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Introduction
An Educating Leadership

Context shapes leadership in dramatic ways. Yet the approaches urged upon lead-
ers through top-down policies oft en ignore obvious complexities of educational 
institutions and the people they serve. Seldom are the voices heard of those trying 
to make sense of these complexities. Each day, educational leaders learn anew of 
their community, its particular emotional contours and messy humanity. At their 
very best, perhaps their aspirational best, many proceed each day collaborative-
ly and thoughtfully, consensually yet decisively, wrestling with the oft en-hidden, 
sloppy, real worlds of their day-to-day practice.

Leaders need opportunities to learn from the “inside” of other leaders’ expe-
riences, doubts and all. Th is volume addresses that need. Here is the work of 11 
colleagues, refl ecting the perceptions and experiences of those doing the work, to-
ward shared inquiry as leaders and those supporting leaders. Th is is the real work, 
in its uncertainty and messiness. 

Th is book is an invitation into their contexts, and into this wider community 
of practice. It takes as its premise that educational leadership for K–12 schools 
is increasingly complicated, as demands on educational leaders and schools con-
tinue to escalate. Much of the policy and published work on educational leader-
ship in the past decade has focused on instructional leadership and performance 
standards for prospective and current administrators. Th e expectation seems to 
be that the work of school leaders is to manage schools, attend to the standards, 
and implement the policies that their states, school boards, or superintendents 
direct. From our point of view, such expectations undervalue school leaders and 
limit their roles. Relatively little attention has been given to leaders’ work from 
their vantage points—how school and district leaders conceptualize their roles, 
how and what they are learning, and how they are posing and solving problems of 
practice. Th is volume brings their voices to the table. 

RATIONALE FOR THE BOOK

Th e contributors to Repositioning Educational Leadership argue collectively 
that when school, district, and other educational leaders position themselves 
as inquirers, their leadership can illuminate and improve many aspects of © H
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2 Repositioning Educational Leadership  

institutional life and create intellectually demanding and rich learning environ-
ments—for both adults and children. Key to this assertion is the potential for 
site-based leaders to identify (oft en with their colleagues, students, and parents 
in the community) issues and problems that are locally signifi cant, previously 
unrecognized, and rarely given the systematic, intentional study that an inquiry- 
based approach to leadership aff ords. Building from the premise that a good 
portion of what we need to know about the complex practices of leadership re-
mains largely hidden and untapped, this volume surfaces evidence that this ap-
proach to knowledge generation in educational leadership is not only productive 
for the specifi c educational institutions involved, but also useful for the fi eld 
more broadly.

Dialogic and ongoing, leading from an inquiry stance diff ers from the diag-
nostic, evaluative, and summative approaches to data collection and decisionmak-
ing common in today’s climate of top-down accountability. From the perspective 
of prominent conceptual frameworks of leadership, inquiry as stance approaches 
what Heifetz and Linsky (2002) call “adaptive leadership,” diff erentiating between 
“technical problems” and “adaptive challenges” (p. 14). Technical problems can 
be solved with a high degree of certainty by applying current know-how. People 
expect those in charge to know what to do, and those in charge think that leading 
means accepting responsibility for solving the problems. 

But the complex problems that educational leaders/practitioners oft en con-
front need to be considered “adaptive challenges,” those that “require experiments, 
new discoveries, and adjustments from numerous places in the organization or 
community” (2002, p. 13). Heifetz and Linsky explain that “without learning new 
ways—changing attitudes, values, and behaviors—people cannot make the adap-
tive leap necessary to thrive in [a] new environment” (p. 13). 

Th e practitioner-authors in this volume both embody and grapple with these 
concepts. In determining the focus of their chapters, they have avoided tempting 
but insuffi  cient technical solutions; taken time to read and understand the con-
texts relating to the matters they are considering; established trust with colleagues 
and stakeholders; and worked toward “learning new ways” of thinking, being, and 
doing. In other words, they have tried to lead from an inquiry stance. As the 11 
chapters illustrate, doing this requires that leaders acknowledge their uncertainty, 
foster collaboration, and take an inquiring stance in relationship to the challenges 
and problems they have determined to take on. As editors, we off er them not as 
exemplars, recipes, or models but as invitations to the productive possibilities of 
this approach.

In many of the chapters, questions are posed about issues rarely recognized 
for their importance to the success of a school or district. Th ese inquiries respect 
the purposes and processes of problem-posing (Freire, 1970) within a local con-
text, and create structures that entail listening to and valuing the perspectives 
and experiences of all involved. Th e chapter authors write frankly about their 
own positionality, their own “dis-ease” (Greene, 1995/2000), as well as display © H
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an openness and intent to question assumptions formed from experiences they 
have had as leaders.

In developing the book, we have learned that the essence of what it means to 
lead from an inquiry stance emerges from the questions or problems posed, as we 
see in each chapter. Th e framing of the problem is enhanced by what gets asked, 
to/by whom, why, and by the ways that the leader and his/her colleagues/students/
community try to understand and add their own perspectives to the issue. Who 
gets consulted or included in the inquiry varies among the chapters. For exam-
ple, are students, teachers, staff , and/or community involved in the processes of 
problem- posing? Who does the sense-making from the information gathered, and 
how is that accomplished? What does it mean to learn from these inquiries; that is, 
what counts as fi ndings or learnings? 

Addressing the equity and ethical dimensions of their inquiry stance, the 
author-leaders write about their willingness to ask questions that might make 
them uncomfortable or vulnerable. Problem-posing, according to this approach 
to leadership, is not just about curiosity or attention to top-down policies. An 
inquiry stance includes a willingness to question normative assumptions and 
practices. Th ese leaders do what Anderson and Jones (2000) call making an ef-
fort to “problematize taken-for-granted aspects of organizational life” (p. 449). 
Sometimes, leading from an inquiry stance disrupts one’s own identity and/or 
the shared identity of an institution or organization. Professional courage must 
be summoned. Th e process of inquiry does not just reveal what is invisible but 
also acknowledges and invites questions that might be disruptive to who one is 
and what the institution/organization represents. Th is “constructive disruption” 
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009) is contingent on the positionality of the leader 
and the degree to which leaders are aware of their position in relation to the 
problem posed. 

Th e authors bring to their inquiry-based leadership narratives a set of lenses 
that were developed over time as they grappled with their various roles as ed-
ucational leaders. Th eir diff ering contexts and histories inform those lenses. 
Additionally, these contributors pose and work on problems within schools and 
districts based in part on how they understand the larger context—the world out-
side their “walls,” including various aspects of school or system culture, communi-
ty expectations, or top-down policies. In addition, the authors ask questions about 
their contexts that others, external to that environment, may (or may not) think 
are signifi cant. As a consequence of taking an inquiry stance as a leader, these au-
thors may alert readers to important dimensions of leadership practice that were 
previously not a part of the reader’s experience, studies, or frameworks.

Readers will ask themselves: What does this “inside” account allow me to see 
in my own context? Would this stance of inquiry lead to improvement in the or-
ganizations in which I work? How do I defi ne improvement? Am I open to inter-
rogating how I understand this concept/practice/issue and to learning from my 
peers how others understand and interpret it? Th e chapters invite readers to pay © H
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attention to learning as a leader, and thus to take a stance of “vulnerability and 
curiosity” (McCarthy, 2014). 

Each of the authors implicitly embraces uncertainty as both a necessary and 
a generative condition of the world of leading. It makes possible an openness to 
learning and to withholding judgment so that the unimagined and the unfamil-
iar can enter the learning space. Th e leader-contributors do not intend a state of 
vagueness or perpetual indeterminacy. Th ey seek, rather, to leverage uncertainty 
in the service of transformative leadership, inviting themselves and others to learn 
about the familiar in unfamiliar ways. Th ese leaders’ narratives make space for 
new questions and perspectives to emerge. In practice, their inquiry stance in-
tentionally creates spaces for organizational learning, creating the conditions for 
productive dissonance, a kind of leaderly openness. 

INQUIRY AS STANCE

Our work has a genealogy. 
We frame the notion of practitioners leading from an inquiry stance concep-

tually in Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s (2009) theory of inquiry as stance. According 
to this framework:

Inquiry as stance is perspectival and conceptual—a worldview, a critical habit of mind, 
a dynamic way of knowing and being in the world of educational practice that carries 
across professional careers and educational settings. (p. 120)

Th is stance acknowledges and relies upon the “collective intellectual capaci-
ty of practitioners,” viewing it as fundamental to the enrichment of practice and 
community (p. 121). Th e framework invites educators to regard their schools, dis-
tricts, and communities as sites of knowledge generation, occurring within partic-
ular social, historical, cultural, and political contexts. An inquiry stance 

foregrounds the role that practitioners can play, both individually and collectively, in 
generating local knowledge, re-envisioning and theorizing practice, as well as inter-
preting and interrogating the theory and research of others. (p. 127)

Such an enhanced role for practitioners carries implications, as it can

make problematic current arrangements of practice, the ways knowledge is construct-
ed, evaluated, and used in various educational settings, and the roles [leaders] play in 
facilitating change in their own work contexts. (p. 127)

In this book, we use the concept of inquiry as stance to signal an active 
and critical interrogation of systems, structures, and practices—a focus on © H
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problem-posing and seeking new understandings in systematic and intentional 
ways. Such a stance requires the ongoing suspension of knowing, up front, what 
will happen, and thus an approach to leadership that relies on the strategic use of 
uncertainty to create the conditions for ongoing inquiry. Th is opens a space for 
rethinking fundamental assumptions about the intellectual (social and political) 
activity of leading and for reconstructing leadership practice as inquiry across the 
professional lifespan. Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) note: 

Fundamental to the notion of inquiry as stance is the idea that educational practice is 
not simply instrumental in the sense of fi guring out how to get things done, but also 
and more importantly, it is social and political in the sense of deliberating about what 
gets done, why to get it done, who decides, and whose interests are served. (p. 121) 

At the level of assumptions, inquiry insists that

a core part of the knowledge and expertise necessary for transforming practice and 
enhancing students’ learning resides in the questions, theories, and strategies gener-
ated collectively by practitioners themselves and in their joint interrogations of the 
knowledge, practice and theories of others. (pp. 121–124)

Leaders may need to form communities of inquiry within their work settings 
that engage in the following practices:

Collaboratively reconsidering what is taken for granted; challenging school, classroom 
and other institutional structures; deliberating about what it means to know and what 
is regarded as expert knowledge; rethinking educational categories; constructing and 
reconstructing interpretive frameworks for making sense of information; revising 
and creating curricula and syllabi; and attempting to uncover the values and interests 
served, and not served, by the current arrangements of schooling. (p. 142)

Leading from an inquiry stance, then, seeks change that serves democratic 
purposes and social justice ends, which are fundamental to our societal values in 
education. Th is means equity of learning opportunities for all students, commit-
ment to participatory processes, and working both within and against the system 
as an ongoing eff ort to problematize fundamental assumptions about the purposes 
and consequences of the existing educational system.

GENESIS OF THE BOOK

As with any work, this initiative arises out of a particular human community, a 
collective eff ort growing out of the editors’ and contributors’ shared experience in 
an executive format doctoral program for veteran educational leaders from across © H
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the country. Members of the University of Pennsylvania’s intensive Mid-Career 
Doctoral Program in Educational Leadership include experienced principals, in-
dependent school heads, department heads, teacher-leaders, charter school found-
ers, superintendents, national association leaders, entrepreneurs, state education 
department administrators, and other leaders in the pre-K–12 world. Each school 
leader brings on average 18 years of experience to the table. Th e community of stu-
dents, alumni, program faculty, and associates represents an intentionally-sought, 
presumption-challenging diversity of race, gender, age, discipline, position, locale, 
ideology, geography, and career path. Th e cohort format grounds the work in mutual 
respect across the diff erences of background, perspective, and context, while mod-
eling the engagement of peers in problem-posing and dialogic inquiry. Individuals 
bring their experiences and knowledge to this trusted space, where the realities of 
uncertainty can get voiced and engaged. Remaining full-time within the complexity 
of their daily practice, students in this cohort-based program learn about and engage 
in professional, site-based inquiries throughout the 3 years of their coursework. For 
one weekend each month, identifying and investigating signifi cant problems that 
emerge from their everyday practice, they contribute to educational improvement 
within both their own settings and those of their colleagues.

Th e doctoral program thus provides unusual opportunities for participation 
in professional learning communities that focus on various iterations of practi-
tioner inquiry. Participation in these communities off ers a space for posing ques-
tions and deepening participants’ understandings of critical issues in leadership 
broadly and in their own leadership specifi cally. Th is aff ords students, faculty, and 
alumni, who are seasoned professionals, an ongoing site for critically examining 
their own assumptions, issues, and questions of practice. Th is volume tries to cap-
ture and share some of this ongoing work, providing—the contributors hope—a 
window into the rich refl ections that arise within this trusted “third space” of 
 practitioner-scholars. (For more information about the Mid-Career Doctoral 
Program in Educational Leadership and its initiatives, see Appendix B.)

LENSES FOR READING THE BOOK

As we have already mentioned, the development of Repositioning Educational 
Leadership was driven by the editors’ awareness that the mid-career administra-
tors we were teaching were writing papers and doing dissertations that demon-
strated intriguing insights into the connections between leadership and inquiry. 
When we put out a call for chapters for a possible book documenting their work, 
we were amazed by the enthusiastic response: Almost 40 former students submit-
ted preliminary proposals. 

In our call we had not stipulated what prospective contributions would need 
to include, other than that they explore how inquiry informed their day-to-day 
leadership. Nor did we stipulate a theory or research base that should underpin 
their contributions. As we read through the submissions and worked toward a © H
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fi nal set of practitioner-authored chapters, we were also engaged in an inquiry of 
our own—what would inquiry look like and mean to contributors, and how might 
they draw on the leadership literature in creating and interpreting their narratives? 

We gradually became aware that although much of educational leadership 
literature of the last 2 decades has focused on establishing links between specif-
ic leadership activities and student achievement, that was not what our practi-
tioner-authors chose to write about. Instead, their submissions picked up other 
threads or themes from the leadership literature: relational trust, complexity, un-
certainty, understanding one’s context/environment, leading learning, and leading 
for equity/social justice. We provide brief summaries of pertinent literature and 
examples from the practitioners’ inquiries to connect these threads to the leader-
ship and organizational literature.

Relational Trust

Th e importance of relational trust is a core theme of Organizing Schools for 
Improvement: Lessons from Chicago (Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, & 
Easton, 2010). In the explanatory model that emerges from the authors’ research, 
leadership is the driver for student outcomes (engagement and academic learn-
ing) and is mediated by the extent of relational trust the leader establishes across 
the school community, which in turn relates to the leader’s ability to understand 
and operate in the local school community context. Bryk and his colleagues fi nd 
“powerful relationships” among school leadership, relational trust, and school im-
provement. To create relational trust, 

Principals establish both respect and personal regard . . . when they acknowledge the 
vulnerability of others, actively listen to their concerns, and eschew arbitrary actions 
. . . Absent such trust, it is nearly impossible for schools to develop and sustain the 
strength . . . for sustaining the hard work of school improvement. (p. 207) 

In several of the chapters that follow, the leaders speak of building trusting 
relationships with Asian, Latino, White, and African American students that cre-
ate space for the students to share anxieties and concerns about their school ex-
periences. Th e students’ comments then become the “data” informing the leader’s 
work with faculty and support staff , within and beyond the immediate setting. In 
another chapter, an elementary principal explains how she developed suffi  cient 
trust with faculty who then were able to share their approaches to engaging stu-
dents without fear of embarrassment or reprisal.

Understanding Context

Wahlstrom and her colleagues (2010), in what they describe as “the largest study 
of [educational leader effi  cacy] conducted to date in the United States,” argue that 
understanding context is essential (p. 11). Understanding context means how © H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



TCP6784 • 9781760566784 • © 2019 Hawker Brownlow Education

8 Repositioning Educational Leadership  

leaders learn about the circumstances in which they fi nd themselves, the under-
lying causes of the problems they encounter, and how they respond adaptively to 
those problems. 

Th e chapter authored by a career changer provides a persuasive example. He 
chronicles his transition from corporate fi nance to school district senior manage-
ment, and explains how he went about learning the community, district organi-
zation, central offi  ce personnel and culture, the schools, parents, and students, 
as well as state policy and decisionmakers. A female administrator at a Catholic 
all-boys school exemplifi es a diff erent sort of contextual awareness in her chapter. 
In response to her sense that many female teachers in their network were feeling 
isolated and unheard, she initiated a series of discussions about how gender aff ect-
ed the ways they were perceived and treated by students and colleagues. 

Uncertainty and Complexity

Another dimension evident in the practitioners’ chapters is the complexity and 
uncertainty of educational leadership—as policy, politics, community, markets, 
and technology evolve and interact in the pre-K–12 education sector (see J. Lytle 
& Sokoloff , 2013). Th e challenges educational and other organizational leaders 
deal with are examined in the “embracing complexity” issue of Harvard Business 
Review (see Sargut & McGrath, 2011); the authors stipulate that

complex organizations are far more diffi  cult to manage than merely complicated ones. 
It’s harder to predict what will happen, because complex systems interact in unexpect-
ed ways. It’s harder to make sense of things, because the degree of complexity may lie 
beyond our cognitive limits. (p. 68) 

As an illustration, one chapter author, head of an all-boys urban charter 
school, describes learning that an assembly intended to raise student awareness 
about respectful treatment of girls and women instead became a chaotic shout-
ing match. How, he wondered, should he respond? How had he misread school 
and community culture? How could he repair the fragmentation and anger roil-
ing the school? In another chapter, the author, an assistant superintendent in a 
state department of education, acknowledges her uncertainty as she tries to make 
her division more responsive to the diverse array of local education agencies it 
serves—and simultaneously deals with repeated turnover in the state superinten-
dent’s offi  ce.

Leading Learning

It isn’t only developing trust, dealing with uncertainty, or learning the context that 
matters. As Morgan (1997) explains, “organizational members must be skilled in 
understanding the paradigms, metaphors, mind-sets, or mental models that un-
derpin how the organization operates” (p. 92). For this sort of learning to occur, © H
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