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Abstract 

Secondary school administrators have the opportunity and responsibility to create 

inviting places where respect, care, trust, and hope are pervasive in schools.  This report 

documents my quest to examine and improve my practice as a secondary school 

administrator.  It examines academic and corporate leadership theories and models, most 

notably Greenleaf‘s Servant Leadership model which most closely describes my 

motivation and approach to leadership. Using an action research model, I identified areas 

where I was not living out my values, developed strategies to overcome the problems, 

and applied and reflected on the results of my actions.  I sought feedback from 

supervisors, staff, and family members and publicly acknowledged my attempts at 

improvement.  I shared stories of my successes and failures and reflected on how my 

experience has shaped me as an administrator.  Sustained and intentional journaling 

helped identify my values and revealed the role that my faith has in supporting my efforts 

to improve the lives of students and staff.   I came to recognize the richness of the 

boundary zone between knowledge and experience and to feel more fully able to 

recognize, nurture, and share in what Jack Whitehead refers to as the ―life-affirming 

energy‖ that flows in schools.  
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CHAPTER ONE: CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 

This Major Research Project is a study of my intentional efforts to improve my 

practice as a secondary school administrator.  I have been a secondary vice-principal for 

6 years and, although I have consistently, informally engaged in self-reflection, I have 

never undertaken a formal, rigorous assessment of my professional practice.  Undertaking 

a constructivist, action research project imposed a discipline on my self-reflection and 

provided a way to invite others to give me insight into my practice and contribute to my 

concept of myself as a leader and as an administrator.  I determined to use these new 

insights to find ways to improve my practice.  This is an area of research over which I 

hold considerable influence; in fact, only I can improve my own practice. 

Ontario‘s ―Leadership Framework‖ states that ―principals and vice-principals are 

critical to the development of excellent teaching, excellent schools, and ultimately, 

enhancing student achievement‖ (The Institute for Educational Leadership, 2008, p. 3).  

They have the opportunity to create inviting places where respect, care, trust, and hope 

are pervasive.  My potential educational influence is very significant and it is imperative 

that I use it to do good in the world, or, in the words of Jean McNiff, that I ―communicate 

a life-affirming energy for the future sustainability of the world‖ (as cited in Clandinin, 

2007, p. 320).  McNiff also states that ―doing good means trying to live one‘s values and 

communicating about what one is doing in honesty, sincerity, and truthfulness‖ (p.  321).  

I want to become an exemplary school administrator who works to help create a school 

where adults and children feel that they belong, that they are respected and appreciated 

for who they are, and where each person is invited to become the best that they can be.  I 

want my values to be clearly visible in my actions and my actions to clearly reflect my 
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values.  I believe that all children can learn and that each child deserves the best 

opportunity the school can provide.   

It has been said that a society should be judged by the way it treats its most 

vulnerable members.  Thus, we should be judged by how the marginalized, the disabled 

and the poor are treated in Canada.  Since nearly all children in Canada attend 

government-supported schools, this is the place where we can truly see how we treat our 

most vulnerable members of society.  Children are the most critical resource that a 

society has; they will inherit the earth as we leave it and upon them rest our success and 

survival as a species and we ourselves in our old age.  We have a moral imperative to 

respect, care for, and teach all the children in our care that goes well beyond any 

professional expectations. 

Background of the Problem—Educational Trends 

I am concerned because the world has changed, and the knowledge and skills that 

young people need to be successful in the world have changed, but secondary schools 

have not kept up with the pace of change.  We are still labelling and sorting, and 

sometimes discouraging students.   In The Global Achievement Gap (2008) Tony Wagner 

argues that, while the world has changed, schools have not kept up with the pace of 

change and that consequently, schools as we know them are obsolete.  He refers to two 

gaps in achievement for schools, the gap between what advantaged children learn and 

what disadvantaged children learn (which is notably one of the three key goals of the 

Ontario Ministry of Education) and also the global achievement gap between what even 

the best students learn at school and the skills that they will need to be successful in the 
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workplace and the world.  After surveying corporate managers and industry experts, 

Wagner lists seven skills students should be learning in school.  These are: 

 Critical Thinking and Problem Solving 

 Collaboration Across Networks and Leading by Influence 

 Agility and Adaptability 

 Initiative and Entrepreneurialism  

 Effective Oral and Written Communication 

 Accessing and Analyzing Information 

 Curiosity and Imagination (2008, pp. 14-42). 

According to Wagner (2008), many of the teaching practices and assessment tools 

currently in use in classrooms and school districts both in the United States and in 

Canada are not effectively teaching or assessing these skills.  We talk about increasing 

relevance for students and yet still focus on rigour.  We talk about Bloom‘s revised 

taxonomy and yet little time is spent on higher order thinking skills, especially creativity.  

Tests still reflect knowledge acquisition with multiple-choice, fill-in-the-blank, and short- 

answer questions predominating.  When I assist my own children with their homework, I 

am frustrated by the amount of memory work in comparison to analysis and synthesis, 

even in Academic and University-bound classes.  When I conduct walk-through 

observations of secondary schools, I see worksheets in use in many classrooms, 

especially those at the locally developed and workplace level.  When I review exams and 

tests, I am disappointed to see so many lower-order questions.  Why is it so difficult to 

change what we do in secondary schools?  Why do some new policies and programs 

come and go, rarely generating real change behind the classroom door? 
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Any change is difficult but some change is more challenging that others.  What is 

required is not technical change (where the skill set necessary to perform these 

behaviours in well known) but adaptive change, which ―can only be met by transforming 

[one‘s] mindset, by advancing to a more sophisticated stage of mental development‖ 

(Kegan & Lahey, 2009, p. 29).  In her article on critical thinking, Andrews (2005) states 

that this type of transformational learning: 

 Is where I am changing who I am in co-evolution with my environment and the 

Knowing domains I am immersed in; 

 Is an inherently moral activity that changes people‘s values; 

 Is the surge and ebb of experience, reflection, adduction, and action—the rhythm 

and melody of our immersion in a learning system.  (p. 1) 

If I am successful in my research, this is the kind of learning that I will experience and 

my environment, my school, and my colleagues will change with me.  Education has not 

been very successful at implementing this type of change.  Based on my observations of 

secondary classrooms, if John Dewey walked into some classrooms today, he would no 

doubt be both surprised and disappointed to so quickly recognize much of the structure 

and instructional practice!  I believe that I can use my educational influence to help 

teachers do a much better job preparing children to be empowered and responsible global 

citizens.   

Pink, author of Drive (2009), believes that we need a new paradigm for 

motivation:   

This new approach has three essential elements: (1) Autonomy—the desire to 

direct our own lives; (2) Mastery—the urge to get better and better at something 



    

 

5 

 

that matters; and (3) Purpose—the yearning to do what we do in the service of 

something larger than ourselves.  (p. 204) 

In 1993, Alfie Kohn‘s Punished by Rewards—The Trouble with Gold Stars, Incentive 

Plans, A’s, Praise and Other Bribes pointed out that the use of extrinsic rewards often 

decreases rather than increases the desired behaviour.  These books had a profound effect 

on the way I approach motivation and understand my own desire to improve my practice.  

The ability to motivate teachers and students to grow and change is a critical part of my 

professional practice.  Examining my own motivations and attempting to improve/change 

my professional practice was intended 

I am deeply committed to finding ways to improve the quality of secondary 

education in my school and I am searching for ways to engage teachers in seeking ways 

to improve.  I agree strongly with Fink (1992), who says that ―school reform has focused 

on one aspect or another without looking at the school as a total system.  It has ignored 

power relationships, and until recently, has failed to see schools as distinctive cultures‖ 

(p. 138).  Fink then uses the analogy of a spider‘s web, where ―if you touch one part of 

the web, the movement reverberates throughout the entire structure‖ (p. 138).  I believe 

that we should be looking at schools as organic entities where change in one place can 

effect change in many places.  One of the characteristics that define ―living‖ in a 

biological sense is that the organism responds to stimulus.  Capra‘s statement that 

―Human beings, like all living things, cannot be directed but can only be disturbed‖ (as 

cited in Mitchell & Sackney, 2009, p. 2) seems to apply well to education.  We have to 

stop trying to direct and control students and teachers and instead invite them over and 

over again to be who they are; to belong in our schools; and to become all that they were 
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meant to be (M. Freeman, personal communication, 1991).  The New Physics describes 

an atom vibrating in one part of the universe in synchronization with another atom across 

the universe.  Surely, changes in me will result in changes in my school and changes in 

my school will radiate outwards and influence change elsewhere. 

A Significant Experience With Educational Change 

Recently, with the release of the Ontario Ministry of Education‘s (2010) Growing 

Success document, I have had reason to reflect again on a personal effort to change 

practice in schools in my district.  Eight years ago, I was asked by the district school 

board to work on a committee to investigate changes in assessment and evaluation 

practices, draft a new assessment and evaluation policy and procedure, write a support 

document for teachers, and design professional development as well as public 

communications to implement the recommended changes.  Of course, if they had asked 

me to do all that up-front, I would have said ―No,‖ but it was easy to say ―Yes‖ to a few 

days drafting a new policy, and the rest followed.  The committee was made up of a 

principal (who became a superintendent,) two secondary school teachers, two elementary 

teachers, and two curriculum lead teachers.  The committee worked well together and 

was aided by work done by the York Region School Board and the Council of Directors 

of Education of Ontario.  We read extensively and incorporated the latest research into 

our recommendations.  After having the policy and procedure approved and writing the 

support document, we began to plan the professional development to teach teachers how 

to assess and evaluation in accordance with the new Ministry of Education Guidelines 

and the new policy.  We planned an entire year devoted to this one objective. 
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For the next year, we ―rolled out‖ one section of the document at a time.  We 

trained two teachers and an administrator from every school in the five school areas.  

They then delivered the material, via activities and resources to each school on 

professional development and early dismissal days.  When we were ―training the 

trainers‖ we encountered some resistance but it usually could be addressed by referring to 

literature and Ministry of Education documentation.  However, one principal of a 

secondary school refused to participate or deliver most of the information to his staff.  

The committee also provided parent brochures, articles for school newsletters, and 

support at staff meetings and school council meetings.  At a meeting to answer questions 

at one secondary school, the ―support‖ felt more like an interrogation by hostile forces, 

but we persevered. 

At the beginning of the next school year, I was appointed vice-principal at a 

secondary school.  Near the beginning of the year, I was reviewing the policy with 

teachers and was astonished when a teacher stood up and said angrily, ―I can‘t do this.  I 

have never received any P.D. [professional development] on any of this!‖  Knowing that 

she had attended the sessions designed to implement the new policy, her statement 

shocked me.  As I thought about it, I realized that the teacher had not felt consulted in the 

process nor had she had time to mull over the research or argue the pros and cons of the 

changes.  Truly, she had not received any professional development.  In the school where 

the principal had not shared the implementation information, teachers formed an 

oppositional group called ―MendEd.‖  They started a web site and wrote angry letters to 

the paper and continued to deduct marks for late assignments, assign zeros and 

incomplete work and report final marks of 2% instead of using the minimum mark and 
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comment required.  I watched from a distance and wondered about this school and its 

staff.  When I learned later about the principal‘s actions, I realized that the teachers were 

not just resistant to change; they had literally not heard of some of the changes.  Now, 5 

years later, this school‘s teachers are beginning to be able to discuss the changes without 

anger and resentment. 

Overall in the district school board, the new assessment and evaluation policy has 

been successfully implemented and in many cases, the change in behaviour seems to have 

led to a change in belief at least around most issues.  This assessment is based on my 

personal experience in four secondary schools.  Principals have received follow-up 

professional development in how to answer questions from staff and the revised Ministry 

of Education assessment and evaluation policy has mirrored changes already 

implemented in this board of education.   

So, 8 years after my initial agreement to be part of the committee, I still actively 

reflect on what went right and what went wrong with the introduction of the new policy.  

It was definitely a ―top down‖ approach to change.  While classroom teachers were 

members of the committee, there was not a broad consultation about the changes.  

Teachers‘ voices were not sought broadly and parent and student voices were not 

included at all.  While the changes were based on solid research and data, it was not 

possible to have everyone go through the process of examining all the data, debating the 

proposed changes, and wrestling with wording and examples.  When dissent arose on one 

occasion, the somewhat heavy-handed answer from the principal was, ―this is a condition 

of your employment.‖  The principal who said that was not an unreasonable person, just a 

school leader who had reached the end of his tolerance for teachers who felt they were 
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self-employed, independent practitioners who did not need to follow policies that they 

did not agree with.  I remember clearly an interview with a teacher who wanted to 

transfer to a new school.  When asked how he was implementing the new policy, he 

replied, ―Oh I don‘t believe in that policy so I don‘t do it.‖  He obviously needed more 

time to change his practice and beliefs to comply with the policies of his employer.  The 

question for him and others is how to find a way through further research and dialogue to 

comply with the policy.   

Interestingly, two of the most contentious issues that arose during the 

implementation of this policy—namely, assigning zeros for missing work and deducting 

marks for late submissions—were not resolved with the release of Growing Success.  The 

Ministry of Education was unable to reach consensus in its broad-based consultations, 

and left the final decision to each individual school board.  Thus, we have returned with 

renewed ardour to these discussions.  The difference this time is that a committee with 

representation from teacher federations and parents has been consulted. 

This is one significant attempt to change practice with which I have in-depth, 

personal experience.  As an administrator, there are many other practices I have 

introduced and tried to establish in schools including differentiated instruction, cross-

curricular literacy instruction, integrated curriculum, teacher input to the development of 

individual education plans, and the in-school needs team and pyramid of instruction.  

Some of these initiatives have been successful, or partially successful, and others are 

works in progress.  Leading change in secondary schools is the greatest challenge that I 

face as an administrator.  It is my hope that examining and working to improve my 
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practice will increase my knowledge and skill in implementing change by acknowledging 

and capitalizing on the andragogy in the school. 

The Context of School Administrator Assessment 

Although I have been a school administrator for 7 years, I have rarely received 

feedback or advice on how to improve my practice except, of course, when I have erred 

in judgement or a relationship with a teacher or parent has soured despite my efforts to 

keep it positive and productive.  Then, ―feedback‖ is swift, critical, and often vehement—

and sometimes loud!  Until recently, there has not been a formal evaluation process for 

principals and vice-principals in Ontario.  However, in August 2010, the Ministry of 

Education published Putting Ontario’s Leadership Framework Into Action: A Guide for 

School and System Leaders (The Institute for Educational Leadership, 2008).  In 

September 2010, the framework was scheduled to be applied in the district school board.  

However in the first year of implementation, only administrators in their second year in 

the position were evaluated.  In September 2010, the board implemented a mentoring 

program for new vice-principals and principals but I have been in the position too long to 

qualify for the program.  As such, there has not been a formal assessment of my 

performance as a school administrator.  I have received informal feedback from the 

principals whom I worked with and twice my principal filled out an evaluation for me as 

part of my application to be placed in the principal placement pool.   

A Request for Feedback on My Professional Practice 

On one occasion, I requested feedback from a superintendent familiar with my 

work so that I could set goals for further growth.  This was a difficult experience for me 

because I felt that some of the superintendent‘s examples were drawn from limited 
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exposure to me and to my work and that the things that I did well were not 

acknowledged.   I was told that I needed to ―not let my thinking show on my face when 

someone was speaking to me.‖  I also needed to refrain from formulating an answer to a 

question while it was being asked and concentrate instead on listening fully.  I was asked 

to find ways to invite others to provide their thoughts rather than state my own.  Finally, I 

was told that I needed to improve in the area of political awareness.  I left the meeting 

wondering why I had chosen this occupation since I felt that I had been told I was ill-

suited for it. 

I felt that I had exposed myself to criticism by being the chair of the Vice-

Principal‘s Council and that I had underestimated the profoundly political nature of the 

vice-principal meetings.  I had believed that the meetings were both professional 

development and professional support from my peers.  As such, I had spoken more 

openly than I should have.  I had shared my own practices and reflections without 

reservation in the hopes of learning from my peers.  I reflected actively on this feedback 

and sought advice from my principal who did not agree with some of the suggestions or 

examples.  Eventually, I recognized the validity of the suggestions regardless of the 

examples and actively worked to improve these things last year.  In September 2010, I 

shared these goals with my new principal so that I could ask him to help me evaluate my 

progress.  This was a valuable, if painful, experience.   

Last year, after 4 years in the ―pool‖ to become a principal in the district school 

board, I had to reapply for the position.  I was very unhappy with having to reapply since 

I had been successful in being accepted into the pool during my second year as a vice-

principal.  While I now realize I was not well prepared to become a principal, it was 
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humiliating to say that I was no longer a good candidate for the role of principal after 

nearly 6 years of experience.  The argument put forth when I questioned the process was 

that perhaps the knowledge and skills needed to become a principal had changed in the 

intervening time.  I swallowed my pride and my credulity and applied.  The process 

included submitting an updated resume and letter, a written essay, a scenario of an 

underperforming teacher, and an interview by a panel of six trustees, superintendents, and 

a principal.  When I was called and told that I had been successful, the same 

superintendent told me that I had obviously taken the feedback given seriously and 

applied myself to improving with good results.  Thus, I am willing, through this study, to 

expose myself to potentially painful evaluation by others in the hopes of continuing to 

improve. 

Principals are expected to help vice-principals acquire the skills that they need to 

become principals but there is often little time for this task at school.  Vice-principals do 

not attend system leadership team meetings and are often ―catching up‖ on new directives 

and policy and procedure changes.  Vice-principals do meet four times per year with the 

superintendent of secondary education for professional development and the board hosts 

a 2-day leadership symposium for all administrators in August of each year.  Overall, 

there are few formal mechanisms to allow vice-principals insight into how to improve 

their professional practice; therefore, I wish to undertake this action research in order to 

answer the question that underscores my study: How can I improve my practice as a 

secondary school administrator?  Within that question lie many secondary questions: 

 How can I become a wisdom-led leader exhibiting integrity and authenticity? 
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 How can I become an inviting leader according to the principles of Invitational 

Education? 

 How can I ensure that I am living the values that I espouse? 

 Are my epistemology, ontology, and methodology ―in sync‖ and aligned with my 

values? 

My Personal Context 

In addition, I have now been a teacher in one capacity and location or another for 

almost 20 years.  I have been a vice-principal for 7 years at three very different secondary 

schools.  While each day remains challenging to me and I frequently experience ―flow‖ 

in my day—as described by Csikszentmihalyi (1997) in Finding Flow—I was also aware 

of a need to challenge myself in a different way.  Undertaking this research was both a 

way to challenge myself and also to consciously prepare to become a principal. In June 

2011, I became a principal and I know that the first few years in that position will be very 

challenging.  My friends, who have made that transition, describe the weight of 

responsibility that settles upon one when one truly bears the leadership of a school.  After 

all, the word vice-principal is barely mentioned in the Education Act of Ontario.  If I was 

to seize the opportunity for intentional self-reflection and improvement of my 

professional practice, this was an opportune time; I was confident enough in my current 

position but I needed to refine my practice in anticipation of my next position.  MacLure 

(1996) says that ―people often recall their encounters with action research, then, as coming 

at a time when they were already disposed towards change‖ (p.  2).  Although I was unsure 

when I began the Master of Education program if I would complete it, as I approached the 

half way point and began, in earnestness, to plan my Major Research Project, ―the 
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attraction of intellectual or academic work has become a strong theme‖ (MacLure, p. 2) in 

my nascent life story.  I believe that completing this project and this program will help me 

prepare for the role of principal.  In addition, I am opening myself up to considering myself 

as a researcher or theorist instead of, or in addition to, a practitioner.  I am fascinated by the 

hope that these transitions will be transformative for me and that I will become able to 

dwell in the ―restless movement in the unstable spaces in between boundaries…resisting 

resolution and embracing ‗in-between-ness‖ (MacLure, p.  1).   

In addition, I find myself at times unable to live according to what I believe, 

becoming what Whitehead refers to as a ―living contradiction‖ (as cited in McNiff, 2006, 

p.  312).  As part of the research, I identified several areas where I was struggling to live 

my embodied values at work and was thus a living contradiction (Whitehead, 1989). 

Finally, I believe that my family and my personal well-being are more important than my 

work and yet I struggle to maintain good boundaries between work and home and 

preserve enough time and energy for my family and especially for myself.  I believe that 

intentionally setting out to improve my practice may help me ―find ways of overcoming 

these contradictions so that [I] might live more fully in the direction of [my] life‖ 

(McNiff, 2002, p. 12).  Ironically, the effort and time to complete the requirements of the 

Master of Education degree in themselves make achieving this balance more difficult.  

While I am inspired to research and explore, to read and to write, I am also aware that I 

am not going for a run or playing road hockey with my children as often. 

In a broader context, our board of education has been providing opportunities for, 

and eventually mandating, teacher participation in professional learning communities for 

the past 5 years with some success at the elementary level and limited success at the 



    

 

15 

 

secondary level.  Since I plan to be forthcoming about my research with the staff at the 

school I work at, I hope that my work and my willingness to be reflective and self-critical 

and open to criticism from others may inspire others to become interested in action 

research.  We have offered release time and support for teachers to form professional 

learning communities but have had little interest to date with the exception of a 

committee formed to guide a Specialist High Skills Major in Health and Wellness.  If this 

year I model what action research looks like and seek support on my journey from staff 

members, it may open the way for others to consider similar undertakings through the 

support for professional learning communities in our board. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to know myself better and to use that knowledge to 

improve both my professional and personal practice.  In the words of Laurel Richardson 

(1994) on writing as a method of inquiry, I will be a ―situated speaker engaged in 

knowing/telling about the world as [I] perceive it‖ (p. 518).  I will use writing, both my 

journal and this, my final submission, as a method of knowing.   

Objectives of the Study 

Conducting action research into how I can improve my practice as a secondary 

school vice-principal may lead to: 

 improving my own personal development; 

 bettering my professional practice; 

 improving the school that I work in; 

 achieving better outcomes for the students in the school;  

 improving the understanding of what constitutes effective school leadership, and 
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 my making a contribution to the good order and sustainability of our society  

(McNiff, Lomax, & Whitehead, 1996, p. 8). 

Thus, this research project is a worthwhile exercise to undertake; its educational 

influence could be far-reaching. 

Rationale of the Study 

Recently, the district school board has not had enough teachers who are seeking to 

become school administrators.  In discussions with teachers considering school 

administration, I believe that there are several factors that inhibit the desire of teachers to 

become administrators.  Some of these factors are broadly applicable here resulting in ―an 

imminent and large principal and vice principal shortage‖ (Williams, 2001, p. 59).  

Financially, the huge increase in responsibility is disproportionate to the rather mild 

increase in salary.  Since administrators are no longer members of teacher federations, 

teachers entering administration lose all seniority when they become administrators, a 

costly factor in an age of declining enrolment if one decides the job is not suitable.  

Unfortunately, it is most often not possible to ―try on‖ the job for size and fit before 

committing to leave teaching.  The protection offered by the Ontario Principals‘ Council 

and the personal services agreements between individual administrators and school 

boards is not perceived to be as protective as that of the powerful teacher federations.  

Finally, from a local perspective there have been several years of negative news coverage 

of events within the board, making being an administrator, the ―face‖ of the board that 

many parents encounter, more difficult still.   

Finally, there are increasing demands upon educational leaders.  When I began as 

a vice-principal 7 years ago, there was still an emphasis on the management components 
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of the job, how to time table a school, how to deal with employee misconduct, and how to 

manage school finances.  Now, there is extraordinary pressure to do all the management 

requirements of the position somehow ―on the side‖ while focusing the majority of one‘s 

time and energy on instructional leadership.  Unfortunately, none of the management 

aspects of the job has been removed from the expectations in fact; they have increased 

with the Safe Schools Act, Bill 168, Teacher Performance Appraisal, and so forth.  

Several years ago I was asked by a superintendent to track how I used my time at school 

for a period of 2 weeks.  I was then asked to estimate how much of my time I used in 

management activities versus instructional leadership.  There was definitely a tone that I 

was not spending enough time on instructional leadership and yet the division between 

management and instructional leadership was unclear.  Is speaking to a teacher about a 

student discipline issue management or instructional leadership?  If there is a leak in the 

school heating system that occupies half a day, are dealing with this and other building 

management issues  not really a legitimate part of my responsibilities?   

When a day goes by that I fail to ―get into classrooms‖ or engage in meaningful 

dialogue with teachers about instruction, I feel that I have somehow not lived up to the 

expectations of my job.  The job that I am asked to do on a daily basis is never finished 

and never complete, despite long hours and enormous energy expended.  This leads to 

feelings of frustration and failure on my part.  And yet, I have been told by a 

superintendent that it is also my job to smile more and make this job seem attractive to 

others and to cultivate leadership potential in my school.  Smile or not, most teachers in 

my school recognize that this is a difficult and endless job with a large amount of conflict 



    

 

18 

 

and little company.  These are some of the disincentives teachers face in deciding 

whether or not to become school administrators.   

Since school principals and vice-principals exert enormous educational influence 

over their schools, it is imperative to research how people can be effective in the position.  

This research may help teachers understand ―what it takes‖ to be an effective 

administrator, countering some of the disincentives listed above.  Our understanding of 

what makes a good administrator needs to move beyond the technical requirements of the 

job and examine the intangible side, the creativity, artistry and heart of leading teachers.  

In the words of Van Manen (2007), ―the phenomenology of practice involves a different 

way of knowing the world.  Whereas theory ‗thinks‘ the world, practice ‗grasps‘ the 

world—it grasps the world pathically‖ (p. 20).  While this study will examine the 

conceptual frameworks of educational leadership, in the end, it is a personal journey, a 

history of personal practice.  Perhaps, it will have merit for other potential or current 

school administrators.   

Theoretical Framework of School Leadership 

Traditionally, leadership theory has ―largely directed our leaders to act in 

prescribed, rather than individualistic, ways.  We expected our leaders to act according to 

externally articulated customs that mostly attempted to circumvent their use of instinct or 

intuition‖ (Branson, 2009, p. 2).  Branson (2009) goes on to use the research of Fullan 

and Hargreaves to argue the ―importance of the leader being able to act instinctively and 

intuitively to the unique demands of their immediate environment‖ (p. 2). They describe s 

such leadership as ―a collective process, not an individual one.  Initiative and creativity 

come out of the shadows of coordination and control‖ (p. 4).  In addition, Branson cites 
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Begley‘s research of authentic leadership, ―a genuine kind of leadership—a hopeful, 

open-ended, visionary and creative response to social circumstances, as opposed to the 

more traditional dualistic portrayal of management and leadership practices characteristic 

of now obsolete and superseded research literature on effective [leadership] practices‖ (p.  

4).  Branson calls then for wisdom-led leadership, where ―wisdom is the synergetic 

insight leaders gain when they honestly, equitably, and explicitly consider both the 

objective and subjective information within their decision-making process‖ (p. 14).  

Strom states ―the most precious resource we have for coping with life in an unstable and 

discontinuous and revolutionary world in not information, but each other‖ (as cited in 

Branson, 2006, p. 15).  Branson writes: 

Wisdom in not to be found in facts and beliefs: it grows out of the experience of 

willingly and whole-heartedly living life in community with others and absorbing 

the lessons which that experience inevitably teaches us about who we are and 

what we should be doing.  ―At its heart,‖ writes Strom, ―wisdom is the ability to 

live well.  To know yourself, to know the world in which we find ourselves, and 

to make good choices for both our own sakes and for the sakes of others.‖  (p. 15)  

This is the new framework for leadership that I seek. 

Additionally, in the introduction to The Jossey-Bass Reader on Educational 

Leadership, Michael Fullan (2006b) lists seven key themes that have emerged in the field 

of educational leadership.  These are: 

 Quality leadership in business and education have a lot in common. 

 Moral purpose, again for both public and private enterprises, has risen to the fore. 

 Sustainability has become a major focus. 
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 Distributive leadership is increasing in importance—not the delegation of 

leadership, but the coalescing of leaders with a common purpose and reflective 

theories of action. 

 Building succession practices that create and enhance a pipeline of leaders over 

time [to] aid continuous improvement is imperative. 

 Leadership is a key component for addressing large-scale transformation of 

systems. 

 Standards and performance levels have become a core feature, not just for 

accountability but also as part and parcel of forming strategies.  (pp.  xvii-xviii) 

These key themes form the basis for new research into the theoretical framework of 

educational leadership.  Moral purpose, sustainability, both of me as a leader and of the 

changes I implement, distributive leadership, and succession planning have to form part 

of my reflections as I conduct my research. 

Scope and Limitations of the Study 

I am a vice-principal with a district school board.  While I  supply taught early 

in my career with another board of education and I taught Grade 2 for 4 months in Saint 

John, New Brunswick, the vast majority of my professional teaching experience and all 

of the my administrative experience have been here in Ontario.  Therefore, my 

experience and reflections are the products of this environment and limited by this 

environment.  I have been an administrator for 6 years and have known many of my 

colleagues for as long as 14 years.  In fact, my current principal was my vice-principal 

from 2002 to 2004 and the current superintendent of Student Services was my principal 

at that time.  The current superintendent of Secondary Education was a principal and 
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the chair of a committee to write a new assessment and evaluation committee upon 

which I served from 2002 to 2005.  This is a small board with only 11 secondary 

schools spread over a large geographic area.  In total, there are 24 secondary school 

administrators in this board of education.  This is my milieu, where I come from 

professionally. 

At the beginning of this study, I had been the vice-principal at my current school 

for one year and was just beginning to feel comfortable and trusted in my relationships 

with teachers, students, and parents.  I was familiar with the traditions and culture of this 

school.  In our front foyer, we have plaques and monuments to lives lost serving Canada 

in the Second World War, the First World War and, incredibly, the Boer War!  This is 

one of the oldest secondary schools in Ontario and graduates include Dr. Norman 

Bethune and Agnes Macphail, the first female parliamentarian in Canada.  It is a place 

steeped in tradition and history that prides itself (both accurately and in some ways 

inaccurately) on the quality of education offered to its students.  In the mid 1990s, I 

completed several long-term occasional positions at the school and some of the teachers 

were still familiar to me when I arrived in 2009.  This is the context in which I work 

everyday.  This situation influences my success or lack thereof with different initiatives 

and programs.  I am able to compare my current school to the other three schools in 

which I have worked including the two others where I have been vice-principal and one 

where I was a member of the school leadership team.  Therefore, I have to acknowledge 

that I bring with awareness, and also unwittingly, some attitudes, prejudices, and 

misconceptions to my research.  My stance is influenced by my environment.   
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Outline of the Remainder of the Document 

Chapter 2 of this document reviews the current literature related to leadership.  

While not exhaustive, the research examines models of leadership from several 

perspectives.  I search in this chapter for a model that I could use myself looking at 

characteristics of leaders and ways to lead.  In addition, I ponder the delicate balancing 

act that school leaders face in being required to both lead and manage their institutions.  I 

consider my own self-concept and my stance and how they have influenced my motives, 

values, and beliefs.  And finally, I describe my personal journey to leadership.   

Chapter 3 considers the many research methodologies and procedures available 

for this research and provides a rationale for writing a personal narrative to develop a 

living educational theory which I can use to guide my decisions and actions.  I describe 

why I am concerned with improving my practice and consider Whitehead‘s (1989) 

concept of living contradictions.  I describe the data available to me and how I sought 

data and validated my findings about my practice as a leader and my efforts to improve.  

The ethical considerations in this study are outlined in this chapter. 

Chapter 4 presents the findings of my personal reflections as seen through my 

journal, my personal history and leadership journey, and the feedback that I sought from 

others.  I describe the Think–Act–Reflect model of Action Research that I used in the 

study.  I use historic data from my previous writings and journals as well as interviews 

with colleagues to identify several goals to improve my practice.  Then, at the end of the 

study period, I use feedback from others and my own reflections to determine if and how 

well I met the goals that I described.   
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In chapter 5, I draw conclusions from my research and attempt to answer the 

question, ―So what?  What is the meaning of this exploration of my personal journey?‖  

What contribution does documenting my personal quest have to offer to the world of 

practice and research on educational leadership?  What have I learned about myself and 

my leadership style and skills that will improve my practice as a school administrator? 



 

  

CHAPTER TWO: THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF LEADERSHIP 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the current conceptual framework about 

leadership and, in particular, school leadership.  I have sought to identify the essence of 

each author‘s writings and to find commonalities.  Using my own experience then, I hope 

to discover new knowledge about myself and ways to improve my practice as a 

secondary school administrator.   

There are innumerable books about leadership and how to become a leader.  Some 

focus on the private sector, especially business; others claim to be broadly applicable; 

still others are written to those who strive to lead public institutions; and finally, some are 

very specifically written for those who yearn to lead schools.  Lately, there are many 

books that focus on the pace of change in education and how to lead change.  Some 

books are prescriptive, listing characteristics of effective leaders, and others are broader 

in their approach and discuss how to develop leadership through reflection on experience.  

It is difficult to read so many books and synthesize a theoretical framework for leadership 

in schools.  There are many places that I recognize characteristics that I possess and still 

more where I see a lack of knowledge or skills in my leadership.  The question then 

becomes: how does one distil the current literature around leadership into a set of 

understandings that one can apply daily in the fray and reflect on in the quiet?  One 

cannot reasonably walk around with a cue card listing strategies or refer to one‘s notes 

during a crucial confrontation.  One can remember and adhere to two or three key 

principles at all times.  Beyond that, one must experience success and failure and reflect 

on both to build an intuition and instinct that guide one.  There comes a time when more 

reading, theories, and lists are no longer as helpful as they once were.  And each leader
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comes to recognize that no paradigm is a perfect fit for the degree of personal knowledge 

and experience that each individual has accumulated.  In addition, there are my own 

personal circumstances, both at home and in the context of my particular school, my 

particular staff, and my particular students that make some theories applicable and others 

irrelevant.  It is critical despite this, however, not to ―cherry pick‖ ideas that already 

match my thinking and reject those that challenge my world view.  Dissonance is needed 

for motivation and struggle required for growth.  Separation from the noise and demands, 

and active reflection, I believe, are the tools to distil the essences of how one needs to 

grow and improve.  Thus begins my journey into the conceptual framework of leadership 

and school leadership. 

Leadership Models and Theories 

In an effort to look for common themes in leadership, I have read and summarized 

the findings of many prominent authors in the field.  From each I have gained some 

insight and from one, a paradigm that fits with my personal leadership goals.  My 

findings follow. 

Learning Organizations 

In The Fifth Discipline by Peter M. Senge (1990), the concept of learning 

organizations is explored:   

Learning organizations are organizations where people continually expand their 

capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns 

of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people 

are continually learning how to learn together.  (p. 3)  
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This idea of an organization where everyone is learning seems almost self-evident for 

schools; why should only the students be learning?  Current research on professional 

learning communities and teaching learning critical pathways supports the need for 

teachers to be constantly reflecting on their practice with their colleagues and learning 

from each other.  Senge also addresses the idea that, in our modern world, people no 

longer see work as simply a way to pay the rent and put food on the table.  Instead, he 

proposes that: 

Material affluence for the majority has gradually shifted people‘s orientation 

toward work—from what Daniel Yankellovich called an ―instrumental‖ view of 

work, where work was a means to an end, to a more ―sacred‖ view, where people 

seek the ―intrinsic‖ benefits of work.  (p. 4) 

This is supported by a recent survey of Greater Toronto Employers by Aon 

Hewitt in partnership with the Queen‘s University School of Business.  The study 

examined worker engagement:   

An employee who is engaged is someone who speaks positively about the 

organization they are working for.  They express a desire to stay and contribute to 

the organization‘s success.  And they are inspired and motivated by what‘s going 

on in the organization—by the leadership, culture, management—to do their best 

work everyday.  (Trichur, 2010, p. M2)  

These companies ―have a leadership team that truly values people and sees that people 

are their differentiator.  As a result, they clearly articulate to employees what it takes to 

be successful, while being transparent about the company‘s future direction‖ (Trichur, p. 

M2).  In addition, ―they do a great job of helping employees feel successful and giving 
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them good, constructive feedback about their performance so they can get better‖ 

(Trichur, p. M2).  They also believe that work–life balance is important and that ―good 

works are good business‖ (Trichur, p. M3), giving employees greater intrinsic benefit to 

their work. 

Given the imperative moral purpose of education, which Fullan (2003) defines as 

―having a system where all students learn, the gap between the high and low performance 

becomes greatly reduced, and what people learn enables them to be successful citizens 

and workers in a morally based knowledge society‖ (p. 29), schools are uniquely 

positioned to offer work that contains intrinsic benefits.  Either as a teacher or a parent, 

what greater reward is there than to see a child learn and become ―healthier, wiser, freer 

and more autonomous‖? (Greenleaf, 2002, p. 27).  And yet, in my experience, teachers 

sometimes become focussd on curriculum and order and control and forget that their 

primary goal is helping people to grow.  Especially in an era of data-driven decision 

making, it is imperative to transform, for example, the 15% of grade-9 students who have 

earned fewer than eight credits this semester into a Travis or Becky or Jason, each with 

his/her own challenges, obstacles, and reasons for not completing a course or courses. 

Senge (1990) discusses five components of the people in learning organizations.  

They are systems thinkers; recognizing that ―since (they) are part of that lacework (the 

invisible fabrics of interrelated actions) themselves, it‘s doubly hard to see the whole 

pattern of change‖ (p. 6).  Later, he adds that ―our tacit view of current reality as a set of 

conditions created by someone else betrays us‖ (p. 11).  Secondly, they have personal 

mastery and ―approach their life as an artist would approach a work of art…by becoming 

committed to their own lifelong learning (p. 7).  Senge defines personal mastery as  
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the discipline of continually clarifying and deepening our personal vision, of 

focusing our energies, of developing patience, and seeing reality objectively [in] 

…the connections between personal learning and organizational learning, in the 

reciprocal commitment between individual and organization, and in the special 

spirit of an enterprise made up of learners.  (p. 7)  

Thirdly, they use mental models to ―turn the mirror inward to unearth their internal 

pictures of the world, to bring them to the surface and hold them to rigorously to 

scrutiny‖ (p. 8) and they ―carry on ‗learningful‘ conversations that balance inquiry and 

advocacy, where people expose their own thinking effectively and make that thinking 

open to the influence of others (p. 8). Fourthly, they build shared vision where ―people 

excel and learn, not because they are told to, but because they want to‖ (p. 9).  This also 

involves ―unearthing shared pictures of the future that foster genuine commitment and 

enrolment rather than compliance‖ (p. 9).  Finally, people in learning organizations 

practice team learning that starts with dialogue, ―the capacity of members of the team to 

suspend assumptions and enter into genuine thinking together‖ (p. 10).   

In my search for ways to become a wiser school administrator, these guidelines 

are highly applicable.  So often we feel that we do not have enough influence to really 

make a difference.  We are constrained by the need to ―cover the curriculum,‖ implement 

policies, and complete paperwork.  We forget that sometimes we need to manufacture our 

own reality.  It is my job to help teachers in classrooms to become school teachers, not 

just classroom teachers, who accept their responsibilities and bring their gifts outside the 

walls of their classrooms.  The goal of professional learning communities is to make a 

time for these ―learningful‖ conversations and for genuine thinking together.  Continuous 
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self-refection both as individuals and as a school staff are essential to improvement and 

will lead to examination of the mental models that we hold, both consciously and 

unconsciously about the students we teacher and what and how they should be taught.  

Building a shared vision is the role of the school leader and will only come about through 

dialogue.  Given the overwhelming demands of being a school administrator, it is not 

possible to know everything, make all decisions, and mange everything by oneself.  Only 

by thinking together can we coordinate our efforts and goals and work together to achieve 

them. 

Finally, Senge (1990) talks about metanoia which is ―a shift of mind or a 

transcendence of mind‖ (p. 12).  This is what educators refer to as transformative 

learning.  Just as the new version of Bloom‘s hierarchy of learning places creativity at the 

top, according to Senge, ―real learning gets to the heart of what it means to be human.  

Through learning we re-create ourselves…not only do we need adaptive learning but also 

generative learning, learning that enhances our capacity to create‖ (p. 14).  In a rapidly 

changing world, creativity is a necessity.  Human inventiveness has both ensured the 

survival of the human species and, perhaps at this point, put it at risk.  Today‘s students 

will need to find solutions to both scientifically challenging problems like global 

warming and to socially challenging problems like the widening gap between the rich and 

the poor globally.  These solutions do not exist but will have to be created.  The question 

then becomes how to we teach so that creativity is fostered and honoured? 

Leaders Versus Managers 

In ―The Nature of Leadership,‖ John W. Gardner (2006) defines leadership as 

―the process of persuasion or example by which an individual (or leadership team) 
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induces a group to pursue objectives held by the leader or shared by the leader and his or 

her followers (p. 17).  He also cites Niccolo Machiavelli, who in the 16
th
 century advised 

the prince: ―You will always need the favour of the inhabitants. …It is necessary for a 

prince to possess the friendship of the people‖ (p. 18).  Hence, Gardner concludes that 

―leadership does not equal status, power or official authority…and subordinate does not 

equal follower‖ (p. 18).  Leaders must earn the opportunity to lead.  As an incoming 

administrator in a school, nothing could be truer.  Building trust must happen before 

anyone will be following the principal anywhere. 

Gardner (2006) also offers ways that leaders differ from managers, one of the 

great paradoxes of school leadership where the great management demands make it 

difficult to feel successful in the leadership domain.  As Gardner states: 

Leaders differ from managers: 

 They think longer term. 

 They grasp the relationship of the unit they lead to larger realities. 

 They reach and influence constituents beyond their jurisdictions, beyond 

boundaries. 

 They put heavy emphasis on the intangibles of vision, values, and motivation. 

 They have the political skills to cope with the conflicting requirements of 

multiple constituencies.   

 They think in terms of renewal.  (p. 20) 

So school management, which is concerned with the day-to-day grind of ensuring that the 

building is safe; that policies are followed; that there is a teacher in every room; and, that 

the children are fed and ready to learn, is not leadership.  It is critical to the functioning of 
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the school—witness the day a hot-water pipe broke in the front hallway of our school, 

requiring that the heating be turned off and student traffic flow redirected—but not 

instructional leadership.  And the work to identify, and hopefully catch in the act, drug 

dealers at school is not leadership but management.  Steven Covey (1989) cites Peter 

Drucker and Warren Bennis saying that ―Management is doing things right; leadership is 

doing the right things (p. 101).  Also, according to Branson (2009), ―since potential future 

leaders observe incumbents largely fulfilling the role of managerialists having to 

concentrate on meeting a plethora of external compliance and accountability demands, 

they do not aspire to become leaders (p. 12).   

This distinction between management and leadership is reflected in Ontario‘s new 

leadership framework (Institute for Educational Leadership, 2008) which reveals five sets 

of competencies and practices (Setting Directions; Building Relationships and 

Developing People; Developing the Organization; Leading the Instructional Program; 

and Securing Accountability) but does not reflect or acknowledge the day-to-day dramas 

and urgencies of managing the building and its people.  People who chose to become 

school leaders must reconcile the two roles and seek to emphasize the leadership role 

while carefully maintaining the management of the learning environment.  ―Over time, 

the distinction between the concept of ‗leadership‘ vs. ‗management‘ has somehow 

evolved into a pejorative view of management skills as a set of low-level, mundane and 

inferior set of skills when compared to the loftier instructional leadership skills‖ (OPC 

Professional Services Team, 2011, p. 10).  The fact that the Leadership Framework 

reflects leadership and not management may be a partial acknowledgement that, despite 

political will a few years ago, schools do not need MBA graduates to lead them but 
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instead need experienced teachers with superior management skills and strong leadership 

qualities.  At any rate, Gardner (2006) acknowledges that ―leaders may see little result 

from heroic efforts, yet may be setting the stage for victories that will come after them‖ 

(p. 24).  Rarely do school administrators see profound change during a tenure in any 

building or in the students with whom they work on a daily basis but they have to believe, 

or lose hope, that their heroic efforts will reap a fulsome harvest some day, even if they 

aren‘t there to witness it.  The luckiest of us will have the gratifying experience of 

running into a former difficult student at the dentist‘s office and learning that he or she 

has in fact ―turned out well‖ despite the challenges experienced in adolescence, as I did 

one day when I failed to recognize a happy, young mother who, in high school, had been 

a ―Goth‖ complete with black hair, eyeliner, lipstick, and a cape. 

Level 5 Leadership 

In 1992, Jim Collins conducted research into success organizations and came 

upon an unexpected finding which he termed ―Level 5 Leadership.‖  The quotation that 

Collins uses from U. S. President Harry S. Truman sums up the concept: ―You can 

accomplish anything in life, provided that you do not mind who gets the credit‖ (as cited 

in Collins, 2006, p. 27).  Collins‘s five levels of leadership are: 

 Level 1 – Highly Capable Individual 

 Level 2 – Contributing Team Member 

 Level 3 – Competent Manager 

 Level 4 – Effective Leader 

 Level 5 – Level 5 Executive (p.  31).   
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A level 5 Executive ―builds enduring greatness through a paradoxical blend of personal 

humility and professional will (Collins, p. 31).  This attitude is revealed by a quotation 

from a very successful businessman who told researchers: ―I never stopped trying to 

become qualified for the job‖ (as cited in Collins, p. 30).  This seems to be the ultimate 

commitment to lifelong learning.  In their great humility,  

Level 5 leaders look out the window to apportion credit to factors outside 

themselves when things go well (and if they cannot find a specific person or event 

to give credit to, they credit good luck).  At the same time, they look in the mirror 

to apportion responsibility, never blaming bad luck when things go poorly.  (p. 

44)   

Given that it seems the very nature of being human is that, when things go wrong, we 

find someone or something to blame, this ability is a clear demarcation of exemplary 

leadership.  Once again, the distinction and, in this case, hierarchy, between manager and 

leader is evident.  

Unheroic Leadership  

In ―The Unheroic Side of Leadership: Notes from the Swamp,‖ originally 

published in Phi Delta Kappan in 1988, Jerome T.  Murphy, an associate dean at 

Harvard, tells several revealing stories about leadership.  First, he tells the story of his 

first challenge as a new leader when a faculty member demanded, at dinner, what he was 

going to do about the odour strips in the bathrooms! (2006, p. 51).  Just when you sit in 

the big chair and start to earn the ―big bucks,‖ someone comes with a task that you are 

sure wasn‘t in the description of the job you applied for.  Leadership is about cleaning 
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bathrooms when the custodians are on strike as much as creating a vision for the school.  

Then, Murphy (2006) cites a poster he saw on the office of a seasoned administrator: 

The objective of all dedicated department employees should be to thoroughly 

analyze all situations, anticipate problems prior to their occurrence, have answers 

for these problems, and move swiftly to solve these problems when called upon. 

… However…when you are up to your ass in alligators it is difficult to remind 

yourself that your initial objective was to drain the swamp.  (pp. 51-52) 

This led Murphy to the conclusion that  

The popular view of the leader as the hero fails to capture the character of 

leadership in a world of grand designs and daily problems.  Leaders are quiet 

lambs as much as roaring lions, and leadership is not found only at the top of an 

organization.  (p. 52) 

This view respects the andragogy, that is, the collective wisdom, of all the people in the 

building and implies the administrator‘s duty to discover and draw out the leadership 

skills of everyone in the building.  Murphy summarizes the conventional wisdom about 

school leaders as heroic figures who possess a clear personal vision; are extremely 

knowledgeable; are strong, displaying initiative, courage and tenacity; communicate 

forcefully; amass power and use it for organizational improvement; and are take charge 

problem-solvers (p. 52).   But he then remarks that, in fact, ―images of the leader as hero 

can undermine conscientious administrators who think that they should live up to these 

expectations‖ (p. 53) and ―notions of heroism misconstrue the character of organizational 

leadership in many situations.  Problems are typically so complex and so ambiguous that 

to define and resolve them requires the knowledge and participation of more than a 
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visionary leader‖ (p. 53).  Branson (2009) concurs, stating that ―where a particular 

leadership position entails significant management tasks, it is not uncommon for the 

leader to feel that he or she is underperforming as a leader‖ (p. 23).   

In contrast, Murphy (2006) proposes an unheroic version of leadership in which 

leaders offer six alternative dimensions.  The first dimension is developing a shared 

vision.  He also notes that ―policies are less often installed than negotiated to maturation 

over time‖ and ―top administrators are more likely to provide a scaffolding for 

collaboration than a blueprint for action‖ (p. 54).  He also cittes Ronald Heifetz and Riley 

Sinder: ―A leader becomes a guide, interpreter, and stimulus of engagement‖; a leader‘s 

vision is ―the grain of sand in the oyster, not the pearl‖ (as cited in Murphy, 2006, p. 54).  

Next, Murphy says that leaders should always be asking questions.  They ―need local 

knowledge, situational knowledge, people knowledge and an informal ―system‖ of 

constantly gathering information (p. 55).  He then notes that there is a time to stop asking 

questions since information gathering itself can stall action (p. 55) and cites Albert 

Hirschman: 

The only way we can bring our creative resources fully into play is by misjudging 

the nature of the task, by presenting it to ourselves as more routine, simple, 

undemanding of genuine creativity than it will turn out to be.  Or, put differently: 

since we necessarily underestimate our creativity, it is desirable that we 

underestimate to a roughly similar extent the difficulties of the tasks we face.  (p. 55) 

Thirdly, leaders have to have ways of coping with weakness.  They need to: 

match their strengths to the task; compensate for their own shortcomings by working with 

others with complementary strengths; and they must be candid about their weaknesses 
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and feelings (p. 56).  Fourthly, leaders must excel at listening and acknowledging.  ―Good 

listening involves an active effort to understand the world from another‘s perspective.  It 

requires both an instant analysis of what has been said and a sense of what has been left 

unsaid (p. 57).  Moreover,  

It is not enough to know just the facts; a leader also needs to understand the 

feelings, the meanings and the perceptions that are tied to those facts.  Listening is 

frequently the best thing that a leader can do.  Listening is often the only thing an 

administrator can do.  (p. 58)  

Next, leaders must learn to depend on others.  They must practice ―the norm of 

reciprocity: if you share your power, I‘ll share my power in return (Murphy, 2006, p. 59).  

Finally, leaders must let go of the image of leader as the chief problem solver in the 

organization and they must empower others to solve their own problems.  In the words of 

Henry Rosovsky, ―How do you survive when you skip from the sublime to the ridiculous 

five times a day?‖ (as cited in Murphy, p. 60).  It is during these moments that one must 

remember to laugh in order to survive and keep the events of the day in context.  This last 

injunction resonates with my own experience and my own tendency to be willing to solve 

other people‘s problems.  Murphy has dubbed the outcome of this behaviour as the goose 

theory of leadership: ―Honking and hissing like geese, faculty and staff members will 

cruise into the boss‘s office, ruffle their feathers, poop on the rug, and leave.  It then 

becomes the boss‘s job to clean up the mess‖ (p. 60).  Having often been left with the 

feathers floating and the goose poop on the rug, this is a personal challenge for me to 

improve.  It is also a place where the proximity of leading in a school and ―leading‖ in a 

home is clear.  Recently, a student said to me, ―[My mother] is always saying ‗do this‘ 
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and offering solutions.  I just want her to listen‖ (A. Tang, personal journal, April 14, 

2011) causing me to reflect on my own tendency to offer a solution when what is desired 

is merely thoughtful listening. 

A Model for Leadership 

In James M. Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner‘s (2007) ―The Five Practices of 

Exemplary Leadership,‖ the authors propose the following five practices and ten 

commitments for aspiring leaders:  

Model the way.  

1. Find your voice by clarifying your personal values. 

2. Set the example by aligning actions with shared values. 

 Inspire shared vision.  

3. Envision the future by imagining exciting and ennobling possibilities. 

4. Enlist others in a common vision by appealing to shared   aspirations. 

Challenge the process.  

5. Search for opportunities by seeking innovative ways to change, grow, and 

improve. 

6. Experiment and take risks by constantly generating small wins and learning 

from mistakes. 

Enable others to act.  

7. Foster collaboration by promoting cooperative goals and building trust. 

8. Strengthen others by sharing power and discretion. 

Encourage the heart.  

9. Recognize contributions by showing appreciation for individual excellence.  
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10. Celebrate the values and victories by creating a spirit of community.   

(pp. 71-72) 

This is actually a summary that I have in a laminated-card format on my desk as a quick 

reminder of the ―how‖ about leadership.  It is a method that emphasizes the importance of 

relationships.  It is also, in some ways, a reflection of the leadership style of Jesus.  

Kouzes and Posner note that ―success in leading will be wholly dependent upon the 

capacity to build and sustain those human relationships that enable people to get 

extraordinary things done on a regular basis (p. 71).  As much as I have the reference 

card at my desk, I understand that I cannot simply take this prescription and paste it over 

myself.  My leadership must authentically reflect who I am. 

Invitational Leadership 

In Inviting Educational Leadership, Novak (2002) explains: 

The centre of the educationally orchestrating self is the ―I‖ (the awareness of the 

present).  This awareness of the present can be seen in degrees of receptivity or 

unreceptivity to the ongoing stream of events.  In dealing with issues, the 

educationally orchestrating self views them in terms of maintaining, protecting 

and enhancing self-concept.  By creatively using the past to anticipate a variety of 

futures and developing habits of persistence, resourcefulness and courage, the 

orchestrating self is able to transform desires into imaginative desirables.  This is 

the process of pursuing imaginative acts of hope in one‘s personal life.  (p. 48) 

Novak lists four fundamental values that invitational leaders hold: respect, trust, 

optimism, and intentionality.  He then holds that leaders must invite themselves both 

personally and professionally and invite others both personally and professionally.  This 
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is a pertinent reminder that leaders are not able to devote themselves to the nurturing of 

others if they are not also conscious of their own needs. 

A Theory I Can See Myself Reflected In: Servant Leadership 

In 1970, a retired AT&T manager, Robert K. Greenleaf, wrote an essay entitled, 

The Servant as Leader, proposing a new role for leaders.  He posited that: 

The servant-leader is a servant first. … It begins with the natural feeling that one 

wants to serve, to serve first.  Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead. 

… The difference manifests itself in the care taken by the servant—first to make 

sure that other people‘s highest priority needs are being served.  The best test and 

the most difficult to administer, is: Do those served grow as persons?  Do they, 

while being served, become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely 

themselves to become servants?  And, what is the effect on the least privileged in 

society: will they benefit or, at least, not be further deprived?  (Greenleaf, 1996, 

pp.1-2) 

Greenleaf called people to look for ways that they could serve others and help people 

develop to their full potential.  He felt that: 

Authentic leaders are chosen by followers, that the ability to lead with integrity 

depends on the leader‘s skills for withdrawal and action, listening and persuasion, 

practical goal setting and intuitive prescience.  Clearly, servant leadership is a 

notion that begins with self, with inner lights that illuminate outer outcomes.  

(1996, p. 2) 

      Thomas J. Sergiovanni (2007), in Leadership as Stewardship: Who’s Serving Who? 

describes this leadership as ―the leadership that counts, the kind that touches people 
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differently.  It taps their emotions, appeals to their values, and responds to their 

connections with other people‖ (p. 76).  When Greenleaf studied successful teachers, he 

concluded that ―command leadership and instructional leadership—with the principal 

clearly in control—typically accompanied by a human relations style designed to 

motivate and keep morale up‖ (as cited in Sergiovanni, p. 78) was not what made schools 

successful.  Instead, he noted that, for teachers,  

Their persistence in searching out strategies to increase their colleagues‘ or their 

personal effectiveness in serving the needs of the school‘s children was motivated 

not by bureaucratic mandate or directives from superiors, but by moral 

commitment to children, rooted in their awareness of the needs of these children 

and their beliefs about the significance of their roles, as teachers, in these 

children‘s lives.  (Greenfield, 1991, as cited in Sergiovanni, p.  76) 

This conclusion echoes Yankellovich‘s sacred view of work and Fullan‘s moral 

imperative.  For Greenleaf, the great leader is a servant first.  ―Servant leadership is the 

means by which leaders can get the necessary legitimacy to lead.  Servant leadership 

provides legitimacy partly because one of the responsibilities of leadership is to give a 

sense of direction, to establish an overarching purpose‖ (as cited in Sergiovanni, 2007, p. 

80).  Doing so, Greenleaf explains, ―gives certainty and purpose to others who may have 

difficulty in achieving it for themselves.  But being successful in providing purpose 

requires the trust of others‖ (as cited in Sergiovanni, p. 80).  However for trust to be 

forthcoming, the led must have confidence in the leader‘s competence and values.  

Further, people‘s confidence is strengthened by their belief that the leader makes 

judgements on the basis of competence and values rather than self-interest (Sergiovanni, 
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p. 80).  In other words, the leader must have integrity.  And while a leader is ―tempted by 

personal enthusiasm and commitment to define the needs of those to be served, it is best 

to let those who will be served define their own needs in their own way‖ (Sergiovanni, p.  

80).  Servant leadership is more easily provided if the leader understands that serving 

others is important but that the most important thing is to serve the values and ideas that 

help shape the school as a covenantal community.  In this sense, all the members of a 

community share the burden of servant leadership.  

Barth  believed that ―schools have the capacity to improve themselves; that under 

the right conditions, adults and students alike learn, and learning by one contributes to the 

learning of others; that a key leverage point in creating a learning community is 

improving the school‘s culture; and, that school-improvement efforts count, whether 

originating in the school or outside‖ (as cited in Sergiovanni, p.80).  He called upon 

leaders to seek to determine and provide conditions that enable students and adults to 

promote and sustain learning for themselves. 

This idea that a school is a covenantal community and that all members of the 

community share responsibility for learning changes the role of the school leader 

dramatically.  Martin Buber (1958) speaks of needing to maintain ―I – Thou‖ 

relationships which are subject to subject relationships as opposed to ―I – It‖ relationships 

which are subject to object relationships.  Members of a covenanting community are 

respectful of the knowledge and skills that each member brings.  Andragogy is the 

collective wisdom formed by ―adults‘ vast reservoirs of experience in multiple settings.  

[It is] a powerful resource for learning‖ (Pohland & Bova, 2000).  This needs to be 

acknowledged and capitalized on by school leaders.  Barth (1990) concludes that: 
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Taking these assumptions seriously leads to fresh thinking about the culture of 

schools and about what people do in them.  For instance, the principal need no 

longer be the headmaster or instructional leader pretending to know all, one who 

consumes lists from the above and transmits them to those below.  The role of the 

principal is as head learner, engaging in the most important enterprise of the 

schoolhouse—experiencing, displaying, modeling, and celebrating what is hoped 

and expected that teachers and pupils will do.  (As cited in Sergiovanni, 2007, p. 

80)  

Ten Characteristics of Servant Leaders 

Greenleaf (2003) describes the 10 characteristics of servant leaders in his essay.  

These include:   

1. Listening – Servant leaders listen receptively to what is being said (and not said!).  

Listening also encompasses getting in touch with one‘s own inner voice and 

seeking to understand what one‘s body, spirit, and mind are communicating.  

Listening, coupled with regular periods of reflection, is essential to the growth of 

the servant-leader. 

2. Empathy – Servant leaders assume the good intentions of co-workers and do not 

reject them as people, even while refusing to accept their behaviour or 

performance. 

3. Healing – Healing means to make whole those with whom they come in contact.  

Healing is a powerful force for transformation and integration. 

4. Awareness –―Awareness is not the giver of solace – it is just the opposite.  It is a 

disturber and an awakener.  Able leaders are usually sharply awaked and 
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reasonably disturbed.  They are not seekers after solace.  They have their own 

inner serenity‖ (p. 41). 

5. Persuasion – Servant leaders use persuasion rather than positional authority to 

influence change. 

6. Conceptualization – Servant leaders nurture their abilities to dream great dreams. 

7. Foresight – Servant leaders foresee likely outcomes of a situation. 

8. Stewardship – Servant leaders hold something in trust for another.  They hold 

institutions in trust for the greater good of society. 

9. Commitment to the Growth of People – Servant leaders believe that people have 

an intrinsic value beyond their tangible contribution as workers. 

10. Building Community – All that is needed to rebuild community as a viable life 

form for large numbers of people is for enough servant-leaders to show the way, 

not by mass movements, but by each servant-leader demonstrating his own 

unlimited liability for a quite specific community-related group.   (pp. 16-19)  

Greenleaf cites Albert Camus‘s last lecture, entitled Create Dangerously: 

Great ideas, it has been said, come into the world as gently as doves.  Perhaps, 

then, if we listen attentively, we shall hear, amid the uproar of empires and 

nations, a faint flutter of wings, the gentle stirring of life and hope.  Some will say 

that this hope lies in a nation; others, in man.  I believe rather that it is awakened, 

revived, nourished by millions of solitary individuals whose deeds and works 

every day negate frontiers and the crudest implications of history.  As a result, 

there shines forth fleetingly the ever-threatened truth that each and every man, on 
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the foundations of his own sufferings and joys, builds for them all.  (As cited in 

Greenleaf, 2003, p. 28) 

This personal responsibility for creating a better world by improving the 

conditions within which one finds oneself is simple in its acknowledgement that we are 

empowered to create good things and awesomely frightening in its requirement of us to 

assume our burden of servant leadership and work to create covenanting communities.  

William James writes: 

I am done with great things and big plans, great institutions and big successes.  I 

am for those tiny, invisible loving human forces that work from individual to 

individual, creeping through the crannies of the world like so many rootlets, or 

like the capillary oozing of water, yet which, if given time, will rend the hardest 

monuments of human pride.  (―William James, Quotable Quote,‖ 2011, ¶ 1) 

Greenleaf‘s observations, made more than 40 years ago, at the beginning of our 

awareness of ecology and environmental degradation (Rachel Carson‘s Silent Spring was 

written in 1962) seem to me to foreshadow our understanding that all of our tiny actions 

are connected.  That, like modern physics, a particle moving at one end of the universe 

will cause a similar movement in one at the other side of the universe.  We are all 

connected and we are constantly changed and changing by others.  Mitchell and Sackney 

(2009) have applied this concept to schools.  Their ecological perspective for building 

sustainable learning communities includes five principles: deep respect; collective 

responsibility; experimental orientation; appreciation of diversity; and positive role 

modelling (pp. 34-39). 



   

 

45 

 

Pertinent to some of my earlier musings on what caused me to become a leader 

are Greenleaf‘s (2003) thoughts on the development of leaders.  He felt that ―the servant 

quality probably emerges when one is quite young, and is shaped more by example than 

by precept.  Who are one‘s heroes?  Are they true servants of others or are they self-

serving people‖ (p. 40).  I have wondered what proportion of my desire and ability to lead 

are inherently part of me and just needed the proper conditions to bloom and what 

proportion have been taught and learned.  As Greenleaf (2003) says: 

One does not ―learn‖ to be a leader the way one learns most things that are taught 

in college.  Like anything else that is acquired, one will do better with a mentor or 

a coach than without one.  Leaders are not trained; they evolve.  (p. 41) 

Evolution of Leadership 

When I was a child, I greatly admired and longed to emulate Albert Schweitzer, 

an Alsatian doctor who worked in Africa.  While, as an adult, I have learned that he was 

not as straightforwardly self-sacrificing as I thought he was, I still admire him.  My 

mother always told me that to be Christian (which she was not), as it was more important 

to let Christ‘s light shine through you than it was to proselytize or claim inclusion in a 

select membership.  She was not a believer in stabbing anyone with the sword of truth.  

She was a person to whom others gravitated; always ready to offer friendship and love 

and accept others, warts and all.  When I was left generally on my own in my early teens, 

a husband and wife team who led a YMCA youth service group were mentors in a life of 

service for me.  They encouraged me to volunteer with developmentally delayed teens 

and with children at the women‘s shelter and modelled a life where accumulation of 

wealth was not the objective but leaving the world a better place was.  At university, my 
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then fiancé was determined to ―change the world.‖  He was studying Peace and Conflict 

Studies and we were active in both the peace movement and efforts to address the 

inequities in the world.  He went on to do a PhD  in global economics to try and leave the 

world a better place.  Although we have parted ways, our paths have remained similar.  In 

our married lives, my husband and I are active volunteers in our community, coaching 

children‘s sports, supporting Amnesty International and Médecins Sans Frontières, and 

Foster Children.  Of course, my husband is also a minister in the United Church of 

Canada and entered into a covenant with a congregation.  We live lives filled with other 

people‘s crises and tragedies and celebrations.  As a school administrator, this is also my 

lot.  I often learn more than I really want to by reading a student‘s O.S.R. or asking 

simple questions, like, ―Why have you not been in school this week?‖ only to hear that 

the child is homeless and his mother addicted to drugs and alcohol.  Mine is a life of 

service to others.  As Greenleaf (2003) observes: 

There are processes, techniques, and knowledge sources that provide the expertise 

of the special field in which the leader works.  The mastery of these takes time 

and hard work and the possession of them makes one an expert or a critic but not 

necessarily a leader.  Leadership overarches expertise, and it cannot be reduced to 

a style.  (p. 41) 

In Seven Pillars of Servant Leadership: Practicing the Wisdom of Leading by 

Serving, James W. Sipe and Don M. Frick (2009) have organized the way to become a 

servant leader.  They list the following attributes of a servant leader: 

1. Person of Character – Makes insightful, ethical, and principle-centred decisions. 

2. Puts People First – Helps others meet their highest priority. 
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3. Skilled Communicator. 

4. Compassionate Collaborator – Strengthens relationships, supports diversity, and 

creates a sense of belonging. 

5. Has Foresight – Imagines possibilities, anticipates the future, and proceeds with 

clarity of purpose. 

6. Systems Thinker – Thinks and acts strategically, leads change effectively, and 

balances the whole with the sum of its parts. 

7. Leads with Moral Authority – Worthy of respect, inspires trust and confidence, 

and establishes quality standards for performance. 

This is a model that I believe I can apply in my life and profession. 

The 8
th

 Habit 

Coincidentally, as I continued to read books and articles about qualitative research 

and leadership, I came across The 8
th

 Habit, written by Stephen Covey (2004).  This book 

is about discovering your voice and enabling others to discover their own voices.  This 

book fits well with the model of Servant Leadership that I have been exploring.  Covey 

proposes that if we can empower and enable people, they will find their own voice and 

offer their enthusiasm and creativity in ways that they don‘t when they feel not listened to 

and disempowered.  The top-down, punitive approach to the teaching profession which 

we experienced during the last Conservative tenure in Ontario is an example of not 

empowering others and its lingering effects are still obstacles in trying to improve the 

effectiveness of schools and teachers today.   

Covey (2004) offers several mental models to help explain how to find one‘s 

voice.  First, he describes the four human intelligences: physical, mental, 
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social/emotional, and spiritual.  These are linked to four needs (to live, to learn, to love, 

and to leave a legacy) and to four attributes: discipline, vision, passion, and conscience.  

Finally, he proposes that one‘s voice ―lies at the nexus of talent, passion, need and 

conscience‖ (p. 84).  In relation to leadership, Covey offers four Roles of Leadership: 

Aligning, Pathfinding, Empowerment, and, at the centre of these three: Modelling (p.  

155).  Aligning is aligning systems, structures, and processes with goals.  Pathfinding is 

creating shared vision, values, and strategies.  Empowerment is about releasing the 

passion and talent of others.  Modelling is about being trustworthy (having character and 

competence); building trust; and searching for the third alternative.  Covey speaks of 

servant leadership as five key questions that leaders ask of their followers: 

1. How is it going? 

2. What are you learning? 

3. What are your goals? 

4. How can I help you? 

5. How am I doing as a helper? 

Covey then cites Greenleaf as follows: 

A new moral principle is emerging which holds that the only authority deserving 

one‘s allegiance is that which is freely and knowingly granted by the led to the 

leader in response to, and in proportion to, the clearly evident servant status of the 

leader.  Those who choose to follow this principle will not casually accept the 

authority of existing institutions.  Rather, they will freely respond only to 

individuals who are chosen as leaders because they are proven and trusted as 
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servants.  To the extent that this principle prevails in the future, the only truly 

viable institutions will be those that are predominantly servant-led.  (2004, p. 299) 

Covey (2004) then concludes that ―moral authority is the gaining of influence 

through following principles.  Moral dominion is achieved through servanthood, service, 

and contribution‖ (p. 299).  These concepts are shaping my thoughts as I continue with 

the research and the hard, self-examination required.  I would like to acquire the wisdom 

and moral authority to lead a truly viable school. 

Greenleaf touches upon many issues that seem relevant today despite their age, as 

evidenced by Stephen Covey‘s adoption of some of his tenets.  Greenleaf (2003) states, 

―True servant-leaders are artists in the deep meaning of being open to chaos.  In their 

deep personal theologizing (and they all do it) they set a limit on the logic of the spirit 

and acknowledge a threshold beyond which all is mystery (p. 73).  This is the place 

where training and knowledge cannot carry one.  It is the place where wisdom is needed. 

Wisdom: The Intersection of Knowledge and Experience 

Branson (2009) writes about wisdom-led leadership.  He uses de Bono‘s (1996) 

insights into the nature of wisdom: ―Wisdom is not instead of logic.  Wisdom is the 

operating system of perception.  Logic only begins when perception ends‖ (as cited in 

Branson, p. 14).  Branson then defines wisdom as ―the synergetic insight leaders gain 

when they honestly, equitably, and explicitly consider both objective and subjective 

information within their decision-making process‖ (p. 15).  Moreover, wisdom 

recognizes that ―the most precious resource we have for coping with life in an unstable, 

discontinuous and revolutionary world in not information, but each other (Strom, 2007, 

as cited in Branson, 2009, p. 15).  Branson also reiterates Greenleaf‘s notion that wisdom 
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grows out of living in community with others.  Branson again cites Strom, saying that ―at 

its heart, wisdom is the ability to live well.  To know yourself, to know the world in 

which we find ourselves, and to make good choices for both our own sakes and for the 

sake of others (p. 15).  Branson proposes that leaders must always act with authenticity 

and moral integrity and that the ability to act authentically with moral integrity is 

enhanced by effective self-reflection.  He uses Strom‘s three characteristics of wise 

people: 

 Wise people read life and its patterns well. 

 Wise people apply these insights skilfully to the choices at hand. 

 Wise people act with integrity and care (p. 15). 

Branson provides several frameworks for self-reflection to try to help leaders achieve 

wisdom and embodied awareness which ―implies that our essential knowledge is 

provided to us through the combined input of our cognitive capabilities, our senses, and 

our body‘s experience of the world as perceived through our feelings, intuitions, 

emotions, and physiological reactions‖ (p. 71).  In order to develop our embodied 

awareness we must try to increase our understanding or our self-concept, self-esteem, 

motives, values, beliefs and behaviours (p. 74). 

This need for a wisdom-led leader to know oneself is also fundamental to 

Branson‘s (2009) process of intentional self-reflection since  

The self is constituted from the integration of one‘s self-concept, self-esteem, 

motives, values, beliefs, and behaviours.  [And,] the integration of all of these 

components of the self influences the manner in which the individual thinks 

about, perceives, and responds to his or her world.  (p. 73) 
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I aspire to be an authentic leader ―making choices based on being fully conscious 

of the impact of these choices on one‘s self, on others, and on what can be done, and to 

always act to maximise the dignity, integrity, and accomplishments of all‖ (Branson, 

2009, p. 29).  I also strive to have moral integrity which ―is about instinctively and 

consistently doing what is right for the good of others in the absence of incentives or 

sanctions [and making] the interests of others, rather than self-interests, the spontaneous 

motivation‖ (Branson, p. 36).  I believe, as Starratt (2005) states: 

Every human being has a moral responsibility to be him or herself, to be an 

original, to be the real thing, to author his or her own life.  But one cannot be 

authentic except in relationships.  One‘s truth can only be grasped and affirmed in 

and by a relationship.  All moral exchange is based on mutual trust in the 

authenticity of the other.  (As cited in Branson, p. 89) 

Emerging Themes and Early Conclusions 

Upon consideration of all the above theories, ideas, frameworks, and 

characteristics there emerge themes.  Leaders must know themselves and be willing to 

reflect intentionally and seek feedback from others about themselves.  As Socrates is 

commonly known to have said, the unexamined life is not worth living, nor certainly is 

the life of an effective leader.  There are specific characteristics that leaders have in 

common.  They must be authentic.  Leaders must also act with integrity.  It is only 

possible to develop trust and find followers if one makes decisions not based on personal 

gain but rather on attaining the goal of the organization.  They must act with higher moral 

purpose.  Leaders must serve their followers and have as their main objective, the 

development of the people within their organization, in the case of schools, both teachers 



   

 

52 

 

and students.   This approach is one based on humility.  They must focus on relationships 

and on empowering their followers.  Communication is essential for effective 

relationships.  According to Greenleaf (2003), ―in the end, all that matters is love and 

friendship‖ (p. 74).  Greenleaf also points out, ―not much that is really important can be 

accomplished with coercive power.  [In fact,] its value is inverse to its use‖ (pp. 73-74).  

Leaders use persuasion to motivate and allow people the freedom to be creative.  Leaders 

see the big picture and think long term.  They maintain an inquiring state of mind, open 

to chaos and able to build visions that can transform their followers and their institutions.  

They focus on the intangibles of vision, values, and motivation while wading through the 

swamp full of alligators.  Leadership is not management but strong management skills are 

required of effective leaders.   

Leadership seems to lie at the nexus of experience and knowledge.  Like any 

boundary zone, this is a rich and creative place to dwell.  Leadership appears from the 

research to rest more within the realm of artistry than science and perhaps that why it 

often seems ephemeral and just out of one‘s grasp.   

Self-Concept 

In order to examine my own leadership, it is necessary first to look at my self- 

concept and the sources of my values and beliefs.  At the centre of my perceptions about 

myself lays the subjective ―I,‖ the person who is in the world.  All around this subject are 

the objective ―me‘s.‖  Myself as I see myself.  These ―me‘s‖ are both the roles that I play 

and my personal characteristics—strengths and weaknesses.  Some of these ―me‘s‖ stand 

in the bright sunlight of my perception and are readily seen and identified.  Others hide in 

the shadows lurking at the edge of my perception and recognition.  Some are perceptions 
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that I am proud of and others are my ―shadow self,‖ the parts of me that I am not proud of 

and may try to not recognize or ignore.  Mixed in with my perceptions of myself are my 

thoughts about how others perceive me.  All of these reflect ―the core beliefs that [I] hold 

to be true about [my] self [that are] always there as an interpretive basis for determining 

[my] behaviour (Purkey & Novak, 2008, p. 11).  In order to understand how my own 

behaviour is ―the best and safest thing [I] can do right then‖ (Purkey & Novak, 2008), I 

have to have self-awareness of who I am.  In Inviting Educational Leadership, Novak 

explains:  

The centre of the educationally orchestrating self is the ―I‖ (the awareness of the 

present).  This awareness of the present can be seen in degrees of receptivity or 

unreceptivity to the ongoing stream of events.  In dealing with issues, the 

educationally orchestrating self views them in terms of maintaining, protecting 

and enhancing self-concept.  By creatively using the past to anticipate a variety of 

futures and developing habits of persistence, resourcefulness and courage, the 

orchestrating self is able to transform desires into imaginative desirables.  This is 

the process of pursuing imaginative acts of hope in one‘s personal life.  (p. 48) 

This need for a wisdom-led leader to know oneself is also fundamental to Branson‘s 

(2009) process of intentional self-reflection since  

The self is constituted from the integration of one‘s self-concept, self-esteem, 

motives, values, beliefs, and behaviours.  [And,] the integration of all of these 

components of the self influences the manner in which the individual thinks 

about, perceives, and responds to his or her world.  (p. 73) 



   

 

54 

 

In order to begin to the process of becoming a wisdom-led leader, I then must try to 

examine the ―me‘s‖ in my self-concept.   

Who Am I? 

I am a woman of 48 years, raised at the end of the baby boom.  As a child, when I 

said I wanted to be a nurse, one of my 14 aunts would tell me I could be a doctor.  I was 

raised on Free to Be…You and Me (Thomas & Hart, 1974) a mixed-media (book and 

record) production calling for gender equality and universal human rights.  I am also the 

child of a first generation Canadian who left the farm at 15 years of age to seek his 

fortune and raise himself up by dint of his own determination and hard work.  My mother 

was from a well-to-do Toronto family.  She never had the opportunity to become what 

she could have been in an age when nursing, teaching, and secretarial school seemed to 

be the only options for young women, and even then, only until they married.  I am a 

daughter, with all the accompanying baggage of being anyone‘s child; subject to my 

parents‘ expectations, errors, encouragement, and support.  I am the child of divorce, 

never sure if everything will be okay and forced to be dependable and responsible and 

adult-like long before I should have been.  I am a sister to a younger brother.  I am a 

Danish-Canadian exposed to different foods and words and traditions.  In fact, when I 

decided to go to Denmark to learn to speak Danish fluently, my farmor or paternal 

grandmother, asked me why I didn‘t want to learn German or Chinese or ―something 

useful.‖  As a child, I was told I was smart.  I read books well in advance of my years; 

spoke, in the words of my mother, ―like a little old lady‖ with a vocabulary belying my 

years; engaged in highly imaginative and complex play; and I got along well with adults.  

I was not an emotional child, a point of conflict with my mother, who would refer to what 
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she called ―my closed face‖ when we were engaged in emotional discussion.  She, on the 

other hand, was a very open person who was quick to show emotion, very different from 

me. 

I was also a leader amongst my friends, often writing and directing puppet shows 

or plays.  I was not, however, confident in social interactions; always wary of rejection 

and often unsure exactly what was expected of me.  I didn‘t always read the 

social/emotional situation well.  I was more comfortable by myself than in a group and 

still feel that I am essentially an introvert (of the Myers-Briggs type) who needs time 

alone to recharge my batteries.  In Grade 6, it became apparent that I had difficulty 

spelling when it wasn‘t a memorized spelling list and copying notes off the board.  Two 

years at a private school helped and in Grade 9, I was diagnosed with a learning 

disability, removing the word ―careless‖ from my image of myself.   

 Roles in the community.  I am also a wife, actually the Minister‘s wife, a role 

that used to entail many expectations in small towns, many of which I have managed not 

to fulfill.  Nonetheless, there are expectations of the Minister‘s family and we are very 

faithful attendees both of church and all church-related functions, both because we like to 

go and out of obligation.  Our children also suffer from the expectation that they should 

behave better than other children because of their father‘s role in the community.  My 

husband is a very well-educated, thoughtful man who sometimes struggles with his own 

happiness despite his successes.  His own efforts to dispel the myth that the Minister is 

not subject to all the foibles of being human, including to list only a few, using profanity, 

consuming alcohol, and being occasionally ribald, have helped dispel any false 

expectations the community had.  There are interesting parallels between the job of 
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school administrator and that of minister.  In Gilead (Robinson, 2004), the main character 

is a minister, who comments: 

That‘s the strangest thing about this life, about being in the ministry.  People 

change the subject when they see you coming.  And then sometimes those very 

same people come into your study and tell you the most remarkable things.  

These‘s a lot under the surface of life, everyone knows that.  A lot of malice and 

dread and guilt, and so much loneliness, where you wouldn‘t really expect to find 

it, either.  (p. 6)   

So too in administration do people share their stories with you.  I sit in my office and 

listen to husbands and wives lament or celebrate the end of their marriages and to parents 

confess that they have not told their children that they did not graduate from high school.  

Students share their fears of being pregnant and their guilt at having chosen abortion.  

They tell me of their poverty and the lack of caring that significant adults in their lives 

have shown them.  Teachers too come in and share stories of addiction or marital stress 

or the burdens of elder care.  Sometimes I wonder what I am to do with such stories.  

Recently, I heard a story on the CBC about a reporter who was in Cambodia when a 

market vendor shared the story of the death of all the members of her family in ―The 

Killing Fields‖ of the Pol Pot regime.  When the reporter asked what she could do, ―The 

vendor replied, ―Nothing.  I just wanted you to know.‖  The telling of the story is in itself 

an act of history and of reconciliation.  Ministers, and school administrators and teachers, 

are the keepers of these sacred stories.  Most of the stories are not earth-shattering but 

they are often person-shattering.  What am I to do with these stories?  Rarely can I ―fix‖ 

the problem.  Most often what I can do is listen and become the keeper of the story. 
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A few years ago, five young men from our community were killed in a traffic 

accident.  My husband, was called upon to be present when one mother was informed of 

her son‘s death and then to be at the funeral home to help prepare the bodies for 

identification and support the families when they came in.  He worked most of the night.  

When he came home, I asked, rhetorically, ―Who cares for the caregiver?‖ and was 

answered by a phone call.  The call was from a retired minister who had heard the news 

and knew that the caregiver would need someone to care for him.  When I read the 

Ontario Student Record of a child who is developmentally delayed because of shaken 

baby syndrome or of a young woman who was sexually abused by her brother, I too 

wonder who will offer me comfort as I hold these tragic stories in my heart. 

 My family.  I am a step-mother to three adults and grandmother to three happy, 

energetic grandchildren.  I play a significant role in our grandchildren‘s lives, especially 

since our oldest daughter had her first child at 20.  Our oldest grandson spent many week-

ends with us for the first 6 years of his life.  I am a mother to a 17 year old and a 15 year 

old.  I am an active parent, serving on the School Advisory Council; teaching Children‘s 

Church; organizing and coaching in our local soccer league; and sitting at the kitchen 

table helping with homework.  I chose to stay home when the youngest children were 

young and worked part-time for about 10 years both to support the children and to 

support my husband as he earned his Doctorate of Ministry over a 7 year period.   

 The professional.  I am a professional.  I have an undergraduate degree in 

Science, mostly biology and biochemistry, from the University of Waterloo and a 

teaching degree in Outdoor and Experiential Education from Queen‘s University.  I spent 

4 years working in consulting engineering in the City of Toronto with clients all over 
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Ontario and then 5 years managing a canoe and kayaking shop and outfitter and leading 

sea-kayaking trips.  I am a teacher first and foremost and still introduce myself as a 

teacher although I have been an administrator for 7 years.  I love teaching whether that is 

moderating a workshop at church; directing the Children‘s Church Christmas play; 

coaching soccer; planning and running a professional development workshop; or, 

teaching social skills in my role as a vice-principal.  I am a learner who gets excited about 

learning new things and who wants to share, discuss, and debate ideas.  I love to learn 

new skills but I am almost always happy to be a moderately good knitter or hockey player 

and move on to a new challenge rather than develop mastery of one thing.  I always 

hoped to been seen as a ―Renaissance Woman‖ rather than a ―Jill of all trades and master 

of none.‖ 

These are roles that I play in my family and my home and work communities but 

my self-concept also contains concepts of me that are less defined by role.  I am an 

athletic person and I pride myself on being in reasonably good shape, able to run and 

cross-country skate ski and lead kayaking trips.  I am an excellent public speaker and a 

story-teller, a skill I used in the classroom and that I still frequently rely on.  I can be 

funny.  I have a tendency to want things to be perfect although this has become less and 

less important as I try to balance the myriad of obligations in my life.  I worry about my 

weight and my health and see myself as having somewhat weak will since I can‘t seem to 

keep my weight as low as it should be given my family history.  I am not an overtly 

emotional person but I cry very quickly at sad movies or stories on the radio.  I also cry 

when I am angry.  I find it difficult to discuss intimate emotions and I am far more likely 

to express love by preparing a good dinner than by speaking poetically (although I love 
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poetry!).  I am self-confident about professional things, willing to try and risk failure but 

less confident about social interactions.  After parties, the negative voice in my head 

begins with messages that I talked too much or not enough, that I didn‘t mingle or that I 

didn‘t ask enough questions about other people.  I have quite a few friends with whom I 

can talk but not a very close friend, except my husband, at the moment.  This is 

somewhat influenced by the fact that I can discuss neither work-related nor church-

related things with friends.  I prefer people who don‘t tell you everything about 

themselves but whose skills and passions you discover over time.  I have a great deal of 

energy and a willingness to work very hard.  I expect to be successful if I try hard.  I am a 

singer (but not much of a dancer).  I am an art lover, moved by the beauty of opera, 

painting, and nature, but not an artist.  I am happy most of the time and seek to see the 

positive in people and events. 

 The shadow side.  On the shadowy side, Richard Rohr, a Franciscan Monk and 

theological writer and thinker, has described the Nine Sins of Neediness, a concept I find 

fascinating.  The nine needs are the need: to be perfect, to be needed, to succeed, to be 

special, to perceive, for security, to avoid pain, to be against, and to avoid (Rohr & Ebert, 

1990).  I think that our neediness is part of our self-concept and forms part of our stance.  

While we all exhibit each of these needs a one time or another, some are stronger in us 

than others.  I have a strong need to be liked (or to avoid being disliked) that sometimes 

makes it difficult for me in my job where conflict happens and when people make the 

conflict between ideas or values very personal.  I also have the need to be successful 

although I am willing to take risks.  I also have a strong need to be right (if not quite 

perfect,) a need that I have always had some awareness of but whose existence has been 
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brought more to the light by the similar need of our seventeen-year-old son.  I get angry 

with people who don‘t seem to put their best effort into important things and with people 

who put themselves above others or treat those weaker than themselves poorly.  I am 

slow to get angry but subject to short, explosive tempers.  I also need to be needed and 

taking the time to invite myself personally can be in conflict with my need to be needed 

and to serve the needs of others.  Looking at ourselves honestly is very difficult. We may 

see things we don‘t like making self-reflection a courageous process. 

Discernment of My Stance 

From all of this, I have developed a stance.  While I believe that we are all subject 

to limitations in how accurately we see ourselves; to self-deception; and, to a degree of 

moral masquerading—appearing to be moral while trying to avoid the cost of being 

moral, (Branson, 2009, p.  39), I also believe that through self-reflection and seeking 

feedback from others we can come to understand ―where we are coming from.‖  We need 

to go into the depths and soul of who we are and try to truly know ourselves.  This is 

territory where we don‘t have a lodestar by which to navigate.  We may have mentors 

who will support us but it is a place we must venture, in true heroic fashion, by ourselves.  

Purkey talks about self-concept which ―serves as a sort of gyrocompass, pointing to the 

―true north‖ of a person‘s direction in life and influencing the direction of behaviour (as 

cited in Fink, 1992, p. 18).  As such, I believe that everyone can learn and that ―fair is not 

equal.‖  Each person needs the conditions and support to let him or her be successful.  I 

believe that we must treat others as we would like to be treated and that a society is best 

judged by the manner in which it treats its most vulnerable citizens.  I believe that we 

need to do the best we can under any circumstance and that small successes must be 
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celebrated even if we aren‘t ―curing‖ the problem.  Mother Teresa once said, in response 

to a question about whether or not her efforts were successful in making a difference, ―I 

was not called to be successful.  I was called to be faithful.‖  I too feel called to be 

faithful; to keep trying in the face of adversity.   

I aspire to be an authentic leader ―making choices based on being fully conscious 

of the impact of these choices on one‘s self, on others, and on what can be done, and to 

always act to maximise the dignity, integrity, and accomplishments of all‖ (Branson, 

2009, p. 29).  I also strive to have moral integrity which ―is about instinctively and 

consistently doing what is right for the good of others in the absence of incentives or 

sanctions [and making] the interests of others, rather than self-interests, the spontaneous 

motivation‖ (Branson, p. 36).  I believe, as Starratt states, that: 

Every human being has a moral responsibility to be him or herself, to be an 

original, to be the real thing, to author his or her own life.  But one cannot be 

authentic except in relationships.  One‘s truth can only be grasped and affirmed in 

and by a relationship.  All moral exchange is based on mutual trust in the 

authenticity of the other.  (As cited in Branson, p. 89)   

These are things that I am aware of and can articulate about what I believe.  Self-

reflection over the next year will perhaps reveal some of the things that I believe but that 

I am not aware of or cannot yet acknowledge. 

Living Educational Theory 

Finally, I was privileged to be a participant in two teleconferences over the past 

year with Jack Whitehead, a professor at Bath University in the United Kingdom and the 

originator of the concept of a ―living educational theory‖ (1989).  He states that  



   

 

62 

 

living educational theories differ from traditional or dialectical theories in that the 

explanation of the activities of individuals are not deduced from the general 

conceptual framework of a traditional theory, they are created in the course of 

enquiries of the kind, ―How do I improve what I am doing?‖  (2011, p. 1) 

In order to develop a Living Educational Theory (Whitehead, 1989), one must be able to, 

in the course of examining one‘s own practice, be able to see ―[one]self as a living 

contradiction, holding educational values whilst at the same time negating them‖ (p. 4).  

By identifying the discrepancies between our espoused values and our enacted values we 

create tension which, ―moves us to imagine alternative ways of improving our situation‖ 

(p. 4).  Whitehead then outlines an action/reflection cycle as a methodology for 

investigating how to improve one‘s practice: 

 I experience problems when my educational values are negated in my practice. 

 I imagine ways of overcoming my problems. 

 I act of a chosen solution. 

 I evaluate the outcomes of my actions. 

 I modify my problems, ideas and actions in the light of my evaluation (and the 

cycle continues).  (p.  3) 

Finally, Whitehead (2008a) argues that out of this iterative process ―to express our 

embodied values‖ (p. 1) we become able to identify a ―life-affirming and/or dynamic 

loving energy‖ (p. 1).  He goes on to state that:  

 the meanings of these energy flowing values can be clarified and developed 

through their emergence in the practice of action reflection cycles; 
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 in the process of clarification in their emergence in practice they are formed into 

explanatory principles of educational influences in learning and into 

epistemological standards of judgement; 

 individuals can generate their own living educational theories as explanations for 

their educational influences in their own learning, in the learning of others and in 

the learning of social formations of the kind, ―How do I improve what I am 

doing?‖  (pp. 1-2) 

Thus I set forth on this research process seeking evidence that I am a living contradiction 

and using the action reflection cycle to identify my own living educational theory 

knowing that life-affirming energy would provide evidence of my values in action. 

Exploration of My Motives, Values, and Beliefs 

In order to try to understand what my motives, values, and beliefs are, it is 

important for me to examine my background and try to determine how those experiences 

have influenced who I am as a leader today.  I believe that some leadership skills are 

inherent and others are learned and actively cultivated.   

Early Childhood Experiences 

I had the privilege of living in several different cultures and countries while I was 

growing up.  During Kindergarten, I moved to Moosonee, on James Bay in Northern 

Ontario where my mother became interested in Inuit and Cree culture and made some 

life-long friends while my father constructed water and sewage treatment plants.  In 

Grade 1, we moved to Barbados in the West Indies for a year and a half where my father 

was building 15 different schools on nine different Caribbean islands for the Canadian 

International Development Agency.   In Grade 6, we moved to St. Lucia in the West 
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Indies where my father built an airport for the Canadian International Development 

Agency.  During these times, my mother worked as a bookkeeper and once again, 

immersed herself in the culture.  In Moosonee, my mother looked after schooling my 

younger brother and me.  In Barbados, I attended two very different private schools based 

on the British model of schools.  The first school was larger, with classes of about 12 or 

so students.  Unfortunately, the teachers still believed that writing with one‘s left hand 

was unacceptable and gently tied my hand behind my back to discourage my use of it.  

When I eventually told my parents, I was removed from that school and placed in a very 

small school operated by two elderly British ladies.  There, in Grade 1, I mastered my 

times tables up to 12 times 12 and began learning how to parse sentences.  At home, our 

friends and neighbours were both black and white Bajeans and St.  Lucians.  I believe 

that these diverse cultural experiences helped to make me more conscious of who I was 

in relation to others and also to help me recognize that ―the inner nature of each of us is 

identical [and] that human nature is universal—the universal self‖ (Branson 2009, p. 46).  

I remember returning to Canada and being teased for my West Indian accent; an odd 

attribute in a blond, pale-skinned, Danish-Canadian.  At this time also, I formed a belief 

that there are many places and ways to learn in the world and formal school is only one of 

those places. 

We returned to Canada and I finished elementary school in our neighbourhood 

school.  There I was fortunate enough to have a gifted teacher for Grades 3, 4, and 5, 

Mrs.  Barbara Salvin, who accommodated my learning needs very skilfully and 

encouraged curiosity and divergent thinking.  In Grade 6 however, it became apparent 

that I was not skilled at copying things off the board, or at spelling in any spontaneous 
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setting.  At the same time, my parents‘ marriage, which had been rather fractious, ended.  

I lived with my mother a short while and then returned to live with my father.  As a result 

of the learning challenges and family upheaval, my parents decided to send me to a 

British-model private school in Ottawa—Elmwood Private School for Girls—in 

Rockcliffe Park in the east end of the city.  The very small class sizes; the extended day 

with mandatory sports and study hall; and, the intense responsibility that the teachers 

seemed to have toward each student‘s success, made a difference for me.  I was however, 

an anomaly coming from a working-class background that was no where near as affluent 

as that of my classmates.  At the end of Grade 8, I received the Suma Sumara Award, 

given to the girl who exhibited outstanding leadership in the junior school and who was 

most likely to become Head Girl in Grade 13.  Winning this award was the first time that 

my leadership skills were formally discussed and recognized.  It was a surprise to me to 

win as I was certainly not one of the most popular girls, not the best at any one thing, and 

certainly not the girl who had earned the least demerit points over the year.  Attending 

this school helped me excel academically and become more confident.   

Secondary School Experiences 

I decided however that, since I would someday work with both men and women, I 

wanted to go to a school with both girls and boys and I attended a local secondary school.  

The experience of my parents‘ divorce and my decision to live with my father had a 

profound effect upon who I am as a person and a leader.  My father was often away for 2 

weeks at a time, managing construction projects in other cities leaving me to grocery 

shop; take the city bus to dentist appointments; and, live alone in our house.   I had the 

opportunity, I suppose, to take advantage of his absences to behave in ways that he would 
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not have condoned but I had to find and attend to my inner voice or ―second level of 

consciousness‖ at an early age.  I learned to be self-reliant, trustworthy, and dependable.  

These have become qualities that I admire in others.  I was also exposed to the world of 

adults and work in these years as I attended dinners with clients with my father and 

listened to endless hours of discussion of union issues, estimation and bidding strategies 

and project management philosophies. 

This experience of independent living certainly formed part of my mental map.  In 

Clear Leadership (2001), Gervase Bushe, believes that ―a well-ingrained map is the 

platform for our awareness and sense-making.  They have a profound effect on our 

experience, which can be tempered by awareness.  They are our wisdom‖ (p. 103).  In 

The Fifth Discipline, (1990) Peter Senge refers to ―mental models.‖  He quotes Howard 

Gardner as follows: ―to my mind, the major accomplishment of cognitive science has 

been the clear demonstration of…a level of mental representation active in diverse 

aspects of human behaviour‖ (p. 175).  These models ―determine not only how we make 

sense of the world, but how we take action‖ (p.  175).  Understanding what our mental 

models or maps are and how they influence what we see and how we act is a critical 

journey for every leader.  I know from reflecting upon my response to other people‘s 

behaviour that being reliable, trustworthy, responsible, and independent are some of my 

core values because, when I perceive that these things are lacking in someone else, I feel 

more inclined to be angry and judgemental. 

The secondary school I attended had college, university, and enriched courses in 

the core subjects and a limited number of electives.  I attended enriched courses for 

grades 9, 10, and 11.  The experience in enriched classes was critical to my experience in 
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secondary school.  Students in the classes formed a tight-knit group and pushed each 

other to question and achieve.  Although no one used the words ―differentiated 

instruction‖ at the time, we were given remarkable choice and freedom in designing ways 

to demonstrate that we had met course expectations.  I am still friends with several of the 

other students in my class.  At the end of Grade 11, I moved to Denmark for 15 months.  

I wanted to learn to speak Danish fluently and experience life in Denmark.  In Denmark, I 

attended a ―gymnasium‖ or university preparation school.  This was a time in my life 

when I developed my ―conscience as membership‖ (Green, 1985, p. 7) both as a 

Canadian living in a foreign country and as a second generation Danish Canadian living 

in Canada.  I was able to see myself in relation to both countries as an insider and an 

outsider.  I felt I belonged in Denmark.  There, society is relatively homogeneous and I 

―fit in‖ easily and yet I had the distinction of being ―from away.‖  

While I was in secondary school, I also began to volunteer for several different 

organizations.  I worked with a group of developmentally delayed adolescents on 

Thursday evenings, playing basketball, going to movies, cooking, and socializing.  I 

struggled when a young man developed a crush on me and I had to respond kindly but 

firmly to say I was not interested.  I worked one-on-one with a young man with autism as 

a social skills coach.  These experiences helped me to develop empathy for those with 

disabilities.  I also tutored children at the women‘s shelter one evening a week to help 

them cope with disruption in their education caused by fleeing their homes.  Finally, I 

belonged to a YMCA-related youth group, combining service to the community with fun 

activities like square dancing and camping.  In these activities, I was called to ―enter into 

[the] interests [of others] or, better yet, permit them to enter into [me]‖ (Green, 1985, p. 
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14).  These experiences employed empathy skills as I continued to acquire them (Green, 

p. 14) and continued the development of my conscience as membership.  They also 

nurtured my developing conscience as sacrifice for they necessitated ―experiencing the 

performance of acts that fall beyond the limits of mere duty‖ (Green, p. 19).  At the time, 

there was no one in my family with a disability but this experience helped me later with 

assisting with the care of my profoundly disabled nephew and with coping with a tragic 

accident when my young cousin became a quadriplegic.  I understand, to some degree, 

what families are experiencing with a disabled person in their home and why it is 

necessary to ―fight‖ for the best service possible for their child.  This has helped me deal 

with students and parents but is also important in working with teachers to accommodate 

students with disabilities in the classroom.   

Why a Call to Serve? 

I have reflected on what motivated me to become involved in community service.  

In my early childhood, I had several books by Dr. Albert Schweitzer and admired his 

―reverence for life‖ philosophy and call to improve the world.  My parents were not 

church-goers and my father did not volunteer or coach a community team or serve others 

in any of these ways.  My mother did volunteer to manage my baseball team, sew 

costumes for school musicals, and was a Brownie leader and active with the Home and 

School Association.  Although I had her as a model, it still puzzles me why I sought a 

career in serving others and adopted community service as a key belief.  My father‘s 

sister was an elementary teacher who became a special education teacher.  I was quite 

close to my aunt, spending a part of many summers with her and my cousin.  At her 

funeral recently, a former student, now in her 30s, described the profound effect my aunt 
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had on her.  She was in a class for learning disabled children and felt that my aunt was 

the first person to see how intelligent she was and to help her communicate with the 

world; a profound legacy for anyone.  There is a hymn that recalls the book of Samuel in 

the bible that goes, ―Here I am, Lord.  Is it I, Lord? I have heard you calling in the night.  

I will go, Lord, if you lead me.  I will hold your people in my heart‖ (United Church of 

Canada, 1997, No. 509).  Feeling that I have been called, by either a higher being or by 

my universal self to ―consistently do what is right for the good of others in the absence of 

incentives or sanctions‖ (Branson 2009, p. 36) has helped me develop moral integrity.   

Postsecondary Experiences 

During the summer that I turned 17, I backpacked in Great Britain and Europe for 

2 months before returning home.  This was a coming-of-age experience for me.  I 

remember feeling I could do almost anything I wanted to.  When I returned to Canada, I 

went directly into Grade 13 without the benefit of Grade 12; a challenging endeavour and 

not one I would recommend.  I finished six Grade 13 credits and applied to the University 

of Waterloo for Biology and Chemistry in the Cooperative Education Program enabling 

me to pay for the majority of my own education.  Technically, I never graduated from 

secondary school.  While at the University of Waterloo, I worked at a wide range of 

placements during my cooperative education terms.  I worked at a plant nursery, 

becoming a crew boss; earned two National Science and Energy Research Canada 

scholarships researching lead contamination in tomato products from can side seams for 

Aylmer/Delmonte; worked in the forensics laboratory at the R.C.M.P.; and, consolidated 

national policy research for the Department of Fisheries and Oceans.  As with all young 

people, I learned a great deal about myself in each of these settings.  I reflected on what 
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occupation I might seek that would help me ―change the world‖ and feel fulfilled.  I was 

active in the environmental movement and peace and conflict issues while at university.  

I would have described myself at that time as a humanist.  Each semester, I deliberately 

took a course in another faculty; studying Hinduism, French, German, and Health 

Sciences.  After my undergraduate degree, I was considering applying to do a Master‘s 

Degree in Environmental Toxicology at the same time that I was looking for work.  

Early Work Experiences  

Relatively soon, I found work through a friend at Proctor and Redfern Consulting 

Engineers.  I was hired to be site supervisor on a hazardous waste clean-up site in 

downtown Toronto.  As the person responsible for environmental controls, I had the 

power to shut down the site at any time.  For a young person in her first full-time job, it 

was a challenge to deal with contractors and the public.  Very soon I was supervising 

others on the job sites and then bidding for my own contracts as a project manager.  I 

continued to work in hazardous waste and also moved to municipal waste management; 

working with local councils and the public; siting landfills and developing municipal 

composting and recycling programs.  I worked almost entirely with men and the majority 

of my clients were men, usually much older than me.  I completed an Environmental 

Assessment on a small-scale hydro-electric dam on the Kaministika River earning the 

disrespect of the local kayakers, particularly since I was a kayaker myself.  At this point, 

all the public controversy and conflict had taken a toll on me.  I began to see only shades 

of grey in every issue.  Even little decisions seemed to require consideration of the 

environmental, social, and political effects.  It began to become very difficult to make 

even simple decisions.  I doubted my self and my judgement.  This was a time when I 
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struggled to be true to myself.  If moral integrity, as Branson (2009) defines it, is 

―instinctively and consistently doing what is right for the good of others in the absence of 

incentives or sanctions‖ (p. 36), then it is hard to have integrity when ―what is right for 

the good of others‖ (p. 36) depends on perspective.  Building a small-scale hydroelectric 

dam is good for the world as a clean energy source and good for the owner-operator as a 

source of income.  It is bad for the kayakers who paddle the gorge that will be flooded 

and deprived on its white water.  Building a landfill is good for the people who produce 

garbage and need to dispose of it and bad for the owners of the century farm where it will 

be located and ineffective in dealing with over-consumption.  While there was no 

question that ―the interests of others, rather than self-interests, [were] my spontaneous 

motivation‖ (p. 36), sorting out what the greater good was proved impossible.   

Introduction to Teaching 

One the things that I was most skilled at on these projects was helping engineers 

talk to people and helping people express their concerns in a way that engineers would 

respect and understand.  I considered a degree in Public Education but then decided that I 

should start with a teaching degree.  Given that I had an abiding personal interest in being 

in the outdoors, I applied to the Outdoor and Experiential Education Program at Queen‘s 

University.  After the interview, I felt that I would not be accepted.  I did not seem to fit 

into the program with my experience working in the environmental field, on the ―side‖ of 

the engineers.  However, the program directors were seeking a diverse group of people 

and I was accepted.  I worked at the Mono Cliffs Outdoor Education Centre for the North 

York Board of Education for 6 weeks and then at an international peace centre in 

Virginia for July and August teaching Environmental Science to students from around the 
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world, applying the ―full value contract‖ that my husband and I both espoused.  That is, 

doing nothing by halves but seeking the fullest experience possible.    

When I returned to Canada, I attended Queen‘s and completed my teaching 

degree in a unique program.  We camped, hiked, rock-climbed, skied and completed 

many practical activities as a class and prepared meals together and ate together once a 

week for ten months.  We completed a solo in a wilderness setting and kept detailed and 

elaborate journals as well as attending the regular teacher-preparation courses.  We 

became a very close community under the gifted leadership of Burt Horwood and James 

Raffin.  It was an excellent introduction to teaching.  I completed work placements at the 

Ottawa Board of Education‘s Macskimming Outdoor Education Centre as well as a 

small, local public school (where my Grade 2 teacher was still employed) and my own 

secondary school (a startling way of altering one‘s perspective).  One of the key features 

of experiential education is to avoid doing for students what they can do for themselves.  

This was a philosophy that I applied consistently in my classrooms and that I try to apply 

to teachers that I lead.  While I will step in and support, I do believe that people should 

do the work for themselves since that is the way we continue to learn.  I often have a 

teacher make a difficult call to parents or the Children‘s Aid Society from my office on 

speaker phone after some coaching about how to manage the phone call. 

During the winters, my husband attended theological college at Queen‘s 

University and I taught whatever came along; cross-country skiing, winter survival, 

junior kindergarten, Grade 12 Chemistry.  During the summers I helped manage a 

Wilderness Shop selling canoes and kayaks and led clients on wilderness kayaking trips 

on Georgian Bay.  This experience at White Squall allowed me to continue to improve 
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my leadership skills and was the beginning of my awareness of the difference between 

leadership and management.  The owner of the store was an excellent leader both on trips 

and of his diverse and rather independent staff members. 

We moved to New Brunswick for a year for my husband‘s practicum and I taught 

Grade 2 at an inner-city school witnessing a poverty I had never seen before and gaining 

insight into the lives of families facing severe hardships.  It was in this Grade 2 classroom 

that I experienced a profound shift in understanding about teaching and myself.  In 

speaking to the board psychologist, I complained about the ―discipline problem‖ I had.  

None of the students in the class would work independently.  Each time they had seat 

work, every hand in the classroom went up expecting me to come and give them 

individual instruction.  She smiled and reframed the problem as a ―love problem‖ stating 

that I was likely the most loving and open person most of the students had ever 

experienced and that asking for help was a way of receiving individual attention.  This 

was a time that I learned that ―my inward and invisible send of identity becomes known, 

even to me, only as it manifests itself in encounters with external and visible ―otherness‖ 

(Palmer 2007, p. 66).  I had not seen myself as a particularly open person.  I am an 

introvert and teaching is costly to my personal energy.  I am also not an overtly emotional 

person but to these children, I was dependable and predictable and consistently caring. 

When my husband graduated and was ordained, we moved to Grey County with 

our family.  For several years, I was an occasional teacher, honing my classroom 

management skills and learning about every secondary curriculum.  Two years after our 

fifth (and final) child was born, we moved to a small town and I began work at an 

alternative school where I was teacher, administrator, custodian, and general odds-body.  
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After half a semester, I returned to Grey County at Grey Highlands Secondary School.  

Four years later, in pursuit of a timetable involving fewer than four departments, I moved 

to a smaller school ten minutes from home.  There, I was both a Learning Resource 

Teacher and a Guidance Counsellor.  This was the school where I had my first formal 

leadership role. 

Wilderness Leadership as an Inspiration for School Leadership 

Wilderness trips occur close to the edge of people‘s worlds.  People are ―out of 

their usual element‖ and often near the boundary of their skill level.  Csikszentmihalyi 

(1997) states that ―flow tends to occur when a person‘s skills are fully involved in 

overcoming a challenge that is just abut manageable‖ (p. 30).  This experience occurs 

when high perceived challenges and high perceived skills intersect.  Leading sea-

kayaking trips in the wilderness is a place where I experience flow as is leading a school.  

It is at these intersections and edges of different systems that there is the greatest 

diversity and challenge.  For example, when we look at weather systems, the boundaries 

between fronts are the places where storms occur.  The littoral zone, biologically 

speaking is at the boundary of water and land and contains the greatest number of species 

(D. Connor, personal communication, 2010).  These zones also occur in the teaching 

profession and in leadership.  School administration occurs at the boundary of the school 

and the community.  The school administration works at the boundary between teachers, 

students, parents, members of the public, and senior school board administration; a fertile 

and biologically diverse place indeed.  Administration is a place where technical 

solutions are not enough; where ―initiative and creativity come out of the shadows of 

coordination and control‖ (Hargreaves 2005, as cited in Branson, 2009, p. 4) and 
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―adaptive challenges must be met by transforming the mindset to a more sophisticated 

stage of mental development‖ (Kegan & Lahey, 2009, p. 29).  It is when a school leader 

is both leading and learning with his or her teachers that the greatest advances may occur.  

In a Best Evidence Synthesis Iteration entitled, School Leadership and Student 

Outcomes: Identifying What Work and Why, Robinson, Hohepa, and Lloyd (2009) list 

eight dimensions of leadership that improve student learning and the associated 

knowledge, skills and dispositions required of school leaders.  The dimension with the 

largest estimated effect size is: 

promoting and participating in teacher learning and development.  Staff in high-

performing schools report that their leaders work directly with teachers or 

departmental heads to plan, coordinate, and evaluate teachers and teaching.  Such 

leaders are also more likely to provide evaluations that teachers find useful—and 

to ensure that student progress is monitored and assessment results used to 

improve teaching.  (p. 4) 

So, administrators need to be learners with their teachers, involved in the messy, 

contradictory work of improving instruction. 

The wilderness is another place where I actively practice and think about 

leadership.  I am a certified sea-kayaking guide.  For 20 years, I have led sea-kayaking 

trips on Georgian Bay.  My clients on trips have ranged from youth to a woman in her 

seventies to my family and friends.  When I finished teacher‘s college, I was asked by the 

owner to come and work at White Squall Wilderness Outfitters as both a kayaking 

instructor and trip leader and as an assistant manager of the retail operation and 

bookkeeper.  My husband was also worked there.  For the next 4 years, I worked at the 



   

 

76 

 

best job I have ever had; a unique combination of hard, physical labour and intense 

mental effort, both at leading groups of adults in wilderness settings and assisting at 

managing a retail store.   

Learning to lead trips was the most challenging leadership experience that I had 

had up to that point and I learned many things that have been applicable to the leadership 

that I have undertaken in schools.  I learned how to build community in a short amount of 

time amongst a diverse group of people.  I learned how to encourage people to ―buy in‖ 

to a group agenda.  I learned when to consult and when to make a decision and I learned 

to work with other leaders and cultivate other people‘s leadership and assistance and 

when to simple ask for help.  I learned to recognize when I was at the edge of my abilities 

and know that to continue without assistance could leave the group at risk.  I learned that 

conflict on a 6-day wilderness trip must be quickly addressed or it can endanger the 

group or ruin the experience for people.  I learned to work very hard and make my clients 

think my job was fun.  This is a skill I use consistently in school leadership.  While I am 

not afraid to say that I am working hard, I also try not to let the burdens show and to use 

my sense of humour to surmount obstacles.  Self-reliance is a critical skill in the 

wilderness.  Help is not immediately available either to deal with a medical emergency or 

fix the stove.  One must be both prepared and creatively inventive when something goes 

wrong.   

All of this knowledge and skill in working with people has been part of my 

preparation for school leadership.  In the wilderness, isolation is literal and no one feels 

that isolation more than a trip leader.  In schools, administration is very isolating.  When I 

―crossed the line‖ from being a member of the Ontario Teacher‘s Federation to the 
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Ontario Principals‘ Council I had no idea it was really a chasm!  Suddenly, I was not to 

be trusted and no longer a member of the faculty.  The staff room was not really my 

space and everything I said was subject to interpretation.  The parallels between the self-

reliance and emotional maturity needed to lead wilderness trips and needed to lead 

schools are considerable.   

I also experience isolation from students and parents.  There is, unfortunately, an 

impression of whom a vice-principal is that overshadows the person in the position, 

especially for parents for whom a visit to the vice-principal‘s office as a student was a 

frequent or unpleasant event.  When I sit in my office and listen to a parent tell me all the 

things I don‘t know/have or haven‘t done.  I think ―you don‘t really know who I am.  

There are aspects to me that you have no awareness of.‖  Somehow this protects me, to a 

degree, from their judgements.  When a student clearly sees me as ―the vice-principal‖ 

and I bear the weight of the office of ―the enforcer‖ regardless of my personal efforts, I 

think how surprised they would be to know of my passions and talents; of my secret life.  

Having other passions and talents is critical both to my survival as a leader and to 

encouraging others. I must be inviting to myself in order to be inviting to others. 

Two Stories of Wilderness Adventure 

I want to reflect on some experiences in extremely trying conditions and their 

effect on my leadership development.  For example, I had a group out on a small island 

about four kilometres from shore examining a bird nesting site (after the nesting was 

over) when a seventeen-year-old client slipped off a rock and fell to the rocks below 

breaking her tibia and fibula.  I had to move her from the crevasse in which she lay to a 

safer place and stabilize and splint the broken joint.  Her distal pulse was impaired and 
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she was in a great deal of pain.  I radioed for emergency evacuation and then worked 

with paramedics from a distance while we awaited a boat to evacuate the young 

woman.  In the end, a helicopter that was on a flight of greater priority became 

available and the young woman was airlifted to hospital for surgery.  My assistant 

leader was a 17-year-old junior guide.  While the stresses of the first aid and medical 

conditions were great, they only required training and judgement.  The most difficult 

part of the event was the behaviour of another client.  The client was a man in his 30s 

who began to direct people to do things in the emergency.  Despite all my beliefs about 

a ―leadership team‖ and ―shared responsibility,‖ in an intense situation like this, there 

can be only one decision-maker.  I had to take the man aside and tell him that his 

interference was not helpful, in fact harmful, and that he was to cease and desist.  I did 

give him the task of organizing the others in the group to get out a stove and coffee and 

prepare lunch, knowing that we would need to re-group and come to terms with the 

situation before we carried on with our journey.  Fortunately, the client responded well 

and I turned a liability into an asset.  From this situation, I learned that I can handle a 

serious crisis appropriately and deal with challenges to my leadership under stressful 

situations.  I learned that people were depending upon me to know what to do and to act 

decisively.   

Once, we were on a distant, western point of the Bustard Islands in Georgian 

Bay watching a very severe storm pound Sudbury.  I quietly went and listened to the 

weather forecast again and heard the tornado warning for our area.  When I returned to 

the group, I went over all our procedures and we went to our tents to await the storm.  It 

was the most severe storm I have experienced in the out-of-doors.  Winds were in 
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excess of 100 kilometres per hour (making walking difficult according to the Beaufort 

scale).  A tornado touched land not far from our campsite I later learned.  Lightning 

struck our little point directly twice leaving our hair electrified and bodies tingling.  

One tent was destroyed and the woman with whom I was sharing a tent was terrified.   

When the storm had abated, I offered hot chocolate and snacks to everyone and 

I moved the people out of the ruined tent and into other tents, putting another woman in 

my tent.  As I walked by the tent, I commented that I was going to put the assistant 

guide ―under the tarp for the night‖ since I had given away his space in his tent.  The 

two women, I found out later, thought that he had been killed in the storm and that I 

was storing his body! In the morning, I had everyone up early despite our 2:00 a.m. 

retiring time and we left to complete a 25-kilometre paddle riding the waves left over 

from the storm on the last day of the trip.  Appearing confident; knowing the proper 

procedures; reassuring people; and, continuing to move forward are also leadership 

attributes that I used on this occasion that apply directly to school leadership.  In this 

context, I also learned that careful communication is essential.  The message that 

people hear is often not the message that I have tried to impart; personal filters change 

the message.   

These are examples of crisis management leadership which is very different 

from day-to-day leadership in schools but crises occur in schools too and this 

experience has increased my ability to handle stressful situations.  It also caused me to 

reflect on the profound responsibility of leadership in wilderness situations where 

decisions may be life or death decisions.  In schools, decisions may also be life-giving 
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or life-taking, for example, the decision to remove a student from the role or expel a 

student.  

Over the years, there have been lots of challenges in leading wilderness trips.  

Disagreements or miscommunications with other guides; clients unwilling to pitch in 

and help with camp life; testosterone-driven clients wanting to travel faster or farther 

than the group was able; and, weather and waves that challenged my skills and strength.  

Learning to deal with these issues and constantly reflecting on my own thoughts and 

actions both by myself and with others has made me a better leader.  In speaking to the 

owner of the kayaking business, there is also an area that I must continue to try to 

improve.  Since I am a strong leader with now 20 or so years of experience, it is 

sometimes difficult for other leaders to find their role in leading with me.  I am learning 

to leave space for others to enter into leadership with me.  This too, is a skill that I must 

continue to develop in the school setting as well.   Wilderness leadership is also very 

isolating.  The group needs to feel that the leader is able to ―act instinctively and 

intuitively to the unique demands of their immediate environment‖ (Fullan, as cited in 

Branson 2009, p. 2) and ―to understand their specific predicament and to act 

accordingly with wisdom, empathy and expertise‖ (Branson 2009, p. 2).  Although 

these words were written about the educational context, they apply equally well to the 

wilderness context, in fact, more pointedly to the wilderness context where response 

times can be short and mistakes fatal.   In fact, a sea-kayaking trip is much like a very 

short, intense foray into a new school.  The leader needs to quickly draw out the 

experience and expectations of each member of the group and then modify the trip 

parameters to meet those needs and expectations.  A vision of the trip needs to be 
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shared by all.  The leader must respect the andragogy of the group.  A sense of 

community must be built where people see that they will be supported in their risk-

taking and encouraged by the group to accept challenges.  The leader must ―create 

underlying senses of basic personal safety and emotional security, in which risk and 

creativity can flourish‖ (Hargreaves, as cited in Branson 2009, p. 4).    

Mistakes affect the entire group and are costly to progress yet everyone can 

learn from them.  Each member must be held responsible for his or her contribution to 

the group‘s success and also shown a space where his or her gifts and contributions will 

be accepted.  The leader must be decisive and yet comfortable with ambiguity.  

Decisions must be shared by the group but the group will look to the leader for 

direction.  I have had experiences as a school-leader that were risk-fraught and 

frightening.  School leadership can be a very isolating experience and can lead to 

feelings of vulnerability.  School leaders are sandwiched between the senior leadership 

of the board, the director and superintendents, and the school staff.   They are asked to 

implement policy which may or may not be well-suited to the unique circumstances of 

their schools. 

Wilderness Imagery as a Source of Strength 

Finally, it is to the wilderness that I turn for the daily strength to carry on in a very 

difficult and challenging work environment.  It is in the outdoors that I am re-energized 

and feel that I live my life to the fullest.  It is in wilderness that I find the images and 

metaphors to keep me focussed on my own personal goals and listening to my still, inner 

voice.  For example, in songs: 

I feel the winds of God today;  
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Today my sail I lift, 

Though heavy oft with drenching spray 

And torn with many a rift;  

If hope but light the water‘s crest, 

And Christ my bark will use, 

I‘ll seek the seas at his behest, and brave another cruise.  

(United Church of Canada, 1997, No. 625). 

Pilgrimage to School Leadership 

While I would argue that I have always shown leadership capability, it is through 

both serendipity and risk-taking choices that I have become a school leader.  I have a 

varied background that includes considerable time demonstrating leadership in 

wilderness and other settings.  At the recommendation of my principal I was invited to 

work at the board-level developing an approach to the new Ontario Curriculum entitled, 

―Pathways to Success;‖ a transition process for students moving from Grade 8 to Grade 

9; and, a new assessment and evaluation policy and professional development in-service 

for teachers.  These opportunities allowed me to change my perspective from that of 

classroom teacher to school teacher to board teacher.  My involvement with the 

assessment and evaluation policy which became the most controversial change in our 

board in the last decade has influenced people‘s opinion of me.  I developed a reputation 

as a ―guru‖ (or perhaps pariah) in assessment and evaluation from frequent presentations 

and discussions with school staffs; not a title anyone would ever intentionally seek!  

Since many teachers disagreed strongly with several pieces of the policy, this has 

continued to cost me some credibility as I arrive at new schools.  This was my first 
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experience with attempting to change people‘s thinking on a large scale.  Branson‘s 

(2009) paraphrase of Christian de Quincey describes this failure well: ―We can train 

people‘s brain in order to change their behaviour, but we need to dialogue with their 

consciousness, the mind, if we want them to change their beliefs, attitudes, assumptions, 

and perceptions‖ (p. 52).  This we only partially achieved.   

These experiences, combined with the experience in school leadership as a 

department head and support teacher, led me to consider one day, seeking a position in 

school leadership.  As a learning resource teacher and guidance counsellor, one is privy 

to a great deal of information about what is going on in other teacher‘s classrooms.  Often 

times I would go to a classroom to observe a student‘s behaviour and vicariously observe 

the teacher‘s behaviour.  At the time, I was often grateful that I could go to the school 

administration and discuss problems students were having and leave the difficult follow-

up with teachers to them.  When I observed teachers struggling with classroom 

management, I also had to reflect on what my own classroom management had been like 

and how I could assist someone to better accommodate student needs.  I found that I had 

not thought a lot about how I managed a classroom.  Much of my ―with-it-ness‖ had been 

automatic and based on my relationships with the students.  Learning to isolate practices 

and articulate them was an important part of becoming able to work with teachers in 

improving practice.   

Teacher Leadership in a School 

The school at which I became a learning resource teacher and guidance counsellor 

had a very poor reputation in our community.  Teachers there had been very militant 

during the earlier Conservative era and the community was quite critical of the lack of 
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school spirit and pride.  The school was losing students to a neighbouring community in a 

different school board jurisdiction.  There was a core of disenfranchised staff members at 

the school who made it an unsafe place for people with a different outlook.  This was a 

place where leaders struggled ―not to lose direction in the face of uncertainty or 

pressures‖ (Branson, 2009, p. 113).  I recall the day I went to heat up my lunch in the 

staff room only to endure a lecture about the uselessness of Individual Education Plans 

and several teachers‘ habit of throwing them out upon receipt.  It was a very unpleasant 

experience that kept me out of the staff room thereafter.  There was also a lot of 

discussion of the disrespect teachers felt for staff members who were not in classrooms.  

Learning Resource and Guidance were seen as ―easy‖ positions where the teacher did not 

work as hard as a classroom teacher.  As a consequence, I decided to support teachers as 

much as possible in their struggles with students with different learning needs.  I accepted 

many students in the resource room who should have remained in the regular classroom 

more often but I did so to build credibility (and in retrospect not capacity) with teachers.  

I supported tests and exams and projects and especially, conversations with parents.  

Gradually, the role of the Learning Resource Teacher became clearer to teachers and they 

began to consult me and respect the role that I played.   

At the end of the first year at this school, the Leadership Team, including myself, 

brought in a mediator to facilitate an open conversation with the staff about the school 

and what goals we might set for the following year.  Unfortunately, several very strong 

personalities who were in conflict with the principal, took over the event and it became 

am extremely negative attack on the principal.  The facilitator was not skilled enough to 

redirect the meeting.  I have always felt guilty for not speaking out in the principal‘s 
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defence but I had only been on staff for 8 or 9 months and felt I had little credibility.  I 

also had a great deal to lose but that should not have been a consideration.  The principal 

had been very supportive of me and I worked well with her ―What is your proposed 

solution?‖ approach to problem-solving.  This was a learning experience for me as a 

school leader. 

Eventually, I was able to help to organize a series of Open Houses to showcase 

the school‘s programs to the community.  I learned here the value of ―seeding‖ (or 

lobbying for) an idea before bringing it to the staff as a whole.  When the idea was 

presented to staff, teachers spoke up about what they would be doing that evening 

making it impossible for nay-sayers to defeat the suggestion.  They wouldn‘t participate 

but they couldn‘t stop it.  The open houses together with a very thorough and 

personalized transition program for students moving from Grade 8 to Grade 9 and the 

principal‘s intervention with the other school board stemmed the flow of students out of 

the district and gave teachers who wanted to be more positive about the school the 

opportunity to come forward and get involved.  Near the end of my tenure there, the 

teacher who had led the campaign to dispose of Individual Education Plans came to me 

about a young girl who had been sitting alone at lunch in the hallway everyday, 

concerned about her emotional welfare.  This was not a student he taught.  This, to me, 

was a sign that he was losing some of his dissatisfaction with changes to the teaching 

profession and looking to be a school-wide teacher instead of just a classroom teacher.  

He went on, in his last year at the school, to organize a wonderful, practical opportunity 

for students in the Technological Studies programs to build a motorcycle from scratch.   
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Seeking Formal Leadership 

One summer, the Elementary Teachers‘ Federation of Ontario decided to offer the 

Principals Qualification Course 12 minutes from my home, over 3 weeks in the summer 

time.  Had it not been for that geographic coincidence, I would probably not have been an 

administrator.  I have now been a vice-principal for 7 years, serving three different 

secondary schools within the board.  Each school had its own unique culture and 

community and each was a different experience in leadership.  

 The Impact of Being a School Leader on My Personal Life    

School leadership also has effects on my personal life.  The effects are both 

managerial in the sense of the time it takes to be a school administrator and subjective 

like the changes to me and my perception of myself and my family‘s perception of me.  I 

carry these perceptions back into my job as an administrator and change who I am as an 

administrator in response to the feedback from my family.  Sometimes, this can be a 

humorous event.  For example, I brought home a story of a boy on detention whose friend 

was teasing him because the friend had eaten his half of the sub they were to share when 

he didn‘t show up at lunch.  I was concerned about bullying but both my husband and son 

reassured me that eating your friend‘s half of the lunch when he didn‘t show up and 

finding the experience funny is extremely normal male adolescent behaviour.  Another 

time, when my adolescent son was escalating a conversation about chores and I 

responded by trying to de-escalate the situation, he responded by saying, ―and don‘t try 

that vice-principal stuff on me!‖  Thus the learning between home and school takes place.  

Interestingly, my husband, who is a minister with the United Church of Canada, has some 

serious issues with authority (an odd characteristic for a man who ―works‖ for God in 
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some ways).  I have learned not to tell him about many of the circumstances I find myself 

in where I am expected to uphold the rules because he tends to take the side of the 

student.  In other ways, he is a good reminder of how things appear to parents and others 

on the ―outside‖ of the educational system.  When I need some reassurance that I am in 

the right job at the end of a day with some violence or threat of violence in it, he will 

often ask, ―Why does that (violent) child have the right to go to school with my child? 

Why is my child at risk because of that student‘s rights?‖ Indeed, balancing the needs of 

one child with the needs of others is one of the most challenging aspects of the job of a 

school administrator; be it distribution of support resources or behaviours that might 

endanger someone else. 

My children, who do not have the same last name as I do, consider carefully, 

whether, in communities beyond their own, they identify themselves as the children of a 

vice-principal.  They are aware that many students hold strong, negative feelings about 

their vice-principal and they have difficulty reconciling that opinion of me with their 

knowledge of me.  The fact that they are also ―PKs‖ or ―preacher‘s kids‖ doesn‘t help.  

They are subject to more-than-usual public scrutiny and judgement.  Interestingly, at the 

end of Grade 8, my daughter received the Citizenship Award as well as a school letter for 

academic achievement and participation in sports and service at her Grade 8 Graduation 

ceremony.  She is a quiet child who volunteers with Special Olympians and whose 

leadership skills seem just to be emerging.  I reflect on my own leadership when I watch 

my children be leaders.  What role did I play in developing their leadership skills? How 

might I learn from their reflection of me? 

 



 

  

CHAPTER THREE: METHOD AND PROCEDURES 

This Major Research Project is a study of my intentional efforts to improve my 

practice as a secondary school administrator.  Although I have consistently, informally, 

engaged in self-reflection, I have never undertaken a formal, rigorous assessment of my 

professional practice.  Undertaking a constructivist, action research project has imposed a 

discipline on my self-reflection and provided a way to invite others to give me insight 

into my practice and contribute to my concept of myself as a leader and as an 

administrator.  I have used these new insights to find ways to improve my practice.  This 

chapter outlines the context of this study as well as the research selection and design.  

The selection of participants and the interview questions are described.  Methodological 

assumptions and limitations are considered.  Methods of establishing the credibility of the 

data through triangulation and critical friend and validation group review are described.  

The ethical concerns about the research are addressed.   

My Employment Context 

I am presently the vice-principal at a Collegiate and Vocational Institute in a 

small city.  The school was established in 1880 and as such, is one of the oldest 

secondary schools in Ontario.  Norman Bethune, Billy Bishop and Agnes Macphail are 

among the school‘s famous alumni.  The front foyer of the school is decorated with 

commemorative plaques dedicated to former students who served and/or lost their lives in 

the Boer War, The Great War, and World War II.  There is a great sense of tradition in 

the school.  The old building was demolished in 2000 and the current building, located at 

the eastern edge of town is now eleven years old.  The building is new with 

approximately 45 classrooms and a well-equipped theatre and public performance space.
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There are approximately 780 students at in attendance with a staff of 50 teachers, 16 

educational assistants, six custodians, four office professionals, and two kitchen support 

staff in the cafeteria.  By Grade 12, approximately 44% of the students are completing 

college level courses, 43% are completing university level courses, and 13% are 

completing workplace level courses.  There are 29 students with developmental learning 

disabilities in the school and 101 formally identified students.  In addition, 73 other 

students have individual education plans.  Approximately 75% of students are successful 

on the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test the first time they attempt it and about 

80% of students score level three or four on the Grade 9 Mathematics Education Quality 

and Accountability Office test.   

There are 11 secondary schools and 42 elementary schools in the district school 

board.  The board covers almost 9,000 square kilometres, a large geographic area.  It has 

a total of almost 20,000 students and 3,500 hundred staff.  Most schools in the board are 

struggling with declining enrolment due to an aging population and the popularity of the 

region with retirees.  There are now three Kindergarten to Grade 12 schools and several 

school areas are undergoing accommodation reviews this year. 

Myself as a Living Contradiction 

At times, in both my professional and private lives, I find myself at times unable 

to live according to what I believe, becoming what Whitehead refers to as a ―living 

contradiction‖ (1989).  I believe that each person is highly individual and that no two 

people are alike or learn in the same way and yet secondary school culture tends to 

conformity.  For example, based on my own observations, teaching methods in some 

secondary classrooms are still not highly differentiated to meet individual student needs 
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and a few teachers are still concerned that accommodating a student with extra time is 

―cheating.‖  Another example is that while working with student who have been bullied 

or who do not feel truly connected to the school, I have observed that students who are 

different, either because of temperament, poverty, sexual orientation, or, simply, style of 

dress, often pay a price in terms of peer and teacher acceptance.  I am a believer in 

individual expression but I have sometimes suggested to students, who perhaps have not 

yet developed the resilience needed to be ostentatiously different, that they conform.  I 

am also a believer in the practice of restorative justice and yet sometimes I have limited 

discretion, either because of board policies, fear of setting a precedent or teacher 

expectations, to use this practice as an alternative form of discipline. 

Restorative Justice uses the principle that someone who has made a mistake 

should be asked to restore both things and relationships ―broken‖ by his or her action.  

Wrong doers are asked to identify what harm their action has caused; who has been 

harmed; and, how to ―fix‖ the damage done.  Thus ―discipline‖ involves fixing rather 

than punishment.  There are times when I know that a teacher has not treated a student 

fairly but I am limited in my ability to address the situation.  My job is to try to have the 

teacher accept some responsibility for the behaviour but also to preserve both his or her 

dignity and the student‘s dignity and try to restore the relationship between the student 

and his or her parents and the teacher.  This is a very delicate situation where sometimes I 

would like the teacher to just have to say, ―I blew it‖ and solve the problem him or 

herself.  I can end up feeling not entirely honest in these situations.  This is a feeling that 

I have attempted to address in looking at what I have termed ―the fine art of delegation.‖ 

Recently, a parent emailed me about an inappropriate comment made by a teacher.  
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Given, the student‘s habitual exaggeration, I did not believe the comment had been made; 

however, the initial inquiry to the teacher revealed that not only had that comment been 

made but other equally inappropriate things had been uttered.  In the words of the 

teacher, he had ―allowed himself to be drawn in to the conflict‖ (Personal 

communication, October 2010) with the student.  The teacher was prepared to call the 

parent and explain the situation and apologize.  Although, I offered some coaching and 

support if the parent did not respond well, the problem was resolved by the teacher 

himself.  This is the resolution that leaves me most satisfied. 

Finally, I believe that my family and my personal well-being are more important 

than my work and yet I struggle to maintain good boundaries between work and home 

and preserve enough time and energy for my family and especially for myself 

Creating a Culture of Inquiry 

In a broader context, the district school board has been providing opportunities for 

and eventually mandating, teacher participation in professional learning communities for 

the past 5 years with some success at the elementary level and limited success at the 

secondary level.  Since I planned to be forthcoming about my research with the staff at 

the school that I work at, I hoped that my work and my willingness to be self-critical and 

open to criticism from others might inspire others to become interested in action research 

and help to create a culture of inquiry.  We have offered release time and support for 

teachers to form professional learning communities but have had little interest to date 

with the exception of a principal-led boys‘ literacy study, a committee formed to guide a 

Specialist High Skills Major in Health and Wellness and, this year, a literacy committee.  

If during the year of research, I modelled what action research looks like and sought 
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support on my journey from staff members, it might open the way for others to consider 

similar undertakings through the professional learning communities‘ support in our 

board. 

My Personal Context 

Finally, although I ostensibly considered how I could improve my practice as a 

secondary school vice-principal, I anticipated that the feedback that I received from 

others would also cause me to reflect upon myself as a family member and a citizen both 

of my country and of the world.  Parker J. Palmer said that you teach who you are (1998).  

I am not able to be anyone other than who I am, at work or at home or in the community.  

I live in a small town where I discuss the transition to secondary school with parents 

while drying dishes after coffee time at church and where a simple visit to the post office 

might involve listening to a parent struggling to have his or her child‘s learning needs 

met in the local school.  I could not pretend to be someone else in all of these times and 

places.  I believe John Dewey‘s statement that educators must first of all be human, and 

only after that professional (as cited in Novak, 2002, p. 40).  During the second week of 

June 2010, a teacher commented that I was the first administrator whom he had worked 

with who was open and treated everyone like a human being.  His comment was echoed a 

couple of days later, during a performance appraisal discussion, by an educational 

assistant who said I spoke to people as if they were people.  These comments constituted 

very precious and high praise for me; moments to be savoured.  This action research 

journey has taken me to places that I had not anticipated but places that are worth 

exploring.  In the words of Palmer: ―Deep speaks to deep, and when we have not sounded 

our own depths, we cannot sound the depths of our students‘ [teachers‘] lives‖ (p. 33). 



   

 

93 

 

Research Methodology and Design 

As I first approached this opportunity, the idea of ―research‖ had one rather 

narrow meaning.  My undergraduate degree is in Science and there, research involved 

testing a hypothesis.  Quantitative research was the methodology most familiar to me.  

My world view was shaped in the post-positivist era; a view focused ―on careful 

observation and measurement of the objective reality that exists ‗out there‘ in the [real] 

world‖ (Creswell, 2009, p. 7).  Like Robert Kull (2008) in Solitude: Seeking Wisdom in 

Extremes, I did not want to ―singlehandedly destroy the value of every [Master‘s] that 

ever has or ever will be awarded by [Brock]‖ (p. 315) by submitting a work of 

―narcissistic drivel‖ (p.  315) that would further no end except to allow me to paint a 

picture of me as I would like to be seen.  To this end, I imagined designing a survey to 

administer to people that I work with asking them to rank my performance on a 

numbered scale for each of the leadership characteristics that I cared to examine.  

Although models of leadership in both the private and public sector abound, I did not feel 

that these rankings would lead to the type of deep insights into how to improve my 

practice that I was anticipating.  There were too many variables, too many biases and too 

much complexity to reduce the wisdom and discretion that I apply everyday in my work 

to a numeric scale.  In my journal on July 20, 2010, I remember a saying that I learned 

when I was at a workshop on assessment and evaluation validating teacher observations 

and conversations with students:  The saying, ―Not all things that can be counted matter 

and not all things that matter can be counted‖ is attributed to Albert Eistein.  This 

statement is similar to Jesus‘ injunction to ―render unto Caesar the things which are 

Caesar‘s and unto God the things that are God‘s‖ (Matthew 22:21).  So often, we as 
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educators need to measure things in the currency of loving kindness, not marks or dollars.  

I decided that, while my research could include some forms of quantitative methods, it 

would not be a quantitative study.  Rather it would be ―an energetic opening to positive 

possibilities so that better things have a chance of happening‖ (J. Novak, personal 

communication, July 15, 2010).  Thus began a journey to understand the value and 

integrity of qualitative research. 

As a teacher, my world view was changed to reflect my experience watching 

students construct knowledge for themselves when the lessons I offered went well.  

According to Creswell (2009), those who hold a social constructivist view, 

hold assumptions that individuals seek understanding of the world in which they 

live and work.  Individuals develop subjective meanings of their experiences… 

[which are] varied and multiple, leading the researcher to look for the complexity 

of views rather than narrowing meanings into a few categories or ideas.  (p. 8) 

Given that I wanted to consider the forces that shaped me and why I have sought out a 

leadership position with a view to improving my practice, social constructivism is a 

world view that will support my learning goal.  This means that I conducted my research 

with the following assumptions:  

 Meanings are constructed by human beings as they engage with the world they 

are interpreting.  Thus, I decided to use open-ended questions in my research. 

 Humans engage with their world and make sense of it based on their historical 

and social perspectives.  Thus I decided to seek to understand my context. 
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 The basic generation of meaning is always social, arising in and out of interaction 

with a human community.  Thus, I will need to think inductively, generating 

meaning from the data I gather.  (Creswell, p. 9) 

In examining the different research methodologies available to me, I was drawn to 

consider that ―creating [m]y own unique way through [my] research may be as important 

as [my] self-chosen research focus‖ (Dadds & Hart, 2001, as cited in Whitehead, 2008b, 

p. 1).  I do not wish my ―sense of engagement and purpose‖ (p. 1) to be diminished by 

feeling constrained to follow absolutely the rules of engagement of one particular 

methodology.  As such, I am thereby granted myself permission to consider, accept, 

reject, combine or invent methodologies that would allow me to achieve my goal of 

improving my practice as a secondary school vice-principal.  Methodological 

inventiveness (Dadds & Hart as cited in Whitehead, 2008b) was permitted as I sought 

some structure and rules to keep my research integrity and validity.  Therefore, I needed 

to consider all the alternative methodologies available to me in my research journey. 

Some of the methodologies of qualitative research are not well-suited for this 

inquiry.  Since my research focused on the experience of one individual, it was not 

phenomenological per se; however, it was my hope that I can capture some of the 

―universal essence (a ‗grasp of the very nature of the thing‘)‖ (van Manen, 1990, as cited 

in Whitehead, 2008b, p. 3) of what it is to be a secondary school vice-principal.  Perhaps, 

it would be possible to invite others to benefit from my experience and add to the 

knowledge that my research brings forth.  While it was necessary to pay close attention to 

the culture of secondary schools and the culture of school administrators since these are 

―the social formations in which the researcher is living and working‖ (p. 4), my research 
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did not use an ethnographic approach.  And, since I was not focusing on the influence of 

school culture upon who I am but rather upon how I can use my educational influence to 

affect school culture, this was not an auto ethnographic study.   I have provided evidence 

for my claims from informal case studies of students and teachers from whom I have 

learned.  Arguably, my research will be a case study of myself using multiple forms of 

data to try to describe my professional practice and any themes that I can identify.  While 

I have identified some theories to explain my practice, my research did not use grounded 

theory research since my intent was not to discover abstract generalizations but very 

specific knowledge about myself and my epistemology.  While I used self-reflection 

extensively as a research method, it was not the only source of data that I accessed.  

When I am old and looking back to consider my life as I have lived it, I will have in 

essence, a longitudinal study of myself, seen through journals and writings and memories 

but the scope of this inquiry was constrained by due dates and timelines and will only 

cover a short moment in my life and my professional practice between July 2010 and 

May 2011.   

It was clear to me from the style of several of the other major papers that I wrote 

for Master‘s courses lately that I wished to write about my life as a story.  Perhaps this 

stemmed from a desire to offer an explanation of my choices to my children or from a 

belief that my story contains knowledge that I should feel obliged to share with other 

teachers, especially those considering school administration.  Also, I am a story-teller.  I 

recall my discomfort when a chemistry teacher colleague of mine was required 

contractually to assist in my classroom.  I have always told stories to my classes but I did 

not know how he would respond.  He arrived on the day that I appeared in class dressed 
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in an alchemist‘s hat and cloak, telling the story of my attempts to turn base metals into 

gold.  During the story, I used common chemicals and heat to plate bright, shiny, new 

brass onto an old tarnished penny, pretending to illustrate that I had found the magical 

formula.  This was an introduction to Chemistry that I knew engaged the students and 

fortunately my colleague was accepting of my alternative approach.  In Environmental 

Science, I frequently would tell true stories of investigations into hazardous waste sites 

from my previous career; describing entering unknown caverns of toxic waste in 

respirator and protective suit and finding woman‘s undergarments while sampling a tank 

of chemical waste under an abandoned carriage shed.  I knew that part of the research 

results would be told as a narrative, ―an explanation of [my] educational influences in 

[my] own learning and in the learning of others‖ (Whitehead 2008b, p. 2).  Narrative 

research is a methodology that was be useful to me.  Perhaps, I envisioned that from my 

story would even emerge my living educational theory. 

I identified action research as a methodology well-suited to my pursuit of 

improving my practice as a secondary school vice-principal.  According to McNiff 

(2002), action research is ―an enquiry conducted by the self into the self‖ (p. 5).  It is ―a 

strategy to help you live in a way that you feel is a good way.  It helps you live out the 

things that you believe in, and it enables you to give good reasons every step of the way‖ 

(p. 5).  I believe that, as a reflective practitioner, I have been engaged in a kind of 

informal action research throughout my career but I have never imposed a discipline or a 

structure on my everyday learning from experience (p. 6).  Action research involves a 

cycle as follows: 

 Identify a concern. 
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 Consider the context that has created the concern. 

 Imagine possibilities to address the concern. 

 Act. 

 Gather data. 

 Evaluate the influence of my actions in terms of my values and understandings. 

 Modify the concerns, ideas and actions in light of the evaluation. 

 Validate the Account – Make public a validated explanation of educational 

influences.  (J. Delong, personal communication, July 21, 2010) 

I intended to follow Jean McNiff‘s (2002) guide, Action Research for professional 

development.  Concise advice for new action researchers.  This involved the following 

steps as taken directly from her work: 

 I spent some time clarifying my values and intentions.  Some of this work I had 

begun in a paper entitled, ―The Wilderness of School Leadership‖ written in the 

spring of 2010.  These values also emerged from my research as I embodied them 

in my practice. 

 I identified working criteria to help me make judgements about whether I was 

indeed improving my practice.  This work had also been started in the previous 

paper where I committed to working to become a wisdom-led leader as defined by 

Branson (2009).  As well, in a paper written in July 2010, I committed to using 

the tenet of invitational leadership as criteria, for example the four pillars of 

invitational education and the five components of practice outlined by Purkey and 

Novak (2008).   
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 I sought insights from others about my professional practice in order to set goals 

for improvement.  I initially identified a broad range of people from whom to seek 

input but then realized that a few interviews would provide sufficient evidence. 

 I collected data from February until May 2011 that I used to measure 

improvement.  I recorded and organized this data so that it was accessible to me 

for analysis. 

 I analyzed the data to try to show improvement in my practice as well as 

development in my thinking and learning. 

 I used the data as evidence to support the claims that I made about my knowledge. 

 I worked with two critical friends and, on occasion, a validation group of other 

students in the Master of Education program, to ask other people to critically 

consider my claims and the evidence that I offered to support them.   

 I continuously modified my practice based on my learning. 

 In writing this report on my research and learning, I considered the following 

questions: 

 Do I show that I am trying to live in terms of what I believe in? 

 Do I show that I hold myself accountable for my claims to knowledge? 

 Do I show how I have changed my thinking and practice? 

 Do I show how I have possibly influenced others educationally? 

In addition to conducting action research, it was my hope that my research would lead to 

the development of a living educational theory, ―a unique explanation of [my] 

educational influences in learning‖ (Whitehead, 2008b, p. 3).  If I have been successful in 

my research, I will be able to clearly articulate the values that matter to me and discover 
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―how those values might be lived more fully in practice‖ (Walton, n.d., p. 5).  According 

to Whitehead (2008a, p. 1) identifying  ways in which I experience myself as a living 

contradiction and looking beyond the defences and excuses that I use to deceive myself 

will be good place to begin.  In order to do this, I searched my stories, wrote in my 

journal about them, re-storied my stories in light of new understandings and re-created 

my narrative over and over again with the help of outside voices including critical friends 

and a validation group.  According to McNiff,  

living educational theory stories self-consciously demonstrate this generative 

transformational potential, commenting throughout on the living process of 

inquiry and the underpinning living form of logic, a reflection of the researcher‘s 

conscious commitment to each moment as holding all possible futures already 

within itself.  (As cited in Clandinin, 2007, p. 325)  

I hoped that developing my living educational theory would ―articulate explanatory 

principles in terms of flows of life-affirming energy, values and understandings that are 

transformatory and not contained within a bounded system‖ (Whitehead, 2008b, p. 5).  If 

this could come true, then imagine the effect that my theory could have on the 

relationships that I cultivate both personally and in my professional practice.  If, as 

Mitchell and Sackney (2009) write, ―all human life is part of a deep planetary ecology, of 

which mutuality and interdependence are the cornerstone properties, learning and 

renewal are the key processes, and emergent networks are the foundational structures‖ (p. 

4), then it behoves each of us involved in education to develop our living theory of 

education.  We could then use these to change how we regard professional development.  

Mitchell and Sackney‘s ecological perspective for building sustainable learning 
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communities includes five principles: deep respect; collective responsibility; 

experimental orientation; appreciation of diversity; and, positive role modelling (pp. 34-

39).  This is how I began this process. 

What Data Were Available To Me? 

As I began my research, I had already written several reflective papers on the 

events that shaped me and my values and on my self concept as well as a paper on change 

and impediments to change in secondary schools.  These papers included next steps to 

improve my practice.  I used these as data.  I also had journals from teachers‘ college; 

some reflective papers from Professor Mac Freeman‘s class on Human Development; self 

and other evaluations of my work placements; an Emotional Quotient Assessment 

conducted by the Ontario Principals‘ Council for administration in our school board, and 

some journals from my childhood to peruse in search of data.  I wrote in my journal 

almost daily throughout the research period and reflected on what I was doing and why.  I 

organized my journal by date but also by an incident, titles and name of the person I was 

interacting with to make it easier to go back and find particular times and incidents.  I 

sought formal feedback from others (see below) about my leadership and practice.  I set 

intentional goals based on the feedback that I received.  I actively reflected on some 

stories of ruin (MacLure, 1996, p. 5) and on what I learned from the experiences.  I 

reflected on my best victory story and on what I learned from the experience.  I invited 

two critical friends to walk with me on this journey.  Finally, I invited others to form a 

validation group for my research. 

I considered criteria with which to choose whom I approach to ask for feedback 

and I chose people with whom I have worked closely as well as my principal and 
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superintendent.  I interviewed one teacher that knew me a few years ago and several that 

are working with me right now.  I tried to be careful that people did not see this as ―all 

about me.‖ I had to demonstrate that this research is not just self-serving.  It had to have a 

purpose beyond me; it had to be about helping teachers and children.  As an 

administrator, there was the possibility that people would see this as potentially 

evaluative of them when, in fact, it was evaluative of me.  I had to ensure that there was 

trust that I would not respond negatively to criticism.  Equally important, I needed to 

ensure that I was prepared to hear things about myself that I may not have wanted to hear.  

A part of my larger goal was to convince people that action research is worthwhile and 

can enrich all of our lives.   

What Data-Gathering Methods or Instruments Did I Use? 

I employed a list of questions for the interviews (see Appendix A) but also asked 

an open-ended question at the end to allow people to add what they think I may have not 

considered.  In addition, since I shared the nature of my research with the members of the 

staff at my school, I listened carefully for unsolicited comments about my leadership and 

journey to improve from staff, students, parents, and outside agency partners.  I have 

interviewed the following people (in order of their interview dates): 

 L. Schmidt is a vice-principal at a secondary school.  She has been a vice-

principal for three years and prior to that was a teacher for nineteen years.  She is 

a member of the Master of Education cohort.  I spoke to her as a part of the course 

on research methodologies during July 2010.  I have known her as a fellow vice-

principal and as a fellow learner in the Master‘s program for two years. 
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 E. Smith is a secondary school principal.  This is his fourth year as principal at his 

current school.  Prior to that he was the principal at another school from 2004 

until 2007 and the vice-principal there from 2001 to 2004.  He has been a teacher 

for 31 years.   

 G. Hayes is a Learning Resource Teacher.  He has been a Learning Resource 

teacher for 10 years and has been teaching developmental learning, History and 

Special Education for 14 years.  He holds a Position of Responsibility for Special 

Education at and is a member of the school leadership team, the Student Success 

Leadership team and the In-school Need Team   

 A. Hebert has been a Guidance Counsellor for nine years and a teacher for 16 

years.  She holds a Position of Responsibility for Guidance and Career Education 

and is a member of the school leadership team, the Student Success Leadership 

team and the In-school Needs Team.   

 K. Thoburn is a Student Success Teacher at a secondary school.  She was 

formerly an Area Resource Teacher.  I was vice-principal at the same school from 

2007 until 2009 and she and I worked closely together planning professional 

development for staff and on the In-school Needs Team. 

 J. Whately is a Superintendent with the district school board.  I have known her 

since 2002.  She has been a superintendent for nine years, a principal for 5 years 

and a teacher for 29 years.  I asked her once, previously, for explicit feedback on 

my leadership and she agreed to be interviewed for this research project.   
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From each of these people I gained insight into my professional practice and how I am 

perceived by others.  They all confirmed what I thought in some cases and gave me 

discrepant views of myself which I needed to consider and reflect upon. 

Methods 

My primary sources of data are my personal journal, my previous writings and 

interviews with others.  I validated my own thoughts by conducting personal interviews 

with people who know me in some leadership role.  I used video myself presenting to the 

Master‘s cohort to try to overcome my tendency to see myself ―as in a mirror dimly (The 

Bible, I Corinthians 13:12).  I wrote out several vignettes of particularly difficult students 

and considered my own actions in each case.  I reread journals and papers that I had 

written for previous courses, both 20 years ago and more recently.  I also used the results 

of workshops that I had previously participated in.  Thes data provided an external voice 

to my voices in the first person and in my journals. 

Critical Friends 

Given the revealing nature of this research and my possible response to criticism, 

I believe it would best if my critical friends are not currently working in our board of 

education and certainly not working for me and I am not working for them.  I identified 

two retired principals from the district school board to work with me on this research and 

they generously agreed to help. 

Validation Group 

While I am willing and even eager to descend from ―the high ground [where] 

manageable problems lend themselves to solution through the use of research-based 

theory and technique … [to] the swampy lowlands [where] problems are messy and 
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confusing and incapable of technical solution‖ (Schon, 1995, p. 28,) I am also aware of 

the need to ―build up a [a] community of inquiry capable of criticizing [my] research and 

fostering its development‖ (p. 34).  In order to ensure that claims that I make are 

supported by evidence, I assembled a validation group composed of my critical friends 

and select staff members at school.  We used the ―andragogy [that is] the collective 

wisdom formed by adults vast reservoirs of experience in multiple settings.  [That is] a 

powerful resource for learning‖ (Pohland & Bova, 2000, p. 1).  Eventually, my goal is to 

make my research public both as the Major Research Project for my Master of Education 

degree and to share my experience, intuition, embodied knowledge, and epistemology of 

reflective practice and action research with other educators.  In this way, I may make a 

small contribution to ―generating newer theories that act in the interests of people in 

everyday workplaces‖ (Chomsky, as cited in Delong & Knill-Griesser, 2002, p. 10) and 

challenging the existing institutional epistemology.   

Ethical Issues 

The ethical issues in this study centre on the possibility that the researcher might 

use power to respond inappropriately to negative comments received during the research.  

These issues have been addressed in the Research Ethics Board application, the district 

school board application for research, and the letter of informed consent that each 

participant must sign. 

Research Ethics Board Certification 

The Research Ethics Board at Brock University approved this self-study.  A 

Research Certificate was issued on Wednesday, December 1, 2010 and is valid until 

December 31, 2011.  The certificate is included as Appendix B of this report.  The district 
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school board has approved this study.  The Certificate of Approval is included as 

Appendix C of this report. 

Voluntary Participation 

I recognize that there is an inherent power relationship between teachers who 

work in a school, students who attend the school, their parents and the school vice-

principal.  As clearly outlined in the participant consent form, there is no obligation on 

behalf of the classroom teacher or the student or parent to participate in my study and our 

work together in the school will in no way be adversely affected if the teacher or student 

decides not to participate in the study.  In addition, the consent form makes it clear that 

the purpose of the study is to improve my professional practice not to evaluate anyone 

else.  Participants may withdraw from the study at any time. 

Informed Consent 

Each person who agreed to participate in the study signed a letter of informed 

consent which outlined how their information would be used and promised to allow them 

to see and approve of any information that they contributed prior to publication.  Once 

the draft copy of my study was complete, I asked the participants to read, edit, and/or 

approve of the content pertaining to their or their child‘s observations and comments.  I 

was not requested to make any edits or deletions according to the wishes of the 

participant.  This editing process occurred in the month of June 2011.  The Letter of 

Informed Consent is included as Appendix D of this report. 

Risk of Harm  

This study should have potential negative consequences only for me, should I 

reveal aspects of myself that I do not like, but I will also need to promise that no harm 
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will come to anyone else.  People who are in positions who may be evaluated by me saw 

in writing, in the letter of informed consent that their contribution will not form part of 

any informal or formal evaluation. 

Confidentiality  

All people approved of having themselves identified in the final report.  However, 

at the request of Brock University, all participants have been given pseudonyms and all 

identifying information has been removed.  

Right to Service 

Since I am trying to improve my practice, there was no one to whom I will not 

offer improved practice to during the study.  This study does not have a test group and a 

control group.   

Value Community 

This required constant monitoring.  The community here are the communities in 

which I live, where I have been a teacher, a coach, and a volunteer; my school; and, also 

the school board since I will in all probability work at three or more schools before I 

retire. 

School Board Policies and Procedures  

The principal of the school in which I work has read my research proposal and my 

Research Ethics Board Application and School Board Research Application.  He has 

approved the research, as has the district school board.   

Limitations of the Study 

The most serious possible limitation to this study is the possibility that it will not 

be valid because I am unwilling to examine a darker aspect of my own nature.  According 
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to Branson (2009,) ―our true beliefs can be held unconsciously while we act on a 

consciously held but false belief‖ (p. 48).  What may happen is that I ―unconsciously but 

deliberately, edit what [my] senses detect in order to maintain [my] misconceptions‖ (p. 

48).  Branson cites Mele, who says that ―the fundamental strategy in self-deception is to 

distort the standards of rationality for belief by exaggerating favourable evidence for 

what we want to believe, disregarding contrary evidence, and resting content with 

minimal evidence for pleasing beliefs‖ (p. 48).  This self-deception reduces my 

authenticity especially since others may be clearly able to see what I was not able to 

acknowledge.  This inability to see what I do not wish to acknowledge about myself may 

limit this study‘s validity.  Branson proposes that this moral masquerading may be 

avoided by ―an unambiguous process of honest, deliberative self-reflection, and self-

inquiry‖ (p. 51).  He believes that ―self-reflection is the way leaders can examine and 

change their second level of thinking: their way of thinking about how they are thinking‖ 

(p. 52) which can lead to wisdom.   

It is imperative that I actively think about my thinking and constantly question the 

assumptions that I make and the pre-conceptions that I hold.  ―Reflection, in brief, forces 

leaders to climb down from the mythological perch, admit our human foibles, and get real 

(Reeves, 2006, p. 51).  By seeking input from others, I will have to examine evidence that 

may be contrary to my beliefs about myself.  This cognitive dissonance and, perhaps, 

emotional discomfort will aid in my self-examination.  By discussing what I have learned 

from others with my critical friends, I should be able to recognize the validity in the 

feedback that I receive from others. 
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Restatement of the Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to improve my practice as a secondary school 

administrator.  I wish to become an exemplary school leader who encourages the growth, 

development, and success of each person within my sphere of educational influence.  

While this is perhaps a grandiose goal, Greenleaf believed that ―nothing much happens 

without a dream.  And nothing great happens without a great dream…it takes more than a 

dream to bring a thing to reality.  But the dream must be there first‖ (2002, p. 30). 

      The goals of my research are to: 

 improve my own personal development; 

 better my professional practice; 

 improve the school that I work in; 

 improve the outcomes for the students in the school; and 

  make ―a contribution to the good order and sustainability of our society‖ (McNiff 

et al., 1996, p. 8). 

When my career comes to an end, and this will occur within ten years from now so I have 

begun to consider this, I will need to ask myself the test of a servant leader:  

[Did] those [I] served grow as persons?  [Did] they, while being served, become 

healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to become 

servants?  And, what [was] the effect on the least privileged in society? [Did] they 

benefit or at least [were] not further deprived? (Greenleaf, 2002, p. 27). 

If I can answer yes to these questions, then this research will have served its purpose and 

I, in my turn, will have served my purpose as an educational leader. 



 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR: DATA COLLECTION 

My question is very straight-forward and relevant to my current position:  How do 

I improve my practice as a secondary school administrator?  Recently, I have added a 

subtitle to this question.  I have determined that I am ―in search of wisdom.‖  While 

Branson (2009) defines wisdom as ―the synergetic insight that leaders gain when they 

honestly, equitably, and explicitly consider both objective and subjective information 

within their decision-making process‖ (p. 14), a definition by researchers in the field of 

positive psychology rings truer for me: wisdom [is] ―the coordination of knowledge and 

experience and its deliberate use to improve well-being‘ (―Wisdom,‖ 2011, Psychology 

Perspectives, para. 1).  Thinking of myself as operating in the boundary between 

knowledge and experience opens me up to possibilities, new and exciting things can 

happen in boundary zones.  There was a time when I believed I could work to help ―save 

the world.‖  But I have learned, like Jean McNiff (2006) that:  

Doing good means trying to live one‘s values and communicating what one is 

doing in honesty, sincerity, and truthfulness and in a form that is appropriate to 

the context.  Doing good is showing how one is living in the direction of one‘s 

values, being honest about the degree to which one is doing so, so that the quality 

of the work can be assessed rationally. (p. 321)    

I want to be a wisdom-led leader; therefore, I need to find out if I am authentic 

and have integrity and if I am reflective and learn from my experience and mistakes 

(Branson, 2009).  Also, am I inviting both personally and professionally to myself and to 

others (Purkey & Novak, 2008)?  I want to know more about who I am as a leader.  I 

need to understand more about why I became a school leader and what motivates me to
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try to be an exemplary leader and to improve my practice.  I am a ―situated speaker‖ 

(Richardson, 1994, p. 516).  That is, I am conducting research and writing as a school 

administrator while I am engaged in the activity of school administration.  I cannot 

separate my Self and what I know about my Self from the subject of school 

administration as I see it (Richardson, p. 518).  Since human beings are ―predisposed to 

preserve existing understandings of the world‖ (Earl & Katz, 2006, p. 7) and to ―make 

new things familiar by transforming them to be consistent with what we already know (or 

believe to be) true‖ (p. 7), it is imperative that I seek outside voices and perspectives to 

validate my findings. 

Based on the preliminary results of my research, I am also examining my ability 

to balance the needs of this research (which at least will be short-lived,) the 

responsibilities of home and the responsibilities of work.  If I am to survive in this 

profession, I must learn to limit the time and energy I spend on it in order to maintain my 

health and my relationships.  As I commented recently to my supervisor, I do not wish to 

be the most successful, divorced principal in the board.  I also realize that it is important 

that I look after myself and my relationships at home in order to have the emotional 

stamina to do my job and to model a balanced lifestyle for the staff in the building. 

While I was considering doing a more traditional, quantitative research study as 

my Major Research Project, for example, collecting data on why students in our area are 

leaving school without a diploma, I was intrigued by the thought of uncovering my own 

―living educational theory‖ (Whitehead, 1989).  While I have a strong moral compass, I 

wasn‘t sure how to articulate exactly what my values were.  While I thought I had 

integrity, I had not ever checked with anyone else to see if their perception matched my 
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own.  I wanted to know if other people viewed my actions and decisions as being in 

keeping with my values and I wanted to better understand why I do what I do.  I want to 

be able to articulate a living educational theory of my own; a story that would allow me 

―to evaluate the influence of my actions, to check whether [I] am living the values that 

inform [my] life‖ (McNiff, 2006, p. 320).  I am seeking confirmation that I am ―living in 

the direction of my values‖ and that, by doing so, I am ―communicating a life-affirming 

energy for the future sustainability of humanity (Whitehead, 2004, as cited in McNiff, 

2006, p. 320).  I am not able to judge this alone.  I need the help of those around me to 

truly be able to examine myself.  Throughout my life I have played different roles and 

―been‖ a different person at different times.  These roles and characters are the facets of 

who I am.  By examining the facets, shining light through the whole, reflecting upon 

externalities, I hope to deepen my understanding.  For example, my experience leading 

wilderness sea-kayaking trips has improved my ―survival skills‖ and I draw on my 

experience in the outdoors even when I lead outdoors. 

In searching for metaphors to describe my journey as a professional in education 

and my living educational theory, I was drawn to the perspective of the ironic hero.  

According to Bullough and Pinnegar (2001), this is ―a narrative form which allows a 

focus on the failed, the difficult, and the problematic and which does not require the 

tragic end or the heroic return‖ (p. 18).  This mode ―represents the common person who 

may in fact be overwhelmed by society‖ (p. 18).  In what other profession could learning 

that a 17-year-old young woman is developmentally delayed be cause for celebration? 

This could only happen in a world where advocating for a psycho-educational assessment 

for a drop-out with an addiction problem could result in life-long support and the 
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avoidance of life on the street.  There is also the irony of ever believing that this job 

could be ―done‖ when there is always more to do than one can accomplish, especially at 

the end of the day when it is time to go home.  There is unrecognized irony in the 

students‘ council members who wanted to know if we would have more dances while we 

were cleaning up the vomit that seven drunken students at a dance had left in the office.  

There is also irony in explaining to a new, young learning resource teacher that some 

families require more care than we could possibly give and that we have to actively 

decide when we have done ―enough‖ even though the outcome has tragically not changed 

for the child in order to have some energy and support for the other students and for 

home.  Every day, in this job I am faced with ―the failed, the problematic and the 

difficult‖ (Bullough and Pinnegar, 2001, p. 18) and every day I arrive trying to make a 

difference in the face of, for some students, overwhelming odds.  While I wish to avoid a 

tragic end, I also recognize that there will not be a heroic return.  When I eventually 

move on, my chair and my role will quickly be filled and the institutional memory will be 

short.  In the end, it is imperative to me to believe that I ―made a difference‖ even if I 

didn‘t ―save the world.‖ One could succumb to hopelessness in the face of the never-

ending ―to do‖ list and the negative feedback.  Therefore, this is an occupation where it is 

essential to celebrate the small victories and to realize that many positive outcomes will 

not be seen until long after the students have left secondary school.   

My Starting Point 

My starting point is twofold.  I need to try to understand what the values are that 

drive my actions and to seek confirmation from others that they too can see these values 

in me.  Secondly, I need to ask myself and others what are the times where I am a ―living 
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contradiction, holding educational values while at the same time negating them‖ 

(Whitehead, 1989, p. 1).  What are the times when I am unable to live up to my own 

values and expectations either because I have not been true to myself or because the 

conditions under which I find myself make it difficult for me to be true to myself?  As I 

began to consider this research, I began to see that there were at least three places where I 

have felt this tension.  I value my family relationships above my work but I struggle to 

leave work and get home at a reasonable time.  This is contrary to my desire to build and 

maintain strong relationships with my family.  I believe in building relationships at work 

with students, parents and staff but I struggle to take the time to do so when the sheer 

volume of tasks and responsibilities is so great.  I believe that the people that I work with 

are competent, creative individuals who should feel empowered but I struggle to delegate 

tasks and thus undermine my own message of empowerment.  Finally, I believe that 

changing how we undertake the business of education of young adults is imperative and 

urgent, but I struggle to find the time to engage in conversations with teachers about 

instruction and, the environment in which I work, makes these conversations potentially 

judgemental, not about shared learning.   

If I can more clearly understand what my values are and why I sometimes 

struggle to live up to them, I will be better able to work with others.  I will have greater 

influence in enhancing the learning of students and staff. 

What Am I Dissatisfied About?  What Do I Want to Change? 

 I want secondary schools to better prepare students for the real world of the 21
st
  

century—no longer just about acquiring knowledge but about acquiring the  21
st
-century 

skills that Wagner describes (2008, pp.14-42).  I want every student to have access to the 
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higher order questions and exciting parts of learning; the great ethical questions and 

dilemmas.  I want schools to be places where everyone is a learner, including me; where 

teachers and students are not afraid to try new things and fail; where people are not 

worried about always being judged but will collaborate and seek improvement from 

working together.  I want a mental model switch from an industrial model to a 

knowledge-based model where people are the most important resource (Covey, 2004). 

Recently, I was challenged by a teacher to explain my vision for the school that 

we both serve in.  I replied that ―I envision a strong, collaborative culture with relevant, 

authentic and deep instruction and learning opportunities for everyone.  Teachers 

reflecting and working together to improve not concerned with being evaluated‖ (Tang, 

personal journal, January 13, 2011).  I believe that this is the kind of learning culture that 

would truly benefit students and thus teachers themselves have to be immersed in the 

same kind of ethos.  I asked teachers on a professional development day recently to build 

profiles of their students at the beginning of the semester.  By the same token, I have 

begun to build profiles of each teacher.  I realized one day that my response to one 

teacher about a frustration was legitimate and taken the right way by him but his 

colleague standing behind him interpreted the frustration as anger and a lack of support 

for his effort.  Differentiating is as important with staff as it is with students. 

What Data Did I Consider? 

In the spirit of Earl and Katz (2006), who remind us that ―data can be much more 

than numbers.  Opinions, anecdotes, and observations are data if they come from reliable 

sources and are supported by other information‖ (p. 52), I examined many different 

sources of data. 
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 I have considered my personal and professional journey to understand why I am a 

leader and what motivates me to improve my practice.  I examined: 

 my memories of my childhood and adolescence 

 my early careers, including my teaching experience  

 my transition to administration 

 my role models and metaphors 

 my faith and ―call‖ 

 I sought confirmation that people who know me consider me to have integrity and 

to be authentic, inviting and reflective. 

 I asked people how I should improve my practice and sought themes in both the 

historic data and my journals and the recent interviews.  I then publically 

acknowledged that these are my goals and asked people to note my progress in 

reaching them. 

 For the last two types of data, I included different voices/perspectives so that I 

have a 360 degree view of my professional practice.   

In order to gather the data, I reviewed writing that I have done about teaching and 

leadership from papers submitted for teachers‘ college courses and additional 

qualification courses.  I have reread the Emotional Quotient Report completed for me as 

part of an Ontario Principals‘ Council workshop in 2005 and a Stop Light personality 

assessment completed in 2006 with the school board leadership team.  All of these data 

have been collected and reviewed.  In examining the data, I have attempted to maintain 

―an inquiry habit of mind: valuing deep understanding; reserving judgement and having a 

tolerance for ambiguity; and, taking a range of perspectives and posing increasingly 
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focused questions‖ (Earl & Katz, 2006, p. 18).  I have been very open to what I have 

considered as ―data‖ in keeping with the nature of a culture of inquiry.  The nature of the 

inquiry has been to consider data, to return to and refine the questions and then to look 

for and consider new data.  It is an iterative process.  In fact, evidence from my writings 

in the past reveals that the effort to improve my practice (and myself) is an iterative 

process.  Aspects of my character that I acknowledged needed improvement twenty years 

ago have emerged as goals in the present.  In this sense, improvement is akin to a spiral: 

one may improve over and over again. 

Identifying My Values 

Some of the values that I thought I possessed have been confirmed by my 

research.  Many people have recognised that I value my family very highly.  A. Hebert 

said, ―You often bring your family into the discussion.  You tie stuff to what‘s going on 

in your own life.  Your family is very balanced and you want school to be balanced.  You 

want the school to be like your family.‖   G. Hayes echoed: ―You are family-oriented.  

You think about your kids and you think about, ‗if it was my child, what would I want?‘ 

You apply what you know about your kids and reflect a lot on what the parent would 

want.‖  K. Thoburn said, ―You talk about your own experience and how you apply it to 

your job.  You‘ve had a unique family experience and can support other families.‖  

Finally, J. Whately said, ―You are very family-oriented and you know where your 

priorities lie with your family and your family‘s needs.  You understand others‘ needs 

and use your experience with your family to understand student needs.‖  While it was 

affirming to have people that I work with recognize how important my family is to me, it 

was surprising to hear the link that they recognized between my work and my family and 
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how I use my personal and family experience to help people.  This was not something 

that I was conscious of before.  Also, I wonder when my family reads about my research, 

will they agree with this data or will they feel, as they articulate from time to time, that 

work is of greater value to me than my family since I struggle often to leave work and 

come home.  Interestingly, my father did not separate these two things in his answer 

about my values: ―[You value] family and the welfare of others; how they manage or 

make out.‖ 

Honesty is a something that I value highly and this was confirmed by my 

research, beginning with my son in July 2010 who identified ―honesty and equality‖ as 

my values.  A. Hebert said ―you are always about the truth.  You trust people are telling 

you the truth.‖  J. Whately commented during her interview, which took place after a 

crucial conversation between us that: ―Just by telling me this you have demonstrated your 

honesty and openness.  You take the time to think things through, seek advice and follow 

through.  You state your position honestly and openly.‖  I strive to always be truthful, 

even when honesty will make communication challenging; therefore, it is very affirming 

to see that I communicate this value consistently.  

Integrity is a value that Branson (2009) states is a prerequisite for wisdom stating 

that ―moral integrity is about instinctively and consistently doing what is right for the 

good of others in the absence of incentives or sanctions‖ (p. 36).  He portrays ―how 

effective self-reflection is in strengthening people‘s capacity to utilize their inner freedom 

and, consequently, enhance their moral integrity.  Thus, being a committed self-reflective 

professional is at the heart of becoming a wisdom-led leader‖ (p. 35).  So, I started my 

quest for integrity with questions about my ability to self-reflect.  My son stated: ―I think 
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you are organized enough to handle it [administration] and a good leader because of sea-

kayaking stuff.  You‘ve been leading for a long time.  You learn from experience, mom.‖  

J. Whately commented:  

When I listen to you respond or speak now in our sessions—this is what led to the 

[previous] feedback—you might have made a comment that focused on 

managerial not instructional aspects.  You reflected on this and you acted on the 

feedback.  You demonstrate thoughtfulness.  You are a reflective individual who 

wants to do the best possible job.‖  

K. Thoburn echoes this saying: ―You learn from experience.  You are a thinker not just 

‗this is the way we have always done it‘.  You are reflective.‖  This was not news to me 

since I know that I always reflect at the end of an incident or at the end of the day how I 

could have done better.  This reflection is in fact a part of my spiritual life.  In Women 

and Educational Leadership, Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) cite a study by Bailey and 

colleagues (2008) where the women ―talk about spirituality as a source of personal 

strength as well as a way to understand connectedness to others and to the greater world‖ 

(p. 14).  Also, for some women educational leaders, ―spirituality means a search for on-

going peace and self-understanding‖ (p. 14).  I believe that part of my purpose is to 

improve the lives of others and reflecting on how well I have done so at the end of 

everyday is a part of my spiritual life.   

Integrity, that is, acting in ways that uphold my values, is something that I strive 

for at all times.  When I jog the warm-up with the soccer team that I coach or help clean 

tables in the cafeteria, I am showing that I will not ask others to do tasks that I will not do 

myself and that I am part of the community.  It was clear to me, based on comments I 
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received that I am able to communicate this value through my actions.  For example, A. 

Hebert said, 

It is very important to you to do the right thing.  I don‘t know if it comes with the 

role but your values shine through in your role.  It goes back to your decision-

making.  You want to be seen to make the right decision.  You feel it is very 

important to do the right thing—your values shine through in your role.   

  G. Hayes commented, 

You value integrity because when you make a decision you want to make sure it 

is the right approach from different angles—all the players.  You ask, ―Is it the 

best decision for the student?‖  You go home at the end of day and ask, ―Was that 

the right decision? Can I live with that?‖ If you don‘t think it was right, you‘ll 

come back the next day and say should we look at this or that?    

 G. Hayes  also commented, ―You know that you have integrity and that sustains you.  

Whether it is religious or not you have very clearly defined values and morals and those 

are the pillars that you lean on.‖  If you are a reflective person, it would be difficult to 

come to the conclusion that you had integrity if you did not.  I was not surprised by this 

data but joy-filled that my intention to make the decision that best serves the interest of 

the student is clear to others. 

I strive to be a good listener and several people confirmed that I do listen well and 

respectfully.  G. Hayes commented: ―If someone said ‗I don‘t think that Andrea listened 

to me‘ that would disturb you.  You listen.  That is a core value of yours.  You are very 

well grounded.‖ A. Hebert said, ―You want people to come to you.  You want people to 

be heard.  You never shut anyone down.  You listen until they are done talking.‖  K. 
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Thoburn commented, ―When you disagree with what‘s going on, you want them to stop 

and say what you are thinking.  Maybe body language said that you didn‘t agree but you 

listened and let it sit.‖  Since it has been almost 2 years since I worked with her, I believe 

that I am now more able to not let my possible disagreement show, and to listen without 

revealing my sentiments.  In addition, I received confirmation from A. Hebert that I am 

respectful: ―You are respectful.  You want respect and you are respectful.  Everybody 

gets treated the same though.  You are respectful of the board and the school.  You 

always have a positive tone.‖  R. Kline commented,  

In any interactions that we have had, I feel that you treat me in a manner that you 

would like to be treated.  You speak to me respectfully, as an equal.  You treat 

students with respect.  In one meeting with a very difficult parent and student, I 

remember that you were able to maintain your composure and avoid being drawn 

into an argument.  You treated them with respect, even though they were not 

respectful.  I would say that your actions are in sync with your values and that 

your value system involved treating others with respect. 

As well, E. Smith noted that I am fair: ―You fully communicate with the student how you 

are feeling and why the student is in your room.  It‘s not just the punishment.  You are 

always looking for reconciliation‖  G. Hayes commented:  

When we sit around a table, we‘re trying to make sure it‘s in the best interest of 

the student and will the family support it.  You listen to everyone, to all sides.  

You don‘t shut anyone down.  You make the decision but all are allowed to 

express opinions.  You try to make the best decision for everybody. 
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E. Smith also commented: ―You want to do what‘s right.  You always want to keep the 

door open, for example the 18-year-old student who eventually came off the roll.  You 

exhaust every way before you give up.  Not that you ever give up.‖ (Too bad I wasn‘t 

looking for evidence of persistence!)  Recently, a parent commented, ―I can‘t believe that 

you are still trying.  You must be a real optimist.  I would have given up trying to work 

with her if I was you.  She is almost 18 and hasn‘t done anything you‘ve asked her to 

do.‖ 

The second prerequisite for wisdom, according to Branson is authenticity, which 

is ―about being true to the values, motives, and beliefs that the leader really wants to live 

by.  As such, authenticity is about achieving an inner victory over self-deception‖ (2009, 

p. 36).  I asked people that I interviewed if I was authentic.  In some ways, I received 

very discrepant data.  My father told me that I am ―upright, forthcoming.‖  A. Hebert 

used the anti-bully initiative that I began to illustrate saying:  

People were questioning all the time if the bullying initiative was authentic.  [I 

believe] it was not ―I have to do it‖ but ―I want to do it‖ when you took on the 

bullying group.  You enjoyed working with them.  You were different and you were 

joking with them.  It was a different interaction.  

K. Thoburn added, ―You are definitely authentic.  There were many times when a 

student‘s name would come up and it would be new to us but you would always have the 

knowledge and a plan.  You can‘t pretend with that stuff. 

However, on the side of authenticity that is more about letting people see who I 

truly am, I received feedback that this type of open presentation of myself is something 

that I need to work on.  A. Hebert said: 
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As a leader, this would be hard for you.  Go out into the halls and wander more 

and just talk.  You get trapped in your office.  When people come in you are 

trapped in the vice-principal spot.  They would see you as a person versus a vice-

principal like when you were talking about going to the hockey game and your 

daughter playing.  You come across as too serious. 

K. Thoburn echoed this sentiment as follows: 

I think you are funny and have a good sense of humour.  You are different and 

that‘s good.  Laughing with people would help you connect with them differently.  

Then you can ask people to do differently.  Have fun with kids.  Have those kinds 

of relationships with kids.  It‘s rewarding and you‘d see different things that go on 

in the school.  Have fun with the staff and laugh.  If you were to tell people that 

you lead sea-kayaking trips they would be, ―Wow, Really?‖ 

After a presentation at a staff meeting one day, I received the following comment: 

Most of the time I see you and Glenn as objects, ―the principal, the vice-principal‖ 

a person, place or thing.  But today I got to see you as adjectives.  I was able to 

see your passion for teaching and for kids.  Normally, we just see you coming to 

get things done. 

Finally, J. Whately reminded me to ―tak[e] the time to let other people know that you 

care.‖ 

There is clearly a discrepancy here between my espoused value of being authentic 

and the perception that my focus on accomplishing the task at hand overshadows my 

willingness to let people get to know me.  Hence, this is one area where I am a living 
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contradiction (Whitehead, 1989) and one of my goals for improvement centres on this 

contradiction.   

I also wished to investigate if I am an inviting person both to myself and others.  

While I did not define ―inviting‖ formally to those that I interviewed, I have used the 

definition provided by John Novak in Inviting Educational Leadership (2002).  A. Hebert 

commented:  

Your door is open most of the time.  People do come and talk to you.  Your door 

is not closed.  You always say ―I‘ll be one minute‖ and your line up is five deep.  

You are taking everything from all staff members—head custodian, educational 

assistants and teachers. 

K. Thoburn added: ―I‘ve asked you questions and you‘ve shown me things and been very 

welcoming.  They [kids] see you as caring and inviting.‖  Additionally, in our summer 

course, a colleague commented in a note to me ―I also feel that you are very 

approachable.  You are someone I would come to for advice or guidance because I trust 

that you would be caring and thoughtful and bring your wisdom to the conversation.‖  M. 

Brown, an educational assistant commented, ―I can trust you as a professional.  I am very 

comfortable talking to you.  You‘ve never let me down.‖ 

One of the characteristics that I have wondered about is whether or not I am 

intimidating.  In the summer, I spoke about my youngest son‘s intensity on the soccer 

field and my father‘s single mindedness during a presentation I made to our class.  My 

father‘s answer to this question was ―Anyone who is quite smart is intimidating.  It 

depends where you are and who you are dealing with.  Not with students I don‘t think but 

with equals or staff.‖  
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A colleague suggested that I consider whether what some people might define 

intimidation as intensity.  Another colleague added that intellectually she did find me 

intimidating.  Thus, I added a question about intimidation to my research.  The answers I 

received revealed some new insights for me.  J. Whately described an evolution:  

Your drive to be efficient and your drive to be productive are sometimes at a cost 

of trying to understand the role of relationships: have you chosen a response that 

is the best response for the other person?  I have seen the evolution of your 

patience.  Your drive to get the task done; people didn‘t understand your way.  

They didn‘t understand that focus.  They saw it as you not thinking of the people 

part, just the task part.  You have grown and learned that the most important piece 

of the puzzle is the relationship.  You can go about it now in a way that people 

understand.  

 E. Smith also commented on how I have changed: 

To some people [you are intimidating].  It comes with the job.  Your door is open.  

Staff [members] do not find you intimidating.  They may worry that you will ask 

them questions or give them something to do.  There is no question at all that the 

staff [members] are intimidated by your intellect.  There was a saying at [your 

two previous schools] ―Have you been Tanged yet?‖ meaning have you been 

asked to do things differently and undertake new initiatives?  I have not heard that 

here.  I think that‘s because you have perfected the way you get people to do new 

things. 

Finally, K. Thoburn commented: 
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I knew of you before I met you.  I heard that you were very intense.  You call 

people on stuff and that scares people so they get their backs up.  I admired how 

with Assessment and Evaluation you had to stand up and talk a new language to 

people.  I had heard you were insightful.  I don‘t think you exhibit intimidating 

behaviours.  People may be intimidated but once they get to know you it doesn‘t 

stay.  

While I had some understanding that I am very capable, I find the idea of being 

intimidating somewhat surprising.  I am a strong introvert and it costs me personal energy 

to be in the company of other people.  I am socially somewhat self-conscious and I think 

I am probably far more intimidating at work than I would be in my personal life because 

of that self-consciousness.  It is important that I work hard to be approachable. 

Finally, I asked the people that I interviewed whether they felt that my values are 

reflected in my actions, that is whether or not I have integrity.   E. Smith responded, 

―Yes.  Otherwise how would I know them? Your actions prove it.‖  K. Thoburn added, 

―Your actions and heart are in the right spot.  You‘ve got it together.  You are persistent 

and always follow through.  You lead by action.  You are brave especially being a 

woman in this job.‖  A. Hebert felt my values were reflected in my actions, saying: 

Yes.  For example, honesty when you talk to students.  You usually tell a story 

that makes it easy for them to tell the truth.  You are honest about something that 

has happened to you.  You show it happens.  When you speak to staff you are 

honest about what you are doing.  You opened yourself up.  That honesty builds 

into your integrity.  
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G. Hayes provided a very gratifying response because he felt that he could still 

see that I am a teacher first: 

You are a life-long learner and adventurer.  In staff meetings you use your 

experiences outside of school to illustrate things.  You have a zest for life.  The 

values that you try to express to staff and students are this may be History today 

but you‘ll see this again.  The stuff you‘ve done about questioning gets people 

thinking and talking.  You get people reflecting.  You get them thinking about the 

long term for kids.  Some people see the vice-principal and see only the 

disciplinarian.  When they see you they see someone who is passionate about 

Science, for example.  You haven‘t really left the classroom behind.  You could 

walk in and teach tomorrow.  You‘d be there teaching a great Science lesson.  

You express, "What kind of people do we want to produce?" It‘s not just about 

the curriculum for you.  It‘s far more than that. 

Finally, J. Whately reflected: 

You have a great ability to put all the pieces in perspective.  You don‘t let 

emotions drive the action.  You are not impulsive.  You are thoughtful, reflective, 

and thorough.  You are really focussed on doing the best possible job you can and 

meeting the needs of others.  

Finally, I have asked the question whether I exercise my educational influence in 

a way that is for the good.  And, will I leave the world a better place than I found it?  Or, 

in Jean McNiff‘s (2006) words, ―Do I communicate life-affirming energy for the future 

sustainability of humanity?‖ (p. 320).  According to Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011), 

women leaders often talk about why they seek and accept leadership positions.  Many 
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women of colour and many white women are motivated by a strong desire to transform 

the learning conditions and opportunities for those who have been least well served by 

current educational policies and practices (p. 11).  They go on to state that ―what these 

women mean by social justice is a passion for doing work that involves making a 

difference in the lives of students who have not been well served by the current systems‖ 

(p. 13).  To this question, I received some confirming data.  A. Hebert commented: 

You are a person who does believe they can make a change.  You are going to 

make a difference.  For example, you advocated for [a student] when we said, 

―Don‘t do it.‖ You want to help students one-on-one and you deal with the 

toughest kids.  Your attempt is to make teachers better teachers.  Like the asking 

questions in professional development last year.  You made teachers stop and 

think.  You say we have to look at what we do and do it better.  You preach and 

practice reflection and that will make things better.  You believe in the good.  You 

always have a positive tone.  You say, ―How can I make this better?‖  

  G. Hayes added: 

For you, one of the biggest drivers as far as morals go, when you make a decision 

about a student or a group of students, it‘s not a curriculum decision.  For 

example, [a student].  You asked yourself, ―What kind of a life has she had?  

What will happen if we don‘t do something to change the outcome?  We‘ll do the 

moral thing.  We‘ll find out the answer and try to have an impact on her life.  She 

has a life to lead.  What do we do so that she has a purposeful life?‖  You want 

her to be a moral person.  When she leaves, you want her to be successful. 
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Finally, E. Smith added a very validating comment about my purpose in this career, 

stating: ―You care about kids.  You care about the well-being of people.‖   

Before I formally began this major research project, I tried some of the questions 

that I was considering asking on my son.  While he identified ―family and work‖ as the 

things most important to me, when I asked him what my values were, the first thing he 

said was ―You value work quite highly.  You spend a lot of time doing it so obviously it 

is fairly important.  You value getting it done.‖  When I asked him if he saw my values 

reflected in my actions, he replied, ―You value work and you work a lot.‖  Given that I 

had our two youngest children after we moved to Grey County and before I had a 

teaching contract; and, that I had taken a year off work after both children; and, that I had 

worked part-time while they were in daycare, this was not the answer I wanted to hear 

from my son.  However this is a place where I am a living contradiction (Whitehead, 

1989).  I value my family above all else but I struggle with boundaries and balance.  In 

Women and Educational Leadership, the authors state, ―Many women argue that it is 

very important for women to be themselves and to figure out what leadership approaches 

they will need to embrace so that they can negotiate the competing demands of family 

and profession‖ (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011, p. 24).  I should not have been surprised 

therefore that my research revealed that the value of hard work was apparent to my 

colleagues.  A. Hebert commented: ―Your job is very important to you.  You are one of 

the first here and always the last out of here.  As a leader I want to see your positive 

leadership.  You are here.  You are ready to work.‖  K. Thoburn also identified hard work 

as a value that I hold, saying,  
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You are conscientious worker and like to do a good job.  It‘s hard.  The work is 

never ending.  You are very effective.  You are interested in the bigger picture.  

The numbers are something that you are good at.  You sift through them to figure 

out what we need to do.  It results in purposeful action. 

Nonetheless, this is not necessarily a question that I want to point blank address to my 

husband.  This is a bone of contention between us.  It is my hope that this research will 

allow me to identify my leadership style and that that will help me find greater balance in 

my life. 

During my literature review, I found the work of Robert Greenleaf concerning 

Servant Leadership to be a model that seemed relevant to my leadership goals.  Although, 

I did not ask any questions directly about this to others, I learned that others can see this 

in me.  For example, A. Hebert stated,  

You are a person who does believe that they can make a change.  You are going 

to make a difference, for example [a student].  You deal with the toughest kids.  

She will be helped for years.  I have seen educational assistants ready to quit.  

Now they will stay and be happy now they have a voice. 

G. Hayes also noted this and tied it to my faith which is not something that I speak 

directly of at school although a few people are aware of my husband‘s occupation as a 

minister in The United Church of Canada.  He noted:  

Family and your faith [are important to you].  You know that you have integrity 

and that sustains you.  Whether it‘s religious or not you have very clearly defined 

values and morals and those are the pillars that you lean on.  You are very well 

grounded.   
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My father also noted that this has been true of me for a long time saying: 

You like to help other people.  [When you were] in secondary school, you worked 

with that autistic boy.  You take your work very seriously.  You are interested in 

the people that you are working with.  I am going to say students mostly.  I think 

you really like what you do.  You are keen on teaching.  You like to administrate 

so that things run smoothly and so students can accomplish something, especially 

problem students because that‘s what you are always talking about, especially 

poor or underprivileged students. 

J. Whately also noted: ―You are really focussed on doing the best possible job you can 

and meeting the needs of others.  You are very giving of your own personal time and 

resources to others.‖ Finally, K. Thoburn stated: 

With hard to serve kids you work hard to meet them where they are at and 

negotiate a plan.  I have seen you entirely frustrated with them but you put 

thoughtfulness into how to get to the next step.  You were good at that despite the 

pressure to suspend them.  You work on the important things.  It takes time and 

you took the time to make thoughtful plans for difficult kids. 

On the days when leadership is difficult and seemingly without reward, I ask 

myself if going into educational leadership was a good idea.  Therefore, I decided to ask 

others what they thought about this.  J. Whately responded:  

You have the skill set for effective leadership.  It would have been a waste for 

our organization not to have capitalized on your leadership for school-based or 

system-based leadership.  You have strong perceptual skills, strong synthesis 

skills.  It‘s a loss to not provide a way for someone to maximize their potential 
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and apply their skills in a bigger context for the greater good.  An individual 

needs to look for alternate opportunities. 

This response echoes for me since it is the responsibility of a leader to help those working 

with them achieve their potential, a key component of servant leadership.  G. Hayes    

stated: ―The best administrators were the best teachers.  You are bigger than the 

classroom.  You have more skills and you‘re a good leader.  I‘d love to have you back 

here as a principal.‖  When I asked my current principal (E. Smith) why he had suggested 

I go into administration 7 years ago, he said, ―You had all the skill set even though some 

of it was rough.  We knew that you would be excellent.  You were able to see the big 

picture.‖  I hear in his words that I am a life-long learner, willing to try new things and 

seek challenges and able to recognize when I need help.  These are positives for me. 

Historic Data 

In addition to seeking new data, I re-read many papers written in 1990 and 

1991when I attended teachers‘ college and many others written since 1999 for additional 

qualification courses, specialist courses, and the principals‘ qualification courses.  These 

papers provide some historical perspective.  I have reread papers and journals written 

since I began this Master of Education program in September 2010.  I am keeping a 

journal now as part of this research and it is already proving to provide insight into my 

questions.  There is no shortage of data.  The question is how to seek varied data and how 

to separate the wheat from the chaff.  This is the process of analysis that lies ahead. 

In September 2005, all administrators in the district school board participated in 

the Emotional Intelligence Workshop offered by the Ontario Principals‘ Counsel.  At that 

time, I had been an administrator for one year.  My results indicated that my ―overall 
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emotional and social functioning was high‖ (Resource Report, Multi-Health Systems, 

2005).  However there were fairly large differences in the scores for the fifteen content 

scales.  My highest subscales were for Self-Actualization, Independence and Optimism.  

It was encouraging to read that I was ―deriving a great deal of enjoyment from what [I 

was doing,] and [was] involved in pursuits that are meaningful, interesting, and exciting 

for [me].  As a result [I was] likely highly motivated and successful and will try to 

optimize performance‖ (p. 5).  In addition I was ―generally able to cope with stress 

actively and effectively and [also] generally calm and rarely overly excited or agitated‖ 

(p. 6).  My very high score for Optimism indicated that I was ―able to look at the brighter 

side of life and maintain a positive attitude, even in the face of adversity (p. 7).  My 

lowest scores, which were still average, were for Flexibility, Empathy and Interpersonal 

Relationship.  For Flexibility the report stated that my responses ―indicate feelings of 

being unable to change old habits or outdated opinions‖ or ―may reflect a person who 

feels like she adjusts too slowly to changes, or perhaps feels too disrupted by significant 

changes in lifestyle‖ (p. 7).   

Since this survey was done at the end of my first year as an administrator, this 

result probably reflected the stress I felt transitioning from teacher to administrator and 

my sense of being overwhelmed with new responsibilities.  Empathy and Interpersonal 

Relationships were the other areas in which I did not score as well.  The responses did 

indicate ―some difficulty keeping in regular contact with friends.  Perhaps too many 

demands are placed on Andrea, and there is difficulty balancing work and social life‖ (p.  

6).  This strikes me now as an understatement! I had a 6 year old and a 4 year old at home 

and three grown children and 2-year-old grandson.  I was teaching Sunday school, 
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coaching soccer, and married to a small-town minister.  Agreed, I was ―having difficulty 

balancing work and social life‖ (what social life!?)  The frightening part is that this 

particular statement is still true today.  At the time, this assessment provided me with 

some areas to work to improve.  I did work to listen better to others and use an inquiring 

state of mind and focussed on improving my communication skills and especially 

―allow[ing] time for unhurried interactions with others‖ (p. 8).   

A few years later, all administrators and small school teams participated in a 

―Traffic: Managing Communication Flow‖ assessment and workshop.  My highest score 

was Red and my second highest score was Yellow.  The Red indicated a person who 

―creates immediate rapport; uses all senses equally; strong gut instinct; good sense of 

timing when presenting or negotiating; team player; very thorough; and, likes face-to-

face interaction‖ (Serendipity Learning Solutions, 2008, p. 7).  The Yellow indicated 

someone who is ―a creative problem solver; quick improvisational speaker; thinks before 

speaking; solutions oriented; strategic thinker; find creative alternatives to make a 

situation work and adapt quickly to change‖ (pp. 8-9).  The comment on the combination 

of Red and Green was:  

They never take anything at face value.  Their highly analytical minds tend to 

make them more insular and therefore the least verbal of the Reds.  Integrity and 

detail are high on the list of priorities, yet they never forget that people play a 

large part on the whole picture.  They tend to be the group that takes the most 

times to make decisions, however when that decision is made, it is iron clad. 
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While I enjoyed the workshop and did spend some time reflecting on my communication 

style and the need to be aware of and adapt to others‘ styles, I did feel that this 

assessment was rather generalized and less valuable than the EQ assessment.   

In September 1999 and January 2000, I took a Special Education Additional 

Qualification, Parts I and II.  At the time, I was teaching Science, Math and French at 

Grey Highlands Secondary School.  I was asked to keep a course journal that I recently 

reread.  In commenting on my own approach to classroom discipline, I wrote ―I know 

that I am a relatively tough teacher with high expectations—the students tell me so—

‗Mrs.  Tang, we do more work in this class that we do in any other classes‖ (Tang, course 

journal, January 6, 2000).  A little later, ―I do not take enough breaks from regular 

routines and probably do not reward my students as much as I should and I know that I 

am stingy with praise.  It really requires effort on my part to notice and praise the good 

times‖ (Tang, course journal, January 6, 2000).  This is interesting because my own 

children feel that that observation is true for them as well.  In this paper I also reflect on 

needing support from the school administration for tardiness but add ―I am not sure that 

being late is seen as a very serious behaviour problem when we have one person 

essentially dealing with every discipline problem from fights to alcohol to truancy‖ 

(Tang, course journal, January 6, 2000).  This strikes me as amazingly insightful given 

my current perspective! At least, I can infer that there are equally insightful teachers at 

my current school who understand why it is difficult for me to respond to their every 

concern and need.  Later in January, in the journal I tell a story of a young man who gave 

up on a test but when I sat and marked what he had done to try to convince him to finish, 

he commented, ―You‘ve been tricking us Mrs.  Tang!‖ I added ―he was learning and he 
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didn‘t even realize how hard he was trying‖ (Tang, course journal, January 12, 2000).  In 

February, I wrote,  

There are days when I am discouraged and grumpy and I feel that all the work 

that I do makes no difference to the students I teach.  The worst thing that 

happens then is that I take that feeling home and take it out on my own children.  

Last night, after a crazy day, I impatiently tried to rush through bedtime.  May 

five year old had one more thing to say to me.  When I snapped, ―What,‖ he 

replied, ―Never mind.‖ Ouch!  That is one phrase I never want to hear from my 

children.  I apologized in the morning but the damage was done.  How do I 

separate a bad day in the classroom from my mood when I get home? I know that 

I need to get enough sleep, intense exercise and some time to myself but those 

things are hard to come by in my life. (Tang, course journal, February 4, 2000) 

Rather than be surprised that this struggle to meet all commitments and find balance 

existed in 2000 in my life, I should just come to terms with the idea that modern life is a 

balancing act; my work will never be finished; and, there will never be enough time to do 

all things that I want to do.  A. Hebert commented that, ―Your family is very balanced 

and you want school to be balanced.  You want the school to be like your family.‖ 

Perhaps I have more balance than I am aware of.  We have always tried to give our 

children many gifts that they will carry with them throughout their lives; the love of 

reading and learning; the gift of fitness; the love of the outdoors; the gift of making and 

sharing music with others; and, the gift of caring for others and giving to the community.  

Our children are well rounded; not stars.  Our son commented one day that he lamented 
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that he ―was not the best at anything.‖  I hope that this is a passing desire and that he will 

recognize someday that he has so many gifts to share and enjoy. 

I was very interested to find a journal reflection entitled, ―Preliminary Thoughts 

on Being a Teacher‖ written on September 28, 1999 in my papers.  Some of the things 

that I value now were clearly stated then as well.  For example, I stated: 

 When I teach I am much happier concentrating on relationships than on course 

material. 

 The most important thing about a classroom is that everyone feels that they 

belong and that it is safe to be there.   

 Skills for life should be a focus in teaching – the questions that students ask about 

the relevance of the material covered should be answered.   

 We have no way of knowing what other ―baggage‖ students bring to the 

classroom.  Students are students only for a short period of the day.  The rest of 

the time they are sons/daughters, grandchildren, sisters/brothers, employees, 

volunteers, athletes, etc.  (Tang, course journal, September 28, 1999) 

This is important when I consider my authenticity and credibility in speaking to teachers.  

It is important for me to know that what I am advising them to do or think is based on my 

experience as a teacher not just as an administrator.  I am aware that people ask ―how 

long did she spend in the classroom?‖ when I am speaking about teaching and classroom 

management.  I do not want to be perceived as someone who has not ―walked the walk.‖  

In rereading papers that I wrote in 1990 and 1991 at teachers‘ college, I am 

fascinated by the reflections that I wrote as a 27-year-old young woman.  At that time, I 

had no intention of going into educational administration and also not a firm intention of 
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becoming a full-time teacher.  (I had intended to obtain a Master‘s degree in public 

education.)  I wrote about a lecture I attended by Ursula Franklin, ―I realized that there 

were role models of successful women who were working, in a feminine way, to change 

the world; women who hadn‘t adopted the ways of men but were offering new 

perspectives on many issues‖ (Tang, ―The Evolution of My Feminism,‖ 1990).  I 

reflected on my career in consulting that ―people perceived me to be more honest and 

approachable than the male consultants that I worked with.  I was able to answer 

questions without coming across as arrogant‖ (Tang, ―The Evolution of My Feminism,‖ 

1990).  It is interesting that recent meta-analyses of style differences between women and 

men  

found that, contrary to stereotypic expectations, women were not found to lead in 

a more interpersonally oriented and less task-oriented manner than men in 

organizational studies.  The only robust gender difference found across settings 

was that women led in a more demographic, or participative, manner than men. 

(Northouse, 2010, p. 302)  

I know that I approach things differently because I am a woman but understanding what 

role that plays in my leadership is a complicated question.  Last year, at a meeting with 

sixteen female educational assistants, I used a misunderstanding between my principal 

and me as an example about approaching someone about a disagreement.  My principal, 

who is male, felt that I should not have done this as staff might conclude that we were not 

getting along as an administrative team.  I pondered this and thought actually that it was 

the right approach since it indicated that anyone might be misunderstood or 

misunderstand something and need to speak to the other person to resolve the problem.  I 
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also thought that women tend to tell stories about their own experience as a way of 

building rapport and empathizing with other women and that this was a good approach 

from that perspective.  I do not know if the research would support these personal 

conclusions.   

Listening is something that I value and I have confirmed through my research that 

I am perceived to be a good listener.  In 1990 and 1991, I was a volunteer with the Native 

Women‘s Sisterhood in the infamous and now closed Prison for Women in Kingston, 

Ontario.  I wrote at that time: 

I worked very hard at making my body language as relaxed and non-directive as 

possible during my visits.  I would smile and listen attentively and very 

occasionally ask questions.  I had no agenda and no desire to direct the group or 

impose myself on the group at all.  This brought me into some conflict with the 

woman who was directing the social development programs.  She hoped that I 

would help the women organize craft sessions and other activities.  I felt very 

strongly that this was not my place.  I had come to listen and to learn.  (Personal 

Reflection, 1991)   

This was a transformative experience for me.  It was a time that I, as a white, Anglo-

Saxon blonde, was in the minority and a time that I was with a group of women whose 

background could not have been any more different than my own.  There were two 

suicides at the Prison for Women during my tenure and I grieved with the Sisterhood at 

the loss of each life.  I learned that I must always consider each person‘s story and listen 

carefully to what each person has to say.  I wrote, ―If I do become a teacher of Native 

people, I will be the slowest learner in the class and the one with the most to learn‖ 
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(Personal Reflection, 1991).  In another personal reflection, I found a quotation by 

Theodore Roszak that I found relevant at the time: ―I will hold a space open for you in 

the world and defend your right to fill it with an authentic vocation.‖ (Personal Reflection 

1991).  This seems to me to be relevant both to how I approach nurturing both staff and 

students and to the exploration that I have undertaken in this research.  At the time I 

noted: 

I have worked very hard on listening to others and, through my struggles with 

another person; I have gained real understanding about the need to respect other 

people‘s experiences.  Other people‘s experience is exclusively their own and 

should be respected not compared to one‘s own experience or anyone else‘s.  

(Personal Reflection, 1991) 

This is still the approach I take and I often say to a teacher who comes down to talk about 

a student, ―Would you like to hear more of his or her story?‖  

Stories of Ruin 

 In examining the historic data, I recalled several critical times in my professional 

career.  Two of these times were very difficult personally; times when I struggled to work 

effectively with others.  On both of these occasions, I spent a great deal of time reflecting 

on what I had done or failed to do to make a relationship work.  I did not immediately 

seek assistance but, in both cases, I needed assistance to address the situation.  The third 

time was a pivotal moment when I realized the power that I had to change student lives.  

These times were important for my growth as a professional and are a critical component 

of my journey.  They are stories of ruin and stories of victory that need to be included and 

acknowledged. 
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At one point in my life, a new supervisor was transferred to my department at a 

large firm.  It was the supervisor‘s first appointment.  He was not someone I knew well 

although I knew our personalities were different because we had attended presentations 

together.  I asked for a private meeting to clarify his expectations of me and to clarify 

how we could communicate well.  We had already met several times with the team 

members to begin to work as a team.  I was concerned about two things.  First, I had been 

working with a supervisor who was a skilled delegator and who had trusted me to make 

decisions.  He was frequently out of the building and I frequently had had to make 

decisions.  Once in the 2 years that we had worked together, he had told me that he felt I 

made a decision that was his to make and that could have waited until he returned.  I 

didn‘t want to make a similar mistake with the new supervisor.  Also, in the beginning I 

had interrupted the previous supervisor‘s work too frequently and we had agreed to keep 

non-urgent items for discussion on a list for our weekly team meetings.  I thought this 

was a good strategy to continue with.  

Our meeting began with him asking me if I had been offered the job of supervisor.  

I replied that, with only 2 years‘ experience on the team, I had not applied for the 

position.  We then chatted about how we would communicate and decided that I would 

remain the main contact for client concerns as that was an area I had lots of experience in. 

Over the next couple of months, our relationship remained polite and collegial but 

I began to feel confused.  We would chat about our children and lives in a friendly 

manner.  However, the supervisor would often enter the other team members‘ offices and 

close the door leaving me wondering what was going on.  I would sometimes learn about 

new projects from other team members and would feel like I had to pretend I knew since 
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it seemed like something that I should have been part of.  When I would go to ask the 

supervisor a question, if he was speaking to someone, he would turn his back on me 

while I waited or sometimes take the person away.  These were not conversations that 

needed that level of confidentiality or they would not have been taking place public 

space.  Eventually, I would ask for direction, be told something and carry it out only to 

find myself in trouble for not doing what I was asked.  When I inquired, I was told that 

my memory of what to do was faulty.  When I went to speak to team members about 

client concerns, I would usually be told that the supervisor had already been there and 

provided direction about what to do.  I began to feel very unsure of myself and what my 

role in the organization was.  I did not discuss this with anyone.  The supervisor made a 

point of always mentioning that a former supervisor was one of his good friends and that 

they spoke on the phone all the time, even intimating that they had spoken about me.  

When the branch president‘s name came up, my supervisor spoke about their good 

friendship over many years.  I was feeling very isolated.  I did not mention this to the 

other team members because I did not want to set up a communication triangle. 

One day in November, I was working late in the evening and noticed that the 

branch office president was also working late.  I approached him and asked for advice 

about how to improve my relationship with my supervisor.  He coached me to speak to 

the supervisor privately and try to improve things.  The next week, I set up a meeting 

after work with the supervisor.  When we sat down, I said I wasn‘t feeling good about our 

relationship and wanted to see if it could improve.  The supervisor replied that he knew 

all about my concerns because the branch office president had called him.  He then added 

that the problem was that I ―was constantly undermining his authority.‖  I was so shocked 
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to think that my confidence had been betrayed and that I was undermining his authority 

that I don‘t remember saying much else during the meeting.  I resolved to try harder not 

to undermine his authority and to make the relationship work. 

In March, I met the branch office president at a presentation to clients.  When he 

asked me how things were going now, I was unable to reply.  We left the workshop and 

went and talked for a little while.  The branch president advised me to focus on what was 

very clearly within my jurisdiction and do the best job I could in that context.  He was 

empathetic but I didn‘t ask him if he had betrayed my trust or offer much more 

information.   

One day another team member and I were sitting in my office after everyone else 

was gone philosophizing about life, when he told me that he was concerned about the 

way that the supervisor was treating me.  I was shocked that he had noticed but he replied 

that not only had he noticed but the office professionals and several team members had 

commented to him.  He was uncertain what his role was but he had approached the 

supervisor and asked him to include me when he came into his office to talk.  I was 

relieved to find out that this was not ―all in my head‖ as I really believed it was. 

After about 8 months, the strain was beginning to affect my health.  I did not want 

to go to work and was feeling indecisive about everything.  I stayed home one day 

because I could not stand the stress any longer.  My husband, who had been bearing the 

load of my unhappiness and stress with me, said I had to change something, including 

possibly, my job.  I finally decided to call a former supervisor of mine and ask for advice.  

She was able to speak to me for about an hour during the work day, a big sacrifice for 

her.  She listened and said that these things were not just my imagination.  She explained 
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that isolating someone from their support system was a good way to undermine their 

confidence and ability to reach out for help.  She expressed doubt that the branch office 

president was a friend of the supervisor‘s or that he would have betrayed my trust.  She 

told me that I had support in the company and that I was a good worker who should stay 

with them.  I resolved to try again.  Fortunately, a short time later, a new position opened 

up in a different branch office nearer my home and I changed locations. 

This was one of the most difficult experiences of my life not just my career.  It is 

very rare that I cannot find a way to get along with someone.  I am aware that I can be 

intimidating even when I don‘t intend to be and that is something I try not to do.  I try to 

let people know early in our conversation that I am interested in their story and that I am 

first a person and then an administrator.  Humour is also a good tool to make people feel 

at ease.  I frequently share stories about my own life and my struggles with my own 

children to help a parent whose child is struggling feel at ease.  Sharing our willingness to 

take our family difficulties to counselling is reassuring to parents.  I had tried hard to 

make the relationship with my supervisor work but nothing I did made a difference.  I 

tend to look at a difficult situation from the point of view of what I might have done 

wrong and how can I fix it.  While this means that I take responsibility for my actions, it 

also means that I internalize conflict and blame myself when things don‘t go well.  Part 

of me still believes that somehow I could have made this better if I had done things 

differently. 

I have had two other occasions when I was working with someone and the 

relationship did not go well.  On the very first sea-kayaking trip that I led, the owner of 

the company named me a co-leader with another guide who felt that he was much more 
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experienced than I was.  The trip was difficult in that he decided that he would lead and I 

would be an assistant.  After a couple of failed attempts to participate in the leadership, I 

just relaxed and followed his lead.  He was more experienced at this particular task than I 

was but I had other experience and had just finished a degree in outdoor and experiential 

education at the time.  Much later, reflecting on this trip with the company owner, we 

decided that, as much as he holds a co-leadership model in highest regard, as a new 

employee I should have been an assistant for that trip.  The other guide and I have never 

led another trip together but we have worked together and get along well as co-workers.  

I have never asked for his perspective on the situation. 

When I was in the outdoor and experiential education program at Queen‘s 

University, I did a work placement for 6 weeks at an international camp, Legacy 

International in the Blue Ridge Mountains in Virginia.  I was working with another 

woman to run an environmental science program for students from a half a dozen 

different countries.  I got along very well with the woman that I worked with but not as 

well with the woman who had hired me and who was my supervisor.  We didn‘t really 

have any overt conflict but she wrote an uncomplimentary first evaluation of my 

relationship with her although less so of my work with the students.  She commented on 

my final evaluation: 

Ms. Tang is extremely professional in her approach and demeanour.  She is 

thorough in her work, is an excellent organizer, and has very good attention to 

detail.  Her personal integrity and commitment to quality permeates her work.  

She is an independent worker, comfortable with autonomy and being in authority.  

However, Ms. Tang did experience some difficulties with, specifically in regards 
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to flexibility and personal relationships.  Her relations with other staff and 

administration, while externally friendly and gracious, were quite distant, 

preventing her from obtaining personal or professional assistance in times of 

need.  She was seldom able to see her own shortcomings; rather, she concentrated 

on the failings of her environment, the Legacy administration, or co-workers.  It 

should be emphasized, however, that the students appreciated her teaching and 

her presence.  As a teacher, a curriculum planner, and youth-worker, Ms. Tang is 

clearly superior.  (Queen‘s University Faculty of Education Outdoor and 

Experiential Education Internship Report, August 13, 1990) 

It is interesting that flexibility and interpersonal relations are reported here in 1990 as 

weaknesses when those were my weakest areas in the Emotional Quotient report from 

2000.  Perhaps there was something in this evaluation after all.  At the time, I had some 

conflict, to my memory, exclusively with my direct supervisor at Legacy, the woman 

who wrote the report.  I had a good friendship with the woman who helped me in the 

classroom and with the kitchen staff and the staff from other countries with whom I 

shared living space.  Most disturbing however, is the statement that I could not see my 

own shortcomings.  After I was given this report and it was discussed with me, I called 

my faculty supervisor at Queen‘s about what to do.  He recommended that I ask the 

woman helping me in the classroom to complete an evaluation also and that I write my 

own self-evaluation.  The faculty at Queen‘s would then consider all three reports in my 

final evaluation.  This is the only negative comments in evaluations that I have ever 

received about my work.  While the overall evaluation was good, I was shocked at the 

negative comments.  While I could have left the position and found work at a local camp 
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for the remainder of the placement, I liked the experience at the camp which was also a 

commune for full-time residents.  I decided to stay. 

I do believe now that I am more flexible due simply to the constantly changing 

environment within which I work.  I have to re-set my priorities throughout the day due 

to emerging concerns.  I have set improving my relations with others as a personal goal 

as a personal goal since I began a leadership role 11 years ago as a learning resource 

teacher and also this year as a goal of this research.   

I suppose in one way I should feel unsuccessful in that research into the historic 

data available to me has revealed that I am still working on some of the weaknesses or 

character flaws that I and others recognized in me up to twenty years ago.  However, I 

believe that these are qualities that I have improved upon over the past 20 years, and, 

while they are still areas that need improvement, they are stronger than they used to be.  

If character is a combination of innate traits and upbringing then changing fundamental 

aspects of one‘s character will require a lifetime.  I am prepared to undertake that work.        

A Story of Victory 

When I first became a vice-principal, I began to work with a young man who had 

difficulty with reading and writing and was quite an angry fellow.  He was the youngest 

of three boys being raised by their mother in a small town.  There was not a lot of money 

in the family.  Chris (a pseudonym) got into a lot of trouble his first year in school; 

trouble in the classrooms, trouble on the bus; trouble at lunch; trouble at home and in 

town.  He was a frequent visitor to my office.  Orally, he was much stronger than he was 

in writing and, while he often barely filled out the ―office visit report,‖ he was able to tell 

his story effectively out loud.  Chris was suspended multiple times over the school year, 
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sometimes for fighting and sometimes for disrespectful behaviour.  There were times that 

he left my office, slamming the door and telling me I was a ―f…ing bitch.‖ When he 

returned to school after suspension, I met with him and told him as often as I could that 

someday I would hand him his diploma.  When I met Chris out in the smoking area or in 

the cafeteria we were able to have a friendly relationship.  He was a very personable and 

interesting young man.   

My relationship with Chris‘s mother was usually good but there were times when 

she said that the school system was failing her son and she was angry with the school and 

with me.  She supported the school as best she could, coming in to meet with me and with 

our learning resource teacher when asked and picking Chris up after fights.  We would 

sometimes brainstorm together about what might make a difference for her son.  

Eventually, we began to consider offering Chris an early cooperative education 

experience (an opportunity to earn credits outside of school at a workplace) in the first 

semester of Grade 10.  We thought that getting him out into a world of adults and 

working might help him experience success as he was very good at working with his 

hands.  I hoped it would also help him to develop the skills get along with others, control 

his anger and accept some authority from his supervisor.  Chris‘s older brother worked 

for a car dealership and approached his employer about possibly employing Chris as a 

cooperative education student.   

Chris was very successful out at co-op, in a full-time, work experience program 

and returned to school much more able to focus on achieving what he needed to go to 

work.  He completed more cooperative education in Grade11.  During Grade 11, the 

Student Success teacher at the school was speaking to at risk students about what was 
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working and what was interfering with their success.  To her surprise, Chris told her that 

Ms. Tang was one of the most important factors in his success.  When asked why, given 

how many times he had been suspended, Chris reported that Ms. Tang had ―only 

suspended him when he deserved it.‖ He also spoke about how Ms. Tang worked with 

him.  The student success teacher wrote this story in her report which was presented to 

the senior administrative team at their spring visit.  The senior administrative team asked 

if Chris was in school that day and I replied yes, in fact I had just spoken to him and his 

girlfriend in the cafeteria.  They asked to meet him if he was willing.  When I approached 

Chris and explained he was quite willing and came to the meeting.  I was amazed at how 

well he spoke to such a large group of adults and how articulate he was about his needs 

and how we had worked together for his success.  I was not the only person in the room 

moved to tears by the time he left.  The story was also written up for the board‘s annual 

report.   

A short time later, in early June, I was moved to another school.  I didn‘t even get 

to say good-bye to students or staff because they were all gone at that point but I did see 

Chris over the summer.  If he heard that my town was coming to play soccer, he would 

bike over to the pitch and see if I was there.  We would chat and I would ask him to 

consider wearing a bike helmet. 

The following spring, I received a telephone call from the office manager at my 

previous school.  She asked me if I was available on a Saturday in November.  When I 

asked why, she replied that Chris had just come up to her and asked her to call and tell 

me that he would be graduating but that he would only come to the commencement if I 

agreed to hand him his diploma! I agreed, of course.  At the commencement, I sat in the 



   

 

150 

 

audience until I was called to the stage as a special presenter.  They then called Chris up 

and I presented him with his diploma.  Instead of shaking my proffered hand, he picked 

me up and hugged me, spinning me around on the stage.  The audience burst into laughter 

and applause.  After the ceremony, I met with Chris and his mother, giving him a card 

and a monetary gift.  I suggested that he take his mother out for dinner since her support 

for him had been unwavering.  It was one of the best moments in my teaching career. 

I learned from this experience that I can have a positive relationship with a 

student whom I have to discipline frequently and then even the student can recognize that 

my role and my response to their actions is only one part of our relationship.  I learned 

that even students that I have conflict with can see me as a good person and a positive 

influence in their lives.  I learned that personal accounts can tell more about a situation 

than academic studies sometimes.  I learned the importance of having faith in someone to 

make a better decision the next time.  I also learned that I was not the only person who 

kept that young man in school.  He earned his compulsory Art credit with the student 

success teacher, designing and painting unique designs on his skateboard and self-

designed and built bicycle.  His mother worked hard to maintain a working relationship 

with the school and support her son but not protect him.  And, he did his part too.        

Requesting Monitoring and Feedback on Goals From Others 

At the meeting of the Special Education Department on February 16, 2011, I 

shared my three areas that I have identified for improvement with the 16 educational 

assistants and three of the four teachers involved with Special Education.  While I have 

not interviewed these people explicitly, I have asked for their assistance monitoring my 

progress in being more relaxed and inviting with people; delegating more effectively; 
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and, spending more time observing instructional practice at the school.  Unfortunately, 

given the higher than average number of transition meetings, mental health concerns and 

disciplinary issues, I have barely been able to cope with the demands of work let alone 

observe more in classrooms.  I have conducted two performance appraisals which did 

require direct classroom observation but in an evaluative sense.   

Data Analysis 

After each interview, I transcribed the interview and read the comments carefully.  

I created data sorting charts to help organize the data.  Initially, I recorded quick notes 

about comments about my values and characteristics as well as my mistakes and 

suggestions for how to improve my practice.  I created a second chart upon which I 

recorded what I have termed ―Unexpected Data.‖  These are things which people have 

said during the interviews which I found surprising, discrepant or particularly 

enlightening.  Each chart contains a column for the evidence and a column for my 

reflections on the information.  Each interview added data to the chart.  As I collected the 

data, I looked for themes and claims that I may be able to make about my practice as an 

educational leader.  I recorded these in a third chart which is under constant revision, 

although I have not removed any initial thoughts. 

How Did the Data Affect My Practice? 

Examining the data that I have collected to date has helped me identify three areas 

of improvement in my professional practice.  A session of our current course held on 

January 15, 2011 during which each member of the Master of Education cohort, 

essentially a validation group, described his or her research and the group asked questions 

or offered affirmations or suggestions to improve the research was very helpful in 
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clarifying the questions I needed to ask.  A conversation with Jackie Delong, the course 

instructor also shed light on how to sharpen and continue the research. 

The three areas of improvement and the reasons why the data suggested each one 

are described below.  It is important to note that these changes are second order changes 

(Kegan & Lahey, 2009).  That is, they do not require changes merely in habits or 

superficial characteristics but they require deep changes to how I interact with other 

people.  On March 21, 2011, I noted to myself in my journal that I am making a 

conscious and consistent effort to ask people how they are and to notice and listen to 

people very carefully.  I also added, facetiously, ―I don‘t know how long I can keep this 

up!‖ (Personal journal, March 21, 2011).   It takes a great force of will and energy to 

make changes like this.   

1. I will make a conscious effort to allow my true self to be seen by staff, students, 

and parents at my school; to be viewed as a person beyond my role as vice-principal.  

I will build better relationships with the people that I work with. 

Two years ago, after I offered a short reflection on a teacher‘s retirement that was 

funny and perhaps even a little ribald, another teacher came up with tears of laughter on 

her face and said, ―I had no idea you were funny.‖  I was shocked.  I am funny.  I am a 

good story teller and I use humour both to relieve tension in difficult circumstances and 

to illustrate a point in a story.  I love to laugh and I am comfortable making fun of 

myself.  How could I have worked with this teacher for a whole year and not have let her 

see that facet of who I am?  Recently in one of my interviews, a teacher commented that 

even though, as A. Hebert commented, ―as a leader this would be hard for you, go into 

the halls and wander more and just talk.  You get trapped in your office.  When people 
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come in you are in the vice-principal spot.  They would see you as a person versus a vice-

principal.‖ Earlier this year, when I explained my research to the staff at our first staff 

meeting, an educational assistant commented ―most of the time I see you and Glenn [the 

principal] as objects, ‗the principal, the vice-principal,‘ a person, place or thing.  But 

today I got to see you as adjectives.  I was able to see your passion for teaching and for 

kids.  Normally, we just see you coming to get things done.‖  At the time, I commented in 

my journal that  

it is interesting because this parallels her comments made at our difficult meeting 

with educational assistants last year.  She echoed this sentiment of having to see 

us as people and teachers and us to see them as people first.  I understand that 

educational assistants are very caring people and that the need to relate personally 

is paramount for them.  (personal journal, September 2, 2011)   

As a vice-principal, I am subject to a certain amount of pre-judgement that is due 

primarily to the role that I am in rather than to me personally.  When I call a student 

down out of class, the rest of the class and the teacher assume that the student is in 

trouble.  When I speak to a student in the halls, they assume first that I will comment 

about a problem like lunch refuse or foul language.  I remember clearly a comment a 

student made to me about my relationships with students.  In an effort to improve the 

quality of an interview that had gone very poorly, I had asked her where I went wrong 

and how I could have improved.  She told me that I needed to have more casual and 

friendly conversations with students in the hall instead of just getting them in trouble all 

the time.  At first, I wanted to defend myself and say that I had those conversations with 

students with some frequency but I realized that, since I hadn‘t had them with her, the 
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comment would not be valid, at least to her.  Even parents, perhaps especially those who 

did not have good experiences in their own vice-principal‘s office, make their minds up 

about who I am and what I think before I am given the chance to speak.  Witness a 

mother last week who, every time I opened my mouth, responded, ―I know what you are 

going to say!‖   

Sometimes when I have to ―be the vice-principal,‖ I remind myself that what the 

person that I am talking to sees is mostly the role of the vice-principal and not really who 

I am in or out of that role.  A. Hebert recommended that I spend more time in casual 

conversation with people recognising that: ―When people come in [to your office] you 

are trapped in the vice-principal spot.  They would see you as a person versus a vice-

principal.‖  I imagine their surprise if they met me leading a group of clients kayaking on 

a challenging, windy and wavy day on Georgian Bay.  Or, I remember the look of shock 

on a student‘s face when he encountered me with my hockey bag and stick coming into a 

local arena for a game.  I remind myself that I am many things: a daughter, a mother, a 

grandmother, an aunt, the minister‘s wife, a soccer coach, a hockey player, a friend, a 

vegetarian, a yoga practitioner.  I wish they could see me in other roles but I also harbour 

a small joy that they do not know all that I am and that if they did, they would be shocked 

and have trouble reconciling their assumptions about me with the new information.  

Sometimes, my ―secret identities‖ help me survive the harsh judgements of those I 

encounter. 

Therefore, I know that overcoming the pre-conceived notions of who a vice-

principal is and what he or she does or does not do and letting people see more of who I 

am as a person is a worthwhile objective to pursue during this research. 
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In the first two formal months of this research, this has been a goal that I have 

been able to actively work on.  Having now been at my current school for 2 years, I have 

relationships with people that are based on trust and I feel more able to be myself.  I still 

struggle with the sense that, with so much to accomplish, some of the chatting is not an 

effective use of my (or the other person‘s time).  This then ties into my second goal: to 

delegate more effectively. 

When I shared my goals and my progress with our cohort, I experienced an ―aha‖ 

moment when a classmate commented, ―When you are in a building with staff, your 

making an effort to build relationships with them is going to help you.‖  Suddenly, I 

understood that working to build relationships will work in both directions.  I have been 

trying to build relationships so that teachers will feel safe with me but in order for me to 

feel safe with teachers I also need the relationship, especially when we need to have a 

crucial conversation.  A classmate then commented,  

I don‘t think you build trust in a group.  You build it one-on-one.  It‘s your one-

on-one relationships that are going to open the door for people to see you in a 

different way and for you allow them to see you in a different way.   

I know that I am guarded about what I share with people.  My fellow classmate 

commented, ―In the beginning you seemed to be more ‗careful and tentative‘ 

emotionally.   You have a very confident manner that is warm but it seemed guarded at 

times.  (L. Clark, personal communication, March 24, 2011).  She then went on to say, 

―Your confident manner has remained intact but now a willing surrender to vulnerability 

in search of personal understanding, has softened your projected 'self'.‖  I now feel safe 

and that I trust the people in the class and; therefore, I am more open.   
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2.   I will delegate tasks more often and reduce my chance of ―burning out‖ in this all-

encompassing and demanding job. 

When I interviewed my father, I asked him if he thought it was a good idea that I 

had chosen to go into school administration, he replied, ―I don‘t know if it‘s a good idea 

for your health.  Physically I think it‘s not good.  It‘s too stressful.  Mentally you can 

probably handle it.‖  I had known that he knew that I found my job stressful but it still 

surprised me to hear that he thought the job could affect my health, something I have 

considered at times.   

My son made a similar comment when I asked him what advice he would give me 

on becoming a principal: ―I don‘t know.  I don‘t even really know what principals do.  

Maybe make sure you are just doing your job.  Don‘t run around doing things you don‘t 

need to and overwork yourself.‖  He also noted that ―You value time management.  You 

are the only person I know whose rec. (sic) time is planned liked 20 minutes for 

gardening and 20 minutes for reading and then I am going to…‖ so I should have the 

skills to improve my ability to delegate.  However, he also perceptively pointed out why 

sometimes I do not delegate when he said, ―You are a perfectionist and you like to do 

things your way.‖  When I interviewed, G. Hayes, he commented,  

You‘ve done a lot of jobs; teacher, learning resource teacher, guidance counsellor.  

You know all those roles well.  In a meeting, you‘re so quick.  You‘ve already 

thought all the pieces out.  It‘s all done.  You know everything so well.  You 

know the roles of everyone in the building.  When I think I wish someone could 

walk a mile in my shoes at least I know that I don‘t have to explain to Andrea. 
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While he intended this as a positive comment, my own reflection on it was that I 

am doing the jobs of other people in the room.  This could be interpreted as my not 

trusting other people to do their jobs or not believing that they will do as good a job as I 

will.  While this is not the case, I think it is important for me to remember to give other 

people the opportunity to complete tasks at their own pace and in their own way.  Not 

only might they meet my expectations but, in all likelihood, they may exceed them.  A. 

Hebert also commented, ―Sometimes you need a time limit.  You sacrifice your time on 

stuff you could pass off or delegate someone else to.‖   

My principal, E. Smith, also commented, ―You are concerned about your health.  

You value getting the job done which overshadows your value of your health.  You can 

drive yourself into the deep end quickly in this job.  You can‘t let it eat at you.  You need 

to turn out the light and leave it here.‖ The added benefit is that left alone, some problems 

may well resolve themselves. 

As if this wasn‘t enough confirmation that delegating and trusting others to do a 

good job was something that I should be working on, I found a comment that I wrote in a 

paper in teachers‘ college entitled ―Dear Mac.‖ I wrote to the professor, Mac Freeman:  

I have been really struck by the amount of under functioning and over functioning 

patterns that I can see in my relationships and in other relationships around 

me…In dealing with issues of over compensation and under compensation in 

relationships, I have been able to begin to relax about achieving, and take time out 

for myself by letting others function in the areas of childcare and housework, for 

example.  In letting other function in areas that have been my areas of expertise, I 
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have had to resist (not always successfully) the urge to be critical and make other 

―change back‖ noises.  (Tang, April 5, 1991) 

In addition, when I was telling my husband that I had decided to try to improve in this 

area his reaction, while not entirely printable, made it clear that he supported any effort 

that I would make to improve in this respect! 

In her article, ―Living Life as Inquiry,‖ Judi Marshall (1999) discusses a personal 

challenge of ―knowing when to persist and when to desist‖ (p. 8).  This dilemma 

resonates for me as a part of learning how and when to delegate and how and when to 

desist.  Learning to empower others should reduce the stress that I feel to accomplish too 

much.  One danger mentioned in the article is that women may ―become over-committed 

to work, losing other sources of perspective in their lives‖ (p. 9).  Learning to delegate 

and learning to distinguish when to persist and when to desist are linked to my ability to 

achieve balance between my personal and professional lives.  Regarding what I have 

come to call ―the art of delegation,‖ L. Schmidt commented: 

One way that I look at it is that if I take control of a task or solving a problem, 

then that problem is limited to my capacity and my potential to solve that 

problem.  But, if I am able to put that problem on the table and  when I do put that 

problem on the table like to a committee, I am always amazed a the creativity of 

group to solve the problem which makes the skill level at the table exponentially 

greater compared to what I had at my disposal.   

This speaks so clearly to the benefits to students and to my educational influence if I can 

improve in this way. 
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3.   I will increase my knowledge of the instructional practice at my school by visiting 

classrooms more often and talking to students about their learning and engaging 

teachers in conversations about instructional practice outside of the performance 

appraisal process. 

Recently, I volunteered to attend an Ontario Principals‘ Congress in Toronto.  

What looked initially as an opportunity to spend an evening in the city at the Royal York 

and engage in discussion with provincial colleagues about student engagement, looked a 

little less attractive when I discovered that I had to complete an on-line survey and write a 

1,000-word essay about instructional practice and student engagement at my school.  

When I sat down to write, I realized that although I design and deliver professional 

development workshops to the staff, I don‘t really, after 15 months at the school, have a 

clear idea what goes on in some classrooms.  I know about some places where the 

instruction or assessment are weak because of problems that arise from student discipline 

problems or issues raised by parents.  In some cases, teachers come to me to discuss 

instructional strategies or assessment issues but there are many classrooms that I have not 

visited and many teachers that I do not know well.  When I first started teaching in Grey 

County I had a principal who would come into the classroom regularly and wave his hand 

for us to carry on because he was ―just visiting.‖  I do not do this, both due to time 

constraints and because it has not been a part of the culture of the school.  I know that, 

like the students, some teachers view every visit by me as evaluative and judgemental 

and I have hesitated to try to overcome that view.  Professional development then must 

respect what teachers already know and provide safe conditions for dialogue.  Andragogy 

is the collective wisdom formed by ―adults‘ vast reservoirs of experience in multiple 
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settings.  [It is] a powerful resource for learning‖ (Pohland & Bova, 2000, p. 139).  

Sharing this concept but using different words, Fullan (2006b) speaks of the collective 

wisdom of crowds.  Quoting the work of Surowiecki in 2004, Fullan lists four conditions 

to activate the wisdom of crowds: 

 The members of the organization need to feel independent of one another, 

where people‘s opinions are not determined by those around them. 

 The members need to be diverse enough to represent the range of 

backgrounds, need, and interests of the group. 

 They need to be sufficiently decentralized, whereby people are able to 

specialize and draw on local knowledge.   

 There has to be some means, formal or informal, of aggregation or turning 

independent judgement and information into collective decision.  (Fullan, 

2006b, p. 39) 

It is the duty of school leaders to respect this andragogy and to unlock this collective 

wisdom.  The question remains: ―What is the best way to do so?‖ I need to collect more 

information of current practices and what teachers feel they need. 

Identifying this as an area for improvement comes less from feedback that I have 

received about my professional practice than from self-reflection and the school 

improvement process.  When I review Ontario‘s ―Leadership Framework‖ I am frustrated 

that so many aspects of my job are not reflected in the framework at all.  The framework 

focuses on instructional leadership and does not even recognize the level of expertise and 

dedication required to simply ensure that there is a teacher in every classroom; that the 

common areas are well supervised; that the heat and lights are on; that discipline 
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problems are well handled to ensure student learning; and, that scarce resources like 

educational assistant support are thinly spread to provide the maximum benefit to as 

many students as possible.  I would like recognition that, in the words of L. Schmidt, ―the 

leadership part of the job sits firmly on a foundation of our solid managerial skills.‖  I 

know that part of this discrepancy is related to the difference in job description between 

principals and vice-principals; the framework seems to be written more for principals.  

However, vice-principals will be evaluated using the framework.   

I recall an exercise that I completed for a vice-principals‘ meeting where we had 

to keep track of how we spent our time for a week and divide the work into managerial 

tasks and instructional leadership tasks.  I struggled with the task for two reasons.  First, 

time spent dealing with a student who was disruptive in the classroom, seemed to me to 

be something that would improve the quality of instruction even though it did not really 

fall within the instructional leadership description we were given.  Secondly, it was 

implied, when we shared our results, that those who had not spent enough time in 

instructional leadership activities were inefficient or not focussing on the most important 

tasks.  Given how hard I work and how efficient I am and that many days I struggle to get 

even the most important and urgent issues dealt with effectively, I found this feedback 

discouraging.  We are pulled from the school about six times per year for professional 

development workshops that are engaging and relevant although often too fast-paced and 

broad to allow processing of the information.  In order to be out that day, I usually work 

late the night before, leaving things in order for the person who will replace me.  When I 

return the following day, I often have 10 to 15 voice mail messages and up to 30 or 40 

emails to follow-up with as well as people who need to see me and student issues that 
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were not resolvable by my replacement.  There is no time to sit and reflect on my 

learning and how to apply new concepts or ideas to my school.  It is impossible to find 

uninterrupted time at school during the work day to develop materials for professional 

development for my staff.  I do all of that work at home on personal time.  So, although 

the Leadership Framework emphasized instructional leadership, the working conditions 

of the actual position of vice-principal do not respect the time needed to lead instruction 

effectively.  While I struggle with the Framework, I have improved my capacity to focus 

on instructional leadership and not management as reflected in the following comment:  

When I listen to you respond or speak now in our sessions—this is what led to the 

[previous] feedback—you might have made a comment that focused on 

managerial not instructional aspects.  You reflected on this and you acted on the 

feedback.  Your ability to see the greater role of administration has shifted.  (J. 

Whately, February 25, 2011) 

In some ways, leadership and management are just two ends of the spectrum of what it 

takes to operate any organization; neither can be omitted, both must be present in order to 

be a learning organization. 

I need to seek ways to reconcile the managerial aspects of school leadership with 

the instructional aspects.  Visiting classrooms and becoming more familiar with 

instructional practices at my school is a first step to achieving this. 

Seeking Data About Improvement 

I consciously focussed on improving my professional practice from January to 

May 2011.  During this time, I listened for evidence in unsolicited comments.  During 

May, I began to ask people if they had observed any changes.  I explained my goals to the 
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Special Education staff and to several other teachers who work closely with me.  I gave 

each person a copy of the Letter of Informed Consent and a chart to record any 

observations.  I asked them to be another set of eyes and help me determine if this action 

research project is improving my practice.  In addition, I continued to journal and to 

reflect actively on my goals.  The very act of setting goals and attempting to improve my 

practice increased my awareness of how I do my job.  The intentionality itself starts the 

process of improvement.  In terms of seeking student input, I decided to ask students 

when I work with them if there are things that I could do to improve our relationship 

rather than meet with them as a group.   I have shared the three areas that I would like to 

improve with some staff members at my school so that they will be able to point out 

when I am not behaving as I have said I would like to and so that they will be able to help 

me evaluate whether or not I have improved at the end of this research project.  I have 

shared these goals individually with several people who work closely with me.  I have 

also shared them as part of the team and vision building process that I have embarked 

upon with the educational assistants who work in our school.  It is a goal of my research 

to model reflective practice and action research at my school; therefore, I feel that I need 

to take this risk and be very open about what I am doing.  I understand that I may solicit 

some comments from people who are not very supportive of what I am doing or perhaps 

even cynical; however, I decided to take the risk.   I used my journal to reflect on my own 

evaluation of my progress and I discussed the progress and the evidence that I saw with 

my critical friends, including several people from the Master‘s program who are 

undertaking similar work.   
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I found that simply being open to hearing affirmations has made me hear and 

acknowledge them more often.   For example, recently, I had a conversation with a 

student about safe sex practices and presented her with a bag of condoms, a delicate 

conversation to say the least.  In response, she gave me a big hug and said, ―Mrs.  Tang, I 

am so glad you care‖ (A. Tang, personal journal, March 21, 2011).  Now, when I lie in 

bed awaiting sleep, I run over what I could have done better each day but I also make a 

conscious effort to acknowledge to myself what went well each day.   

Importantly, I have asked two retired principals to read several of the papers that I 

have written so far and to meet with me as ―critical friends.‖ Both of these women have 

been role models for me.   

P. Manley was a principal when I moved to this area.  She hired me and 

supervised me on a Home Instruction contract and two long-term occasional positions at 

her school.  She still comes in to support me if needed when the principal is away and is 

the first person we call to be a guest administrator.  I enjoy the days that I spend working 

with her and benefit still from her wisdom and advice. 

S. Lewis hired me to be the Learning Resource Teacher (L.R.T.) at a small 

secondary school.  In fact, when she hired me she informed me that, if I thought I was 

coming as a Learning Resource Teacher only to try to get a Science position, I had ―an 

iceberg‘s chance in hell‖ (personal communication, August, 2000).  From that moment, I 

appreciated her frankness and her trust in me.  When I came to her with a conundrum and 

a possible solution, she listened, asked a question or two, and then said, ―Go ahead.  That 

sounds good.‖ I have tried to follow this model.  On March 25, two teachers came to me 
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with a problem and suggestions for a solution.  I remembered to thank them for not just 

presenting the problem.  

I trust that both of these women have the experience, skills and wisdom to help 

me see what I can‘t see or what I delude myself about in the data.  They both know me as 

a teacher and as an administrator and I trust them. 

Defining Success: How Do I Know If I Am Improving My Practice? 

In order to measure my success at improving my practice, I developed criteria for 

measuring my success or lack there of.  If I am successful at building relationships: 

• People will feel more valued. 

• People within my sphere of influence will grow. 

If I am successful at relying on others and delegating: 

• People will feel respected for their embodied knowledge. 

• I will feel less pressured when I rely more on others 

If I am successful at visiting classrooms more often: 

• Teachers will be more comfortable when I visit their classrooms. 

In order to know if these things are happening, I needed to be aware and present in each 

moment in order to observe these changes.  I needed to ask people if they perceive these 

changes.  I needed to journal and actively reflect on my actions, my successes and my 

failures.  And, I needed to ask my critical friends to help me evaluate my progress. 

Data About Improvement 

During the month of May, I met with a few staff members to ask if I had shown 

any improvement in the three areas that I had identified.   
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Relationship Building 

P. Testori, a teacher of developmental learning commented with respect to 

relationships with staff: 

You‘re trying to be more open and engage [staff] more.  You‘re trying to be more 

of a friend and a partner.  You‘re coming to talk to people.  You are willing to get 

a laugh.  I can come in and talk to you and just be myself.  

He also commented on my relationships with students as follows: 

I feel that you have been great with our kids.  I am amazed at how well you deal 

with our kids.  I think you are great at getting them to understand.  You may need 

to bring the language down a little myself.  

M. Brown is an educational assistant at my school.  She commented: 

In the past year you have been more compassionate to what we are going through.  

You say, ‗Yeah, I can understand what you are going through.‘ I have seen 

empathy from you… When you laugh, that‘s not the Andrea that people 

commonly see.  I see it more now.  You are more relaxed.  You tell a joke or two.  

A. Hebert commented on my efforts to let people get to know me but provided a 

next step in my continued journey as follows: 

I believe you have made a conscious effort for staff to know you but I feel more 

effort towards you knowing staff could happen.  People like to talk about 

themselves and would come away with a warmer feeling if you have asked 

questions about their personal lives. 

D. Halls echoed this advice, saying: 
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Being seen as one's authentic self can mean finding out who others are i.e.  slow 

down and greet people, ask about them/families/holiday plans etc, be in tune to 

the dynamics of the staff, recognize the little things that may be important (i.e.  

maybe the office staff wants to see a Crone Cup?) I think showing you are human  

this way allows others to feel valued—and in turn they'll understand 'oh she really 

cares—she's more than just the VP‘.   Therefore, you will build relationships ...  

and you have ultimately shown your true self.  

  G. Hayes commented: 

On a personal note you have listened to me on some of my family issues with 

young children and offered very good advice and reading material ...  but most 

importantly I have truly felt as though you simply listened and understood.  

 Simply to take the time and listen, when I know how constrained you are, shows 

that you are far more than a vice-principal. 

Another teacher (R. Kline) compared my first year at my current school to my second 

year (when I was intentionally trying to improve my relationship-building skills) as 

follows: 

I have seen a change in this respect.  When I first met you I wasn‘t sure if you 

were going to be a friendly vice-principal.  You didn‘t give off a lot of warm 

vibes.  I made a conscious effort to get to know you a bit and found that indeed 

you are very personable.  I think that you have made an effort to ―chat‖ a bit 

more.  You seem more relaxed and smile more readily this year.  This presents a 

much warmer side to your personality which makes you easier to approach.   

Another teacher, C. Lewis reflected,  
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I think you have the right kind of relationship that you need with your 

students/parents/staff as a vice-principal—very tough role to have.  Generally the 

person who has that role is not liked – so by nature of the job you are already in a 

tough spot. 

She went on to ask a question and make a recommendation: 

Although the amount of work as a VP is ridiculous, how well do you know your 

staff?  As an administrator I think you should also be familiar with your staff (if 

they want to let you ‗in‘) so that you can know best how to deal with them and 

why they act the way they do some times.  I do realize that this is a lot to know 

but I think it goes a very long way in establishing a good relationship with them. 

My principal commented, ―You have definitely achieved this goal.  You have 

opened yourself to the staff to help assist you to become a better administrator.  You have 

successfully built relationships with the staff.‖  Finally, on the day that my departure to 

another school was announced, a teacher commented, ―It‘s so unfair.  Just when I feel 

that we have gotten to know each other and know about each other‘s families, they move 

you.  I am going to miss you.‖  In some ways, this comment provides the final feedback 

that I need that I have, at least with some members of the staff, accomplished my goal. 

The Art of Delegation 

With respect to the delicate art of delegation, M. Brown commented, ―You seem 

to be hands-on.  I don‘t know if it‘s you.  You seem very involved.  I don‘t know if it‘s 

because of your role or if you haven‘t delegated.‖  G. Hayes commented,  

Yes, you have allowed [the teachers] to make more daily decisions on switching 

educational assistants and organizing the day.  You have asked me to make more 
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phone calls, read Ontario Student Records, contact agencies and Gwen Duncan.   

You have also designated more people at our ISN'T meetings to follow up with 

different kids.  Personally, I don't like the feeling that I could be doing more and 

working harder when I see someone taking on all the work ...  I like to roll up my 

sleeves and slog along and I felt like I've been slogging more so you have been 

successful! 

A. Hebert added a comment that ―extra tasks need to be given with advance 

notice.‖  This is something that I struggle with as many aspects of my job are completed 

on very short timelines.  D. Halls drew the two goals together adding: 

If you focus on building relationships and believing that others know their jobs 

and trust that we're all in this for the kids but we just work in different ways and 

people are quietly going about their days in their roles making decisions and 

helping kids, then that can go a long way. 

C. Lewis also saw some improvement in this area, 

When delegating (empowering) you need to be careful to not tell people exactly 

how you want it done—express the outcome you are hoping for—and then let 

them find their way/method to get it done.  Although I have noticed that you do 

not micro-manage as much as I noticed when you first came to OS. 

However, C. Lewis echoed A. Hebert‘s sentiments in adding, ―Also, be careful to not 

delegate things that are outside of the things that teachers are responsible for.‖  My 

principal noted, ―I have noticed you delegating more responsibilities or tasks to other 

leaders in the school.‖  He added, ―The more important item is that you were able to 
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identify fairly quickly when a delegated task was not done or not done properly.  You 

have certainly grown in this area.‖ 

In addition to the specific feedback I also received unsolicited feedback from a 

variety of people.  On March 8, I helped a teacher play a little practical joke on his 

brother, who is also a teacher.  At the end, he commented: ―See, you do have a sense of 

humour!‖ (A. Tang, personal journal, March 8, 2011).  Although he was jesting, I did feel 

that this was evidence of taking the time (and a small risk) to let myself be myself at 

work.  Earlier that day, I met with a parent whose daughter I had just suspended.  At the 

end of the meeting, he commented: ―I feel so much better when I talk to you.  It doesn‘t 

always last too long when I leave and go home, but you make me feel better‖ (A. Tang, 

personal journal, March 8, 2011).  Now, I realized that I may have taken the relationship 

piece too far when I held out my hand to shake his and he hugged me saying, ―Come on.  

Let‘s have a little sugar here!‖ (Tang, personal journal, March 8, 2011).  I have also 

developed a different relationship with the members of the school Anti-bullying 

Committee with whom I have worked closely for the last 6 months.  These students feel 

comfortable just walking into my office and talking to me.  On March 7, I was late 

opening the classroom for our noon hour meeting and one of them came to the window of 

my office and held up his iPad with the words ―Door‘s locked‖ written in huge font, all 

the while grinning at me.  All of these are examples of times when I have worked 

intentionally to create good relationships with people.  On March 23, a teacher 

commented, ―It‘s a compliment to you.  Kids come to talk to you even when they know 

that they are going to get into trouble‖ (Tang, personal journal, March 23, 2011). 
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In addition to the data that I was seeking, I discovered some data that I had not 

intentionally been seeking.  For example, on the subject of trying to be in right 

relationship with everyone, a staff member commented: 

The relationships have become more positive.  We‘ve had a few bumps in the 

road.  People are more open.  Some never will be.  Some people, if you tick them 

off once, good luck getting it back.  Is it worth the energy? There is only so much 

energy.  

This comment caused me to reflect on my tendency to seek perfection.  There will always 

be people with whom I can have a respectful, professional relationship but with whom I 

will never have a deep or personal relationship.  I must accept this.  In addition, when I 

reflect on my tendency to spend too much time at or thinking about work, this is good 

advice.  I need to remember to conserve some energy for the other things that I value in 

my life. 

Indicators of Improvement 

I sought evidence of the indicators of improvement that I had set near the 

beginning of the study. 

People Within My Sphere of Influence Will Grow 

I did receive confirmation that people within my sphere of influence experienced 

some growth as a result of my actions.  For example, a staff member commented: 

About re-assigning educational assistants, it‘s okay to do that even if people 

aren‘t happy.  You‘ve always presented it as professional growth.  I‘ve never felt 

the changes were because we are not capable.  There needs to be a change for the 

benefit of all. 
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  G. Hayes commented: 

You have done an excellent job at building capacity in our department.   A lot of 

people have become very flexible and surprised themselves with their new 

abilities working with students.   Our students are becoming less intolerant in 

some cases when working with new people because they have worked with so 

many over the course of the last year (in some case 2 years). 

People Will Feel Respected for Their Embodied Knowledge 

R. Kline endorsed my efforts to respect others‘ abilities and judgments as follows: 

I do feel that you trust me with a job and don‘t feel that you have to be directing 

me all the time.  I appreciate being able to ask for suggestions but I do feel that 

you then feel confident in allowing me to go ahead and deal with the problem. 

I Will Feel Less Pressured When I Rely More on Others 

The only evidence to provide for this is that I know that my second, more 

intentional, year at my school was less stressful than my first year.  I felt I did know 

better who I could rely on and who would give me straightforward feedback.  I relied 

more upon others as I came to know what they could and would be willing to do and thus 

I felt less need to do things myself. 

Teachers Will Be More Comfortable When I Visit Their Classrooms 

While I did visit more classrooms and engage in more conversations about 

instruction, it was not a significant increase and therefore I do not believe that I achieved 

this goal.  My aspiration is that, as a principal, rather than a vice-principal, I will be able 

to achieve this goal. 
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People Will Feel More Valued  

I did not receive direct feedback that would support this goal.  It was a difficult 

question to get a direct answer to.  If I had had the opportunity to remain in the school for 

longer than two years, I may have been able to find more evidence that people felt more 

valued.  The strain of coming to a new school and building relationships for the first year 

or two made this too nebulous a goal. 

Advice on How to Continue to Improve 

While asking people for feedback, I often received advice on how to continue in 

my efforts to improve my practice.  These were thoughtful and sage comments that have 

caused me to reflect.  D. Halls noted that I had been ill, somewhat due to working too 

many hours and advised: 

You work very hard, but (since you're asking ...) perhaps sometimes less time-

consuming/ ―cerebral‖ strategies (and meetings) and having more faith in your 

already demonstrated wisdom, confidence in your past history in making 

intelligent decisions, and also your gut instincts will help balance things out so 

that you can work more efficiently (not harder/faster) and be able to breathe and 

enjoy your time at work a bit more. 

I appreciated that acknowledgement that I have credibility and could make some 

decisions with less consultation.  Some advice was very specific including M. Brown‘s 

following comment: ―Don‘t catch me off guard.  Send me a quick message so I can be 

prepared.‖  This is good advice as sometimes I try to communicate quickly about 

something that I am thinking about without recognizing that the other person hasn‘t had 

time to consider the issue yet.  Another staff member wisely advised: ―You are never 
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going to make every relationship work.  In a professional manner, you can accept that.‖  

This is an important acknowledgement and one that was echoed by C. Lewis: 

I think you try and keep most people happy—probably a good way to be—but not 

very practical and I am sure it breaks you at times.  We all are looking for YES to 

our questions and demands, fully expecting the answer to be YES and are truly 

dumbfounded when the answer is no and ask you again thinking that you 

obviously didn‘t understand the question.   But sometimes the answer is NO and 

sometimes Andrea you have to say NO to taking on more things and No to people 

(you will be very surprised that they will still respect you or respect you even 

more). 

Teresa also expressed this concern with respect to trying to determine priorities and 

maintain a sense of balance: 

What I see is an EXTREMELY hard working VP—sometimes too hard.  You try 

and get everything done and I see you as seeing that everything is important when 

it is not.   I do not know how and where you prioritize your values but sometimes 

you have to let the small things go—just not that important or worth it. 

She advised: 

Go to the staff room, come down to the gym to watch a volleyball or basketball 

game, walk into a drama class simply to enjoy the great things that are going on in 

our school and to not keep your eye peeled for trouble all the time.  Share a laugh 

or joke with a staff member… simply lightening up will allow staff, and perhaps 

yourself, to see you in a different light.  If we look at studies on employee/ 

employer relationships we always find the same qualities—good, honest, open 
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relationships where employees are treated fairly and respectfully and are valued.  

If you can do this then you will be a very successful leader. 

My leadership approach will never be just the right one for everyone so there may be 

times when I don‘t feel well connected to someone but no able to change things.  I will 

need to accept that.  I was content that Teresa ended her feedback with the following 

statement: 

I do feel that you have the three most important qualities of an effective leader 

already.    

1.  YOU WORK EXTREMELY HARD 

2.  You are passionate about your profession 

3.  You are looking to improve and are not afraid to ask people to asses you.  

Implications Beyond My Professional Life 

When I began this work, I thought it would be focussed on improving my ―work-

self.‖  As I progressed and especially as I reread my thoughts from the past, I discovered 

that it is about me as a whole person both at work and at home.  The issues of being too 

focused; concentrating on getting things done rather than on relationships; of 

overcompensating and not relying on others for help are not just issues at work but also 

issues at home.  Ironically, the pressure to complete this work is making it more difficult 

to enact changes at home in particular.  However, awareness is the first step!  For 

example, on November 19, a woman on my hockey team commented, when I complained 

that my toes were cramped, ―You should try not giving 800% all the time and your toes 

might relax.‖  She was laughing but she said that I play very intensely.  I wondered, since 

I am really not very good at hockey, did she mean aggressively? Fortunately, I ran into 
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her, ironically at another arena, and asked for clarification.  She replied that there was no 

negative connotation intended.  She meant that I have ―the go, go, go that you can‘t coach 

into people; it‘s something inherent‖ and that I ―always try even when you know that you 

won‘t get to the puck first and that that inspires [me] to try harder.‖ She also noted that 

my lack of skill (sic) does not prevent me from trying my hardest.  I realized from this 

encounter that the drive that I have is not confined to work but is really part of the whole 

of who I am.  As part of the feedback that I sought, M. Brown, an educational assistant, 

commented: 

I don‘t know as many women as driven as you are.  I find you very competent 

about your job.  You are on top of everything.  I noticed that right away.  You‘ve 

never presented yourself as overwhelmed.  There is a quality about you…you do 

one hundred percent at everything.  I haven‘t seen you fail.  Whatever it is that 

you want to get out of this; I will be shocked if you didn‘t get it. 

Recently, I was able to visit a friend who suffers from severe depression who has 

not allowed me to visit for ten years.  While I know that part of her reluctance to meet 

was her own neediness and illness, I also realized, and had confirmed by another friend, 

that ―annoyed that [I] was so driven.‖  My focus on success, not just at work but at home 

had created a deeper divide than even her illness.  We had a good visit and one of her 

comments was revealing.  She said, ―I am surprised you were so laid back.‖  It is not 

really possible to separate who I am at work from who I am at home and simply who I 

am; therefore, the work done to improve my practice as an administrator will have ripple 

effects at home and in my relationships with my family.  This will help me address the 

living contradiction (Whitehead, 1989) of valuing my family above all else and 
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struggling to balance work and family obligations.  Bullough and Pinnegar (2011) refer to 

Ross Mooney‘s writing about research as follows: 

Research is a personal venture which, quite aside from its social benefits, is worth 

doing for its direct contribution to one‘s own self-realization.  It can be taken as a 

way of meeting life with the maximum of stops open to get out of experience its 

most poignant significance, its most full-throated song.  (p. 13) 

This parallels a concept that my husband and I agreed to live by when we were first 

considering marriage.  We agreed to always seek a ―full value contract.‖ That is, to do 

things well and fully.  That meant, for example, that when I went to teachers‘ college, 

that I completed the Outdoor and Experiential Education Program at Queen‘s University 

for twelve months and that I applied only internationally for summer placements.  It 

meant that my husband left home for more than two months to paddle solo on the Great 

Lakes in pursuit of his doctoral degree.  Whether I am conducting research or teaching or 

skiing, I wish to live life at its ―most full-throated song.‖ 

Ethical Issues of the Study 

The most important ethical issue in my study is that someone over whom I have 

power might say something that offends me and I might respond by using the power that 

I have in retribution for their comment.  Despite the fact that I carefully considered that 

possibility, every time I ask the question, ―What mistakes have you seen me make?‖ my 

stomach is in a knot and I have to make an effort to keep a neutral expression on my face.  

So far, I have not heard something that really upset me but I continue to be aware that I 

may.  I have noticed also that it is difficult not to engage in conversation while I am 

interviewing.  It is tempting to try to explain something that I did to the person that I am 
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interviewing but I don‘t feel that is the purpose.  I do ask extra clarifying questions and 

end up with the question, ―Is there anything else you believe I should know?‖ 

Interestingly, the people I have interviewed have also asked me questions.  The most 

recent was, ―What is your vision for [our school]?‖ The letter of informed consent 

doesn‘t say anything about the interviewee not being able to ask as well as answer 

questions. 

The approval by the Research Ethics Board and the Letter of Informed Consent 

make it clear to people who agree to be interviewed that I may not use anything they say 

in a way that is harmful to them or that they do not agree to.  This should effectively 

address the major ethical concern with the study. 



   

  

CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

The secret of life is to have a task, something you devote your entire life to, every 

minute of every day for your whole life.  And the most important thing is—it must be 

something you cannot possibly complete. ~ Henry Moore 

The purpose of this chapter is to summarize the research project, discuss the 

analysis of the data collected, and draw some (still interim) conclusions, for I have 

recognized that once begun, the process of think-act-reflect will never cease.  In the 

beginning I ask the question, ―How can I improve my practice as a secondary school 

administrator?‖  This chapter attempts to answer that question. 

When I began the Master of Education Program through Brock University in 

September of 2009, I was not fully committed to completing the program.  I approached 

the program using an accommodation commonly found in individual education plans for 

students; that is, I ―chunked it.‖  I committed to one course and decided to wait and see 

about the rest.  Even though the content of the first course did not feel very relevant to 

me, I admired the enthusiasm and excitement about learning that I saw in the other 

participants and felt some of that awakening within me.  Although my career as a 

secondary school vice-principal was extremely challenging and I had to master new 

knowledge and skills all the time as regulations, procedures and priorities changed, I had 

not been deeply engaged in an intellectual task or asked to submit my thoughts for 

evaluation for some time, perhaps since I completed the Principals‘ Qualification 

Program 7 years earlier.  I registered for the second course and was suddenly fully 

engaged in the learning process, especially the sharing of thoughts, arguments and stories 

with others in the cohort.  In the second course, my final paper was about implementing



180 

 

 

change in secondary schools; a subject I have experienced much frustration about and 

something I would like to be successful about.  When the discussion turned to a Major 

Research Project, I thought that would be the subject of my research.  Having a 

background in Science and having written many reports while working in the consulting 

engineering industry, I knew that I could do quantitative research.  I could measure and 

count and apply statistics and write coherently.  However, the text book for the third 

course was Branson‘s (2009) Leadership for an Age of Wisdom and suddenly, the 

possibility of qualitative research arose.  I realized it could be ―all about me‖ although I 

had many doubts that I would be of particular interest to anyone but me.  At that point, in 

the spring of 2010, I began to question and examine why I chose this field of work and 

why I worked so hard at it.  During the summer course in 2010, I began to prepare to 

engage in a sustained, critical examination of my professional practice as a secondary 

school administrator in order to try and improve it.  I determined to develop my own 

living educational theory (Whitehead, 1989).  Whitehead describes ―the idea of a living 

educational theory as an explanation that individuals generate for their educational 

influences in their own learning, in the learning of others and in the learning of social 

formations‖ (1989, p. 89).  I was curious; what were the educational influences on me 

and, critically, what is my educational influence?  As part of this, I needed clarify my 

values; identify places where I was not fully living my values; and seek to live out my 

values more closely.  This chapter is the final reflection of my highly personal journey. 

Whitehead, who uses video data extensively, talks about life-affirming energy as 

follows:  
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the explanations given by individuals for the educational influences of what they 

do, always carry energy-flowing values.  In life‘s journey an individual cannot do 

anything without the expression of energy.  Actions need energy and values 

distinguish actions and learning as educational.  (Whitehead, 2009, p. 89)   

I have experienced this energy in many different contexts: in conversation with a student, 

parent or teacher where suddenly there is a real, greater than our professional 

relationship, connection; in addressing staff when I look up and see engagement and 

heads nodding in agreement with the ideas being discussed; and, when debate within the 

Master‘s class turns simultaneously serious and hilarious.  I have been seeking this life-

affirming energy during the course of this research and, even the act of consciously 

seeking it, has enabled me to see my purpose and seek my goals more clearly.   

In reviewing video tape of both my own presentations to my fellow students and 

my responses to their presentations, I was delighted to see evidence of this flow of 

energy.  The first example occurred during a course in the summer of 2010 when I first 

described the direction that my research would take.  The intimacy of the sharing is a 

wonderful example of what this type of research can offer in terms of life-affirming 

energy.  My concern to clearly articulate my research and to absorb my colleagues‘ 

thoughts is very clear. On the second occasion, I am addressing the Master‘s cohort about 

some toys that two members of the class brought in to examine as symbols.  I am 

speaking about how freeing it is for me to speak through a puppet, where the audience‘s 

focus is on the puppet and not me.  I found this very revealing about myself and I believe 

that the life-affirming energy flow from me to the class and from the class to me is 

clearly evident.  The video captured something about my approach to addressing a group 
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that has given me more confidence that my passion and caring can be seen by those that I 

am addressing.  

Literature Review Conclusions 

As part of this study, I examined current research about leadership and school 

leadership, including the Ontario Leadership Framework.  While I learned from and 

appreciated the reading and the theories, I recognised, when I was done, that I would 

have to come to an understanding of leadership that would fit comfortably with who I am.  

I do not believe that anyone can take a model and simply wear it, like a cloak of 

leadership, or even make him or herself adhere to or follow the model while dealing, in 

real time, with all the complexities of leadership.  While the research shows that leaders 

tend to have certain characteristics, there is a wide range of characteristics and models 

that have worked in many different contexts.   

Leadership is complex and has many facets; what works in one situation or with 

one person may not work in another context or with a different person.  One of the skills 

of leadership is to be able to ―read‖ a situation well and respond with the kind of 

leadership needed at that moment.  For example, I have been working with a teacher to 

strength the curricular program.  At times, what is required is support to help the teacher 

cope with the demands of the work and the criticism of others, to help instil confidence.  

At other times, what is required is an opportunity to gain knowledge and skill and, at still 

other times, it is necessary to remind the teacher of the need to keep what is best for 

students clearly at the centre and to do the job to the best of one‘s ability.  Finally, at 

times what is required is empathy to listen to concerns about balancing home and work 

obligations and stresses and the patience to accept incremental improvement.  Each 
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encounter with a student or a staff member is a singular and unique opportunity to be 

influenced by and to influence the individual.  Each encounter requires a singular and 

unique response.  Leadership requires the wisdom to know how to respond in each case. 

One model of leadership which resonated with me is the Servant Leadership model 

proposed by Robert Greenleaf.  Greenleaf offers the following test of leadership:   

Do those served grow as persons? Do they, while being served, become healthier, 

wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants? And, 

what is the effect on the least privileged in society: will they benefit or, at least, 

not be further deprived?  (2002, p. 27) 

Helping others, both staff and students, grow as persons, become healthier, wiser, freer 

and more autonomous is the foundation of what I do.  This may manifest in designing 

professional development or mentoring or disciplining or building community but it best 

describes my sense of what I am trying, everyday, to do.  These are the goals to keep in 

front of me when the way is crowded with policies, procedures and paperwork.  

Greenleaf‘s ideas set me on a course to better understand what motivates me to do my 

work. 

This research project has enabled me to examine my own leadership in the light of 

current research and theory.  While I have not adopted one theory or style of leadership, I 

am better equipped to become a better leader as a result of this research.  I believe that I 

am now more able to see the link between and the difference between leadership and 

management as evidenced by the following comment:  

When I listen to you respond or speak now in our sessions—this is what led to the 

[previous] feedback—you might have made a comment that focussed on 
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managerial not instructional aspects.  You reflected on this and you acted on the 

feedback.  You demonstrate thoughtfulness.  You are a reflective individual who 

wants to do the best possible job.  (J. Whately, personal communication, February 

25, 2011) 

I understand more clearly everyday that I am observed at every moment and that my 

attitude and response to situations sets the tone for each interaction that I have and for the 

school.  This is a profound responsibility.  I need to always be inviting the life-affirming 

energy of which Whitehead speaks to enter into my relationships.  As I concluded in 

chapter 2, leadership seems to lie at the nexus of experience and knowledge.  Like any 

boundary zone, this is a rich and creative place to dwell.  Leadership appears from the 

research to rest more within the realm of artistry than science and perhaps that why it 

often seems ephemeral and just out of one‘s grasp.   

Research Methodology Conclusions 

     At the end of any study, the researcher must review whether or not the methodology 

followed during the study was appropriate.  Whitehead (2009) cites Altrichter, Kemmis, 

McTaggart, and Zuber-Skerrett about action research and their idea that: 

if yours is a situation in which: people reflect and improve (or develop) their own 

work and their own situations; by tightly interlinking their reflection and action; 

and also making their experience public not only to other participants but also to 

other persons interested in and concerned about the work and the situation, i.e.  

their (public) theories and practices of the work and the situation, then yours is a 

situation in which action research is occurring. (p. 86) 
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This seemed to clearly apply in my case and I was willing to engage in the think-act-

reflect cycle and to be open about my work with others.  Action research allowed me to 

examine my work as a secondary school administrator in context.  Triangulation using 

data from staff members, critical friends and a validation group enhanced my 

accountability.  Granting myself permission to use some methodological latitude enabled 

me to include narratives as illustrations and to use self-reflection as data.   

The process of self-reflection enabled me to examine my values and gave rise to 

questions about why I am the way I am and why I behave as I do.  Using the input of 

others, both formally requested and unsolicited, I was able both to learn new things about 

myself and also to validate my understandings of myself.  Telling stories, both in my 

journal and aloud to my critical friends and validation group helped me to discover my 

ontology and epistemology and share my new knowledge with others.  Finally, writing 

itself has enabled me to find a new voice.  I have received feedback that I write well and 

tell stories well and this has made me more confident that my own knowledge and 

experience are valid and need to be respected, especially by me.  Thus, the methodology 

has led to increased self-confidence for me.  One time when I really feel this is after a 

difficult or challenging incident when, in the past, I would have turned the facts over and 

over in my mind, wondering how I could have responded better and usually losing sleep.  

Now, it is not that I do not consider how I could have improved my response to the 

situation but, I dwell less on the negative.  I have seen how powerful the process of self-

reflection is and after I review the situation and decide how I could have done better, I am 

able to learn from it and leave it.  I know that reflection is a powerful tool for me and that 
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I can learn from my mistakes.  I have a new-found faith that I can use self-reflection to 

improve. 

Finally, I have concluded that this work of self-examination and efforts at self-

improvement will, in the words of one critical friend, ―result in a greater impact on 

students than ANY [capitals in original] other project could‖ (S. Lewis, personal 

communication, April 18, 2011).  I believe that my educational influence is far-reaching 

as evidenced in the following comment: ―In our time together I learned from you.  You 

changed my practice.  Your influence is bigger than nine to five.  It goes home with 

people and changes what they do for the better (K. Thoburn, personal communication, 

January 25, 2011).  Another comment echoes this: You will leave a mark in people‘s 

lives.  There will be positive things.  Some kids will say, ―I remember Mrs. Tang‖ (M. 

Brown, personal communication, May 9, 2011).  Improving myself is the first step to 

empowering others to improve.  The Living Educational Theory methodology using 

action research, narrative and sustained, deliberate self-reflection has enabled me to reach 

some of the goals of this research project. 

Clarification of My Values 

Two years ago, had I been asked what my values were, I would have struggled to 

answer the question.  I knew I had values but articulating them would have been 

challenging.  I am now able to say with confidence what my values are.  I value my 

family very highly and work to stay in relationship with them.  They are the base from 

which I venture out into the world and the refuge that welcomes me home again.  I am 

fortunate to have a supportive husband and children who have encouraged me both in my 

pursuit of this degree and my career.  Recently, our daughter was asked to speak on 
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International Women‘s Day about role models that have encouraged her to volunteer in 

our community.  While we were brainstorming about women who have influenced her, 

we listed her grandmother, sister, teachers, and friends of the family.  To my amusement 

and a little to my dismay, she did not mention me.  However, I know from our eldest 

daughter that I have been a role model for her and that, someday, she may look back and 

recognize my influence on her.   

I also value my health and fitness very highly and this project has helped me to 

see the ways in which I endanger them.  My father, my husband and my current principal 

all commented about my dedication to my work being sometimes to the detriment of my 

health.  One outcome of this study will be a consistent effort to leave work at a 

reasonable hour and not to carry too much home at the end of the day.  Honesty is very 

important to me and this was clearly reflected in the comments of others.  I found 

evidence that I have integrity.  People told me that it is clear that the decisions that I 

make are not self-serving and that my intent to do what is best for students shines through 

in my decision-making.  I found evidence that I have integrity. 

I do not believe that I was born a good listener.  Comments in my childhood, in 

fact, about my precocious and fluent abilities to talk reveal that I likely did not have 

much time for listening.  However, listening is a skill that I recognized I needed to work 

on when I was in teachers‘ college and I received affirmation from others that I am a 

respectful listener who tries to draw people into discussions.  I am respectful and treat 

people with respect.  I learned that I am inviting and that people feel comfortable coming 

and talking to me.  Even students have been very open to coming and letting me know of 

their worries.  This does not occur often in the first year at a school but builds over time.  
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This year, I consistently have students coming in to tell me when unwelcome guests are 

in the school or when there is a fight brewing.  I believe that this is evidence that I am 

respectful of students, a good listener to their concerns and inviting to them. 

I learned that I am authentic but not always initially very open about myself with 

others.  When I have gotten to know people, I am able to share things about myself.  I 

realized that not only do I have to create conditions that allow people to feel safe and 

valued by me but that, in order to do so; I need to feel safe and valued by the people that I 

work with.  I learned that it is not just a question of my helping people to come to trust 

me but that I also need to work on trusting others.  While many people commented that 

they could see that I cared very passionately about teaching and students, others saw less 

of this passion and more of the procedural administrator.  Given the range of feedback 

that I received about the degree to which I have established relationships with people, I 

have realized that the depth of the relationship varies with each person and that I must 

balance my perception to include the full range of relationships.  With integrity and 

authenticity, through the continued use of reflection, I believe that I will be able to 

continue to grow in wisdom. 

I was comforted to find that, while I can be intense, I am not perceived as 

intimidating.  I was surprised to have people tell me that I value hard work but I 

understand that to be true.  It was important for me to see that in conjunction with the 

data that people believe that I work hard to help improve the lives of others.  Clarifying 

my values has made me more confident in expressing them to others.  It has also made 

me see where I struggle to live out my values fully. 
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My Three Goals to Improve My Practice 

At the beginning of the study, I identified three goals for improvement based on 

ways in which I was a living contradiction (Whitehead, 1989).  These were:  

 to make a conscious effort to allow my true self to be seen by staff, students and 

parents at my school; to be viewed as a person beyond my role as vice-principal.  

I will build better relationships with the people that I work with; 

 to delegate tasks more often and reduce my chance of ―burning out‖ in this all-

encompassing and demanding job; and 

 to increase my knowledge of the instructional practice at my school by visiting 

classrooms more often, talking to students about their learning and, engaging 

teachers in conversations about instructional practice outside of the performance 

appraisal process. 

At the end of the research period, I asked for feedback from those around me about my 

success in reaching these goals.  The data about improvement are included in chapter 4.  

Based on those data, I believe that I have shown improvement with respect to the first 

two goals.  I have consciously tried to relax more and both get to know others on a more 

personal level and let them get to know me on a more personal level.  I have however, 

also learned that I must reciprocally take the time to ask others about their lives and 

families and aspirations.  I have trusted more in others‘ capacities and tried to step back 

and empower them to take on tasks.  Neither of these goals is completely achieved 

however.  One thing that has become very clear from examining historical data and 

collecting and analysing new data is that these are areas that I will always need to be 

conscious of trying to improve. 
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In addition, it is important to note that, while I set a goal of improving 

relationships, I also had data that showed that I had established good relationships.  S. 

Lewis questioned my more willing acceptance of the data that showed need for 

improvement and my relative disregard of the data which showed that I do establish good 

relationships.  She also commented that I ―was very hard on myself‖ with respect to 

taking to heart others‘ criticisms (personal communication, May 17, 2011).  Her 

comments caused me to reflect and to consider again that I must pay as much attention to 

the successes as to the failures; not just for myself but also in my relationships with 

others. 

With respect to my final goal, I do not feel that I accomplished as much of this 

goal as I had desired.  Much of this failure is the result of the overwhelming nature of 

being a vice-principal in a school of about eight hundred students and some to the 

difficulty of changing one‘s habits.  I did succeed in being in the halls more and having 

more casual conversations with students.  One piece of evidence of this was when a 

student said, ―I‘m sorry for how I treated you last year.  I was really mean.‖  When I 

asked her why, she could not answer but I interpreted her change in heart partially to the 

change in my efforts to build a relationship with her.  Unfortunately, at least this year, the 

improvement in our relationship hasn‘t resulted in an improvement in her success; there 

is always more work to be done.  I also visited classrooms a little bit more than 

previously but the majority of conversations about instruction either happened at the 

teachers‘ requests in my office or as a result of the performance appraisal process.  I do 

believe that when I am a principal, this goal with be both more critical to my job 

description and more achievable.   
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Did This Study Achieve Its Goals? 

This study was intended to lead to: 

 improving my own personal development; 

 bettering my professional practice; 

 improving the school that I work in; 

 improving the outcomes for the students in the school; and 

 my making ―a contribution to the good order and sustainability of our society‖ 

(McNiff et al., 1996, p. 8). 

I believe that the evidence supports the conclusion that I have improved my personal 

development and my professional practice.  Given the short duration of the study, I do 

not believe that I can determine at this point if these changes in me have begun to have an 

effect on the school that I work in.  The increase in capacity amongst the educational 

assistants and special needs students is evidence that improvements are beginning.  While 

I believe that I have worked better with students since making a conscious effort to 

improve relationships, I know that I will not see many immediate improvements in their 

outcomes.  The one exception is the student who was recently diagnosed with a 

developmental disability whose life has been profoundly affected by being linked to 

community support systems.  It is rare however, to see such a profound improvement in a 

short amount of time.   

I found evidence that I am inviting in that people feel comfortable coming and 

speaking to me and that people are aware that I am also inviting to myself; my values of 

family and fitness, faith and the outdoors are clear to people who know me beyond my 

role in the school.  Finally, I do believe that I found evidence that I am making ―a 
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contribution to the good order and sustainability of our society‖ (McNiff et al., 1996, p.  

8) through the comments about my long-term influence on students and teachers. 

I found evidence that I struggle to live out my values fully.  While I value 

relationships above all, I sometimes let the pressure to ―get the job done‖ interfere with 

taking time to build relationships.  I found evidence that I have improved with respect to 

this but I still fall back on old habits under pressure.  I found evidence that people do not 

always feel empowered by me because I either don‘t ask for help or I am too directive 

about what needs to be done.  Again, I believe that I am moving in the right direction 

about this but it will be something I will always need to be working on.  I am learning 

how to manage the continuum from management to instructional leadership but I was not 

successful at spending more time in classrooms over the research period.  This may 

become easier when I am a principal instead of a vice-principal since, as a vice-principal, 

I am called upon to handle the day-to-day crises more than I will be as a principal. 

 I also learned that, in many ways, there is less separation between the 

―professional me‖ and the ―personal me‖ than I thought.  Some of the ways in which I 

struggle to fully live out my values at work are ways that I struggle at home.  I am very 

giving of my time and energy to others and thus, at times I am not inviting enough of 

myself.  Engaging in this study has shown me that I must look after myself if I am to be 

able to continue to look after others. 

Emerging Clarity 

As I progress with this study, I am beginning to clarify some things that will help 

me develop my ―living educational theory‖ (Whitehead, 1989).  Whitehead goes on to 

connect living educational theory with ontology as follows: 
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The[ir] values give meaning and purpose to their lives and are expressed in their 

professional practice.  I think of such values as ontological in that they are at the 

heart of the individual‘s sense of themselves and their ways of being.  Their 

values are expressed with a life-affirming energy in what they are doing.  (p. 94)   

Thus, identifying my values has led to my initial attempts to define my ontology, my 

study of my being or existence.  While I did not connect my spiritual life directly with my 

professional life before I began the study.  I have realized that a great deal of my drive to 

improve the lives of students (and staff) comes from a sense that, in order to live right, I 

have a responsibility to my ―neighbour‖—that is, my neighbours in creation and 

humanity.  This is a Christian tenet and part of my belief about who I am and what I am 

called to do.  While I was conducting the research, I found images in songs and poems 

that resonated with my efforts to improve my professional practice.  For example, the 

following poem written by Oscar Romero is included in Voices United (1996), the United 

Church hymn book: 

An Affirmation of Peace 

Peace is not the product of terror or fear. 

Peace is not the silence of cemeteries. 

Peace is not the silence of violent repression. 

Peace is the generous, tranquil contribution of all to the good of all. 

Peace is dynamism.  Peace is generosity. 

It is right and duty.  (p. 683) 

I believe that we are all called to make a generous, tranquil contribution to the good 

of all and I continue to seek ways to do that.  I seek ways to answer the call to ―hold 
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[God‘s] people in my hand‖ as sung in the hymn, Here I am Lord (Voices United, 

1996, p. 509) and to ―love and serve others, to seek justice and resist evil‖ as 

promised in A New Creed, The United Church of Canada (p.918).  This is the source 

of my drive and motivation and the question I ask myself before I go to sleep at night.  

I hold myself to a very high standard and, at times, I struggle with trying to be 

perfect.  At those times, I remind myself of Leonard Cohen‘s song ―Anthem‖ (1992), 

the chorus of which goes:   

Ring the bells that still can ring  

Forget your perfect offering  

There is a crack in everything  

That's how the light gets in. 

I remind myself that I do not have to be perfect.  In fact, my ―cracks‖ are important parts 

of me; that‘s how the light gets in. 

Considering my ontology has led to the development of my epistemology, my 

theory of knowledge.  I believe that ―All human life is part of a deep planetary ecology of 

which mutuality and interdependency are the cornerstone properties, learning and 

renewal are the key processes, and emergent networks are the foundational structures‖ 

(Mitchell & Sackney, 2009, p. 4).  This ecological view connects my knowledge and my 

actions to other people in the world.  Change in me will result in change in others.  My 

learning has an effect on others.  People construct meaning from their experiences.  Each 

person‘s experience is unique.  People cannot really be directed but they can be disturbed.  

I have carried out this study in full view of the people that I work with, feeling vulnerable 

to criticism each day as I attempted to examine and improve my practice.  I hope that this 
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model will disturb others and cause them to consider their own practice.  Thus my 

knowledge is connected to others‘ knowledge and we can grow and change each other. 

Implications 

This study has implications for anyone in a leadership position, especially those in 

school administration.  While the study is highly personal to my specific experience, I 

believe that some of the questions I have asked are universal.  Teachers who are 

considering entering school administration would benefit from the research and reflection 

on leadership and also my consideration of drive and motivation.  Current administrators 

would benefit from the example of the use of reflective practice and the action research 

cycle to improve professional practice.   

Limitations 

This study is limited in that it is based on one person‘s experience.  It is not easily 

transferable to another context or subject.  It is also limited because I did not ask 

everyone that I work with about my professional practice.  There are, in all likelihood, 

staff members at my school who would have offered negative and positive assessments of 

my professional practice based on their experience with me.  Given the high risks of this 

type of public examination of my practice, I did not approach people with whom I did not 

have a reasonable collegial relationship to begin with.  I also did not seek extensive input 

from students who are arguably those who most often experience my professional 

practice.  Nor did I intentionally seek input from parents.  The short duration of the study 

and the time constraints of both the research and the rest of my life‘s obligations, 

imposed limits on the research.  Finding an opportunity to ask people about my values 

and practice and then about my efforts to improve was exceedingly challenging.  The 
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interviews were conducted before and after school hours and I am very grateful to the 

individuals who were willing to give up some of their personal time to help me on my 

journey. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

It is my hope that I will soon become a principal and I am anxious to continue 

with the intentional reflective practice that I have begun with this research project.  I am 

intrigued by the possibility of documenting my transition from vice-principal to principal.  

While I believe that I am well-prepared for the position at this time, I also know that, like 

teaching and like being a vice-principal, it will not really be possible to understand the 

weight of the job and the responsibility until I assume it.  What will change about my 

values and my practice and the places where I struggle to fully live my values? This is 

how I would continue with this research given the opportunity. 

Conclusion 

I am ready to continue this journey in search of wisdom even though my path is 

not clear.  I am prepared to venture out with ―no lodestar in sight‖ (Sarah Harmer, 2000) 

because I have the constellations of my family and friends around me and a clear 

purpose. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Guiding Questions 

 

Note: Not all participants will be asked all questions.  

 

What values do you think I hold?  

What things are most important to me?  

What values do you see reflected in my professional practice? 

Do I reflect my values in my actions? 

Have you seen me do something or say something that did not reflect my values? 

What should I do to improve my practice? 

What mistakes have you seem me make? 

What could I have done differently in that situation? 

Have you seen evidence that I have learned from my mistakes? 

Am I an effective school leader? 

Am I honest?  

Am I Respectful?  

Am I Authentic?  

Am I Fair?  

Am I Inviting? 

Do I have integrity? 

Am I intimidating? 

What do you think are the main jobs of a vice-principal? 

How can I become a better vice-principal? 

Was it a good idea for me to go into school administration? 

What do I need to do to prepare to become a principal? 

What advice would you give me when I become a principal? 

Do I exercise my educational influence in a way that is for the good?  

Will I leave the world a better place than I found it? (“Do I communicate life-

affirming energy for the future sustainability of humanity?‖ (McNiff, 2006, p. 

320).  

 

For each of these questions I will need to ask people, ―How do you know?‖ and ―What 

evidence do you have of that?‖ 
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Appendix B 

Brock University Research Ethics Board Clearance Letter 
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Appendix C 

District School Board Research Approval 
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Appendix D 

Letter of Informed Consent 

 

Dear:  _________________________,    _____________, 2011 

 

Title: How Do I Improve My Practice as a Secondary School Administrator? 

 

Principal Investigator:  

Andrea J. Tang 

Student 

Master of Education Program  

Brock University, Bluewater Cohort 

519-376-2010 x 526 

andrea_tang@bwdsb.on.ca 

Faculty Supervisor:    

Michael Manley-Casimir 

Professor 

Faculty Education 

Brock University 

905-668-5550 x 3710  

mmanleycasimir@brocku.ca 

 

  

Invitation 

You are invited to participate in a study that involves research. The purpose of this study 

is to provide professional feedback to the principal student investigator, Andrea Tang, for 

the purpose of improving her professional practice as a secondary school administrator. 

 

What’s Involved 

As a participant, you will be asked to answer questions and provide thoughtful feedback 

to Andrea about the nature of her professional leadership. Participation will take 

approximately one and a half hours of your time. This will involve an interview, that may 

be audio or video taped, of approximately one hour. A follow-up conversation to clarify 

some thoughts may be required. 

 

Potential Benefits or Risks 

The potential benefits of this study include: 

 improving Andrea‘s personal development; 

 improving Andrea‘s professional practice; 

 improving the school that Andrea works in; 

 improving the outcomes for the students in the school; and, 

 making a contribution to the good order and sustainability of our society. 

 

There are no known or anticipated risks associated with this study. 

 

Confidentiality 

The information you provide will be kept confidential. You may decide if you wish 

your comments attributed to you. If you wish, a pseudonym or numbered identifier 

will be used in place of your name. Your name and/or comments will not appear in 

any thesis or report resulting from this study without your permission. Once the 

draft copy of the study is complete, you will be asked to read, edit and/or approve of 

mailto:andrea_tang@bwdsb.on.ca
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the content pertaining to your or your child’s observations and comments. Edits or 

deletions will be made according to your wishes. This editing process will occur in 

the month of June 2011.  

 

Data collected during this study may be stored in my office at school temporarily on the 

day of the interview and then in my home office. Data will be kept for approximately one 

year after which time it will be shredded or, in the case of video or audio tape, destroyed. 

Access to this data will be restricted to me, the researcher, and my research advisor. 

 

Voluntary Participation 

Participation in this study is voluntary. If you wish, you may decline to answer any 

questions or participate in any component of the study. Your decision to participate or 

decline to participate will in no way affect your standing as a student or staff 

member at school or my ability as a researcher to complete my degree. Further, you 

may decide to withdraw from this study at any time and may do so without any penalty or 

loss of benefits to which you are entitled. 

 

Publication of Results 

It is my intent to publish the results of this study as a Major Research Project in partial 

fulfillment of the requirements for a Master of Education Degree through Brock 

University. In addition, results of this study may be published in professional journals 

and presented at conferences. Feedback about this study will be available from the 

researcher at the completion of the study. 

 

Contact Information and Ethics Clearance 
If you have any questions about this study or require further information, please contact 

the student researcher, Andrea Tang or the Faculty Supervisor using the contact 

information provided above. This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance 

through the Research Ethics Board at Brock University. If you have any comments or 

concerns about your rights as a research participant, please contact the Research Ethics 

Office at (905) 688-5550 Ext. 3035, reb@brocku.ca. The file number for this study is 10-

103-Manley-Casimir. 

 

Thank you for your assistance in this project. Please keep a copy of this form for your 

records. 

 

CONSENT FORM 

 

I agree to participate in this study described above. I have made this decision based on 

the information I have read in the Information-Consent Letter. I have had the opportunity 

to receive any additional details I wanted about the study and understand that I may ask 

questions in the future. I understand that I may withdraw this consent at any time. 

 

mailto:reb@brocku.ca
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Name: ___________________________  Age:  _________________________ 

 

 

Signature: _______________________________  Date: _________________________ 

 

 

I give permission for my child, ____________________________ to participate in this 

research study. 

 

Parent Signature:  _______________________  Date: ____________________________ 

 

Parent E-mail:  ___________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 


