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Though I am only in my third year as a teacher, I have already worked with several 

different school administrators. This high administrative turnover, coupled with the growing 

pains of a young school, work to underscore the importance of retention in schools. With each 

new administrator, however, what is striking is not so much the differences in policy or 

pedagogical philosophy, but rather the starkly different styles  of leadership each head of school 

or principal utilizes in attempt to bring about the desired result. In my experience, these school 

leader archetypes, which I’ll refer to henceforth as the professorial “Head Teacher,” the 

charismatic “Mr. Hollywood,” or the authoritarian “CEO” all have strengths in their approach 

but also seemed to lack something quintessential that prevented them from being a well-rounded, 

holistic leader. This holistic approach to leadership has been thoughtfully outlined in a key 

component to our leadership course, the Teacher Leader Model Standards (TLMS). These 

standards, divided into seven domains, provide a helpful tool in identifying opportunities for 

educational leadership. However, standards alone are not enough to create lasting change in 

schools; knowledge of the standards must be taken by a leader and put into action. John C. 

Maxwell is often attributed with observing that a leader is one who “knows the way, shows the 

way, and goes the way” (John. C Maxwell Quotes).  My philosophy of leadership stems from 

this, and I will argue that one cannot be an effective leader without cultivating all three 

components of Maxwell’s maxim.  

The first requirement of an effective school leader is a deep knowledge of schools at all 

levels. From the concerns of students to teachers to the facility staff, this person needs to 

understand not just pedagogy but also people and the value of human capital in an organization. 

As highly educated and well-connected professionals, teachers are a difficult bunch to fool. 
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Without at least a respectable grasp on pedagogical practice, a school leader will likely find it 

more difficult to garner support and teacher buy-in for a new pedagogical initiative, as he or she 

lacks the ethos that comes with decades of experience in a classroom. For example, the first head 

of school I worked for had his Ph.D. in education; his approach was very much that of the Head 

Teacher. Despite not being the most polished presenter or having the clearest, most concise 

communication, teachers respected the Head Teacher for his overall knowledge of teaching and 

learning. Having taken over the school when it was just two years old, he worked over the course 

of four years to ensure that all teaching staff had a functioning grasp of Understanding by 

Design, as well as how to align the curriculum to our standards. As an advocate for student and 

teacher learning, the Head Teacher demonstrated TLMS Domain VII (Teacher Leadership 

Exploratory Consortium, 2010), providing the time and resources necessary for teachers to 

develop skills in line with his goals for the school. This basic but essential aspect of leadership is 

at the core of a professional learning community; this administrator’s focus on quality teaching 

and teacher support brought the school to a critical point in its growth. As he put it in his own 

words, he was trying to “build the plane while flying it.” 

At the organizational level, however, it was clear to all staff members that under the Head 

Teacher, the school was mired in inefficiency. Many people in important roles, from curriculum 

to building management, lacked the professional qualifications and experience to accel in their 

respective roles. For example, the Head Teacher’s wife was put in charge of curriculum, despite 

still being in the process of finishing her M. Ed. While surely there were good intentions, highly 

experienced teachers openly commented that this was a case of nepotism and were quick to 

criticize her decisions. This is an example of what happens when an educational leader “knows 
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the way” of curriculum, but does not understand important aspects of administrative leadership 

and strategic decision making. As asserted by Katzenmeyer and Moller, “instructional 

proficiency is necessary to lead effectively … and to establish credibility with peers and 

administrators” (2009, Professional Teaching Skills). By not properly vetting all persons in 

teaching and learning leadership roles, a few years after the Head Teacher’s departure, the school 

has been left to totally overhaul the curriculum in order for proper vertical alignment.  

While the Head Teacher did a good job of “knowing the way,” our previous Secondary 

Principal, whom I’ll call Mr. Hollywood, was an excellent and concise communicator of 

expectations. Charismatic and full of flair, Mr. Hollywood made faculty meetings a breeze, with 

a clear protocol for the types of activities at meetings as well as time boundaries which were 

strictly adhered to out of respect for the teachers. At the beginning of each week, this principal 

sent out a weekly update, with concise bullet points about each day’s activities and reminders of 

important announcements. At the end of each update, Mr. Hollywood typically concluded with 

an article or video which encouraged teachers to consider a new aspect of their practice. While 

the provided resources were often thoughtful, this approach was the administrative equivalent of 

planting a seed on a windy, rocky hillside; without the right soil (supportive environment), rain 

(professional development), and sunlight (instructional coaching), these ideas simply never took 

root in our school culture. This principal, though attempting to promote professional learning 

through TLMS domain III (Teacher Leadership Exploratory Consortium, 2010), never actually 

facilitated any professional development of the strategies he advocated. In short, Mr. Hollywood 

was great at “showing the way” without “going the way.” Since Mr. Hollywood’s departure, an 

extraordinary amount of change has happened within the first semester. While Mr. Hollywood’s 



MY PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP           4 

extensive discussions of change gave the appearance of school progress, without critical 

oversight and action, many critical issues with student behavior, absence, and grade reporting 

were left to fester. 

On the opposite end of the spectrum lies the leadership style of the new school head who 

took over from the Head Teacher. This head is the authoritarian CEO. From his first year, it was 

clear that the CEO aimed to trim the fat from the organizational structure and streamline many 

processes. In the Secondary, the Student Life Director and Curriculum Coordinator positions 

were folded into one job. The property management team was fired and replaced by new, 

undoubtedly more effective personnel. Emphasis was placed on professionalism and conciseness, 

which the CEO modeled himself by wearing a suit every day and sending emails that rarely 

stretch beyond a paragraph. Unfortunately, organizational efficiency doesn’t necessarily make a 

better school. While the character Polonius in Hamlet  once observed, “brevity is the soul of wit,” 

brevity is certainly not the soul of deep, meaningful learning (Shakespeare, 1988, 2.2.97).  

For the past two years under the CEO, the only professional development provided has 

come in the form of workshops from the International Baccalaureate. While these workshops do 

provide some insight into the jargon and structure of the courses, they do little to illuminate 

important pedagogical concepts. As such, much of the faculty remains unskilled in employing 

constructivist foundations of teaching and learning such as concept-based and inquiry learning, 

both of which are required to teach the International Baccalaureate in a meaningful and effective 

way. Currently, many teachers feel disenfranchised about professional development at school.  

While the CEO does an excellent job of “going the way,” he has done so without 

consulting or involving anyone else at the school, which is clearly defined in Domain I of the 
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TLMS (Teacher Leadership Exploratory Consortium, 2010). There is almost no teacher 

consultation regarding how the school is run, including the aforementioned use of professional 

development funds, selection of new administrators, and school mission and vision.  A school 

that lacks a shared mission and vision not only lacks efficacy, it also lacks credibility when it 

preaches the importance of 21st-Century Skills such as communication and collaboration to its 

students. 

After the departure of our Secondary Principal, Mr. Hollywood, our new principal has 

demonstrated her ability to not only address multiple aspects of the TLMS (Teacher Leadership 

Exploratory Consortium, 2010) but also lead through the three components of Maxwell’s maxim 

(John. C Maxwell Quotes). I’ll playfully refer to this leadership archetype as “The One.” With 

her deep pedagogical knowledge, vision for teaching and learning, as well as her ability to both 

delegate responsibility while also holding those responsible to a high standard, this principal has 

led the Secondary Division to multiple improvements backed up with data, including higher 

student attendance and higher reporting of academic dishonesty. The One’s ability to foster 

meaningful relationships with all faculty members means that this principal has more overall 

efficacy in implementing new policies and approaches to teaching and learning. As an emerging 

teacher leader, I’m grateful to have this principal as a model and mentor for what great 

educational leadership looks like.  

These three archetypes—the Head Teacher, Mr. Hollywood, and the CEO—all point out 

the pitfalls of leadership that lacks a balanced, holistic approach. After reviewing the TLMS 

(Teacher Leadership Exploratory Consortium, 2010), it is clear that all seven domains are 

equally important and target a critical aspect of leadership in an educational setting. Moreover, 
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these domains are interdependent; they cannot be isolated from one another any more than a 

teacher can properly diagnose a learning gap without having a complete contextual picture of the 

student. Along with these seven domains, the standards also have an innate requirement for the 

three components of Maxwell’s maxim (John. C Maxwell Quotes). Teacher leadership requires a 

great deal of knowing (research-based best practices), showing (leadership modeling and 

reciprocal feedback), and going (strategic planning to improve student outcomes). While the 

seven domains are helpful in describing good leadership, knowledge of them isn’t useful unless 

it is put into action. 
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