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Introduction

Who are we?
We bring three diverse backgrounds to this body of work. From the lens of a principal, 
professional learning provider, staff  leader, curriculum director, coach and classroom teacher, 
the ideas outlined in this book come from rich insights developed through working in schools 
with leaders, teachers and students. Our leadership diversity is the strength of what we off er. 

We have been privileged and fortunate to have had many opportunities to work with 
and learn from a multitude of systems, schools, educators, leading thinkers, researchers and 
exceptional practitioners, and then apply these lessons to our own schools and contexts.

We are authors of books, papers, blogs and newsletters, as well as the self-authors of 
our own leadership stories. We have been inspired by our own leadership journeys, both in 
our search to make meaning of that learning and in the pursuit of our own growth.

In our leadership roles, each of us has committed to both our own learning and the 
growth of those that we lead. We are drawn together by our faith in the humanity of leadership 
– how you work with people and how you grow yourself and others.

We are friends and colleagues who have been drawn together by a deep commitment to 
and passion for infl uencing the thinking about education and, in particular, leadership.

What led to this work?
In our work with leaders in Australia and internationally, we have witnessed a common 
desire to fi nd meaningful ways to build capability in those who lead schools and, by extension, 
everyone who is instrumental in supporting student growth. As educators, we share a common 
commitment to the learning entitlement of young people. Yet there appears to be a mismatch 
between this commitment and the eff ort devoted to the learning entitlement of our leaders.
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Five Five Ways of Being

It is problematic to have one culture of learning expected in the classroom when the 
same principles do not apply to the wider school community. What message are we sending to 
students about learning when we do not apply this to ourselves? If schools are focusing their 
eff orts on classroom cultures that develop thinkers and learners, can we say the same thing 
about our work with teachers and, importantly, those who lead our teachers? 

Driven to fi nd out what it truly means to build capacity in those who we work with, we 
found the literature on educational leadership limiting. Much of what we have come across 
is centred on a competency-based approach, through which leaders are encouraged to learn 
and apply skills without necessarily considering how they need to embody the personhood 
of leadership. We have seen the need for a diff erent way of talking about leadership identity 
from both a research and a practical perspective. Over time it has become apparent to us that 
work on self must precede work with others. 

We have become increasingly certain that the cultural change required of schools today 
can only eventuate in sustainable ways when each layer of the organisation has a focus on 
learning that aff ects individuals, collaborative teams, leadership personnel and the wider 
school community – in short, the whole organisation. We have come to understand that 
schools must have a shared belief about leadership and invest the time and resources to grow 
the capacity of all who lead. In this way, we can ignite the learning opportunities for everyone.

We believe that for student learning to fl ourish, we must also commit to the learning 
entitlement of every leader in our schools.

What is our aim?
Five Ways of Being is a new way of thinking about our impact as leaders. Traditionally, leaders 
in schools have focused on curriculum, resources, strategy and structure, but we believe 
their primary purpose should be the business of developing people – particularly those who 
infl uence the learning and growth of others. We want to give people authentic tools that lead 
to real change.

We are committed to researching theories of thinking and learning to assist in our 
development as leaders. We are steadfast in our commitment to becoming leaders who enable.

The core purpose of leadership in schools is to lead learning. That is what leaders of 
learning commit to. It is what defi nes them as a leader of learning and is the key ingredient for 
ensuring better outcomes for students and educators. In our profession, a great deal of time, 
thinking, research, prioritisation, system and strategy is centred on enabling schools to be more 
learning focused. Yet, the language we use is problematic. Terms like ‘professional learning 
teams’ and ‘leaders of learning’ are often used indiscriminately. Just labelling something does 
not give it meaning.
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Introduction

The challenge is that there has to be clarity around the terminology and actualisation 
of what it truly means to lead in schools. The conceptualisation and enactment of leading 
learning requires clear exposition if we are to fully realise the potential that lies within each 
school community. Our premise is that every academic leader in the school is a Learning Leader.

We are very clear on our use of the term. We defi ne Learning Leaders as those who gain 
the self-knowledge and skills to support and guide their colleagues’ acquisition of the self-
knowledge and skills required for educators and students to learn successfully as part of the 
broader mission of becoming a truly learning-focused organisation. 

The core mission of Learning Leaders is to enable learning and growth in others. We 
propose that Learning Leaders:

• are students of their own leadership

• are intentional about their own leadership practice

• facilitate their colleagues’ and students’ self-work

• connect mind and heart with action

• refl ect on their impact in supporting the learning of everyone else

• are learning all the time

• are willing to examine the way they think, in order to say and do things diff erently

• understand that self-knowledge comes before knowledge of others and commitments 
to action

• prioritise being before doing in both themselves and those they serve in education.

How to use this book
This book addresses three key questions:

1. How do we genuinely lead learning in others?

2. How do we create an environment for our colleagues to become Learning Leaders?

3. Who do we need to become to make this happen?

From the outset of this book, we are more interested in who we become and what we discover 
as we work on the work of leading rather than simply accomplishing the task of leadership. This 
is what Learning Leaders do. We unpack why the success of school communities is intrinsically 
bound to the deep work of leadership. We stake our claim that leadership is not about doing 
but about being and explain who eff ective leaders should be. 
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Five Five Ways of Being

A Way of Being is the nature or essence of leadership. It is about who you are becoming in 
your ongoing pursuit to learn about yourself and those you work with. In this book, we outline 
the Five Ways of Being that encourage Learning Leaders to look internally for the answers to 
the challenges they face:

• being trusting

• being brave

• being a storyteller

• being purposeful

• being growth focused.

These Five Ways of Being are underpinned by fundamental beliefs about learning. To 
what degree you connect with these Ways of Being and seek to understand them further will, 
in some ways, depend upon how you feel about and connect to these beliefs. 

Being trusting
Learning Leaders believe that people are inherently good. They understand that high-
quality relationships are critical to the work they do. They know that trust is foundational 
to success.

Being brave
Learning Leaders believe that true learning comes from living with discomfort. They see 
challenge as an opportunity to learn and grow.

Being a storyteller
Learning Leaders believe that we make meaning through story. They communicate a 
compelling narrative to bring the learning vision of their school to life.

Being purposeful
Learning Leaders believe that intentionality shapes our reality. They are thoughtful and 
deliberate in what they think, say and do every day.

Being growth focused
Learning Leaders believe that everyone can learn. They are committed to practising their 
leadership and making the growth of those they lead their primary purpose.

Underpinning beliefs for the Five Ways of Being
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Introduction

Schools who embrace the Five Ways of Being accept that what we expect of and for our 
students is what we expect of and for our teachers and leaders as well.

Ultimately, the Five Ways of Being outlined in this book are the key levers to genuinely 
move the emphasis from what we do as leaders to who we need to become and can become. 
It promotes the search for leaders to address the following questions: who have I been, who 
am I now and who must I become to enable the learning and growth of others? We contend 
that who Learning Leaders are is made manifest in what they think, do and say every day.

Chapter 1 contextualises our sense of urgency for a diff erent way of thinking about 
leadership – how it might be conceived, enacted and developed. We position our thinking about 
leadership through the research that informs and infl uences us and the broader educational 
leadership space. We provide a rationale as to why this way of leading is important for the 
future of our schools and our students.

Chapters 2 to 6 unpack each way of being and provide a series of practical strategies for 
building each leadership capacity.

Our index of strategies (see page 123) makes it easy to dip in and out of the text. We 
understand how diffi  cult it is in the daily rhythm of schools to take time to stop and refl ect, to 
challenge old habits and invite new ways of thinking and acting. We have found having easily 
accessible prompts reminds us how to be intentional Learning Leaders, even when times are 
tough, and we are short on time.

Who is this book for?
This book provides a road map of strategies to build the capacity of every leader in every 
school. It is for principals, deputies, senior leaders and middle leaders. It is for anyone who is 
responsible for others’ learning.

Finally ...
This book shifts the balance from a more formulaic and competency-based view of leadership 
to one that truly captures the spirit of human endeavour that is so critical to the work of 
education and educators.

It is our fi rm belief that helplessness and hopelessness must be extinguished in our 
schools, because the facts are that these things do exist. We have seen it, researched it, felt it 
and lived it. 

Five Ways of Being helps to douse the fl ames of disillusionment by providing leaders 
with an avenue for hope, permission to be hopeful and a blueprint to instil in others the 
possibilities that hope brings.
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