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AQ for School Leaders  

Why Adaptability Quotient is the new leadership currency in the AI and post-digital era, and how to deliberately build it  

 

“It is not the strongest of the species that survives…  
but the one most responsive to change.” - Charles Darwin  

 
 

School leadership has always demanded intelligence (IQ) and emotional intelligence (EQ). But in the post-digital, AI-
accelerated era, neither is sufficient on its own. Our schools are now navigating simultaneous disruptions: generative AI, 
shifting labor markets, climate anxiety, mental health pressures, demographic change, curriculum politics, assessment 
reform, and increasing public scrutiny. The work is no longer about managing a stable institution; it is about leading an 
adaptive system. This is where AQ — Adaptability Quotient enters the conversation.  
 
In popular leadership discourse, AQ is framed as a third intelligence alongside IQ and EQ, emphasizing a leader’s 
capacity to respond to uncertainty, unlearn outdated assumptions, and redesign systems under changing constraints 
(Fratto, 2019). In scholarly research, while “AQ” is not always used as a formal construct, its underlying capabilities are 
well established under concepts such as adaptive performance, learning agility, adaptive leadership, and complexity 
leadership (Pulakos et al., 2000; Heifetz et al., 2009; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).  
 

  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In practical terms, AQ is the difference between a school that becomes brittle under disruption and a school that 
becomes better because it learns. AQ is not mere flexibility. It is disciplined adaptability — the ability to make wise 
decisions when yesterday’s best practice becomes today’s obstacle.  
 
This article explains what AQ is, why it matters more now than ever, and how school leaders can deliberately develop it 
not as a personality trait, but as a leadership capability.  

 



 

 

What exactly is AQ?  
Adaptability Quotient (AQ) refers to a leader’s ability to adjust thinking, behavior, and strategy in response to changing 
conditions — while staying anchored in mission and ethics.  
 
It includes the capacity to:  

• Read the environment (signals, risks, opportunities)  
• Unlearn practices that no longer serve students  
• Experiment rapidly without destabilizing the system  
• Learn publicly and continuously  
• Rebuild structures to fit new realities  

In academic terms, AQ overlaps with adaptive performance—defined as effectively altering behavior to meet new task 
demands, stressors, and uncertainties (Pulakos et al., 2000). Adaptive performance is not one skill; it is a bundle of 
competencies, including handling emergencies, learning new technologies, dealing with stress, interpersonal adaptability, 
and creative problem solving (Pulakos et al., 2000).  
 
AQ also aligns with adaptive leadership, which focuses on mobilizing people to tackle complex challenges that do not 
have technical solutions (Heifetz et al., 2009). A technical problem can be solved with existing expertise; an adaptive 
challenge requires changes in values, beliefs, roles, and relationships.  
 
If IQ is “how well you think,” and EQ is “how well you relate,” then AQ is “how well you rethink.”  
 
 

Who introduced the AQ idea?  

 

 

Why AQ matters more than IQ and EQ in the AI/post-digital era  
AI has not simply introduced a new tool. It has introduced a new tempo.  
 
In the post-digital era, change is no longer periodic; it is continuous. And AI makes the curve steeper by accelerating:  

• Information creation  
• Workflow automation  
• Decision support  
• Content personalization  
• Institutional expectations (from parents, boards, ministries, employers)  

In complexity terms, schooling is becoming more VUCA—volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (Bennett & 
Lemoine, 2014). Under VUCA conditions, leadership models based purely on planning and control begin to fail, not 
because leaders are incompetent, but because the environment is not controllable in the old ways.  
 

 
 

In mainstream leadership conversations, Natalie Fratto popularized the term 
“adaptability quotient” widely through her TED talk, arguing that adaptability can 
be observed through (1) how people handle “what-if” scenarios, (2) how well they 
unlearn, and (3) their orientation toward exploration (Fratto, 2019).  
 
In scholarly literature, the deeper foundations go back decades through research 
on adaptability, coping, organizational learning, and adaptive performance (Pulakos 
et al., 2000; Heifetz et al., 2009). So the term “AQ” may be new in popular usage, 
but the science of adaptability is not.  

 

The important point for school leaders is this: AQ is developable. It is not a 
genetic gift reserved for a few “visionary” principals. It can be trained, practiced, 
and institutionalized. 

  
 
 



 

 

AQ is essential because:  

1) Schools now face “adaptive problems,” not just technical problems.  
Many challenges (AI-integrity, student disengagement, curriculum legitimacy, teacher burnout, 
assessment redesign) require shifting mindsets and habits, not just adding policies (Heifetz et al., 
2009).  
 

2) The half-life of “best practice” is shrinking.  
What worked two years ago may now be irrelevant. AQ enables leaders to treat strategy as iterative, 
not permanent.  
 

3) AI changes what “smart” looks like.  
If machines can produce content, summarize, generate lesson plans, and draft communications, then 
the human advantage shifts toward sensemaking, ethics, judgment, and contextual leadership — all of 
which rely heavily on adaptability.  
 

4) The future belongs to learning organizations.  
Adaptive schools behave like learning systems: they test, learn, refine, and scale — rather than 
declare one reform and defend it forever (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).  

 
A strong opinion (with love): In this era, some schools will not fail 
because they lack resources. They will fail because they become 

structurally allergic to change. AQ is the antidote.  

 

  

 
The AQ profile of a future-ready school leader  
High-AQ school leaders tend to display a few distinctive behaviors:  
 
They practice “strong opinions, lightly held.”  
They can take a stand based on current evidence — and release that stand when evidence changes. This is not 
indecision. It is intellectual honesty.  
 
They are expert “unlearners.”  
They identify outdated assumptions and retire them without nostalgia. Unlearning is a leadership skill, not a personality 
quirk (Fratto, 2019).  
 
They turn complexity into experiments.  
Instead of forcing certainty, they run small pilots, gather evidence, and scale what works — reducing risk while 
increasing learning capacity.  
 
They lead with ethical clarity under uncertainty.  
Adaptability without ethics becomes opportunism. AQ must be anchored in moral purpose.  
 

“In the midst of chaos, there is also opportunity.” — Sun Tzu  
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How school leaders can deliberately develop AQ  
Below are eight practical strategies that build AQ at both the personal level and the system level.  

Strategy 1: Build a “signal radar” practice (weekly)  
 
AQ begins with noticing.  
 
Create a weekly 30-minute discipline where you scan signals across: 
  

• Student behavior and engagement patterns  
• Teacher workload and morale indicators  
• Parent/community discourse  
• Policy changes and political currents  
• Technology shifts (AI tools, assessment trends)  

Then ask two questions:  

1. What is emerging?  
2. What will become expensive if we ignore it?  

This turns leadership from reactive to anticipatory — a core feature of adaptive performance (Pulakos et al., 2000).  
 

Strategy 2: Use the “Unlearning Audit” (monthly)  

Once a month, ask your leadership team:  

• Which practice are we continuing mainly because it is familiar?  
• Which policy is producing compliance but not learning?  
• Which meeting, report, or ritual has become performative?  

Then remove or redesign one thing per month.  
 
This is how you keep schools from accumulating bureaucratic fossils.  
 

Strategy 3: Create “safe-to-fail” pilots (not “big bang” reforms)  

Complexity leadership research suggests that in complex systems, novelty emerges through experimentation rather than 
command-and-control (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).  
 
Instead of rolling out a system-wide reform immediately, run:  

• 2–4 small pilots  
• clear success criteria  
• short cycles (4–8 weeks)  
• rapid feedback loops  

Then scale selectively.  
 

Strategy 4: Train teams in “adaptive conversations”  

Many leaders confuse disagreement with disloyalty. High-AQ cultures normalize constructive dissent.  
Introduce norms such as:  

 

• “We critique ideas, not people.”  
• “Disagreement is data.”  
• “Bring a counterargument and a contribution.”  

 

Adaptive leadership requires the capacity to hold tension without collapse (Heifetz et al., 2009). Schools need leaders 
who can host complexity — not shut it down.  

 



 

 

Strategy 5: Build teacher AQ through “micro-credentials of adaptability”  
 
If adaptability is the future currency, treat it as a teachable and measurable capacity.  
Create micro-credentials for teachers in:  
 

• AI-integrated lesson design (ethically)  
• assessment redesign and feedback literacy  
• culturally sustaining pedagogy revisions  
• interdisciplinary project-based learning  
• classroom experimentation and reflection cycles  

This aligns with research on adaptive performance competencies being trainable and contextdependent (Pulakos et al., 
2000).  
 
 

Strategy 6: Turn AI into a leadership gym, not a shortcut  

Here is a leadership mistake I am already seeing globally: schools adopt AI tools to look modern — without 
redesigning the human system around them. Use AI strategically to increase learning capacity, for example:  
 

• Use AI to analyze common misconceptions from student work (with privacy safeguards)  
• Use AI to draft differentiated prompts, then have teachers refine  
• Use AI to generate multiple curriculum perspectives, then guide critical evaluation  

AQ grows when leaders use AI as a thinking partner, not as an outsourcing machine. 

 

Strategy 7: Design for “resilience + reinvention”  
 
Resilience is surviving shock. AQ is learning from shock and improving.  
 
Create two structures:  
 

• A resilience protocol (what we stabilize during disruption)  
• A reinvention protocol (what we redesign because disruption revealed weakness)  

This prevents schools from merely “returning to normal” when normal is the problem.  
 
 

Strategy 8: Lead through narrative — not just policy  

People do not commit to change because of memos. They commit because of meaning.  
 
High-AQ leaders develop narrative capacity:  

• Why are we changing?  
• What must we protect?  
• What are we willing to let go of?  
• What future are we building for learners?  

That narrative becomes the emotional infrastructure for adaptation (Goleman, 1995).  

  



 

 

In my own work overseeing academic strategy across a large network of 500 + schools, I have seen how 
adaptability is not a slogan — it is a daily leadership posture. At scale, systems love standardization. But when 
schools vary widely in resources and learner backgrounds, a single uniform implementation can quietly become 
inequitable. Developing AQ meant redesigning “standardization” into standard expectations with flexible pathways — 
protecting rigor without pretending contexts are identical.  
 
I’ve learned that schools can be harmed not only by resistance to change, but by change introduced too 
aggressively. AQ required building a rhythm: stabilize what must remain coherent, pilot what must evolve, and 
communicate relentlessly so people understand the “why” and the “how.”  
 
Introducing EdTech — and now AI — often outpaces teacher confidence and assessment design. AQ meant shifting 
from “tool adoption” to capacity-building: training teachers to evaluate tools critically, redesign tasks, and maintain 
ethical boundaries.  
 
These personal experiences reinforced one principle:   
 
Adaptability is a system capability, not just a leader trait. If only the principal is adaptable, the school remains 
fragile. If the school becomes adaptable, leadership becomes scalable.  
 
 
AQ as a school transformation framework  
If you want to make AQ operational (not inspirational), treat it as a leadership framework with three layers:  

Layer A: Personal AQ (Leader)  

• Unlearning habits  
• Scenario thinking  
• Emotional regulation under ambiguity  
• Rapid learning cycles  

 
Layer B: Team AQ (Culture)  

• Psychological safety for experimentation  
• Feedback loops  
• Dissent as intelligence  
• Shared decision-making mechanisms  

 
Layer C: System AQ (Institution)  

• Agile professional development  
• Adaptive assessment models  
• Evidence-based iteration  
• Tech governance structures  

 

This is how schools become future-ready by design, not by accident.  
 

“The future is already here - it’s just not evenly distributed.” - William Gibson  
 

 

AQ is the capacity to distribute the future more evenly across classrooms, teachers, and learners. 

  

 



 

 

Final thought: AQ is not optional anymore  
In the AI era, the question for school leaders is not: “Will change come?” Change has already arrived.  
The question is: Will your school adapt by design—or by emergency?  
 
AQ is leadership that can evolve without losing its moral center. It is the ability to protect what matters most in 
education — dignity, equity, learning, and human development — while continuously redesigning the structures that 
deliver those values. And in a world changing this quickly, that may be the most important form of intelligence we can 
cultivate.  

 
 

“We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking  
we used when we created them.”  - Albert Einstein  

 

 
 

References   
Bennett, N., & Lemoine, G. J. (2014). What a difference a word makes: Understanding threats to performance in a VUCA 
world. Business Horizons, 57 (3), 311–317. 
 
Fratto, N. (2019). 3 ways to measure your adaptability — and how to improve it [Video]. TED Conferences.  
 
Goleman, D. (1995). Emotional intelligence: Why it can matter more than IQ. Bantam Books.  
 
Heifetz, R., Grashow, A., & Linsky, M. (2009). The practice of adaptive leadership: Tools and tactics for changing your 
organization and the world. Harvard Business Press.  
 
Pulakos, E. D., Arad, S., Donovan, M. A., & Plamondon, K. E. (2000). Adaptability in the workplace: Development of a 
taxonomy of adaptive performance. Journal of Applied Psychology, 85 (4), 612–624.  
 
Uhl-Bien, M., Marion, R., & McKelvey, B. (2007). Complexity leadership theory: Shifting leadership from the industrial age 
to the knowledge era. The Leadership Quarterly, 18 (4), 298–318.  

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Javeria Rana is the Director of Academics at Unique International Educational Services (UIES), 
overseeing more than five-hundred schools, ensuring that quality education reaches thousands of 
students, always looking for ways to improve teaching methodologies, curriculum design, and 
leadership in education. She founded Café Learning, inspired by the World Café Method to 
dismantle traditional barriers, empowering learners and educators to reimagine the future of 
knowledge-sharing.  

 

7 

 
Legacy is the official journal of The Worthy Educator, elevating the good work being 
done by leaders in education who are working to change the narrative on the profession 
and actively plan for impact that transforms its future to serve the needs of a diverse, 
decentralized, global society that is inclusive, equitable and open to all people as next 
generations adapt, evolve and contribute by solving problems and creating solutions that 
meet the needs of a world we have yet to envision. 
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