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What Is an Effective Leader?

In any discussion of leadership, there is a desire to ferret out complex information 
or hidden secrets to answer the question about effectiveness adequately. Yet the 
real answers to this question are surprisingly simple.

In an informal series of surveys conducted by the Council of Chief State School 
Officers in conjunction with a foundation supporting educational leadership, 
people who worked for leaders were asked what they expected from their 
leaders. The answers, in descending order of importance, were trustworthiness, 
competence, forward thinking, and enthusiasm.

Trustworthiness

By far, the number-one expectation was that the leader be trustworthy. This 
expectation relates to the fact that effective leaders are not swayed by the latest 
fad, quick fix, or silver bullet. Instead, they “walk the talk” by staying true to the 
mission and not deviating from the plan that is already in place.

In this context, it is appropriate to raise the twin factors of passion and perseverance. 
Leaders who truly walk the talk are passionate about their work, are driven by 
this passion, and live their beliefs daily. This credibility is not based on intellectual 
discussions but stems from an internalized compass by which people “know” 
when trust is both practiced and present.

Competence

People expect their leaders to be competent. Certainly this isn’t rocket science, 
but sometimes it is easy to forget that though a leader may be enthralling and 
exciting, if that person is not competent to do the job, people will resent it very 
quickly.
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Competence also has a great deal to do with what is valued by a leader. If, for 
example, a leader highly values professional development or skill development but 
does not demonstrate his or her personal professional development, questions 
of competence are likely to rise. The classic example relates to leaders who 
insist that their followers attend workshops but then leave after the introductory 
comments.

Forward Thinking

People rate vision as another expectation of their leaders. Too often, our 
organizations inadvertently create a conspiracy against forward-thinking leaders. 
The routine management tasks that are required to do the job virtually drive out 
both vision and future orientation.

The leader who stands on the bow of the organizational ship looking for new vistas 
and ways to improve is very different from the leader who stands on the stern of 
the ship watching the waves go by and thankful the ship has not capsized!

Here is a simple exercise for anyone in a leadership position to complete:

Make two columns on a piece of paper. On one side, list “Things I Did to Maintain 
the Current Status Quo.” On the other side, list “Things I Did to Create New 
Opportunities for Growth and Improvement.”

In many cases, the list of status quo items will far exceed the list of new oppor-
tunities.

Enthusiasm

People expect their leaders to be enthusiastic, even during tough times or when 
dealing with controversial issues. Effective leaders have to juggle the demands 
of the present with expectations of the future. It is almost as if they live in two 
distinct worlds.

Leaders who are enthusiastic are able to balance the past with the future to 
create a present that is efficient, realistic, and successful. This is the challenge all 
leaders face.

Trustworthy, competent, forward thinking, and enthusiastic—these are the 
four highest-ranked expectations people have of their leaders. Are any of these 
surprising? Maybe what is most remarkable is the simplicity of the survey results. 
These findings further solidify the importance of not viewing leadership as an 
abstract philosophical state but as a practical set of traits that all of us can aspire 
to and achieve.
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Key Components of Leadership

Perhaps more than anything else in public education, the concept of leadership 
is misunderstood. Leadership in education is typically viewed as one person or a 
small group of people in certain management positions. These individuals are the 
organizational leaders of our schools and districts. Everyone else is a follower—at 
least that is the traditional view.

This view is widely held because of the hierarchical nature of education 
organizations. The leader is at the top of the pyramid, and followers flow down 
from that level, with everyone having a boss to please. This traditional approach 
has existed for more than one hundred years, but it is not based on the schools 
or systems needed for today and the future.

Can schools and districts find success within the traditional structure? Of course. 
Success can be achieved in any structure or organization. But the question is 
larger than this. The real question is: What kind of leadership is necessary for 
large numbers of schools and districts to achieve success over a long period of 
time? Based on years of study, involvement, and implementation (local, state, 
and national), the following are three key components of leadership that should 
be considered if K–12 education is to make the transformation so necessary for 
student success in the twenty-first century.

Component 1: Willingness to Question the Basic 
Assumptions of Education

To understand this component better, consider the origins of today’s class-size 
legislation. It seems reasonable to expect that there is a rational and legitimate 
reason that class-size laws across the country generally fall at about twenty-five 
students per class in elementary school and twenty-five to thirty students per 
class in secondary school.

In 1860, a Massachusetts architect was hired by a local community to design a 
school with no columns in the classrooms to impede students’ sight of the teacher 
in the front of the room. Architecturally, the largest classrooms that could be built 
with no columns to impede sight could hold a maximum of thirty-five desks.

Also in 1860, if a person had a toothache, the only treatment available usually 
meant going to the back of a saloon to find a “dentist,” who would have the 
patient take a long drag on a whiskey bottle before going to work on the tooth 
with a pair of pliers.
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If a person had a stomach problem in 1860, the treatment consisted of one or 
two options: either a poultice placed directly on the stomach or the use of leeches 
to suck the bad blood out of the patient. If the person did not get better, it was 
the patient’s fault. Why? Because medicine was based on a belief in demonology. 
Those who got sick were infected with demons (bad spirits), and if treatment did 
not work, the patient was to blame.

Again in 1860, a teacher at Horace Mann High School in Massachusetts used 
the lecture method to teach to a group of thirty-five students. Students took 
voluminous notes and were tested on what they had memorized from class. If 
students did not do well, it was their fault for not listening more carefully, for not 
taking correct notes, or for not studying hard enough at home.

Today, none of us would tolerate treatment by a dentist or doctor who practiced 
medicine or dentistry like they did in the 1860s. Yet that teacher from Horace 
Mann High School could walk into most high schools across this country, start 
teaching just like he did back in the 1860s, and fit right in.

If medicine and dentistry have changed so completely from the 1860s to today, 
isn’t it logical to assume that teaching and learning should have changed just as 
much?

Our schools can and will only be successful if we have leaders who are willing to 
challenge basic assumptions about our organizations and our work. If educators 
are not willing to challenge these assumptions, eventually others will do it instead. 
Leaders are key to confronting the basic tenets of K–12 education in the quest to 
make the improvements necessary to meet the new requirements, especially No 
Child Left Behind and adequate yearly progress.

Component 2: Leadership Is the Ability to Deal Effectively 
with and Lead Change

Any discussion of leadership must include the ability to deal effectively with change. 
If the leader of an education organization cannot lead the change effort, serious 
questions must arise as to his or her long-term success. Leading and coping with 
change are key elements of leadership.

To understand change, it is important to reflect on the past. Consider the fol-
lowing description of public education from a Time magazine article dated 
September 14, 1959:

• Public education is a headless wonder. The problem—to give it faith 
and direction.
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• Though wise men urge the country to spend more on education, the 
U.S. maintains an education deficit of $6–9 billion yearly.

• The academically talented student is not being sufficiently challenged.

• The junior high school is the stepchild of the system.

• All of the innovations in education will depend on local control. The real 
villain of mediocrity is the creaky machinery of state and local taxes.

• In summary, America must improve its schools if this country wants to 
maintain a competitive edge in the world. Education is the only hope 
of this country, in terms of a globally competitive society. (70–79)

This article raises many of the same “calls to action” that we hear today. Yet little 
in our schools has changed to keep up with the dramatic changes in our society 
and the world.

Consider, for instance, the following comparisons of 1959 with today:

• State/local competition (1959) versus world competition today. It is 
no longer relevant to compare Idaho to Indiana. Instead, we must 
compare each state with India, China, Singapore.

• The status of school integration (1959) versus the diversity in our 
schools today. The number and percentage of subgroups of color 
would have been mind-boggling in 1959.

• The fairly limited use of technology in 1959 versus the technological 
advancements found throughout the world today. Once again, the 
society of 1959 could not even have imagined the automation, 
computer power, and medical advances we have today.

Change is continual and will accelerate in the future. Today’s leaders must be 
willing not only to support change in education but also to lead the charge. Change 
in schools means to

• transform the rules, roles, and relationships that define our 
structures;

• transform the culture—our systems, beliefs, and values;

• transform the system to provide a more appropriate means of educating 
all students.

Let’s face it. We know schools need to be transformed—the evidence is 
overwhelming. Just plain practical sense tells us that today’s outdated structures 
need a healthy dose of reality.
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Former American Federation of Teachers leader Albert Shanker often encouraged 
his audiences to use the office metaphor. Would it be realistic to expect an office 
full of employees to sit quietly in their seats for six hours and rarely speak to 
each other or converse about their work? Would we expect these employees 
to change desks many times a day at the ringing of a bell? And finally, would we 
expect the employees to take in information and not know if they had gotten 
the right information (or understood what they were told) for two weeks, nine 
weeks, eighteen weeks, or even nine months?

If adults would have a hard time functioning in this type of environment, why 
would we expect young people to accept this scenario willingly?

A realistic answer to Dr. Shanker’s questions provides another rationale for 
the need for leading the charge. By being willing to question basic assumptions, 
confront those assumptions proactively, and deal effectively with potential 
changes, leadership can provide the direction for innovation so necessary in our 
schools today.

Component 3: Leadership Is More an Art Than a Science

In one of the most outstanding books on leadership, Leadership Is an Art (1989), 
Max DePree—a highly successful entrepreneur—provides a portrait of leadership. 
Among his beliefs especially pertinent to education leaders trying to bring about 
school improvement are the following:

• Being a leader means, especially, having the opportunity to make a 
meaningful difference in the lives of those who permit leaders to lead.

• Understand that relationships count more than structure. Structures 
don’t have anything to do with trust. People build trust.

• Leaders should exhibit and support values like passion, intimacy, and 
trust in an organization.

• Intimacy is at the heart of competence. Intimacy is the experience of 
ownership. People want intimacy, and the workplace should support 
this value.

• Today’s managers are very sophisticated, but we must wonder how 
often they focus on the spirit of those they are managing.

• Do grown-ups weep about work? Maybe. Do grown-ups cry about 
the issues where success is not being found? Rarely. Should they weep 
about what is happening at work? Absolutely, for those who don’t are 
not intimate with their work.
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• What should we weep over in the workplace? Superficiality, good 
news, a lack of dignity, injustice, betrayal of ideas, looking at customers 
as interruptions, leaders who never say “thank you,” and the inability 
of people to tell the difference between heroes and celebrities.

As DePree reminds us: Leadership is much more than a science. It is an art—a 
condition of the heart rather than just a set of things to do. The visible signs of 
artful leadership are expressed, ultimately, in its practice.

These three key components of leadership related to basic assumptions, leading 
change, and the art of leadership are fundamental to long-term improvement 
in education. Often when addressing leadership, people want a set of “six easy 
steps” or a “to-do list” that can be checked off when completed and thus produce 
effective leaders. Others want to hold on to the notion of positional power as 
the ultimate determiner of leadership. Unfortunately, that belief system has 
contributed precisely to the issues we now must confront.

Leadership from the heart is what is required of the successful organization in the 
future. Leadership is not management. Management is doing things right, while 
leadership is doing the right things—a huge difference.

Both management and the art of leadership are necessary for a successful 
organization. One without the other is not enough. Yet we must never lose sight 
of the reality that it is the art of leadership that will ultimately determine our long-
term success. And we must never forget that questioning basic assumptions is not 
treason. All of this will help us deal effectively with change and eventually lead the 
transformation so critical for successfully educating all students in our schools.

Who Are the Leaders in Education?

Literally every statement made about leadership applies to every level of the 
system: classroom, school, and district. In other words, the concept of leadership 
to bring success is based on leadership at all levels of the system. Earlier we 
referred to hierarchy and positional leadership as being the traditional way to 
designate leaders in the education system. This is not what is needed for success 
to occur.

Who are the leaders in education? Perhaps the better question is: Who are not 
leaders in education?

Leadership at all levels means that teachers in the classroom, grade level or team 
chairs, groups of teachers, and administrators are leaders, depending on the 
situation and need. Leadership is defined not by positional power but by situational 
need. In this context, teachers, principals, superintendents, bus drivers, classified 
staff—all can and should be considered leaders as appropriate.
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To take this even further, when discussing leadership in education, we must 
include students in the mix. Ultimately, students must be responsible for their 
own learning, and within this context, students are leaders of learning.

If leaders are found at all levels, then such issues as competence, trustworthiness, 
and change apply to anyone leading at any given time. Thus, for example, a 
chapter in leadership is not intended just for two or three people in a school but 
for all who serve, or could serve, in a leadership capacity at the classroom, grade, 
department, and administrative levels.

The concept of leadership at all levels lays the foundation for long-term success 
to be achieved.

Why Is It So Hard?

Given the discussion on leadership to this point, it is inevitable that the question 
arises: Why is it so hard to create the right kinds of leadership in public education? 
The answer is not really that difficult to understand.

There are seven chronic problems found in organizations; three are culturally 
driven and four are leadership driven.

Cultural Problems in Organizations

1. No shared vision or values

2. No strategic path

3. Poor alignment

The following list of chronic problems helps to explain why leadership issues are 
so prevalent in education organizations.

Leadership Problems in Organizations

4. Wrong style

• Management philosophy incongruent with shared vision

• Most people mentored toward management, not leadership

5. Poor skills

• Style does not match skills

• Managers lack the skills needed for vision

6. Low trust

• Staff does not trust leader(s) (and often do not trust one another)

• Closed communication, poor cooperation, and little problem 
solving
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7. No self-integrity

• Values don’t equal habits

• No correlation between what the leader values/believes and what 
the leader does

• Lack of demonstrating personal integrity

The exciting thing about all seven of these chronic problems in our organizations 
is that they are curable—there is hope! But to achieve a cure, we must focus on 
the following areas:

• Skills

• Structure/system

• Heart first and then mind

As Warren Bennis told us in 1989, the differences between management and 
leadership are very straightforward:

• The manager administers; the leader innovates.

• The manager has a short-range view; the leader has a long-term 
perspective.

• The manager asks how and when; the leader asks what and why.

• The manager has his/her eye on the bottom line; the leader has his/her 
eye on the horizon.

• The manager accepts the status quo; the leader challenges it.

Curing the chronic problems is not just about creating new leaders and ignoring 
management. It would be ludicrous to think that improving test scores, for 
example, from one year to the next is not important; this is a short-term reality 
that must be addressed. However, to achieve improvement year after year, it is 
important to remember that in our education organizations, there are numerous 
roles to play. We need to have teams made up of visionaries, managers, other 
leaders, and followers. But we must make sure there are leaders present who 
understand and have the skills around vision, mission, and the long-term health 
of the organization.

Where Do Leaders Come From?

The issue of leadership is not just an education-related phenomenon; it is an 
ongoing issue of tremendous importance for many organizations. And it is not 
a new problem of the twenty-first century. For example, half a dozen CEOs 
of major global corporations in the auto, banking, oil, railroad, and electronics 
industries met privately in 1994 to assess the future of leadership in the United 
States.
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As reported in Fortune magazine (Loeb 1994), their most worrisome issue was 
not about global competition, profits, or production but this: “Where have all the 
leaders gone?” The author went on to discuss important leadership characteristics 
that seemed to be missing, and then addressed the subject of whether or not 
leaders are born or made.

In his article, Loeb turned to the guru of leadership, Warren Bennis, to help 
answer the question of whether leaders are born or made. Bennis cited seven 
traits that in his research define a leader:

1. business literacy (competence)

2. people skills

3. conceptual skills

4. track record

5. taste (especially picking the right people for the team)

6. judgment

7. character

Many of these are “soft” traits; they are qualitative in nature and are not easily 
defined or quantified. But they are seven traits that stand out based on the 
research of Bennis.

Here is the point: Are leaders born or made? Leaders are made, Bennis concludes, 
usually self-made. So if leaders are made, how does one go about becoming a 
good leader? Once again, Bennis provides important pearls of wisdom:

• Be yourself.

• Figure out what you’re good at.

• Hire only good people who care.

• Treat everyone the way you want to be treated.

• Listen hard.

• Get out of the way.

• Cheer them.

• Start right now!

As tough as it might seem to find the right kinds of leaders in education, the 
message is one of hope. Leaders are not born—there is no magic gene that 
determines who can be a good leader. Apply the research findings and accept 
nothing less than what is known about good leadership.
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Always remember, people in an organization want trust and hope. These are not 
genetic factors but relationship factors. Anyone can be a good leader if the heart 
is right and competence is achieved. Get started right now—no matter what 
position you hold in your school or district.

Bringing It All Together

This paper has addressed a number of items related to effective leadership, 
including key components, leadership at all levels, chronic problems that inhibit 
effective leaders, and the fact that leaders are not born. Furthermore, when 
developing effective leadership, there are no “10 easy steps” to victory, and we 
cannot overlook the qualitative nature of the attributes considered critical to 
success.

The twin factors of culture and leadership form the foundation for every program, 
practice, or strategy designed to improve performance in our organizations. 
Without effectively addressing culture and leadership, there is virtually no chance 
for long-term success in improving our schools and systems.

So given the importance of leadership, we will attempt to “bring it all together” 
by focusing on specific duties, skills, and questions for reflection as individuals and 
groups tackle improving leadership in a particular setting.

What Leaders (at All Levels) Should Do in Schools and 
Systems

1. Exercise power in the right way. Power is nothing if it is not the 
power to choose. Being powerful is having the ability not to use that 
institutional authority and instead to develop power based on expertise 
and legitimacy.

• The hallmark of effective leadership is the ability to focus on positive 
attitudes instead of negative forces.

• Accept that you are likely to be misunderstood. The more 
“important” your position in an organization, the more likely you 
are to be misunderstood.

2. Remove barriers. Once a vision/mission is established, do everything 
possible to remove any and all barriers that get in the way of achieving 
that mission. Keep constantly in mind the idea that an organization will 
not change unless its leaders change.

• Are you committed to lead the change?

• How will you lead people where they may not want to go?

• Is it worth it?

Leadership: The Way to Achieve Long-Term Success



118

3. Practice the “big 3” in leading change.

• Educate. It begins and ends with providing the knowledge and skills 
to help people successfully navigate change.

• Commit. One reason change does not take hold is because of a 
failure to obtain and monitor commitment. How do you know if 
people are committed?

• Persist. Resistance to change is inevitable (and not necessarily 
obvious). There will always be a reason why change just won’t 
work, ranging from time to money to laws. When people hit your 
weak spot, will you persist or give in?

4. Lead the charge based on hope and not fear. Many of our leaders today 
are marketing fear instead of hope. This cannot last, as history clearly 
shows. Change is hard enough, and if it is based on fear rather than 
optimism, the role of leadership is doomed. Leaders:

• Tell the truth

• Lead with vision and values

• Tell the new story—the future

 The ability to lead by influence is the key, and the ability to give up 
old constructs about the way things ought/used to be is shaped by the 
ability to influence through stories. Examples of individuals who were 
excellent at telling a compelling story include:

• Martin Luther King—the need for a new view of equality

• Gandhi—the power of a new India via democracy

• Franklin Roosevelt—how America will win the war for world 
democracy

• John F. Kennedy—America’s hope is in the future

• Ronald Reagan—optimistic view of America’s place in the world

5. Understand that “the village” phenomenon applies to any education 
organization. In other words, improving education institutions is no 
longer just about those inside the four walls of the school or central 
office. To achieve long-term success, improve safety, and obtain 
ownership and buy-in across the board, leadership must recognize, 
involve, and support all of the following:

• Parents

• Adults in the community

• Other community members and organizations

• Players at all levels of the school system (state, district, local)
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In terms of “bringing it all together” to impact both the internal organization and 
the external community, here are some final thoughts to consider.

To make a commitment that creates new ways to achieve the improvements 
in schools that are so necessary, Becoming a Category of One (Calloway 2003) 
offers some pertinent advice.

First, make a decision to “go.” It is quite easy to read a publication that provides 
all kinds of advice about why making a change is so important. Most people 
can intellectualize the reasoning behind the need for change and improvement. 
Unfortunately, this is often as far as it goes—lots of talk and agreement but little 
else. Taking the next step toward action is an entirely different matter. In 90 
percent of the cases, people and organizations do not take the necessary action 
to bring about change. And, once again, leadership is the key.

Second, organizations and individuals must understand who they are and what 
that means for future success. Getting organizations to commit on paper to a set 
of concrete explanations about who they are often does not happen. Even with 
a vision or mission statement, if the organization does not have the courage to 
define this even further, little will change.

Of course, the vision/mission is the critical first step. What often does not follow 
is defining in concrete specifics what this mission/vision means in reality every day 
from that point forward. It is easy to get so wrapped up in words or culture that 
the thought of taking the next step leads to avoidance. If, for example, a mission/
vision talks about an “all kids” agenda, what is the school going to do differently 
to achieve this mission? Will the school stop doing things that educators know do 
not contribute to the mission? What programs, practices, or techniques will be 
introduced, eliminated, revised, or expanded on to achieve the mission? It must 
be about more than talk!

Third, embrace change. Schools may know what has worked in the past. Have they 
thought about why it will not work in the future? Or what parts won’t work in the 
future? Have educators sought out new skills to help them meet new demands? 
And, most important, do they have a sense of urgency to move forward?

Finally, accept the notion that everyone has a set of customers, and meeting the 
needs of customers is the key to success. Educators have a difficult time with 
the concept of a customer, so perhaps the more appropriate word is “client.” 
But make no mistake about it—education has customers, ranging from taxpayers 
and policy makers who provide funding to those individuals and institutions who 
receive our students after we have completed our work with them over a finite 
time period: higher education, employers, and even next year’s teacher or school. 
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Meeting the needs and wants of customers at the most reasonable price possible 
is the ultimate definition of quality, and just like every institution in America, 
education can make dramatic change only if the understanding of customer, or 
client, is part of our new way of thinking.

The task of leadership at all levels of the organization is indeed enormous. 
Significantly improving education organizations is a complex and challenging 
undertaking. Yet time and time again we see leaders at all levels making the changes 
that are so necessary. There is hope because others have walked in those shoes 
and have demonstrated success. Creating a vision/mission for an organization 
and adding a strong foundation of both top-level and distributed leadership will 
place a school in a position to reach the level of success demanded of all schools 
throughout the nation.
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