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Introduction and overview

Educational leaders are confronted by external and internal chal-
lenges and expectations that make considerable demands on their
time, expertise, energies and emotional wellbeing. Increasingly,
they are being held accountable for both performance and com-
pliance with ethical and moral standards in their relationships and
practices.

While leaders may experience confusion, even frustration, in
attempting to respond productively to these challenges, many other
organisational members feel used, even devalued, by the current
emphasis on corporate management values, strategies and prac-
tices in many educational organisations. Many educational leaders
are faced with tensions between the demands of managerialism
(efficiency, productivity, accountability) and the expectations cre-
ated within a values-based school community. This perception of
‘excessive managerialism’ has led to a call for the transformation
of managers and administrators into leaders who focus more on
people-related issues in organisations (Little, 1997).

This book is written within a leadership context that is increas-
ingly sensitive to the need for sound ethical and moral standards
in how organisations are led and decisions made. The recent
lapses in ethical and moral judgements by leaders in worldwide
organisations such as WorldCom and Enron – as well as HIH, James
Hardie Industries and the Australian Wheat Board in Australia –
have heightened leaders’ awareness of the necessity of maintain-
ing high standards of ethical behaviour in their organisations. I
believe that many of the leaders who have recently had to stand
trial for their misadventures lacked basic appreciation of the need
for ethical and moral standards in their actions and transactions.

1



2 Educational leadership

While similar scandals have not been so publicly apparent in edu-
cation, it would seem to be an opportune time for educational
leaders to ensure that they are embedding high ethical and moral
standards in their policies and practices.

About this book

The primary purpose for writing this book is to provide educational
leaders, including teachers, with ways of analysing the challenges
they face, including the ethical tensions inherent in many of these
challenges. Methods for educational leaders to analyse the ethical
dimensions in the challenges they face are described and analysed.
A values- and ethics-based approach for making decisions in situ-
ations fraught with paradox and ambiguity is also discussed.

There is also a strong recommendation that those in formal
leadership positions must: share leadership responsibilities by
building the leadership capacity of all stakeholders; develop their
leadership capabilities so as to be able to share these leadership
responsibilities; become more capable as authentic human beings
in order to become more capable as leaders; and be better ‘formed’
and informed as leaders to meet the challenges and tensions dis-
cussed in chapters 2 and 3.

This book has a number of characteristics that make it useful for
both researching and practising leadership:
1 It is a research-based book (three-year government-funded

project) on leadership challenges and the ethical issues faced
by contemporary educational leaders.

2 It identifies and analyses many of these challenges as tensions
that normally have no either/or, right/wrong solutions.

3 The challenges discussed and analysed usually involve people
contesting values or perspectives.

4 A framework is presented to assist leaders to analyse these chal-
lenges and tensions.

5 A clear and practitioner-focused set of guidelines and a method
for making decisions that involve ethical tensions, including a
generally jargon-free discussion of ethical theories and princi-
ples, is presented and explained.
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6 A case is made for educational leaders to develop their leadership
capabilities as well as their leadership and management compe-
tencies.

7 A shared, authentic approach to educational leadership is rec-
ommended as most appropriate and effective for educational
leaders who are required to make ethical decisions in situations
of tension and paradox.

8 A framework is proposed for the preparation and development of
authentic leaders, focusing on leadership capabilities and using a
‘formation’ approach – the philosophy of this approach empha-
sises, first and foremost, that educational leaders need to be
‘formed’ as capable and authentic human beings who can engage
in mature and productive ways with all key stakeholders in order
to build leadership capacity in their schools.

The book is organised around the following chapters.
The argument in chapter 1 suggests that educational leaders, like

leaders in most organisations today, both public and private, are
influenced by global and societal trends and pressures. A growing
trend towards ‘intense individualism’ and an increasing disengage-
ment of the self from a sense of the collective seems to cause many to
focus on selfish and addictive ways of living and working. Schools
may be contributing to the development of these addictive ways
and, therefore, it is the ethical and social responsibility of edu-
cational leaders to create the type of learning environments in
their schools that will assist students to develop a healthier balance
between their individual interests and the common good.

An added challenge for educational leaders is that there seems
to be a growing cynicism in the public arena concerning the hon-
esty and integrity of many contemporary leaders, especially those
in business and politics. In recent years, there have been calls for
leaders to demonstrate greater moral purpose, ethical competence,
and authenticity in their actions and relationships. Much of the
argument in this book attempts to assist educational leaders to
respond to complex, uncertain and tension-filled challenges in eth-
ical, moral and authentic ways.

A brief overview of the research underpinning a number of the
discussions in this book is provided at the end of chapter 1.
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In chapter 2, a number of key leadership challenges, derived
from a three-year research study, are reported and discussed. These
challenges are identified as:
1 providing a values-driven vision for the future;
2 managing staff relationships;
3 leading people;
4 balancing personal and professional responsibilities;
5 communicating effectively;
6 leading continuous change;
7 managing accountability and individual performance; and
8 leading an ageing workforce.
In chapter 3, it is argued that many of the contemporary challenges
faced by educational leaders involve complex and often conflict-
ing human relationships, as well as a contestation of values. Such
challenges can be legitimately described as tensions. A number of
these tensions are explained using accompanying short cases, and
lessons for educational leaders are proposed from this analysis.

In chapter 4, a framework is developed and explained for
analysing these tensions. This framework will assist educational
leaders to identify the multiple perspectives and value positions that
participants bring to contentious problems. The framework, based
on the notion of a double-headed arrow, supports the view that
the inclusion of competing value perspectives, within a both/and
mindset, is usually essential for successful ethical decision-making.

In chapter 5, a values and ethics approach to making decisions
in situations of paradox and tension is described, discussed and
explained. A special emphasis is placed on the importance of
ethics in decision-making, and different approaches to ethics
are explained and critiqued. The rationale for a method of ethical
decision-making is also developed.

In chapter 6, a method for ethical decision-making, taking into
consideration the reality of the contexts within which educational
leaders work, is described and explained. The method provides
educational leaders with practical guidelines for ethical decision-
making.

In chapter 7, educational leaders are advised to build cultures
of shared and distributed leadership in their schools. It is arguably
an ethical responsibility of formal educational leaders to enable
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key stakeholders to share in the leadership responsibilities of their
school community. Nominated leaders are particularly advised to
assist teachers to become more involved in key decisions relating to
learning and teaching, and to regard themselves as key educational
leaders in their school communities.

In chapter 8, it is argued that for educational leaders to lead ethi-
cally in an age of uncertainty and unpredictable change, they need,
first and foremost, to be capable human beings. The competency-
based approach to leader development is critiqued and a framework
based on leadership capabilities is recommended.

In chapter 9, the concept of authentic leadership is explored and
is linked to authentic learning and teaching. It is suggested that
we need authentic educational leaders in our schools. The ethics
of authenticity, responsibility and presence (Starratt, 2004a) are
introduced and discussed.

In chapter 10, a case is made for leadership preparation and
development programs to adopt a ‘formation approach’, or, better
still, a formation philosophy, processes and content. Such forma-
tion programs should engage participants in ethical reasoning and
in developing ‘wisdom ways of knowing’ (Groome, 1998). The con-
cept of leader formation is explained and key capabilities of effective
educational leaders are identified and explained. A philosophy and
some modes of delivery for a leadership formation program are
then suggested.

At the end of each chapter is a section of ‘Key ideas for reflection’,
which suggests a number of relevant ideas for the reader’s further
consideration and raises some questions for reflection.



Chapter 1

Contemporary leaders and
leadership under the spotlight

In this chapter I will examine aspects of the environments
within which educational leaders operate. These environments are
extremely complex and would require a whole book to do them
justice. For the purposes of this book, with its primary focus on
ethical and moral leadership, I will examine selected aspects of
these environments, which I suggest may impact on the way in
which educational leaders exercise their choices and make their
decisions.

Educational leaders live and work in a global world that, accord-
ing to Giddens (1998), influences social processes and institutions
and encourages new forms of individualism that contribute to more
selfish modes of living. Slavish commitment to individualised ways
of living can generate addictions, especially process addictions, that
are so pervasive that we may not even be aware of them. A disturb-
ing implication of these process addictions is that they start very
early in life and schools may wittingly or unwittingly encourage
them in students. In a century characterised by enormous choices,
it would be somewhat ironic if schools prepared students more for
addiction than for choice.

Educational leaders and teachers have a particular responsibility
to ensure that students in their care receive the type of education
and learning experiences that help transform their lives so that they
can break the bonds imposed by forces for ‘intense individualism’
(Sommerville, 2000) and better contribute, as responsible citizens,
to the common good. Educational leaders need to be socially as
well as educationally responsible, in order to create the conditions
within their schools that challenge students to see the bigger pic-
ture and to want to make a difference in their own lives and in

6
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the larger community. As is suggested throughout this book, effec-
tive educational leaders have an ethical responsibility to optimise
learning opportunities and outcomes for their students by help-
ing create organisational learning environments that are visionary,
authentic, ethical, strategic, people-centred and motivational.

Unfortunately too many leaders, especially those in politics and
the business world, have not lived up to such expectations in recent
times. Many in our communities doubt the credibility, especially
with regard to ethical and moral standards, of leaders of many of
our public and private institutions. Numerous examples of leaders
deliberately taking actions that lack ethical and moral content have
led to a public culture of cynicism about leaders and leadership.

And yet I believe that there is some good news. For a variety
of reasons, there is a growing public chorus demanding ethical
and authentic leadership. These demands are raising the ethical
and moral bar for contemporary leaders. The future is looking
somewhat brighter.

Globalisation, intense individualism and addictions

We live in a world of ‘intense individualism’ (Sommerville, 2000)
where selfish and self-serving means are often used to achieve ends
that are inimical to community values and the common good.
A slavish commitment to intense individualism can rob us of a
sense of what it means to be more fully engaged with our fellow
human beings. The steady growth in self-centred modes of living
can diminish us as moral agents in the pursuit of the common
good. In fact, it is likely that there is a connection between these
contemporary individualistic tendencies and a growing indiffer-
ence to communitarian justice and equality.

A selfish and materialistic way of life can, in fact, become
an addiction which reflects or perhaps contributes to more
widespread, even global, addictive processes. It is not only indi-
viduals in society who can become addicted, or who contribute to
these addictive processes: a number of our societal agencies and
institutions, including schools, may also be part of the problem.

In his groundbreaking book The third way, Giddens (1998, p. 33)
suggested that globalisation is a complex range of processes and
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events driven, primarily, by ‘. . . a mixture of political and eco-
nomic influences’. It touches all our lives, transforming our social
processes and institutions, even the ways in which we relate to one
another. It is this latter perspective on globalisation that is of most
interest here, because as Giddens (1998, p. 33) so clearly pointed
out, globalisation is ‘. . . directly relevant to the rise of . . . the “new
individualism” . . .’.

It would seem that globalisation, especially its secular and mate-
rialistic dimensions, is contributing to a more disengaged mode
of existence for many people, especially in the developed world;
a condition that tends to ‘. . . empty life of its richness, depth, or
meaning’ (Taylor, 1989, p. 500).

Some are suggesting that our isolationist and self-centred ways
are causing us to grasp at more temporary and ultimately less ful-
filling forms of engagement, and the gradual disengagement of the
self from a sense of the collective can lead to the development of a
selective blindness for the plight of others less fortunate than our-
selves, to the point where it can become entrenched at many levels
of society. Many contemporary secular Western societies ‘. . . are
based on intense individualism . . .’ (Sommerville 2000, p. 5, italics
in original). While this focus can lead to a sense of isolation and
disengagement, humans need community for their identity, even
their survival. In fact, for many, belonging to community helps give
meaning and purpose to life.

Some also warn of the consequences of this love affair with our-
selves. They argue that ‘the ethic of individual self-fulfilment and
achievement is the most powerful current in modern society’, and
the choosing, self-driven individual is ‘the central character of our
time’ (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002, p. 22). Individualised modes
of living have the potential to spawn a host of addict-making pro-
cesses or process addictions, which are destructive of collective and
communitarian interests. Process addictions, for example working
long hours, stressful jobs, winning at all cost, spending beyond our
means, are often applauded by society (Breton & Largent, 1996,
p. 2).

These addictions are so pervasive that we may not even be aware
of their sometimes disastrous effects. While we are acutely familiar
with the effects of substance addictions, which may directly or
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indirectly affect our lives, Breton and Largent (1996, p. 3) argue
that process addictions are ‘. . . the invisible killers, the ones we
don’t suspect’. A key point is that these process addictions, in fact,
may become invisible to us because they are so familiar.

Perhaps the most sinister influence of these process addictions
is that they are promoted and supported by society at large and
by its key institutions. Our schools, churches, media – even our
workplaces – can create feelings of dependency in us (Breton &
Largent, 1996, p. 4). Many of society’s systems, structures and pro-
cesses erode our sense of worth and wellbeing, create dependency,
and cause us to forget the bigger communitarian picture because of
our dependency on, even addiction to, materialistic, competitive,
self-aggrandising habits. Too many seem to lose perspective on the
need for a healthy life-giving balance between work and family and
succumb to workaholic processes and career-driven ambitions.

Perhaps the most serious concern I have is that these addictive
tendencies may very well start early in life, even during school years.
This raises the issue of the potential role of schools in contributing
to the development of these addictive tendencies and processes in
children. Do schools prepare young people to choose a healthy life–
work balance and develop a sense of responsibility for community
values and processes? How well do schools prepare their students to
develop ethical and moral frameworks that will help give purpose
and meaning to their lives? Are they actually contributing directly
to the growth of the addictive-type processes just discussed?

The role of schools

As we begin a millennium of choices, we need to ask how well
schools prepare students to choose morally, ethically and wisely.
We may, in fact, be failing our young people in our schools and in
our learning frameworks and processes. Much learning in schools
is based on regurgitation of facts in tests, without children know-
ing why their answers are deemed to be correct. Such ‘inauthentic’
learning does not generally prepare students for things that will
be meaningful in their lives, and is primarily focused on passing
the tests that are used to determine how well they can pass these
tests (Starratt, 2004a, p. 57). Such competitive pressures seem to be
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pushing students towards selfish, individualised, overly competi-
tive attitudes and behaviours.

A sobering consequence of such inauthentic approaches to
teaching and learning is that at least some schools may be preparing
students more for addiction than for making worthwhile choices in
their lives (Breton & Largent, 1996, p. 4). John Taylor Gatto (1992),
in his book Dumbing us down: The hidden curriculum of compul-
sory schooling, reflects on the possible negative consequences of the
messages some schools give to their students, primarily through
their structures and processes. As principal of a secondary school,
he concluded that the tight schedules (timetables), switching from
classroom to classroom in response to ringing bells, and the con-
stant ‘surveillance’ (reminiscent of prisons) seemed to be designed
to prevent children from developing independence and, in fact, was
coaxing them into ‘addiction and dependent behaviour’ (p. xii).

It may be, therefore, that current assumptions about teaching
and learning, as well as the structures that are deeply embedded in
much of contemporary schooling, need to be challenged (Duignan,
2004a). Despite protestations from educational professionals to the
contrary, it would seem that far too many schools, especially sec-
ondary schools, still operate using traditional structures and modes
of delivery more suited to pre-technological or pre-twenty-first
century ways of thinking and doing. Many schools are locked into
compartmentalised structures for learning based on reductionist
models of knowledge, i.e. subjects and departments.

Such structures and approaches fail to take into consideration
the holistic and integrating nature of knowledge for the lives of
learners, and the role of schools in the spiritual and moral develop-
ment of students. The most destructive part of the hidden curricu-
lum for students is that they have been ‘trained to give up a great
deal of personal power’ and they experience a ‘profound sense of
disenfranchisement’ (Fourre, 2003, p. 77). While recommending
a greater commitment to justice, she cautioned that a deep sense
of social responsibility can only be applied to life by those who
possess a sense ‘of their own power and their responsibility to use
it for good’ (p. 77).

This negative view of schools and schooling presents a challenge
for educational leaders, who have a particular responsibility to use



Leadership under the spotlight 11

learning opportunities to promote the good of students as well
as that of the community. They need to regard it as their ethical
responsibility to promote and support policies and practices in
their schools that better prepare students to be faithful and respon-
sible citizens who will not just accept the world as it is but will
help transform their communities into havens of hope, promise
and living witnesses of the common good. Duignan et al. (2005),
in a three-year research project entitled ‘Socially responsible indi-
cators for policy, practice and benchmarking in service organisa-
tions’, concluded that ‘social responsibility is, above all, fostered
by the commitment of leaders to the mission of the organisation’
(p. 54), and the mission of service organisations, such as schools,
usually focuses on the people side of the organisation and on the
capacity of leaders to be ‘ethically responsible’. In other words,
providing students with learning environments that engage them
fully in their own learning is an ethical challenge for educational
leaders.

Leadership and social responsibility

Selznick (1992, p. 345) pointed out that to be responsible means
more than being accountable. To be accountable, he suggested, is
to be ‘subject to judgement or, as we sometimes say, to be held
responsible’, which reflects a response to external standards. In his
view, responsibility actually requires ‘. . . an inner commitment to
moral restraint and aspiration’. He is critical of many of the con-
temporary destructive effects of intense individualism and moral
indifference in our Western societies and bemoans ‘the social costs
of moral indifference – distorted priorities, defrauded consumers,
degraded environments, deformed babies’ (p. 345).

What he suggested, by implication, is that leaders need to chal-
lenge unethical and immoral policies and practices wherever they
find them. Leaders, especially, must challenge the morality and
validity of ingrained patterns of inequality. Accepting that many
educational leaders may not be in a position to change the root
causes or to remove or reshape inequitable structures and pro-
cesses, they should, at the very least, name the offending issues and
register their dissent. Rhetoric alone, however, is unlikely to have
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much impact on ingrained prejudices and taken-for-granted pat-
terns of power, influence and relationships. Ethical action is called
for.

Of course, taking such action involves courage, and ethically
responsible educational leaders require great courage. In his address
‘The courage to lead’ (in Heft & Bennett, 2004), Heft singled out two
areas of leadership in which he argued that contemporary leaders
must do better – justice and diversity. In discussing the need for
leaders to have the courage to lead for greater justice in society, he
argued that while leaders of schools will want their graduates to
succeed, this success should not mean that they fit neatly into an
already unjust society but that they transform it for the common
good.

In relation to diversity, often referred to as multiculturalism,
Heft also cautions that some approaches by leaders ‘. . . are based
on a false idea of tolerance’ (2004, p. 17) that actually avoids com-
mitment to principles and ethical standards. They are, in other
words, lacking in moral courage. Tolerance and civility shouldn’t
be characterised by ‘moral ambivalence’, which can quickly lead to
moral indifference, but by moral courage (Keane, 2003, p. 199).
On the other hand, arrogant adherence to absolute values or fixed
principles can lead to self-righteous behaviour. A basic ethic of tol-
erance, based on mutual respect for differences enshrined within a
global civil society, is one way of striking a balance between bland
tolerance and self-righteous behaviour (Keane, 2003).

Educational leaders, too, need to strike this balance. To assist
them in doing so, I propose that they adopt the following practices:
� critique and challenge assumptions and taken-for-granted

norms that condone or encourage injustices and inequalities;
� intervene to challenge inequities (material and attitudinal), even

in the face of majority opposition;
� use power as a moral force for the common good;
� connect leadership to pedagogical principles that promote and

support authentic learning and teaching;
� serve others through leadership practices that are collaborative

and inclusive; and
� make ethical and socially responsible behaviour key parts of

leadership.
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Educational leaders need an ethical platform for action that will
help schools steer a course away from intense individualistic and
addictive practices, towards more ethical, moral and communi-
tarian processes and actions. A concern for many people today,
however, is that they perceive that many of our leaders do not fol-
low ethical standards or act in socially responsible ways. In fact,
there is widespread cynicism about the credibility and authenticity
of leaders in many public and private institutions.

Cynicism about leaders and leadership

Why is there such widespread doubt in the community about the
credibility of many so-called leaders in our organisations and in
public life? Cynicism is a dominating theme in post-modern life
and can be summed up in a series of ‘don’ts’: Don’t trust the gov-
ernment. Don’t trust the banks. Don’t trust salespeople. Don’t trust
the police. Don’t trust your emotions or, for that matter, your rea-
son. Don’t trust language. And most disturbing of all, don’t trust
yourself (Starratt, 2003, p. 51).

In collegiate settings in the United States, Bogue (1994, pp. 6–7)
criticised the fact that most college administrators stand for noth-
ing, and are frequently the cause of their own demise because of
their ‘. . . disappointing displays of ignorance, irresponsibility, and
insensitivity’ and because they abandon their integrity. He argues
from his review of research and literature, as well as from his own
experiences, that the disappointing record of many college lead-
ers can be traced to their flawed sense of vision, heart, spirit and
character (p. 7).

His indictment of collegiate leaders is concerning, as we expect
leaders in institutes of higher learning to stand for something and
to help model the way for others. Perhaps he is greatly overstating
the case, but there has been sufficient criticism of leaders along
these lines in the public media in recent years to suggest that there
is more than a grain of truth in these criticisms.

It may be more productive, however, to try to identify the pos-
sible reasons why some leaders today behave in the superficial
fashion described by Bogue. I have already discussed the pressures
derived from globalisation and the widespread addiction to intense
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individualism with its potential for self-serving modes of
behaviour. A complicating factor is that most leaders have insuffi-
cient understanding of the dynamics and complexity of organisa-
tions, and instead cling to a more readily understood view of their
organisations as linear, deterministic and mechanistic systems. This
causes them to adopt views of management that are based on hier-
archical structures and ‘power over people’ approaches to rela-
tionships. Such structures of ‘domination’, according to Starratt
(1994, p. 64), prevail in our organisations and produce ‘. . . unjust
and depersonalising relationships among individuals and among
groups’. These dominant individuals or groups assume ownership
of ideas and processes and act in ways that imply that they deserve
to be served by, and receive deference from, others.

As already suggested, the promotion of corporate–managerialist
philosophies and practices tends to support and encourage com-
petitive and individualistic corporate cultures. Too frequently, such
cultures reward naked ambition and manipulation, and empha-
sise self-serving practices and the importance of role and structure
over ethical and authentic behaviour. Many people openly ques-
tion the morality of current corporate–managerialist policies and
practices – morality in the sense of ‘the active search for individual
worth’ (Hodgkinson, 1991, p. 130) and/or the sense of ‘making a
difference’ (Fullan, 1993, p. 80).

Recently, in research and consultancies in a number of public-
sector organisations, the author has witnessed managers agonising
over the ethics of their management practices, and on the absence
of meaning and purpose in their work lives. Increasingly, they ques-
tion the deeper purpose or meaning of their actions in the light of
such values as trust and honesty in relationships, and social con-
science and justice in their dealings. Many refer to this as thinking
about the ‘spiritual’ aspects of their work. I interpret this concern
for spirituality as at least partly an attempt to understand the ‘con-
nectedness’ of their work, their relationships, indeed their lives,
to something beyond self, and to something that demonstrates to
them that they do, in fact, make a difference.

Unfortunately, the reality in many organisations is that truth,
honesty, and spiritual connections are the exception (Duignan &
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Bhindi, 1997). Too many believe that the path to success needs to
be camouflaged in untruth, even deception. Some managers wear a
mask of authenticity, a façade of respectability, rarely revealing their
true selves. Some are so used to their dramaturgical performance
that they would hardly recognise their ‘true selves’. Some educa-
tional leaders, in fact, may be tempted to allow their perceived role
to submerge their ‘self ’ and work hard to project a rarefied version
of themselves. Some leaders are prone to ‘image manipulation’ as
they present ‘dramaturgical performances’ instead of ‘authentic
and substantive administrative work’ (Hodgkinson, 1991, p. 59).
Hodgkinson concluded, somewhat negatively but perhaps realisti-
cally, that there is no prima facie ground for assuming that leaders
are honourable men and women and that it may be safer to treat
all leaders as suspect until proven otherwise. He argued that the
problem of leader character has to be regarded as fundamental to
any study of leadership (Hodgkinson, 1991, p. 60).

There is a gleam of hope, however. In recent times, the demands
for increased efficiency and vertical accountability within an eco-
nomic rationalist framework are being increasingly balanced by
concerns that all these corporate–managerialist imperatives should
be counterbalanced by commitment to ethical, moral and authen-
tic leadership principles and practices (Duignan et al. 2003). This
development, from my point of view, is very pleasing.

A call for ethical, authentic leadership

Leaders are increasingly expected to comply with ethical and moral
standards in their relationships and practices (Fullan, 2003). Many
educational leaders face increasingly demanding and discerning
clientele who may challenge the reasons for decisions and the eth-
ical foundations on which they are based. This can place pressure
on leaders and cause them to adopt knee-jerk responses to confus-
ing and ethically charged crises. Often leaders have no operational
frameworks for dealing with such complex ethical issues.

There also seems to be a growing call, in the relevant literature,
to reclaim the moral, ethical and spiritual domains of leadership
(Bhindi & Duignan, 1997; Conger & Associates, 2004; Covey, 1992;
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Duignan & Bhindi, 1997; Fullan, 2003; Handy, 1997; Sergiovanni,
1992 & 1999). Sergiovanni (1999, p. 22) has long championed
the idea that leadership and administration are essentially moral
activities. He has advocated the need for educational leaders to
bring together head, heart, and hand in practice because leadership
is, essentially, ‘a moral craft’. Fullan (1993 & 2003) too, has strongly
promoted the idea that both teaching and educational leadership
must have moral purpose.

In 1993, he argued that the key building block for education
as a moral enterprise ‘. . . is the moral purpose of the individual
teacher’ (p. 10). In 2003, he claimed that ‘moral purpose of the
highest order’ provided the environment where all students learn,
the gap between high and low performance is minimised, and stu-
dents go forth from their schools enabled as successful citizens ‘in
a morally based knowledge society’ (p. 29). He argued that this will
not be achieved without a ‘deep cultural change that mobilizes the
passion and commitment of teachers, parents, and others’ (p. 41)
to promote and support authentic learning experiences for the
students.

In a passionate and insightful argument for ethical leadership
in education and schools, Starratt (2004a, p. 8) argued that lead-
ership involves ‘the cultivation of virtues’ that generate authentic
approaches to leadership and to learning. His major message is that
the true test of leadership is the degree to which it becomes moral.
He also argued that educational leaders have to take responsibil-
ity for changing those things over which they have some control
in order to ‘promote the deeply human fulfilment of young peo-
ple’ (Starratt, 2004a, p. 144). He pointed out that moral leadership
‘. . . invites others to transform each day into something special,
something wonderful, something unforgettable, something that
enables their human spirit to soar and, giddy with the joy of the
moment, know who they are’ (p. 145).

A challenge seems to be, however, that the environmental issues
and forces discussed so far in this chapter mean that educational
leaders operate in a context that can be inimical to ethical and
socially responsible leadership. They will need to be cognisant of
this fact if they are to respond ethically and authentically to the
challenges identified in chapter 2.
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The discussion, analysis and recommendations in the remain-
der of this book attempt to take up part of Starratt’s earlier chal-
lenge for educational leaders to transform each day into something
special, something that enables their human spirit to soar. I attempt
to challenge educational leaders to ‘know more deeply who they
are’ so that they can confidently tackle the complex and multi-
dimensional ethical challenges identified and discussed in chapters
2 and 3. These ethical dilemmas are derived from the findings of
a three-year research study entitled ‘Contemporary challenges and
implications for leaders in frontline human service organisations’
(Duignan et al. 2003).

The research study

A three-year research study, supported by the Federal Government
in Australia (ARC Linkage Grant), was conducted by the author
and a team of researchers from the Australian Catholic University
(ACU) on the challenges facing contemporary leaders in service
organisations. While the research was conducted in a variety of
organisations, for example, the police service, health care and reli-
gious institutions as well as in education (both State and Catholic
schools), the focus of this book is on educational organisations,
especially schools, and on educational leaders.

The following questions formed the basis of the research:
1 What are the contemporary challenges for leaders in frontline

human service organisations?
2 How are leaders responding to these challenges?
3 What are the ethical dilemmas and underlying values involved

in making these responses?
4 How are these challenges impacting on contemporary leadership

practice?
5 What are the implications of these findings for the preparation

and professional development of leaders?
A combination of quantitative and qualitative data collection and
analysis techniques was employed in a complementary fashion
(Hede & Wear, 1993) in the study. The study incorporated four
data collection stages: questionnaires, interviews, critical leader-
ship incidents, and electronic dialogue on an interactive website.
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Questionnaire

The questionnaire was developed to ‘map’ the research area. It was
designed to explore the main dimensions of the research questions
with a stratified sample of front-line, middle and senior/executive
leaders. Of the 3000 questionnaires distributed through partner
organisations (police, education, religious), 1260 were returned: a
response rate of 42%. Of these, approximately 400 were received
from educational leaders. The findings from the questionnaire were
used both to identify key concepts related to the research questions
and to help formulate the questions for the interviews.

Interview

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a selection of
leaders who had volunteered to be interviewed. Of the 105 inter-
views undertaken either face-to-face or by telephone, and subse-
quently transcribed, 40 were from educational leaders.

Critical Incident Technique (CIT)

Critical incidents capture some of the dynamics of leadership
choices and dilemmas and are a ‘catalyst for examining leadership
processes’ (Parry, 1998, p. 96). The 300 participants who indicated
their willingness to complete a critical leadership incident report
were asked to describe one incident where they, as leaders, were
forced to make a difficult ethical choice. They were asked to briefly
recount what happened, the dynamics and processes involved, the
choices they made and the lessons learnt. These incidents inform
most of the tensions discussed in chapter 3. Of the 155 critical
incidents returned, 55 were from educational leaders.

Interactive website

A customised interactive website constituted an important data-
gathering, concept-validation, and theory-building technique. The
535 respondents interested in participating were invited by letter
and email to join a three-week, on-line research dialogue on lead-
ership, especially on the challenges and ethical dilemmas they faced
in their workplaces. This moderated website was designed to focus
on ‘discussion topics’, which were identified from the findings of the
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questionnaire, critical incident technique, interviews and emerging
data on the website.

Data analysis

Questionnaire data were analysed using a variety of quantitative
analysis techniques. NVivo (Bazeley & Richards, 2000), a com-
puter analysis software package for qualitative data, was used to
help analyse the large volume of data generated by the interviews,
critical incident technique, and interactive website. It proved to be
a powerful integrating tool that greatly assisted in the generation of
concepts and theoretical propositions from the data across the dif-
ferent organisations (police, religious and both State and Catholic
education).

Data generated through the website were continually processed,
analysed and presented back electronically to participants in the
form of a dialogue on emerging themes and concepts. This iterative
process helped ensure that the emerging concepts fitted with the
real world, were relevant to the people involved in the research, and
made sense across the range of organisational contexts.

From the analysis of both the quantitative and the qualitative
data a number of key leadership challenges were identified. These
are discussed in the following chapter.

Key ideas for reflection

Educational leaders live and work in a global world that shapes
social processes and institutions and encourages forms of individ-
ualism that may contribute to more selfish modes of living, often
eschewing ethical and moral considerations. The pursuit of intense
individualism can lead to a disengaged approach to life and living,
more self-centred and competitive choices, and practices that may
be very destructive of collegial and collaborative relationships in
schools and school communities.

In parallel with these developments, many schools have
embraced corporate management practices, which are based on
efficiency, standards, targets, productivity and accountability.
These characteristics have tended to replace the professional
dimensions of service, compassion and collegiality.
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In addition, some schools continue to base their educational
practices on traditional philosophies and paradigms, which, com-
bined with the other developments, can create dependency, even
addiction, in their students.

Ethical and moral standards need to be maintained in all forms
of leadership. The idea that teaching and leadership must have
ethical and moral purposes should be a key consideration for edu-
cational leaders, despite the fact that contemporary educational
work environments tend not to support and nourish ethical and
moral educational practices. Educational leaders need to challenge
unethical and immoral policies and practices wherever they find
them; especially the morality and validity of ingrained patterns
of inequality in the delivery of educational services. Ethical and
authentic action is essential.

Questions for reflection
� What global pressures are impacting on you as an educational

leader and how are you responding to them?
� In what ways might schools and schooling contribute to the

development of addictive life processes in their students?
� How can schools better prepare students to make choices that

are oriented to their all-round development as human beings?
� How can schools better prepare students to choose a healthy

life–work balance and a commitment to community values?
� How can schools specifically help students to develop ethical

and moral frameworks for life and work?



Chapter 2

Key challenges for
educational leaders

The challenges in this chapter and the tension situations in the
next chapter are accompanied by explanatory or illustrative cases.
Some of the details of these cases have been changed to help ensure
anonymity without affecting their key messages.

Providing a values-driven vision

One of the distinguishing characteristics of successful educational
leaders is their capacity to provide a vision for the future and inspire
hope in those with whom they work. They also lift the spirits of
their people and help them to translate the vision into the daily
practices of their work. In this way they help to inject meaning into
the daily grind of getting the work done, thereby providing a sense
of purpose and direction.

The articulation of vision necessarily involves leaders sharing
their hopes, desires and expectations with the members of the
school community, and establishing the foundations of an organ-
isational culture that supports the aspirations of all stakeholders.
The intent and content of the vision helps motivate all the mem-
bers of the school community. Reflection on, and communica-
tion of, this vision is essential if it is to become part of everyday
practice.

Linking vision to practice seems to be a vital component in the
relationship of the leader and those led. Drawing people beyond
their daily tasks and routines and engaging them in helping to
shape a desired future facilitates the creation of a more meaningful
and inspiring workplace. The formative nature of this process also

21
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seems to be important in bringing people to a fuller understanding
of their purpose and direction, and to a strategic sense of their
work.

Educational leaders are challenged to engage with their staff in
ways that take the whole group forward, rather than plugging gaps
and responding primarily to perceived emergencies. It is wasteful
of time, energy and talent to simply fill gaps as they appear, with-
out reflecting on and working through what is really needed to
position the school to meet future challenges. Communicating the
strategic purpose to everyone is vital in drawing together staff at all
levels. Clear purpose, inspirational communication, and an appeal
to agreed values and belief systems, will point clearly to the road
forward.

A major problem identified by a number of leaders in the study
was finding the time to reflect on and communicate a vision in
the face of busy schedules. A principal of a school summed up this
issue very well: ‘I see a very important part of the leadership role as
having time to reflect on direction, to have a sense of vision and to
lead others who share that vision, but I find that a great challenge
to that is finding the time within the daily routines to ensure that
you structure that in’.

Leaders cannot do it all by themselves. They have to work with
and through others to achieve their organisation’s vision and goals.
There is simply not enough time in the workday for one person to
provide the scope and depth of leadership required in contempo-
rary school communities. A principal encapsulated it when he said
that, ‘You have got to be a strong communicator and relationship
builder. You have got to have the capacity to build relationships, to
make connections, to build partnerships, to build strong alliances
with others’.

The principal is referring here mainly to relationships internal
to the organisation but of course leaders also have to develop and
maintain strong external relationships and networks. They have
to be effective public advocates and they need to represent the
organisation in various public arenas. This is especially important
in an era when education is seen to be everyone’s business and is
continually under scrutiny and critique by a sometimes sceptical
public.
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It is too much to expect that one person, the designated leader,
can meet all these expectations satisfactorily. Leadership can no
longer be regarded as the property, even the monopoly, of one
person: the principal. Emerging wisdom on leadership suggests
that there needs to be greater sharing and distribution of leader-
ship responsibilities in educational organisations (Crowther et al.
2002b). The need to develop effective relationships and engage
others in leadership in the school context is obvious. Sharing lead-
ership with others is both necessary and wise, and is discussed in
chapter 7 in this book.

However, achieving a dynamic balance between coping with cur-
rent realities and keeping a strategic eye on the future is difficult
for most educational leaders. A principal suggested that one way
to help maintain this balance is to involve key stakeholders in gen-
erating a strategic vision while, at the same time, ensuring that
day-to-day concerns are not neglected.

Many of the educational leaders in this study pointed out that
having a set of core values was critical to the leadership role of setting
vision and direction. These values, they argued, need to be clearly
articulated and communicated as a basis for organisational purpose
and direction. There is no better way of serving this purpose than by
communicating directly with organisational members so that they
are aware of the nature of their psychological contract as members
of that organisation. The legal contract of employment, of course,
is only one aspect of the contract necessary to become and remain
an effective member. Active membership requires engagement at
a deeper, affective level where there is a close relationship between
personal and organisational values.

Knowing the values that motivate organisational members and
articulating these values clearly can assist in developing a shared
vision and mission for the school. Clarity of purpose based on a
shared set of values and expectations would seem to be fundamental
to effective educational leadership.

Managing staff relationships

A dominant theme in leadership is that it must be relational, that
is, by definition effective relationships are the energy source of
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leadership. A principal stated that valuing others is the key to the
development of authentic relationships:

The promotion of staff morale, keeping staff motivated, cultivating

teamwork and providing opportunities for staff development are

some of the greatest challenges for leaders of educational organi-

sations. It could be said that valuing others is a common thread in

these elements and provides an authentic bond between the leader

and those in the group.

Empowering others, delegating authority and simply trusting peo-
ple to get on with their tasks should underpin leader–staff rela-
tionships in ways that link strategic purpose to everyday practices.
However, usually when trust is breached there is a tendency to
retreat to the classical organisational model, with remote personal
exchanges, reliance on quasi-legal rules, and withdrawal to a hier-
archical and bureaucratic form of control. A principal of a school
commented on what happens when trust is betrayed:

What happens to the leadership relationship when there is a massive

breach of trust? This is not an uncommon occurrence. The leader

retreats to a position of power and control. The aggrieved staff

members feel excluded and do not give of their best. Morale is

affected adversely.

Some leaders believe that developing relationships requires too
much time and resources. This is an inappropriate way to think
about relationship-building. Developing relationships for their
own sake, or conversely for instrumental purposes, is not what
authentic leaders do. They regard relationship-building as one of
the core ways that value-driven organisations value all those who
work in and for the organisation. It is the way a school, as a com-
munity, actively and fully engages its talented key stakeholders,
giving them a sense of belonging and encouraging and supporting
their commitment to the purposes of the organisation. Building
relationships is not just a matter of managing the people in the
organisation but of providing the leadership necessary to marshal
the most valuable resources, the people.
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Leading people

Many educational leaders find it a challenge to determine how
‘relational’ relationship building should be. Those who have been
apprenticed in a hierarchical, control-type model of leadership are
often unsure of how close relationships should be, especially with
those who are accountable to them. It is important to distinguish
here between personal and professional relationships in an organ-
isation. Professional relationships must, of course, have a personal
dimension, but it is equally important to develop personal rela-
tionships within a professional framework. The issue is not how
friendly formal leaders should be with those who work with them,
but how all organisational members can work closely and profes-
sionally together to achieve the goals and objectives of the organi-
sation. Professional relationships must always be predicated on the
core values espoused in the organisation. Being honest, trusting
and trustworthy, respectful, tolerant, empathetic, open to critique,
and willing to be a team person are as essential to professional
relationships as they are to the development and maintenance of
personal relationships.

In a school setting, core values also include valuing students and
the educational processes that best serve their needs. The bottom
line in a school community setting is how well relationships serve
the needs of students and their parents.

Often, however, educational leaders face the problem of dealing
with poor performance and balancing their professional respon-
sibility for ensuring the smooth operation of their organisation
with their personal feelings for those staff who are not performing
adequately. Time and again the practical difficulties related to this
issue were noted in interviews in the study. A typical example was
provided by a school principal:

My clerical assistant has been very unprofessional and, at times, rude

and unhelpful to all of her colleagues. I have had interviews with

her regarding her attitude and interpersonal skills. The incidents

are repeated almost daily and occur in the workplace. They impinge

upon others’ personal lives as well.
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Many educational leaders find it difficult to face up to finding a
resolution to such problems. They prefer to think that if they ignore
the situation it will go away. Some such challenges are potentially
very serious issues and are often the source of much concern and
stress for leaders. A principal of a school described a tension-filled
event that he found very difficult to manage:

I can give you an example of one [tension] that we’ve just had

recently which is: we’ve got a young boy here who has been here

for three years and he’s diagnosed as having [medical] problems

and is on medication and he is a big lad and his home life isn’t

so wonderful. He takes out his aggression here at school. What

happened last year is that we had another lad here who is physically

handicapped and for whatever reason this other boy decided that

he wanted to attack him and he did, he actually kicked him and

bruised him. The parents of the injured boy were very upset but

they were prepared to forgive.

The staff here thought that this was an outrage and regardless

of the parents they wanted the boy [who’d attacked the other]

removed. It was an interesting situation, in that the dilemma I had

was all about: where does this boy go if we remove him from the

school? The parents were forgiving and understanding and were

prepared to just set up structures so it wouldn’t happen again and

also to guarantee that this boy would never go near their son again.

That was a major tension because it took a little while to realise

that we couldn’t guarantee to this other family that we could be

everywhere all the time with this boy to guarantee it . . . . what it

meant for me was an awful lot of sleepless nights worrying about

all the different avenues.

These issues are illustrative of the range and difficulty of the chal-
lenges involved when dealing with tension situations involving
leading people in educational organisations. Educational lead-
ers often avoid confronting such problems if they can, because
they believe that solutions are hard to find and the legal envi-
ronment of the employment contract often ensures that the poor
performer or difficult person will not be dealt with promptly, if
ever. So a response often is: ‘Why put yourself in an unwinnable
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position that may also undermine your future effectiveness as a
leader?’

Balancing personal and professional responsibilities

Maintaining a proper balance between personal needs and profes-
sional responsibilities is problematic for many educational leaders.
In attempting to maintain a balance between personal and profes-
sional responsibilities, as well as coping with the pressure of heavy
workloads, educational leaders speak of feeling ‘inundated’ and of
having to do more and more without sufficient support.

Resource pressures in educational organisations are contribut-
ing significantly to this problem. ‘Inundation’ implies that educa-
tional leaders are generally overwhelmed by the pressures to achieve
the same or greater outcomes with fewer resources. The impact
of technology is no doubt promoted as improving the input–output
ratio of the flow of work processes. However, electronic technology
may be contributing to the feeling of inundation. The implication
is that many leaders feel that they are being thrown ‘off balance’
or ‘out of balance’, with their work lives dominating their personal
and private lives.

The demand for more efficient use of time and resources results
in some of those resources being drawn from the personal or private
sources of these leaders. They find that their personal time, espe-
cially, is encroached upon to an unacceptable level. This imposition
on private time, that has traditionally been a feature of the private
sector, is now more and more characteristic of leadership in the
public sector.

Many educational leaders perceive that more advanced tech-
nology is not redressing the balance. A principal put it quite
succinctly:

. . . we are doing an awful lot, with a lot less. Our time is really

precious, we are inundated not just at my level . . . but all levels of

the organisation . . . we are inundated by this technology which is

supposed to be so helpful.

The following extract from an interview with a school princi-
pal indicates the heavy time demands of the job and the added



28 Educational leadership

pressures coming from the use of communication technology, espe-
cially ubiquitous emails. He states:

Well, it’s pretty much a seven-day working week. I think I’m usually

in the office for about 9 or 10 hours [each day]. When I get home

at night I might do a bit of reading but I’m not the sort of person

who goes home and gets back on the computer. On the weekend I

would. All of us e-mail each other about this, that and the other on

Sundays and it is becoming an expectation.

Question: Is it becoming a game?

Response : Yes, I think so. One of the standing jokes is about how

late the e-mails get sent and about how you can set your computer

to send e-mails at 2.02 am. You can get e-mails being sent at 9 or

10 pm . . . I get e-mails from my boss at 5.30 am. Of course, what

I think it has done is increase the pressure enormously. Initially, it

sounds like a really good and efficient time-saver. You don’t have to

worry about long telephone conversations when you do relationship

building, you can just dash off this e-mail but it has compressed the

time frame, so instead of having more time the benchmark’s gone

up so you are supposed to deliver more work.

This principal is really describing a power game being played. There
would appear to be a lack of thought, even respect, for the person
on the receiving end of the email messages; the implication being
that the person is at the beck and call of the one in control, the
one with the greater organisational power. Time for reflection and
mature consideration for problem-solving purposes is clearly lim-
ited by the pressures to respond quickly to emails, to be seen to be
‘on the ball’, as it were.

There is also a tension or inner conflict for some leaders as
they wrestle with the conflicts between personal and organisational
goals. This conflict can eventually lead them to question whether
the commitment to remain with the organisation is worth the per-
sonal sacrifice. The question of continuing to commit can consume
the person’s thoughts about his/her role in the organisation. If
work and relationships within the organisation no longer inject
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meaning into daily life, then quitting, or at least disengaging,
becomes a possibility. A principal stated:

I must say that, at times, I can become quite philosophically disen-

gaged because I think it is not . . . an organisation that I came into

and was committed to . . . So, I have, at times, felt that my overall

personal challenge was to maintain my engagement and maintain

my commitment . . . and get on with it, as opposed to saying ‘I don’t

think I can work in this organisation,’ or, ‘I don’t believe the policy

framework is going to be suited to my philosophical, educational

background’. So that sort of sums up the issues that I am facing at

the moment.

The element that seems to be absent here is the identification of
methodologies or processes to systematically determine priorities.
Clear priorities could alleviate the stress and conflict that arise when
pressures become too great for the individual to withstand. This
challenge was identified by a principal as part of the daily tasks that
must be met as part of the balancing act:

Just on a day-to-day level the biggest challenge is dealing with the

competing priorities and the volume of work and the volume of

issues you’ve got to stay on top of, professionally and managerially.

However, few educational leaders seem to have developed specific
strategies and methodologies for dealing with the complexity of
their jobs, for establishing priorities in their work, or for targeting
specific professional development to assist them. Educational lead-
ers, also, did not seem to use the job or the workplace as a basis for
experiential growth and learning. In fact, the opposite seems to be
more the case: the job and the workplace are seen to be inimical to
personal and professional learning and growth.

It would appear that the feeling of being inundated and over-
whelmed by the job causes many educational leaders to withdraw
within themselves, to become defensive, and to rely more on for-
mal methods of communication (e.g. email or memos). Instead
of building relationships, such communication habits can inhibit
relationship development.
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Communicating effectively

Good communication requires, first, that one has something
important to communicate, second, that one chooses appropri-
ate times and means to deliver the message, and third, that one
actively engages with others beyond a simple one-way communica-
tion to clarify the intended message and dispel misunderstandings.
Meaningful engagement and dialogue with staff in their day-to-day
working lives facilitates effective communication.

Large systems are sometimes slow to process issues and prob-
lems, so gaps in communication may occur between those who
make the decisions and those who implement them. Leaders may
assume that everyone in the organisation knows where they are
going and why, but these are not safe assumptions. Many staff in
organisations are heard to say: ‘Why doesn’t anyone tell me any-
thing around here?’ or, ‘Why am I the last to know what is happening
around here?’

No matter how much communication is used, no matter how
accessible it is, down the line or at the local level, messages will be
subject to different interpretations. One of the responsibilities that
leaders have is to correct misinterpretations and put to rest certain
myths. Without this, sometimes the myths develop a life of their
own and a rumour can become accepted as fact.

There is no guaranteed process for ensuring that people in
an organisation are optimally informed about new policies and
changes. Often people will hear what they want to hear and reject
or distort what they perceive not to be in their interests. The size of
the organisation, of course, influences the degree to which formal
leaders can engage in one-to-one conversations, which are the most
effective form of communication.

The CEO of a large bank in Australia made an art form of com-
municating regularly through videos, especially on key topic areas
or current issues, with all staff members. Staff generally appreci-
ated his attempt to personalise his communication. No matter how
large the school community, principals particularly must devise
creative ways of engaging directly with key stakeholders. Every
means, formal and informal, must be used to keep all stakehold-
ers informed and up-to-date. If nature abhors a vacuum, then so
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do organisations: if communication isn’t regular and meaningful,
then someone (or some group) will invent a version of events, and
rumours will spread to fill the void. This is especially true when
leaders are attempting to bring about change in their organisa-
tions. Change usually threatens some organisational stakeholders
and fears can be exacerbated if the facts of the change are distorted
or manipulated by those who are resistant to the change.

If, as an educational leader, one is clear about one’s core values
and vision for the organisation, and also understands how these
values and vision can inspire others, communication is likely to flow
much more easily. If the leader’s own personal values are explicit and
well understood by key stakeholders this will assist them to interpret
communications ‘in the right spirit’ on first reading or listening.
Effective educational leaders have the capacity to use both formal
and informal communication to build relationships, partnerships,
and strong alliances.

Leading continuous change

We live in times of rapid change and transition. In such periods,
it is necessary to realise that there may be casualties in any change
process. Part of leadership is recognising that not everyone is going
to come on board immediately, or even in the short-term, with
new ways of thinking and doing. Leaders need to be sensitive to the
fears and anxieties of those involved in a change process. As one
principal wisely suggested, ‘You have to have a set plan on how you
are going to deal with that [change]. You have to be caring and have
a plan that maintains their self-esteem. You cannot dump people.
I think that is an important aspect of leadership’.

One principal, when attempting to introduce a mechanised sys-
tem of reporting, found that the change better reflected the school’s
value system but that this was not necessarily appreciated by a num-
ber of staff members. She learned that during the process some staff
feared that they would not be able to cope with the new system of
reporting. The principal used different approaches, including one-
to-one discussions and public announcements, to help allay these
fears but to also make it clear that the change would happen and
that it was in their interests to be part of it.
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As leaders, we may, in fact, perceive others to be overreacting to
change when they seem to be reacting more than we are (Bridges,
1995, p. 22). Leaders of change need to remind themselves that
‘changes cause transitions, which cause losses – and it’s the losses,
not the changes, that they’re reacting to’ and that ‘it’s a piece of
their world that is being lost, not ours’ (p. 22, italics in original).

Leaders who are trying to manage a top-down change may be
reluctant, according to Bridges, to talk openly about the change,
‘. . . arguing that it will “stir up trouble” to acknowledge people’s
feelings’ (p. 23). But leaders of change must engage openly with
those who will be affected by the change, and they must acknowl-
edge and address positively the losses and psychological transitions
being experienced by these people. Research about what helps peo-
ple recover from loss concludes that ‘they recover more quickly if
the losses can be openly discussed’ (Bridges, 1995, pp. 23–24).

One way to help overcome fear of loss in change situations is for
leaders to devise change strategies that strike a balance between top-
down and bottom-up change. Those affected by the change must
not only be consulted about the change but also actively engaged
in its genesis. A principal cautioned that:

The processes used for the implementation of change can, as a

matter of course, alienate members. This is especially true if the

change and the change processes are mandated from the top down

without adequate, if any, consultation with those who are most

affected by the change.

Most people do, of course, have the capacity to change; it is a part
of life and this capacity for change is inherent in us all. Those
affected by change need to know that the comfort zone they leave
will not be replaced by a situation that creates unnecessary conflict
and tension for them. Some who initially resist change may finally
become excited by it and transformed when given the opportunity
to experience the change in a practical situation, especially if they
are encouraged and supported by those in leadership positions. A
principal emphasised the need for a supportive leadership approach
that is sensitive to the level of readiness of those who are expected
to change and/or to implement change:
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You have got to be there for them when that [change resistance]

happens. Yes you know how they feel and you can say ‘God I feel the

same way’ and, in fact, there is a lot of commonality to be shared.

People want to know that you appreciate where they are; if they are

not ready for this they may be ready in six months’ time.

Some meet the challenge of change by accepting the need to be up-
to-date and involved through professional associations and net-
works with other members of staff across the organisation and the
wider educational community. Networking outside one’s organi-
sation is one way to break out of group thinking and be exposed
to national and international thinking. This means taking time to
reflect on professional literature, since change can often be pre-
dicted, because it is happening in other countries. Networking can
be an accelerator of change because it is reassuring to share with
colleagues who are struggling with the same issues and coming to
similar conclusions. Also, as one principal stated, ‘on a personal
level, it is good to have kindred spirits.’

The challenge to lead in a time of change is a difficult one,
because it often requires a shift from a hierarchical world model to
an inclusive, transformational leadership model. Some educational
leaders in this study acknowledged that they still used a control
model more than an inclusive model because they have not shifted
their mindset to the new paradigm in which they now live. The
new paradigm has different assumptions and a different context
from the old paradigm within which many leaders were trained
and developed. An educational leader in the study summed it up
well:

The old, put simply, is born of mechanism and clocks and enlight-

enment and the new is born of complex living systems. Once you

appreciate how that works you work from a different metaphor

and often the metaphors carry more significance than the facts.

Once you work from a different metaphor it is more difficult, but

I have a sense that, in terms of making decisions for the future,

you’ll actually be more in tune with what’s [likely to happen] in the

future. Today will be a preparation for the future, to get the right

direction, but what we tend to do is go back to the old framework
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to make our decision because we are more comfortable there and

more secure and we can often put a better argument. It’s the whole

cult of rationalism we get caught in, whereas in the new [paradigm]

it’s much more to do with the whole and the whole person, the

creative imagination.

Some stakeholders are willing to be engaged in a process that
is unfolding, and accept that change is automatically built into
organisational life, because there has to be constant reviewing and
making of key decisions that are part of the new way of looking at
reality. How change is actually introduced can also have an impor-
tant bearing on how such new ideas and new ways of thinking are
accepted.

Frequently, principals in the study pointed to the poor perfor-
mance of teachers as a special challenge when attempting to lead
a change process. They suggested that the new accountability pro-
cesses were bringing a cultural change to their schools.

Managing accountability and individual performance

The high public pressure for accountability in schools, in terms of
definite outcomes, means that there is constant pressure to improve
performance outcomes. The economic rationalist philosophy and
managerialist practices that have influenced governments since the
mid-1980s are now driving many educational organisations.

Many in the education sector see this managerialist approach as
dominated by an expectation of ‘doing more with less’. A principal
claimed that these new management expectations have led directly
to a change in culture in schools from a former collegial approach
to one that is less open and collaborative:

I think [there is a] complete change in culture and the way in

which the organisation now operates. It’s quite different from what

we experienced [in the past], for example, it used to be a much

more open and collaborative style but it has become quite differ-

ent to that now. So that there is much less openness, much less

collaboration.
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Both scarcity of and constraints on resources are apparent in most
educational organisations. However, it is not always clear whether
this is driven by increased expectations of what can be achieved
or by constant cuts in the resources available. Whatever the case,
contemporary leaders perceive themselves as having to juggle their
strategic objectives against insufficient resources.

It appears that a balance needs to be struck between ‘hard’
and ‘soft’ approaches to leadership so that individuals accept their
accountabilities without feeling overwhelmed or directionless in
a complex organisation. A balance between personal responsibil-
ity and teamwork is desirable, where the burdens are shared to
make them more bearable. Also, there is a need to develop a more
formative and developmental approach to accountability; current
approaches often appear summative and punitive. Accountability
processes must be just and equitable and should clearly reflect the
core values espoused by the organisation. Where values are ignored
or violated, accountability processes will be seen to be, and most
likely will be, antithetical to the real purposes of an educational
organisation.

Dealing with poor performance

The issue of dealing with poor performance in a responsible and
professional manner that considers the interests of all concerned
emerged as one of the most serious accountability challenges for
educational leaders. Many leaders feel frustrated by supervisors’
reluctance to deal with poor performance, often due to the per-
ceived difficulty of the legal and industrial issues involved. For
example, a principal considered it virtually impossible to improve
the performance of poorly performing teachers, because, in his
view, the union mostly supports the teacher without seeking to
find out the facts.

While governments and education departments often take a
strong line on this issue in the media, it is the principal who
usually has to deal with the direct tensions and trauma involved.
Apart from the uncertainty of knowing if they have made good
decisions, principals have the stress of dealing with the emotional
issues as well as the facts of each situation. A principal provided an
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insightful example of the difficulties and complexity surrounding
many performance issues:

At our school we have a teacher in his early fifties who has difficulty

with consistency, leading to poor classroom management structures

with some children in his class every year. The teacher is a nice

person, well-liked by his peers. Most of the children in his class

continue to perform at a reasonable level. However, this year three

boys regularly disrupt the class. One of these boys, an extremely

difficult child, is a challenge for any teacher.

The teacher in this example had taught at the school for over twenty
years and during that time many staff worked with him to help with
preparation and management strategies, however, similar problems
seemed to appear nearly every year. The stress affected the teacher’s
wellbeing but he could not see any alternatives to teaching.

The principal in this situation had not instigated formal proce-
dures because he regarded teaching as a caring occupation and the
role of educational leader as one of helping and supporting people
in a difficult profession where it is almost impossible to influence
all thirty children in a class to the same level. The principal stressed
that dealing with poor-performing staff is not as clear-cut as is
often portrayed by the media or by political leaders.

The following example further illustrates this challenge for prin-
cipals. A principal of a small K–12 school appointed a new teacher,
about 50 years old, who had already converted a nursing degree
into a qualification to teach biology and health education. In a very
short space of time it became obvious, however, that she was going
to struggle to get teacher registration. The principal had to decide
whether to look after the teacher’s personal welfare and provide
her with far more support than would be normal, knowing that
the educational outcomes for her students could be disastrous.

Eventually, district office personnel were alerted to the problem
and accepted a recommendation that the teacher’s probation be
extended and that she be moved to another, larger, school with
more resources to assist her. Mostly, the principal suggested that
this was not a very satisfactory solution to such a problem; in fact,
it merely shifted the problem sideways.
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On reflecting on this experience, the principal pointed out that
the first responsibility for an educational leader is to ensure the best
possible outcomes for the students and suggested that in future he
would:

‘Bite the bullet’: tackle the performance issue head-on and early.

Any personal issues arising from this course of action will need to

be dealt with, but I can no longer support or overlook inefficient

teaching practices because of personal problems.

It is likely that a failure to act quickly and appropriately may damage
the individual teacher, the students, or both, as in the case reported
by the principal of a probationary teacher whose substandard
performance led to complaints from students and parents. This
teacher, who had also retrained from a previous career, grabbed
or hit students on two occasions. Although he had been on a pro-
gram of improvement, he showed little sign of progress and the
principal did not believe he would ever achieve an acceptable level
of performance. The principal, however, had concerns about the
teacher’s mental state, and had to weigh up this concern for the
welfare of the teacher with his potentially disastrous impact on
the students. The principal felt that he had no real choice, and
decided to protect the welfare of the students by advising the teacher
to seek an alternative career, or else he would initiate formal pro-
ceedings for dismissal. The teacher appreciated the principal’s con-
cern for the students, revealing that he had similar concerns himself,
and resigned his position.

Another example is of a principal who had made the decision
to dismiss a teacher who had been placed on a support and devel-
opment program that had extended over two years. The teacher’s
ability to interact appropriately and effectively with staff was an
issue. The principal involved the industrial relations personnel, a
supervisor at the school, the teacher concerned, and a support per-
son for the teacher, as well as the union. The principal considered
that not only was there no evidence to indicate that the teacher
was able to complete the required tasks, but also that any further
assistance would require the input of huge resources from other
staff, which would impact on their workload and stress levels,
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without an appreciable outcome. In reflecting on the incident, the
principal concluded that, in spite of what policies state, when you
are dealing with human beings, you are dealing with complexity.
He decided that one must be pragmatic but must usually act for
the good of the many.

The majority opinion of educational leaders in this study was
that teachers’ performance problems can and should be identified
by leaders early in the teachers’ careers. Support and a program
of development should be given to those so identified. If a teacher
shows no evidence of improvement as a result of such development
opportunities, then those in leadership positions must protect the
children under their care and set in train processes for the teacher
to resign or be dismissed.

Leading an ageing workforce

The workforce in education is ageing. In many Western countries,
the average age of teachers is in excess of 45 years (Santiago, 2001).
Educational leaders in this research project considered it essential
to professionally challenge people who have stagnated in the same
role for years. A principal observed that it is rare to meet a person
who has not become complacent after a number of years, unless
he/she has had a change of responsibility. She suggested that it was
difficult to find a person who could maintain enthusiasm over the
long haul: ‘I don’t think any of us can afford in an organisation, like
a huge educational institution as we are, to settle into anything.’

A challenge for any individual school and for a system of schools
is to encourage an ageing teacher population to continue to meet
the contemporary challenges of teaching and learning. Early retire-
ment may lead to a great loss of organisational memory, wisdom
and know-how; losses that could not easily be replaced even if finan-
cial resources were more plentiful. Some educators merely tolerate
change while they serve their last few years. Such a response is
especially serious at both teacher and leadership levels where it is
essential to respond to change if the school is going to grow and
prosper. There is a great danger that teachers and other educational
leaders who are nearing the end of their careers will act as one
principal suggested:
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There are people who have reached pretty well the end of their

careers or have gone as far as they want to go, who are satisfied to

sit on their hands.

As the average age of educators continues to rise, education systems
and schools need to devote more resources and generate creative
solutions to ensure that teachers and other educational leaders
continue to be professionally challenged.

Teachers with many years’ experience should be more intimately
involved in leadership and decision-making at their schools, a chal-
lenge that is discussed in greater depth in chapter 8. Formal leaders
need to tap into their talents and expertise and challenge them
to continue making a contribution to the core activities of their
school. There is a need to celebrate the wisdom of experience and
recognise and reward those professional teachers who are in the
twilight of their careers. They should be encouraged and supported
to ‘share their wisdom’ on teaching and learning, and to engage
with younger teachers in a two-way dialogue on how to enrich
the learning experiences of students in the school. A major chal-
lenge for school principals and other formal educational leaders in
schools is to help build a culture of sharing and open dialogue on
what really matters in schools – improving learning and teaching.

In an era when more and more professionals are searching for a
healthier life–work balance many are opting for part-time employ-
ment or retirement, when they can afford it. There is a need for ‘. . .
a variety of options for flexible work solutions to help keep life and
work in balance’ (Birch & Paul, 2003, p. 68). Such options could
include: part-time employment; flexible working hours; shorter
working hours; job sharing; and other family-friendly practices.
Those responsible for policy and leadership in educational systems
and schools must wake up to the reality of an ageing workforce.

It would appear, however, that much more is said than done
about these challenges. Some will be difficult to resolve, but more
leaders and organisations need to ‘face up to the evident facts of
the workplace’ and dramatically change their ways of thinking and
acting about these challenges (Birch & Paul, 2003, p. 80).

The discussion on leadership challenges in this chapter indicates
that contemporary educational leaders face complex and varied
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challenges in their daily work. Within the areas just discussed, many
of the challenges can be classified as tensions or dilemmas and these
are the focus of the next chapter.

Key ideas for reflection

Educational leaders need to collaboratively develop and commu-
nicate a value-driven vision for the future in order to give a sense
of purpose, meaning and hope to their school community. This
envisioning process requires them to engage meaningfully with
people, building authentic relationships in order to serve the needs
of students and their parents.

A major challenge for educational leaders is to translate the
vision into everyday practices. A good start is to create more pur-
poseful and inspiring workplaces built on trust, transparency and
open communications. While modern technology can be of great
assistance in facilitating communication processes, the current
dominance of emails can be impersonal and unrealistic in terms of
their time-response expectations and/or their perceived urgency.
Pressures of time and of continuous change may cause some edu-
cational leaders to disengage, withdraw into themselves, become
defensive, or revert to formal methods of communication.

A major contemporary challenge for educational leaders is to
lead people who are experiencing fear and psychological loss in a
context of rapid and continuous change. They must engage openly
with them to help them cope with their fears and anxieties. Top-
down mandated changes especially can create great consternation
and fear among those who have to implement them. Leaders need
to be sensitive to the levels of readiness of those involved. Leading in
conditions of continuous change requires a shift from hierarchical
approaches to more inclusive transformational models that deal
with the whole person.

One of the most demanding challenges for educational leaders
is dealing with poorly performing teachers where there is deep
concern for students under their care. Such situations are complex
and multidimensional; however, the consensus seems to be that
it is better for the principal to ‘bite the bullet’ and deal with the
problem early and head-on.
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Educational leaders in the twenty-first century need to devise
new and creative ways of ensuring that teachers and other edu-
cators with many years of experience are continuously challenged
and actively engaged in their own personal and professional devel-
opment. Many with long years of experience can become stale and
complacent if they are not constantly encouraged and supported
to be reflective and creative practitioners.

Questions for reflection
� What strategies and processes do you use to develop a collabora-

tive vision and then translate the vision into everyday practices?
� What strategies do you use to help ensure that you communi-

cate meaningfully and authentically with teachers, students and
other key stakeholders in your school community?

� What leadership style or approach(es) do you use when leading
change in your school community?

� What are some of the most difficult challenges you have encoun-
tered when dealing with poorly performing teachers? How did
you overcome these challenges? After reading this chapter, how
might you deal differently with them in future?

� In what ways do you, as a leader, try to ensure that teachers are
personally and professionally engaged and committed?



Chapter 3

Leadership challenges as tensions

Many of the major challenges facing educational leaders involve
leadership in situations where values and ethics are contested
(Duignan & Collins, 2003). Some of these challenges constitute
what Wildy et al. (2001) call ‘contestable values dualities’, or ‘ethical
dilemmas’ (Dempster, 2001).

‘Dilemma’ usually indicates a difficult and challenging situa-
tion that, according to the Concise Oxford dictionary (1984, p. 268)
‘leaves only a choice between equally unwelcome possibilities’, and
the example they provide is ‘on the horns of the dilemma’. However,
the majority of the challenges discussed in this chapter represent
situations where there are more than two alternative possibilities;
in fact most of the challenges are multidimensional in nature. In
this book, the word ‘tension’ is preferred to ‘dilemma’ to describe
these situations, because it denotes that relationships exist between
a number of ‘contestable values dualities’ and that the different
possible solutions for each situation will reflect how these relation-
ships are balanced. This approach has profound implications for
the ways in which educational leaders respond to difficult and chal-
lenging situations. A more complete explanation of why it is best to
treat a difficult and challenging situation as a tension is discussed
in chapter 4.

The ‘real challenges’ of educational leadership – the ones that
keep educational leaders awake at night, cause them to take
stress leave or retire before their time – are tensions between
and among people, especially those based on philosophies, values,
interests and preferences. While managerial issues such as strate-
gic planning, resource allocation, or organising and scheduling
educational processes and tasks demand the application of sound

42
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management processes, it soon becomes apparent that the devil
is in the details of the relationship issues between and among
the people involved. Rarely can issues involving complex human
behaviour be reduced to, or resolved by, logical and linear manage-
ment processes, no matter how systematic or thorough these may
appear.

The key challenges for educational leaders, especially principals,
identified from the data in this study, involved complex and often
conflicting human relationships and interactions. Many of these
tension situations involved issues related to student discipline and
teacher competence or incompetence. The examples that follow
provide a clearer picture as to why many leadership challenges can
be regarded as tensions.

A principal recounted an incident about possible student
involvement in drugs that typifies the complexity, multidimen-
sionality and tensions involved in many leadership challenges in
schools:

. . . there are the expectations of staff who don’t generally, and didn’t

in this case, know the full details of what had gone on. You had

enough information to have certain expectations of how students

would be dealt with and there were a number of competing needs in

that. One is that some parents felt that any girl in any kind of drug

activity in the school was creating an unhealthy environment for

the students and should be asked to leave. There were other parents

who actually contacted us and said that they were familiar with these

girls and felt that they deserved a second chance . . . Some people

thought the girls should be admitted back to the school. The girls

were at different stages of their academic careers and the implica-

tions for some would have been far more serious than for others. So

all of those things came into the decision-making. There were some

competing values. Valuing the need to create a safe environment for

the remainder of the student body; wanting to also deal with these

girls justly and to enable them to move on from their mistake; pro-

tecting the interests of the parents and also creating an environment

in which staff felt that there was still a level of discipline within the

student body and that we weren’t going to give the wrong messages

about that.
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On the surface, the resolution to an issue of students being involved
in drugs might appear to be rather clear cut. After all, use of ille-
gal drugs is against the law and is certainly against school rules. A
clinical application of rules would leave little room for any consid-
eration of personal issues or extenuating circumstances in deciding
the fate of the students. Suspension, at the very least, or more likely
expulsion, would be the expected outcome. Yet a close scrutiny of
the case just presented demonstrates that expectations and perspec-
tives may differ when the human elements of a dilemma or tension
situation are considered. Usually in situations of human drama,
either/or thinking that adopts a one-dimensional response will not
encompass the complexity of such issues. Both/and responses are
more likely to lead to satisfactory outcomes. A more detailed expo-
sition of this particular perspective is presented in the next chapter
on analysing tensions.

The key lessons that emerge from such complex responses can
be regarded as examples that have wider implications. In fact, a
number of categories of tensions consistently emerged from leaders’
responses in this study, though they were manifested in a variety
of ways. The development of these categories of tensions as well as
the selection of examples for each tension was guided by the work
of Kidder (1995). The following categories of tensions form the
basis for discussion in the remainder of this chapter. Each head-
ing that follows uses ‘and’ instead of ‘versus’ to emphasise that
a both/and approach to its resolution is usually preferable to an
either/or approach.

Common good and individual good

This was one of the most frequently discussed tensions. There is
a constant tension between deciding whether to support decisions
promoting the good of the group or the rights of the individual.
Generally, the ‘group’ or the ‘community’ was perceived by educa-
tional leaders to be the wider student body and their parents; while
individuals were usually teachers and/or students.

Often decisions favoured the group or community over the indi-
vidual. Principals, for the most part, noted the need to provide for a
student’s welfare and safety as well as his/her educational outcomes.
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However, in these examples, a principal’s decision to suspend or
expel a student was usually influenced by the perceived detrimental
effects of student misbehaviour on the class or school community.
While students were not expelled without serious consultation and
with a number of attempts to deal with the problems they were
having, one principal stated: ‘I learnt as well a benchmark for when
the price for individual “good” is too high in relation to the “good”
of the whole group’.

There are times when the decision favours the individual over
the community or group. In every case of a tension in this area,
principals expressed concern and compassion for the welfare of
the individual. In cases where principals refused to expel stu-
dents, the choice not to expel was governed by concern for the
student’s welfare and the basic right of every child to receive an
education.

In the case of ineffective staff, long and loyal service was acknowl-
edged but usually was outweighed by the concern for the needs of
the student body whose education was being impacted upon by
their lack of teaching prowess. One principal decided that the task
of removing a long serving and loyal teacher was too difficult and
opted to ‘wait it out’. This decision was, in hindsight, regretted and
the principal concluded that the decision to move the teacher on
should have been made earlier:

I should have put her on an improvement program. Her students

deserved better . . . Some staff considered my lack of action weak, as

she was also undermining my decisions. I sat her out. She’s retired.

I should have acted earlier before it got to the stage that there was

only one or two years to go before retirement. I have learnt that

the process of looking at duty and obligations in ethical dilemmas

is really important and I let down the people who are my first

responsibility: the children.

Another principal decided that it was too difficult to fight an inef-
fective staff member who was applying for voluntary redundancy
for the second time. He considered the opportunity cost of initi-
ating and implementing a dismissal process and decided to spend
his time in more productive ways. Whilst the principal, in this case,
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did not believe that this payout should be approved, he decided
to avoid the tension and possible conflict involved in following a
dismissal process:

I would have preferred to terminate his services. In the end, I

approved his voluntary redundancy. I weighed up the time and

effort involved in trying to bring an unwilling and uncommitted

staff member up to speed against the other priorities I had, together

with the emerging initiatives and projects which were in the plan-

ning stage. I also thought very carefully about where my time would

be better spent in terms of staff development, change management,

redirecting the organisational culture and re-positioning the school

for the future. I also know what it is like to prove incompetence in

the area I work in. I believe I made the right choice.

Issues like the ones just described present difficult, complex chal-
lenges to educational leaders that require them to see and appre-
ciate a number of possible resolutions. Often a decision has to
be crafted that constitutes a ‘best fit’ resolution, given the specific
circumstances of the case.

Another example, as highlighted by a principal, further
illustrates the complexity and multidimensionality between an
individual student’s rights or interests and the pursuit of the com-
mon good:

A student came to the school after a fairly troublesome time at

another school. She was very bright and had a great deal to offer

but her behaviour was extremely difficult and disruptive. Initially

she settled in well although, at times, she was challenging to teachers

and in particular to myself. She would stand up to me publicly and

always seek to challenge me in front of other students. I accepted this

because I thought that we would eventually make a difference in this

young person’s life . . . It was really between the individual and the

common good. This young person’s future could be determined by

my decision to ask her to leave the school. She passionately wanted

to stay. She wrote at least six letters begging me to let her stay and

promising me that she would change.
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What is the principal to do? How is he/she to strike a proper balance
between concern for the individual and the protection of the group
(the common good)? We will see that a number of the tension situ-
ations discussed in the remainder of this chapter help shed further
light on the complexities of this and will help in the development
of a framework for managing such tensions.

Care and rules

Educational leaders continually face challenges and decisions that
involve tensions between a concern for either ‘care’ or ‘rules’. Care
encompasses compassion, looking at the individual circumstances
and making a decision that puts care and concern for the individual
above rules and policies. Rules or policies provide guidelines for
leaders on how to make decisions. Some leaders, however, argue
that, by complying with rules, they are also fulfilling their duty of
care to the community and, therefore, do not recognise any real
tensions in this area.

In schools there are instances where educational leaders feel that
they must follow the ‘letter of the law’ to protect their own careers
and reputations, but this approach can have dire consequences for
some individuals. An example was where a teacher disciplined a
student for breach of rules on a school camp and, in order to pla-
cate the parents, the teacher was disciplined. Staff, and indeed the
principal, agreed that the teacher had an impeccable reputation and
acted appropriately. Another teacher was falsely accused of sexu-
ally assaulting an infant student. The teacher was a valued member
of staff and the accusation was found to be baseless. However, the
strict procedures related to sexual assault were implemented and,
as a result, the teacher suffered loss of reputation and trust from
the community and system.

There were occasions when those faced with a tension situa-
tion used the rules, primarily, to determine the outcome. In such
situations, consideration was usually given to the feelings of both
parties. When rules were rigidly adhered to, leaders reported that
they felt that they had no alternative but to follow them because
the law demanded it. Examples from this study include:
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1 a student with aggressive behaviour was suspended with allega-
tions of drug use at home. The principal noted that a detailed
record of all interactions and decisions was kept;

2 in two cases of sexual assault, both principals strictly followed
procedural guidelines; and

3 in two cases involving violent parents, principals adhered strictly
to system guidelines.

It is important to note that in these cases, principals consulted
widely with appropriate authorities. These included system per-
sonnel, welfare agencies, police and other members of staff. Where
students were suspended or expelled, the rules were followed
by principals in order to protect the body of students and it
was considered also to be in the best interests of the students
who were directly involved, i.e. that they would learn from the
discipline.

Some principals, however, tended to emphasise care over rules
where the decision guidelines were not mandatory. Rules were sus-
pended when leaders considered that a care outcome was a ‘better’
resolution of the tension. For example, a disadvantaged student was
disciplined and because of the type of penalty should have missed
out on a major sporting event. The senior executive ‘overruled’
these rules and the student was allowed to compete. This was said
to be a once-in-a-lifetime experience for the student. Care for the
student was, obviously, the prime concern. The principal gave the
following account of the incident:

Our school has a policy where, if a student has received more than

one ‘blue slip’, that student is not allowed to participate in spe-

cial activities such as excursions, visits or play sports until his/her

behaviour has improved. If it is their [sic] first ‘blue slip’, the

ban is for one week only. One student, who is a talented athlete,

had reached eligibility to participate at regional level. The stu-

dent had received no support from home and has been known

to run in bare feet! One week prior to the athletic event he earned,

fairly, his first ‘blue slip’. Technically the full week was up the day

after the carnival. The dilemma of allowing this child a chance at

the carnival was taken to the Executive who decided he should

participate.
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The executive, in fact, judged that it was in the long-term interests
of this student to be able to participate in an event at which he
excelled, and which would, most likely, aid in promoting his self-
concept and self-esteem. Of course, they were cognisant of the fact
that they were setting a precedent and that other students and their
parents could question the fairness of their decision, given that
other students had been dealt with in the past ‘by the rules’. These
are the types of decisions faced by educational leaders every day.
In the end, it often means making a judgement as to whether the
benefits outweigh the possible negatives.

There was another interesting case where a principal disre-
garded regulations. The Principal felt that this was in the best
interests of the child and that the end result proved his judgement
to be correct. He concluded, however, that this would probably
not be a course of action that he would repeat again as the risks
were high and, with maturity and experience, he would handle the
matter differently. This principal told a story of a situation con-
taining a number of tensions and dilemmas. While it is a lengthy
example, it is included here because it highlights the complex
and multidimensional nature of typical challenges facing educa-
tional leaders on a daily basis. It especially highlights the difficult
ethical choices faced by principals in the normal course of their
work.

The incident took place in a small town. This is the school of which I

am principal. There was a child who attends the school; her mother

who has a drug problem; and her grandfather who is a prominent

citizen. The child’s mother was neglecting the child involved as her

lifestyle was not providing the child with the best opportunity for

long-term success at school. As the grandfather lived in another

town, my contact with him was limited to twice a year at face-to-

face meetings, and fortnightly phone calls.

There were a series of incidents involving the child that started

to concern me. She was coming to school having no food, she was

not being picked up in the afternoons, and her personal hygiene

was being neglected. I contacted the Department of Community

Services, as I am required to do, but nothing was done. I called the

grandfather and told him about my concerns as well.
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A week later, there was a fire at the child’s house, due to the drugs

that the child’s mother had been taking. It could have been fatal.

Later that week, the grandfather made a phone call to the school

and asked to speak to the child. This is not in line with system policy,

but I allowed the child to come to the phone. That afternoon she

was taken from the local park by her grandfather and was sent to

an aunt in another town. Two days later, the child’s mother came

to the school looking for her daughter.

This incident presented two ethical choices. The first was to allow

the child to speak to her grandfather. This choice had to be made

on the spot. I knew it was not within normal operating guidelines,

but I felt it would be in the best interest of the child. I personally

trusted the grandfather. This made the choice more difficult.

The second choice was after the child had been taken and her

mother had come to ask if I knew where she was. I was prepared

for this choice. I knew that it would come. I could tell her what

had happened, tell her where her child was, or claim that I had no

knowledge of the incident.

The choices I made were with the best interests of the child in

mind. In the first instance with the phone call, I decided to allow the

child to speak with her grandfather, knowing full well that I would

be doing so outside the guidelines that were set down. When I was

questioned by the child’s mother as to her daughter’s whereabouts,

I decided to deny all knowledge of the incident while knowing that

I should have reported it. The first choice was made for a number

of reasons. I was becoming increasingly concerned for the child.

I was actually relieved when I got the phone call and he asked to

speak to his grandchild. I was hoping that it would result in an

improved home situation for the young girl. The second choice,

regarding what I would say if I was ever questioned regarding the

child’s removal, was an easier one, because I had time to think the

situation through. I knew that other people in the town had seen

the grandfather take the child and that it would only be a matter of

time before she found out. I decided that no information that could

lead to the child being returned to her mother would be coming

from me. This decision was also formed partly due to my breach of

guidelines in the first instance with the phone call.

With the benefit of hindsight, I’m not sure that I did make the

right choices. The end result could not have been better. The child
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is now in a warm, safe environment and her mother’s visits are

short and supervised. No action was taken against anyone, and all

parties are happy with the new situation. But I don’t think that I

can judge my actions purely on the basis of the final outcome. As

a leader, I should have been able to work within the guidelines to

bring about a favourable result. I think I showed inexperience. I

was fortunate that the repercussions of my actions, and inactions,

were positive. If I were faced with the same situation in the future, I

would hope that I would handle the situation with a much greater

sense of professionalism. In fact, I am confident that I would handle

the situation differently.

This complex situation brings clearly into focus the tensions that
can arise for leaders making decisions in situations where people’s
lives are involved. A rule approach to making decisions in such sit-
uations may appear to be the easy option but there is always the tug
of the heartstrings pulling us toward a more caring and compas-
sionate course of action. After all, teaching is a caring profession
and educational leaders will always pay close attention to the needs
of students as human beings.

In another example, a staff member was found to be inappro-
priately using system cars. The person in charge decided to waive
the rules because she was informed that the ‘accused’ person was
threatening to commit suicide. The leader concluded that while the
rules had been waived in good faith, there was a sense of manipula-
tion by the staff member. This leader also indicated that she would
not adopt this approach in the future. She stated:

It was reported to me that a person was suspected of inappropriately

using a system car. My initial response was to take disciplinary

action. The allegation was significant given that many thousands

of kilometres were used privately. The situation arose as the person

was fulfilling a role that was difficult to supervise.

At the same time, I was contacted by a counsellor employed by the

Employee Assistance Program stating that she believed the officer

to be suicidal. I explained the misuse of the car to the counsellor. I

was informed that his mental state was fragile.

The ethical choice was whether to comply with system regulations

concerning significant misuse or to avoid raising the issue to ensure
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the welfare of this person. The choice became more difficult as I

was also contacted by a number of principals who wished to raise

other concerns about this same person.

I met with the person and had the staff welfare officer also in

attendance. I highlighted the positive aspects of his work and let

him know that his contribution was appreciated. I also let him

know that his use of the car was sometimes not appropriate. I also

informed him that I was not going to pursue the matter but wanted

a commitment that he would comply with guidelines in the future.

I did not raise the other issues as I considered they could be dealt

with at a later stage. In this case, however, I considered the welfare

issue to be more important than the misuse of resources.

In general terms, I believe the right choice was made, as it is my

opinion that a leader has to place a high priority on the welfare

of employees. Specifically, I am not sure, as subsequently I was

informed that this person had threatened suicide on a number of

occasions in different settings to have matters disregarded or to get

his way.

What are leaders to do? They can never hope to know fully all
the facts of any case or situation. They can only do the best they
can with the information they can obtain by consulting those who
may have information on the issue. Often, they have to follow their
instincts as well.

These cases demonstrate that, in hindsight, leaders believed their
care-based choices, while usually having positive outcomes for oth-
ers involved in the situation, were not always the wisest courses of
action for themselves. They seemed to have some regrets about
taking the caring approach because doing so left them exposed to
possible sanctions consequent upon breaking or bending the rules.

Long-term and short-term considerations

Any leadership decision has a range of possible long-term and
short-term consequences. For example, a principal may decide not
to expel a student, because, whilst it may bring short-term relief for
the teachers who have to deal with this student, the decision may
not be in the long-term interests of the student’s education.
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Leaders, if they are not reflective and strategic, can be over-
whelmed by short-term pressures and perceived emergencies. In
this way, they may be merely reacting to what they perceive as
urgent, rather than to what is important, significant, and worth-
while. While it would be very unwise to neglect or ignore current
realities, leaders must ensure that they remain strategic in their
thinking and planning and stand apart so that they can bring a
‘big-picture perspective’ to any challenge or tension situation.

Another category of challenges faced by educational leaders
reflect the tensions between the desire to be loyal to people, versus
the need to be honest and see that justice is done.

Loyalty and honesty

Loyalty is defined as being committed to the organisation, the per-
son in charge, or colleagues. Loyalty can constitute allegiance to
individuals, groups or to the vision and mission of the organisation.
Honesty is speaking truthfully about any person, issue or situation
and refraining from intentionally deceiving or misleading.

A number of tensions involving loyalty versus honesty were iden-
tified by educational leaders in this study. The following examples
provide insights into the nature of these types of tensions:
� balancing the recognition of long and loyal service against the

need for restructuring and redundancies;
� making provision for older personnel to retire with dignity even

though their current performance is not up to standard; and
� students balancing ethical issues related to their work for a

teacher against their positive feelings and loyalty to the teacher.
An example of this last type of tension was provided by a principal.
Students were asked by a teacher to enter the results of peers’ marks
into a computer:

A teacher involved students in entering other students’ results into

the computer in preparation for writing reports. The incident took

place in the teacher’s office. She, the teacher, had asked to ‘borrow’

the students to assist her in preparing for some event. They had

finished this work and were kept to do this report work. The teacher

had told them to keep an eye out for any Faculty Leader and to
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alert her if one came by. The students were not discomforted at

the time. That evening one of them reflected with her father about

the ‘oddness’ of the situation and how she felt uneasy. Her father

suggested she come to see me, as principal. The students did so

the next day and were very anxious that they would not be seen

to be ‘dobbing’ but they felt they should not have been asked to

participate in a clearly unethical activity.

In another incident, a principal faced a very personal quandary
when dealing with an elderly teacher’s classroom problems:

[An elderly member of staff] had been showing increasing signs

of dementia for about two years. Several senior staff members

expressed their concern but, more especially, for her students.

I initially spoke with her husband whom I’d known for many years,

thinking he would discreetly follow up the possible onset of demen-

tia. My ‘unwise’ tactic resulted in her absolute denial of any problem.

Nevertheless, I persuaded her to take long-service leave for a term.

When she returned she was even more disoriented and students

were becoming very distressed at her decreasing ability to teach.

I was being deluged with complaints from staff, such as, ‘When is

she (me) going to do something about it?’ and student complaints

were naturally escalating . . . I chose the method of reduced teach-

ing in the hope [the teacher] would eventually see that she was no

longer able to teach . . . Her years of service precluded termina-

tion, and I knew she would not accept the offer of time out on

sick leave . . . In the final analysis, the needs and rights of the stu-

dents were the deciding factor in removing her from most of her

teaching.

This is an example of a tension situation with numerous ethical
dimensions. The tension between the values of loyalty and truth is
very evident, but so also is the concern for the good of the individual
and the need for the ‘common good’ to be protected, and the prin-
cipal’s care and compassion for the elderly teacher in competition
with the need to follow rules and procedures on inadequate perfor-
mance. Clearly, the tensions between these three ‘contestable values
dualities’ make a complex tension situation that is best resolved by
both/and thinking.
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A tension that casts a wide shadow over many aspects of con-
temporary educational leadership is that of the recent emphasis
on rationalist economic philosophies, strategies, and practices in
leadership versus the need for a human service organisation, such
as a school, to provide a ‘human service’.

Service and economic rationalism

This tension highlights those instances where respondents believed
that the imperatives of economic rationalism had a negative impact
on their core business. Economic rationalism was considered to
include making efficiency a core value, increased accountability and
audits, use of redundancy to reduce costs, and restructuring (e.g.
merging of organisational structures). The core business of schools,
the raison d’être for their existence, in contrast, was considered to
be providing a responsive, compassionate, high quality educational
service.

Often in such situations, the emphasis by educational leaders
was on ‘maintaining the bottom line’, or on meeting the impera-
tives of accountability. It appears, however, that the caring service
dimensions of the tension are often implied, and are not always
discussed directly when dealing with the situation. This is implied
by the frequent acknowledgement that the increased emphasis on
efficiency can have negative implications for the quality and level
of educational services that can be provided by the school.

Several examples of these type of tensions were reported in the
study. The following are examples from school principals:
� parents pleading questionable financial difficulties and wanting

reduced fees, yet able to afford a new car;
� an organisation driven by performance and accountability with

little consideration of the emotional impact on its culture and
staff morale;

� funds allocated to those areas targeted as being high priority
by the system, despite alternative priority requests from schools
and teachers;

� funding required for students with special needs but resources
being allocated, primarily, to improve academic outcomes; and

� rational economic corporate management demands clashing
with individual leadership philosophies and styles.
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A principal of a school gave an example, related to school fees, of a
tension in this area:

I think, most probably, one of the times when I do experience a

little bit of tension is in making decisions when you have a parent

in about school fees. For me sometimes this can be difficult. You

really know that the parents are able to pay something, but they are

really spinning you a great story about how they can’t really afford

to pay and you know that the person has just bought a new car, for

example. There is also the justice issue because you know that out

there is Mrs So and So, who is already a single parent and you’ve

had several conversations with her and she is determined that she

will pay the school fees in the best possible way she can.

Another principal commented on the problems that scarce
resources, especially lack of staff, created:

I think the other tension is to do with staff. It has been an enormously

onerous task, and still is, for staff as we implement new assessment

requirements. But most schools don’t have the resources to make

significant concessions in terms of time, and again that is a con-

flict in terms of caring for your staff and being driven by external

requirements. That is an ongoing difficulty really.

Another area of tension recognised by principals in the study was
that related to a corporate, hierarchical management approach to
leadership in a collegial, collaborative educational context. One
principal captured the essence of this tension:

It [corporate culture] resembles a shift from, say, collaborative pro-

fessionalism to a rational economic corporate management style.

I think that’s happening in a lot of organisations as people are

consumed and absorbed by this sort of budget-driven approach to

management.

Another principal explained the challenges imposed by decisions to
reduce staff numbers and the tensions and human drama involved
in responding to these challenges:
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I had the job of handing out to two-thirds of the staff a big white

envelope that said ‘Would you like a voluntary redundancy? If you

want to put your name forward this is what you’ll get . . .’ The

impact on your support staff . . . is great . . . very difficult! Trying

to keep the ship going and, at the same time, not always believing

in these values. I’m the messenger, I’ve got to stand up in front of

the staff and say that this is what we are doing and this is why we

are doing it and, at the same time, not believing that it was the best

thing in every aspect.

So that’s very hard to do and it is very hard not to overlay your

own perspective and undermine it. So this is difficult for me to get

up and say that this is what our bosses have decided and then not

say, ‘Well, I think it stinks’.

He went on to say that passing on orders from ‘on high’ that he
didn’t personally agree with was very difficult for him. His belief in
the integrity and worth of the individual made it difficult for him
to give orders that treated individuals as expendable:

Conveying to staff the message from on high is not very palatable

for me. My beliefs are in the individual. I think an educational

organisation is based on teaching individuals and every person

within it should be treasured and valued and cultivated and you

just shouldn’t be saying to people that we really don’t need your

sort any more. We should be saying, perhaps, ‘your profile is not

what we actually need but we can look around for another position

for you, we can retrain you’, but we’ve moved away from that to

being a more typical private sector [organisation].

There was a strong view, however, among most principals in the
study that, despite budget restrictions and economic imperatives,
it is always possible to exercise care and concern for those with
whom they work. A strong recommendation was the need to be
fair in relationships and provide others with the reasons for why
you decided the way you did. Honesty, it appears, is the best policy
when trying to manage complex and tension-filled situations.

The leadership challenges identified by many leaders in this
study included another category of tension that was usually
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described as ‘status quo versus change and development’. These
situations cover all those where various staff members disagree as
to whether the ‘way they currently do things’ (status quo) is prefer-
able to suggested new ways of thinking and doing (change and
development).

Status quo and change and development

Maintaining the status quo is about avoiding and resisting change.

Development or growth implies embracing changes. (A principal)

There were claims by a number of principals that many staff, espe-
cially those close to retirement, are marking time, and are con-
tent with doing things as they have always been done. A principal
reported that:

A teacher, in the last years in the service, had been an outstanding

practitioner but was now tired and cynical. His room looked like his

attitude. All new policies were treated as, ‘We’ve done this before, if

you don’t change it will go away’.

Another principal was cynical about the prospect of changing many
of the older teachers:

When you look at the demographics of the teaching profession now,

it’s an ageing profession. There are fewer young people coming in,

but yet there are more and more changes put in place. Many of the

older members of staff are resistant to change. There is a cynicism;

they’ve seen it all before, right through to the extreme of, ‘I won’t

be here much longer, why put myself through this messy stage of

change and learning new skills?’

It was suggested that many older personnel are choosing to retire
rather than cope with rapid change. In some cases, the loss of the
experience and knowledge of these older members of the organisa-
tion is perceived by leaders to be detrimental to the life and effective-
ness of the school. When older members retire, vital organisational
memory and wisdom can be lost with them.
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It is unfair, however, to brand all elderly staff as lacking either the
capability or willingness to change or to make valuable contribu-
tions to their organisation. In fact, some leaders regarded experi-
enced older personnel as valuable members of staff insofar as they
are able to distil the significant aspects of current practice that need
to be changed. A principal argued that:

Working with experienced staff, you get the experience of years. You

get a lot of [experienced] staff who are willing to look at change, or

look at a program and say, ‘Ok, let’s look at this and let’s change it

this way. We can do a short cut or we can do something that will

make it easier for us.’

Some educational leaders noted that while replacing older person-
nel is complex, absence of ‘new blood’ may lead to a lack of creative
energy and enthusiasm in the school. A principal put the problem
clearly and succinctly:

I think one of the other things that I find that I’m challenged by,

and I’m sure everybody else is too, is the whole issue about the

ageing work force. We’ve got an ageing work force and because

we’ve got changing budgets, we’ve got shrinking recruitment, which

doesn’t bring in the new staff; we’ve got, therefore, less injection of

enthusiasm, and youth.

A principal warned, however, that staff have to be prepared to move
on from the status quo and embrace change, if they are to survive
in contemporary schools:

I am talking about change in every facet, externally driven change,

yes. Change in people’s own lives and belief systems . . . I mean there

are changes in people’s lives, and this impinges upon their work. So

change, in its broader sense, but certainly there are external forces

in terms of curriculum, in terms of school . . . issues where there is

a lot of change happening. They are pretty significant [in terms of]

their impact.

This tension between opting for the status quo instead of change
and development generates numerous ethical tensions for leaders.
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While they must respect the traditions and practices of long-
serving staff, they are also ethically responsible for keeping their
school and its teaching approaches ‘up-to-date’ and constantly
improving.

Dealing with tensions: Lessons from leaders

The educational leaders in this study were asked to reflect on the
tension situations and dilemmas in which they had been involved,
and which many of them described so vividly, and to identify lessons
they had learned from them. The following are paraphrased from
some of the most pertinent and insightful responses:

� There is no ‘one best way’ for determining which side(s) of a ten-

sion situation you should choose. You have to examine the facts

of the situation carefully, and then use your rational thought,

wisdom and judgement to strike a balance among sometimes

conflicting values and interests.
� There are no simple and easy answers when dealing with people

and value conflict. The pursuit of a rational approach to decision-

making is recommended.
� You have to be true to yourself and live your values. You have

to live with yourself at the end of the day. Honesty and open-

ness, when deciding on such tensions, is always the best policy.

Deceptiveness and playing politics are condemned.
� It is better to deal with a difficult situation sooner rather than

later; putting off difficult steps in a process of decision-making

does not make the difficulties disappear.
� Sometimes, there needs to be a clinical approach to situations;

compassionate leadership should be the norm but, often, a less

soft approach must be considered, in the interest of the common

good.
� Always be guided, when making ethical decisions, by what you

believe is ‘right and good’.
� When the going gets tough and you know you’re right, you need

to stick with your decision. It takes moral courage to stand up

for what you believe to be right.
� Decisions will be different depending on the persons involved

and the mitigating circumstances.
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� Welfare of the organisation may necessitate tough top-down

decision-making. While good does not always come from get-

ting consensus first, those who have to implement decisions must

have input into making them.
� The easy option in difficult situations is to do nothing. Leaders,

however, must speak up against injustice. They are duty bound

to follow ethical and moral courses of action.
� It seems easier to arrange for the transfer of ineffective staff or

ignore them altogether, than to try to dismiss them. However,

leaders should ‘bite the bullet’ and tackle the problem of ineffi-

cient staff members sooner rather than later.
� Leaders need to ‘walk the talk’ and do what they say they are

going to do. It is not good enough to say all the right things but,

in times of stress, practise entirely different principles.
� It is important to trust the basic ‘goodness’ of people. Leaders

have to give trust to get it in return.
� At the end of the day, you need to own the decision and be able

to give sound reasons for it.

It is usually better to approach a tension situation with a both/and
rather than an either/or mindset. Often it is not a matter of the
individual versus the group or common good; or loyalty versus
honesty, but that consideration be given in decision-making to the
individual and the common good as well as to honesty and loyalty.

Leaders need to be able to map complex situations that involve
tensions, and apply frameworks that help them make sense of this
complexity. The elements of such a framework are identified and
discussed in the next chapter.

Key ideas for reflection

The real challenges for educational leaders are usually characterised
by tensions between and among people – especially with regard to
their philosophies, values, interests and preferences.

Tensions usually reflect the quality of the relationships between
and among people. Rarely, however, can issues involving complex
human relationships be resolved by neat, logical and linear man-
agement processes or tools, no matter how systematically or how
thoroughly they are applied.
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A close scrutiny of many of the cases presented in this chap-
ter demonstrates that expectations, perspectives and opinions may
differ when the human elements of a tension situation are con-
sidered. Usually, either/or thinking that adopts a one-dimensional
response will not encompass the complexity of real human dramas.
Both/and responses that take into consideration contradictions and
opposites are more likely to lead to satisfactory outcomes.

Questions for reflection

Briefly describe a recent critical incident involving tensions where
you had to make difficult ethical choices:
� What happened in the situation (the facts of the matter)?
� Who were involved and what were their possible intentions/

motivations?
� What were the key dynamics and processes in the incident/event?
� What tensions were experienced, and by whom?
� What choices did you and others make, and with what

consequences?
� What lessons did you learn from the incident/event?

Reflect on and analyse the incident from a both/and perspective

When identifying the tensions involved, refer especially to those
related to: common good and individual rights; care and rules;
long-term and short-term; loyalty and honesty; service and eco-
nomic rationalism; status quo and change and development. Not
all these tensions will apply to every critical incident so choose
those that are relevant and useful in understanding and resolving
the critical incident.

Alternatively, you may wish to use one of the cases reported in
this chapter that is similar to a situation you had to deal with. Feel
free to embellish the case by including elements of the situation
you had to resolve.

Remember: the more complex and multidimensional the case
the more challenging it will be to apply both/and approaches to
resolving it.



Chapter 4

A framework for analysing tensions

The challenges and tensions faced by educational leaders in this
study, and discussed in chapters 2 and 3, were complex and mul-
tidimensional. It was evident that most of the respondents in the
study had no rigorous and systematic method for analysing and
responding to these tensions. It seems clear that educational leaders
require frames of reference for making choices that can encompass
seemingly opposite considerations, values and ethical positions.
This need is not well accepted, never mind understood or appre-
ciated, by a majority of those who study and practice educational
leadership and management. The traditional perspective of a world
of certainty and precision that can be controlled through manage-
ment techniques and strategies still tends to dominate educational
leadership thinking and practice.

Frameworks are needed that help educational leaders appreciate
that ‘the opposites are necessary to each other’ (Handy, 1994, p. 48).
Handy advocates that leaders must learn to frame the confusion
and find pathways through the paradoxes by understanding what
is actually happening in a particular situation and by learning to
be different (p. 3). They must break the bonds imposed by dual-
istic either/or mindsets and try to cultivate both/and thinking and
decision-making approaches.

Proposed framework for analysing tensions

In a significant research study entitled ‘The Double-Headed Arrow:
Australian Managers in the Business Context of Asia’, English
(1995) referred to paradox as a tension situation that is primarily

63
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characterised by relationship and complementarity rather than
polar opposites. He defined tension as ‘two contrasting phenomena
in a relationship that embodies both competition and complementar-
ity’ (p. 58, italics in original). A challenge for educational leaders
is that tensions often represent ‘phenomena separated at an arbi-
trary point on a continuum. Sensitivity ↔ insensitivity is such a
tension – there is no unequivocal division between sensitivity and
insensitivity’ (pp. 58–59). The resolution of tensions, English con-
cluded, is a matter of good judgement that is ‘. . . heavily influenced
by the nature of the judge’ (p. 60). He continues by arguing that, in
the context of managerial work, the analysis and interpretation of
tensions ‘ . . . is grounded in experience and the perceptual frame-
works that actors take to that experience’.

He recommended that leaders should analyse tension situations,
not in terms of contradiction, polarity, and either/or frames but
in terms of a relationship that encompasses both competition and
complementarity. They should, he says, determine as best they can,
the qualities and conditions of relationships in each situation. In
this way they can better understand and manage a change situation
(usually characterised by uncertainty and confusion) by building
a profile of the tensions – in Handy’s terms they are framing the
confusion – as presented in Figure 4.2.

A tension situation can best be characterised by a double-headed
arrow (English, 1995, p. 276) as shown in Figure 4.1. Often polar
opposites are actually in a complex relationship, and influences are
rarely one-way. Instead of being mutually exclusive, most seeming
opposites are ‘in tension’, characterised partly by competition and
partly by complementarity: ‘You can’t have one without the other’.
‘Tension’, as used here, does not have to be the type of tension that
emanates from interpersonal conflict, even though such tensions
may also be present.

Tension 

Competition/complementarity 

Both/and not either/or thinking 

Figure 4.1 Double-headed arrow (Adapted from English, 1995)
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By emphasising the relationship and complementarity, instead
of the seeming contradictions and opposites, leaders and managers
have a better chance of influencing the direction and intensity of
the positive elements of the tension (English, 1995). Otherwise,
they may opt for the either/or approach, perhaps believing that the
opposing forces are mutually exclusive and incompatible, thereby
creating a win-lose situation.

Let us take an example in which a teacher has contributed quality
service for over 25 years but is currently performing at a much lower
level. A number of tensions, identified earlier in the cases related
to teacher performance, are inherent in such a situation. Decision-
makers require frameworks for dealing with these tensions. We
can analyse the tensions in this situation, using the concept of the
double-headed arrow, in a way that will help leaders frame and
analyse the tensions. All six of the major tensions discussed in
chapter 3 may be seen in this single situation:
1 considerations for the individual (the teacher) and the common

good (the clients/students);
2 care (showing compassion and a caring attitude to the teacher)

and rules (following the ‘letter of the law’ with regard to the rules
on performance appraisal);

3 long-term (interests of teacher and students) and short-term
(the quick but not necessarily easy way would be to dismiss the
staff member);

4 loyalty (to the teacher for long service) and honesty (about
current performance in the interests of justice);

5 service (providing the best possible support for the teacher
and teaching for the students) and economic rationalism
(making most thrifty use of resources, including other staff ’s
time); and

6 status quo (it is often easier to leave things as they are but this will
not usually solve the problem) and change and development (an
obvious option is to provide the staff member with professional
development opportunities).

If we approach this situation with an either/or mindset, then we
may tend to see the issues in terms of only one of the polarities, for
instance, in terms of the common good without due consideration
for the individual rights of the staff member. Or we may decide that
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Common good  Individual good

Care  Rules

Loyalty Honesty

Long-term Short-term

Service Economic rationalism

Status quo  Change and development

Figure 4.2 Framing the tensions: Look for the complementary

‘rules are rules’ and therefore compassion isn’t really an option.
However, if we adopt a both/and mindset we will look for the
complementarity in these tensions and try to choose options that
reflect a balanced consideration for both rules and caring. We
can depict our options related to these tensions in diagram form
(see Figure 4.2). In this way we can better frame a difficult, mul-
tidimensional situation and make a more enlightened decision.
In the end, however, judgements have to be made to resolve the
tensions.

By applying each of the double-headed arrows to the situation
encountered, a profile of the tension situation emerges which is
more likely to result in informed choices that are responsive to the
complexity of the problem. Judgements will still have to be made
using the best available information and a framework for decision-
making that is ethical and value-based (see chapter 6).

Without an approach such as this it is easy to feel overwhelmed
and frustrated with the complexity of the situation, and to respond
in simplistic and inadequately informed ways. The framework
helps simplify the complex, by illuminating the key dimensions
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of a particular situation. It helps the decision-maker identify the
multiple perspectives, value positions and differences in experi-
ences so typical of individuals and groups involved in contentious
situations in organisational settings. While the application of this
framework will not deliver a ‘cut-and-dried’ answer, it will assist
educational leaders to make good decisions in difficult situations,
by encouraging them to consider relationships and complementar-
ity, rather than conflict and disagreement, thereby enabling them
to balance the tensions for a positive outcome. Equally impor-
tantly, the framework will support leaders to communicate the
reasons for their decisions well, so that even if stakeholders are
unhappy with the outcome, they know all aspects were taken into
consideration.

It is important to note that not all the dimensions identified
in Figure 4.2 will apply to every tension situation. Educational
leaders will need to determine which ones are relevant and useful
in analysing such situations. In the case of the student who received
a blue slip as a penalty for misbehaviour within one week of a
major regional athletics carnival (in chapter 3), only three of the
dimensions were addressed directly by the principal and these are
depicted in Figure 4.3.

Care  Rules

Common good  Individual good

Long-term  Short-term

Figure 4.3 Framing the tensions: A specific case

The decision was made to allow the student to compete even
though it was against the rules, thereby emphasising the care side
of the care–rules continuum. The decision also gave greater weight
to the individual good of the student over the common good of
the other students because by breaking the rules a precedent was
established which could have been criticised because other students
who had committed similar offences in the past were excluded from
athletic competition. As well, the decision considered the long-term
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consequences to the student whose self-concept was so depen-
dent on athletic performance over the short-term implications of
excluding him from the competition, even though it was setting a
precedent.

Often in cases like this, decision-makers have no frameworks
to help them identify the multidimensionality of a challenging
situation, or the type of tensions involved. The application of a
framework like the ones in Figures 4.2 and 4.3 helps make sense of
complex situations and highlights both/and approaches to decision-
making. In the end, judgement is still called for in reaching a res-
olution to the tensions involved, but the framework helps clarify
what exactly is under consideration.

The framework in action

In many of the complex cases already cited in this book, it might
be tempting for decision-makers to quickly jump to conclusions,
to blame one side or another, to opt for one set of values over
another simply because they more closely reflect or support their
own assumptions and values. It is often easier to adopt an either/or
approach because this can reduce the confusion and frustration of
dealing with competing value positions or unpopular alternatives.
This framework, based on the concept of the double-headed arrow,
reminds the decision-maker that ‘. . . the inclusion of competing value
perspectives may be essential to adaptive success’ (Heifetz, 1994, p. 23,
italics in original). Finding the simple solution, or the one right
answer, is often neither tenable nor effective.

In the incident about possible student involvement in drugs
described and discussed in chapter 3, there were some, including
teachers and parents, who did not know all of the facts of the
situation and there were also sharp differences of opinion between
and among groups (teachers and parents) as to how the girls should
be dealt with, especially considering that some of the girls were
nearing the completion of their academic careers. The principal
who reported the case indicated that there were a number of difficult
and complex issues to be considered, including competing values.
He identified these as:
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Valuing the need to create a safe environment for the remainder of

the student body; wanting to also deal with these girls justly and to

enable them to move on from their mistake; protecting the interests

of the parents; and also creating an environment in which staff felt

that there was still a level of discipline within the student body and

that we weren’t going to give the wrong messages about that.

The framework of the double-headed arrow can be usefully applied
to this case. It is important for the principal to start by trying to
establish the key significant facts in the situation. Often this is best
achieved through open dialogue, though privacy issues must be
dealt with as necessary. The idea is to start with the facts that are not
in dispute (finding a touchstone) and then build from there. There
may also be values, ideas and opinions that are not in dispute, and
these are also important touchstones. Finding the touchstone(s) is
the key. As most people who have had to deal with such situations
know, it may be impossible to determine the full truth of the
situation. This usually means that informed (but not necessarily
fully informed) judgement will be called for at some stage.

There are obviously many dimensions that would benefit from
analysis using the double-headed arrow. There are individual and
common good considerations in the situation. What is in the best
interests of individual students? What about the effects on the
school population if the sanctions for these girls are regarded as
inadequate or unfair? A decision that is in the short-term interests
of the school or of particular classes in which the girls are taught
may not be in the long-term interests of the girls and their par-
ents. And perhaps more importantly, rules are rules and drugs are
strictly prohibited. It is usually well known to students that being in
possession of drugs in school, or being involved with them outside
school, attracts severe sanctions.

How then can the decision-maker (or decision-makers) in this
case apply a degree of care and compassion to the resolution of this
situation when the rules are so clear? Not all of the dimensions of a
tension situation will always involve contestable values dualities. In
this case the girls were dealt with on a case-by-case basis. This then
raises a concern over the principle of justice (discussed in the next
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chapter) if some are treated more leniently than others. However,
the details of each girl’s involvement differed, so the manner of
dealing with them also differed. This is why the proposed method
for ethical decision-making in chapter 6 emphasises collecting and
understanding, as far as is possible, the facts of the situation. A
decision based on false or unsubstantiated information is not going
to be a wise one.

The framework can help the decision-maker focus on and anal-
yse the numerous dimensions inherent in the situation. The con-
cepts of relationship and complementarity help to remind the
decision-maker that in a situation where facts, values, ideas and
opinions are all in tension, it is essential to look for and build on
the common ground or touchstone.

This discussion on the use of the framework in the example above
has focused, primarily, on a single decision-maker, for example
an educational leader such as a school principal, applying it to a
difficult situation involving tensions. However, groups can also use
this framework successfully. In the case discussed above it is clear
that different teachers have different points of view on the facts and
on the possible alternative solutions. Parents, too, have divergent
views on the seriousness of the situation and on possible alternative
solutions.

Using the framework to build group understanding

The concepts of relationship and complementarity should be
emphasised in any group analysis of the situation. I have used
the double-headed arrows with groups to build a profile of the
numerous dimensions inherent in a particular challenging situ-
ation and, mostly, these groups have been surprised to see the
complexity and multidimensionality of the situation spread out
before them. I have emphasised in such discussions that what often
appears to be polar opposites, or equally unwelcome possibilities
as with a dilemma (for example, with regard to values, perspectives
or opinions) usually lend themselves to a more positive analysis
using the concept of the touchstone, and to a greater apprecia-
tion of the usefulness of both/and thinking as opposed to either/or
thinking.
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The use of the framework not only helps frame the confu-
sion, as Handy (1994) recommended, it can also help a group
approach tension situations with a positive mindset, helping them
concentrate on common ground instead of differences. As with
any group analysis approach, it would need to be used with parent
groups with care and good judgement. Issues related to drugs,
as well as other serious student discipline issues as discussed in
chapter 3, can generate much heated debate and an unwillingness to
compromise. I would recommend that, when using this framework
with such groups, the idea of a group search for the touchstone(s),
relationship(s) and complementarity in tension situations should
be the primary agenda item, and that this should be reinforced
by pointing out the usefulness of both/and thinking. While there
are no guarantees of general agreement, never mind consensus, on
such occasions, it seems sensible to identify common ground, no
matter how small, and build from there.

A constraint in all group decision situations, especially when
dealing with sensitive information or when issues of privacy are
a concern, is that it may not be advisable or wise to share the
known facts of the situation. Obviously, then, it will be difficult,
if not impossible, for the group to come up with a well-informed
decision.

Another consideration is that identification and analysis of ten-
sions, and their subsequent resolution, involve the use of good
judgement, and that can be greatly influenced by the background
experiences of the judge. Educational leaders can temper their pos-
sible biases and prejudices by entering into open discussion and
dialogue with key stakeholders, by developing sympathetic listen-
ing skills, and by learning to suspend their own judgements until
all, or most, of the significant facts of the situation are known and
key perspectives and opinions are canvassed. The wisdom of groups
should never be underestimated.

Even in situations that appear to be intractable, where opinions
seem to be diametrically opposed, there is usually some degree of
touchstone or common ground. Considering the tensions method-
ically in this way will assist educational leaders to discover these
touchstones. Once they have identified them, they can build on
them, accepting of course that there will continue to be differences
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of perspective and opinion. Usually, there is no one solution in such
challenging situations; resolution based on good judgement is the
most likely outcome.

With practice, this approach can become a habit of mind applied
with the speed of thought. Although some people may always prefer
to sketch a rough diagram as an aide-mémoire, once you get into
the both/and mode of thinking you will not generally need to apply
elaborate diagrams or engage in step-by-step processes. As always,
it is important for educational leaders to take the concept of the
framework and apply it in a way that works for them. A slightly
more formal approach may be necessary with groups.

An important added consideration when analysing the type of
challenges discussed in chapters 2 and 3 is that such complex sit-
uations involving people in disagreement or tension usually have
ethical and value-based dimensions, and these have to be factored
in when making decisions to resolve the situations. An ethics and
values approach to decision-making in such situations is discussed
in the next chapter.

Key ideas for reflection

A tension situation can best be characterised by a double-headed
arrow showing the relationship between seeming opposites. Many
of the tensions identified in chapter 3 represent values, perspectives
and opinions separated at an arbitrary point on a continuum; for
example, individual good ↔ common good is such a tension. Part
of the difficulty in making a decision involving this continuum is
that there is no unequivocal, indisputable division between indi-
vidual interests and the common good. The decision-maker has to
make a judgement as to which point on the continuum will deliver
the best solution to the tension.

Questions for reflection

Take the analysis of the critical incident you described at the end
of chapter 3 to a new level by focusing on the relationships and
complementarities in the tensions (as depicted in Figures 4.1,
4.2 and 4.3). This will help you better understand and apply the
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concept of the double-headed arrow, as well as both/and approaches
to resolving tensions in real-life situations.
� What are the key tensions in the situation?
� Where are the touchstones, in terms of the facts, in each of the

tensions?
� How can you build on these touchstones to influence the

intensity and direction of the positive elements of the tension
situation?

� What are several different ways that you might be able to resolve
this situation?

� What is the best possible resolution of this situation at this time?



Chapter 5

Values and ethics in
decision-making

The tensions identified in earlier chapters are part of the fabric
of life and work in service organisations, such as schools. They
can be very challenging, even frustrating, but cannot be wished
away or ignored. Part of the responsibility of working in a service
environment is to engage in positive, productive and ethical ways
with these tensions. Decisions have to be made based on informed
judgement, and educational leaders need to develop processes that
will provide them with ‘a foundation for probing the ethical depths
of each situation that calls for a judgement’ (Rebore, 2001, p. 31).
The framework described and discussed in chapter 4 will help edu-
cational leaders to analyse challenging situations and better under-
stand their complexity and multidimensionality. The framework
assists educational leaders to consider multiple contestable values
dualities, as represented by the double-headed arrow (e.g. care ↔
rules), to understand tension situations. In addition, however, edu-
cational leaders will benefit from understanding how values and
ethics can help inform such decisions. That understanding is the
focus of this chapter.

Values and decision-making

Values are important for determining our sense of who we are.
They develop over time and are influenced by family, education,
peers and a whole range of experiences, both good and bad, that
have helped shape us. Even though we share many of our values
with others, there will always be differences; whether in the degree
of intensity with which we hold our values or the way we prioritise

74
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them. These differences can lead to dispute, disagreement, and even
outright conflict.

I may believe that truth is the most important value to be pre-
served in a certain situation, such as the one described earlier for
the students who were asked by the teacher to enter other students’
marks into the computer. On the other hand, you may believe that
loyalty to the teacher ought to predominate. Both of us presumably
believe that truth and loyalty are important values, but we differ
on how they ought to be prioritised in this case. We might call this
type of problem a tension characterised by a ‘difference of opin-
ion’. Sometimes the difference may not be over which value is more
important, but whether or not an agreed value is best served by a
particular line of action. You may believe that justice is best served
by doing things this way, while I believe it will be better served that
way. This sort of problem is described as a choice between right
and right (Kidder, 1995). Such choices and differences of opinion
occur on a regular basis, giving considerations of values and ethics
the reputation of being contentious.

This conundrum of right-versus-right is a quandary often faced
by leaders who have to make choices in situations where values
and ethical considerations are paramount (Kidder, 1995). Kidder
stated: ‘Tough choices, typically, are those that pit one right value
against another’ (p. 16). He pointed out that right-versus-right
values are at the heart of most difficult choices in life and work sit-
uations. While there are numerous right-versus-wrong situations,
they are, for the most part, more easily discernible, and therefore
more easily dealt with by honest, well-intentioned people than are
right-versus-right situations. The most difficult choices faced by
leaders are so difficult ‘precisely because each side is firmly rooted
in . . . core values’ (Kidder, 1995, p. 18).

Such choices usually present tensions between competing val-
ues (the double-headed arrow) where each can be interpreted as
‘right’ and justified in a given situation. Many of the tensions faced
by leaders in this study fall into this category of right-and-right
choices, such as:
1 the rights of the individual versus those of the group or

community;



76 Educational leadership

2 the exercise of compassion versus rigidly following the rules;
3 the provision of a quality service versus the efficient use of scarce

resources; and
4 doing one’s duty versus doing the just thing.
Often there are deep ethical issues embedded in these tensions,
which need to be considered when making decisions about how to
resolve them.

Ethics and decision-making

Educational leaders must incorporate ethical analysis as part of
their thinking and reasoning because ethics is ‘at the core of a given
human enterprise . . . [it] addresses issues through a disciplined
way of thinking’ and it helps answer the ‘question of why’ in rela-
tion to complex and contested human dilemmas (Rebore, 2001,
pp. 7–8).

The challenge in ethical analysis is that it involves values, choices,
dilemmas, grey areas and character. We are constantly challenged in
life to make choices about the kinds of people we are going to be and
the kinds of actions we will or will not take. Ethical decision-making
requires a keen sensitivity to the implications and consequences of
particular choices when the facts of the matter may be unclear, or
even contradictory. It also requires a knowledge of how to apply
different ethical viewpoints in everyday decision-making.

The complexity of ethical issues is evident time and again in
the responses of leaders in this study. Ethical considerations and
challenges are especially evident in areas where leaders must take
responsibility for their actions even though it is not clear to them
how best to act in a particular situation. Examples of major chal-
lenges faced by leaders in the study include: the need to initiate
action or to follow through with disciplinary actions, despite per-
sonal cost to themselves; and how to prioritise organisational needs
and values in organisational restructuring over the needs and values
of individuals, even their own.

An example of the first type of challenge is the case of the princi-
pal who had to deal with an elderly member of staff who was show-
ing increasing signs of dementia. The principal had known the staff
member and her husband for many years and his initial approach
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to her husband backfired when positions became entrenched. The
principal had to overcome his own positive personal regard for the
staff member and her husband in the interests of the students under
her care. He indicated that ‘in the final analysis, the needs and rights
of the students were the deciding factor in removing her from most
of her teaching’. While care for the students was uppermost in his
mind, he also felt a duty of care to a staff member who had served
the students and the school very well for a number of years. There
was a personal cost involved in the decision he made.

The case of the educational leader who had to hand out white
envelopes inviting staff to accept a redundancy package is an exam-
ple of this second type of challenge. This leader clearly indicated
that he had great difficulty doing this; ‘I’m the messenger. I’ve got
to stand up in front of the staff and say that this is what we are
doing and this is why we are doing it and, at the same time, not
believing that it was the best thing in every aspect.’

The first example seems to be a matter of making a difficult choice
to do what is right (e.g. apply the rules fairly to all who are subject to
disciplinary action), even though it may be at a cost to the individual
being disciplined. This usually concerns a tension between the good
of the individual versus the common good. The second example
can also be viewed as a choice between two rights. Organisations, or
at least those who have the responsibility of leading them, have the
right to respond to their organisation’s needs, goals and strategic
purposes, even though these, at times, may conflict with the needs,
goals, desires and strategic intentions of individuals within the
organisation. Leaders are challenged to find a balance between these
two ‘rights’. As will be discussed later in this chapter and in chapter 6,
leaders need ethical and value-based frameworks for making good
decisions in such situations.

The numerous examples in recent times of organisations’ leaders
who seem to have forgotten or ignored values and ethics in the
choices they made (e.g. Enron, WorldCom, HIH) seem to reflect
Kidder’s (1995) category of moral temptation (right-versus-wrong)
rather than right-versus-right.

We are constantly faced with making choices. Some of these
are trivial, such as what outfit to wear or what meal to select in a
restaurant. Others are important, such as what shares to buy as a
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long-term investment or what house to invest in. Still others are
fundamental, such as what kind of person I want to be.

These latter choices are ‘ultimate choices’, since they really shape
us and our destiny (Singer, 1979). Singer gives the example of Ivan
Boesky and his decision to get involved in insider trading (p. 4),
which clearly appears to involve a choice between right and wrong.
Many of the choices made by leaders who later ended up in court
(e.g. from Enron, WorldCom, HIH) would seem to involve issues
of moral temptation as well as legal sanction and, given many of
the court findings, seem clearly classifiable as ‘wrong’.

However, sometimes we are faced with the dilemma of making
a choice between two ‘wrongs’ – whatever we do seems to bring
unwelcome consequences – hence the expression ‘damned if you
do, damned if you don’t’. In the novel and movie Sophie’s Choice, the
situation in which Sophie had to choose which of her two children
should be sent to death in the gas ovens epitomises such a dilemma.

Sometimes the choices we must make to live up to our value
system will not be confusing or impossible, like Sophie’s. They will
be stark and clear, but will require real courage if we are to go
through with them. These are the ones that demand character on
our part. The ethical thing to do may test our courage. Examples
include the problems associated with ‘whistle blowing’ or the
refusal to follow unethical instructions from a manager or a valued
client. The issue of moral courage can be seen clearly in some of
the interview responses of the leaders in the study, quoted earlier,
especially those where principals had to ‘bite the bullet’ and take
action against those with long loyal service, who were sometimes
their personal friends.

As stated earlier, ethical choices often reflect grey areas where
there are no simple either/or resolutions. Grey areas are those in
which laws, policies or guidelines are not clear. As a result, indi-
viduals may be unsure how to proceed. If possible, in such grey
situations one ought to clarify the facts of the matter, but if the
situation still remains unclear, or if an urgent decision has to be
made, then all one can do is one’s best. Judgement is called for, at
the end of the day.

As long as we do our best, mostly all we can be charged with is
making a mistake or an error of judgement. Having a clear sense
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of what one is facing – value choice, difference in perspectives,
dilemma, or grey area – makes the ethical issue a little easier to
understand as well as easier to discuss and, ultimately, manage.

Discussing ethical issues with other key stakeholders is usually a
wise strategy. However, it must be recognised that ethical dialogue
usually reflects a variety of voices, all of whom have a right to be
heard and believe they are right. Once we start talking about values,
we have to confront the fact that, in a society like ours, there is no
essential agreement on these values. We live in a multicultural and
pluralistic society in which there is no one set of agreed prevailing
values and there is often a general reluctance to talk about one’s
own values.

One of the functions of ethics in society, however, is to enable
us to enter into dialogue with others about the appropriateness of
human decisions and actions. Ethics is not about my belief that X
is good and Y is bad. Ethics begins when we start giving reasons
for our views about X and Y. To explore these beliefs and reasons
further, we will now explore different approaches to ethics and their
possible relevance and application to decision situations.

Approaches to ethics

This chapter attempts to introduce and discuss the essence of major
ethical theories and principles for busy practitioners who need
a quick reference guide for ethical decision-making in tension-
filled situations. I recommend, however, that all educational leaders
study ethics in some depth, and their implications for, and applica-
tions to, decision-making processes and making judgements, espe-
cially when the choices are not clear cut. Numerous books on ethics
and ethical leadership provide detailed discussions and analyses of
ethical principles and theories, for example, Rebore (2001) The
ethics of educational leadership, Beckner (2004) Ethics for educa-
tional leaders or Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) Ethical leadership
and decision making in education.

Some people approach ethics by means of a theory, which they
see as giving them an understanding of ethics and ethical issues.
They seek one theory which could encompass all dimensions of
ethics and enable people to find a sound answer to any ethical issue.
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The two major theoretical approaches in ethics are deontology and
utilitarianism.

Deontology (rule-based thinking or ‘doing one’s duty’)

This ethical theory derives its name from the Greek word deon,
meaning ‘duty’. The origin of this approach to ethics is found in
the writings of the German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–
1804). Kant insisted that we can know our moral duty by rational
reflection, and if we are to be ethical then we must fulfil the demands
of duty. Rational reflection, then, becomes the focus of the individ-
ual’s autonomous choice to live in accordance with the demands of
moral duty. In fact, doing one’s duty becomes the motivation for
action.

A renowned deontologist of the 1930s, W. D. Ross, in his book
The right and the good, considered the question: ‘Which actions
are morally superior, those done for duty or those done for love?’
His conclusion was that ‘the desire to do one’s duty is the morally
best motive’. This kind of view can lead us to the conclusion that
parents caring for their children act in a morally superior way when
they do so because it is their duty rather than because they love
them.

This ethical theory has the advantage of offering clear and abso-
lute positions on a range of issues such as euthanasia, truthful-
ness, honouring of promises and so on. This is what Kidder (1995)
describes as ‘rule-based thinking’.

Utilitarianism (ends-based thinking or ‘consequentialism’)

The other great ethical theory derives from the writings of the
English philosophers, Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) and John
Stuart Mill (1806–1873). The basic insight of utilitarianism is that
the morality of an action is to be evaluated in the light of its con-
sequences. Hence the other name associated with this approach is
consequentialism.

Probably the expression that best sums up this ethical theory is
one that is quite familiar in the field of economics. It is the demand
that one should strive to bring about ‘the greatest good for the
greatest number’. The ethics of an action then are determined by
an estimation of whether or not it has increased or decreased the
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sum of happiness for the greatest number of people. The focus is
on the consequences rather than the action itself. Kidder (1995)
describes this as ‘ends-based thinking’.

A major criticism of this approach is that it fails to pay sufficient
account to the needs of individuals. Nor is it particularly concerned
with the question of rights. Another problem is whether to focus on
immediate or long-term results. It also has the complication that
we cannot always foresee the results of all our actions. How can we
really know the potential consequences of our proposed actions or
choices?

In more recent discussions of ethics, there is a move to focus on
care rather than to simply look at actions and consequences.

Care-based thinking

Some of this change of focus from consequences to care has come
from feminist criticism of Kantian and Kohlbergian approaches. It
has been particularly developed within the nursing ethics literature,
as it seems to harmonise with the fundamental driving force of
this profession in terms of care for patients. It is, however, equally
applicable to other professions of a pastoral orientation. Teachers,
in particular, are aware of their duty of care for students.

There is no doubt that care must be an important guiding princi-
ple in ethical decision-making. But is it the best principle to resolve
difficult issues and complex problems clearly? From the responses
of leaders in this study, it would seem that it is not always clear how
care is best exercised in a complex issue. Trying to decide how to
do the right thing and, at the same time, exercise compassion for
individuals can be very challenging. There are times, for example
in cases of child abuse or sexual harassment, when rules, regula-
tions and legal imperatives may have to be weighted heavily in the
decision-making process. The answer, of course, may not be found
by a simple appeal to one overriding principle.

Principlism

Many practitioners are often not satisfied with the solutions to ethi-
cal problems offered by deontology or utilitarianism. They feel that
these theories are too abstracted from the complexities of real-life
situations. The sole consideration of actions or consequences does
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not seem to take sufficient notice of all the factors that might influ-
ence a final choice or decision. They have then suggested that we
need to come down to some set of second level principles (‘princi-
plism’) to guide us in greater detail (Josephson, 2002).

There is no one agreed set of principles but among the commonly
suggested ones are the following:
� autonomy;
� common good; and
� justice.

Autonomy

This broad principle means that in making ethical decisions, espe-
cially involving adults, we should respect them as individuals with
autonomous rights to make their own decisions and shape their
own lives. While children in their early years need to be guided,
and often have their decisions made for them by parents, as they
come to adulthood parental control should relax leaving them to be
responsible for their own lives. In school life, especially in upper pri-
mary and secondary schools, we are often dealing with autonomous
young adults and ought to show them the respect that is their due.
This principle finds expression in many ways when dealing with
people: not interfering with their freedom; telling them the truth;
supplying them with all the information they need to be able to
make their own decisions; treating them as equal human beings;
and respecting their rights.

Common good

If we are to be ethical, then as far as possible our aim should be
to do good to a maximum number of people and to refrain from
doing harm. However, it is not always clear in practice what ‘doing
good for the greatest number’ might involve. It could be that the
ideal of the common good is difficult to realise in a multicultural
society. Also, as was discussed in chapter 3, the interests of the
common good (e.g. class of students) may conflict with the interests
of individuals (various individual students) and a caring profession,
such as teaching, needs to balance all these interests.

The reverse principle of not harming is perhaps clearer. It means
that we should refrain from actions that will result in harm to



Values and ethics in decision-making 83

people. Generally speaking, it means that we are not justified in
taking actions that directly harm others.

Justice

This is a major principle in ethics, and requires some more detailed
treatment than the previous principles. There is a vast amount of
literature on justice, particularly on distributive justice, meaning
the distribution of burdens and benefits within society.

The philosophical concerns about justice have been how to
define it accurately and how to devise a system of justice that can
operate satisfactorily in society. The basic notion of justice is that
each person should be given his or her due, in a way that does not
harm society in general. In approaching justice, some will want to
emphasise the primacy of the individual and his/her rights, while
others will emphasise the good of the community.

Despite the fact that we may believe that all people are created
equal, when we observe society we soon realise that people are, in
fact, not equal. There are vast differences in talent, abilities and
social situations, This disparity can be explained in terms of the
genetic and social lottery. For some, their advantage stems from
genetic factors such as basic good health and intelligence. Others
owe their advantage to the social situation into which they were
born, such as wealthy, well-adjusted parents who were able to pro-
vide them with a sound education and a good financial start in life.
Those less well off may regard themselves as unfortunate, but no
injustice, necessarily, has been done to them. Some will say that is
simply the way things are – unfortunate but not unfair.

This is part of the lottery of life. In the strict sense, they say, there
is nothing unfair about their situation. Others will say that while
this may be true, justice demands that something be done to offset
their disadvantage.

While principlism has much to offer, another – much older –
approach to ethics is also very relevant to ethical decision-making
in educational organisations.

Rational wisdom (based on Aristotle’s thinking)

Many think that the approaches just discussed do not provide
an adequate response to the complexity inherent in many ethical
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tensions. The theories, they argue, are too remote from real-life
complexity and the principles often are in conflict with one another;
for instance, doing good to someone in a particular situation may
conflict with the demands of justice for someone else. These ways
of applying ethics often leave unanswered questions, and this has
led to a continued search for a more complete approach to ethics. In
this search, many are returning to the ideas of some of the ancient
philosophers, particularly those of Aristotle.

Aristotle’s first principle of ethics is not an action-guide, but
simply the goal we all seek – to live well, to live a good life, to
achieve fulfilment, to flourish, to be happy while we live. The
emphasis in his approach is on the good of the person perform-
ing the action. Behaviour that makes our lives good is considered
virtuous, and behaviour making our lives bad is considered worth-
less. The assumption is that most people want to live well, so this
desire for a good life becomes the starting point of ethics.

There will always be disagreements about the particularities of
what constitutes a good life, but there is a large area of agreement
shared among people. The best indicator of this agreement lies in
what we teach our children. We want our children to be happy and
try to teach them how to achieve happiness (Deveterre, 1995, p. 20).
We teach them to be truthful, caring, fair and tolerant because we
want them to have a good (virtuous) life.

However, in order to work out what is really good for us as
individuals and as members of society, we need to develop our
skills of ethical judgement. This requires the virtue of wisdom,
which Aristotle describes in terms of knowing how to respond
appropriately in different sets of circumstances. The work of ethics
is to help us clarify what truly constitutes a good life and then
deliberate on how to achieve this in whatever set of circumstances
confront us. So, for Aristotle, it is not just a matter of having the right
overarching theory or having a set of principles or rules to apply,
it is a question of choosing to strive for the correct end and to find
the right means to achieve that end. This requires the development
of virtues, or habits, which enable us to act in a consistent fashion.
There are two kinds of virtues: moral and intellectual.

The moral virtues include justice, courage and temperance,
which Aristotle regarded as ‘golden means’ between two opposing
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vices of excess and deficiency. For example, he regarded courage as
the golden mean between the excess of ‘rashness’ and the deficiency
of ‘cowardice’. He recommended moderation in all things, with the
ultimate aim of being a virtuous person, that is, a person of good
character, in order to lead a virtuous life – one that is good, happy
and fulfilling.

The intellectual virtues, which Aristotle regarded as of a higher
order than the moral virtues, are wisdom and prudence. These are
now discussed at some length, as they are more directly related to
an understanding of rational wisdom.

Wisdom, according to Aristotle, is the kind of knowledge needed
for science and an understanding of things. It helps us understand
our world. It is the kind of knowledge that is typical of an observer
trying to understand an issue.

This form of wisdom is referred to by Groome (1998, p. 288)
as a ‘reasonable wisdom’, which engages the whole person, and
‘encourages integrity between knower and knowledge’. Wisdom
includes, but goes beyond, knowledge and reason, and it constitutes
‘the realization of knowledge in life-giving ways – for self, others, and
the world’ (italics in original). A reasonable wisdom constitutes a
‘wisdom way of knowing’, which, in essence, is ‘knowing with an
ethic’ (Groome, 1998, p. 288). It also constitutes a quest for truth,
which has ‘cognitive, relational, and moral aspects’ (Groome, 1998,
p. 301, italics in original).

The cognitive aspect of truth points to what ‘rings true to expe-
rience’, ‘makes sense’ to one’s way of thinking, and ‘works’ for life’
(Groome, 1998, p. 303). The relational aspect of truth refers to loy-
alty and faithfulness in commitments and relationships. The moral
aspect of truth constitutes a commitment to ‘living the truth’, as
truth must be ‘. . . one’s way of life’ (Groome, 1998, p. 304).

Prudence, on the other hand, is a practical type of reasoning: the
kind of knowledge we need for doing things. In Aristotle’s way of
thinking, it is the kind of knowledge necessary to direct a military
operation, or practise medicine, or play a musical instrument, or
to live our lives. It is the practical knowledge we need to figure out
how to live our lives and to achieve personal happiness.

Prudence is not just shrewdness or keeping an eye on the main
chance. It is the deliberation and thinking necessary for one to work
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out what is the appropriate thing to do in any given set of circum-
stances. As the circumstances change, so will one’s judgement of
what is or is not appropriate action. This does not mean that one
is cut free of any principles or ethical rules. They still have bearing
on the ethics of one’s action, but prudence involves knowing which
rules or principles to apply in any given set of circumstances, or
how to prioritise them.

This is why the Aristotelian approach gives such emphasis to
the circumstances or context in trying to judge the morality of
an action. The problem it sees with deontology and utilitarian-
ism is that they devote too much attention either to the action
itself, considered in the abstract, or to weighing up the likely conse-
quences. Both actions and consequences are essential to any judge-
ment about the ethics of a line of action, but not in isolation. It is
the circumstances that really shape the ethics of an action or deci-
sion. So, as the circumstances change, so might our judgement of
the ethics involved.

In today’s pluralistic and multicultural society there is not nec-
essarily agreement about fundamental values or ethical positions.
The attempt of theorists to establish one overarching value or the-
ory, which ought to guide actions, seems to have failed as an ade-
quate response. Utilitarianism founders when we disagree on what
counts as the good to be maximised or when we are called to take
due account of the rights of minorities. Kant’s deontology fails to
satisfy those who are not prepared to accept his view of absolutes.
Second level principles are very useful indicators of essential con-
siderations in resolving problems in ethics, but they do not, of
themselves, offer a total solution. In the ensuing ethical conflict we
are left to rely on skills of wise reasoning. These are skills which can
be learned and ‘formed’ through experience.

This has meant that some contemporary ethicists are returning
to aspects of Aristotelian ethics with a focus on practical judgement
(MacIntyre, 1985; Nussbaum, 2000; Solomon, 1993; Deveterre,
1995). While not prepared to take on the historical and cultural
baggage of Aristotle, they hope to be able to work towards a con-
sensus in ethics through a form of wise reasoning and practical
judgement that takes account of the particular issues in the com-
plexity of their circumstances. Such an approach is unlikely to result
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in complete agreement, but if the issues are subjected to careful
examination and appropriate questions reflected on with an eye to
the line of action proposed and its likely outcome, a wise judgement
can be made which can be reasonably defended.

The result of such an approach is that we will not achieve black-
and-white answers (either/or), but judgements on what is a reason-
able course of action. This will mean that reasonable people may
reasonably disagree with the judgements of others, but the ensuing
dialogue should help to clarify the issues further and progress the
matter.

Many find it difficult to live with this kind of uncertainty when
faced with making a decision, but it seems that in ethical matters,
in a pluralistic society, the most we can hope for is an open dialogue
where cases can be argued on their merits.

How to think about ethical problems

Numerous business textbooks discuss decision-making and offer a
number of different models. These models can be extremely use-
ful as a guide to procedures. Sometimes these models, such as the
‘Vroom and Yetton decision tree’ (1973), take the form of a detailed
structure, with arrows showing lines of procedure and alternatives
to follow if one line of reasoning does not lead to a satisfactory
outcome. Similar decision trees are presented in many texts on
ethics. At times, these models can give the impression that if you
put the right question in at the top and go through the steps, you
are almost guaranteed to come up with the right conclusion. Ethics
is not, however, that straightforward and there is not always a guar-
anteed right answer.

There are a number of ways of making decisions, either indi-
vidually or in a group. They have many features in common with
decision-making in ethics, but there are some differences that are
worth considering. Some decision trees are organised as a checklist
of things to do or steps to follow, with the intention of leading,
sequentially, to the ‘correct’ decision. Some of them are presented
almost as an algorithm that can be applied to a problem to come
up with the ‘right’ answer. Some fail to take any account of ethi-
cal issues and base the decision solely on economic factors. A key
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feature of ethical decision-making approaches is that they focus
on helping us with how to think about an ethical problem, rather
than teaching us what to think. As chapter 6 will illustrate, ethi-
cal decision-making is a process involving a number of key steps,
but the application of these steps in resolving an ethical problem
requires good judgement and wisdom. In other words, the steps
help the decision-maker approach and think about the problem
in a particular way but cannot determine what the content of the
decision will be. This can only be done when the facts and context
of the particular problem are considered.

Educational leaders need a strategy to aid them in coming to
an appropriate decision about how to act in a given situation.
An understanding of ethics can help to apply systematic thinking
about values and their application to real situations. Leaders need
to ensure that their systematic thinking reflects their core values
and ethical standards or viewpoints.

There are, however, two possible barriers to sound ethical judge-
ment. One is in the area of personality development; the other
comes from lack of clarity about the nature of ethical inquiry.

A sound understanding of developmental psychology is very
helpful in understanding how people actually respond ethically and
morally (Piaget, 1965; Kohlberg, 1971; Power, Higgins & Kohlberg,
1989; Gilligan, 1982; Turiel, 1983). Developmental psychology has
demonstrated that it takes time to grow in our approach to ethical
decision-making. Self-centredness and the fulfilment of natural
impulses mark early childhood. Later, people tend to focus on
obedience to parents, authority or law. Those who progress further
attain a more abstract and universal approach to making choices
through principles and a sense of justice. Some, it would seem,
never reach this more abstract level of thinking and judging.

Piaget (1965) believed that individuals develop and refine their
sense of morality through their interpersonal interactions and
their struggles to determine fair solutions to issues and dilemmas.
Kohlberg (1971) is, of course, renowned for his theory of moral
development, which identified the structure of moral reasoning
underlying choices of action. His theory was based on six stages
of moral reasoning in three levels, each of which denotes a clear
development in the moral reasoning of the individual. In the first
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‘preconventional’ level, he claimed that an individual’s moral per-
spective tended to be self-centred and concrete in nature (not too
concerned with the perspectives of others). In the second ‘conven-
tional’ level, individuals modify their self-centred tendencies with
an understanding that self-identity needs to be redefined, taking
into consideration the norms and conventions of the group, and
within the framework of what society identifies as ‘right’ (greater
development of trust, respect, loyalty, gratitude, especially at fam-
ily, group and later societal levels). In the third ‘post-conventional’
level, individuals reason based on principles, especially those of
ethical fairness, justice and human rights from which moral laws
are grounded.

Gilligan (1982), offering a perspective based on her research
into women’s experiences, argued that a morality of care, empa-
thy and responsibility are essential components of moral reasoning
and should replace Kohlberg’s (1971) morality of justice and rights.
Turiel (1983) presented a modification of Kohlberg’s theory in his
‘domain theory’. This suggested a distinction between a child’s con-
cepts of ‘morality’, which involves a consideration of the effects their
actions can have on the wellbeing of others (e.g. can cause them
harm), and those based on social knowledge or social convention
(agreed upon and predictable rules for behaviour and interaction),
which help ensure smooth functioning social exchanges. Turiel,
in other words, suggested that Kohlberg’s single developmental
framework needs to be expanded to include both moral and social
meanings of particular dilemmas, choices and courses of action.

The need for a method

The obstacle to ethical development that concerns us here is the
general lack of clarity about how to make ethical judgements. When
faced with complex ethical situations, many people just do not
know where to start or how to proceed. This is a problem of method,
which involves: steps to be taken; questions to be asked; values to be
clarified; alternatives to be considered; and decisions to be made.
To be consistent and coherent in approaching ethical decision-
making, we need to have some method of working with and through
the issues that face us.
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In critiquing the major theories, each was revealed to have prob-
lems in practice. Utilitarianism seems too exclusively concerned
with the consequences of the action and its implications for increas-
ing the happiness of the greatest number. There are problems in
deciding what ‘happiness’ may mean in a given situation, in trying
to evaluate and prioritise short-term or long-term consequences,
and in dealing with the question of the rights or needs of minorities
as well as the majority.

Consequences of action are certainly a vital element of ethical
consideration, but there are also other issues that need to be taken
into account. For example, in decision-making in contemporary
organisations, too much emphasis can be placed on economic out-
comes without adequate attention to other elements. It is a criticism
of economic rationalism that the bottom line may become the sole
determinant of what ought to be done.

Deontology, with its focus on the nature of the action involved
and the absoluteness of its terms of judgement, also appears defi-
cient. The notions of such things as killing, violating rights, truth
telling or lying, and keeping promises are essential in our evaluation
of the ethics involved; but there are also other things that need to
be taken into account. Who performs the action, or is responsible
for an omission, in what circumstances and with what knowledge
and understanding and under what pressures, must come into our
assessment as well. The circumstances surrounding an action also
play a vital part in shaping the ethical decision.

The approach of principlism has tried to step down from the
abstraction of theories, but it appears that it does not provide a fully
adequate approach either. What principles should be selected, and
why? Even if we agree on the relevant principles, it is still possible
for these principles to conflict. Sometimes, doing good can involve
the simultaneous infliction of harm. Sometimes, the demands of
justice seem to outweigh the autonomous wishes of individuals.
How do we decide which gets priority? We need some method to
help us sort out the conflicts.

One advantage of the Aristotelian approach is that it takes note
of the complexity of ethical issues and offers suggestions about the
need for rational wisdom and a more detailed consideration of the
circumstances involved.
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The importance of the application of rational wisdom to com-
plex, tension-filled situations is highlighted time and again in the
interviews with leaders in this study. This is true particularly with
questions of leadership and responsibility. Taking into considera-
tion a number of the points raised in the discussion in this chapter,
a method of decision-making in difficult ethical situations is sug-
gested in the next chapter.

Key ideas for reflection

Educational leaders need to incorporate ethical analysis as part
of their thinking and reasoning because ethics is at the core of
decision-making in many of the challenging situations they face,
such as those discussed in chapters 2 and 3.

Ethical decision-making requires educational leaders to be sen-
sitive to the implications and consequences of particular choices in
situations involving tensions. It also requires a knowledge of how
to apply different ethical viewpoints in everyday decision-making.

While the different approaches to ethics discussed in this chapter
are instructive and can assist in resolving difficult ethical questions,
it seems obvious that for most situations characterised by tensions,
no single approach will deliver a definitive answer. Each approach
has its own limitations. In the end, wise reasoning and practical
judgements that can be reasonably defended are required in ethical
decision-making.

Discussing ethical issues with other key, relevant stakeholders is
usually a wise strategy. However, it must be recognised that ethical
dialogue usually reflects a variety of voices, all of whom have a right
to be heard and believe they are right. Once we start discussing and
debating values, we have to confront the fact that, in a multicultural
society, there may be no essential agreement on these values.

Questions for reflection

Revisit the critical incident or case that you described at the end of
chapter 3 and try to apply the different ethical approaches described
in this chapter to it. Most likely, you will find that no one approach
provides you with a complete resolution of the tensions involved.
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However, the questions that follow will assist you to see how each
approach contributed to your thinking:
� What was the relevance/usefulness of rule-based thinking in the

situation?
� What consequences (ends-based thinking) did you consider

when examining different choices in the situation?
� In what ways were care and compassion (care-based thinking)

considered and for whom?
� To what degree did elements of autonomy, common good and

justice (principlism) influence the choices made?
� How did your decision-making process involve the use of wise

reasoning and practical judgement (rational wisdom)?



Chapter 6

A method for ethical
decision-making

Educational leaders require methods and processes that will assist
them to probe ‘the ethical depths of each situation that calls for a
judgement’ (Rebore, 2001, p. 31). They need these methods more
than ever before as they enter a period of great change, uncertainty,
and ethical relativism. Too few educational leaders today have a
background or formal formation in ethical decision-making.

To assist leaders to consider the ethical dimensions of tension
situations and make informed and wise choices in such challenging
situations as those discussed in chapters 2 and 3, the following
ethical decision method is proposed. It is best if such a method
is used within a group context so that responsibility for the final
solution to an ethical tension is shared. Also, most, if not all, of
the steps in the proposed method lend themselves to dialogue and
serious discussion among key stakeholders. This is a point that will
be more fully developed in chapter 7.

Proposed method for ethical decision-making

To be consistent and coherent in approaching ethical decision-
making, educational leaders need to have some method of work-
ing with and through the issues that face them. Making ethical
judgements when facing complex ethical situations is hard enough
already, without adding the problem of not knowing where to start
or how to proceed. The following ten steps will help leaders to make
more effective decisions in situations of ethical tension:

1 Determine the nature of the situation.
2 Clarify the facts.

93
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3 Identify the players.
4 Think of several options for action.
5 Evaluate options using different ethical approaches.
6 Choose the best option.
7 Explain your choice.
8 Work out how to implement the option.
9 Take action carefully.

10 Reflect and learn.
Each step is explored in more detail below.

Step 1: Determine the nature of the situation

Does it constitute a conundrum between right-and-right, a
dilemma between wrong-and-wrong, or a moral temptation
between right-and-wrong? What ‘contestable values dualities’ are
involved? (See discussion in chapters 3, 4 and 5 and framework for
analysis of tensions in chapter 4.)

Step 2: Clarify the facts

As stated in chapter 5, good ethical decision-making relies on a
thorough collection and understanding of the facts. Remember
that assumptions (including your own) and hearsay are not the
same as facts. Also, there may be disagreements about the meaning
of the facts of the case. (See the discussion later in this chapter.)

No amount of careful reasoning will rescue a judgement based
on erroneous information. There is sometimes a danger in ethi-
cal discussion that we can get involved in an argument on some
issue without fully understanding what the issue is all about. Just
listen to some staffroom or dinner table discussions about con-
troversial issues like the cloning of animals or humans, stem cell
research or the use of the drug RU486 and then reflect on how well
the various speakers really understand the issues. In other words,
we may get involved in debate without an adequate knowledge or
understanding of the facts.

One of the most important things about making an ethical deci-
sion on complex issues, like those discussed in chapter 3 on tensions,
is to begin with a thorough understanding of the facts. Sometimes
this will require some research to find out what is really at the
heart of the issue. As was made clear in the case cited earlier on
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the purported use of drugs by girls in a school, the facts of the case
were in dispute. In real-life situations the facts are often hard to
determine; different people will have their own versions of them
and may also interpret them differently. For the educational leader
who has to make a decision in such uncertain and contested cir-
cumstances, it is necessary to understand the reality of the situation
to the best of his/her ability.

A key point in any effective method for decision-making in ethics
is to get as much knowledge as possible of the whole issue. This
involves not only the particular issue in question, but a series of
other points that will help to understand this reality. It is necessary
to know: what the issue is; who the central players are; why they
might be involved; what their interests might be; what alternatives
there might be; and what the outcomes of those alternatives are
likely to be. These are what Aristotle would have called the circum-
stances of the act. Without knowledge of these one can hardly be
said to have a grip on the facts of the issue.

Sometimes it is just one of these factors which might alter the
ethical evaluation of the tension. For instance, who does the action
could be quite significant.

Step 3: Identify the players

See if you can determine the intentions and interests of the key
players, especially those with a stake in particular potential out-
comes. You may also need to be aware of the peripheral players
in the situation to select the best action or implement it most
effectively.

You may need to consider the appropriateness of actions in the
context of who did, does or will do them. An important educa-
tional decision ought to be made by the ‘correct’ person or people,
with the relevant information, appropriate authority and exper-
tise. In the case cited in chapter 2 of the young boy who attacked
another boy, kicking him, it is an important fact that the attacker
had been diagnosed with a medical problem and was on medi-
cation. It would seem sensible to involve this boy’s doctor in any
decisions on his future. In this case parents and teachers got emo-
tionally involved and took sides. Some were considerate of the boy’s
medical condition while others were adamant that the aggressive
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behaviour required the boy’s removal from the school. The wise
course of action would be to engage in dialogue with a number of
key stakeholders, try to establish some common ground, and draw
on the wisdom of the group for the decision.

Motivation, or the intention underlying the action or decision,
is also important in helping to evaluate the ethics involved. Some-
times this is quite difficult, since it is often impossible to know why
people act or decide in the manner they do. Educational leaders
need to get to know the people they work with, especially what nor-
mally motivates them. A teacher who constantly acts in the interests
of students, for example, is likely to be acting from this value posi-
tion with regard to any particular decision. The important point
here is that the ethical reality may not be adequately addressed by
the simple description of the action involved. In other words, our
understanding of the ethical tensions and realities of a particular
situation will be assisted by a better knowledge and understanding
of the people involved.

Step 4: Think of several options for action

When trying to come to grips with the full reality of an ethical
issue, educational leaders also need to check whether there are
viable options or alternatives. The same end may be achievable by
less harmful or intrusive means, for example, an offer of voluntary
redundancies rather than mass sacking. Consider multiple ways to
resolve the situation, and the likely consequences of each. You will
need, of course, to consider any legal and/or regulatory codes or
constraints as well.

It is important to ask, ‘Is the proposed action the only way to
handle the situation?’ Thinking seriously about alternatives and
their possible consequences can help ensure that narrowly-based
solutions are avoided. For example, in the case in chapter 3 involv-
ing a ‘disadvantaged student’ who had received a ‘blue slip’ for
misbehaviour, the principal and the executive considered different
alternative solutions to the problem. The problem was:

. . . if a student has received more than one ‘blue slip’, that student

is not allowed to participate in special activities such as excursions,

visits or play sports until his/her behaviour has improved. If it is

their (sic) first ‘blue slip’, the ban is for one week only. One student,
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who is a talented athlete, had reached eligibility to participate at

regional level. The student had received no support from home and

has been known to run in bare feet! One week prior to the athletic

event he earned, fairly, his first ‘blue slip’. Technically the full week

was up the day after the carnival. The dilemma of allowing this child

a chance at the carnival was taken to the Executive who decided he

should participate.

Although the specific alternatives are not described by the princi-
pal in this case, the executive most likely canvassed a number of
alternatives and weighed up their consequences. The principal sug-
gested that they considered the possible longer-term consequences
for the student if he were banned from competing in the sports
event at which he excelled and that it was ‘a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity for the student’. He also stated that executive mem-
bers were clear that choosing to allow the student to compete set an
uncomfortable precedent, and that other students and their parents
might query its fairness, because other students in similar circum-
stances had in the past been prohibited from participating in similar
events.

The principal in this case decided to discuss the possible alter-
natives and the solution of the problem with his executive group.
Given the complexity of the challenges and tensions discussed in
chapters 2 and 3, sharing the responsibility for their resolution
seems like a sensible approach. In fact, a strong trend emerging in
educational systems and schools is for educational leaders to share
their leadership responsibilities with other key stakeholders. In the
next chapter, I will argue that it is an ethical imperative for for-
mal leaders to share the burdens and responsibilities as well as the
satisfaction and excitement of leading their school communities.

Step 5: Evaluate options using different ethical approaches

For detail on some of the major ethical approaches to consider, see
the discussion in chapter 5. A brief summary follows below:
� Deontological or rules-based approach would suggest that in

choosing an option we should do our moral duty through ratio-
nal reflection.

� Utilitarian approach would suggest that the option should pro-
duce the greatest balance of benefits over harm.
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� Care-based approach would suggest that we primarily follow
our duty of care as a fellow human being and a professional
educator.

� Principlism approach would suggest that the option should, as
far as possible, enable people to make the decisions that are
rightfully theirs, contribute to the greater good of the commu-
nity while minimising harm to individuals, and treat people
justly.

� Rational wisdom approach would suggest that the decision
should be based on wise reasoning combined with practical
judgement, or a ‘wisdom way of knowing’, and exhibit those
virtues that reflect human beings at their best and therefore lead
to the living of a ‘good life’.

In many of the tensions discussed in chapter 3, principals were con-
cerned with consequences of their decisions and actions for both
individuals and groups. The consequences of decisions and actions
are an important consideration. No one can say they have captured
the full reality involved in choosing an option or making a decision
until they have examined the foreseeable consequences. Educa-
tional leaders are ethically responsible for those under their care
and it is ethically unacceptable to ignore the reasonably foreseeable
consequences of an option or decision. There may well, of course,
be consequences that are beyond their foresight and control.

There were definite consequences, some foreseen and others
unforeseen, in the case in chapter 3 where the grandfather spoke
to his granddaughter at school with the principal’s permission and
then arranged to pick her up from the park on the Saturday and
take her to her aunt’s house. The principal had information that the
girl’s mother, a single parent, was having a problem with drugs and
that the girl was increasingly being neglected by her mother. The
primary concern was that if no action were taken the consequences
for the girl would be very negative. This is why he allowed the
grandfather to speak directly to his granddaughter even though
the rules stated clearly that only the mother had such direct access.
The principal was aware that the consequences could be very neg-
ative for him if the mother made a formal complaint to the proper
authorities. The unforeseen consequence for the principal in allow-
ing the grandfather to speak on the phone to his granddaughter
was that he arranged to pick her up from the park and, without her



Method for ethical decision-making 99

mother’s permission, take her to her aunt’s place where he knew the
girl would be well cared for. In a strictly legal sense, this constituted
kidnapping and the principal, unwittingly, was party to it.

In the end, the mother accepted the action that had been taken
and no negative consequences eventuated. The principal regretted
his decision even though it had a positive outcome. He stated:

No action was taken against anyone, and all parties are happy with

the new situation. But I don’t think that I can judge my actions

purely on the basis of the final outcome. As a leader, I should

have been able to work within the guidelines to bring about a

favourable result. I think I showed inexperience. I was fortunate

that the repercussions of my actions, and inactions, were positive.

If I were faced with the same situation in the future, I would hope

that I would handle the situation with a much greater sense of pro-

fessionalism. In fact, I am confident that I would handle the situation

differently.

Step 6: Choose the best option

This will be the option that best caters for the values and ethical
standards you believe to be important. Both/and thinking is recom-
mended. Remember you need to exercise good judgement based
on a well-considered reasoning process and on defensible ethical
standards or principles.

Struggling to come to grips with the full reality of a tension
situation in order to make some detailed evaluation of it will place
educational leaders in a better position to reach an informed ethical
decision. The judgement reached may be a certain and confident
one, but it will sometimes be tentative and open to revision. A
tentative judgement may, in the particular circumstances of a case,
be the best that can be managed. Through no fault of their own,
leaders often do not have a mastery of all the facts and may not
be able to foresee all the consequences, but they have to make a
decision anyway. While mistakes of judgement will inevitably be
made, if leaders are confident that they have done their best to work
through the issue in a thorough manner, then it can be argued that
they have done all that can be demanded from an ethical point of
view.
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Differences of ethical judgement can, however, become a prob-
lem when it comes to decisions where there are irreconcilable dif-
ferences of opinion in a group situation. If it is a matter of a group
decision and unanimity is not possible, then some form of integrity-
preserving compromise will need to be reached. Some people are
immediately troubled when they hear of compromise in ethical
matters. It can seem to be the abandonment of principle for the
sake of group cohesion and harmony. Accusations of abandonment
of principle can be extremely troubling to conscientious individu-
als. It may, in fact, be seen by some as a failure of integrity.

It seems, nonetheless, that there can be such a thing as integrity-
preserving compromise. Compromising in situations of ethical com-
plexity is, according to Benjamin (1990, p. 121) more ‘the outcome
of reflective judgement than of a rationalistic decision procedure’.
Key values guiding the exercise of such reflective judgement are
‘individual integrity, overall utility . . . and equal respect’ (p. 122).
Benjamin thus ties the notion of integrity in with both utilitarian
and deontological values. He admits that these notions of individual
integrity, overall welfare, and mutual respect are imprecise, and that
individuals and groups may differ in their interpretation of them.

With creative imagination and the desire to obtain the best prac-
tical outcome in a complex situation, a reasonable compromise can
sometimes be reached. It will, however, require some relinquish-
ment of one’s views and values. At times, an individual will be able
to do this in the search for the overall good, but, at other times,
the sacrifice of values will be too great, and some may be unable to
compromise on particular values of personal importance.

The principal who decided, in the case in chapter 3, to support
the redundancy application of a staff member even though he
believed that a dismissal process was a more appropriate option
was opting for a reasonable compromise. He had concluded that
with dismissal being a prolonged and time-consuming process he
could see his time used more productively. He stated:

I weighed up the time and effort involved in trying to bring an

unwilling and uncommitted staff member up to speed against the

other priorities I had, together with the emerging initiatives and

projects which were in the planning stage. I also thought very
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carefully about where my time would be better spent in terms of

staff development, change management, redirecting the organisa-

tional culture and re-positioning the school for the future. I also

know what it is like to prove incompetence in the area I work in. I

believe I made the right choice.

Obviously, the principal in this case considered at least two, if not
more, alternatives.

Step 7: Explain your choice

Demonstrate to yourself or others why you have chosen this option
and why it is a better resolution of the issue than the other options –
reflect on how you would defend it publicly. It is a good idea to doc-
ument your thoughts as an aid to memory. Verbalising and writing
down your justification, especially if it is a decision of consider-
able import, will assist you to see any gaps in your reasoning and
will give you an opportunity to receive constructive criticism from
others.

Step 8: Work out how to implement the option

Sometimes the devil is in the detail. What will make this option
work? What might undermine it? Who will you need to engage
in the implementation to get ownership of the option? Develop
a well-thought-out plan for taking appropriate action and antici-
pate possible obstacles or bottlenecks. As with any change process,
open dialogue and collaboration with those who are responsible
for implementing the option is essential. Many excellent decisions
have failed at the implementation stage because of poor planning
or because key personnel were not invited to participate in their
implementation.

Step 9: Take action carefully

If the action taken involves a change in people’s behaviours, then
special care must be taken to ensure that their anxieties and fears are
considered and addressed. Don’t ever underestimate the trauma
that some go through when they are required to change long-
formed habits and behaviours. Look for honest feedback and keep
an open mind. Modify the implementation processes if they are
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causing harm or having an unreasonable impact on the people
involved. Also, be prepared to change the decision if new facts
or unexpected consequences come to light. There will, of course,
be times when the decision has to be implemented or the action
taken in the interests of the common good even if some of those
affected are opposed. In the end, good judgement is required in
such situations.

Step 10: Reflect and learn

Make sure you critically reflect on the whole process and its out-
comes, and note what you have learned from it. Reflection and feed-
back are essential components of any effective learning process and
should occur throughout the decision processes. It is also important
to apply this learning to improve or refine your decision-making
for the future, taking into consideration the particular context in
which you lead.

Additional considerations on this method

This may seem like a daunting set of steps, but most wise edu-
cational leaders already operate this way. They may not follow
each step in detail, but they flash through the thought processes
quickly – after all, thought travels much faster than the speed of
light. Applying the steps should become a habit of mind. While the
method may be perceived by some as too time-consuming, without
such a considered approach much more time can be wasted picking
up the pieces after a disastrous decision.

There are a number of other considerations that can guide edu-
cational leaders when trying to make an ethical evaluation of a
particular tension. Factors such as their own feelings or past expe-
riences can be quite useful. Feelings can easily prejudice judgement,
but they can also be a good, almost instinctive, guide to right and
wrong. An immediate feeling of rejection or revulsion for a pro-
posed line of action should at least give pause, and suggest that the
whole issue needs closer examination. In the case of the students in
chapter 3, who were asked by the teacher to enter other students’
marks into a computer, one of the girls instinctively felt that it was
wrong and checked her concern with her father who recommended
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that she discuss the issue with the principal. If educational leaders
instinctively feel that a decision about downsizing, or expulsion of
a student, is unjust, then it may well be worth searching to see if
there are other alternatives. If past experience, either their own or
that of others, suggests that a certain decision will cause more harm
than good, then leaders should at least reconsider.

Ethical principles and careful attention to reasoning and argu-
ment help us in our evaluation process. No simple application of
principles, like a template, to a problem will resolve the issue, but
basic principles of justice, fair play and human decency are likely to
help us make a more balanced and just evaluation and decision. We
need to think through the issues and work with them, not just opt
for a simplistic solution. As indicated earlier, leadership involves
the application of a ‘wisdom way of knowing’, a rational wisdom,
to complex and contested situations.

In the end, the resolution of complex multidimensional situa-
tions requires the use of good judgement based on a sound knowl-
edge of the facts of the case and an understanding of ethical theories
and principles.

The laws and customs of our society can also serve to guide
decision-making. These may not be designed for simple applica-
tion, but they are worthy of consideration and care to see if, and to
what extent, they may have implications for the final decision. Lead-
ers must remember, however, that laws or system regulations may
not be the final word in discussing the ethics of an option or deci-
sion. Their implications must at least be examined, and educational
leaders must realise that if they break laws or go against guidelines
in the search for a higher ethical value, then they are liable to bear
the consequences for that action. There may be circumstances in
which violation of the letter of the law may be justified (such as the
case where the principal allowed the grandfather to speak with his
granddaughter) but one ought to proceed with extreme caution
and an awareness of the likely consequences.

Key ideas for reflection

In situations involving ethical tensions, educational leaders need
a method for making decisions about them. They need to know,
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among other things discussed in this chapter: what the issue is –
whether it is an ethical one; who the central players are and their
possible interests, motives and intentions; what alternatives there
might be and their likely consequences; and what the best outcomes
could be, especially as they relate to the common good.

In some instances, they may have to settle for ‘integrity-
preserving compromise’, even though this might be regarded by
some as abandonment of principle and relinquishment of their
values. Compromise can be seen as ‘sitting on the fence’ or worse
‘selling one’s soul’ for the sake of group harmony and cohesion.
It can also be regarded as ethical relativism or as lacking moral
courage. Compromises can be all these things, which is why it is so
important to compromise only when such a compromise preserves
integrity. Compromise should only be entered into after due and
careful consideration of other values-driven alternatives.

Questions for reflection

In the case cited earlier in this chapter on the principal’s deci-
sion to compromise by supporting an application for a voluntary
redundancy package when he personally believed that initiating a
dismissal process was the ‘right’ option, reflect on the following
questions:
� Was this compromise justified, in your opinion?
� What might other key stakeholders think of his compromise?
� What have you done in similar situations?
� What advice would you give to a new principal, if and when

he/she had to deal with a similar situation?



Chapter 7

Shared and distributed
leadership in schools

Schools need to think differently about the quality and depth of
their leadership if they are to respond effectively to the types of chal-
lenges and tensions discussed in chapters 2 and 3. Many educational
leaders leave themselves isolated and alone, taking primary respon-
sibility for the leadership of their school. This constitutes a very
narrow view of leadership and ignores the leadership talents of
teachers, students and other community stakeholders. As was sug-
gested in chapter 6 when introducing the proposed method for
ethical decision-making, it is wise for any formal educational leader,
such as a school principal, to tap into the expertise and wisdom
of his/her colleagues when attempting to resolve contentious chal-
lenges and tensions. Sharing the responsibility for making decisions
in such situations will also help generate greater ownership of the
decisions.

Another reason for engaging in dialogue with others and invit-
ing them to share in decision-making is, according to Surowiecki
(2005, p. 29), that diversity matters and there is wisdom in the
‘crowd’. He argues that diversity of people and their information
helps in coming to a better decision or resolution because it actu-
ally adds perspectives that would be absent if the decision is made
by one person, even by an expert, and because it takes away, or
at least weakens, some of the destructive characteristics of group
decision-making, for example, ‘group think’. Surowiecki concludes
that diverse groups of individuals ‘will make better and more robust
forecasts and more intelligent decisions than a skilled decision-
maker’, but that ‘groups that are too much alike find it harder
to keep learning, because each member is bringing less and less
new information to the table . . . and they become progressively
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less able to investigate alternatives’ (p. 31). Grouping only smart
people (experts) together also doesn’t work that well, because they
tend to resemble each other in what they can do. He concludes
that it is better to entrust a diverse group ‘with varying degrees of
knowledge and insight’ with major decisions ‘rather than leaving
them in the hands of one or two people, no matter how smart those
people are’ (p. 31). He encourages leaders, when making decisions,
to engage with others who have different knowledge bases and per-
spectives because ‘the simple fact of making a group diverse makes
it better at problem solving’ (p. 30).

It would be advisable for a principal engaged in the steps of
ethical decision-making discussed in chapter 6 to engage in dia-
logue with other key stakeholders. It would seem essential to listen
to diverse viewpoints when attempting to: determine the ethical
tensions; clarify the facts; determine possible options and their
likely consequences; choose specific solutions, explain and imple-
ment them; see the action through, evaluating its impact; and learn
from the experience.

There would seem to be a need, therefore, for a shift in the
meaning and practices of educational leadership in many schools,
especially those where the principal prefers to make decisions on
her/his own. To enhance leadership of schools, educational leaders
and educational communities need to rethink what educational
leadership actually means and involves – its definition, purpose,
scope and processes as well as its practices.

What is proposed here is the building of organisational cultures
that promote and support greater sharing and distribution of lead-
ership in schools. Such cultures help enhance professional dialogue
between and among diverse groups of stakeholders, and promote
an environment where leadership and decision-making are seen as
a collective responsibility and where sharing is the norm.

Sharing leadership

Educational leaders need to create sharing cultures where others
willingly participate in and are rewarded for the successful per-
formance of their leadership responsibilities. Such sharing is not
merely a matter of splitting or distributing tasks and responsibilities
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in a task-oriented approach, it requires a mindset shift. It requires
a ‘letting go’, especially by principals who have been used to leading
from the front. For this to happen, educational leaders need to be
secure enough in their own identity to freely share and distribute
what were previously ‘their’ responsibilities. This, as we shall see
in chapter 9, requires authenticity on the part of those in lead-
ership positions. Authenticity and genuinely shared leadership, in
turn, provide excellent modelling for students of healthy, commu-
nal ways of living.

A contemporary view is that leadership in a complex organ-
isation, such as a school, requires the energy, commitment and
contributions of all who work there. From this perspective, shared
leadership is a product of the ongoing processes of interaction
and negotiation amongst all school members as they construct and
reconstruct a reality of working productively and compassionately
together each day. Leadership, therefore, can be viewed as a shared
communal phenomenon derived from the interactions and rela-
tionships of groups. The quality of relationships greatly influences
everything else that happens in organisations, including the quality
and impact of leadership (Duignan & Bhindi, 1997, p. 201).

As well as relationships, deeply held and unquestioned con-
cepts influence what happens in organisations. Sharing leadership
requires all the key stakeholders in a school community to rethink
what constitutes leadership. Assumptions that underpin leader-
ship – such as those underpinning power, authority, influence,
position, status, responsibility and accountability, as well as per-
sonal and professional relationships – need to be identified,
critiqued and adjusted as necessary.

Often leadership is equated with formal roles, and this mindset
can prove an obstacle to sharing. In some hierarchical organisa-
tions, leaders expect decisions to be accepted because of their role
or rank and they are surprised when their colleagues will neither
follow a poor decision, nor explain why they think it was not a good
decision. Leadership in such circumstances can be seen as based on
the authority or power given by position. This hierarchical view
limits an understanding of the need for all members to show lead-
ership, when and where appropriate. Those in formal leadership
positions need to let go of the idea that leadership is hierarchically
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distributed and embrace the idea that it is their responsibility to
develop and nurture leadership in others.

Most successful sports teams have what is referred to as ‘depth on
the bench’: sometimes their key players, their on-field leaders, get
injured, but the reserves waiting on the bench have the capability to
step into the breach. Organisations, too, need reserves of leadership
if they are to be successful in the longer term. These leaders, of
course, should not be on the bench but in the game, participating
with skill, commitment and enthusiasm. A benefit in having depth
of leadership in an organisation is that it creates a larger and deeper
pool of leaders from which future executives and middle managers
can be selected. A first key step in creating this depth of leadership
is to share leadership responsibilities with others.

A commitment to sharing responsibility for leadership in schools
often grows out of the shared vision, beliefs and efforts of a com-
mitted group of teachers, administrators, support staff, and parents
who have a sense of belonging, a sense of being valued members
of their organisation and a deep commitment to collective action
for whole-school success (Crowther et al. 2002a). Ideally, all staff
members, including newly arrived staff, would have a clear picture
of their special space in the leadership framework of their school.
If the depth of leadership in the organisation is to be enhanced,
they must feel that they are valued as significant contributors to
the leadership of their organisation, no matter at what level or in
what area.

While much is written and spoken about the need for shared
and distributed leadership in schools, the characteristics, the con-
text, and obstacles to its more complete implementation need to
be explored and understood. The language of contemporary lead-
ership is often replete with the jargon of sharing and collaboration
(e.g. inclusivity; caring; collaborative decision-making; empower-
ment of followers; shared vision and goals), but frequently the
language constitutes a rhetoric that is never fully realised. There is
little doubt that the evolving complexity and uncertainty of life and
work in schools compels educational leaders to work more collab-
oratively with a growing number of people. It is time to make the
rhetoric a reality, and create collaborative communities that can
embrace uncertainty and paradox.
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Teachers as leaders

The concept of teachers as leaders has been the subject of increasing
research over recent years. In some contexts, it has been linked
to the question of whether teaching has gained recognition and
acceptance as a profession (Institute for Educational Leadership,
2001, p. 6). Recent research points to the central role of teachers
in influencing student performance and outcomes in schooling
(Andrews et al. 2000; Crowther et al. 2002a & 2002b; Darling-
Hammond, 1999).

Andrews et al. (2002, p. 25) developed a ‘teachers as lead-
ers’ framework that highlights the importance of two key factors:
teachers’ values with regard to enhancing teaching and learning;
and the capacity of teachers to create new meanings, especially for
students, in the learning process. They make an important distinc-
tion between teachers as leaders in a specialised area such as ped-
agogy and discipline (e.g. subject leadership) and leadership that
contributes to whole-school reform and improvement. In other
words, while teachers should focus, primarily, on leading improve-
ment in pedagogy and curriculum, it is best if this is done as a
whole-school initiative. The principal is in the best position to
ensure that this larger school orientation is achieved.

This focus on school improvement was central to a recent Federal
Government trial project of a shared leadership approach in schools
in Australia (Chesterton & Duignan, 2004). The project, entitled
the ‘IDEAS Project’, included a philosophy and framework based
on the concept of ‘parallel leadership’, which encourages teachers to
take on leadership responsibilities for curriculum and pedagogy, ‘in
parallel’ with the principal and the executive, but within a whole-
school improvement framework (Crowther et al. 2002a & 2002b).
This involves teachers working together in teams across grades and
subjects in order to overcome their often isolationist habits and
practices. It also places their leadership of curriculum and pedagogy
within the larger vision and purpose of the school as a whole.

Crowther et al.’s work is the most influential in the growing
body of literature that supports various approaches to shared lead-
ership. In their view, teachers should be actively engaged in deci-
sions about learning and teaching. Of course, students, parents and
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the community are also stakeholders and, as such, should have an
input into such decisions, but teachers, as educational profession-
als, must be in the front line in determining the nature and content
of curriculum and the approaches to and processes of pedagogy,
learning and teaching.

For contemporary educational leaders to develop and foster the
growth of shared leadership in their schools, they need to help
teachers to develop collaborative and shared mental models and
meanings that bind them together as a learning community. The
key emphasis is on learning together, sharing and creating processes
and conditions that encourage everyone in the school community
to learn, grow, and be creative together. This is, in essence, what
is meant by sharing leadership in a school community. Sharing
leadership, in the context of the school as a learning community,
involves growing, nurturing and supporting competent and capa-
ble teachers to become key leaders, especially of curriculum and
pedagogy.

However, a key argument in a shared approach to leadership is
that it needs to be widely distributed across key stakeholders, not
just teachers. A number of researchers have explored the nature and
structure of what they refer to as ‘distributed leadership’ (Pearce
& Sims, 2002; Harris, 2002; Spillane, Halverson & Diamond, 2001;
and Elmore, 2000).

Distributing leadership

Pearce and Sims (2002, p. 188) reported on a study that analysed
the behaviour of appointed team leaders (vertical leadership) versus
the distributed influence and effectiveness of those within the team
(distributed leadership). Distributed leadership, they concluded,
accounted for much of the effectiveness of change management
teams. In another research project on leadership in schools, which
took leadership practice as the unit of analysis, the researchers
concluded that a distributed approach to leadership can improve
practice by making leadership in the school more transparent. It
enables the ways in which teachers and other leaders think and
act to change teaching and learning to be seen more clearly. Such
an approach to leadership, they suggested, can help teachers and
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educational leaders ‘identify dimensions of their practice, articulate
relations among these dimensions, and think about changing their
practice’ (Spillane et al. 2001, p. 24).

Leadership of schools is beyond the capacity of any one per-
son, or of those in formal leadership positions only, and should
be distributed to engage the ‘contours of expertise’ in the school
community, creating a culture that provides coherence, guidance
and direction for teaching, learning and leadership (Elmore, 2000,
p. 15). Contours of expertise suggest that there are rich veins of
expertise to be found throughout organisations for those who
know the organisational terrain well. Distributed leadership is,
however, more than collaboration among teachers. Collaborative
work by teachers will not by itself lead to changed teacher practices
and improved learning outcomes. To engage teachers productively
in leadership there must be a whole-school focus on change and
improvement, a larger purpose than just collaboration for its own
sake.

Distributed leadership, therefore, must have a clear purpose and
focus to bring about whole-school improvement in learning and
teaching. In this way, distributing leadership can be an important
motivator and a contributor to the quality of teaching and learning
in the school and in the classroom. Of course, collaboration and
teamwork must occur between and among teachers and these col-
legial relationships should empower them to make key decisions on
pedagogy and learning (Silins & Mulford, 2002) and be grounded
in ‘mutual trust, support and enquiry’ (Harris, 2000, p. 3).

However, it would seem that distributed leadership is not easy
to establish and maintain in practice, and consequently is not
a predominant characteristic of many contemporary schools. A
traditional emphasis in schools on privacy, individualism and
‘idiosyncratic institutional practice’ makes collective action diffi-
cult (Harris, 2002, p. 7). These barriers must be breached if genuine
distribution of leadership is to occur. If, as has already been sug-
gested, leadership for school improvement cannot be the respon-
sibility of one or even a few people then it seems reasonable to
conclude that a key challenge is to find ways of enabling more
teachers to become leaders and supporting them as necessary to
change current pedagogical, teaching and learning practices. A new
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paradigm of the teaching profession is needed, one that recog-
nises both the capacity of the profession to provide desperately
needed school revitalisation and the striking potential of teachers
to provide new forms of leadership in schools and communities
(Crowther et al. 2002b).

While participation of teachers is a key ingredient of true dis-
tributed leadership, the school principal has an important role to
perform. A recent review of an Australian Federal Government trial
of a shared, distributed model of leadership in schools identified
the principal as a key to its success (Chesterton & Duignan, 2004).
The principal has to have the capacity to share leadership, to ‘let
go’ so that teachers’ voices can be heard in key decisions not only
on teaching and learning but also on whole-school improvement.
Principals with traditional views of position, power and hierar-
chical structures may find themselves unable to ‘unfreeze’ their
habitual ways of thinking, doing and organising. Principals need
to develop their leadership capabilities if they are to feel comfortable
in engaging fully with teachers in shared or distributed leadership
(Duignan & Marks, 2003).

Based on a substantial research agenda, The National College for
School Leadership (NCSL) in England (2004) proposed five pillars
of distributed leadership in schools:
1 Self-confident and self-effacing headship – a desire to make

an impact upon the world without a strong need for personal
status;

2 Clarity of structure and accountability – defining responsibil-
ities to create ‘permission to act’;

3 Investment in leadership capability – to build the value, beliefs
and attributes of effective leadership in all members of staff;

4 A culture of trust – to facilitate boldness, debate and co-
operation; and

5 A turning point – specific actions and events in a school’s history
that lend momentum to the evolution of distributed leadership
(NCSL, 2006, pp. 21–32).

While all five pillars are important, investment in leadership capa-
bility (number three) is one of the most urgent in the Australian
educational systems and is the focus of the next chapter. The
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question that arises for me is the degree to which many educational
leaders are capable of responding effectively to the challenges and
tensions already discussed in this book, especially those with ethical
implications for their schools. In the next chapter, I argue that edu-
cational leaders will need, first and foremost, to be capable human
beings, as well as knowledgeable and competent professionals, in
order to cope with the types of challenges and tensions discussed
in this book.

Key ideas for reflection

One key way to enhance leadership capacity in schools is to rethink
what educational leadership actually means and involves – its defi-
nition, purpose, scope and processes as well as its content. In many
schools, there is a need for a shift in the meaning, perspective and
scope of educational leadership to promote and support greater
sharing and distribution of leadership responsibilities.

A shared approach to leadership can enhance professional dia-
logue and create an environment where core educational and peda-
gogical decisions are seen as a collective professional responsibility.
A distributed approach to leadership identifies the contours of
expertise within the school community and harnesses the talents
of all key stakeholders for the purpose of improving the processes,
content and outcomes of teaching and learning.

While the need for shared and distributed leadership in schools
appears to be well understood, the obstacles to its implementation
need to be explored and better understood. Educational leaders
have the challenge of creating conditions in which the key school
community stakeholders are willing and able to collaborate, chan-
nelling all efforts towards achieving the shared vision and goals of
the school community.

Teachers, especially, need to trust and support one another
in a shared working environment in order to optimise learning
opportunities and outcomes for all students. However, many teach-
ers may have to overcome a culture of individualism, privacy,
professional isolationism and idiosyncratic institutional practices.
Research indicates that for teachers to share in the leadership of
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curriculum and pedagogy, there needs to be a focus on whole-
school improvement in learning and teaching as opposed to piece-
meal change in a department or subject area. Engaging teachers in
shared and distributed leadership can be an important motivator
and contributor to the quality of teaching and learning throughout
the school. Collegial collaboration and teamwork among teachers
should empower them to make significant and influential improve-
ments in teaching, pedagogy and learning.

For schools with closed professional cultures, shared and dis-
tributed leadership will not come about just because literature rec-
ommends it or because some school stakeholders ‘talk it up’ as a
good idea. Changes in attitudes and mindsets are necessary before
changes in practices can occur. A useful starting point, perhaps
a turning point, is to encourage discussion and dialogue about
the assumptions that underpin sharing and distributing leader-
ship, as well as the strategies and actions necessary to achieve such
change.

Questions for reflection

Reflection 1 – assumptions and concepts
� What assumptions underpin a shared or distributed approach

to leadership?
� Can leadership actually be shared and/or distributed? Remem-

ber that leadership is, essentially, an influencing process. Can
influence be shared and/or distributed?

� How about power? Authority? Responsibility? Accountability?
Can they be shared and/or distributed?

� What changes to position, status and personal and professional
relationships might be brought about by sharing or distributing
leadership?

Reflection 2 – case study

Reflect on a recent project or event where effective sharing of the
leadership occurred:
� What were the key reasons for this successful sharing?
� What lessons did you learn for sharing and distributing leader-

ship in the future?
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Reflection 3 – getting started
� How can cultures of shared/distributed leadership be better pro-

moted and supported in schools?
� What assumptions and mindsets need to be challenged?
� What positive steps can be taken, almost immediately?
� What needs to happen to sustain such cultures of shared

leadership?



Chapter 8

Why we need capable
educational leaders

The discussion in chapter 1 pointed out that education systems
and schools are constantly changing to adapt to pressure from the
globalisation of technology, information and knowledge. As well,
the discussion in chapters 2 and 3 highlighted the nature of the
challenges and tensions facing many contemporary educational
leaders. A key point in this chapter is that educational leaders need
to develop their leadership capabilities if they hope to lead wisely,
effectively and ethically in uncertain times.

Educational leaders, to be credible, have to be capable human
beings as well as capable professional educators. They will need to
be good managers and efficient, competent and productive practi-
tioners but they must also be capable human beings because ‘it is
not a matter of knowing something, but becoming someone, not
just a matter of knowing relevant things, but of becoming a relevant
person’ (Kelly, 2000, p. 19).

To be capable as human beings and as educators, educational
leaders must use their knowledge, skills and competencies con-
fidently, with good judgement and wisdom, in challenging and
rapidly changing circumstances. The development of wisdom and
good judgement cannot only be dependent upon competency
training and development, which is currently the case for edu-
cational leaders, especially principals, in many education systems.
It is argued in this chapter that knowledge acquisition and train-
ing in competencies may be inadequate as a basis for developing
educational leaders for the future.
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The problems with competency

There is considerable critique in the literature of competency-based
models of leadership development. Critics question the possibility
of fragmenting leadership into key result areas, competencies and
performance indicators (Kaplan & Norton, 1996; Onsman, 2003;
Duignan & Marks, 2003). They object to generic checklists that
separate the performance from the context within which develop-
ment occurs. They point to difficulties associated with making pro-
fessional judgements and leadership development decisions based
on checklists or performance indicators that encourage black-and-
white thinking and decision-making.

Principals in this study expressed concern that important aspects
of leadership were ignored in a competency-based approach
because they were just too hard to specify and measure. As a way
forward, these participants recommended that leadership devel-
opment programs should identify key dimensions of leadership in
a particular context, i.e. categories and descriptions of leadership
responsibilities and the knowledge, skills, attitudes, qualities and
wisdom (here referred to as ‘capabilities’) that were needed to be
successful in leadership. They regarded competency-based models
as too narrow and simplistic. Some of their comments provide
insights into their concerns: ‘there is no one formula for leadership’;
‘leadership is just too dynamic, situational and unpredictable to be
highly specified in this way’. They also felt that the fragmentation
of their role into key result areas, competencies and performance
indicators was artificial.

Recent research amongst school principals in NSW indicated
that over the last ten years competency-based training on skills
and knowledge accounted for 87% of all professional development
activities for principals. Such an approach, principals suggested,
prepared them for conditions of stability and certainty that no
longer exist in most schools (Marks, 2002–03).

Despite the general desire of school leaders to demonstrate the
type of educational leadership discussed in chapter 1 (visionary,
authentic, ethical, strategic, people-centred and motivational),
principals in New South Wales (NSW) reported that competencies
relating to legal and regulatory compliance issues (e.g. occupational
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health and safety; child protection; cleaning and maintenance
contracts) dominated their day-to-day practices. Because of the
increasingly diverse and seemingly endless compliance-style expec-
tations for the role associated with the devolution-agenda of the
1990s, principals are focusing on the ‘management of compliance
issues’ at the expense of ‘shared educational leadership’ (Marks,
2002–03). This then becomes the role model for aspiring leaders.
What younger teachers and middle executives are observing is the
principal acting primarily as the ‘site manager’.

It would appear from Marks’ research, as well as from further
work on effective leadership preparation programs, that many prin-
cipals have not been able to focus on the development of their
personal and professional leadership capabilities (Marks, 2003).
Aspiring principals, similarly, have not been focusing on develop-
ing their leadership capabilities as these have not been modelled by
incumbent principals; have not been part of leadership preparation
programs; are rarely included in the criteria for merit selection; and
therefore are not perceived as being valued by employing authori-
ties. Yet recent researchers strongly suggest that it is the personal,
interpersonal and social leadership capabilities that make the dif-
ference in the effective leadership of schools (Goleman et al. 2003;
Stephenson, 2000; Hargreaves & Fullan, 1998; Begley & Johansson,
2002). In fact, the findings from research with middle executives
(the pool for future leaders) in a number of NSW schools highlight
two very significant conclusions:
1 The principal, as the role model for leadership, is seen as some-

one who is usually preoccupied with policy, rules and regula-
tion compliance and is therefore not the ‘educational leader’.
Personal and interpersonal capabilities – such as calmness, relia-
bility, trust, confidence, wisdom, tolerance, self-awareness, social
awareness, self-reflection and empathy – are often overwhelmed
by the managerial demands of the moment. Principals overall
present an image of being frustrated, harassed, or stressed, with
low job-satisfaction levels.

2 The training and development offered to, and often mandated
for, principals and/or middle-level school leaders is dominated
by regulation and legal/policy compliance issues. There are few
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programs offered for the development of personal and interper-
sonal skills, emotional intelligences, cultural and strategic leader-
ship, leadership of change, implementing mentoring or coaching,
developing shared leadership, or growing leadership capacity in
self and in others (Marks, 2002–03).

The message, as perceived by many middle-level leaders and
younger teachers, seems to be that leadership capabilities are not
valued in their systems and schools. Simultaneously, a significantly
lower number of suitably qualified middle-level educational leaders
are applying for the principalship (d’Arbon, Duignan & Duncan,
2003). The potential causal link between these factors appears to
be an area needing further research.

Whilst this picture is derived from the perspective of aspiring
leaders, the perspective of current principals is also worth noting.
In 2002, a survey of 550 NSW DET primary principals revealed
that these principals resented what they saw as a dysfunctional use
of their time. Most principals stated clearly that their goal was to
be motivational, visionary, pedagogical, educational and people-
centred leaders within their school communities, not office-bound
de-personalised site managers (Marks, 2002–03).

From competency to capability

More recent research among practising principals who are recog-
nised by the employing authority (NSW DET) and their profes-
sional colleagues as being ‘effective principals’ has produced some
important evidence about how they are analysing their own roles.
When asked to identify the leadership capabilities of highest impor-
tance, these principals nominated, in order of importance: being
able to remain calm under pressure; having a sense of humour;
being able to keep work in perspective (work–life balance); having
a clear, justified vision of where the school must head; being able
to deal effectively with conflict situations; wanting to achieve the
best outcomes possible for students; and being able to bounce back
from adversity (Scott, 2003, p. 35).

A conclusion that can be drawn from the research of both
Marks (2002–03) and Scott (2003) is that any future enhancement
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of the status, respect, efficiency and professionalism of the prin-
cipalship will require a movement away from the dominance of a
competencies-based orientation in their preparation and develop-
ment programs towards a leadership capabilities philosophy and
framework (Duignan, 2004a). I propose in the final chapter of this
book that effective leadership development programs need to be
redesigned to meet this need.

The distinction between ‘competencies’ and ‘capabilities’ in
leadership training and development was made by Stephenson
(1992 & 2000, p. 4). Capability, he stated (1992, p. 1), depends on
our ability to use our knowledge and skills in complex and changing
situations, rather than on simply possessing these skills, and capable
people have confidence in their ability to ‘take effective and appro-
priate action within unfamiliar and changing circumstances’. He
defined the concept of capability as ‘an all round human quality’
involving the integration of knowledge, skills, personal qualities
and understanding ‘used appropriately and effectively . . . in new
and changing circumstances’ (Stephenson, 2000, p. 2, italics in
original).

Competencies, Stephenson (1992) suggests are individual and
measurable skills demonstrated and assessed against agreed
standards of competency. They are useful for solving familiar prob-
lems in familiar contexts for which we have learned familiar solu-
tions. Competencies involve the use of knowledge and skills within
traditional, rational problem-solving approaches.

The challenges and problems reported by principals in many of
the incidents described in earlier chapters in this book represent,
however, uncertain and unpredictable circumstances that cannot
usually be resolved by the application of a set of formulae or the
use of learned competencies. Resolving complex problems requires
leaders to draw from the heart and the spirit as well as the hands
and the head. When facing complex situations involving competing
or contested values or ethical principles, leaders need to draw on
all their resources – knowledge, skills and wisdom – to exercise
good judgement. Many of these are derived from the lessons of
life’s experiences; they are crafted from accumulated learning or
earned, sometimes with great personal cost and sacrifice, from life’s
journey.
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Capabilities, it would seem, are not a set of pre-packaged com-
petencies to be used by a leader to solve specific problems in the
workplace. Rather they denote a dynamic capacity to respond pos-
itively to changing circumstances. Capability involves making a
difference, making people and conditions better. Such a develop-
mental approach involves transforming the contexts in which we
live as well as ‘transforming lives, and transforming societies’ (Eade,
1999, in Seddon, 2002, p. 24).

Leadership capability is not just having the potential to act but
actually taking action to generate positive changes that improve
people and contexts. Leadership capability constitutes social action
at the organisational level aimed at building a group or organisa-
tion’s capacity to learn and develop positively.

Commenting on the work of the economics Nobel Prize winner
Amartya Sen, Seddon points out that ‘expanding capabilities is
seen as a way of enhancing development’ and the challenge of
development is to ‘expand people’s capabilities’ so that they ‘can
lead the lives they value, and have reason to value, thereby removing
“unfreedoms” that restrict people’s preferred ways of living’ (Sen,
1999, in Seddon, 2002, p. 100).

Seddon’s perspective on capability powerfully informs our
understanding of leadership as an empowering and capacity-
building force for organisations, groups and individuals. He points
out that to expand people’s capabilities the contexts in which they
live and work must be reshaped to empower people. This will
change both the circumstances and content of their lives. In this
sense, true leadership capability will require the creation of organ-
isational contexts and environments that challenge and encourage
those who work there to realise ‘the various things a person may
value doing or being’ (Seddon, 2002, p. 100). Capability involves
valuing both doing and being as a person and as a leader.

Leadership capability is, therefore, primarily concerned with
expanding one’s own and other people’s capabilities so that all can
lead valued and meaningful lives and, in so doing, making a signifi-
cant difference in the lives of those they touch. In the case of school
principals, it means that they need to be capable, relevant human
beings who help create meaning in the lives of those who work and
live with them. As capable leaders, principals need to have adequate



122 Educational leadership

knowledge, understanding and skills to discharge their responsi-
bilities and resolve complex problems effectively. However, many
of these ‘skills of doing’ can only be applied effectively if people
also have the necessary ‘skills of being’. Principals who have been
exposed to development programs in, for example, interpersonal
relations or conflict management, do not necessarily perform well
in these areas. To ‘do’ good listening, a basic skill for both interper-
sonal relations and conflict management, requires the listener to
‘be’ patient, emotionally present, non-judgemental and sufficiently
self-confident to avoid becoming defensive when hearing difficult
things. No wonder that principals who have attended a short pro-
gram in such areas often seem to lack the confidence, courage,
commitment and wisdom to apply these skills in unfamiliar and
changing circumstances.

Wisdom and capability

Principals, like any other people, may have many years’ experi-
ence in leadership positions, but may not have distilled much
wisdom from their experiences. Length of experience is no sub-
stitute for depth of experience – the ‘inner wisdom’ that leaders
develop as they reflect on, critique, even agonise over, the meanings,
implications and possible future applications of the lessons learned
from their experiences. In this book, I am defining capable people
as those who engage with the ethical and moral dimensions of
life as well as the cognitive, factual and rational. They go beyond
the competent person’s rational analyses of facts and situations,
and develop a ‘wisdom way of knowing’ that engages their whole
being (Groome, 1998, italics added). That’s the crucial difference: a
wisdom way of knowing elevates mere facts, knowledge and com-
petencies to the loftier heights of human endeavour, involving the
whole person – head, hands, heart and spirit – in life-giving ways.

This connection between wisdom and capability in leaders and
leadership is not often recognised in the literature, much less in the
practice of leadership. Wisdom is often equated with ‘intuition’ or
with having a ‘gut feeling’ about something or someone. In the
argument presented here, ‘gut feeling’ encompasses the wisdom
derived from experiences of life. It embraces the cognitive and
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practical as well as the emotive and spiritual dimensions of life,
wrapping the cognitive and practical in wise emotive and spiri-
tual frames to take a fully human view of situations. An important
implication of this is that leaders need to develop their own capa-
bilities and those of others so that their organisations can flourish
in a complex, uncertain, unpredictable and rapidly changing envi-
ronment. An underlying assumption of this argument is that devel-
opment of personal and organisational capabilities, in an uncertain
and complex organisational context, requires a leadership artistry
that is unlikely to emerge from the acquisition of a generic set
of management competencies through training or apprenticeship.
Leaders who have to deal with unfamiliar problems in unfamiliar
situations need to develop flexible mindsets and frameworks and
to reach beyond the slavish application of predetermined practices
and established procedures (Stephenson, 2000).

A capable leader is, first and foremost, a capable and confident
human being. While knowledge and competencies are necessary
ingredients, capable leaders also instil a deep sense of values and
confidence in all those they touch through their leadership. Their
sense of self-efficacy is contagious, thereby creating a learning cul-
ture in which all involved believe that they can be whatever they
want to become.

A useful model to explain why contemporary leaders need to
adopt new mindsets and modes of operation when confronted by
‘unfamiliar problems’ in ‘unfamiliar contexts’ (see Figure 8.1) is
described by Stephenson (1992, p. 3 & 2000, p. 3). He concluded
that in the past (and for some leaders still) the mode of opera-
tion for leaders was predominantly in Position Y in Figure 8.1.
This is where leaders experience familiar problems within a famil-
iar context. In Position Y, the concerns are for reliable delivery,
performance standards, error elimination, technical expertise and
the mastery of established procedures. The prevailing culture to
support Position Y, according to Stephenson, is training and this
approach, based on competencies, has dominated leadership and
management development for a number of years.

However, Stephenson identifies Position Z (unfamiliar problems
and unfamiliar context) as the contemporary reality for most lead-
ers. In Position Z, even intelligent application of predetermined
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Figure 8.1 Stephenson (2000): A Culture of ‘Training’ vs A Culture of ‘Professional Development’

practices can, he suggests, have disastrous results. This position
involves a much greater use of what he calls ‘leadership capabilities’
which include: informal networks; creative problem solving; use of
intuition; planned risk-taking; courage; imagination; reliance on
beliefs and values; and highly developed self-awareness and self-
knowledge. He argues that the culture to support Position Z is one
of professional development. In the context of this argument, the
concept of development, both personal and professional, is closely
aligned to that of capability.

It seems clear, therefore, that leaders who have to make choices in
complex and uncertain tension situations require more than man-
agement skills and competencies. They require creative, intuitive
frameworks based on in-depth understanding of human nature
and of the values, ethics, and moral dimensions inherent in human
interaction and choice. They have to be emotionally mature enough
to develop mutually elevating and productive relationships. Above
all, they need wisdom derived from critical reflection on the mean-
ing of life and work.
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The ability of educational leaders to establish and nurture effec-
tive relationships within their organisations is essential if a shared
leadership culture is to emerge and be sustained. Capable educa-
tional leaders, of course, will not try to run the show on their own.
They will know that collaborating with key stakeholders is both
necessary and desirable. I believe that it is time to take a fresh look
at how leadership capacity is generated in many of our contem-
porary schools. Leadership, as both concept and practice, should
be reinterpreted to include the contributions of all stakeholders.
Leadership does not have to be the property of any one individual
(‘The Boss’) or group (‘Executive Team’); at its best, it grows out
of the shared vision, beliefs and efforts of a committed group.

Of course, schools also require capable teachers. As with a capa-
ble leader, a capable teacher is, first and foremost, a capable and
confident human being. Changes in curriculum, students’ engage-
ment, and teacher–student relationships must, of course, be made
in order to improve student achievement, but these will not suffice.
Above all, changes must occur in the hearts and minds of teach-
ers (Townsend, 1998 & 1999). Capable teachers who move beyond
competency towards greater flexibility and adaptability become
truly professional. Helping to make teachers more capable (flexible,
adaptable and professional) is a major contemporary and future
challenge for educational leaders (Townsend, 1999, p. 34).

In the next chapter, I will argue that for educational leaders to
respond capably to the challenges in chapter 2 and the tensions in
chapter 3 they also need to become authentic educational leaders.
As such, they promote and support authentic teaching and learning
to optimise learning opportunities and outcomes for the students
entrusted to their care.

Key ideas for reflection

Effective educational leaders have to be capable both as individuals
and as professionals. They must be able to use their knowledge, skills
and competencies confidently, with good judgement and wisdom,
to solve complex problems in changing circumstances and contexts.
The development of wisdom and good judgement cannot only be
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dependent upon competency-based training, which may well be
inadequate as a basis for the leadership development and formation
of capable educational leaders.

In this chapter it is recommended that educational leaders
develop their leadership capabilities, as well as their knowledge base
and competencies, in order to be capable leaders. By being capable,
they will help bring about positive change; transform themselves,
others and their school communities; and make a difference by
strengthening the collective capacities of their school and school
communities. Changes must also occur in the hearts and minds of
teachers, in order for them to become more capable. Helping to
make teachers more capable – more flexible, adaptable and pro-
fessional – is a contemporary and future challenge for educational
leaders.

Questions for reflection
� What do you understand to be the distinction between leader-

ship competencies and leadership capabilities?
� What would be some key indicators of leadership capability in

schools?
� In what ways can educational leaders develop their own leader-

ship capabilities and those of others?
� What would be some of the key indicators of capable teachers?
� In what ways can educational leaders assist teachers to become

more capable (flexible, adaptable and professional)?
� How can educational leaders help transform the collective capac-

ity of their schools and communities to transform learners and
learning?



Chapter 9

Why we need authentic
educational leaders

Capable leaders are authentic leaders in terms of their values, inten-
tions, practices and accomplishments. Authentic leaders engage
in leadership actions and relationships that are ethical and moral
(Terry, 1993). They are concerned with ethics and morality, espe-
cially as these relate to deciding what is significant, what is right
and what is worthwhile (Duignan & Macpherson, 1992; Starratt,
1994; Sergiovanni, 1992). Such leadership elevates the actions of the
leader above mere pragmatics or expediency (Hodgkinson, 1991);
its focus is largely on ‘elevating leaders’ moral reasoning’ (Terry,
1993, p. 46), which is central to Burns’ (1978) seminal distinction
between leadership that is transactional and that which is transfor-
mational. Transactional leaders are concerned with the everyday
transactions that often consume a great deal of their time, but
transforming leaders engage with others in ways that raise each
other ‘to higher levels of motivation and morality’; they are moral
because they help raise ‘the level of human conduct and ethical
aspiration of both leader and led, and thus [they have] a trans-
forming effect on both’ (Burns, 1978, p. 20). So, in this book, what
I mean by ‘authentic leaders’ are those capable, relevant human
beings who transform the lives of those they touch; in the case
of authentic educational leaders, those they touch most of all are
their teaching colleagues, students, parents and their local school
communities.

Authentic educational leadership

Authentic educational leaders help infuse educational practice
with a higher purpose and meaning (Duignan & Bhindi, 1997;

127



128 Educational leadership

Bhindi & Duignan, 1997). Such leadership should help everybody
within a school community to be somebody, reducing feelings of
anonymity and impotence and helping develop a sense of hope
and of possibilities. In schools, authentic educational leaders, for
example, pay close attention to the quality and impact of teach-
ing and students’ learning. They help create the conditions within
which teachers and students take considerable responsibility for
the quality of their own teaching and learning.

I am suggesting that while authentic leadership focuses on ethics
and morality in actions and interactions, authentic educational
leadership must also promote and support the core values of school-
ing. Authentic educational leaders challenge others to participate
in the visionary activity of identifying in curriculum, in teach-
ing and in learning what is worthwhile, what is worth doing and
preferred ways of doing and acting together. They encourage both
teachers and students to commit themselves to educational and
professional practices that are, by their nature, educative (Duignan
& MacPherson, 1992).

Authentic educational leaders are well aware that reflective
teaching is the key to quality improvement in teaching and learning.
They encourage teachers to reflect on the quality and effectiveness
of their teaching and provide them with opportunities for such
reflection (by allocating time in the timetable). They encourage
teachers to strive for quality in their teaching, and support this
through developing teams for innovative teaching approaches, and
providing resources to enhance collaborative teaching and learning
planning and practices. They promote, support and celebrate the
efforts of those whose performance upholds the values of their
school’s culture, for example, reflective teaching and authentic
learning processes.

Authentic educational leaders help promote the five NCSL pil-
lars of distributed leadership discussed in chapter 7. These are:
self-confident and self-effacing headship; clarity of structure and
accountability; investment in leadership capability; a culture of
trust; and a turning point – specific events that gave momentum
to the distribution of leadership (NCSL, 2006, p. 22). They build
leadership capacity through the promotion and support of shared
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and distributed leadership practices and they engage teachers in
key decisions related to the promotion of authentic learning based
on their knowledge of the contours of expertise in their schools, as
discussed in chapter 7.

Authentic learning

Authentic teaching and learning, like authentic leadership, are
moral activities because they engage both teachers and students in
a deeper understanding of the nature and purpose of their lives and
in determining how they can best contribute to the greater good of
society. Authentic learning is not just about taking new knowledge
and skills for oneself but is more about developing the capacity to
give one’s unique contribution to others. Authentic learning makes
a difference in the lives of all those who engage in it.

The key characteristics of authentic learning are that students
develop:
1 personal meaning from and through their learning;
2 awareness of the relationships between the self and the content

of study;
3 respect for the integrity of the subject/object of study;
4 an appreciation of the implications of their learning for their

lives outside the school;
5 an ability to apply their rich understanding of their learning in

practice; and
6 their capabilities as authentic and capable human beings

(Duignan & Bezzina, 2004 adapted from Starratt, 2004b).
While authentic educational leaders and most teachers want
authentic learning opportunities and experiences for students in
their schools, too frequently many students experience only ‘inau-
thentic learning’ (Starratt, 2004b). Inauthentic learning is char-
acterised by: impersonal treatment of information by learners;
a disconnect between the learner and the content being studied;
thinking that learning equates to passing tests; regarding memori-
sation and regurgitation of facts as learning; and, most serious of all,
students left fundamentally unchanged as human beings by their
schooling experiences. By connecting learners’ search for meaning
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and purpose in their lives to a variety of personal meanings to
be found in the academic curriculum, authentic educators enable
their students as learners to continuously transform (construct,
deconstruct, reconstruct) their understanding of themselves and
‘place’ themselves within the challenges and possibilities of their
lives (Starratt, 2004a).

The concept of authentic learning has a close counterpoint in the
idea of authentic pedagogy (Newman & Wehlage, 1995; Newman &
Associates, 1996). Through intense dialogue between and amongst
students and between students and their teachers, students are
encouraged to generate new meanings and deeper understandings
of complex issues related to the subject areas they are studying.
Using a disciplined inquiry approach, teachers assist students to
develop higher order thinking skills so as to intelligently interro-
gate questions of relevance to their learning and their lives outside
the classrooms. In this way, students learn to value the integrity
of the disciplines they are studying and attempt to make sense of
them in terms of the challenges they are experiencing in their lives.

It would seem, therefore, that a central challenge for authen-
tic educational leaders is to help bridge any gap that might exist
between leadership and authentic learning and teaching. In a
pilot project entitled ‘Leaders transforming learners and learning’
(LTLL Project, 2005–06), there is a planned and systematic attempt
to transform both learners and learning in pilot schools by devel-
oping a close influencing connection between the leadership of
these schools and their approaches to curriculum and pedagogy.
LTLL draws on some key ideas of Starratt (2004a) to establish this
connection.

Linking authentic leadership to authentic learning

As already discussed, the core focus for authentic educational lead-
ers needs to be on the enhancement of authentic teaching and
learning. This focus challenges them to be more fully present to
the transformative possibilities of students’ learning and to be
more proactively responsible for inviting teachers to create learn-
ing opportunities and experiences for their students that will help
transform their lives.
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That is why the corporate–managerialist approaches to educa-
tional leadership cannot succeed. The distinction between educa-
tional leaders and business leaders was highlighted by Gross and
Shapiro (2005, p. 2) when they argued that educators and educa-
tional leaders ‘have a very different set of values from those who
focus on corporate life’. Educational leaders are accountable, not
to shareholders, but to stakeholders who are, essentially, students,
their families and their communities. The aim is not for short-term
profits but for the generation of an ethical and just society. ‘While
business is transactional, our work is transformational ’ (p. 2, italics
in original).

The work of authentic educational leaders is transformational
insofar as they promote and support transformational teaching and
learning for their students. To do this they must bring their deepest
principles, beliefs, values and convictions to their work. The ethic of
authenticity is at the very heart and soul of educational leadership
as it points the way towards a more self-responsible form of rela-
tionships and leadership (Starratt, 2004a). Authentic educational
leaders act with the good of others (e.g. students, teachers, parents)
as a primary reference. Authenticity involves educational leaders in
reciprocal relationships and ‘the authentic educator is involved in
authentic relationships with learners’ (Starratt, 2004a, p. 81).

It is this engagement of the ‘self ’ with the ‘other’ that provides
the authentic educator and the authentic educational leader with a
deep sense of responsibility for what is happening to the other. In
the school setting, this ‘ethic of responsibility’ is focused primarily
on the core people – teachers and students – and the core business –
authentic teaching and learning (Starratt, 2004a).

Authentic educational leaders feel deeply responsible for the
authenticity of the learning of students in their schools. They name,
challenge and change, if at all possible, teaching practices that pro-
mote inauthentic learning (e.g. teaching narrowly to focus on tests).
They have the courage of their convictions and stand up for what
they see as ethically and morally ‘right’, especially with regard to the
ways in which teachers and students engage with learning content
and processes.

Of course authentic educational leaders, including teachers as
leaders of learning, need to be aware of the type and quality
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of teaching and learning that is occurring in their schools and
classrooms. They should engage in personal reflection and whole-
school dialogue on the degree to which the conditions necessary
for authentic learning are present. A short reflective instrument or
tool is included as Figure 9.1 to encourage educational leaders and
teachers to focus on some key evidence of the existence or otherwise
of these conditions.

Analysing your leadership authenticity

The purpose of this short instrument is to help you reflect on your
own authenticity as an educational leader and on how evident the
conditions for authentic learning are in your school. The instru-
ment is a tool to provide information about current conditions for
authenticity and authentic learning in your school and to encourage
reflection on them as a basis for action and professional formation.

The scores are meant only as indications of strengths and areas
needing attention. The idea is to generate discussion among staff
so as to sustain and build on the strengths and develop strategies to
bring about improvement in the areas requiring attention. You are
encouraged to add other items to the instrument that are relevant
to your self, school and situation (see Figure 9.1).

The answers to the items on the instrument can help educational
leaders decide how to influence the shape and direction of the
learning environment better. Influence is normally most effective
if educational leaders demonstrate their presence to others through
their relationships. The concept of ‘presence’ is receiving increasing
attention in educational leadership in terms of its importance in
developing meaningful relationships.

Authentic educational leaders are ‘present’ to and for others

Authentic educational leaders are ‘present’ to teachers, students
and their parents and to the conditions of learning in their schools.
Presence, according to Starratt (2004a), can be regarded as an ethic
underpinning authentic educational leadership. It means being
there, in numerous ways, for others. It implies attention and sen-
sitivity to others and each other and the development of personal
and professional relationships so that ‘our presence activates our
authenticity and the authenticity of others’ (Starratt, 2004a, p. 91).



Leadership authenticity
(Adapted from LTLL Project, 2005–06)

Authenticity demands that we act in truth and integrity in all our actions and
interactions as humans, educators and educational leaders.

Indicator Evidence Rating

As a leader I:
(What are the visible signs that this
indicator is present in my school?)

1 – Not at all evident to
4 – Strongly evident
1 2 3 4

1 reflect and act upon my
values and ethical
standards

2 encourage others to reflect
upon and discover their
own authenticity

3 encourage and support
authenticity in mutually
rewarding relationships

4 engage with others in such
ways that all are raised to
higher levels of motivation
and morality

5 work hard to create
authentic conditions in the
workplace

6 demonstrate passion and
commitment to the
promotion and support of
authentic teaching and
learning

7 help transform learning
and learners so that they
can lead more
responsible, productive,
meaningful and fulfilling
lives

8 seek to make a positive
difference in the lives of
all those I (we) touch

Total of ratings

*Mean score for authenticity (Total / Number of items)

* A total score of 16 or below, or a mean score of 2 or below, would indicate a need to pay closer
attention to developing your leadership authenticity and that of the school’s culture. Examining each
item’s score will indicate which areas are strong and which need improvement.

Figure 9.1 Instrument for reflecting on leadership authenticity
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In a number of the cases discussed in chapter 3, the principals
involved were both personally and professionally present to and
for those who were affected by the conditions of the case. The
principal in the case of the girl whose grandfather took her to live
with an aunt was sensitive to the circumstances of the girl (whose
mother, a single parent, was on drugs and not able to care properly
for her child at the time) and managed the situation in a way
that focused on the girl’s needs. Similarly, the principal in the case
of the disadvantaged boy who received the blue slip for discipline
problems just before the athletics carnival was present for that child
and supported his inclusion in the event. The principal in the case of
the elderly teacher with beginning dementia was greatly concerned
for her welfare and was present for her and her husband as well as
the students at the school. Being present in cases like these means
that the principal is fully aware of the details of the situation and is
sufficiently concerned and motivated to take action to help rectify
the situation.

Presence represents ‘both a state of mind and a way of behaving’
in relationships (Halpern & Lubar, 2003, p. 9). These authors have
developed a model of presence in leadership which they base on
their experiences as actors on the stage. Good actors, they point
out, are ‘fully present in the moment’ which means that they engage
totally, without distraction, with their role. Being present, they say,
is the first requirement of acting – ‘be there, in the moment, alive,
energized’ (p. 19). With regard to leadership, they recommend that
influential leaders are fully present in their world; they are ‘totally
in the moment, undistracted by anything past or future, sharp as
a razor, alive to everything around you’ (p. 25). They claim that
as a leader ‘you’re at your best when you’re totally in the moment,
totally focused’.

Their model of leadership presence, which they refer to as the
PRES model, consists of four closely aligned, sequential yet inte-
grated, elements. These are:

� P stands for Being Present, the ability to be completely in the

moment, and flexible enough to handle the unexpected;
� R stands for Reaching Out, the ability to build relationships with

others through empathy, listening, and authentic connection;
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� E stands for Expressiveness, the ability to express feelings and

emotions appropriately by using all available means – words,

voice, body, face – to deliver one congruent message; and
� S stands for Self-knowing, the ability to accept yourself, to be

authentic, and to reflect your values in your decisions and actions

(Halpern & Lubar, 2003, p. 9, italics in the original).

Each element ‘builds on, and gains power from, the preceding ele-
ment’ (Halpern & Lubar, 2003, p. 10). However, they pointed out
that to be self-knowing about where you came from and what you
stand for is ‘to be authentic’, and it helps integrate all the elements
of the PRES model in everyday actions and interactions.

This idea of leadership presence – emphasising being fully
present in the moment to and for others; building relationships
based on authentic connections; expressing oneself with feeling
and emotion; and knowing and accepting self – is compatible with
the characteristics of authentic educational leadership already dis-
cussed. Without presence it is difficult to see how effective relation-
ships can occur, and without effective relationships educational
leaders have little influence.

While Halpern and Lubar emphasise the importance of being
present in the moment, Senge et al. (2004, p. 11) incorporate an
important future perspective into the meaning of presence. After
all, educational leadership is usually future-driven, as it is primarily
concerned with teachers’ and students’ growth and improvement.
Senge et al. regard presence as an active process that is guided by,
and no doubt guides, the choices we make for the future. They
suggest that ‘the core capacity needed for accessing the field of
the future is presence’. While presence can mean being present in
the moment, it also has an element of letting go of old, no longer
useful ideas and ‘letting come’ new ideas and perspectives. In this
way ‘the forces shaping a situation can shift from re-creating the
past to manifesting or realizing an emerging future’ (p. 11).

This evolutionary and futuristic perspective on the concept of
leadership presence is most illuminating about what educational
leaders need to do to bring about transformation in learners, learn-
ing and teaching in schools. Authentic educational leaders need to
ask themselves how their leadership can move beyond continuously
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re-creating the past to continuously constructing an emerging
future. They need to ask what ‘being fully present’ means in rela-
tion to their leadership of the school, including the teaching and
learning of students in their schools, but it also means naming and
challenging ‘inauthentic teaching and learning’ and taking positive
action to bring about change and ‘letting come’ new and creative
ways of teaching to support authentic learning.

Authentic learning, for Halpern and Lubar (2003), is ‘. . . a never-
ending journey of personal experience’ (p. 232). They point out that
learning from personal experience, especially about yourself, can
lead to personal transformation, thereby becoming a new person –
a new you. To learn is not to have but to be (p. 234, italics added).
What more can authentic educational leaders hope for with regard
to the children under their care?

Leadership presence demands personal formation and growth
and makes taking responsibility for nurturing the growth and
development of others natural. Leadership presence is about
taking responsibility for what is happening in your sphere of
influence. Authentic educational leaders couldn’t ‘live with them-
selves’ (ethic of authenticity) unless they took responsibility for the
quality of students’ learning (ethic of responsibility) by naming
and challenging inauthentic teaching and learning and then help-
ing create the conditions to transform them (ethic of presence).
Their presence activates a deep sense of their own authenticity
and that of others. Injustice offends their sense of authenticity and
generates a response that is consistent with ‘the person I am, the
values I embrace, and my commitment to others as a human being’
(Starratt, 2004a, p. 77).

Authentic educational leaders who are fully present develop the
‘. . . capacity to avoid imposing old frameworks on new realities’
(Senge et al. 2004, p. 84) and therefore encourage and support
creative thinking, while challenging many contemporary teaching
and learning paradigms and practices. This may be challenging for
many of the educational systems in which they work.

Many educational leaders, however, should develop a greater
sense of their presence for others, especially for those who are vul-
nerable or in need. As suggested earlier concerning their leader-
ship authenticity, they should engage in personal reflection on,
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and analysis of, the degree to which they are present to and for oth-
ers within their school and school community. A short reflective
instrument or tool is included as Figure 9.2 to encourage a focus
on some key evidence of their presence or lack of it in their school.

Analysing your leadership presence

As with the instrument on leadership authenticity, this instrument
is meant to generate discussion and dialogue with a view to bringing
about improvement. The scores suggest trends only. You may wish
to add additional items to this instrument that are relevant to your
self, school or situation (see Figure 9.2).

To be fully present to others is a great challenge for many educa-
tional leaders. They are frequently distracted by the hectic pace of
life and work, and eschew opportunities for reflection on their prac-
tice and the deep learning required to bring about transformation
in self and others. They may find it difficult to engage more fully
(to be fully present) with those with whom they work because they
lack the emotional intelligence to be open, trusting, and authenti-
cally reciprocal in their relationships. Those driven by corporate,
bureaucratic and hierarchical imperatives may devalue the integrity
of others by lacking respect for them as capable human beings. The
pressures of intense individualism may very well have robbed them
of the generosity of spirit that is a hallmark of authentic educational
leaders.

In case you think I am being too harsh in my criticism, I want
to say that I do not necessarily place the blame for this state of
affairs entirely on the shoulders of educational leaders themselves.
They live in a world of uncertainty and rapid change that con-
stantly challenges extant paradigms. One need only examine the
major changes in the context of schooling in recent years to appre-
ciate the enormity of the challenges facing teachers and educational
leaders in schools. Schools must now keep up with changes in tech-
nology, with new generations of hardware and software exploding
onto the market every few months. Educated and discerning stu-
dents and parents challenge the way things are done in schools
at increasing rates. Legal imperatives, government and public
accountability pressures and processes are ever more complex
and demanding. Schools are no longer protected fiefdoms where



Leadership presence
(Adapted from LTLL Project, 2005–06)

The concept of presence challenges us to engage purposefully and meaningfully
with others in ways that are authentic and morally uplifting.

Indicator Evidence Rating

As a leader I:
(What are the visible signs that this
indicator is present in my school?)

1 – Not at all evident to
4 – Strongly evident
1 2 3 4

1 value the importance of
full awareness of self in
relation to others

2 create opportunities for
self reflection/critique

3 value and act upon
presence to/for the other
that is affirming

4 value and act upon
presence that is sensitive
to others

5 value and act upon
presence to/for others
that is enabling and
encouraging of their
capacity for meaningful
participation in the life of
the school

6 identify and change the
obstacles to my presence
to/for others

7 value and act upon
presence to students so
as to create conditions for
their growth and
transformation

8 commit to formation and
development that
enhances my presence
to/for others

Total of ratings

*MEAN SCORE FOR PRESENCE (Total /Number of items)

* A total score of 16 or below, or a mean score of 2 or below, would indicate a need to pay closer
attention to developing/increasing your leadership presence. Examining each item’s score will indi-
cate which areas are strong and which need improvement with regard to your leadership presence.

Figure 9.2 Instrument for reflecting on leadership presence
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teachers and leaders can do their own things, in their own way, in
their own time.

In my nearly four decades as an educator, I have witnessed a
transformation in the context and conditions of education and
schooling. My six-year-old grandson, Matthew, uses a laptop com-
puter while I used an abacus (we called it a ‘ballframe’) at his age.
How well are teachers and other educational leaders in schools pre-
pared for this brave new world? Have leadership preparation and
development programs kept up with this rapid pace of change? Are
educational leaders trying to impose, as Senge put it, ‘old frame-
works on new realities’?

How well have teachers and educational leaders been supported
in their professional development by the systems for which they
work? As discussed in chapter 8, many school principals believe
that their experiences with competency-based professional devel-
opment programs have not prepared them well for the challenges
they currently face (Marks, 2002–03).

I propose that educational leaders, including teachers, need more
than competency-based training and development, they need for-
mation, not only in terms of the development of ethical and moral
frameworks for action, but also in forming them as capable, authen-
tic human beings. They require opportunities to develop unique
capabilities that combine intellectual and moral dimensions, to
succeed in a world that is frequently driven by the economic and
materialistic forces and relativistic values discussed in chapter 1, as
well as rapid technological and social change. We cannot assume,
for example, that if we equip educational leaders with knowledge
and competencies related to collaboration and sharing that it will
actually happen in the workplace. Sharing requires the capacity to
be fully present, and presence can only be achieved and maintained
by capable and authentic human beings.

They also need opportunities, in their formation as leaders, to
engage with ethical and moral frameworks that have both theoret-
ical (nature of ethics and ethical perspectives) and practical (living
ethics) dimensions. Recent scandals in business and service organ-
isations clearly signal the need for such formation.

In the next chapter, I want to explore further the idea of edu-
cational leaders as capable and authentic human beings, as well
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as the need to move to leadership capabilities as a basis for their
formation.

Key ideas for reflection

Authentic educational leaders challenge others to participate in
the visionary activity of identifying in curriculum, teaching and
learning what is worthwhile, what is worth doing and preferred
ways of doing and acting together. They encourage both teachers
and students to commit themselves to educational and professional
practices that are intensely educative.

They also help create the conditions in which teachers and
students take considerable responsibility for the quality of their
own teaching and learning. They engage especially with teachers,
students and parents in ways that raise everybody to higher levels
of motivation and morality.

A major challenge for educational leaders is to help transform
many contemporary educational contexts and processes charac-
terised by traditional (some would argue inauthentic) approaches
to teaching and learning and create, instead, the conditions within
which authentic leadership, teaching and learning can grow and
flourish. While leaders need to focus on developing authentic-
ity and presence because these can lead to personal, ethical and
professional formation and growth, they can also involve teachers
in taking responsibility for and nurturing the growth and devel-
opment of students. Leadership presence involves knowing about
and taking responsibility for what is happening in your sphere of
influence.

Questions for reflection

Leadership authenticity
� What values guide my life and work?
� What have been some of my character-forming experiences

(both positive and negative)?
� How do I make a difference in the lives of others?
� What values and qualities define my relationships and my

leadership?



Authentic educational leaders 141

� What gives me strength to deal with difficult situations involving
‘people challenges’ and difficult ethical tensions?

� How well do I reconcile (balance) my ‘self ’ with my current
work ‘role’?

Leadership presence
� In what ways are you ‘present’ to/for your professional

colleagues?
� In what ways are you present to/for your students?
� Who is fully present to/for you? How does he/she do this?
� How could you be more fully present to the challenges inherent

in authentic/inauthentic learning?
� How can you, as a leader, be more fully present to the people

you work with and the conditions of their work?



Chapter 10

Forming capable and authentic
educational leaders

Given the nature of the challenges and tensions discussed in chap-
ters 2 and 3, principals and other educational leaders in schools
will, I believe, need to be supported and developed in special ways.
The short cases presented in chapter 3 represent many of the daily
challenges and tensions faced by educational leaders in schools.
As was discussed earlier, resolving such tensions calls upon more
than an educational leader’s knowledge and skills; it requires the
application of good judgement, intuition and wisdom, as well as
logic and reason. As was evident from the conclusions in Marks’
(2002–03) research reported in chapter 8, many contemporary
competency-driven leadership development programs do not pre-
pare educational leaders for decision-making involving contesta-
tion of values and ethical tensions.

In chapters 7, 8 and 9, I suggested that educational leaders need
to have the capacity to share their leadership responsibilities with
other key stakeholders in their school communities; develop their
leadership capabilities both as individuals and as professionals;
and practice authentic leadership, especially by being present to
and for others in their school community. Educational leadership
development programs (e.g. short courses and mentoring), as cur-
rently constituted, indicate a genuine commitment to the continu-
ous improvement of leadership practice in schools, but if we wish
to create organisations that are alive with shared and distributed
leadership and leaders who are capable of leading in tension-filled,
ethically-charged situations, a more holistic perspective of what
constitutes leadership preparation and development needs to be
generated and implemented.

142
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The starting point, I suggest, for the development of capable,
authentic educational leaders is personal formation and transfor-
mation, leading to a deep understanding of their personal values
and a passionate conviction that they can, through shared leader-
ship approaches, make a difference in the lives of their colleagues
and the students in their care.

A formation approach to leadership development is essentially
an educative process which involves ‘. . . a pursuit of the veri-
ties (truth, beauty, goodness, justice, happiness, self-fulfilment)’
(Hodgkinson, 1991, p. 17). In the midst of the current instru-
mental, utilitarian, economically rationalist view of education and
educational leadership discussed in chapter 1, Hodgkinson’s words
urge all educators and educational leaders to form and transform
themselves personally and professionally. To help leaders do this, we
may need to rethink much of what currently passes for educational
leadership development.

Why we need formation programs

Education is ‘the art of calling others to seek the truth as to what
it means to be human’ (Hodgkinson, 1991, p. 17). ‘What it means
to be human’ is the key to understanding and forming educa-
tional leaders as capable and authentic human beings and leaders.
Formational experience should be uplifting, humanising and trans-
formational. While an economic rationalist approach to education
may ensure our survival as a species, educating, as a moral and
transforming force, will ensure that the human struggle for sur-
vival is worthwhile, as it helps us generate purpose and meaning to
our existence (Hodgkinson, 1991).

I was intrigued recently to notice a chapter entitled ‘Leadership:
Becoming a human being’ in Senge et al.’s 2004 book Presence:
Human purpose and the field of the future. In it, Senge suggested
that one of the oldest ideas about leadership is that ‘with power
must come wisdom’, but that most organisations’ commitment to
‘cultivate moral development has all but vanished’ (pp. 183–184).
He defined cultivation as involving ‘a capacity for delayed grat-
ification, for seeing longer term effects of actions, for achieving
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quietness of mind’, which both the ancient Greeks and the Chinese
believed ‘required a lifetime of dedicated personal work, guided by
masters’ (p. 184).

In the same chapter, one of Senge’s co-authors, Flowers, sug-
gested that some people believe that these old ideas don’t speak to
the realities of today’s technology-driven world, and too many of
our leaders are ‘more likely to be technologists than philosophers’,
focused more on obtaining and using power, and ‘maintaining an
appearance of control’ (p. 184).

In attempting to chart a new path for leadership, Senge et al.
(2004, p. 215) suggested that there are two basic options if we wish
to ‘reverse the growing gap between our power and our wisdom’:
first ‘to limit the expansion of technology’ (an unlikely one); and
second ‘to find ways that lead to increasing reliance on enhancing
human development and wisdom’.

The latter option is a very significant statement and reinforced
for me many of the leadership formational ideas presented in this
chapter. Enhancing human development and wisdom might seem
like a tall order and an unrealistic expectation for a leadership
formation program, but it puts the emphasis in the right place –
the heart and soul, as well as the head and hands, of leaders.

This is not to say that formation approaches should neglect
knowledge acquisition and cognitive development (Duignan 2002a
& 2005). A formation program for leaders should be intellectu-
ally challenging, and complement other educational experiences
in the cultivation of the intellect. Knowledge acquisition, however,
is not an end in itself. Although leaders require knowledge that
is professionally useful, it is the skills involved in the generation,
critique and synthesis of knowledge that are essential for leaders
‘. . . to fill their respective posts in life better, and of making them
more intelligent, capable, active members of society’ (Newman,
1915, p. xxxvi). Formation processes and experiences should assist
leaders to develop their ethical and moral frameworks for the
study and analysis of the complex problems and tensions they
face every day. Their challenge is to combine the intellectual and
the moral into frameworks that transcend knowledge generation
and skill development, and rise to the challenge of reflective cri-
tique of contemporary dilemmas and tensions, and nurturing their



Forming educational leaders 145

personal and professional formation through a deeper exploration
of what it means to be a capable human being in the twenty-first
century.

In a recent reading of Newman’s (1915) classic treatise On the
scope and nature of university education, I was struck by its con-
temporary relevance and practical implications. He argued that
while the acquisition of knowledge could be regarded as an end in
itself, its pursuit is a work of discipline and habit that helps develop
a cultivated intellect for life. Newman (writing in the gendered
style of his day) argued that in the absence of a cultivated mind, a
person:

. . . may not realise what his mouth utters; he may not see with

his mental eye what confronts him; he may have no grasp of things

as they are; or at least he may have no power at all of advancing

one step forward of himself, in consequence of what he has already

acquired, no power of discriminating between truth and falsehood;

of sifting out the grains of truth from the mass, of arranging things

according to their real value, and, if I may use the phrase, of building

up ideas . . . The bodily eye, the organ for apprehending material

objects, is provided by nature; the eye of the mind, of which the

object is truth, is the work of discipline and habit (Newman, 1915,

p. 145).

In attempting to develop a rationale and justification for providing
educational leaders with formation programs that are intellectu-
ally challenging and rigorous, I discovered how relevant Newman’s
chapter ‘Liberal knowledge viewed in relation to professionals’ is
for today’s world. He stated (p. 172) that a cultivated intellect is
‘emphatically useful’ as it enables the professional:

. . . to fill any post with credit, and to master any subject with

facility. It shows him how to accommodate himself to others, how

to throw himself into their state of mind, how to bring before them

his own, how to influence them, how to come to an understanding

with them, how to bear with them; . . . he knows when to speak and

when to be silent; he is able to converse; he is able to listen; he can

ask a question pertinently, and gain a lesson seasonably, when he
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has nothing to impart himself; he is ever ready, yet never in the way;

he is a pleasant companion, and a comrade you can depend upon;

he knows when to be serious and when to trifle, and he has a sure

tact which enables him to trifle with gracefulness and to be serious

with effect.

Surely, these characteristics are those of the capable authentic edu-
cational leader which we have discussed, at length, in the previous
chapter. They also appear to me to be relevant to what Senge et al.
(2004) meant when they talked about enhancing human develop-
ment and wisdom. Leader formation programs should be care-
fully constructed to ensure that they assist participants to further
develop and refine the culture of their intellects. Such programs
should adopt an interdisciplinary approach to expand participants’
horizons and to enable them to better appreciate that intelligence
is holistic, connecting them to the universe of knowledge and to
their wholeness as human beings.

Leadership formation programs should also recognise the reali-
ties with which educational leaders deal on a daily basis and should
ensure that assumptions are challenged and existing paradigms cri-
tiqued in relation to ethical and moral standards and contemporary
knowledge and understandings. Such formation programs should
prepare educational leaders for the future, not the past.

In this regard, Hesburgh (1994, p. 9), commenting on the
contribution of Notre Dame University in contemporary soci-
ety, suggested that: ‘We cannot be satisfied here with medieval
answers to modern questions’. He argued the need to combine
the intellectual and the moral into a framework that transcends
knowledge generation and critique, instead focusing on the
development of the goodness and beauty of the human person.
He stated that:

. . . we are united in believing that intellectual virtues and moral

values are important to life and to this institution [Notre Dame

University], and we are totally committed to the development of wis-

dom, which is something more than knowledge and much akin to

goodness and beauty when it radiates throughout a human person

(Hesburgh, 1994, p. 8).
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Formation, however, does not mean being shaped by a narrow
ideology. It involves both a letting go of outmoded thinking and
practices and a ‘letting come’ (Senge et al. 2004) of new, more
appropriate, and useful ones. It constitutes opening our eyes, hearts
and minds to new possibilities. O’Donohue (1997, pp. 89–92) likens
this letting go and letting come to awaking from our slumber or
our comfort zone and choosing with which eye we wish to see. He
recommends that we should try to see with the loving eye where
everything is possible. It is this loving eye that helps us to chal-
lenge our fixed paradigms and mindsets and makes us alert to the
opportunities and possibilities of an emerging future so that we do
not merely recreate the past. O’Donohue suggests that the loving
eye helps you rise above ‘. . . the pathetic arithmetic of blame and
judgement . . .’ (p. 92) and it:

. . . sees through and beyond image and affects the deepest change.

Vision is central to your presence and creativity. To recognise how

you see things can bring you self-knowledge and enable you to

glimpse the treasures your life secretly holds. (pp. 92–93)

Formation programs for educational leaders should help them
open their eyes to the possibilities in themselves and in others,
and to the development of their capability to frame new paradigms
of leadership, based on new orientations to relationships and pres-
ence, in order to respond effectively to the challenges and tensions
discussed in chapters 2 and 3.

In these challenging times, educational leaders need to be open
to new ways of thinking and doing, so as to maximise their influ-
ence on curriculum, pedagogy, teaching and learning. Leadership
is usually defined as an influencing process, and authentic edu-
cational leaders have the awesome responsibility of influencing
the young people in their care to become significant and worth-
while human beings. When addressing principals in New Zealand,
Cardinal Williams (2000) reminded them of this challenge:

To you Principals I want to say that, if ever you become discouraged,

then know that part of you will be flying with every pilot, building

with every architect, diagnosing with every doctor, creating with



148 Educational leadership

every artist, fashioning with every craftsman and woman. More

than that, part of you will be woven into the fabric of every sound

marriage and every good home. You are making your way into the

hearts and minds of the children and youth you teach (pp. 2–3).

If ever we needed reminding of the importance of the formation
of educational leaders, including teachers, these words surely cut
to the heart of the matter. Authentic educational leaders are in no
small way responsible for ensuring that conditions are created in
their schools and school communities that challenge students and
teachers to explore the essence of their being and to seek the truth
about what it means to be human. To meet this challenge, they
need a type of formation that is not normally provided by typical
educational leadership training and development programs, espe-
cially the competency-based training currently in vogue in many
educational jurisdictions.

Leadership capabilities

The distinction between leadership competencies and leadership
capabilities was discussed in chapter 8. It suggested that the intent
of leadership formation programs should be to form educational
leaders who are capable and authentic; who take action to bring
about transformational change; who raise themselves and others
to higher levels of motivation and morality; and who infuse their
leadership practices with higher purpose and meaning. Their lan-
guage of authenticity should not be empty jargon or an empty
ideology. I believe that formation programs for educational lead-
ers will be judged to be successful if they assist educational systems
and schools to develop the capabilities of their leaders so that they
make a difference in their sphere of influence in education and
in life. The tensions inherent in the leadership challenges identi-
fied in the research study that supports many of the ideas in this
book call for educational leaders to develop creative frameworks for
choice and action that transcend knowledge acquisition, compe-
tencies and management skills. They need to develop their capabil-
ities as capable, authentic human beings and leaders, as discussed
in chapters 8 and 9.
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Authentic educational leaders require a number of leadership
capabilities to deal with the tension-filled environment of contem-
porary schools. These are described in this chapter and build on the
work of Duignan and Burford (2002), Duignan et al. (2003), Spry
and Duignan (2003), and Spry (2004). These capabilities are not
necessarily discrete entities, but taken together form a framework
for leaders who are faced with making challenging decisions in
situations of complexity, uncertainty, unpredictability and ambi-
guity. They can also be used as a framework to develop the type of
leadership formation programs discussed later.

The formation and/or further development of these capabilities
cannot be achieved through traditional competency-based pro-
fessional development programs or experiences. Such programs
focus, almost exclusively, on imparting physical (including techni-
cal), social and mental skills. They tend to neglect the intellectual
discipline, moral fortitude, wisdom and good judgement required
for these skills to be transformed into leadership capabilities that
prepare educational leaders to make wise and informed decisions
in conditions of uncertainty and constant change.

The capabilities can be categorised into personal, relational, pro-
fessional, and organisational (based on work by Spry & Duignan,
2003; Spry, 2004; Duignan, 2005; LTLL Project, 2005–06). There
is obvious overlap among a number of the capabilities in the dif-
ferent categories but this is not a concern as the capabilities and
their categories are meant only to provide a framework for forma-
tion activities and programs for educational leaders. I recommend
that those responsible for the development and delivery of lead-
ership development programs closely examine these capabilities.
While the list is a long one, it is not meant to be exhaustive or
exclusive. Those developing and implementing leadership forma-
tion programs could use them as an indicative list, expanding and
modifying the language as necessary to better suit particular con-
texts and needs and selecting those capabilities that are relevant
to leaders in their particular roles and contexts. They can also add
others they believe to be absent from this list that are relevant to
their roles and context.

It is unlikely that one person, for example the principal, is capa-
ble in all these areas. This is why shared and distributed leadership
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are such important models. These capabilities will be required by
the collective leadership of the school, if they are to meet the expec-
tations for and requirements of leadership in twenty-first century
schools as well as to respond effectively to the challenges and ten-
sions discussed in chapters 2 and 3.

A capability means more than simply possessing particular
knowledge and skills or having the potential to do something. It
means demonstrating that one can actually do it.

Personal capabilities
� Is self-reflective – Exhibits habits of critiquing personal moti-

vations, beliefs, values and behaviours; takes personal strengths
and limitations into account in decision-making; and commits
to personal growth and improvement.

� Demonstrates intellectual acuity – Leadership demands a high
level of mental acuity and discernment; effective educational
leaders need disciplined minds and must be knowledgeable and
rigorous in their methods of analysis and reasoning.

� Displays a sense of self-efficacy and personal identity – Projects
a strong sense of self; and acts from a clear set of values and high
ethical standards.

� Uses intuition as well as logic and reason – Shows, especially in
decision-making, that intuition and wisdom are as important
as logic and reason.

� Projects confidence, optimism and resilience – Believes and
acts from a clear vision; maintains a positive outlook and views
challenges as opportunities; shows a sense of curiosity and
enthusiasm; gets going when the going is tough; and bounces
back from adversity.

� Exemplifies honesty and integrity – Applies ethical standards
to complex and perplexing tension situations; is impelled by
core values and lives by those values; accepts the personal conse-
quences of difficult choices and decisions; respects the integrity
of others; and is open and honest in all dealings.

� Demonstrates ethically responsible behaviours – Acts as a
thoughtful, caring human being, and not as a self-serving
narcissist; lives by high ethical standards.
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� Is morally courageous – Demonstrates strength of character
and stands up for his/her values even against the expectations,
wishes or demands of a popular majority.

� Is spiritually connected – Creates an environment rich in spir-
itual chemistry, based on a deep respect for the dignity and
worth of everyone in the organisation and on a sense that there
is something purposeful about life and relationships (intercon-
nectedness) that transcends the narrow boundaries of the self
and gives special meaning to one’s existence. Also exhibits gen-
erosity of heart and spirit in relationships with fellow humans.

� Displays imagination and vision – Imagines what the future
could be; articulates a personal sense of purpose and direction;
and communicates this vision with purpose and influence.

� Integrates work and personal life – Balances the demands of
family, community and personal life with work; maintains good
health in terms of physical and mental wellbeing; and derives
meaning and energy from a balanced and integrated life.

Relational capabilities
� Is relationally adept – Develops positive and productive rela-

tionships, especially with work colleagues; nurtures strong inter-
personal skills, as well as mutually respectful and rewarding
relationships.

� Is emotionally mature – Engages with others in mature, interde-
pendent and mutually beneficial relationships; shows sensitivity
to the emotions displayed by individuals and groups in given
situations and uses emotions appropriately in relationships and
decision-making.

� Communicates with influence – Displays open, informed
and meaningful communication with others; engages purpose-
fully with others and gains commitment from them through
constructive dialogue on important challenges and problems;
actively listens and allows time for others.

� Is authentically present – Demonstrates a genuine interest in
and concern for people; acts with the good of others, especially
those who are vulnerable or in need of assistance, as a primary
reference; engages fully with others and is attentive and sensitive
to the signals they send out.
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� Displays a trusting disposition – Accepts a positive human
anthropology; seeks out others and values their opinions and
ideas; builds an inclusive community by seeking to forge per-
sonal and professional bonds with others.

� Cultivates collaborative working environments – Engages
others in mutually beneficial relationships; uses resources to
support collaboration; keeps vision, goals and purpose to the
fore in all working relationships.

� Engages in positive politics – Identifies the key people or groups
affected by a problem or decision; understands the interest
of key stakeholders and their power; builds positive relation-
ships, coalitions and alliances; learns from ‘the opposition’; deals
openly with difference and negotiates win-win (right-right)
solutions.

� Nurtures leadership capability in others – Shares and dis-
tributes leadership responsibilities; creates an environment
where risk-taking is supported and learning from mistakes is
encouraged; encourages, nurtures and supports others to engage
in leadership activities.

Professional capabilities
� Is contextually aware and responsive – Shows appreciation

for the wider context of education and of significant emerg-
ing challenges; demonstrates leadership in a rapidly changing
environment; seeks and implements new ideas and approa-
ches to meet the challenges of change; helps shape a future of
hope.

� Inspires a collegial purpose and vision – Articulates a vision
and invites others to participate in communicating and imple-
menting the vision; seeks to embody this vision in the goals, poli-
cies, programs, structures and operations of the organisation;
celebrates the vision in the day-to-day activities of the school;
encourages and supports professional teams and teamwork.

� Displays curriculum and pedagogical know-how – Is aware
of theoretical developments in teaching and learning; nurtures
effective learning environments for a wide range of students;
supports school-based curriculum development; monitors and
supports curriculum innovation.
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� Focuses on educational outcomes and accountability – Deliv-
ers on intended outcomes; monitors and evaluates teaching
and learning with appropriate evaluative tools; uses appro-
priate feedback processes and evaluation results to improve
teaching and learning; and keeps stakeholders informed of
progress.

� Engages in and supports professional learning – Shows com-
mitment to continuous growth and learning; plans professional
learning opportunities for self and others; connects professional
learning to the core activities of learning and teaching.

� Demonstrates professional commitment – Serves others (e.g.
students, teachers, parents, community) with passion and
expertise; discharges professional duties responsibly and with
care; adopts a life-long commitment to personal and profes-
sional formation and development; lives by professional codes
of conduct and acts in ways that enhance the image of their
profession.

Organisational capabilities
� Engages in strategic thinking – Demonstrates an awareness of

the big picture; responds to all challenges with determination,
confidence and foresight; avoids imposing old paradigms on new
realities or constantly re-creating the past; constantly challenges
key stakeholders to envision a dynamic future; involves others
in contributing to the process of shaping strategic direction on
an on-going basis; builds on current strengths to create a desired
future.

� Develops organisational capacity to respond to contempo-
rary and future expectations of key stakeholders – Contin-
uously scans the environment and develops strategic readiness
for most expectations and eventualities; builds organisational
capacity to respond to contemporary and future expectations of
key stakeholders; gives high priority to creating organisational
structures and processes that are adaptable and flexible enough
to respond to rapid and continuous change; demonstrates the
capacity to lead positive change.

� Builds a sharing organisational culture that focuses ener-
gies and talents on achieving high quality outcomes – Helps
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create the conditions for collaborative teaching and learning;
maximises engagement with and involvement of teachers and
students in planning and delivering quality learning experiences;
encourages and supports authentic teaching and learning;
implements processes to generate evidence-based outcomes.

� Constructs creative designs for the use of people, time, space
and technologies – Critiques current use of these key resources
and adjusts the balance to maximise learning and teaching
effects; matches quantity and combination of these resources
to the specific needs and mix of students and the specific learn-
ing environment; is technologically competent.

� Models cultural sensitivity – Shows sensitive discernment with
regard to human and cultural differences, and consideration
and empathy for those who may not share their perspectives or
preferences.

� Demonstrates managerial aptitude – Possesses and uses the
knowledge and competencies to manage people and resources in
constructive and inspirational ways so as to achieve the purposes,
goals and priorities of the organisation. Specifically, engages in
creative job design and formative performance management;
prepares budgets for areas of responsibility and employs respon-
sible accounting procedures; builds organisational knowledge
and information capability to help enhance teaching and learn-
ing for all students; and designs and maintains flexible and
adaptable physical learning facilities that promote and support
21st century learning environments.

Capabilities as a basis for planning leadership
formation programs

The type of leadership capabilities just discussed have also been
approximated in other research. Flintham (2003, pp. 20–21),
reporting on his research in England which partly focused on
the development of head teachers’ capacity to exercise spiri-
tual and moral leadership, identified the following growth areas:
growth in confidence; growth in self-awareness; growth in risk-
taking capacity; and growth in ‘being’ rather than ‘doing’. For
me, these growth areas support the idea of a formation approach
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that includes many of the leadership capabilities just discussed.
In the conclusions to his research, Flintham (2003, p. 22) recom-
mended stages of head teacher development (based on the work of
West-Burnham, 2002) which progress from ‘. . . external authen-
ticity derived from the trappings and symbols of power to internal
authenticity’, which is, primarily, derived from reflection, ethical
purpose, wisdom and transcendence, the latter leading to the dis-
covery of the fully authentic self. The work of West-Burnham and
Flintham would appear to support a major claim in this book: that
educational leaders need, first and foremost, to become capable
and authentic human beings.

It is not my intention to suggest here a specific blueprint and con-
tent for an educational leadership formation program based on the
leadership capabilities just discussed. The challenge of developing
such a blueprint constitutes a work in progress for this author. This
challenge is also there for others who have responsibility for the
development and delivery of educational leadership development
programs.

I will, however, provide some general suggestions for a possible
philosophy, formation process, and preferred modes of delivery for
such a formation program.

There are a number of excellent books and numerous websites
on various aspects of the development and delivery of effective
professional development programs. The purpose here is to pro-
vide a particular perspective on forming educational leaders by
recommending a focus on ethical decision-making and leadership
capabilities in such programs.

Possible structures

Leaders’ capabilities cannot be formed overnight. I do believe, how-
ever, that all leaders can ‘re-form’ and this reforming must start with
personal reflection and critique, complemented by opportunities
to engage with colleagues and mentors in deliberately constructed
and creative learning experiences. While I admit that some people
in leadership positions may have fixed mindsets and paradigms and
all will have their particular personality types, I passionately believe
that all leaders can with time, effort and sincere commitment greatly
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improve themselves as human beings, educators and educational
leaders.

Leadership formation programs should engage leaders in pur-
poseful educative processes over substantial time periods. While the
right time to start to form educational leaders is when teachers first
enter the profession, I will focus mostly here on principals as lead-
ers and on those aspiring to formal leadership positions in schools,
for example, deputy/assistant principals, department heads and
subject/curriculum coordinators.

Programs should be structured over a period of at least two years,
with planned intermittent episodes of face-to-face engagement
(2–3 days at a time), and action learning periods in the workplace
based on experiential learning from problem-based project work
(approximately 2 months each period). These could be supported
by the use of customised interactive websites to generate a continu-
ing dialogue on, and critique of, key issues and challenges; oppor-
tunities for participants to partner and network with colleagues
both inside and outside of their systems; and one or more high
profile summits or conferences at which participants can showcase
their learning.

Within such a structure, a number of processes can be used,
which are particularly well suited to a formation approach.

Possible processes

Several processes have been shown to be effective in recent attempts
to form leaders, rather than train them. These are discussed below.

Learning projects

The ‘Leaders transforming learners and learning’ (LTLL) pilot
project (2005–06), referred to earlier, engaged teams of educational
leaders (4 per team) from nine schools in generating and imple-
menting learning projects over an eighteen-month period. The main
focus of this pilot project was on the formation of authentic lead-
ers who can develop schools in which authentic learning takes
place. The approach adopted by each team is a problem-based
learning approach. In the eighteen-month period all nine teams
meet as a group in face-to-face sessions on five occasions (to plan,
critique, refine and evaluate their learning experiences). Between
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these meetings the teams are busy implementing their learning
projects, and they meet frequently as individual school teams and
also with other teams nearby. Participants have, to date, been intro-
duced to cutting-edge literature on authentic leadership, authentic
pedagogy, and authentic learning. In fact, Starratt’s (2004a) Ethical
leadership is recommended as essential reading. Discussions on
ethics and ethical applications are frequent.

Throughout the eighteen months university project staff and
selected personnel from the school systems help support and
mentor those involved in the learning projects. A customised inter-
active website operates to provide a forum for continuing dialogue
on and critique of the learning projects. Participants and mentors
have judged this approach to be highly effective.

Face-to-face sessions

Dempster, Freakley and Parry (2001b) have proposed the concept
of ‘communities of ethical inquiry’ as a framework for the pro-
fessional development of educational leaders, especially principals,
to better prepare them for making ethical decisions in unantici-
pated, novel or unfamiliar situations. Dempster (2001, p. 11), in
The ethical development of school principals, found that the most
strongly preferred modes of delivery for professional development
related to ethical decision-making for school principals were ‘those
that involved interaction with others in face-to-face settings’, closely
followed by ‘professional networking’ and ‘mentoring’. He recom-
mended (p. 18) that principals should engage in face-to-face dia-
logue on complex ethical dualities that challenge their professional
values and ‘test their personal professional values against real-life
scenarios’. A distinctive feature of such an approach to profes-
sional development ‘is the use of vignettes of ethical issues . . .
for the purposes of learning about the processes of applied ethical
inquiry’.

It would appear, therefore, that apart from experiential learning
on the job, leaders are best formed and nurtured in face-to-face sit-
uations. The content and processes used in these sessions can then
be followed by further exploration and experiential learning in the
workplace over time. Such a format strongly suggests that educa-
tional leaders should be brought together outside the workplace



158 Educational leadership

for face-to-face interactive sessions, to provide opportunities to
reflect on, critique and analyse complex issues and tensions. Case
studies, deliberately constructed from real-life critical incidents in
schools, requiring real-life leadership attributes and capabilities for
their critique, analysis and resolution, are recommended.

Development and analysis of complex cases

The consideration of cases that highlight value dualities and ethical
tensions, similar to those described and discussed in earlier chap-
ters, can be key learning tools for educational leaders. Wildy et al.
(2001), drawing on the research of Dempster, Freakley and Parry
(2001a), recommend that programs of study and discussions about
contestable values dualities ‘have the potential to contribute sub-
stantially to shaping and confirming the professional values faced
by principals and teachers in their everyday work’. Wildy et al.
(2001) have noted ‘the power of the case that is grounded in every-
day recognisable problems and dilemmas to stimulate reflection on
practice’.

The Lutheran Leadership Development Project (LLDP, 2005)
has shown that part of the process can be the construction of com-
plex cases, drawn from real-life experiences. It is best to encourage
small groups to pool their experiences and craft multidimensional
and tension-filled cases, like the ones reported and discussed in
chapter 3. The reflection, critique and analysis of issues and ten-
sions required for the construction of complex cases is a productive
learning experience in itself. The swapping of these cases across
groups for analysis constitutes another important learning oppor-
tunity. Cases generated by the learning groups themselves will be
more relevant and more meaningful to their work situations, as
was the case in the LLDP.

Case studies encourage participants in formation programs to
reflect on their theories and practice of leadership. Another useful
tool, with similar outcomes, was used to great effect in the LLDP
(2005). It was referred to as a ‘leadership development portfolio’.

Leadership development portfolio

The focus of the LLDP was on profiling aspiring leaders to deter-
mine their leadership development needs. These aspiring leaders
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were challenged to construct a leadership development portfolio.
This involved a two-month long opportunity to reflect on and cri-
tique their leadership strengths and areas needing improvement.
Participants in the project were also required to formally analyse
two complex case studies and send their analysis, together with the
completed portfolio, to the project mentors.

The portfolio and the analysis of cases, overall, generated in-
depth data, which provided useful indicators of their leadership
development needs. A leadership development profile was devel-
oped for each aspiring leader and these profiles assisted in cre-
ating customised development pathways and programs for each
participant.

The development portfolio – which actually turned out to be a
deep learning experience for participants – was constructed around
six key areas. These were:
1 Personal reflection on leadership experience and achieve-

ments – This included questions about why they chose education
as a career; professional experiences and achievements that had
given them most satisfaction; educators who had a significant
impact on them and why; the special gifts they bring to their
leadership; and their major contributions to leadership in their
school communities.

2 Personal reflection on the dimensions of leadership that were
part of their system’s leadership framework – This included
questions related to visionary leadership; authentic leadership;
educative leadership; organisational leadership; and community
leadership.

3 Personal reflection on capabilities required for effective lead-
ership in their school/system – This included questions related
to the capabilities discussed earlier in this chapter. Each of the
individual capabilities listed under the four categories (personal,
relational, professional and organisational) was plotted on a
5-point Likert scale and each participant was asked to evalu-
ate whether it was a strength (5 on the scale) or an area needing
development (1 on the scale).

4 Reflection on personal experience of best practice – This
included requests for examples of best practice in leadership,
i.e. when they felt they were at their best; and reflection on
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this best practice to encourage learning about their capacity for
leadership.

5 Reflection on, and critique of, their priorities for personal
and professional leadership development – This included com-
ments on the first four areas of reflection; it asked them to identify
their leadership strengths and personal and professional devel-
opment needs in terms of leadership attributes and capabilities –
it constituted their development profile, including their strengths
and needs.

6 Comment and critique by the school principal on number 5, on
strengths and needs – The principal, in consultation with the
aspiring leader, was asked to analyse the aspirant’s profile and
make recommendations for his/her future personal and profes-
sional development for leadership.

While participants’ responses to the portfolio and case studies
constitute examples only of simulated performance, they are pro-
posed as a valid approach to evaluate an educational leader’s ‘. . .
capacity to practice and understand his or her craft as well as to com-
municate the reasons for professional decisions to others’ (Clarke,
Wildy & Louden, 2000, based on their use of in-basket and mini-
cases). Those who analysed the cases and completed their portfolios
were required to: analyse situations involving conflicting principles,
values and ethics; exercise contextualised leadership judgement (in
the context of their school); and ‘create an action plan describing
the actions needing to be implemented and justify the actions
intended to be taken’ (Clarke, Wildy & Louden, 2000, p. 6).

Wildy et al. (2001) claim that mini-cases and in-basket exercises
constitute a valid approach to evaluating a principal’s capacity to
practise and understand his or her craft. The research team in
the LLDP concluded that this approach, with some modifications
(portfolio was substituted for in-basket activities), could gener-
ate accurate, relevant, meaningful and useful snapshots of where
participants were in their leadership development.

Analysis of life stories

I have a very high regard for the lessons to be learned from
studying the lives of people who have known what it means to
struggle and succeed, often against the odds. In Australia, the ABC
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network produce a television program called ‘Australian Story’
(http://www.abc.net.au/austory/). This program features ordinary
and extraordinary Australians and the human drama in the lives
they have led. Usually it depicts ‘normal’ human beings as they
experience the highs and lows, the agony and the ecstasy, the trials
and tribulations, the successes and failures in their lives. Most
whose lives are featured demonstrate great moral fibre, authenticity
and resiliency. I have watched these programs with great interest,
hoping that I can re-form and transform myself to be more like
them.

A similar source of inspiration and moral witness is the video
biography series ‘Famous Lives’ (1999, Design REEL Corporation).
I take great hope from the biographies of Nelson Mandela and
Lech Walesa in particular. Their stories provide me with bench-
marks to which I can aspire. Mandela, especially, has taught me
that it is important to be humble, tolerant, forgiving, optimistic and
hopeful.

There are numerous other sources that can be used in formation
programs. Great literary biographies are obvious sources. Readers
of this book will, no doubt, have their own favourites. Another
favourite of mine is Lives of Moral Leadership by Coles (2000). In
his introduction (p. xi) he states that we need moral heroes who
can inspire us to purposeful action and also to want to take on
leadership ourselves, in order to inspire others. He concludes that
while we need moral leaders and leadership, ‘the need for moral
inspiration is ever present’.

Bennett’s (1993) The book of virtues: A treasury of great moral sto-
ries presents a large number of inspiring stories organised around
the themes of self-discipline, compassion, responsibility, friend-
ship, work, courage, perseverance, honesty, loyalty, and faith. While
these stories are aimed primarily at children, they provide insights
into moral living that can benefit us all. Klein’s (2003) book A year
with C. S. Lewis: Daily readings from his classic works is inspirational
with numerous topics relevant to a formation program.

There are, no doubt, many other ways and means of engag-
ing educational leaders in leadership formational processes and
activities. I have tried in this chapter to provide a philosophy and
framework, as well as some suggestions for structure, processes and
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content. I believe that the leadership capabilities constitute a useful
starting point.

Bringing it all back home

There is a new energy abroad that is calling, perhaps crying out,
for leaders of our systems and institutions to be more authentic
and capable. I have tried in this book to make a case to answer the
call. I also believe that we have a great window of opportunity in
education to lead the way, in fact, to show it can be done. I have made
a case in chapter 8 and in this chapter for the need to move beyond
competency-based views of leaders and leadership and adopt a
formational perspective based on leadership capabilities.

Before submitting this book for publication, I received a copy
of Sustainable leadership by Hargreaves and Fink (2006). In it,
they argued that we need authentically sustainable leadership and
change processes in our schools because traditional mechanical
and hierarchical approaches have been wasteful, ineffective, and
unsustainable (pp. 265–266). We need solutions based on sustain-
able leadership with moral purpose and integrity. To date, there
has been considerable waste of the time and efforts of our teach-
ers, leaders and students because of top-down changes that lack
authenticity in leadership. We can, they stated, especially, ‘tolerate
no more wasted lives among our children’ (p. 273).

I invite you to join me in becoming part of the solution.

Key ideas for reflection

The starting point for the development of capable and authen-
tic educational leaders is personal transformation. As Senge et al.
(2004, p. 215) have suggested, there appears to be a growing gap in
many organisations between our power and our wisdom, and we
must find ways of reversing it by enhancing human development
and wisdom.

I suggested earlier that formation programs for educational lead-
ers will be judged to be successful if they assist educational systems
and schools to develop the capabilities of their leaders, thereby
helping them to make a difference in their sphere of influence in
education and in life.
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A number of leadership capabilities, grouped into four cate-
gories – personal, relational, professional and organisational – were
proposed in this chapter to form a basis for leadership forma-
tion programs. Developing leadership formation programs built
around these capabilities remains a challenge.

Questions for reflection

You may wish to revisit again the critical incident or case you devel-
oped at the end of chapter 3 and refined through reflections and
actions suggested at the end of other chapters. Carefully analyse
your case, from both a capabilities and a formation perspective, by
critically responding to the following questions:
� What are the key leadership challenges in this case?
� What key leadership capabilities are required to help resolve

these challenges?
� What elements or content would you include in a leadership for-

mation program designed to meet your needs, especially con-
sidering the leadership capabilities you have just identified?

� What formation processes or methodology would you select to
help ‘form’ these leadership capabilities?
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