get
raised early rather than left to fester.

The risk of ignoring this is not neutral. Ruinous Empathy quietly becomes the culture of
a school: underperformance goes unaddressed, strong staff lose faith in the
standard being held, and the leader eventually has to have a much bigger, much
later conversation, often under ERO or board pressure rather than on their own
terms. Direct, caring feedback delivered early is cheaper, kinder, and more
effective than the alternative.

5. Leadership Action Steps

e Model asking for feedback publicly. Open a staff meeting by asking what you
could be doing better, and take the answer seriously in front of the room.

e Build a fortnightly check-in habit with direct reports that includes one specific
piece of praise and one specific area to strengthen, every fime.

e Create a shared staff understanding of what Radical Candor means at your
school, using Scott's four quadrants as a common language rather than
jargon nobody uses.

e Strengthen your PGC conversations by naming evidence specifically rather
than softening feedback into vague encouragement.

e Monitor whether concerns raised with you get followed up visibly. Staff stop
raising issues the moment they notice nothing changes.

e Encourage middle leaders to practise the same habit with their teams, so the
culture doesn't rely on one person at the top.

e Celebrate specific wins in staff meetings rather than generic praise, so
recognition actually reinforces the practice you want repeated.

e Evaluate your own default. Most leaders lean toward either Ruinous Empathy
or Obnoxious Aggression under pressure; know which one you drift to and
watch for it.

e Embed a standing agenda item in SLT meetings for naming issues early,
before they become bigger problem:s.

6. What Success Looks Like

Teacher behaviours

Teachers raise concerns directly with their team leader rather than only in the
staffroom. They ask for feedback rather than waiting for the appraisal cycle.

Leadership behaviours



Leaders give specific, timely feedback as a matter of habit, and visibly welcome
challenge from their own team without becoming defensive.

Student behaviours

Students experience consistent, honest feedback from adults who clearly care
about them, because staff have practised the same skill on each other.

School culture

Difficult conversations happen close to the moment the issue arises, not stored up for
a term-end review. Trust is high because people know where they stand.

Evidence it is working

Staff turnover linked to unresolved frustration drops. Appraisal conversations contain
Nno surprises, because the ground has already been covered honestly through the
year.

7. Common Pitfalls

e Treating Radical Candor as permission to be blunt. Without the
caring-personally half, direct feedback just becomes Obnoxious Aggression
with a better name.

e Rolling it out as a one-off PLD session rather than a sustained habit. The
framework only works if leaders keep practising it long after the training ends.

e Giving feedback in front of the whole staff to make a public point. Scott is
clear that praise can be public, but criticism should be private.

e Assuming senior staff already do this well because they are experienced.
Avoidance of hard conversations is common at every level of seniority.

e Focusing only on staff-facing feedback and forgetting to invite it upward. A
leader who only gives feedback and never asks for it undermines the whole
model.

8. Leader Reflection

e Where in your school has Ruinous Empathy quietly become the norm, and
what has it cost you so fare

e When did you last genuinely ask a member of your team for critical feedback
on your own leadership, and how did you respond to ite

e Which conversation have you been avoiding, and what is the actual cost of
continuing to avoid it?

e How would your middle leaders describe the feedback culture in your school,
separate from how you would describe it yourself?



e What would need to change for staff to trust that raising a concern with you
leads to something actually happening?

9. Quote of the Article

Care personally, challenge directly.

10. 30-Second Elevator Pitch

Kim Scott's Radical Candor argues that most bosses avoid honest feedback
because they mistake silence for kindness. Her fix is simple: care personally about
your people, and challenge them directly when it matters. Staying quiet to protect
someone's feelings isn't kind, it's a failure to help them grow. We're going to start
practising this properly, starting with how we give and ask for feedback in this school.
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