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Foreword

It appears that no modern concept has been more powerfully received in
the consciousness of those concerned with school reform and improve-
ment than leadership. The importance of leadership in generating and sus-
taining school development and change has been highlighted and
reinforced in the contemporary literature (Fullan 2001; Day and Harris
2003). Over the last three decades, the sheer volume of writing on the
subject is testament to the popularity of the idea despite challenges to the
very existence of leadership as a concept. For example, there are writers
who argue that the popularity of leadership ‘is no proof of anything’ and
that to take an a priori assumption of the existence of leadership is ‘a poor
place to begin’ (Lakomski 2005: 3). Others suggest that ‘it seems very diffi-
cult to identify any specific relationship, behavioral styles or an integrated
coherent set of actions that correspond to or meaningfully can be con-
structed as leadership as important or intended’ (Alvesson and Sveningsson
2003). Yet despite such criticism leadership remains firmly centre stage in
contemporary discussions about organisational change and development. 

At this moment the educational leadership field is experiencing a para-
digm shift in terms of its current theorising. The traditional view of leader-
ship as that associated with individual role or responsibility is gradually
being replaced by alternative leadership theories that extol the virtues of
multiple sources of leadership. Contemporary theorising about leadership
has moved away from the traditional ‘transactional versus transforma-
tional’ divide into a more sophisticated amalgam of theoretical lenses. One
of these powerful lenses is distributed leadership which reinforces that lead-
ership is not the preserve of one individual. Implicit within the current dis-
course about distributed leadership theory is the idea that leadership is
something many people are able to exercise and that leadership ‘is not the
realm of certain people in certain parts of the organization’ (Ogawa and
Bossert 1995: 225). As Lakomski (2005: 57) summarises: ‘the weight of the
leadership argument has been re-located from its over reliance on the
leader’s influence to determining relevant variants of leader influence, to
findings substitutes for it and to arguing for distributed leadership practice’.

The ascendancy of distributed leadership has been prompted, in part, by
new understandings about the relationship between leadership and organ-
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isational change. Here leadership is seen as a ‘social influence process
whereby intentional influence is exerted by one person (or group) over
other people or groups to structure the activities and relationships in a
group or organization’ (Yukl 1994). The ‘post corporate’ organisation is one
in which leadership is not identified with the qualities of an individual but
as behaviour that facilitates collective action towards a common goal. There
is also a recognition that emerging conceptions of leadership stress the
need to enable entrust and empower personnel and that successful organi-
sations depend on multiple sources of leadership. 

In short, educational leadership is being redefined and re-routed towards
notions of distribution where leadership permeates organisations rather than
being confined to particular roles or responsibilities. Here leadership is an
organisational characteristic or property that is interactive in design and rela-
tional in form and by implication it is widely shared throughout the organi-
sation. However there are a number of questions we need to ask. Firstly, what
does distributed leadership look like in practice? Secondly, how do we know
it makes a difference? Thirdly, what is the extent of this difference? Simply
signing up to the idea of distributed leadership without addressing such fun-
damental questions would seem ill advised. 

Turning to the issue of democratic leadership, the same questions would
apply. Is it simply the case that leadership takes on a new meaning when a
new word like ‘distributed’ or ‘democratic’ is added? The leadership field is
already replete with different labels for leadership and seems to generate
new types, forms, definitions of leadership daily. Is there really any sub-
stance to these new leadership ideas, do they have any empirical weight
and how far do they either reflect or describe actual leadership practice? 

In this book Philip Woods turns his attention to issues of democracy
and leadership. He has provided an eloquent, intellectually compelling and
sophisticated account of a new leadership label – democratic leadership. He
argues that the purpose of ‘democratic leadership is to create and help
sustain an environment that enables everyone who is deemed a free, cre-
ative agent to be part of … inter-linking democratic rationalities’. Further-
more, he argues that democratic leadership has an intimate relationship
with social justice insofar that democratic participation is a means of off-
setting distributive injustices. His argument is carefully crafted and richly
informed by a range of theoretical perspectives. The book is well grounded
and challenging, making the case for an intimate connection between
democracy and the creative human potential. It is benign creativity, Woods
suggests, that underpins the understanding of democratic leadership in this
book.

Throughout the book, democracy is anchored in a particular philo-
sophical anthropology; it takes a particular view of what it means to be
human and the potential of human creativity. Woods proposes that the
aims of democratic leadership are to share power (by dispersing leadership)
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share hope (by extending opportunities to realise humanistic potential) and
share the fruits of society (through fair distribution of resources and cultural
respect). Most of us, I assume would readily sign up to these core aims and
endorse much of what Woods proposes as democratic leadership. Under-
standing how democratic leadership may look and play out in practice is a
challenge. Continuing research and development are required to build up
the evidence base concerning the conditions that nurture, support and
sustain democratic leadership practices and the educational consequences
of differing styles and approaches to democratic leadership.

As the leadership field emerges from several decades of being over-shad-
owed by management and overlooked by policy makers and practitioners,
it needs books like this to challenge, confront and inspire. There is much to
be considered from reading this book and some would argue much to be
contested. Philip Woods has provided a much needed alternative to the
instrumental rationality and mechanistic management theories of years
gone by. This is a refreshing and engaging book that will, no doubt, prompt
further debate and discussion. It is a considerable asset to the educational
leadership field.

Alma Harris
Series Editor
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Introduction

The impossibility of defining democracy is beside the mark, for though it is
indefinable it is understandable, and not only by philosophers but by ordinary
people.                                                                     (Hughes 1951: 12)

The prospects for democratic leadership look promising, at least from a
cursory glance at leadership trends. Faith in the idea of the heroic, trans-
formational leader has diminished, though certainly not disappeared. The
times favour a shift towards a leadership model ‘which shapes a context in
which practice is made public in a collaborative culture and … which is
open to challenge, testing and refinement’ (Storey 2004: 33). But this book
is a work that signals caution as well as hope. 

Caution is justified for at least three reasons. Firstly, the very idea of
what comprises democracy is contested. Even before making any attempt
to create a more democratic environment there is a danger of being con-
founded and diverted by the problems of defining it, or of setting out on a
journey of change in the name of democracy that looks towards a destina-
tion that struggles to be worthy of that title. Secondly, the rich conception
of democracy that underpins the exploration of democratic leadership in
these pages necessitates an ambition and aspirations that reality will often
– in fact, more often than not – fail to live up to. Thirdly, this conception
of democracy challenges the dominant economistic relationships and
instrumental rationality of contemporary society, and is in turn ‘cabined,
cribbed, confined, bound in’1 by these social forces and existing hierar-
chies. Democracy demands that the world be turned upside down, but
worldy powers are resilient and persistent.

Hope arises from the positive view of human nature and potential that
is inherent in democratic ideals and practice. It may be difficult to define
democracy, or impossible as Hughes suggests at the beginning of this
chapter, but the contours and landmarks of its terrain can be drawn.
Democracy is about liberty, belonging, growth towards our true potential as
human beings and a unity that suffuses diversity and difference. Its practice
is self-governance by equals. Its core themes are creativity and the freeing
of the creative social actor to seek, with others, the truths that render life
and learning meaningful.

xv
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This is an expansive conception of democracy. Other versions are possi-
ble (see Chapter 1). But they do not push us to achieve our maximum capa-
bility. Accordingly, much is demanded of democratic leadership. Its key
aims are developed in this book and summarised here.

Democratic leadership aims to create an environment in which people are
encouraged and supported in aspiring to truths about the world, including the
highest values (ethical rationality). Leadership, therefore, as part of this,
entails searching for the common human good.

Democratic leadership aims to create an environment in which people practise
this ethical rationality and look for ways of superseding difference through dia-
logue (discursive rationality). Democratic leadership both exercises and facil-
itates deliberation.

Democratic leadership aims to create an environment in which people are
active contributors to the creation of the institutions, culture and relationships
they inhabit (decisional rationality). Democratic leadership occurs throughout
the organisation and works to recognise and enhance this by encouraging
dispersal of leadership. Crucially, dispersal of initiative amongst a multi-
plicity of democratic leaders – if it is to justify the description ‘democratic’
– involves the exercise of some decisional rights, such as

● exercising democratically legitimated authority; that is, making or influ-
encing decisions as an accountable post-holder (acting as a positional
leader);

● activating accountability processes; for example, taking the initiative as
an organisational or community member to elect or hold others to
account (initiating a vote and so on); 

● taking the initiative in participatory, decision-making forums; for
example, by initiating a debate or motion.

Democratic leadership aims to create an environment in which people are empow-
ered and enabled by the institutional, cultural and social structures of the organ-
isation (therapeutic rationality). Democratic leadership contributes to leaders’
and others’ growth towards human potential.

Democratic leadership promotes respect for diversity and acts to reduce cul-
tural and material inequalities (social justice). These components of social
justice are, accordingly, symbiotically linked with democracy.

The terrain of democratic leadership

Discussion about leadership often makes it sound as if it is purely a matter
of individual will and action. However, it is important to grasp the emer-
gent character of leadership, which we will come across in relation to dis-
tributed leadership (see Chapter 2). The broad principles of this emergent
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character apply to democratic leadership. Leadership is not simply a set of
free-standing actions, but is also a collective property. That is, leadership
comprises the impetus and direction that emerges from the group, which is
more than the sum of the parts (the individuals) who make up a group or
organisation. The leadership of a group or organisation comprises the direc-
tion, impetus and energy which arise from the circulation of initiative. An
initiative is passed on, as it were, to colleagues who react, respond and add
to the circulation, generating their own initiatives. Throughout this process
there are a multiplicity of leaders engaging in actions which comprise this
continual circulation. 

It follows from this that the capacity for leadership lies not only within
individuals, but is constituted by the institutional arrangements, culture
and relationships of an organisation. Clearly, these collective, emergent
properties are not disconnected from the actions of people who activate
and, over time, evolve them. Hence, it is appropriate to understand leader-
ship in terms of a trialectic framework of social dynamics (P.A. Woods 2003)
involving structure, people and engagement. It is a framework that will
assist in considering what is involved in creating and sustaining democratic
leadership by a multiplicity of actors (see Chapters 8, 9 and 10). Figure A
shows the process and inter-connections over time. 

Figure A: Trialectic Framework of Social Dynamics

The structural properties of social life give an organisation, such as a
school, some enduring characteristics which make it ‘our school’. These
organisational ‘footprints’ (enduring features of the structural environ-
ment) are the institutional, cultural and social patterns which are the
product, over time, of the fleeting passage of individual social actions.
Similar or reinforcing actions have a combined impact which creates insti-
tutional roles, symbols and ways of working that then have some sense of
permanence. The structural properties guide and orientate people in what
otherwise would be perpetually free-floating interactions of perpetually cre-
ative, but overtaxed, individuals eternally making everything anew. These
structural properties have three dimensions:
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● the institutional – organisational arrangements and roles, distribution of
power and resources; 

● the cultural – dominant or shared systems of knowledge, ideas and
values;

● the social – qualities and patterns of social relationships.

The person is made up of the capabilities and properties of the individual,
who draws from and is enabled on some occasions and, on others, con-
strained by the structural order in which he or she finds him/herself. 

Engagement is social action which emanates from people’s utilisation of
and ‘inner working’ with the structural properties. The person draws from
the structural context in which they find themselves – that is, the institu-
tional roles and resources, the cultural ideas and the patterns of relation-
ships. In addition, the person brings to bear his or her own interpretations
on the organisational footprints others have left – interpretations which are
the result of inner conversation (Archer 2003) and conversation with
others. Hence there is an interactive connection shown between structure
and person in Figure A. Through their engagement, people shape those
same organisational structures which enable and constrain them. In a dem-
ocratic organisation, these structural properties are created through the
conscious participation and initiatives of a multiplicity of democratic
leaders – sometimes acting as individuals, but often with others, in a
process of dialogue and interaction through interpersonal connections and
linkages, which may become a collective movement by a group. Democra-
tic leadership is, assuredly, not the preserve of the one or few individuals at
the apex of an organisational hierarchy.

There are two strands of dispersed leadership. There is democracy-
creating, which involves building the conditions for and encouraging demo-
cratic processes and participation. Those in leadership positions possessing
institutional authority are probably likely to be more crucial to this, though
not exclusively so. Then there is democracy-doing, which consists of dis-
persed acts of democratic leadership and initiative by members of the dem-
ocratic community or organisation. This includes everyone involved in
debate, proposing change, collective decision making, voting and so on.

Dispersed leadership to which ‘everyone’ may contribute begs a difficult
question about the boundary of the democratic terrain. If the aim is to build
a community in which democratic leadership is the norm, what constitutes
that community? Before addressing this question in relation to schools, it is
worth reminding ourselves that there is a wider democratic context. Schools
are situated in many countries today in national and/or regional democratic
frameworks. What, from the viewpoint of the school, may look like an impo-
sition and a restriction – such as a prescribed national curriculum – from
another perspective may be seen as a nation’s or region’s legitimate demo-
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cratic decision. It is legitimated by the process of democratic deliberation and
representation. It may be challenged as undemocratic in its content if it is
seen as hindering the development of creative, autonomous individuals who
are the very subjects and catalysts of democracy. Or, on the other hand, such
a legislative requirement on schools concerning the curriculum may be
viewed by some as having benign effects on democratic citizenship and
related issues of social justice. Such differences are the very stuff of demo-
cratic debate. But the point here is to emphasise that there are multiple arenas
of democracy, based on different political communities. Parliaments and
councils, and the national and regional communities they represent, consti-
tute democratic contextual arenas for schools. 

In relation to the question of what constitutes the school community,
there are two key areas distinguishable in the literature (Furman 2002): the
school-as-community where the main focus is on what goes on within the
school’s organisational boundary, and school-community connections where
the concern is with the relationship between the school and its surrounding
community. Within the school-as-community there are bounded groups also:
teaching staff, non-teaching staff, students. And within these constituencies
there are further distinctions – between students, for example, according to
gender, social class, ethnic and cultural groupings, and so on. Democratic
leadership is shaped by the product of the relationships between these con-
stituencies and social distinctions, and the strength or openness of the
boundaries between them. The pull of the pure democratic ideal is away from
social distinctions towards people relating to each other as human beings. At
the same time, democratic practice deals with the real conditions, distinc-
tions and power relations that characterise everyday life. 

That which Bottery urges upon the education profession as one of the
constituencies in a larger democratic order, is true of each constituency,
social and cultural group, and person. They have their

understandings and expertise to share, and they should not be shy in
declaring these; but they need to recognise other understandings,
others’ expertise, in a societal-wide debate on what is needed to
improve what exists. (2004: 14)

Educational impulse to democratic schooling

The education profession has multiple accountabilities (P.A. Woods 2005).
It has to take account of:

● policy hierarchies in which it is embedded – which, for instance, may
involve government-mandated requirements with regard to the curricu-
lum, pedagogy, assessment and other matters;
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● market pressures – where educational institutions compete against each
other for survival;

● networks – where educational institutions collaborate amongst them-
selves and with other agencies;

● inner (or interior) authority2 – as a professional educator drawing on
accumulated expertise and exercising informed judgement;

● communal ties – to the profession as a community, or to the traditions
and values of a community (such as a religious foundation) sponsoring
an educational institution;

● democratic values and democratically expressed views and preferences,
where educators see themselves as democratic professionals, responsive
to clients as part of their professionalism (Whitty 2002) and to an edu-
cational impulse to infuse the democratic spirit in schooling. 

The exploration of democratic leadership reveals how extensive and pro-
found are the educational implications of the last of these accountabilities
(that is, an educational impulse to infuse the democratic spirit in school-
ing) for the aims of education and for learning and pedagogy. Democratic
leadership is not only about a responsive impulse, which concerns leaders
respecting the educational values and wishes of those they serve. Being
responsive in this way, where society lays an explicit expectation on edu-
cational leaders to foster values and learning consistent with living as a
citizen in a democracy, may involve provision of democratic education. But
the impetus to democratic education comes equally from professional and
philosophical understandings of what good education essentially com-
prises. In other words, there is an educational impulse to creating a demo-
cratic form of schooling, which derives from the accountability of the
educational leaders and teachers to a sense of inner authority and to their
professional community as educators, drawing on accumulated expertise
and exercising informed judgement.

[W]ith the distinguished exception of Plato, almost all notable past
educational philosophers have argued for a conception of education as
initiation into the kind of qualities of open-mindedness usually asso-
ciated with democratic association. According to this broad consensus,
ideas of education and open society are connected to the extent that
there must be something suspect about any educational climate which
actually runs counter to the democratic spirit. (Carr 2000: 234)

Democratic leadership implies a commitment to certain key values and
ideas that are the foundation of democracy. The educational impulse to
promote and nurture these is not reducible to instrumental arguments.
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Education which is infused with the democratic spirit is not dependent on
a rationale that views participation as being in ‘the gift of management’
(Bottery 1992: 167). Rather, it is integral to the educational enterprise.  

An overview of chapters

Chapter 1 draws attention to the different possibilities entailed in diverse
understandings of democracy and democratic leadership. Four models of
democracy, based on Stokes (2002), are set out: liberal minimalism, civic
republicanism, deliberative democracy, and developmental democracy. It is
argued that only a profound conception of democracy and democratic lead-
ership is tenable. The particular framework of understanding that is built up
in the discussion is a developmental conception of democratic practice
which is outlined in Chapter 2. This developmental conception encapsu-
lates principles of democracy – freedom, equality, organic belonging, and
substantive liberty – and the complementary, interacting dimensions of the
practice of democratic leadership, comprising the ethical, decisional, dis-
cursive, and therapeutic.

Chapter 3 briefly examines the conceptual terrain concerning educa-
tional leadership, which the notion of democratic leadership needs to nego-
tiate. In particular, attention is drawn to two key critiques that have been
directed towards the influential concept of transformational leadership, in
the form that has become popularised in the educational leadership field.
The first is the concern that transformational leadership places too much
reliance on the top leader as a ‘heroic’ figure, encourages manipulation of
‘followers’ and reinforces dependence on a dominant echelon of leaders.
This has led to a much greater emphasis on the concept of distributed lead-
ership (Bennett et al. 2003a; Gronn 2002; Woods et al. 2004). The second
critique is that transformational leadership, in the way it has been trans-
lated into business and education, has developed an ethical deficit. It has
lost an explicit ethical dimension of leadership. Amongst the responses to
this is the formulation by Glenys Woods (2003) of a model of ethically
transforming leadership. Neither distributed nor ethically transforming
leadership are sufficient responses in themselves, however. To the more
individually orientated model of ethically transforming leadership, demo-
cratic leadership brings a social perspective derived from intellectual roots
which deal with questions of the social evolution of modernity.

With regard to distributed leadership, its narrowness and abstractness
are contrasted in Chapter 4 to the breadth and richness of the concept of
democratic leadership. Through the discussion and elaboration of this con-
trast the question is addressed as to why attention should be given to dem-
ocratic leadership. The case for the importance of democratic leadership has
the following components:
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● intrinsic arguments, which see democratic practice as integral to a good
society and intimately bound up with education, and are concerned
with educational aims of creativity, inclusion and reintegration of
human capacities;

● instrumental arguments, which are about its impact on student per-
formance, engagement and self-esteem, and the organisation’s capacity
and ability to cope more effectively with complexity and work intensi-
fication;

● the rationale for internal alignment: namely that the style of leadership
in a school should not contradict and counter the style of its teaching
and learning.

The first component – intrinsic arguments – is the most essential reason to
advance democratic leadership. It challenges the pressures that encourage
distance between those in formal leadership positions and the human
energy and capacity to be creative learners and to become goodly human.
It challenges school leaders not only to recognise (which many do already)
that definitions of organisational success are often the outcome of particu-
lar configurations of social and economic interests, but also to translate this
recognition and questioning stance into practical implications for educa-
tion. It calls on educational leadership to use and develop an empowering
discourse that shapes education to genuine human need and greater ethical
aims, rather than accept frames of thinking that mould people to fit the
mundane passions demanded by contemporary institutions. In short, the
case for democratic leadership is that it focuses school leaders on learning
which is of enduring worth, by engaging them in educational issues intrin-
sically important to our humanity.

Schooling which is infused with a democratic spirit has, of necessity,
implications for learning and relationships in the educational process.
Chapter 5 considers the epistemological implications of the philosophical
underpinnings of democracy: people are creators of knowledge rather than
passive recipients of revealed or already-discovered knowledge. Having set
out a typology of perspectives on knowledge, the chapter concludes that
underpinning the educational role of democratic leadership is an open
approach to knowledge. This means that understanding and knowledge
develop through:

● a continual dialectical movement between a rationalist epistemology
(which views certain truths as known and taken as fixed parameters of
knowledge) and a critical epistemology (which considers that nothing
can be taken as true and that all conceptions – all facts, theories and
values – are perpetually open to critique);
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● dialogue and the sharing of views, expertise and information amongst
networks of learners;

● creative application of tentative knowledges in practical action. 

Chapter 6 considers the link between democratic leadership and learning,
from the perspectives of senior leadership, teacher leadership and demo-
cratic pedagogy. It is emphasised at the conclusion of this discussion that
creating a school environment that encourages and values student feed-
back, and is sensitive and responsive to it, is likely to enhance learning.
However, it is easy to make inflated claims about the benefits of democratic
leadership and styles of schooling in terms of measurable academic results.
It is important to be mindful, firstly, that examination of the research evi-
dence reinforces the care and caution required in asserting the benefits of
democratic leadership and pedagogy on academic progress. At the level of
teaching, there are complex interacting principles and practices to take into
account, and there is no simple connection with learning. Secondly, if stu-
dents, and staff, are to be cared for as people, what school education feels
like for students, for staff, and for families and communities is important.
Dispersed, democratic leadership creates a particular texture of relation-
ships which is supportive of all of these as creative agents with inherent
potential. The human development that is integral to this texture of rela-
tionships – a sense of mutual identity and support, feelings of empower-
ment, social and interpersonal capabilities – is itself learning, even if not as
amenable to measurement as other areas of learning. Thirdly, it is also
emphasised that democratic pedagogy and practice envelop both students
and staff in a school, if it is to be a community seriously committed to a
breadth of meaningful learning.

Chapter 7 turns to the obstacles and challenges in the development and
practice of democratic leadership. These are found in the structural context
within and beyond schools, in people’s attitudes and capacities, and in the
practice (engagement) of democratic leadership. The succeeding chapters
then address what is involved in making the journey towards the ideals of
democracy and democratic leadership in schools. The discussion focuses on
what this means for the component dimensions of the trialectic framework:
structural properties (Chapter 8), which are the cumulative consequence of
people’s agency; people (Chapter 9), which concerns the capabilities and
properties of individuals and the quality of relationships; and practical
engagement (Chapter 10), which focuses on leaders’ individual and collec-
tive agency that is enabled by and interprets and modifies the structural
properties of the organisation. 

Chapter 11 draws this essay into the nature of democratic leadership in
education to a close. The aims of democratic leadership are summarised,
though it is emphasised that no single model of democratic leadership and
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schooling can be advocated. The issues and characteristics identified
require interpretation in local circumstances. Still, general challenges arise
wherever democratic leadership is seriously pursued. In particular, there is
a fundamental paradox in democratic arrangements between encouraging
openness and freedom on the one hand and giving structural fixity to
certain arrangements and ideas on the other. A number of dualities associ-
ated with this bivalent character of democracy require a perpetual search
for balance. Nevertheless, the overriding ambition of developmental
democracy is the same in all contexts, namely to enable people:

● to share power, by dispersing leadership and diminishing hierarchy;

● to share hope, by striving towards and maximising opportunities for
everyone to realise the fullest humanistic potential;

● to share the benefits of living as social beings (the fruits of society), by
tackling social injustices and seeking fair distribution. 

Notes

1 Shakespeare’s Macbeth, 3:4:23.
2 I have discussed ‘interior authority’ as an aspect of governance in Woods,

P.A. (2003: 145–6).
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1 Meanings of democratic
leadership

The essence of democracy is how people govern themselves, as opposed to
how they are governed by others (Williams 1963: 316). It is a hotly debated
issue that has generated a large variety of meanings concerning the nature
of democratic societies, organisations and groups (Held 1996; Saward 2003).
Different conceptions of democracy imply differing conceptions of the indi-
vidual and of human purposes, of norms and values and, not least, of the
aims and significance of education. Some conceptions of democracy are
narrow, such as liberal minimalism, one of the models of democracy dis-
cussed below. Others are broad. Carr and Hartnett, for example, describe the
classical conception as a ‘critical concept incorporating a set of political
ideals and a coherent vision of the good society’ (1996: 53) and encompass-
ing a substantive conception of the person. This chapter, having briefly con-
sidered the origins of modern democracy in the democratisation of access to
religious knowledge, discusses models of democracy which are progressively
richer and more challenging, culminating in the developmental model.

A modest narrative

The origins of modern democracy lie in the recognition that neither the
capacity nor the right to interpret the most important truths are necessarily
confined to an elite. Indeed, seeking the true and good path came to be
conceived as an obligation of everyone. The roots of the Western concep-
tion of democracy lie in the idea that the generality of people are able to
detect and discriminate between fundamental values which give meaning
to life and place into perspective transient, mundane passions. The reli-
gious revolution of the Reformation advanced the proposition that every-
one has the capability of accessing truths about God. The notion of
dispersed, individualised authority is encapsulated in Martin Luther’s idea
of ‘a priesthood of all believers’ (Hill 1975: 95). Overcoming the fear that
one’s salvation is in the hands of an ecclesiastical elite, to whom deference
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is required in order to avoid eternal punishment, paved the way for demo-
cratic ideals. As one historian put it, ‘Theories of democracy rose as hell
declined’.1 And as Richard Coppin, an itinerant preacher in the seventeenth
century claimed – anticipating British Idealism and the developmental
model of democracy which we examine below – God is within each person,
and God is both teacher and learner (op. cit.: 221). For many believers – too
many – their truth became the final truth – the truth that everyone else
ought to embrace, even be compelled to accept. 

The deeper breakthrough, however, was the surrendering of theological
finality and the democratisation of religious knowledge. This democratised
access to truth was not intended to be an individualistic licence declaring
all opinions as equally true. Hill observes: ‘Emphasis on private interpreta-
tion was not … mere absolute individualism. The congregation was the
place in which interpretations were tested and approved … a check on
individualist absurdities.’ (1975: 95; see also Hill 1997: 101–2) 

This is a ‘story’ of a turn in social development towards democratic gov-
ernance, which we should see as a modest narrative rather than a grand narra-
tive.2 There are other narratives – non-Anglo-Saxon, non-Western – about
participation, shared leadership and democracy, which are to be valued and
explored and which will be relevant in some or many educational contexts.
For example, amongst the Bagandan people of Uganda, democracy is trans-
lated as obwenkanya na mazima, which means ‘treating people equally and
truth’ and places the emphasis on being dealt with fairly and equally (Suzuki
2002). Wolof speakers in Senegal have added to the Western-derived associa-
tion of democracy with elections and voting, an emphasis on consensus, sol-
idarity and even-handedness (Saward 2003: 112–13). Islamic scholars debate
the relationship between Islam and democracy, one viewpoint being that the
association of the two is inevitable as Islam has an inherent theoretical affin-
ity with the rule of law, equality and community involvement in decision
making (op. cit.: 111–12). Much can be learnt from what is common and
different amongst diverse understandings of democracy. 

It is sufficient here, however, to note the importance of roots in the reli-
gious and political revolution of the seventeenth century. This is not
because democracy has progressed steadily and smoothly from that point.
Rather, what is crucial is that this modest narrative reveals the emergence
of an awareness of something crucial to the idea of democracy. The modest
narrative marks the breakthrough, or at least the beginnings of a break-
through, of the person as creative agent. As Touraine puts it

Democracy serves neither society nor individuals. Democracy serves
human beings insofar as they are subjects, or in other words, their
own creators and the creators of their individual and collective lives.
(1997: 19)

2 Democratic Leadership in Education

8641book.qxp  11/07/2005  20:07  Page 2



Moreover, democracy is anchored in a particular philosophical anthropol-
ogy – a particular idea of what it means to be human and of the potential-
ities in human beings that make them human. For Marx, the creativity of
humankind was the essential spark which made humanity what it is and,
more significantly, what it could become. The problem in societies prior to
the revolution envisaged by Marx is that the products of that creativity are
out of human control. Humankind, most especially under capitalism, is
alienated from its own character. 

Man’s self-esteem, his freedom, has first to be reanimated in the
human breast. Only this feeling, which vanished from the world with
the Greeks, and with the Christians disappeared into the blue haze of
the heavens, can create once more out of society a human community,
a democratic state, in which men’s highest purposes can be attained.
(Marx, quoted in Lowith 1993: 108) 

The essential point to hold on to does not require acceptance of the theo-
retical details of Marx’s work, or indeed any particular religious perspective
borne of the revolution in religion. Rather, the point is the intimate con-
nection between democracy and creative human potential – and, more par-
ticularly, the potential for benign creativity. The latter is the very
foundation of the broad and rich conception of democracy, which under-
pins the understanding of democratic leadership in this book. 

The same might be said of democratic governance as Herbert Spencer
said of republican governance: ‘The Republican form of Government is the
highest form of government; but because of this it requires the highest type
of human nature – a type nowhere at present existing.’3 Indeed, enrich-
ment of people’s lives is integral to some of the most enduring strands of
democratic thinking, back to Aristotle. This principle of democracy is

that society exists not merely to protect individuals but to offer them
an enriched form of existence; so that a democratic society is one
which seeks to provide positive rather than merely negative advantages
to all its citizens and is to be judged by the degree to which it seeks,
and is able, to do this. (Kelly 1995: 24)

Liberty for liberty’s sake is not the ultimate value. Some notion of positive
liberty is implied (P.A. Woods 2003). Integral to broad and rich conceptions
of democracy is some sense of unity around universal ideals, and respect for
reason and the potentialities of all people to live the good life with others.
It entails the development of human beings towards some common ideal.
With this there is a danger within democracy – a dark side we might say. An
idea of positive liberty entails an idea of what is good for people, which
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some may then feel justified in imposing on others. Thus, what originally
begins as a celebration of human identity and creativity may lead to a dom-
ination of the individual by a detailed, prescriptive and imposed concep-
tion of what the true and good path is.

Bearing this in mind, it has to be emphasised that seeking a deep con-
ception of democracy is a delicate and demanding project. Democracy
requires ‘a sophisticated moral system which seeks to accommodate, even
celebrate, moral and cultural diversity’ (Kelly 1995: 23). A balance needs to
be sought between:

● unity (around a sense of common ideals);

● liberty;

● diversity (the ideals and identities that are integral to particular groups,
cultures and societies). 

The defining feature of democracy is

not simply a set of institutional guarantees of majority rule but above
all a respect for individual or collective projects that can reconcile the
assertion of personal liberty with the right to identify with a particular
social, national, or religious collectivity. (Touraine 1997: 13–14)

Models of democracy

Table 1.1 summarises four models of democracy and their distinctive prin-
ciples. These are based on Stokes (2002), who, from the array of theories of
democracy, describes models which highlight the key characteristics, con-
cerns and normative principles of the main types of democratic theory.
Stokes’s own outline of the models provides a starting point. In discussion
of each model, I elaborate from this starting point and suggest some of the
model’s distinctive implications for thinking about leadership (see the right
hand column of Table 1.1). The models are not entirely separate. Many of
the concerns and normative principles carry forward from the narrower,
more philosophically bare notions of democracy (starting with liberal min-
imalism) to be part of or combined with the broader notions (deliberative
and developmental democracy). Hence, certain principles thread their way
through all the models.

Liberal minimalism is a protective model of democracy. Its main purpose
and justification is protection of the individual citizen from arbitrary rule
and oppression from other citizens. Key importance is attached to proce-
dures that curtail abuse of leaders’ power, based on an individualistic con-
ception of human beings as ‘private individuals who form social
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relationships in order to satisfy their own personal needs’ (Carr and Hart-
nett 1996: 43). Formal equality of political rights is emphasised and the
importance of procedures for choosing governments. This brings into the
frame two fundamental principles that thread through all the models. The
first is political equality. Democracy is about ‘the rule of equals by equals’
(Kelly 1995: 6), as citizens before the law. The second is liberty, which has
a dual aspect (Berlin 1969):

● negative freedom (freedom of constraint imposed by other people);

● positive freedom (the wish to be one’s own master independent of exter-
nal forces).

Meanings of democratic leadership 5

Table 1.1: Models of democracy

Distinctive principles
(based on Stokes, 2002)

Implications for leadership
Leadership…

Liberal
minimalism

Protection of individual from
arbitrary rule
Procedural focus: process for
choosing governments
Equal formal political rights
Calculation/promotion of
own self-interest

… is restricted to small
minority

… articulates and represents
interests

Civic
republicanism

Civic virtue, prioritising
public good over own
interests
Obligation to active political
participation
Commitment to political
community

… encourages political
participation and dialogue

… entails search for public
good

Deliberative
democracy

Enhancement of quality and
use of deliberative reasoning
Recognition of contemporary
pluralism, inequality and
complexity
Regulative ideal for managing
difference and conflict

… facilitates deliberation
… is dispersed amongst

participants in deliberative
activity

… respects diversity and acts
against inequalities

Developmental
democracy

Extensive political
participation
Enhancement of individuals’
human capacities through
political participation and
collective state action 
Social justice
Democratisation of civil
society

… is encouraged in dispersed
sites

… entails search for common
human good

… contributes to own and
others' growth towards
human potential
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The model of liberal minimalism seeks to enable people to follow their inter-
ests in an ordered political and social framework, facilitating what C.B.
Macpherson (1962) calls ‘possessive individualism’, which sees people as
private owners of their own selves and of their own economic resources, pro-
tected by property rights (see also Olssen et al. 2004). Following Schumpeter,
democratic politics is seen as ‘a competitive struggle analogous to the com-
petition of the economic marketplace’ (Saward 2003: 44). It reduces democ-
racy to a ‘political supermarket’ (Touraine 1997: 9). Leadership in liberal
minimalism is confined to political elites competing for votes, and the main
concern of leaders is to articulate and represent interests within society.

If we were to ask what is the key, distinguishing word associated with
liberal minimalism, and what its prime interests-focus is, the respective
answers would be ‘protection’ and ‘self-interest’. These are shown in Table
1.2, together with the key words and the primary interests-focus of each of
the other models, which will emerge from the discussion below.

Table 1.2: Key words and interests-focus of models of democracy

Because of the minimal democratic activity ascribed to citizens and
assumptions of self-interest, an assumption shared with economic theories
of markets, liberal minimalism can evolve into a notion of consumer democ-
racy. If political participation is minimal, a logical step is to attach greater
significance to where people are more active in modern society – namely,
as self-interested actors in the market. Consumer democracy reinterprets
the main focus of democracy, by shifting it from participation in politics to
participation in the market. In this interpretation, people achieve influence
primarily as consumers who convey their needs and preferences through
their buying decisions. Such a view has influenced educational policy in
countries such as the UK, New Zealand and the USA. Grace sums up well
the central assertion of proponents of this view: ‘Market democracy by the
empowerment of parents and students through resource-related choices in
education has the potential … to produce greater responsiveness and aca-
demic effectiveness’ (1995: 206). But this kind of assertion redefines democ-
racy: ‘Freedom in a democracy is no longer defined as participating in
building the common good, but as living in an unfettered commercial
market … ’ (Apple 2000: 111). 

kkeeyy  wwoorrdd iinntteerreessttss--ffooccuuss

Liberal minimalism protection self-interest

Civic republicanism belonging interest of the polis

Deliberative democracy unity in diversity transforming interests
Developmental democracy human potential essential human interests
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Civic republicanism is about belonging. It emphasises interests and con-
cerns beyond the individual or family. Its defining features are ‘the impor-
tance given to the public interest or the common good …  and [the] key role
given to citizen participation’ (Stokes 2002: 31). Identification with the
political community (paradigmatically the nation state) is also central.
Political participation by citizens is valued for its own sake. Indeed, engage-
ment in political debates and other activities is considered a civic duty.
Leadership in civic republicanism involves encouraging political participa-
tion and dialogue, and seeking to identify that which serves the public
interest of the political community.

The deliberative and developmental models assimilate key features of the
first two theories, such as the importance of rights and procedures that
protect individual citizens (liberal minimalism) and the active role of citizen
participation (civic republicanism). But they enrich democratic theory by
augmenting these, as will be seen in the discussion of each of these models.

The deliberative model is about the collective search for unity amongst
diversity. It arises from the most recent contributions to democratic theory,
having been ‘the dominant new strand in democratic theory over the past
ten to fifteen years’ (Saward 2003: 121). Its concern is that existing arrange-
ments ‘do not address sufficiently the various problems, including those of
pluralism, inequality and complexity, that are a condition of contemporary
society’ (Stokes 2002: 39–40). Its aim is to expand ‘the use of deliberative
reasoning among citizens and their representatives’ (p: 40) and enhance the
quality of deliberation. Deliberative democracy entails individuals, in co-
operation with others, seeking out the greater good for themselves and the
community. This means reaching beyond one’s own narrow perspective
and interests, and being strengthened by this shared endeavour.

By now we have moved a long way from the competitive and minimal
participation of liberal minimalism. Differences of view and conflicts of
interest are recognised, but ways also have to be found to overcome them.
Deliberation implies recognition of the interconnection of identity and dif-
ference. The one (identity with a national society, for example) implies the
other (differences as and between local and cultural communities); identity
with a group implies and encompasses differences as individuals. The point
about deliberative discussion is that the realisation of unity from this dif-
ference has to be worked for. Deliberative discussion should

deepen participant knowledge of issues and awareness of the interests
of others, and help to instil the confidence to play an active part in
public affairs. Deliberative democracy looks to transform people’s (possi-
bly ill-informed) preferences through open and inclusive discussion,
not merely to design electoral procedures to reflect them. (Saward 2003:
121; original emphasis) 
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Leadership in the deliberative model involves finding ways to facilitate and
sustain deliberation, which includes addressing obstacles to free and equal
participation in the discourse of deliberation. In order to enable active par-
ticipation by all, diversity of cultures, views and values has to be respected
by those in both formal and informal leadership positions. Leadership is
not confined to a small minority, unlike liberal minimalism. Opportunities
for taking initiative, and responsibility for seeking out the greater good and
respecting diversity, are dispersed among participants in the flow of dis-
course between people that comprises deliberative activity. 

The developmental model attaches key importance to the realisation of
human potential. It emphasises the positive impact that democratic partic-
ipation has on personal development, and how that development is influ-
enced or conditioned by social opportunities, constraints and relations. The
intellectual roots of this model comprise the tradition which includes the
Oxford political philosopher, T.H. Green, and British Idealism. Hence it
views human beings as possessing inherent potentialities – for intellectual
reasoning, aesthetic sensibilities, and so on – which represent the ethically
good towards which it is in people’s nature to aspire, provided they have a
will to do so. It puts some flesh on the observation that democratic society
requires a ‘positive view of humankind as capable of self-directed moral
behaviour’ (Kelly 1995: 18). 

Inherent in the developmental model is the interconnection between
social action, people and the structures which order social living. It entails
a view of human society which can be described as social organicism: that
is, the view ‘that the parts of an organism [are] mutually dependent, and
thus that the value and definition of each part [is] derived from the whole;
and also that the whole [is] in some way different from the sum of these
parts’ (Den Otter 1996: 156). This view is not meant to imply subservience
of the person to the larger group. People have both their individual identi-
ties and interests and their unifying identity as part of the larger polity and,
ultimately, humanity. The developmental model embraces the view that a
cosmopolitanism which unites all is compatible with communitarianism
that forges local identities.4

For British Idealism there is bound up with social organicism an essential
moral component: the interconnection of self and community is essential for
the genesis of the moral self. Individual and community are to be in harmo-
nious development since the good of each person and the good of all are
inherently bound up with each other. Whilst British Idealism emerges from a
Christian cultural tradition, the ethical tenet at its centre is by no means
unique to it. Ghandi, for example, described the same principle simply as ‘the
good of the individual is contained in the good of all’ (1949: 250).

The developmental model implies some view of human potentiality
which embraces what it means to be a good person in a good society. Real-
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ising this human potentiality is about substantive liberty. Substantive liberty
is concerned with gaining knowledge and self-awareness which enables
action in pursuit of that which is of most significant ethical value and
which helps in weakening impediments to this realisation (P.A. Woods
2003). The view taken of human potentiality and of what it is to be goodly
human provides a reasoned and felt understanding of what unites people
as human beings. If deliberative democracy emphasises the dialogic
method of reaching unity across diverse interests and identities, develop-
mental democracy expresses the importance of a philosophical and social
basis for an underlying unity which involves some substantive idea of
ideals and potentialities applicable to all. 

In other words, developmental democracy encompasses a sense of what
it is to be human and brings an additional, unifying substance to the ‘unity
in diversity’ of deliberative democracy. Hence I use the term organic belong-
ing to describe ‘unity in diversity’, in order to emphasise two things. Firstly,
experience of social solidarities (of being part of greater wholes) is an essen-
tial progenitor of a sense of personal ethics. It gives a grounding in every-
day experience to the idea that human potentialities are to be used for the
benefit of others as well as the self. Secondly, valuing both difference and
commonness is not a contradictory stance, but requires a subtle moral sen-
sitivity to what is of passing and what is of enduring value. On the one
hand, cultural differences (such as gender, religious allegiance and nation-
ality) are to be respected. Equally, they are not to be seen as the ultimate
definers of personal identity and loyalty, legitimised by appeals to nature or
divine command, and do not describe absolute boundaries of distinction.
Hence, Fraser refers to ‘an antiessentialist cultural politics of recognition’
(1997: 187). On the other hand, there is something profound that connects
human beings qua human beings, which is recognisable as deeply embed-
ded in all and which calls forth an acknowledgement of fundamental
equality. That is the contention of developmental democracy, and it is the
very foundation of a democratic order. 

According to the developmental model, democratic participation
enhances the capacity to realise deeply embedded human potentialities.
The tradition in which developmental democracy is founded encourages a
particular stance towards modernity. It encourages a discourse which draws
on particular concepts and ideas which include creativity, self-transcen-
dence and reintegration of human capacities with the aim of challenging
the dominance of instrumental rationality and the alienating character of
the social order. Moreover, from a developmental perspective, people col-
lectively – through state institutions and civil society – can, and are morally
obliged to, create economic and social conditions which enable everyone to
participate and work towards their human potential. People without suffi-
cient food, employment, adequate housing, learning opportunities and
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educational stimulation are presented with greater obstacles to realising
this potential. Developmental democracy, therefore, has a concern with
social justice. 

Leadership in the developmental model is concerned above all with
aspiring to the common human good and working to create the conditions
that give everyone a chance to fulfil their potential. Opportunities for lead-
ership, in the sense of taking initiatives and seeking to influence others and
the direction of society, its institutions and communities, are not the pre-
serve of a small minority. They exist not only in the political domain but
in a range of locations, such as local neighbourhoods, workplaces and vol-
untary associations, where developmental democracy sees that democratic
involvement should be encouraged. In this regard, the model of develop-
mental democracy overlaps with notions of deliberative and dialogic
democracy (Giddens 1994). 

This chapter has acknowledged the origins of modern democracy in the
democratisation of access to religious knowledge and the idea that all
people possess a creative capacity (even if it is confined and alienated in
practice) to explore and work towards the good. However, many different
conceptions of the form and scope that democracy might take have been
put forward and debated over the centuries. Some of the key characteristics
and principles of the main types of democratic theory have been synthe-
sised and presented in this chapter in the form of four models of democ-
racy, based on Stokes (2002), and their implications for leadership briefly
outlined. In light of this discussion, it is suggested that the developmental
model of democracy provides the most fertile and challenging theoretical
framework for human and social development. The task now is to set out
in greater detail, in the next chapter, a developmental conception of dem-
ocratic practice in order to provide the necessary foundation to under-
standing democratic leadership.

Notes

1 Hill (1990: 207) is referring to D.P. Walker’s book, The Decline of Hell
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1964).

2 Griffiths emphasises the importance of heeding ‘little stories (modest narra-
tives) and local theories’ (2003: 53).

3 From A Dictionary of Famous Quotations (1983: 376), compiled by Robin
Hyman. London: Pan Books.

4 See Olssen et al. (2004: 260–61) on cosmopolitanism and communitarian-
ism.
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2 A developmental
conception of democratic
practice

Democratic practice takes its meaning and nature from the conception of
democracy we hold. A broad conception implies that what it means to be
active in a democratic society, organisation or group is rich, multi-dimen-
sional and demanding, and that the institutional and cultural supports to
democracy are geared to promoting this practice. Democratic leadership in
the developmental model is concerned with distinct democratic principles
which, in progressing through the models of democracy, have been intro-
duced along the way. Brought together, these comprise the principles of the
developmental conception of democracy and are summarised in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1: Principles of developmental democracy

Democratic leadership also requires an idea of democratic practice which
both analytically distinguishes and draws together its complementary and
interacting dimensions (P.A. Woods 2003; 2004). Specifically, four rational-
ities, each with its distinctive focus, priorities and consequences, can be
identified in a developmental conception of democratic practice (Figure
2.1), which build upon and complement the principles (Table 2.1). The

Freedom negative
positive

freedom from constraint
freedom to be and act according to ones own direction 

Equality rule of equals by equals
Organic
belonging

unity 

in
diversity

belonging and interdependence within larger society
and, ultimately, humanity 
which provides broader perspective for 
belonging and interdependence within ideals and
identities that are integral to particular groups,
cultures

Substantive
liberty

freedom and enablement to realise human potentiality
and become the goodly human
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combination of rationalities expresses a view of human potentiality. Hence
the conception fits a developmental model of democracy, as well as incor-
porating the valuable insights of the deliberative and others models.

Figure 2.1: Rationalities of a developmental conception of democratic practice

Ethical rationality is concerned with supporting and enabling aspirations
for truth, and the widest possible engagement of people in this. It is founded
in the view that people as a group, community, organisation or larger society
can approximate truths and improve those approximations. One of the func-
tions of leadership in a democratic school is to ‘engage people in processes
that cause them to wrestle with issues and dilemmas that result in their con-
structing new knowledge about the issue or dilemma’ (Reitzug and O’Hair
2002: 137). Moreover, this applies to questions of value and meaning as well
as empirical statements. It is concerned with the search for veridical meaning,
which comprises more than arbitrary assertion and has some purchase on
what is truly and enduringly important. Two points should be emphasised
about ethical rationality. Firstly, it is not just about technical questions – that
is, questions concerning ‘rational selection of instrumental alternatives’ in a
context where goals and values are given (Habermas 1974: 3). It is also about
practical questions in which the choice or validity of values, norms and goals
are open for questioning and determination (ibid). Secondly, it is not just
about seeking answers at an abstract level. Technical and practical questions
are answered through and in practical action.

A headteacher of a democratically managed school explains the impor-
tance of the collaborative approach in terms of finding the right way for
this group and the best ideas. 

There’s no greater educator really than the influence of the group.
Every group feels its way towards what’s right for that group. I think
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sometimes very strong leadership can stop a group feeling its way
outward and onward. For me, the entire movement outwards has got
to be wholly felt within the group. It mustn’t favour some people and
not others, and I think there can be some odd distinctions about who
has the best ideas. You don’t have the best ideas because you’re head,
or because you’ve been here longer than anybody else. (Headteacher,
Coombes School, quoted in Jeffrey and Woods 2003: 126)

In a similar fashion, an Australian school principal, talking about dispersed
leadership, explains that there are ‘so many people [at my school] with so
much ability that I’m probably forced into recognizing that they have that
and I’m not the only one who has all the answers and all the ability’
(quoted in Lingard et al. 2003: 121). Surowiecki, in The Wisdom of Crowds,
argues that this phenomenon – the ability of the group to find better
answers to problems than lone individuals, however expert – is a general
one: ‘under the right circumstances, groups are remarkably intelligent, and
are often smarter than the smartest people in them’ (2004: xiii). 

Ethical rationality raises the issue of who and what is counted as legiti-
mate in contributing to the search for truth – namely, the distribution of
internal authority. It is ‘first amongst equals’ amongst the democratic ration-
alities. This is because in the developmental conception the primary point
of a democratic order is not solely to enable participation by all in the deci-
sions that affect them, but to strive towards a way of living which is orien-
tated towards the values that ultimately represent human progress and
goodness. Ideas about what these values comprise, how to prioritise
between their often conflicting implications and the best strategies for
trying to realise them are contested and cannot be expressed as final,
unquestionable truths. Still less can they be translated unproblematically
into action. The lone, unchallenged leader cannot be relied upon to be the
unerring compass to what is either technically or ethically right. Ethical
rationality benefits from the engagement of many ‘internal authorities’ in
forums which are, in this respect, the updated equivalent of the congrega-
tion intended to act as a check on individual absurdities, the importance of
which was observed by Hill in the discussion of the origins of modern
democracy (see Chapter 1). 

This need to test and develop the ideas and claims of individuals rein-
forces the importance of embedding ethical rationality within the other dem-
ocratic rationalities. Foremost amongst these is decisional rationality, which is
about rights to participate in and affect collective, organisational decision-
making. It concerns ‘the conditions for the participation of citizens in all
those decisions concerning issues which impinge upon and are important to
them’ (Held 1996: 310), including rights to select representatives. It is about
who counts in decision making, and who is accountable and to whom. In
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short, this concerns the distribution of externalised authority; that is, the distri-
bution of authority in external, collective decision making. And it cannot be
taken for granted that entitlement to such authority only goes with formally
demonstrable expertise. There is the simple point that being affected by deci-
sions provides a case for participation. This is the stakeholder argument. And
there is the point argued by Surowiecki that a variety of people with different
ranges of expertise and information can contribute to good decision making.
Despite our limitations as individuals – such as information deficiencies, lack
of foresight, emotions which can bias judgements – ‘when our imperfect
judgements are aggregated in the right way, our collective intelligence is
often excellent’ (2004: xiv).

Decisional rationality also concerns enabling people to make choices
and decisions that are rightfully theirs and to create and develop their own
opinions, sense of identity and relationships. So it is about power and
freedom from arbitrary and imposed rule by others and from the imposi-
tion of others’ values, and enabling the exercise of individual liberty and
social identities through diversity.

In order to take on the character of decisional rationality, democratic
leadership needs to display several characteristics: dispersal of leadership
throughout the organisation, which leaders work to recognise and enhance;
decisional rights, which are not the same as consultation, but involve rights
to vote, initiate or approve certain decisions and to hold power-holders to
account (with sanctions available if they are judged to be wanting); damp-
ening of power differences, whereby practical day-to-day power differences –
between individuals, hierarchically organised posts or stakeholder groups
(education professional, students, parents, and so on) – are not allowed to
undermine effective participation. We shall see in Chapter 7 a number of
examples where participation is undermined by, for example, ‘invisible
power’ ingrained into everyday relationships. 

Decisional rationality is summed up as genuine sharing of power,
beyond consultation which involves simply expression of views. The idea
of ‘sharing power’ encapsulates its essence and denotes a genuine partici-
pation in influencing the conditions in which one lives, and this may
explain why it is a phrase that may appeal to students more than ‘partici-
pation’ or ‘consultation’: 

What [pupils] liked best was the idea of sharing power. This was a very
vivid term that readily appealed to them. And it’s certainly a graphic
description, because without true power-sharing there is no democracy
in a school. (Trafford 2003: 51)

Discursive rationality is about being actively engaged in debate and dialogue
and is the day-to-day manifestation of deliberative democracy. It is about
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maximising the possibilities for ‘the open debate of alternative interpreta-
tions and perspectives which recognizes their moral basis and [for seeking]
a consensus on what would constitute appropriate action supported by
good reason’ (Sanderson 1999: 331). Its concern is distribution of voice.
Giddens (1994) calls this ‘dialogic democracy’ and sees it extending social
reflexivity and democratisation into four connected areas:

● personal life, such as family relations, including ‘emotional democracy’
(p. 119);

● social movements and self-help groups;

● organisations, including large private companies;

● the larger global order.

The school has its rightful place in this extended terrain of discursive
rationality. As Trafford (2003) emphasises, alongside power sharing it is
essential that school democracy involves the free exchange of ideas, which
means seeking out and facilitating expression of views from teachers, stu-
dents and parents.

Discursive rationality is integral to an active democracy, recognising
that answers are not clear-cut, neither those of an ethical nor a scientific or
technological nature. As Jorgensen explains 

The concept of dialogue not only means an acceptance of differences,
but taking departure in these differences and considering them as fruit-
ful for the joint enterprise. Dialogue mean ‘dia logos’: reason flowing
between us, reaching a new common reason which is greater than the
individual reason we each possess. (2004: 121)

In other words, dialogue and deliberation are integral to ethical rationality,
which is the aspiration to advance understanding and knowledge. And they
are dependent on the principle of organic belonging which embraces unity
and difference. 

Therapeutic rationality concerns the creation of social cohesion and pos-
itive feelings of involvement through participation and shared leadership:
in sum, the distribution of esteem (Chandler 2001). Whilst it is orientated to
the interior well-being of the person, it recognises the intimate connection
between external social relationships – their character, the symbols and
messages conveyed by formal and informal social arrangements that
encourage or discourage participation, the way differences in power and
authority are made manifest – and the internal world of the person. For
many students, especially the disaffected, as Riley found in a study in the
North of England, schooling is a boring, hazardous, demeaning and ‘joyless
experience’; and they want schools to be more open and democratic so that
they feel like partners in their own education (2004: 67). Participation has
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a positive emotional impact on teachers too, like the teacher in Lingard et
al.’s (2003: 46) study who explained how much she appreciated having a
say in what goes on in the classroom and the school. 

The most radical and rounded form of democracy occurs where the four
rationalities overlap. Their operation is intended to be developmental in the
sense of the idealist tradition – a dynamic, social process of discovery, creative
engagement, and movement from a limited perspective to wider, more
worthy values. The rounded democratic actor represented by the four ration-
alities in combination is an idealisation of the creative actor who has broken
through; that is, the individual who is able and enabled to be active in:

● the aspiration towards truth and enhanced understanding in all areas of
life, including questions of meaning and values;

● making or contributing to decisions;

● discursive explorations of difference;

● giving and receiving support, self-confidence and respect.

It has been noted in passing that developmental democracy has a concern
with social justice. A little more needs to be said about the distinction
between democracy and social justice, however, as they can too easily be
conflated. The respective centres of gravity of democracy (in its develop-
mental conception) and social justice, and their interaction, are represented
in Figure 2.2. 

Figure 2.2: Respective centres of gravity of democracy and social justice

16 Democratic Leadership in Education

8641book.qxp  11/07/2005  20:08  Page 16



Democracy and democratic leadership are about who we are as social
human beings, continually engaging in creative social action, influenced by
and influencing others. This is what the developmental conception of
democracy is most essentially about. Its centre of gravity is the flowering of
the person – his or her positive attributes, capabilities and unfolding
humanistic potential – in a social order in which they are actively and self-
consciously engaged. The essential idea is the fundamental equality of
worth amongst persons – ‘ … the poorest he … hath a life to live, as the
greatest he’1 – and their individual and shared capacity to generate ethical
and meaningful knowledge.2 From this derives the democratic imperative
to share influence and power.

Social justice is about fair distribution – how resources, respect and
opportunities can be justly distributed and social patterns of exploitation,
domination and denigration eradicated. Cribb and Gewirtz’s (2003)
drawing together of three models of social justice (distributive, cultural and
associational) is useful. Distributive justice is the absence of unjustified
socio-economic inequalities, including exploitation, economic marginalisa-
tion (such as confinement to poorly paid or undesirable jobs) and depriva-
tion (Fraser 1997: 13). I also include, as a component of distributive
injustice, wide disparities in access to resources such as information and
advice which enable people to locate and negotiate service provision.

Cultural justice is concerned with the absence of cultural domination,
non-recognition and disrespect (Fraser 1997: 14). If the emphasis of cultural
justice is respect for difference, the emphasis of democracy is unity as
human beings. Hence, the principles of democracy include organic belong-
ing, with a stress on the belonging, but these need to be reinforced by the
respect which defines cultural justice.

Associational justice is the absence of ‘patterns of association amongst
individuals and amongst social groups which prevent some people from
participating fully in decisions which affect the conditions within which
they live and act’ (Power and Gewirtz 2001: 41).

Each of these models of social justice affects the capacity for democracy
and participation in democratic leadership. A conceptual overlap is evident
through associational justice. The principle of equality – ‘the rule of equals
by equals’ (Kelly 1995: 6) – gives democracy a direct interface with power
differences.

Democracy and social justice both disrupt hierarchy. There are two
directions from which this disruption travels. One is from a concern with
interests – the inequities of distribution and access to material resources,
social capital, cultural acceptance, status, and so on. This centres on fair dis-
tribution and is the crux of the concern of social justice. 

Another direction is the positive and optimistic view of humanity, cen-
tring on humanistic potential, in which all have the spark of goodness and
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wisdom that enables and entitles everyone to have their say in the conduct
of social life. This spark is confined neither to those in positions of authority,
nor to the oppressed and powerless. The process of disseminating opportuni-
ties to share leadership, accordingly, turns ‘the hierarchical pyramid upside
down to discuss vision and values’ (von Weltzien Hoivik 2002: 122). 

The discussion to this point, in these opening two chapters, has set out
an understanding of what the idea of democracy is about. In contrast to a
narrow model of democracy, such as liberal minimalism, a broad notion
has been advocated in the form of the conceptual components of a devel-
opmental conception of democratic practice. This lays a necessary founda-
tion for considering the idea of democratic leadership. A further step is to
place democratic leadership in the context of other concepts of leadership
in education, which is the purpose of the next chapter.

Notes

1 Colonel Thomas Rainsborough, speaking in the Putney Debates during the
English Civil War in 1647 (see Hill 1940). 

2 Winstanley, a radical activist and writer on the Parliamentary side, urged
people ‘to leave off running after others for knowledge and comfort’ and to
allow spirit, reason, God to be ‘the true teacher of everyone in their own
inward experience’ (Winstanley 1983 [1649]: 205). He goes on, emphasising
that the learning that matters is not confined to the learned occupying the
upper echelons of conventional social hierarchy: ‘Many a poor, despised
man and woman …  [hath] more sweet peace, more true experience of the
Father, and walks more righteously in the creation, in spirit and in truth,
than those that call themselves teachers and zealous professors … [b]ecause
these single-hearted ones are made to look into themselves, wherein they
read the work of the whole creation and see that history seated in them-
selves’ (ibid.).
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3 Models of leadership

The reader might wonder whether there are not already sufficient concep-
tualisations of educational leadership. (One review of educational leader-
ship listed more than 30 leadership theories – see Richmon and Allison
2003.) This point is addressed in two ways. Firstly, in this chapter, the
notion of democratic leadership is placed in the context of other concepts
of leadership. Secondly, in Chapter 4, the importance of democratic leader-
ship is underlined and elaborated through discussion of its distinctive char-
acter in comparison with distributed leadership. 

A typology of leadership concepts is shown in Figure 3.1. This is based
on that of Bush and Glover (2003), and adds ethically transforming leader-
ship and democratic leadership.1 Some of these forms of leadership have a
specific focus or highlight a particular aspect. Instructional leadership high-
lights the importance of leaders’ influence on factors directly affecting
student learning, for example, teaching methods, school climate or ethos
(Leithwood and Duke 1999). Moral leadership concentrates attention on
the values and ethics of leaders, so that authority and influence are to be
derived from defensible conceptions of what is right or good (op. cit.). 

The contingency theory of leadership focuses on leaders’ responses to
the unique organisational circumstances or problems that they face. Its par-
ticular insight is the recognition that ‘the effects of one variable [the
leader’s traits, behaviours or context] are contingent on other variables’
(Horner 2003: 28). Leithwood and Duke (1999) associate the contingent
model of leadership with a craft or reflective concept of leadership, which
stresses the importance of leaders’ internal processes, and with Schon’s
(1991) concept of reflective practice or knowing-in-action. This reflective
component is relevant to the developmental conception of democratic
practice: the democratic leader is engaged in deliberation (discursive ration-
ality), which complements and helps reflection, and in aspiring to ‘find
what is right’ (ethical rationality) in given circumstances. Certain insights
from research within the theoretical frame of contingency theory are
helpful, such as observation of how ‘followers’ are categorised into ‘in-
groups’ and ‘out-groups’ which then has implications for relations with
formal leaders (Horner 2003: 29). Of itself, however. contingency theory
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does not provide a substantive theoretical framework of values and actions.
Neither do the postmodern nor the interpersonal concepts of leadership.

Transformational leadership is an altogether more ambitious and expan-
sive concept. It is about leading by communicating a larger purpose and
energising and supporting followers so that they contribute more than that
which is required to satisfy the transactional or contractual obligations of
their position (Northouse 2004). It is associated with charismatic, visionary,
cultural, and empowering leadership (Leithwood and Duke 1999). Trans-
formational leadership is contrasted with transactional leadership, which
‘is based on the exchange relationships between leader and follower’ and
comprises ‘an exchange of services for various kinds of rewards that the
leader controls’ (Day et al. 2000: 14).

In the conception of transformational leadership which has been most
influential in education, leadership is seen as comprising four dimensions
(Gronn 1998: 201): 

● inspirational influence – motivating subordinates through charisma;

● individualised consideration – treating subordinates according to their
individual needs;
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Focus:
Instructional          influencing teaching and learning 

Transformational communicating a larger purpose and vision, 
increasing commitment and raising aspirations 

Ethically transforming ethically centred change, mutual raising of 
awareness and dispersed empowerment 

Transactional  exchange relationships between leader and 
follower

Moral values and ethics of the leader 

Distributed leadership as product of many people acting 
together, rather than any one individual  

Democratic shared governance by a multiplicity of free and 
equal leaders working together 

Postmodern multiple realities of diverse stakeholders, 
celebrating absence of common, unifying 
interpretation 

Interpersonal collaboration and interpersonal relationships 

Contingent adaptiveness to unique circumstances and 
problems of particular times and places 

Figure 3.1: Concepts of leadership
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● intellectual stimulation – exercising influence on the thinking and
imagination of subordinates;

● idealised influence – bringing about subordinates’ identification  with
the leader’s vision.

But this conception of transformational leadership has two key problems
which will be discussed in turn in the next two sections. Firstly, it is too hier-
archical and out of tune with contemporary social and organisational needs.
Secondly, in the way it has evolved it has developed an ethical deficit.

Away with hierarchy: the promise of distributed
leadership

Transformational leadership may be criticised as placing too much reliance
on the top leader as an ‘heroic’ figure, encouraging manipulation of ‘fol-
lowers’ and reinforcing dependence on a dominant echelon of leaders.
Hence, in recent years, the importance of stimulating innovation and ini-
tiative throughout an organisational hierarchy has come to be recognised. 

Behind this trend are pressures impinging on both private and public
organisations, which are leading to changes in work relationships within
and between organisations. The pressures on organisations include:

● the effects of global competition;

● technological changes, transforming information generation and com-
munication;

● continued consumerisation of culture and ascendance of market
ideology.

Hierarchy is seen by its critics as losing ground to networks and partnerships
(P.A. Woods 2003). Greater emphasis is being placed on involving staff, engag-
ing their commitment, encouraging dispersal of discretion and responsibility,
and placing the highest value on continual learning, creativity and innova-
tion. Private companies have increasingly come to see the importance of man-
aging, generating and exploiting knowledge in order to survive and prosper in
a globalised world. The most essential asset of the knowledge-based company
– the intellectual capital of its employees – ‘is best exploited, not by top-down
direction, but by multi-level collaboration’ (Bottery 2004: 9).

It is argued by Gratton that over the past decade or so ‘it has become
increasingly clear that through the forces of globalization, competition and
more demanding customers, the structure of many companies has become
flatter, less hierarchical, more fluid and virtual’ (2004: xiii). People entering
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the workforce are increasingly characterised by the ‘self-determination,
autonomy and technical savvy’ that demand respect and a more equal rela-
tionship within organisations (2004: xiv). Alongside this are rapid techno-
logical changes. Technology ‘has the potential to recreate some of the
closeness of ancient Greece, as it shrinks space and allows people to share
information and knowledge rapidly and directly … [and] creates the wide-
spread opportunity for individual excellence, autonomy and self-determi-
nation’ (ibid.). 

In his study of private sector organisations, Cheng (2004: 183) identifies
a paradigmatic shift in organisational characteristics:

● from those at the top being the ones with most knowledge, to ‘the front-
line workers [being the ones] who need to possess knowledge and make
decisions’;

● from products manufactured according to plans handed down the hier-
archy, to products ‘designed and constructed at the front-line’;

● an expectation, due to the changing nature of the market, that ‘front-
line workers … engage in just-in-time, on-demand learning of new
knowledge and new skills appropriate to changing needs’;

● blurred specialisation as staff are expected to be versatile and to integrate
expertise in teams;

● work identity and success in the workplace influenced less by the qual-
ifications staff possess and more by their qualities.

Amongst the implications are more working through project groups which
‘function in teams by integration of expertise among members, with only a
vague division of labour … [in which] members are expected to be versatile’
(p. 181), and changed perceptions within these organisations of knowledge
and learning.

Embedded in this globalised web of social and economic forces, public
sector organisations experience their own particular pressures. Public serv-
ices, including education, often find themselves subject to pressures to
follow trends from the private sector. They have long been under pressure
to prove themselves: in particular, to rise to the claim that private sector
organisations are both more effective and more efficient, and to the chal-
lenge that the private sector has greater legitimacy and is less burdensome
because companies are not dependent on ‘imposed’ taxation. Allied to this
are relentless demands on public services to do more, for example, to serve
populations which are living longer and have higher expectations and to
embrace new possibilities in service provision opened up by technological
advancements. New ways of working are being encouraged which blur tra-
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ditional organisational boundaries. So, for example, recognition of the
value of networks and partnerships has grown and there has been an explo-
sion of interest in collaborative working between schools and other insti-
tutions and agencies (Woods et al. 2003; Glatter 2003), creating new
challenges for educational leaders. Moreover, all of these changes are to be
achieved in the context of perpetually squeezed finances: the pressure is on
governments to keep public funds within limits, for fear of risking loss of
competitiveness and capital investment and alienating middle-class voters.
Hence reform of public services is in part ‘a response to a growing belief
that national economies increasingly face an in-built incapacity to finance
the provision of public services’ (Grimshaw et al. 2002: 476). 

Part of the policy response has been to put public services under pressure
to modernise their leadership (Woods and Woods 2004). In particular,
increasing emphasis in both the public and private sectors is being placed on
the idea of distributed leadership within organisations (Gronn 2002; O’Neill
2002; Bennett et al. 2003a; Woods et al. 2003). The idea is seductive and plau-
sible. Its attractions lie particularly in its promise to enhance capacity and the
organisations’ ability to cope with and make a virtue of complexity.

The idea of distributed leadership acts as a conceptual counterweight to
over-reliance on the ‘heroic’ leader. Leaders at the organisational apex are
not unique sources of change and vision; nor do they act necessarily as
single figures coaxing, persuading, inspiring or directing ‘followers’ towards
better ways of working and the goal of organisational success. Distributed
leadership thus gives an impetus to opening the boundaries of leadership
beyond those in formal leadership positions.

What distributed leadership does most clearly is to draw attention to
leadership as an emergent and dispersed property. Leadership arises from a
variety of (planned and spontaneous) forms of co-ordination. Gronn, who
has been the leading theorist on distributed leadership, identifies two types.
There is numerical or additive leadership, which refers to ‘the aggregated lead-
ership behaviour of some, many or all of the members of an organisation
or an organisational sub-unit’, in which leadership is the outcome of dis-
tinct but interconnecting initiatives by a variety of people (2002: 3). The
other type of distributed leadership is the most significant for Gronn. This
is concertive action, in which there is an added dynamic from the process of
individuals working together and the leadership collectively generated is
more than the sum of its parts. Seen as concertive action, distributed lead-
ership is not the agency of individuals, but is the result of ‘structurally con-
strained conjoint agency, or the concertive labour performed by pluralities
of interdependent organisation members’ (p. 28). Transformational leader-
ship, in the way it has evolved, overlooks the social dynamic that emerges
from the combined agency of people taking and sharing initiatives and
responding to and building on these proactively and creatively.
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Ethically transforming leadership

The second problem with transformational leadership is the way it has, in
its translation into business and education, lost an explicit ethical dimen-
sion of leadership. It is an abstracted conception of transformational lead-
ership, divorced from a context of specified values, leading Day et al. (2000)
to emphasise that transformational leadership needs to be explicitly values-
led. Glenys Woods has drawn attention to this need and formulated a
model of ethically transforming leadership which makes explicit the cen-
trality of the ethical. As she urges, to ‘get a full understanding of the ethical
challenge which is integral to transformational leadership, it is essential to
study Burns’s original conceptualisation’ (2003: 118).

The central concern of Burns’s (1978) original conceptualisation of
transformational leadership is with ethics and higher aspirations. The
essential test of the Burnsian notion of leadership is whether it brings about
change which constitutes progress towards achieving higher order values,
such as liberty and justice. However, ‘the current shaping of transforma-
tional leadership’ in education ‘supports existing power structures’; it is ‘a
“top-dog theory” that meets the needs of management’ (Gunter 2001: 73).
In other words, it is often used as an instrument of new managerialism.
Hence, Bottery calls for a transformational leadership which does not
simply serve ‘centralised political and economic concerns’ (2001: 201).

The model of ethically transforming leadership (Figure 3.2) formulated
by Glenys Woods takes account of concerns about the original conception
of transformational leadership. It is intended to incorporate both the best
of Burns’s conceptualisation – safeguarding its focus on ethically-centred
change and the mutual raising of ethical aspirations and conduct – and the
insights of a distributed view of leadership. 

Ethically transforming leadership ‘is essentially about people working
together to raise one another’s awareness towards higher ethical purposes’
and aspiring to these as leaders deal with ‘the practical issues and problems
of everyday action’ (G. J. Woods 2003: 122). Rather than sticking with ‘a fixed
binary classification of people into either leaders or followers’, it involves ‘a
much more sophisticated interplay between individuals than implied by
Burns’s usage of the leader-follower binary’ (ibid.). Moral insight is ‘not
confined to the person designated as leader’, but, rather, ‘spiritual resources
and understanding are dispersed’ (ibid.). This links with the origins of
modern Western democracy in the democratisation of religious knowledge
and access to truth. That original revolution brought to the fore the idea that
capacity for understanding, critical deliberation and intuitive insights con-
cerning ethics, meaning and human purpose are not the preserve of leaders
at the apex of a fixed hierarchy. The capacity to examine what it is good and
right to think and do in given circumstances, and translate this into 
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Figure 3.2: Components of ethically transforming leadership (extract from G.J.
Woods, 2003)

practical action – that is, a capability for benign creativity – is dispersed.
The concept of ethically transforming leadership is a progressive and

worthwhile development of the original conception of transformational
leadership. Giving prominence to dispersed empowerment helps to safe-
guard against transformational leadership being interpreted as justifying
domineering, manipulative leadership. 

However, dispersed empowerment needs elaboration and a more sub-
stantial theoretical underpinning which situates individuals engaged in
leadership as social beings in historically specific cultural contexts and rela-
tionships. The individual focus of ethically transforming leadership is insuf-
ficient on its own. Whilst ethically transforming leadership and democratic
leadership are connected by the priority they give to the ethical imperative,
democratic leadership brings a social perspective derived from intellectual
roots which deal with questions concerning the social evolution of moder-
nity. It also focuses attention on the importance of social arrangements for
deliberation and shared examination of the claims of formal leaders, as a
check on ‘individualist absurdities’ (Hill 1975: 95). In other words, in
matters of organisational leadership, trust cannot be given solely to an indi-
vidualistic approach to ethical aspirations to truth and right action. Rather,
individual commitment to ethically transforming leadership takes its place
within the embedded and interlinking collective democratic rationalities:
ethical, decisional, discursive and therapeutic. 

Ethically-centred change, [which involves] working to higher order values
(such as liberty, justice, equality, brotherhood, security, and order) and
change which positively influences the well-being of those involved in and
affected by that leadership (well-being being concerned with basic and
higher human needs and inner resources, including the spiritual);

Mutual raising of ethical aspirations and conduct, [which is about] going
beyond narrow interests of the individual or the group towards the greater,
unifying good of a common humanity (this includes raising the ethical aspir-
ations and conduct of those in formal leadership positions as well as
others);

Dispersed empowerment, which means recognising that the capacity and
responsibility for insight into and initiating ethically-centred change are
shared, involve differing perspectives and are not confined to the designated
leader(s), respecting the right of each individual to recognise his or her own
true needs, and supporting the participation and valuing the voices of all.
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Having placed the concept of democratic leadership in the context of
other forms and ideas of educational leadership, the chapter which follows
begins to delve further into that concept.

Notes

1 Distributed leadership is included rather than Bush and Glover’s concept of
participative leadership as distributed leadership is of key importance in
considering democratic leadership. Bush and Glover include managerial
leadership in their typology. It is not included here because, as Bush and
Glover acknowledge, it represents a narrow focus that concentrates only on
functions, tasks and behaviours.
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4 Why democratic leadership?

In any age and social climate, there are some sweeping beliefs that seem to
command respect as a kind of general rule – like a ‘default’ setting in a
computer program; they are considered right unless their claim is somehow
precisely negated. While democracy is not yet universally practiced, nor indeed
uniformly accepted, in the general climate of world opinion, democratic gov-
ernance has now achieved the status of being taken to be generally right. The
ball is very much in the court of those who want to rubbish democracy to
provide justification for that rejection.1

The significance of democratic leadership, and the reasons for attaching
importance to it, are intimately bound up with its perceived meaning. In
Chapter 1, it was argued that a broad conception of democracy was needed
to underpin democratic leadership and, in Chapter 2, a developmental con-
ception of democratic practice was outlined which founded democratic
leadership in a substantive conception of the person as a social and creative
being. This underpins the arguments in this chapter concerning the impor-
tance of democratic leadership as a concept in the field of leadership and
management and as a way of leading schools.

In discussing these arguments, the chapter will elucidate further the
substantive roots of the developmental conception of democratic leader-
ship and practice. Such roots enable the notion and practice of democratic
leadership to support leaders who take a critical stance to the status quo and
want ‘not only to challenge official models but put forward an alternative
conceptualisation of leadership’ (Gunter 2001: 121).

Instrumental reasons

Analytically it is possible to distinguish between two types of arguments for
democratic leadership, though the distinction is not always hard and fast
in practice. The first is instrumental. This envisages democratic leadership as
a technique whose merit lies in the results it can be calculated to bring
about, which have a value divorced from the technique itself. Instrumental
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reasons may be concerned with achieving organisational targets which can
come to have an importance that overshadows deeper learning aims. In
education there has been, internationally, a pervasive trend to increase reg-
ulatory frameworks and evaluate educational outcomes through inspec-
tions and measurement against performance targets. This reflects a concern
with instrumental technical excellence and strengthens the structural force
of instrumental rationality. The trend is reflected in assumptions about
schooling and learning which have become more prevalent. From a critical
perspective, Furman (2002: 7) identifies these assumptions as follows:

● The purpose of schools is instrumental, to serve national economic
interests and supply the required workforce;

● The success of schools in this can be rationally determined by measura-
ble student achievement;

● The individual’s motivation for learning is instrumental; that is, to
succeed on these measures of achievement and secure future financial
prosperity;

● Teaching is a technical problem and teachers and schools can be held
accountable for measurable student achievement.

It has been recognised, however, that neither teachers nor students are simple
objects that can be driven to achieve goals by impersonal organisational
frameworks and leadership and management techniques alone. Hence there
is a marked interest in the emotional aspects of leadership (see, for example,
Fullan 2001; Ginsberg and Davies 2003). In another sense, this is simply a re-
realisation of something grasped by the idea of transformational leadership –
that people have to feel commitment and a sense of direction and worth to
participate in change. Greater recognition, accordingly, is being given to the
importance of ‘passion and purpose’ (Goodson 2003: 67). 

In addition to this – and despite the emphasis in educational policy on
measurable achievement, giving rise to a performativity culture (Ball 2000)
– there are signs of increased acknowledgement of the salience of other cri-
teria, less amenable to comparative measurement, for assessing school edu-
cation. In a pamphlet published by the UK’s Department for Education and
Skills, David Hargreaves argues that there is a

growing recognition that in a knowledge-based economy more people
need to be more creative and this will in itself require new approaches
to teaching … Without reducing the importance of basics, we must
now aspire to nurture through education the qualities of creativity,
innovateness and enterprise. (2003:4) 
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There is increased interest, too, in the importance and value of student
voice and participation, even in relation to early years education (Mitchell
and Wild 2004). Some countries, such as those in Scandinavia, have a
policy history that has prioritised the promotion of democratic principles
in education (though they are finding it necessary to respond to the chal-
lenges of globalised economic forces that put these principles under pres-
sure; see Moos 2004). In the UK, in some ways the climate for student voice
and participation has never been better. Klein writes:

Student participation is in the ether and on the agenda. For the first
time ever, legislation passed by Parliament has been put into place to
ensure that children and young people’s views are voiced, listened to
and taken seriously in school. The Department for Education’s guid-
ance to schools on how to make themselves more democratic, interac-
tive and accountable to students, hand in hand with Ofsted’s [Office
for Standards in Education’s] new inspection remit to ensure that
pupils are listened to, signals an exciting time for schools and a chal-
lenging one. These moves herald a potential shift in culture that brings
children and young people into a power-sharing relationship with
school managers, staff and governors. (2003: 1)

An observer might extrapolate and conclude that the trend in education is for
it to become less instrumentally rational and more humanist in its orienta-
tion. But we should be cautious about making this leap. For example, a sub-
stantial part of what is occurring is a move from simple instrumentalism to
subtle instrumentalism. Simple instrumentalism treats people (students and
staff) as subjects who can be moulded and manoeuvred through direction
and sanction, as means to organisational and economistic ends, and as organ-
isational members whose worth and progress are to be measured through
tests. Subtle instrumentalism retains the fundamental perspective of people
as means to ends, but recognises that moulding, manoeuvring and assessing
them requires a great deal more sensitivity to their emotions and motiva-
tions. It is a more finely tuned approach. However, if, as Fielding argues, the
point is not to forge a ‘reconfigured instrumentalism’ (1999: 27), it is impor-
tant to be wary of subtle instrumentalism as it still treats people as instru-
ments rather than human beings with intrinsic value.

Nevertheless, intrinsic arguments should not be dismissed. It would be
myopic to jettison all justifications framed in terms of ‘outcomes’ and the
value of democratic leadership in coping with pragmatic problems and issues
faced by policy-makers and practitioners. Some of these arguments concern
interpretations of organisational trends in contemporary society, with
schools being seen as institutions which do – or should – embrace these
trends. Others are specifically focused on school education. Enmeshed in the
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arguments are threads of the rationale for distributed leadership. Highlighted
here are some of the issues to which instrumental arguments for a more dem-
ocratic style of leadership and practice in schools are addressed, namely:

● school improvement and effectiveness;

● engagement and self-esteem;

● organisational capacity;

● complexity and work intensification. 

There are some indications that school improvement and effectiveness are asso-
ciated with democratic and participatory styles of leadership. Harris and
Chapman (2002) studied schools in challenging circumstances. They found
that, although headteachers adopted autocratic approaches at times, in
order to improve their schools the headteachers had deliberately chosen a
form of leadership which empowered others to lead and had sought to dis-
tribute leadership activity throughout their schools. Studies in different
national contexts have ‘found that greater involvement in decision-making
is characteristic of higher-producing schools’ (Hallinger and Heck 1999:
181). With regard to student participation, and on the basis of studies con-
ducted over a number of years, Ruddock and Flutter conclude that ‘[o]ur
evidence suggests that a stronger focus on pupil participation [which
includes consultation] … can enhance progress in learning’ (2004: 11).
However, a note of caution needs to be added. Demonstration of a simple
connection is not proven. Much of the research does not show a direct con-
nection and the impact may be variable amongst students (Airey at al.
2004). I will return to this point in Chapter 6.

There is perhaps stronger research evidence for a connection with student
engagement and self-esteem. More democratic styles of teaching seem to
enhance student’s confidence and determination (Airey et al. 2004). Research
findings tend to suggest that when given opportunities to be involved, stu-
dents ‘seem to find it fulfilling’ (Flecknoe 2004: 411). Participation as peer
mediators in conflict resolution enhances their self-esteem, sense of control
and interpersonal skills (Clough and Holden 2002: 17). Ruddock and Flutter,
on the basis of their research with students, conclude that ‘opportunities for
consultation and for enhanced participation in schools have a direct impact
on pupils’ engagement’ (2004: 133). Where improvements in effectiveness
and learning are found, then, part of the explanation may be increased
engagement, interest and motivation, which reduces student disaffection
(that is, student ‘internal and external exiting’; see Gunter 2001: 137). 

The positive impact of democratic involvement extends to school staff’s
engagement and self-esteem as well (Cheung and Cheng 2002). More gen-
erally, in the world of modern business, it is increasingly recognised that
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employee commitment cannot be taken for granted. With some support
from research, it is argued that those ‘who experience democracy are more
engaged, committed and willing to give their potential to the organization’
(Gratton 2004: 207).

Another potential contributory factor to enhanced effectiveness and
learning is increased organisational capacity. This is one of the key rationales
underpinning distributed leadership, which takes the view that leaders at the
organisational apex are not unique sources of change and vision. Distributed
leadership is seen as tapping the ideas, creativity, skills and energies which
initiate and sustain change and which exist throughout an organisation, thus
unleashing a greater capacity for organisational responsiveness and sustained
improvement. The involvement of a variety of independently-minded people
will, on the whole, lead to better decision making (Surowiecki 2004). Harris
concludes that the central message from two studies of successful school
headteachers was that the headteachers ‘recognized the limitation of a sin-
gular leadership approach and saw their leadership role as being primarily
concerned with empowering others to lead’ (2004: 16). They ‘gave their staff
the confidence and responsibility to lead development and innovation’ (op.
cit.: 17). Another, more challenging way to put this is to accept ‘the inherent
weakness of leaders and work to inhibit and restrain this, rather than to
assume it will not occur’ (Grint 2005: 44). In other words, there is a need to
recognise that formal leaders not only might make mistakes but, being
human, will do so, and there is thus a requirement to nurture a culture and the
institutional arrangements which support those outside, formal leadership
roles, giving voice to disagreements and challenges and taking initiatives. 

Democratic styles of leadership enable schools to cope better with com-
plexity and work intensification. Sharing the burdens of leadership and teach-
ing can help with increasing demands on time and effort, as well as with the
numerous moral complexities facing contemporary school leaders. These are
‘strong functional and instrumental arguments’ for more democratic practice
(Grace 1995: 203). Coping with complexity is another key rationale under-
pinning distributed leadership, which is seen as being better able to assimi-
late and manage the arrays of inputs and demands characteristic of
information-rich societies. It promises a way of coping with the immense
amount of information that is generated and circulated in modern societies
and of maximising the chances of identifying the most relevant information
and new knowledge and turning these to practical effect.

Commentators on the knowledge society conclude that managements of
organisations in this new phase must ‘differ radically from more “traditional”
hierarchical ones’ (Bottery 2004: 9). As Gronn points out, networked elec-
tronic communications technology ‘facilitates the transcendence of previ-
ously insurmountable barriers of time, place and space by opening up entirely
new possibilities for the performance of collaborative work’ (2000: 334).
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Intrinsic argument

However, the prime case for democratic leadership cannot be framed in
terms of a better technical means to specified goals. It is not an ‘add-in’ to
management techniques which will bring about ‘improvement’. The
second type of argument in favour of democratic leadership is intrinsic. This
envisages democratic practice and leadership as something which has
intrinsic worth, is integral to a good society and, in consequence, is inti-
mately bound with education. Such a view is at the root of the develop-
mental conception of democracy. The importance of considering
democracy as of direct concern to school education is succinctly conveyed
by Dewey when he highlights that it is not just something that happens in
a nation’s political institutions.

Where democracy has fallen, it was too exclusively political in nature.
It had not become part of the bone and blood of the people in daily
conduct. Unless democratic habits of thought and action are part of
the fibre of a people, political democracy is insecure. (Quoted in
Democracy in Education, 1997, Vol 11, No 3, and requoted in Harber
1998: 1)

The point is re-inforced by Harber:

If formal democratic institutions are to survive and to be sustainable in
the long run, then they must be embedded in a civil society and polit-
ical culture composed of both individuals and organisations which are
permeated by values, skills and practices which are supportive of
democracy. (1998: 1)

Schools and the society they inhabit are interlinked. There is a double-
stranded connection:

● From schools to society: schools need to nurture tomorrow’s democratic
citizens;

● From society to schools: democratic society should, by its nature, enable
schools to be democratic cultures inclusive of all who work in or have a
stake in them. 

The implication is that democratic leadership should be an integral part of
education. Otherwise the ideal and the experience of education are at odds
with each other. One of the ‘powerful arguments’ for more democratic
school culture, as Grace (1995: 202) explains, is that failing to do this
creates a contradiction between, on the one hand, the aim of education to
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aid students to become citizens of a democracy, and, on the other, actual
experience which socialises them into non-democratic culture. ‘Congru-
ence’ is needed between societal expectations and student experience
(Harber 1998: 1). The same point extends to other stakeholders – school
staff, parents and the community. Otherwise, they will experience a similar
disjuncture between the ideals of the democratic society and practical expe-
rience at the local level.

Creativity, inclusion and reintegration

Intrinsic reasons are examined here through a comparison of distributed
and democratic leadership, further developing the comparison in Woods
(2004). Comparative profiles of distributed and democratic leadership are
shown in Figure 4.1, which suggests where the democratic principles (see
Table 2.1, Chapter 2) are principally threaded or brought to the fore in the
democratic leadership profile.

Emergent and dispersed

Distributed and democratic leadership share a perspective on leadership as
emergent and dispersed. Both see leadership as a social phenomenon which
is not invariably or even usually reducible to the actions of a single person.
What they point to is the additional effect of people working in concert
with each other. Direction, impetus and energy arise from not free-standing
initiatives, but the circulation of initiative.2

A theoretical grounding for this is given by activity theory (Engestrom
1999; 2000), which informs much of the work that addresses distributed
leadership or is relevant to it (see, for example, Kets de Vries 1999;
Karkkainen 2000; Spillane et al. 2001; Gronn 2002). Activity theory empha-
sises social life as a continuous flow of mediated activity; a process of con-
tinually changing relationships between technologies, nature, ideas,
persons and communities. Action flows from one person to another in con-
tinuous circulation. One person can initiate change, with others following,
contributing and adding to or altering it in various ways.

The engagement in this way of a multiplicity of leaders acts upon and
alters the conditions, relationships and rules of that context. In other
words, their actions as leaders act back on the structural properties which
condition engagement. Both distributed and democratic leadership models
bring to the surface, as a result, questions of who does and who ought to
participate in leadership. Democratic leadership does this, however, in a
richer conceptual and philosophical context.
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Analytic and normative

Distributed leadership is best conceived as an analytical concept – that is,
predominantly descriptive – which expresses some key ideas germane to
leadership practice generalised across very different societies, organisations
and groups. However, distributed leadership in itself is limited, in that it
lacks the philosophical and theoretical depth of the developmental con-
ception of democratic leadership. Democratic leadership grows from intel-
lectual roots which address major issues in modernity and is analytic and
normative. Essential to this is the creative character of humankind and a
philosophical anthropology that provides the basis for an understanding of
substantive liberty. These intellectual roots provide a set of concepts,
founded in traditions of social critique, which enable critical engagement
with contemporary challenges.

Democracy involves the breakthrough of the person as creative agent
(see Chapter 1). But this is not a freedom solely for giving free rein to the
pursuit of arbitrary personal preferences and private interests, as with
liberal minimalism and consumer democracy. It is a positive liberty which
takes up the challenges that arise with modernity. The developmental con-
ception of democratic leadership rises to the profound challenges bound up
in the powerful and entwined economic and instrumental rationalities of
modernity, summarised in Figure 4.2. These are themes that infuse discus-
sion of the arguments for democratic leadership.

Figure 4.2: Challenges of modernity

The sociologist Max Weber expressed the first of these most starkly in
addressing the question of what human type is encouraged by different
social orders (Hennis 1988). This is central to understanding society and
has fundamental implications for education. Weber is famous for his dour
recognition of the pervasive sense of being trapped in the ‘iron cage’ – the
“steel shell” of instrumental rationality’3 (Wells 2001) that came with the
expanding bureau-capitalist order.

This person type is instrumentally rational in his or her very being, fated
to exist in a disenchanted world without durable meaning. The only mean-
ings in this rationalised modern world are subservient to the production

‘steel shell’ of instrumental rationality 
pervasive concern with exchange value 
persistence of hierarchy and arbitrary power 
differences
disenchantment of labour 
alienation 
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and consumption dimensions of the market, with their perpetual drive to
innovate and seek economic growth, or meanings driven by arbitrary pref-
erence, emotions and subjective attachment to belief systems. All meanings
are arbitrary, without a potency secured in any enduring truth and hence
lacking any content that can be taken to be veridical (even provisionally).

Despite arguments that bureaucracy is collapsing and that organisations
in globalised capitalism are becoming more participatory and democratic
(Cheng 2004; Gratton 2004), there persists a pervasive concern in the eco-
nomic system with exchange value, which is about pursuit of calculable
‘liquid’ returns for expended work, rather than use value, which is about
intrinsic worth. Complementary to this is a profound internalisation of
instrumental rationality orientated to calculable returns and the achieve-
ment of organisational success. The spirit of capitalism specific to modern
capitalism remains strong and, arguably, on the ascendant globally – that
is, the ‘rationalistic and anti-traditionalistic “spirit”’ which involves ‘the
development of rational methodical practices in [the] conduct of life’
(Weber 2001 [1910]: 120).

The trends underpinning the increased interest in distributed leadership
seem to be consistent with a view that ‘bureaucracy … is collapsing’ (Cheng
2004: 183). But the persistence of hierarchy and bureaucracy should not be
underplayed. Bureaucratic rational authority, expressed through hierarchical
relationships, remains a significant way of legitimising social organisation,
alongside markets and networks which extol the virtues of relationships
based on exchange and bargaining (P.A. Woods 2003). Even though hierar-
chies may be flatter, there are still important formal differences in authority
within organisations. Power differences are formed and sustained through
complex and not necessarily visible circuits of power (Clegg 1989). A study of
how the official promotion of collegiality fared in a school in Scotland, for
example, concluded that teachers retained a strong sense of the prerogative
of the hierarchy within and beyond the school to govern, even where they
disagreed professionally with educational innovations (MacDonald 2004).

At the same time, a characteristic of modernity is that all legitimacies of
power are open to question. Whether justified by tradition, charisma, legal-
rational systems (Weber’s three legitimacies), or even by democratic elec-
tions, everything is open to the question ‘But why?’. The modern person is
well aware that there are countless alternatives in the world and no arrange-
ments are laid down by some universal requirement.

In this sense modernity reveals power. It reveals that some power is
open and justified and some hidden and arbitrary. Power differences that
are not subject to self-conscious legitimation by participants are arbitrary.
Hence, hierarchies and power differences which have not been understood,
agreed upon and accepted by those within them are expressions of arbitrary
power.
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The concern with emotional aspects of leadership and developing cre-
ativity and commitment to enterprise in education – subtle instrumental-
ism – is a response to two inherent problems in modern society. Firstly, the
emotions of an older sense of vocation or calling have to be reawakened in
new ways precisely because of pervasive instrumental rationality. A
response to the disenchantment of labour is needed. Weber recognised that
labour must be performed as if it is an absolute end in itself, namely, as a
calling. His recognition that skilled and sophisticated labour cannot be
motivated and sustained by the lure of wages alone (Weber 1971 [1930]:62)
has its contemporary resonance in the attention given to emotions, rela-
tionships, hearts and souls in organisational studies (Fullan 2001: 52–5).
This can be viewed in two ways:

● The systemic need is to get people to commit themselves to working in
ways consistent with organisational requirements and powerful interests
in the wider socio-economic system, and this requires overcoming calcu-
lated self-interest which leads people to minimise input and maximise
returns for the individual;

● The human need is for a re-enchantment of labour, imbuing work with
a sense of meaning, worth and validity rooted in enduring truths and
values concerning human living. 

How much of the emphasis on hearts and souls is made up of the instru-
mental use of emotion, with the aim of filling the gap left by a loss of
enchantment in modern relationships – in other words, answering the sys-
temic need? And how much comprises ‘genuine relationships based on
authenticity and care’ (Lewin and Regine, quoted in Fullan 2001: 52),
which answer the human need? 

Secondly, there is alienation, in the sense that Marx intended – people
being manoeuvred, distorted and confined by the constructs of human cre-
ativity (Fromm 1961). This means that economic relationships and the per-
ceived needs of organisations shape the person, rather than vice versa. One
of the contemporary forms of alienation is performativity culture (Ball
2000) which works in a similar way, fashioning school leaders, teachers and
students so they become the kinds of people necessary to achieve organisa-
tional goals and succeed in terms of performance measures. Marx’s elabo-
ration of alienation points to questions of continuing relevance. Who may
become most conscious of the dehumanisation built into the contemporary
order and able to take initiatives that challenge that dehumanisation? Who
leads change? 

The great ideas of Weber and Marx seem to leave us in a fix. Weber diag-
nosed the problem, but he did not propose a therapy (Lowith 1993: 49).
Marx had a therapy (proletarian revolution), but this turned out to be
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fatally flawed. Yet there are two reasons for looking for positive growth
points from these intellectual roots. 

Firstly, pointers to a therapy may be discerned in Weber’s work. This
hinges on the concept of inner distance and the expansion of its un-
developed potential by Weber. Inner distance is the capacity for self-
conscious adherence to ethical values in the face of daily pressures to
conform to bureaucratic and market rationalities. This capacity suggests ‘an
unfettered self which tries to assert its individuality by affirming certain
constant values in the face of the impersonal forces which increasingly
dominate the modern world’ (Schroeder 1991: 62). The capacity for inner
distance enables people to exercise some degree of genuine interior author-
ity (P.A. Woods 2003) and, hence, to participate as (more or less) free actors
in a democracy. 

Secondly, the positive side of recognising human alienation is that it is
at the same time a recognition of human creativity. The latter provides the
basis for giving substance to the idea of inner distance and of positive
liberty (founded in some sense of organic belonging), which has something
insightful and hopeful to say about the human potential on which devel-
opmental democracy rests. The Hegelian roots of Marx’s work have another
flowering which helps us here. T.H. Green and the political philosophy of
British Idealism that he founded, picking up the liberating potential of the
religious and political revolution of the early modern era, proposed that the
origin of an ethical sense resides not in external nature or circumstances,
but in human self-consciousness which is simultaneously conscious of
‘possible perfection and of actual imperfection’ and of recognising in
actions that the person ‘is infinitely far from being what he has it in him to
be’ (Nettleship 1906: cxxxiv).

People are, to a greater or lesser extent, capable of orientating them-
selves to that which is truly good and of enduring satisfaction to them as
human beings aspiring to perfection. Both that which is truly good and its
recognition emerge from and are properties of human self-consciousness.
T.H. Green reformulates the idea of God from an external Being to an
immanent characteristic of human consciousness. This aspect of con-
sciousness has the potential to orientate people to truths that give meaning
and direction beyond the mundane passions dominated by everyday sur-
vival and individualised interests.4 It is the basis for benign creativity.

The point here is that this understanding of the human condition and
potential has consequences for our vision of education. Freire emphasises
the dialectical movement that enables movement from alienation. Neither
subjectivism (the idea that changing consciousness alone will change the
world) nor objectivism (the idea that it is by changing the world that
people’s consciousness will change) are sufficient in themselves. We cannot
change our thinking in isolation from what we do. As Freire puts it: ‘ …
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there is a unity between practice and theory in which both are constructed,
shaped and reshaped in constant movement from practice to theory, then
back to a new practice’ (1985: 124). The implications for our understanding
of knowledge and the curriculum I shall turn to in Chapter 5. 

Integrational towards human capacities

Distributed leadership tends to be associated with a functional approach to
human capacities, emphasising the valuing of expertise and the develop-
ment of people who can most benefit the organisation, and developing
people’s potential in ways that contribute to organisational goals. Democ-
ratic leadership works for the integration of human capacities, giving some
sense of what is involved in facilitating substantive liberty. People’s capac-
ity for overcoming alienation, as opposed to arbitrary defiance of given cul-
tural values and norms, needs to be understood and appreciated. 

As we have seen, emotions are capable of being used as a means of
engaging people to organisational goals and interests in order to re-enchant
labour artificially. However, as Barbalet (2001) points out emotions are inca-
pable of being bought and possessed entirely as a product or commodity.
Conscience and honour, for example, retain their ‘pre-commodified’
quality because they continue to be possessed by those who have them (op.
cit.: 182). Fevre argues for a ‘recombinant sensibility’ (2000: 215) which
involves the enhanced valorisation and use of human capacities that are
undervalued. A cognitively dominated instrumentalism makes sense of the
world in only a limited fashion. Yet people have suppressed capacities for
sense making in particular emotions, like love, that help us to explain,
understand and orientate ourselves to the world.

But the philosophical anthropology of democracy underpinning demo-
cratic leadership does more than recognise this. Firstly, it distinguishes
within the affective domain between feelings concerned with matters of the
highest worth and mundane passions dominated by everyday survival and
individualised interests. The former are navigational feelings that orientate
us to what should be counted as true and of worth (Woods 2004). An under-
standing of social justice, for example, derives, at least in part, from a prim-
itive sense of what is right. The desire for justice

is something that is found in the youngest of children. ‘It’s not fair!’ is
a familiar cry. Even if the sentiment is not expressed in words, it is
deeply felt. Adults vividly remember those times in their childhood
when they were treated unfairly. Young people between childhood and
adulthood crave respect, and see that it must be reciprocal … (Griffiths
2003: 127)
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Navigational feelings are of crucial importance in raising the affective
domain beyond arbitrary passions and self-interest. Such a human capacity
is what T.H. Green was pointing towards in the idea of a moral orientation,
inherent as a potential in the individual, to the ‘“true good” … which pro-
vides abiding satisfaction’ (Boucher and Vincent 2000: 38). The individual
ego has the inherent potential to become aware that ‘a more perfect form
of existence is possible for itself’ (Green 1886: 326), a ‘higher self that is not
satisfied by the objects which yet [the person] deliberately pursues’ (op. cit.:
324), and to be ‘moved to action by that consciousness’ (op. cit.: 326).

This area of inner ethical potential has been explored within the field of
psychology by Donaldson (1993) in her studies of value-sensing. I have elab-
orated the related concept of values-intuition as a potential feature of social
action (Woods 2001). In his sociological analysis of the genesis of values, Joas
points to the importance of the living foundation of values in ‘experiences of
… self-transcendence’ (2000: 164). The self’s consciousness of life’s limita-
tions and mortality itself engenders a sense of ideals, superordinate values
and eternity, and the felt importance and personal empowerment of surren-
dering the ego to some kind of ‘ideal authority’ (op. cit.: 81)5.

Research suggests that spiritual experiences in contemporary times are a
major source for navigational feelings. Such experiences have been shown
to be influential for the professional life and educational conduct of school
leaders (G.J. Woods 2003). It is important to be tentative and self-critical
about these as sources of knowledge – in other words, to apply a critical
epistemology to their claims (see Chapter 5). However, navigational feel-
ings are significant contributors to veridical meanings which point to
enduring values and offer practical orientation to leaders. 

Secondly, alienation is not a static state but holds the potential for
change as a process. Instrumental rationality and navigational feelings are
contradictory elements within the person because of the dominating char-
acter of the former. Transcending alienation involves awareness and practi-
cal change. The spirit of Marx’s dialectical analysis of alienation is about
identifying and yielding the good suppressed in the present,6 revealed
through the latter’s contradictions, in order to make the best of this funda-
mental tension in the social conditions in which people find themselves.
The ‘steel shell’ of instrumentality suppresses the full potential of the affec-
tive domain of the self. Democratic rationalities are often overwhelmed by
the powerful instrumental rationality integral to exchange and rational
authority. Democratic leadership in pursuing the educational aim of
enabling all to become democratic citizens seeks to overcome the contra-
diction between two forces:

● the constraints of today’s reality – the social dominance of instrumental
rationality, characteristic of a social order driven by arbitrary meaning;
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and

● human potential – navigational feelings, contributory to veridical mean-
ings pointing to enduring truths. 

Heightened consciousness of powerful instrumental rationality serves to
sharpen over time appreciation of the affective domain and its significance
for our humanity. To put it another way, consciousness of this dehumani-
sation is embedded in each person by virtue of the character of the affec-
tive domain. Human potentialities ‘when they are suppressed and opposed
will in time rebel and demand an opportunity for manifestation’ (Dewey,
quoted in Henderson 1999: 4). Further, those towards the bottom of the
hierarchy are often especially capable – potentially – of sensitivity to, and
awareness of, suffering brought about by impersonal forces. 

Two processes are necessary for change. Firstly, pre-commodified navi-
gational feelings, which are the basis of inner distance from instrumental
rationality, need to be recognised and developed. Such feelings include pos-
itive sentiments towards the realisation of second-order values, like honesty
and fair treatment, and negative feelings towards their opposite. They
include more profound affective responses to events, people or social orders
that give expression to higher, first-order values, such as compassion,
liberty and justice. An example would be love for a person who embodies,
through their character and actions, compassion and selflessness in the
pursuit of justice and freedom for others.

Intense and profound negative sentiments to actions and people that
represent extremes of the denial of higher values also signal the existence
of these values. An intense affective response giving rise to a sense of viola-
tion of such higher values is itself a sign that they do indeed exist. Hence,
the sociologist Peter Berger argues that one of the signs of principles and
ideals that transcend material and mundane interests is people’s sense of
being ‘fundamentally outraged’ at certain acts (1973: 84), such as the Holo-
caust, which ‘seem to violate a fundamental awareness of the constitution
of our humanity’ (p. 85).

Secondly, moving beyond the recognition and development of such
navigational feelings, there needs to be a recombination of emotional
senses and instrumental rationality which transforms the latter into an ana-
lytical and organising capability complementary to navigational feelings. 

The capacity to assert ethical values in the face of contemporary social
and economic forces is an essential feature of education which aims to lift
people towards their human potential. An integral part of democratic lead-
ership is creating the conditions which are conducive to the reintegration
of human capacities through the development, application and recombi-
nation of affective capacities with a complementary analytical rationality.
Adoption of the concept of democratic leadership in school contexts
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encourages an educational approach which poses and addresses some of
the deepest questions about human beings and what constitutes valued
learning.

Inclusive, based on human status

Whilst distributed leadership gives an impetus to the opening of the
boundaries of leadership, and so includes more people in leadership, this is
a conditioned inclusivity. Distributed leadership is more often about inclu-
sivity based on contingent status. Much of the discourse surrounding dis-
tributed leadership places an emphasis on distribution of leadership
according to the market or an organisational value of people’s expertise,
skills and motivation. Boundaries of participation are, therefore, circum-
scribed according to organisational needs and priorities. Boundaries may be
drawn, by imposition or negotiation, at different points within an organi-
sation, and may or may not include groups outside it. In the case of
schools, whilst teacher leadership is a matter for study and discussion (see,
for example, Leithwood and Jantzi 2000), less prominent in the field of
leadership is a focus on non-teaching staff, students and parents.

Democracy adds to the emergent character of distributed leadership the
idea that everyone, by virtue of their human status, should be an active
participant in democratic practice. Democratic leadership champions
inclusion based on human status. This is the consequence of a sense of
common humanity and a fundamental valuing of each person – the centre
of gravity for democracy. The state of communitas, or the free space with its
diminished social distinctions and statuses which we shall come to in
Chapter 8, helps to remind people of ‘an essential and generic human
bond, without which there could be no society’ (Turner 1969: 97; original
emphasis). This bond, which underpins a sense of a common humanity
and has implications for how we treat and include each other, is integral
to democratic leadership. From this perspective, the human status of those
within, and associated with, an organisation is the ultimate touchstone
determining rights to participate. Pragmatic matters will, nevertheless,
have a bearing on the degree and nature of involvement by different
groups (discussed further in Chapter 11). 

Inherent autonomy

Distributed leadership is not about the valuing of personal autonomy
per se, but is more accurately described as being concerned with
instrumental autonomy. Although leadership may be distributed, it does

42 Democratic Leadership in Education

8641book.qxp  11/07/2005  20:08  Page 42



not necessarily imply an absence of direction and constraint cascading
down a hierarchy. Studies indicate how some forms of distributed
leadership work with strong leadership from senior leaders, and are bound
by aims and values set by superior levels within and beyond the
organisation (see, for example, Graetz 2000; Harris and Chapman 2002).
In other words, distributed leadership varies in the balance between
control and the autonomy which participants are allowed or enabled to
exercise (Woods et al. 2004). Often limits will be set, by over-arching
organisational values and goals, to the scope for dispersed initiative, that
is, the terrain of issues and organisational activities open to independent
initiative. In education these have been increasingly set by central
regulation, performance targets and inter-institutional comparisons aimed
at producing skills and attitudes required for competitive and globally-
orientated market economies (Apple 2000; Gewirtz 2000; Bottery 2001).
Participation by team working is often focused on finding creative and
effective ways of overcoming specific problems or reaching pre-defined
goals.7

Democratic leadership values autonomy of the person as an inherent
good, which is connected with the principle of freedom. It also provides at
least part of the answer to the educational question that addresses Weber’s
fundamental cultural question. What type of person is the educational
social order that makes up the school meant to encourage? The answer
embedded in the developmental conception of democratic leadership is the
truly creative agent, capable of dealing with the pressures of modernity and
moving towards the aim of ‘self-conscious self-determination’, which is the
antithesis of alienation.8 This person can recognise and use the potential of
inner distance. For students, this means helping them to develop ‘a rea-
soned and responsible autonomy’ and ‘the task for schools is to help young
people exercise power over their own lives both in school and as an invest-
ment for the future’ (Ruddock and Flutter 2004: 129). For staff, it means
expressing, through their engagement in shared leadership, a commitment
to substantive values of democracy and social justice, a capacity for inde-
pendence and a ‘critical consciousness’ of issues beyond the school, which
include the global, social and personal effects of capitalism in its contem-
porary phase (Bottery 2002: 173).

The answer to the cultural question about the type of person meant to
be encouraged, is not dependent on the degree to which a person
contributes to functional criteria laid down by the school or state. The
answer is guided by the multi-dimensional practice which engages human
potentialities: human potential to integrate ethical, decisional, discursive
and therapeutic rationalities in concert with others. Democratic leadership
values creative space as necessary for human creativity and flourishing,
not merely as a means to more effectively achieving organisational goals.
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Oppositional

Distributed leadership is formally neutral towards issues of private or public
ownership, markets or democratic control, and other such issues. However,
it lends itself to being uncritically harnessed for the pursuit of goals and
values which are contestable and in contention with humanist values of
education. As a result, in its practical manifestations there are often nor-
mative tendencies or implicit values assumptions implicated in distributed
leadership.

Democratic leadership, by its nature, is involved in confronting the
major challenges inherent in modernity. Democratic leadership recognises
the need for an oppositional stance to the dominance of instrumental
rationality and the alienating character of the social order. Hence, it
involves ideas and action which are in tension with market servitism
(Woods 2002), instrumental rationality and the separation and evaluation
of people’s capacities according to market and functional criteria. It exists
in permanent tension with relationships and power differences that are
legitimated by self-interested exchange (typically the market) or by rational
authority (modern bureaucracy) (P.A. Woods 2003). 

Democratic leadership has two sides. One side looks forward to enabling
the positive potential of people – creative autonomy and reintegration of
human capacities – whilst the other side has to contend with the dominat-
ing forces of modernity (see Figure 4.2). It is that duality, or the positive
enabling of creative potential together with a recognition of ‘hard’ realities,
which makes democratic leadership relevant to education in the context of
a global capitalist economic order (Bottery 2001). It takes to task the ‘neo-
liberal view of the performing school [which] requires teachers and stu-
dents to be followers, but to feel good about it … ’ (Gunter 2001: 122). 

Because developmental democracy is not just about the external organ-
isational order, but integral to it is a respect for each individual and his or
her human potential, democratisation engages the whole person. Hence, it
is concerned not only with the integration of human capacities (as has been
discussed), but has in common with Nemiroff’s (1992) notion of critical
humanism a concern to address both the social context of modernity and
the internal world of idiosyncracies, imagination and personal feelings.

Critical humanism combines the focus of critical pedagogy on social
issues, such as the emancipation of oppressed groups, with a recognition
and respect for the ‘often eccentric or individual psychological dimensions’
(op. cit.: 57). Each person’s expertise concerning their own lives – their
internal authority (P.A. Woods 2003) – is recognised. Critical humanism
‘starts with individual feelings, which are brought into contact with exter-
nal factors that then contribute to the form these feelings take’ and help
empower people to understand how ‘lives are mediated and controlled by

44 Democratic Leadership in Education

8641book.qxp  11/07/2005  20:08  Page 44



those social definitions and institutions’ which serve dominant groups and
interests (Nemiroff 1992: 89).

The principles of developmental democracy, with their themes of
liberty, equality and belonging, demand the spanning of the social and per-
sonal. Developmental democracy also adds to this the potential for naviga-
tional feelings which enable the internal affective dimension to orientate
the person to action and values that ultimately represent human progress
and goodness.

This chapter has spent some time articulating the reasons for attaching
importance to democratic leadership in education and in doing this has
elaborated the intellectual roots and ideas that contribute to a develop-
mental conception of democratic leadership. The relevance of instrumental
reasons for advocating democratic leadership has been acknowledged.
Greatest attention, however, has been given to instrinsic arguments,
explored through a comparison with distributed leadership and sum-
marised in Figure 4.1.

The next task is to consider what epistemological implications are asso-
ciated with democracy, the subject of the following chapter. This will com-
plete the conceptual exploration of the developmental conception of
democratic leadership. It will then be possible to examine the connection
between democratic leadership and learning (in Chapter 6), before dis-
cussing (in Chapters 8 to 10) characteristics and issues that need attention
in creating and sustaining democratic leadership. 

Notes

1 Sen (1999: 5).
2 There are links here with the sociological theory of analytical dualism

(Archer 1995) which advocates a critical realist approach emphasising insti-
tutional, cultural and social phenomena as emergent properties of social life.
(See also Gronn 2000; Woods 2000).

3 The usual translation of Weber’s original text as the’iron cage’ of the bureau-
capitalist order is better rendered in English as the ‘steel shell’ (Wells 2001).
What confines people is not an external ‘cage’, but something much more
insidious: a characteristic which has become part of the person (as a shell is
an organic part of an animal) and which is forged (like steel) by human
beings in modern society.

4 Human consciousness contains within it, in the Idealist interpretation, a
reproduction of an eternal mind or self-consciousness and so the good life
has a metaphysical meaning far beyond the mundane passions of this world.
See Nettleship (1906: cxxxiii) and also Boucher and Vincent (2000: 38).

5 Here Joas is expounding the sociologist Simmel’s explanation of self-transcen-
dence, though he does not embrace Simmel’s theorising on this in its entirety.
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6 See Marx (1973: 161–2, 881). 
7 Not all leaders working in concert and investigated as cases of distributed

leadership are driven purely by instrumental motives. See, for example,
Gronn (1999) and Gronn and Hamilton (2004). However, the discourse of
distributed leadership tends to situate such leadership as an instrument of
given organisational and economistic goals.

8 Oxford Companion to Philosophy, Oxford University Press, 1995 (from
website, www.xrefer.com/entry/552724). See also Meszaros’s (1970: 162–8)
discussion of Marx’s notion of ‘self-mediation’.
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5 An open approach to
knowledge

The intimate connection between democracy and creative human potential
is the foundation of the developmental conception of democracy. The pre-
supposition of this conception is that people are capable, individually and
collectively, of creative social action. So, with regard to literacy for example,
Freire argues:

If learning to read and write is to constitute an act of knowing, the
learners must assume from the beginning the role of creative subjects.
(1985: 49) 

As suggested in the previous chapter, to overcome alienation a dialectical
movement is needed between subjectivism (changing consciousness) and
objectivism (changing the social and material context in which we live). Crit-
ical capabilities are essential to this. Democratic society needs to ‘seek
through education to provide pupils with the skills necessary to see their
problems in a reflexive perspective and thus enable them to gain some
control over their own destinies’ (Kelly 1995: 81). Hence literacy – to con-
tinue with this example – is seen not as a technical accomplishment, but is
inherently part of learning as a human being to reflect on and act in the
world. True literacy is ‘associated with the right of self-expression and world-
expression, of creating and re-creating, of deciding and choosing and ulti-
mately participating in society’s historical process’ (op. cit.: 50; emphasis added). 

This reflects a notion of substantive liberty to which education helps the
learner aspire. A similar notion is found in the second of two forms of
socialisation distinguished by the Norwegian philosopher, Hellesnes (Moos
2004). The first – conditioning socialisation – ‘reduces humans to objects for
political processes which they do not recognize as political’, rendering
them suitable for direction and control (Hellesnes 1976: 18, quoted in Moos
2004: 7). This is antithetical to democratic education. The second – educa-
tional socialisation – emancipates people so that they are able to be compe-
tent and autonomous political actors. This is socialisation which enables
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the student to engage creatively in shaping the structures (institutional, cul-
tural and social) that form the context of his or her life. Its educational aim
is ‘to develop the kind of knowledge of the world which allows a sense of
its transformability, and to develop the skills which enable people to par-
ticipate in such change’ (Jones with Franks 1999: 47). Promoting a curricu-
lum that aims to do this is a central task of democratic leadership.

Implicated in this task is a view of how knowledge is generated and cir-
culated, and how we, as creative mediators of culture, construct under-
standings of the world. Hence, democracy carries with it a certain
understanding of how we as human beings are able to know the world. It
has philosophical underpinnings that have epistemological implications.
People are creators of knowledge rather than passive recipients of revealed
or already-discovered knowledge. 

A typology of perspectives of knowledge, which is a radically simplified
representation of a complex field of philosophy, is shown in Table 5.1. It
has the virtue of throwing into sharp relief certain key, contrasting features
of epistemology – namely, the view taken of knowledge and of the social
dynamic underpinning the approach to it, and the perspective taken on
truth and what constitutes the basic aim of education.

Table 5.1: Perspectives on knowledge

The critical perspective on knowledge has its roots in empiricism where
the test of validity is not against a text, theory or an authority, but against
experience and critical examination. In this perspective nothing can be
finally proven (Hume 1969 [1739/40]). But the critical perspective on knowl-
edge does not equate with a simple empiricism that believes in unmediated
observation of ‘facts’. It represents more of a Popperian stance in which our
ideas and theories of the world are continually tested against experience and
data (Popper 1979). Knowledge and understanding are tentative. There is,
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therefore, room for difference and diverse perspectives and points of view and
new hypotheses. Indeed, that is necessary and encouraged. Nevertheless, the
aspiration is towards truths and, to this end, the continual improvement of
understanding. In difference, we are also seeking to expand the knowledge
which unites us; that is, to enhance our shared comprehension of and insight
into our selves and the world we inhabit. Such understanding is advanced
through critique. Hence, it is vital that people are enabled to develop and
apply their critical faculties, which include their rational capability and their
affective capacity for navigational feelings, so that they can independently,
individually and with others, challenge and discover.

Kelly has marshalled well the arguments for the special relationship
between democracy and what I term here the critical perspective on knowl-
edge. He emphasises that for students in a democratic education the
‘central task is to learn to question and challenge all the “knowledge” they
are presented with’ (1995: 92). This kind of development

cannot be brought about by the assimilation of knowledge; it can only
be attained by using, testing and developing knowledge in the process
of solving real problems – in short, by addressing a problem, framing a
hypothetical solution and then testing that hypothesis to see if it
‘works’. (1995: 92)

Indeed, for Kelly, ‘to be opposed to this form of education is to be opposed
to democracy itself’ (p. 93). Democracy ‘implies a view of knowledge as
uncertain, tentative, provisional, evolutionary and subject to constant chal-
lenge, questioning and possible modification’ (p. 117). A primary school
teacher participating in research undertaken by Jeffrey articulates this. She
describes her teaching as modelling ‘the kind of thought processes and
questioning of the knowledge’ she wants to teach, and continues:

In fact I was doing that in Art this afternoon. OK, I was asking for their
response, but I was responding as well, as a person not a teacher. When
I am working, I am always conscious of modelling my learning. It is
being able to learn about learning as well. As a teacher, I am quite con-
scious of wanting to be a learning model. I am not the holder of knowl-
edge that they have to unlock. (Carol, a Year 6 teacher, quoted in
Jeffrey 2003: 496)

A post-modernist perspective on knowledge takes the critical approach still
further. The idea of post-modernism can be taken to mean different things
(Kelly 1995). But I take the view that, in essence, it is the stretching of mod-
ernism, and in particular the critical perspective of knowledge, to its most
extreme position. So, knowledge does not really exist but is the passing, tran-
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sitory and ephemeral beliefs of the moment. Difference and diversity are cel-
ebrated. Most crucially the very idea of truth is set aside and considered an
illusion to be left behind. The educational aim is for the person to be able to
build a sense of identity and to change identities. 

I should acknowledge here that the Foucauldian thesis which challenges
traditional commitments to truth has a point, and one which encourages a
proper, critical alertness to truth claims. It argues that what is taken to com-
prise truth at any point in time is the outcome of power relations embed-
ded in the status quo. Truth is an effect of power. In light of this, Giroux,
for example, argues that intellectual practice should be tied to ‘an alterna-
tive and emancipatory politics of truth’ and ‘be grounded in forms of moral
and ethical discourse and action that address the suffering and struggles of
the oppressed’ (1989: 212). However, this statement – if it is meant to invite
the critical reader to agree – must rest on the idea that a better life for those
who suffer and are oppressed (regardless of whether we are members of this
group of people or stand in a different relationship to them) is to be valued
and that it makes sense (conceptually and empirically) to refer to ‘suffer-
ing’, the ‘oppressed’ and ‘struggles’.

There are ideas about the world and values implicit in the statement,
which comprise universal claims of truth and meaning. I do not argue with
the statement. My point is that it is not reflective of a post-modernist epis-
temological stance; rather, it is making claims to validity which are com-
patible with a critical perspective on knowledge and, like other propositions
and claims to knowledge, ought to be approached with a questioning mind
and be subject to continual challenge and possible modification. The
problem with post-modernism as an epistemological stance is that it takes
the uncertainty of the critical perspective on knowledge and makes it the
final word on the human condition. It purports to leave behind the diffi-
cult job of grappling with how to improve our understanding of reality by
abandoning the very idea of truth.

The rationalist perspective is the epistemology which stands in sharpest
contrast to the critical perspective and, in isolation, is incompatible with
democracy. This views certain truths as known. The consequent need is to
ensure that everyone is enabled to understand what those truths are. After
all, it is axiomatic that it is sensible and good to accept that which is true.
The source of knowledge may be scientific discovery and theoretical analy-
sis, or revelatory pronouncements from prophets, or truths discoverable in
sacred texts. The aims that follow from this certainty are to transmit these
known truths so that all can assimilate them and to bring everyone to a
unity of understanding around them. 

Kelly’s concern that a rationalist perspective on knowledge is incompat-
ible with democratic education has some force. Religious schooling, for
example, which inducts children into a fixed belief system that is presented
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as unchallengeable truth seems at odds with a democratic society in which
respect for other versions of truth is a fundamental principle. Even more
threatening to democracy are instances where the beliefs of one group
deliberately demonise others in the same society and justify prejudice and
even violence.

However, it would be going too far to eliminate from education any ratio-
nalist approach to knowledge. Whilst education is a process that involves dis-
covery and challenge on the part of learners (the critical perspective on
knowledge), it also entails, as part of that process, transmission and assimila-
tion. Learning, outside and inside school, involves absorbing ideas about the
world which give some sense of knowing and contribute to a sense of iden-
tity. Following assimilation, the learner may become conscious and, in time,
reflexive and critical of this. In the realm of values, the source of the learning
and identity building may be a faith context for some, whilst for others a
secular or non-religious one, or a strongly politicised worldview. 

In practice, as a sense of knowing starts to take hold, it is learnt, to a
degree, as knowledge emergent from a rationalist epistemology. Or,
perhaps, it is taken in as if the knowledge is rationalist. What I mean by this
assertion is that the perceived or explained validity of learnt ideas has a
quality of giveness – whether that be through its derivation from a text, a
theory, or an authority (such as the teacher). At the point of assimilation,
it is not necessarily, or appears not to be, open to challenge. Such knowl-
edge contributes to a person’s conjectural maps that orientate them to the
world and enable them to chart their actions (Woods 2000).1

So, for example, knowledge about a particular novel or poem, and, say,
its place and meaning in the historical context of writing, enables the
student to begin engaging with that writing. Or, in order to engage with a
problem – in science or in practical curriculum areas – some understanding
of relevant principles and information is a pre-requisite. Before engage-
ment, ‘threshold knowledges’ (Lingard et al. 2003: 39) are needed. In the
arena of values, philosophy and religious belief, people first develop by
absorbing ideas and cultures that provide interpretations of who we are and
of social life and which signal what value and importance aspects of the
world have. People cannot tackle intellectual, artistic and practical chal-
lenges, and grow, as tabla rasa. Rather, they take in, build, revise and refine,
or replace, conjectural maps. Students ‘need specific knowledge that can be
used to solve (what to them) are important problems’ (Knight 2001: 253).

This movement between rationalist and critical approaches in the prac-
tical engagement with knowledge occurs and recurs in periods of varying
length. For example, it may characterise a process over several years, or one
which takes place in the classroom. It can be seen in the six stages experi-
enced by a headteacher with the class for which she was also the teacher
(see Figure 5.1). 
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Figure 5.1: Stages of teaching (extract from MacBeath 2004: 43–44)

Assimilated knowledge has something of the character of Winnicott’s
(1971: 3–14) transitional phenomena which are necessary for development
but which people move beyond, recognising the illusions inherent in them.
However, I would not suggest that all the components of received knowledge
are discarded and ascribed as illusion. Some stand the test of time, perhaps
being recast in the evolving interpretative understanding of the learner. 

In a democracy the starting points for learning cannot be prescribed in
any absolute sense. Respect for the diversity of cultural contexts is part and
parcel of the democratic principle of organic belonging. Where educational
diversity involves schools of different philosophies or religious orienta-
tions, there are, however, principles that apply in a democratic society.
What the democratic community in order to be democratic wants to
encourage amongst diverse cultures is:

● respect for the creative potential of each person, including young
people, and that includes both their critical, rational capability and their
affective capacity for navigational feelings (the foundational creative
agency of democracy); and

● respect for other cultures within society (cultural justice).

This means that all, to a degree, embrace a critical perspective on knowl-
edge, which involves people applying their analytical faculties to challenge
and discover for themselves. 

Stage 1: delivering the curriculum. Fitting with the traditional role of the
teacher as passing on curricular content from one who knows to those who
don’t.
Stage 2: beginning to discuss with pupils the purposes and objectives of
what they are learning. What is the objective of your learning?
Stage 3: involving pupils in considering and writing down indicators by which
to measure their achievement. How will you know when you have learned
something?
Stage 4: involving pupils in assessing their own and others’ work. How good
is this piece of work? What criteria can be used to judge it?
Stage 5: pupils becoming determiners of learning. They make decisions
about the when, how and what of classroom learning. What is the best way
to do this?
Stage 6: collaborating with pupils as learning partners. What shall we do
together to improve the conditions, processes and evaluation of our
learning?
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A key question that modernity and the critical perspective on knowledge
cannot avoid is: If everything is uncertain, how do we take action? People
need to act as if certain things are true. This includes scientific propositions,
such as inference of cause and effect, and the assumptions involved in day-
to-day interactions. Without some practical sense of certainty and pre-
dictability, social life becomes impossible. There has to be some degree of
non-rationality, in the sense of a not completely reasoned and logically
watertight adoption of some things as known: a commitment, a decision, a
belief in some facts and values, which enables social action to take place.

As noted above, assimilation of some knowledge and a sense of knowing
our identity are integral to the educational process. These may be seen as a
surrender to some form of rationalist epistemology that, at root, is an emo-
tional embrace of the validity of certain assertions and claims to truth. As
Hume observed, ‘ … belief is more properly an act of the sensitive, than of
the cogitative part of our natures’ (Hume 1969: 234). The point is, however,
that the believing of a claim as true is not the end-point. It needs to be
accompanied, as Hume emphasises, by scepticism – a continual asking of
critical questions – which acts as a vital guard against dangerous ‘flights of
the imagination’ (p. 314): the very point also of the congregation at the
origins of modern Western democracy, in which interpretations were tested
and approved as a check on individualist absurdities. The point for educa-
tion too is that it is a process. Education is not confined to one form of
knowledge. There are times for transmission which places emphasis on
assimilating knowledge. And there are times when this should be ques-
tioned and investigated. 

On the basis of the above argument, we have a nice, neat process that
will educate young people so that they can take part as autonomous
members of democratic society: assimilation (à la rationalist epistemology)
➜ questioning and testing (à la critical epistemology) ➜ new assimilation,
and so on, onwards and upwards. Well, it is not quite so simple. There is a
paradox in liberal education. An external influence (school education) is
being applied to young people so that they can attain the point where they
are not controlled by external influences (Moos 2004). Or, putting it
another way, a difficult question is raised by this apparently neat process.
How can a way of learning built on acceptance and surrender (assimilation)
sustain genuine critical independence? In response, an appeal can be made
to five points concerning human capacities and the processes of learning
and social action that form an interrelating platform for development of
critical independence. The first two basic human capacities are highlighted
by Moos, who derives them from traditions in educational thought.

Firstly, people are endowed with ‘an innate ability to be open-minded’
(Moos 2004: 7). To this I would add that the recognition, valuing and nur-
turing of this is an historically situated phenomenon. Secondly, the self has
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the capability to reflect on both itself and something beyond itself, which
‘enables the human being to act and to reflect on the action and thereafter
initiate other actions’ (ibid.). Thirdly, people have resources within their
own selves – the capacity for navigational feelings – that further aid inde-
pendent scrutiny of external influences. 

The fourth point is that reconciliation of such profoundly challenging
paradoxes and contradictions is not achieved at the level of ideas, but is
reached through practice. What is to be valued and what are to be the
norms governing behaviour and how values and norms relate to each other
cannot be finally decided upon through discussion and reasoning. As Joas
(2000) explains, drawing on pragmatist philosophy in particular, ethical
action is always experimental. We can only develop our understanding of
what is good and right through creative action which takes place in con-
tingent conditions.

This does not mean that values and norms are arbitrary. It is a recognition
that no amount of theorising or deliberation removed from practice can
resolve the conflicts and tensions, in particular (concerning democratic lead-
ership for example) those between the democratic principles of freedom,
equality, organic belonging and substantive liberty. These have to be weighed
up and reconciled as part and parcel of everyday action and decision making,
a process which is an integral feature of leadership. Values are not so much
‘applied’ as continually explored through ‘creative and risky performances in
action’ (p. 170); and because none of us can know for certain what will result
from actions, despite our good intentions, our understanding of ‘the good
and the right will come under pressure of revision’ in the light of the actual
consequences of actions (p. 171). We can aim to strike the appropriate
balance between the democratic goods (such as the democratic principles)
and norms (such as fairness and honesty), but at any point in time and prac-
tice the question of whether this is the right balance is always open to the test
of its actual results. The best that can be claimed is that it is highly plausible
that such-and-such a course of action was ethically the best. 

So, the difficulties and contradictions within our conjectural maps
cannot necessarily be reconciled at the level of ideas. Values and norms, as
well as concepts and theories concerning the natural world in its widest
sense, are weighed against each other and their appropriateness judged in
creative social action. When to assimilate and when to criticise, or encour-
age criticism, are similarly judgements ultimately made at the level of prac-
tice as an art, not as a neat, systematised, prescribed technique.

Fifthly, advancing understanding is not something that is done pre-
dominantly alone. Learning is collaborative, not just an individual exercise.
Students appear to learn more where they rely not only on themselves, or
even their close friendship groups, but mix and draw from others in the
class ‘as resources for particular skills and episodes of learning’ (MacBeath
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2004: 44). The point applies to teachers as well. Learning in a democratic
way aids the development of independent thinking and creativity, which in
turn is fundamental to democracy. 

Where does all this discussion of knowledge take us? In summary, what
underpins democratic education and the educational role of democratic
leadership is an open approach to knowledge. By this is meant that under-
standing and knowledge develop through a continual dialectical move-
ment between a rationalist epistemology (which views certain truths as
known and posits fixed parameters of knowledge) and a critical epistemol-
ogy (which considers that nothing can be taken as true and that all con-
ceptions – all facts, theories, values, social codes and norms – are
perpetually open to critique). Integral to advancement of understanding in
the open approach is dialogue and the sharing of views, expertise and infor-
mation amongst networks of learners, and the creative application of ten-
tative knowledges in practical action. 

Having completed, with this discussion of epistemology, the conceptual
exploration of the developmental conception of democratic leadership, I
now turn to consider the link between democratic leadership and learning
and pedagogy.

Notes

1 Conjectural maps encompass concepts, ideas and their interrelationships, as
well as the affective dimension within which these are set – that is, the feel-
ings and moral approbation that are bound up with the conceptual and the-
oretical picture portrayed by the map.
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6 Links to learning

The root of interest in democratic leadership, whether at the level of school
governance, school leadership or pedagogical leadership, is its connection
with learning. Discussion in this chapter cascades down the traditional
hierarchy of schools. After considering the influence of senior leadership,
attention is given to the notion of teacher leadership, which is closer to
pedagogical practice and is a form of distributed leadership in school edu-
cation seen by some as having contemporary significance. The chapter then
turns directly to the teaching and learning which educational leadership –
however it is conceptualised and practised – is ultimately intended to
influence. If there is an educational responsibility to promote democratic
culture, with epistemological implications, there is a responsibility to
examine what this means for educational practice in classrooms and other
settings for teaching and learning. It implies pedagogical approaches that
are ‘participatory, open-ended and interactive’ (Clough and Holden 2002:
5). It implies that democratic leadership in schools is concerned with
promoting and creating the conditions for democratic pedagogies.

Senior leadership

The effects of democratic governance structures are very difficult to assess
and research, as there are numerous intervening factors and variables.
Reviewing US research, Croninger and Malen (2002) suggest that there is
some evidence of modest, if uneven, improvements in student achieve-
ment associated with more decentralised and democratic governance of
schools. Improvements seemed to be associated with a mix of factors,
including an active school council and school principals who, ‘working
together, have adopted school improvement plans that promote profes-
sional development and focus on strengthening relationships within and
beyond the school’ (p. 296).

Some research suggests that school improvement and effectiveness are
associated with democratic and participatory styles of school leadership
(Harris and Chapman 2002; Hallinger and Heck 1999). The evidence is,
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however, not conclusive. This is in part due to the nature of leadership. In
so far as it is conceived as the positional leadership of senior authority
figures, leadership is one-step removed from the sharp end of education
and is found to have a relatively small, direct, measurable impact on learn-
ing. Leadership by principals has, for example, a modest effect on student
engagement (Leithwood and Jantzi 2000: 61). On the whole, research
studies indicate that senior leadership has some impact on school effec-
tiveness, though it tends to be indirect. They show that impact on learning
outcomes is ‘largely mediated through the work of staff and the school
culture or climate that is created’ (Earley and Evans 2004: 335), and such
studies ‘do not support the image of the heroic school leader’ (Hallinger
and Heck 1999: 185).1 These studies comprise part of the ideas context
which has galvanised critiques of transformational leadership.

Nevertheless, leadership generally, and democratic leadership in particu-
lar, have consequences – explored in this chapter – that are both significant
and difficult (though not impossible) to measure. The impact of the leader-
ship of senior authority figures is diffuse and complex. In Chapter 10, instead
of a simple conception of leadership agency, the idea of orchestration
(Wallace 2003) as a more appropriate description of the leadership of change
is highlighted. Senior leaders utilise and fashion a whole range of influencing
factors, which include relationships, school structures, resource allocation,
symbolic acts and their own behaviour and discourse, to set in motion and
sustain school change. This is not a process of linear cause and effect. Never-
theless, how this is done, and to what ends, affects the kind of culture, atmos-
phere and, ultimately, teaching and learning experiences which characterise
the school. Lingard et al. (2003), on the basis of their research, lay stress on
senior leadership being modelled on effective classroom practice and creating
the conditions for teachers to exercise leadership. In other words, the open
approach to knowledge applies to students, teachers and senior school
leaders. According to their findings, this means that senior leaders should:

● ensure there are opportunities for staff to comment on and criticise
senior leadership (pp. 42–3);

● listen to and engage positively with these comments and criticisms (p.
43);

● encourage and provide opportunities for teachers to engage in shared,
critical reflection on their own practice (p. 42);

● recognise and value teachers’ professional expertise and judgement (p.
43);

● encourage teachers to take responsibility, initiate change and take risks
(dispersal of leadership) (pp. 42, 47, 48);
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● be attentive to the emotional well-being of teachers and students (pp.
45, 48);

● reject a deficit model of education which blames students and parents
(p. 47);

● create a culture of collective responsibility, which means supporting and
caring for each other, particularly in difficult times or when things go
wrong (p. 48).

In one of the schools studied, where there was a strong school commitment
to certain curricular and pedagogical features which had to be adhered to
(such as co-operative learning and the cross-curricular integration of envi-
ronmental education), a teacher describes what it means to be supported and
to have a say. She highlights the importance of freedom which allows her
some degree of control (the personal choice dimension of decisional ration-
ality), the consequent scope to be creative, the beneficial impact on her emo-
tionally (therapeutic rationality) and the link with classroom teaching:

To come into a school where the principal appreciates you as a teacher
and says, ‘I may not agree with the way you do stuff, but I can see that
what you’re doing is fine’, you feel affirmed by that and the fact that
you are supported. It makes such a difference. It is like the kids, I guess.
They are getting patted on the head, they’re happy, and keep going. We
are like them, too. The more we try stuff, the more we learn and soon
find out what doesn’t work. You are in an environment where you are
encouraged to step out of your comfort zone and give it a go. (Teacher,
quoted in Lingard et al. 2003: 46)

Another example of the significance of senior school leadership is the dem-
ocratic school which Trafford has sought to create over many years through
his consistent leadership as headteacher. He emphasises the way in which
the total environment of the school, suffused by a democratic ethos, posi-
tively influences the motivation, confidence and self-esteem of students,
and how the ethos reminds everyone that the school is there for the stu-
dents. As a result, Trafford (2003: 22) is convinced that students achieve
more than they otherwise would and concludes that senior leaders can
influence learning by creating school environments which:

● treat their pupils with dignity and respect as thinking beings;

● help children to develop the skills of democratic citizenship;

● see giving young people a voice as a means both of protecting them-
selves and of helping their teachers to find the methods and techniques
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which will enable them to learn in the best way;

● see pupils as potentially more effective students if they are empowered,
trusted and allowed to feel safe and able to express themselves freely and
responsibly. 

Teacher leadership

If leadership is understood as distributed, it is not confined to the senior
leadership, but extends into the process of teaching and learning. Hence, a
further dimension of the influence of leadership is its reconceptualisation
as distributed and the recognition of the active role of teachers as initiative-
takers and influential agents of change. One of the ways distributed leader-
ship is translated into education is through the notion of teacher
leadership, though the concept is beset in the literature by overlapping and
competing definitions (Muijs and Harris 2003). A delineation of its main
dimensions is given by Day and Harris (2003) and summarised in Muijs and
Harris (2003). Teacher leaders:

● are mediators of school improvement, who translate its principles into
classroom practice and draw on expertise, resources and external assis-
tance to do this;

● help create participative leadership in which all teachers feel part of
change and development and have a sense of ownership;

● forge closer relationships with colleagues, through which mutual learn-
ing takes place.

The school improvement literature suggests that where there is social bridg-
ing within schools, which means ‘teachers working democratically, hori-
zontally, to share practice, observe and learn from one another – there is a
much greater chance of teacher-led school improvement’ (MacBeath 2004:
45). Lingard et al. (2003: 34) found teacher leadership to be associated with
pedagogies that enhance students’ academic and social progress. Findings
from the Australian Leadership for Organisational Learning and Student
Outcomes (LOLSO) research project indicate that the most effective leader-
ship for organisational learning and improved student outcomes is ‘a prin-
cipal skilled in transformational leadership and administrators and teachers
who are actively involved in the core work of the school (shared or distrib-
utive leadership)’ (Mulford 2003: 115). There are echoes here of ethically
transforming leadership, which combines the essentials of transformational
leadership with dispersed empowerment. Mulford continues:
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What is especially important is that staff are actively and collectively
participating in the school and feel that their contributions are valued
– that they are involved in a democracy if you like. (op. cit.: 115)

Key arguments for teacher leadership are that it creates collegial relationships
which contribute to school improvement, recognises that teachers’ ability to
lead significantly enhances quality of teaching, and makes leadership a col-
lective, not an individualistic, endeavour (Muijs and Harris 2003). 

But is this the same as democratic leadership, and being part of a democ-
racy, as Mulford suggests? It is possible to see in teacher leadership, or how
it is utilised, something of the instrumentalism that underpins much of dis-
tributed leadership in practice. It is justified by better results – as another
technique in the armoury of school effectiveness and improvement.

[T]he concept of teacher leadership is powerful because it is premised
upon the creation of the collegial norms in schools that evidence has
shown contribute directly to school effectiveness, improvement and
development. (Muijs and Harris 2003: 444)

Teacher leadership, it is claimed, encourages heightened emotional engage-
ment and self-esteem (Muijs and Harris 2003), exactly the sort of effects that
help create the sense of vocation otherwise rendered fragile in a social order
dominated by instrumental rationality. In other words, teacher leadership
can very easily become part of a subtle instrumentalism aimed at manufac-
turing a re-enchantment of the school order. Certainly it does not mean that
school hierarchy is eliminated. Moreover, invisible power2 still acts as an
often quiet and unnoticed filter of creative agency and influence. As Quicke
observes, ‘reforms which aim to foster collaborative cultures often conceal
the extent to which this form of power remains dominant’ (2000: 299).
Allowing teachers space to have their own vision and mission is too chal-
lenging for the regulated education system we have today, Gunter (2001: 127)
argues. To this can be added the point that, as noted in Chapter 4, the appar-
ent loosening of traditional bureaucratic and hierarchical constraints does
not automatically equate with greater freedom. There are strong trends that
create organisational contexts which simultaneously seek to 

● free staff to make choices and exercise initiative; 

● place them in institutional and cultural frameworks that ensure their
values, visions and goals are in alignment with those of the organisation. 

Nevertheless, at the same time, there are potentialities for change beyond a
more subtle instrumentalism. At its ‘most profound’, Muijs and Harris
argue, teacher leadership offers the potential of ‘a “new professionalism”
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based upon mutual trust, recognition, empowerment and support’ (2003:
445). In the interstices of regulatory and organisational frameworks there is
scope for creative mediation (Jeffrey 2003); in other words, adapting and
reworking at school and classroom level prescriptive regulations and
requirements which would otherwise serve to narrow the educational expe-
rience of students. Moreover, dispersal of leadership that embraces teachers
can encompass aims that promote democracy and social justice. There is
some support for this potential in Little’s (2003) work, which suggests a
growing connection between teacher leadership and broader issues of social
justice. For Lingard et al. (2003), the characteristics of teacher leadership
found in their study include: 

● ‘a commitment to making a difference to all students’ learning’, not just
those in the teacher’s own classroom or school (p. 37);

● disavowal of a deficit model of education, and instead a search for ways
of ‘reaching’ their students which ‘involved considerations of pedagogy
and what they as individual teachers could do for their students’ (p. 36).

With regard to the concern here with democratic leadership, it is clear that
teacher leadership is not inherently democratic. But it may be fashioned to
be so, thus contributing to a culture that values democratic leadership,
principles and ways of working. Teacher leadership can be more than col-
laboration – ‘a narrowly functional activity circumscribed by instrumental
rationality’, in which colleague teachers are seen as useful sources of infor-
mation and resources only for the task in hand – and can become collegial:
‘a joint undertaking informed by the ideals and aspirations of a collective
practice infused by value rationality and the commitment to valued social
ends’ (Fielding 1999: 17). It is eminently capable of displaying democratic
rationalities and aspiring to democratic principles. What is necessary, in the
first instance, is to make explicit these aims and ideals. Teacher leadership
which aspires to be democratic cannot be solely about having and convey-
ing a vision and mission in the classroom, but must be committed to
making into a reality dispersed leadership which creates and nurtures a
democratic learning environment.

Democratic pedagogies

Results from a number of sources tend to support the view that ‘students in
schools know a good deal about learning, about the conditions that encour-
age it and the conditions that inhibit it’ (Flecknoe 2004: 412). Ruddock and
Flutter’s research with students, for example, suggests that democratic styles
of teaching enhance student engagement, interest and motivation. One of
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their conclusions is that it is often beneficial to consult students about who
it is they best work with, rather than ‘impose seating patterns that they may
find arbitrary and unproductive’ (Ruddock and Flutter 2004: 94).

A note of caution, however, should be sounded. More democratic styles
of teaching in the classroom are not necessarily effective in the ways
expected. In an interesting controlled experiment, Airey et al. (2004) found,
contrary to their expectations, that when they specifically investigated the
relationship between student attainment, teacher behaviour and student
perception of control, there was no significant association between a dem-
ocratic style of classroom and student academic progress. Even so, their
findings showed that with democratic teaching:

● students generally felt better and more positive and had a greater sense
of self-control (teachers enjoyed the environment created too);

● whilst there was no common experiencing of more attainment, students
who were successfully encouraged to take control of their own learning
did achieve more. 

Attempts to research the precise effects of democratic styles of teaching
remind us of the importance of thinking very carefully about the concep-
tualisation of democratic teaching. For the purposes of the study by Airey
et al., democratic teaching was understood as comprising an approach
which valued: explanation to students; assessment of pupil work by a
parent/carer, teacher and a fellow pupil; plenary sessions where students
could present and comment on work; a homework planner and one home-
work assignment in which the student taught part of a module to a
parent/carer. These were the practical features which distinguished it from
the established, traditional-style school department’s pedagogical model,
which essentially comprised ‘a diagnostic-informed deficit model, in which
the teacher instructs, and provides learning experiences for, the pupils in
what they are perceived not to know’ (2004: 10). 

A democratic model of teaching, however, encompasses more than spe-
cific techniques. Glickman describes democratic pedagogy as a pedagogy
that

aims for freedom of expression, pursuit of truth in the marketplace of
ideas, individual and group choices, student activity, participation,
associative learning, application, demonstration, and contribution of
learning to immediate and larger communities. Such pedagogical effort
is undertaken in the context of equality for all, consideration of indi-
vidual liberty and group freedom, and respect for the authority and
responsibility of the teacher to set conditions for developmental learn-
ing. (2003: 281)
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There is much threaded in Glickman’s definition. But is it sufficient? To
obtain a surer idea of democratic pedagogy, it really needs to be approached
from the direction of the essential components of democracy. These com-
prise the principles and rationalities of developmental democracy (Chapter
2) and the open approach to knowledge (Chapter 5). Having in mind a
framing like this, as represented in Figure 6.1, does three things. Firstly, it
reminds educational leaders of the scale and ambition of democratic peda-
gogy. Secondly, it opens up possibilities by asking fundamental questions
concerning teaching and learning and the educational relationships within
and beyond the school. Thirdly, it helps draw attention to the tensions and
dilemmas that inevitably arise in practice, such as that – long recognised –
between freedom and equality. 

Figure 6.1: Framing of democratic pedagogy

Intersecting with this are the three models of social justice, which
impact upon and overlap with the practice of democracy (see Figure 6.2).
The discussion below is framed by the components of democratic peda-
gogy: the democratic rationalities, through which the principles are
threaded, and an open approach to knowledge. These do not provide a
simple checklist which require ticking as ‘all present and correct’ in order
to constitute democratic pedagogy. Rather, they comprise a set of testing
dimensions whose presence and interrelationship require exploration and
application in each contingent instance of teaching which purports to be
democratic.

Glickman (2003: 282) explicitly states that the ‘pursuit of truth’ is inte-
gral to democratic pedagogy. In other words, it inherently entails ethical
rationality. Such an overt and unambiguous commitment is unusual in dis-
cussion of open and participatory teaching processes. Yet grappling with
issues and knowledges in order to understand better ourselves, our envi-
ronment and our actions is part of education. Such pedagogical practice is
an expression of ethical rationality: supporting and enabling aspirations to
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truth, and the widest engagement of people in this collective quest.
A sophisticated conception of truth is implicit in the sort of perspective

that Ruddock and Flutter (2004) advocate: learning (both that of teachers
and students) involves gaining ‘some sense of mastery over what they do
know and what they need to know’, knowledge of which ‘empowers them
to begin a search for new knowledge … ’ (Mitchell and Sackney, 2000: 13,
quoted in Ruddock and Flutter 2004: 140). Learning includes getting to
grips with matters related to values and norms in order to understand better
what is good and right amidst the complexities of social living. The cur-
riculum focus is not solely on test scores, but ‘on how to facilitate a per-
sonal and collaborative search for a meaningful life’ (Henderson 1999: 12)
and how teachers can ‘find ways to engage their students in personal
meaning making through passionate inquiry projects’ (op. cit.: 12–13, origi-
nal emphasis).

Figure 6.2: Social justice and framing of democratic pedagogy

The connection with substantive liberty is clear. Within the perspective
of a developmental conception of democracy, pedagogical practice seeks to
enable learners to develop their highest potential and to work towards
becoming goodly human, as individual and social beings. Their good and
the good of others are entwined. The aim of democratic pedagogy is not
only to develop skills and knowledge of a range of curriculum areas, but
also to encourage people to develop as participating citizens with a sense of
the worth and value of transforming social life for the better: ‘to lead chal-
lenging and fulfilling lives and to actively seek the same for others’ (Lingard
et al. 2003: 22). Development as participating citizens inherently involves
encouragement of ethical and spiritual sensitivities which comprise navi-
gational feelings and form part of an integrational approach towards
human capacities – seeking recombination and engagement of all creative
human capacities through overcoming of internal contradiction. This is so
important because at the root of democratic practice is an understanding
that we are social and ethical beings, continually engaging in creative social
action and influenced by and influencing others. 
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Decisional rationality in some form is inherent in democratic pedagogy.
It involves offering choices, which provides a degree of freedom, but also
extending student participation and leadership to negotiating and making
decisions about teaching and the curriculum. This is a collective activity. A
teacher describes her practice as follows:

We always negotiate together what we are going to be doing next. So
at the end of last year we decided to do Antarctica in the first term. So,
during the first term, we sat down and mapped out the rest of the year
together. It is ‘Just sit on the floor with your piece of paper, and write
down where you would like to go for your learning journey.’ There
were 67 responses. Then we have to sit down together and try and link
things and from that we get down to about six. I concentrate on the
context, and get the things that I need to teach into it. I don’t worry
too much about the content. I am more interested in the context
behind it. (Teacher, quoted in Lingard et al. 2003: 27–8)

Democratic pedagogy involves recognising the principle of freedom. One of
the messages from students is that good lessons are characterised by oppor-
tunities to exercise autonomy and by teachers giving students choices
(Ruddock and Flutter 2004). 

This example also highlights, however, one of the tensions involved in
practical decisions concerning pedagogy: how far the teacher’s authority in
the educational hierarchy is relinquished whilst at the same time retaining
responsibility and the ability to ensure that learning is advanced. It points
to the general issue that tensions between the components of democracy
arise when attempts are made to translate them into practice. Not all can
be achieved at the same time, and progress in one direction (such as indi-
vidual freedom) may be at the expense of others (such as unity or equality).
Including students in decisional rationality concerning the curriculum
could result in decisions that adversely affect educational progress by all or
some of the students concerned.

Airey et al.’s (2004) study highlights the differential impact on students
of a more democratic teaching style: a minority of students when in a dem-
ocratically taught module felt less in control and were found to regress in
their attainment scores. (Equally, a minority of students in the traditional-
style modules were found to regress in their scores because they were
deprived of the control which enabled them to learn more.) Moreover, stu-
dents were by no means always aware of which pedagogical style was the
one that led to their individually progressing best (on admittedly narrow
academic measures). How effective is freedom and choice if sure knowledge
of decisional consequences is lacking?

The point here is not to conclude that hierarchical direction of students
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is universally the surer pedagogical option. Rather, the point is to recognise
that weighing up the appropriate relative emphasis on student rights and
their access to decisional rationality on the one hand, and the professional
imperative to decide on what is right in given circumstances (with teachers
giving a dominant steer in the exercise of ethical rationality) on the other,
is subject to the variabilities of local and personal factors. Lingard et al.’s
observation is interesting in this regard as it points to the possibilities for
continuing subtle control through the exercise of invisible power: 

What is interesting to note [concerning the kind of teaching exempli-
fied by the above quote] is that negotiating the curriculum was not an
abrogation of responsibility by teachers. The teacher herself, like many
of her students, was a skilled negotiator who was able to ensure that
the classroom maintained its intellectual rigour at the same time as
allowing student input. (2003: 28)

Power differences are bound to exist. The question is whether the exercise
of this kind of influence over the direction of learning constitutes arbitrary
power, which by curbing negative freedom (freedom from constraint) is at
odds with democratic pedagogy. On the other hand, it might be argued that
such subtle directive control is necessary in order to ensure learning that
will promote positive freedom (self-mastery) and opportunities to develop
substantive liberty. If the latter is the case, ought it nevertheless to be
subject to self-conscious legitimation? What is raised here is the question of
the limits to associational justice (that is, equal participation and influence
in decision making).  

A further point to bear in mind is that participation and sharing of lead-
ership provides experiential learning in democratic citizenship. The lessons
that come from practical student leadership and democratic involvement,
however, are not necessarily straightforward. Asked at the end of a lecture
on ‘Children as miniature citizens?’, what was the point of democratic
schooling if the students voted that they found the national curriculum
(statutorily required in England and Wales) boring and wanted a different
curriculum, the lecturer, Martin Ashley, gave the following answer: 

Children have to learn the limits to democracy and to formulate real-
istic expectations in relation to their own relationships with their
workplace, community and country. One of the most important
lessons they have to learn is that they can’t always have what they
want, but that they have the right to make their wants known and the
right to question authority. They need to learn that there are appro-
priate ways of questioning authority. They need to learn how to use
these, how to formulate and present good arguments, and that when
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the appropriate channels are pursued, peaceful change is achieved if
the arguments are good enough. (Response given by Ashley, in Ashley
and Barnes 1999: 149)

This argument illustrates much of the learning about citizenship inherent
in democratic practice concerning the practicalities of decisional rational-
ity, the limits of freedom and the importance of skills in exercising discur-
sive rationality. Student democratic leadership is a powerful component of
democratic pedagogy. Whilst it can teach students about their relative pow-
erlessness (Lockyer 2003), it can also provide experience of making a differ-
ence, contributing to a sense of the world’s transformability. Learning
environments include student parliaments, such as one cited as being
responsible for bringing first-aid teaching to the school, contributing to the
local borough’s anti-racist policy and establishing a nursery garden to
provide trees for the borough’s schools (Ashley with Barnes 1999: 148), and
which, from this account, appears to have had decisional effects. Exercising
practical democratic leadership helps to develop skills necessary for citizen-
ship in a democratic society. These include ‘the competence to participate
in democratic communities, the ability to think critically and act deliber-
ately in a pluralist world, the empathy that permits us to hear and thus
accommodate others’ (Barber 1992: 128, quoted in Annette 2003: 143).

Inherent in this sort of participatory citizenship (part of the school’s
broad curriculum and pedagogy) is discursive rationality, which is also man-
ifest in the classroom through dialogue around the curriculum. Dialogue,
which may or may not entail decisions and thus involve decisional ration-
ality, is a marked feature of pedagogical discussion associated with learning.
There is evidence that ‘learning takes place best when a mutually shared
understanding between teachers and pupils is built through negotiative dis-
cussion’ (Jeffrey 2003: 490; see also Woods 1995). An association between
the most productive pedagogies and negotiation was found by Lingard et
al. (2003: 27). The potential of commentary and feedback from students to
improve the organisation and practice of teaching and learning is also
evident from a number of studies – in relation to, for example, areas of
concern such as transfer to secondary school, how to engage students when
engagement sags in Years 3 (age 7/8) and 8 (age 12/13), student self-image
as learners, and the qualities of good teachers and good teaching (see
Ruddock and Flutter 2004: Chapter 3). One of the strongest themes from
students is that how they are treated is as important as how they are taught
(ibid.).

Discursive rationality permeates the processes involved in recognising
both difference and a shared identity and purpose – in other words, the
unity in diversity of organic belonging. One example of this is a school where
students undertake research on matters such as pedagogic practice, sup-
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ported and facilitated by teachers, and where there is active student–teacher
dialogue (discursive rationality) based on student research findings in a
variety of settings which include staff forums and governing body meet-
ings. Fielding, reporting his investigations of the school, highlights the
vibrancy of this joint work

rooted as much in delight in difference [between student and staff per-
spectives] as in delight in what is shared. That delight and … transfor-
mative energy is itself an articulation of the living reality of inclusive
community. The dialogic encounters now transforming the structures
as well as the culture of that school are an instantiation of the central-
ity and richness of difference, which is, in turn, transformed into a
complex, more demanding unity. (1999: 24)

Crucial to this is a sense of belonging which complements the respect for
difference associated with cultural justice. With regard to the broad cur-
riculum, peer group discussion can offer a way of promoting cultural
justice. A study by Peck et al. (2002) concerning disabled and non-disabled
students found that such discussion, conducted according to democratic
principles, effectively promoted inclusion:

In these meetings nondisabled students freely expressed their experi-
ences, beliefs, and feelings about inclusion and exclusion in their
school and classroom. Over time, participating students developed not
only a sense of advocacy for their disabled peers, but also a greater
sense of belonging for themselves. (Furman 2002: 282)

Democratic pedagogy displays therapeutic rationality, empowering and raising
the self-esteem of students. It involves aiming to eliminate all of the ‘unnec-
essary pain’ which is ‘avoidable [yet] become[s] part of classroom practice’ –
humiliation, blaming and shaming, boredom, imposed silence, loneliness,
lack of belonging (Knight 2001: 258). The fundamental starting point is an
environment in which children feel ‘unthreatened, safe and valued’ (Trafford
2003: 20). This positive ‘feel’ is part and parcel of the ethos that democratic
leadership creates and sustains. Therapeutic rationality is also about empow-
erment through participation. Jeffrey, for example, found that sharing peda-
gogic understanding and involving students empowered them to take part in
evaluations of teaching and learning practices: ‘learners had developed a lan-
guage to conceptualise learning and pedagogy, due to their involvement by
teachers in the purposes of lessons and the development of a team culture’
(2003: 501). 

Democratic pedagogy promotes equality, meaning that classroom prac-
tices ‘are premised on the belief that all students can learn and hence all
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students regardless of their perceived “ability” ought to be provided with
pedagogies and assessment practices that enable them to do so’ (Lingard et
al. 2003: 20). Equality in this sense does not equate with a rigid uniformity
of treatment, but recognises and responds to the diverse needs and cultures
of students. The study by Airey et al. (2004) affirms the importance of
attending to the potential differential impact of democratic approaches.
What equality does mean is ‘equal encouragement’ (Knight 2001: 261).
Knight has in mind that, integral to democratic education, are a number of
encouragements to students. These include encouragement to risk (express-
ing opinions and challenging authority), elimination of avoidable pain (as
mentioned above), creating a learning environment that gives everyone a
belief in their own competence, a sense of belonging to an inclusive com-
munity and a feeling of enthusiasm and ownership in relation to their
learning by having space to participate in decisions and discover for them-
selves.

The point here is that these supports and affirmations of worth need to
be operative for all. Rather than a static concept of ‘ability’, fixed for each
student, a more egalitarian approach puts into practice a commitment to
the transformability of learning capacity (Hart et al. 2004). Again, the latter
commitment reinforces the developmental nature of democracy. Trans-
formability entails some sense of substantive liberty: that there is an inher-
ent human capacity to learn that takes the person towards ways of living
and being that are intrinsically worthwhile. That internal capacity can be
helped or hindered by external conditions, which include the educational
environment for learning. 

At a practical level, democratic pedagogy needs to be fashioned in such a
way that recognises and addresses the different aspects of inequality. Three
are highlighted here. Firstly, there are distributive injustices which obtrude
into the processes of learning. Practical issues arise such as differential access
to material and informational resources by students and their families. Sec-
ondly, there are cultural injustices that characterise society and cross into the
school, such as cultural, class, gender and ethnic inequalities and histories of
injustice. The desire to address these may lead to an interest in ‘disruptive
pedagogies’ – ‘teaching practices which disrupt marginalising processes by
encouraging students to identify and to challenge the assumptions inherent
in, and the effects created by, discourses constructing categories of domi-
nance and subservice within contemporary society’ (Mills 1997: 39).

Thirdly, there is the hierarchy of authority and status within the school-
as-community. The implications of considering this and how it may be
diminished, if not eliminated, can be discomforting and may begin to chal-
lenge existing differences and hierarchies, which reflects the oppositional
character of democratic leadership. The teacher is an authority, not the
authority (Kelly 1995). 
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At the heart of democratic pedagogy is an open approach to knowledge. In
summary, this involves 

● dialectical movement between assimilation and critique, with the latter
involving application of critical abilities, drawing off theories of con-
structivist learning ‘which encourage students to construct new knowl-
edge through the use of complex reasoning skills, such as hypothesizing,
synthesizing and evaluating’ (Lingard et al. 2003: 22); 

● creative application in practical action;

● dialogue and sharing of views, expertise and information amongst net-
works of learners. 

This resonates with notions of ‘authentic pedagogy’, which consists of ‘stu-
dents actively constructing knowledge, using disciplined inquiry and
finding applications beyond schools for what they have learned’ (Glickman
1998: 32). Research evidence suggests that modes of learning which reflect
an open approach to knowledge are valued by students. Ruddock and
Flutter emphasise that from their investigations

again and again in interviews we hear students’ pleas for more ‘auton-
omy’ – by which they seem to mean … tasks where they can ‘work
things out for themselves’ or learn from each other, and … learning
that they have actively constructed rather than just copied into a note-
book. (2004: 83; original emphasis)

Six conclusions concerning links to learning

Six conclusions are suggested on the basis of the foregoing discussion.
Firstly, creating a school environment that encourages and values student
participation and feedback, and is sensitive and responsive to it, is likely to
enhance learning. Lack of sensitivity is more likely to lead to schools and
teaching which ‘structure and sustain poor self-image in school’ (Ruddock
and Flutter 2004: 54). Dispersal of leadership to involve students in this
sense has a positive relevance for learning and achievement.

Secondly, care is needed not to make unsustainable claims about the
benefits of democratic leadership and styles of schooling in terms of meas-
urable academic results. Looking at research evidence reinforces the caution
that is required in asserting the benefits of democratic leadership and ped-
agogy on academic progress. This is not surprising as, at the level of the
classroom and the broad school curriculum, there are complex interacting
principles and practices to take into account, and hence there is no simple
connection with learning. 
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Thirdly, following from this, democratic pedagogy is a constellation of the
principles and rationalities of developmental democracy and the open
approach to knowledge. These conceptual components of democratic peda-
gogy and leadership have to be worked with, recomposed and forged together
with different emphases and compromises according to circumstances and
contingent possibilities. 

Fourthly, the conception of what constitutes valued learning is chal-
lenged by democratic leadership founded in a developmental understand-
ing of democracy. If students, and staff, are to be cared for as people, rather
than fodder for the economy, a fundamental concern is the experience of
education. What does it, and how do we want it, to feel like for students,
for staff, and for families and communities? Democratic leadership creates
a particular texture of relationships which is supportive of all of these
members of the school community as creative agents with inherent poten-
tial. Moreover, the human development that is integral to this texture of
relationships – a sense of mutual identity and support, feelings of empow-
erment, social and interpersonal capabilities – is itself learning, even if it is
not as amenable to measurement as other areas of learning. 

Fifthly, internal alignment of leadership approaches within a school is
critical. Democratic pedagogy and practice envelop both students and staff
in a school if it is to be a community seriously committed to a breadth of
meaningful learning. The dispersed professional leadership of senior
authority figures and teachers involves the attempt to put into practice the
same constellation of the principles and rationalities of developmental
democracy characteristic of democratic pedagogy. 

Sixthly, in the quest to enhance learning opportunities, the task for
senior school leadership is to fashion and encourage the conditions which
promote this internal alignment and an open and democratic approach to
knowledge and learning. 

Notes

1 See also Mulford and Silins (2003) and Witziers et al. (2003).
2 See Chapter 7 on ineffective democracy.
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7 Obstacles and challenges

This chapter is intended to sharpen the focus on challenges inherent in
democratic leadership and obstacles to its realisation, summarised in Figure
7.1. These challenges concern every one who is involved in the circulation
of initiative and who, therefore, has some part to play in being aware of and
working through them, whether they are involved in democracy-creating,
democracy-doing or both. Ideas and practices that help address these are
discussed in the course of the chapters which follow on structure (Chapter
8), people (Chapter 9) and practical engagement (Chapter 10).

Figure 7.1: Obstacles and challenges to democratic leadership 

Context 
• non-democratic structure, culture and history of schooling
• adverse political, social and economic forces
• appropriation of ‘democracy’ and ‘democratic leadership’

– devaluation of meaning
– colonisation

People
• resistance

– self-interest
– traditional deference
– belief in superiority of hierarchy
– apathy
– reasoned scepticism

• capacity problems

Practice 
• ineffective democracy
• inauthentic democracy
• misbalances
• minimalism (reduction to competition of interests)
• resources (especially time)
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Context

The context provided by schools is not especially conducive to democracy
and democratic leadership. Fielding identifies two sets of difficulties. The
first is associated with the ‘largely anachronistic structures and cultures’
(2004: 309) of schooling which divide teachers and students into two sep-
arate and unequal arenas and which represent a structural obstruction to
dialogue. It is widely acknowledged that in the UK for example:

what state and most private schools … have traditionally taught best is
obedience and social conformity. Young people have largely been pre-
pared for an adult life in which they take their place in the hierarchi-
cal organizations and associations of civil society. (Lockyer 2003: 127)

The second set is associated with performativity and surveillance which are
manifest through school inspections, performance management, publica-
tion and tracking of test and examination results, and so on. This ‘context
of performativity and a narrowly conceived, incessant accountability leads
too readily down the path of a carping, antagonistic relationship between
students and teachers … ’ (p. 308). The labelling of schools as failures, which
is often part and parcel of this context, also has an emotional impact on
teachers and others, leading to stigmatisation and lowering of morale (Har-
greaves 2004; Woods and Leva�ić 2002). Ruddock and Flutter note that,
‘Teaching for intellectual growth and teaching for examination passes are
not necessarily the same and it is not easy in the present climate for teach-
ers to avoid some degree of sacrifice of the one to the other’ (2004: 85). A
deeper concern is that participation and democracy will be part of what
Hartley (2003: 17) calls ‘the instrumentalisation of the expressive’ and will
become, as a result, an aspect of subtle instrumentalism. Democratic leader-
ship has to be qualitatively different from being a means of engendering
compliance with dominant goals and values and harnessing staff commit-
ment, ideas, expertise and experience to their realisation. 

The depth of the problem is emphasised by the differential impact of a
curriculum which is strongly framed and which tends to be underpinned
by a rationalist epistemology. Arnot and Reay’s (2003) work reveals the
problems for student voice and democratic pedagogy in their study of two
secondary and two primary feeder schools in very different catchment
areas. They make the point that a fixed curriculum which appears irrelevant
and disaffecting to many students creates a structural barrier to democratic
participation. This is ‘likely to be particularly problematic for working class
boys who experience daily the strong regulative culture of the classroom
and confrontational relations with teachers’ (p. 30). They conclude that, if
‘strong frames control what can and can’t be said, then consulting pupils
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about their learning is unlikely to make a difference’ (p. 30). 
Amongst the contextual sources of problems for democratic leadership

are political, social and economic contexts inimical to democratic values
and practices. The word ‘democracy’ fully entered the political vocabulary
at the end of the eighteenth century, and was often used as a pejorative
term. Democrats then ‘were seen, commonly, as dangerous and subversive
mob agitators’ (Williams 1963: 14). The oppositional character of demo-
cratic leadership arises from its tension with dominant trends in contem-
porary educational policy. Democratic rationalities are often uncomfortable
bedfellows with the market entrepreneurialism and centralised target-
driven demands that form the context for schools. In consequence, demo-
cratic leadership involves ideas and actions which challenge market values,
instrumental rationality and the evaluation of people’s participation
according to market and functional criteria. 

Material and cultural inequalities that mark the social context of schools
also make achievement of democratic leadership considerably more diffi-
cult. The more social injustice there is, the harder it is to attain the demo-
cratic ideal. The attempt to construct a shared leadership between two
principals in a New Zealand school and to build across the school’s white
middle-class and Maori communities (to develop organic belonging) were
eventually defeated by the combined effect of under-resourcing and the
subtle ways in which the voices of the less powerful were excluded. Despite
the best intentions of the two principals, the ‘levels of combined collabo-
rative energy and skill required in day-by-day engagement in such socio-
cultural, political and economic resource struggles, were ultimately beyond
their capabilities’ (Court 2003: 180).

Globally, the idea of democracy is assumed to be a taken-for-granted
good. But one way of dealing with its essentially oppositional character is
to appropriate it and render it harmless. We have seen in Chapter 3 that
global trends in economic activities and relationships help to create a per-
ception of demands for certain skills and types of people and a view that
school education should be geared to fulfilling these demands. These
underlie the interest in distributed leadership. Bottery summarises the
promise that some see in all of this:

[B]ecause of the need for flattened hierarchies, for better trained
employees, and for more self-managed task groups, the organization of
the future, it is claimed, will be more empowering, more organic, more
democratic, a more collaborative place to work. (2004: 9; emphasis
added)

This is where we can begin to see the potential for appropriation of democ-
racy and democratic leadership. There are two dangers. One is devaluation
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of meaning. In this competitive and stressful climate, there is a danger of
democracy and democratic leadership becoming ‘aerosol’ words (Smyth
and Shacklock 1998: 81). This can result in reducing the meaning of these
concepts simply to being nicer and more attentive to colleagues. In much
influential writing in leadership and management – both generic contribu-
tions to the field and specifically educational – democracy and democratic
leadership are conceived in ways that divorce them from deeper philo-
sophical and political questions integral to the consideration of models of
democracy outlined in Chapter 1. Fullan, for example, defines the demo-
cratic leader as one who ‘forges consensus through participation’, which
includes ‘seeking and listening to doubters’ (2001: 35, 42). Another
example is this description of the democratic project leader: 

You involve everybody in all aspects of the team’s activities. There is
more discussion and consultation in decision making and taking. Team
member skills and creativity are actively encouraged by you creating a
climate to help everybody achieve project, team and personal goals.
(Young 1997: 252)

The other, closely related danger – and perhaps of most concern – is coloni-
sation, that is of being redefined by ideas and practices which repress the
essential vitality and oppositional character of democracy. Instrumental
rationality and exchange relationships are powerful forces which are in
contention with the developmental conception of democracy and which
can lead to progressive, humanist principles and practices of participation
being used for disconnected ends of profit-maximisation and achievement
of imposed targets. As Blackmore argues in relation to feminist concerns
with humanistic participation:

The dilemma … for feminism is that applying the logic of intimate
relations to the political life of organizations is fraught with contradic-
tions (e.g. care and teamwork), as the shared principles of equality,
mutuality of respect and consensual decisionmaking in face-to-face
contexts idealized in discourses about women’s ways of leading cannot
be so readily replicated in large organizations or systems, but can still
be appropriated by managerialist discourses of consensus, vision and
strong culture. (1999: 208)

The democratic company, of which Gratton (2004) writes, has many key
elements in common with the ethically diluted conception of transforma-
tional leadership influential in education (see Chapter 3). According to
Gratton, in companies which resemble the democratic enterprise, the
leader’s personal philosophy pervades the company (p. 198) and, whilst
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team leaders expand the space for choice and freedom, at the same time
they ‘delineate it with the obligations and accountabilities contained with
business goals’ (p. 198). This kind of leadership – described as democratic –
engages and enthuses employees. Its perceived value is what it delivers to
the organisation: ‘When people are engaged and committed they are more
likely to behave in the interests of the company and they have less need to
be controlled and measured’ (p. 208). 

In another example, it is similarly argued that the future of leadership is
democratic and that democracy is inevitable ‘even in the workplace’
(Lawler 2001: 16):

Hierarchical organizations are simply too inflexible and rigid to
compete effectively in today’s business environment. They fail to
attract the right human capital and to produce the right core compe-
tencies and organizational capabilities. As a result, they need to be
replaced by lateral forms of organization that rely heavily on teams,
information technology, networks, shared leadership, and involved
employees … [These new organizational forms] will have flat, agile
structures, open information, power that moves to expertise, and
systems that create knowledgeable employees throughout the organi-
zation. (Lawler 2001: 16–17)

Democratic leadership, in this view, is a means of engendering compliance
with dominant goals and values and harnessing staff commitment, ideas,
expertise and experience to realising these. Democracy is instrumental and
de-politicised, and has more in common with distributed leadership.

It is possible to see in the concern with student engagement an exten-
sion of subtle instrumentalism. Jeffrey (2003: 494) notes amongst teachers
a lessening of emphasis on responding to pupils’ emotions and on devel-
oping pupils’ own educational evaluations, and instead ‘a more pragmatic
use of emotions to engage interest’.1 A concentration on team identity
amongst pupils and teacher encourages learner collaboration and a shared
identification with school objectives. In the following example these chil-
dren, quoted by Jeffrey, are talking about a forthcoming inspection of their
school by the national inspection agency in England, Ofsted (Office for
Standards in Education), illustrating how subtle instrumentalism can
become pervasive:

‘All the children were really sensible because they wanted to show that
our school was the best school. We wanted to get a better report and
we were told that if we didn’t get a good report we would get into the
newspaper.’
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‘If we had a bad report people might not send their children to the
school.’

[About national tests:]
It is hard for the teachers to teach us such a lot and they spend a lot of
time doing it. And if we don’t get ‘level four story’ it looks like the
teachers have not worked hard enough. If we don’t succeed it would
have let them down because they have worked so hard trying to get
good marks.’ (op. cit.: 499)

This kind of development in schools mirrors what is seen to be occurring in
organisations generally: the use of distributed leadership and team working to
more effectively secure allegiance to organisational values, visions and goals.

People

Distinguishable from these contextual concerns, but not separate from and
untouched by them, are the characteristics of the people involved. Moves
to democratise leadership can come up against resistance at all levels of an
organisation. Influential here are perceived interests and socialisation
according to the way things have traditionally been. Having reviewed writ-
ings on democracy and democratic leadership, Gastil (1997) concludes that
there are four main reasons why leaders reject it as a model of leadership:

● a perception that it threatens their own, non-democratically legitimated
authority;

● a belief that strong, directive authority is just and efficient;

● an emotional need for a strong leader – the ‘unconscious or conscious
desire for a hero, a charismatic figure capable of solving our problems
and sweeping away our confusion’ (p. 168);

● or, contrary to the previous reason, a lack of faith in leaders of any kind,
whether democratic or non-democratic.

The degree to which headteachers and school principals are committed to
democratic leadership is a moot point. In the UK, Grace (1995: 202) drew
attention to how very small the number of ‘committed headteacher-
democrats’ is and comments how, in the English school tradition, ‘[h]ierar-
chy is taken to be an inevitable feature of schools’ (Grace 2001: 239). In a
study of 81 experienced teachers in the USA, Spaulding found that the over-
whelming majority ‘reported that new teachers need to know how to iden-
tify and respond to the political manoeuverings or strategies of the
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principal … It was clear from our research that political behavior permeated
life in schools and that teachers saw the role and the person occupying the
role of school principal as politically powerful’ (1997: 41). Fewer than one
in six described ‘a present or past principal as democratic with behaviors
that resulted in positive consequences for teachers and teaching’ (p. 54).
Spaulding concludes that ‘ … many contemporary school teachers would
agree that the autocratic principal is still alive and well, although disguised
under a blanket of democratic terminology’ (p. 52).

The habits of hierarchy can also be deeply ingrained in teaching staff.
This is illustrated by a study by MacDonald of a Scottish primary school:

Far from adopting the collegiate model which [the headteacher]
attempted to foster, [the teachers] perceived their head teacher to be in
authority over them in matters relating to the school, leaving little
locus for collegiality … They perceived social distance and deferential
behaviour to be fitting to the head teacher/teacher relationship and
carefully maintained the existing power relationship. (2004: 431)

Goldstein undertook research into distributed leadership, associating it
with a ‘countervailing vision for education … that would flatten the hier-
archy and vest teachers with authority and responsibility for the quality of
education’ (2003: 399). The focus of her research was an initiative to move
responsibility for teacher evaluation from school principals to teachers who
could engage in peer review and support. She found, however, that after the
initial redistribution of authority and control, ‘people regressed to that
which was familiar’ (p. 416), namely the previous hierarchical model of
authority. The same conservatism can be found beyond staff also. For
example, democratic participation can be forestalled or limited by parental
apathy and parents’ traditional expectations regarding the headteacher or
principal (Blase and Blase 1999). 

To these perceptions should be added reasoned scepticism. There are
sometimes good reasons to be sceptical of the promises of participation and
more democracy. There are real difficulties and costs in their implementa-
tion, and, as was highlighted in the previous chapter, it is important to be
guarded and cautious in claims as to the benefits in terms of learning.
Therefore, in considering democratisation of leadership, proper regard
needs to be given to issues of its timing and interconnection with other,
parallel changes and pressures, the challenges it poses to participants, and
its practical consequences for different people in the particular circum-
stances and cultural history of an organisation. In summary, resistant atti-
tudes can result from:

● self-interested attachment to existing power relations;
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● traditional deference to hierarchy;

● belief in the superior effectiveness of hierarchy;

● apathy;

● reasoned scepticism.

Another difficulty faced in dispersing democratic leadership results from
capacity problems. Demands are placed on leaders and potential leaders in
terms of their aptitudes, skills and commitment which not all staff or stu-
dents are equally placed to meet. Different stakeholder groups – profes-
sional educators as against others for example – are likely to have
differential capacities. Where the concern is to include local communities
and parents, for example, they do not necessarily possess equal leadership
capacities to involve themselves in governance. Some parents are more able
to take the lead than others. There may well be a wide gulf between educa-
tional professionals and the local community. Suzuki for example, in a
study of primary school governing bodies in Uganda, found 

an evident power imbalance between parents and headteacher that
hinders parents from accessing the information they need …  Many
parents are … concerned about the school but feel intimidated when
asking questions to the headteacher or even to the ordinary teachers …
(2002: 252). 

Practice

A further set of challenges concerns the tensions and problems involved in
the practical realisation of democratic leadership and schooling. These
practicalities involve not simply technical questions concerning ‘rational
selection of instrumental alternatives’ in a context where goals and values
are given, but also practical questions in which the choice or validity of
values, norms and goals are open for questioning and determination
(Habermas 1974: 3). In considering these, a familiar duality will be a con-
stant presence: the concern to preserve the integrity of democratic leader-
ship and the need to be realistic in given contexts.

The first problem is that efforts to be more democratic may result in inef-
fective democracy; that is those situations where leaders are sincere in seeking
a more democratic leadership, but the framework of power relations
remains unchanged and subverts good intentions. As Gunter explains, ‘The
traps could be in trying to bring about democratic educational change in
one-to-one encounters, or the classroom, or the staffroom, in a field of
power that is able to control and finance undemocratic prescriptions that
have an educational gloss’ (2001: 137). There are two dimensions to this
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potential for inequality:

● inequalities within each stakeholder group – professional educators, non-
professional staff, students, parents/local communities;

● inequalities between stakeholder groups.

Inequalities stem from the uneven distribution of various resources. This
includes differences in experience and capacity for leadership alluded to, as
well as inequalities in access to the financial resources and facilities that
help people to involve themselves and make an impact. With ineffective
democracy the power differences remain the dominant arbiter of relation-
ships, despite well-meaning attempts to democratise leadership. The ques-
tion here is partly to do with formal power relations and rights to access
material and symbolic resources – visible power. But it is also to do with the
fact that power is not reflected simply in such formal arrangements. Demo-
cratic leadership involves recognising the dispersed nature of power that
works quietly and is often unnoticed, that is, invisible power which threads
itself through relationships, cultural symbols and everyday patterns of
social living. The ‘continual reinforcement of differential power relation-
ships’ results in formal, senior leadership roles in particular 

acquiring a form of social capital that becomes a taken-for-granted
reality: a position of privilege and political leverage over others that
these others do not question. (Ray et al. 2004: 323)

Consequently, community representatives involved in democratic gover-
nance structures very often find themselves dealing with relatively minor
or marginal issues, rather than the central educational concerns of the
school or college (Croninger and Malen 2002: 297). Experience and
research over some time suggest that, in the USA for example, opportuni-
ties for ‘meaningful parental participation and influence in local [site-based
school] councils are rare, especially for parents of children from low-income
populations’ (ibid.), notwithstanding that evidence of more positive exam-
ples of participation is apparent too (Martin 1999). 

A specific contributor to ineffective democracy is unrepresentativeness.
For example – if we stay with the issue of school-community relations – the
aim of ensuring that governing bodies are genuinely representative is a
perennial problem. The community may in fact be made up of very differ-
ent communities or groups. Middle-class parents tend to be more involved
in school forums for participation than poorer, disadvantaged families
(Vincent and Martin 2005). Children’s perspectives may differ from their
parents and other adults in the community. Those who share membership
of a particular social or ethnic group do not necessarily possess views or
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behaviours in common. Communities and their representatives may be
distant from each other. For example, Suzuki’s (2002: 252) study found that
the ‘distance’ as perceived by parents between themselves and local leaders
on the parent-teacher association and the domination of governance posi-
tions by the local elite meant that ‘ordinary parents are reluctant to ask
questions that challenge their leaders’ (p. 252). (See also Deem et al., 1995.) 

Families have diverse needs and preferences and varying economic and
cultural resources, affected by social class, ethnicity and gender. A study by
Rose of community participation in Malawi showed the barriers to involve-
ment by women in the community. The findings are worth quoting at some
length.

In terms of the composition of school committees, attempts have been
made to ensure diversity of their membership in particular to include
women, with the policy stipulating that one-third of places should be
reserved for females. In reality it was evident from discussions held
with school committees that women either did not turn up to the
meetings or, if present, would often not speak. Furthermore, women
continue to be outnumbered on the committees as, in many cases, the
quota was not met and was never exceeded. At seven of the 20 schools
visited there were no women on the committee, with none of the
schools in the North having a female member. At one school, it was
noted that the lack of women on the school committee was because,
although they had been selected, they refused to join the committee
because they said that they have too much work to do in their village.
Although attempts at improving gender equity in decision-making at
the school level were evident, in practice the involvement of women
was at best limited to giving them a place on the committee, rather
than ensuring their active participation. (2003: 61)

In contrast to ineffective democracy, inauthentic democracy is where the
motive to introduce democratic practice is not a genuine commitment to
enhance democracy and to effect real democratic leadership, but to give the
appearance of more democratic relations. This is about bogus empower-
ment, driven by ends other than enabling the sharing of leadership and
increasing the democratic accountability of leadership. Inauthentic democ-
racy is like Hargreaves’ (1994) notion of contrived collegiality, which is
‘about creating an illusion of support for pre-determined decisions: at best
an advisory service, and often a control device’ (Bennett and Anderson
2003: 2). Those trying to introduce inauthentic democracy are helped
where they can use as a legitimatising device the kind of colonised vision
of democracy discussed above.

Apparent moves to enhance democracy may be motivated, for example,
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by the desire to obtain the benefits of therapeutic rationality – for the advan-
tage of the organisation – without the other dimensions of the developmen-
tal conception of democratic leadership. This involves ‘the use of therapeutic
fictions to make people feel better about themselves, eliminate conflict, and
satisfy their desire to belong (niceness); so that they will freely choose to work
towards the goals of the organization (control of individualism), and be pro-
ductive (instrumentalism)’ (Ciulla 1998: 68). The problem here is that thera-
peutic rationality becomes the sole concern, eclipsing especially the
challenging ethical and decisional rationalities essential to democratic prac-
tice. The ‘bottom line’ is enhancement of morale and staff satisfaction in the
pursuit of organisational effectiveness, with participative decision making
being seen as ‘a managerial strategy to increase control, not reduce it’ (Black-
more 1990: 254) and acting as a device by which to socialise more effectively
staff, students and local communities into organisational values and goals.
Pseudo-participation takes different forms (see Table 7.1), for example, a man-
agerial approach which manipulates formal structures; an interpersonal tech-
nique which places the emphasis on private, informal persuasion; or an
adversarial approach which plays out on a public stage to obstruct and under-
mine differences of view.

Table 7.1: Forms of pseudo-participation (from Ball 1987: Table 5.1, p. 124)

Ambitions, conflicts and differences of interest are carried into demo-
cratic arrangements, and are not automatically or effortlessly resolved by
their inception. Participation in practice can work in different, less desirable
ways than according to the image portrayed by the ideals of democracy.
This is illustrated by a number of diverse examples:

● containment of participation. Policies to democratise governance may be
met by concerted attempts by professional educators to minimise effec-
tive participation by parents and others (Croninger and Malen 2002:
297). Exemplifying the managerial form of pseudo-participation (see

Forms Response to
opposition

Strategies of control

Managerial formal committees,
meetings and

working parties

channel and delay structuring, planning,
control of agendas,
time and context

Interpersonal informal chats and
personal consultation

and lobbying

fragment and
compromise

private performances
of persuasion

Adversarial public meetings and
open debate

confront public performances
of persuasion    
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Figure 7.2), there is the ‘cleverly autocratic’ approach of the headteacher
in one study where it was observed how she contrived staff meetings in
which critical contributions were allowed but no real opposition toler-
ated: methods of manipulation included pre-arranging in her office the
dialogue that would take place between her and the deputy headteacher
in staff meetings (Willmott 2002: 175). 

● deflection of participation. Participation is in practice shifted into becom-
ing something else. The in-depth study of community participation in
20 schools in Malawi found that the involvement was ‘extractive’,
where members of the local community ‘were expected to provide mon-
etary and non-monetary contributions to schools without having any
role in deciding how these contributions should be used’ (Rose 2003:
57). Moreover, the burden of contributions to community projects in
terms of time and money was spread unequally amongst the commu-
nity. It was more difficult for poor households to contribute and cases
were found of families which could not contribute anything and, as a
result, withdrew their children from the school, thus exacerbating exist-
ing educational inequalities. 

● participation as a means of divesting responsibility for problems. In South
Africa, for example, some see cynical motives behind devolving power
to governing bodies, interpreting it as a means by which national
authorities transfer to others responsibility for intractable problems
(Bush and Heysteck, 2003).

● thinning of democratic relations. As observed in Chapter 6, learning is not
just an individual exercise: students learn more when they draw from
others in the class ‘as resources for particular skills and episodes of learn-
ing’ (MacBeath 2004: 44; emphasis added). There is a danger that, wit-
tingly or unwittingly, democratic pedagogies framed in this way may
encourage habits of exchange in which people and consequences are
judged in instrumental terms. What is created is not so much develop-
mental democracy, more a form of ‘consumer democracy’ which values
collaboration instead of competitive relations, though still focused (in
the liberal minimalist mode) on self-interest. 

Both ineffective and inauthentic democracy may lead to what Couto calls
psycho-symbolic empowerment, which ‘raises people’s self-esteem or
ability to cope with what is basically an unchanged set of circumstances’
(Ciulla 1998: 64). What ineffective and inauthentic democracy do not help
to achieve is psycho-political empowerment which ‘increases people’s self-
esteem and results in a change in the distribution of resources and/or the
actions of others’ (p 64; emphasis added). Both ineffective and inauthentic
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democracy may also achieve the opposite of psycho-symbolic empower-
ment, by lowering morale and self-esteem where participants see the lack of
genuine democratic change (intended or not) and feel cheated and at a dis-
advantage in relationships.

Another of the potential dangers of democratisation is striking misbal-
ances, in other words, failing to strike the right balance between all the
factors that need to be weighed up in settling democratic arrangements.
There is much scope for misjudgement of necessary balances concerning
where boundaries of participation should be drawn, what issues different
stakeholder groups should deliberate and decide upon and how different
interests should be weighed against each other. 

[A]ny democratic settlement of schooling … has to produce an equi-
table and effective representation of the interests of the central and
local state, the interests of the education professional and the students,
and the interests of local, democratic community. (Grace 1995: 202)

Grace goes on to observe that a ‘major problem in accomplishing such a
settlement lies in the sheer difficulty of achieving such a balance, which is,
in the last analysis, a balance of power’ (p. 202). There are three issues
bound up with this, to which I shall return in Chapter 10.

Firstly, there are the boundaries of participation. Where should these be
drawn? Who should exercise leadership? Human status may demand inclu-
sion in boundaries of leadership, but there are a number of factors which
legitimately should be taken into account in considering the degree to
which all possible stakeholders are to be included in democratic processes. 

Secondly, there is the degree of participation. How much influence
should be exercised democratically by different groups and individuals?
Bottery (1992) distinguishes between 

● pseudo-participation, in which influence is only apparent; 

● partial participation, in which there is limited influence ‘conditioned by
the greater influence of others’ (p. 176);

● full participation, which involves ‘equal influence on decisions with all
other interested bodies’ (p. 176).

Thirdly, there is the scope of participation. What should be open to demo-
cratic decision and influence? The scope of dispersed leadership – that is the
terrain of issues and organisational activities open to independent initiative
– may be circumscribed and differ (sometimes rightly) within and between
groups. Should team working be confined to finding creative and effective
ways of overcoming specific problems and reaching pre-defined goals?
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What issues and decisions ought to be open to school staff, student,
parental and community participation? 

A further problem is that attempts to create a rich form of democracy
may in practice lead to a minimalist form. Phillips (2005), for example,
draws attention to how democratic participation can be reduced to the
competition of interests. Measures that may help counter ineffective
democracy include enabling disadvantaged groups to have their own
‘space’ to develop confidence and leadership capacity and creating quotas
for under-represented groups on participatory bodies. But, Phillips suggests,
such measures ‘could lock people more tightly into an interest group poli-
tics where everyone becomes exclusively engaged in battling for their own
group’s concerns’ (p 95). This alerts us to a general danger that a narrow
conception of democracy may in practice be enacted, in which the princi-
ples of liberal minimalism come to dominate, at the expense of deliberative
democracy. The upshot of this is that democratic leadership will tend
towards the championing of sectional interests.  

Finally, a practical issue is that of finding the resources needed to enable
dispersed democratic leadership to be active, a major part of the required
resource being time (Blase and Blase 1999). As Reitzug and O’Hair acknowl-
edge, time ‘needs to be discovered or created for members of school com-
munities to collaborate with each other and to be able to plan and
implement frequently labor-intensive democratic practices’ (2002: 139).
This constraint cannot be underestimated in the practical, day-to-day life of
educational institutions. Whether and how it is tackled depend to a great
degree on the value placed on democratic principles and practice as essen-
tial and defining features of good education.

Having sharpened the focus on challenges and obstacles, in the three
chapters which follow attention is turned to what is entailed in creating
and sustaining democratic leadership.

Notes

1 This can be read as more psycho-symbolic empowerment (raising subordi-
nates’ self-esteem without increasing their power to influence or effect
change) than psycho-political empowerment (raising both subordinates’
self-esteem and their relative power). See the discussion on pp. 84–5.
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8 Free space and firm
framing

Reitzug and O’Hair (2002: 139) make two key points about democratic lead-
ership: that it should be neither passive nor hierarchical, but ‘proactively
democratic’, and that a democratic community is an ideal to strive towards
– ‘not a destination, but rather a journey’. This chapter, with Chapters 9
and 10, addresses what democratic leadership involves in order to make
progress on that journey. The ideas discussed in their various ways con-
tribute to tackling the obstacles and challenges set out in the previous
chapter.

The chapters are organised around the three-part framework (the tri-
alectic) discussed in the Introduction:

● structural properties: the cumulative consequence of people’s agency
(this chapter);

● people: capabilities and properties of individuals (Chapter 9);

● practical engagement: individual and collective agency which is enabled
by and interprets structural properties (Chapter 10). 

Much of the research about democratic and distributed leadership and par-
ticipation in education shows the positive contribution of a strong frame-
work of values, purposes and structures. Strong central direction is certainly
a feature of many instances of distributed leadership (Bennett et al. 2003a;
Woods et al. 2004). But it seems counter to the spirit of democracy that all
the structural properties of the organisation are firm and set, even if at one
time they were determined democratically. In fact, the point is that democ-
racy has a bivalent character (Woods 2004). That is, it requires an organisa-
tional dynamic that allows for movement between relatively tight and
relatively loose structural frameworks. 

On the one hand, people need firm structures – a degree of firm framing.
They need a sense of position and place in an organisation, concepts and
ideas and a context of values to relate to, and a rhythm of social relation-
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ships into which they weave their own activity. They need the structural
pathways and signs that are the product of the cumulative organisational
footprints of past actions. But these are not rigid, unchangeable facts of
social life. If they are approached as such, people’s inherent human capac-
ity to move their understanding and practice forward is denied. What we
meet again is the importance of a critical approach to knowledge. Social life
involves a process of discovery, which leads to advances in understanding
and how things are done. Instead of alienation, the aspiration is to ‘self-
conscious self-determination’.1

Hence, also needed, amongst the conditions for discovery, is free space;
loose-structured creative social areas where hierarchy and assumptions of
knowledge, norms and practice are minimised. These encourage the emer-
gence of new questions, challenging cultural comparisons and connections,
and differing, marginalised perspectives. They are similar to what Turner
describes as ‘anti-structure’, which facilitates ‘the liberation of human
capacities of cognition, volition, creativity, etc. from the normative con-
straints incumbent on occupying a sequence of social statuses, enacting a
multiplicity of social roles’ (1982: 44). 

So, we can think of the democratic structure of an educational institu-
tion as expressing this bivalent character through two forms of structure: 

a tight firm framing
which embraces and protects

looser free space.

The sociologist, Georg Simmel (1997: 141), wrote of the metaphor of the
picture frame, which is perhaps useful to bear in mind in understanding
this bivalent character. The picture frame preserves distance and protects
the inner picture. At the same time it presents, strengthens and organises
the ‘weaker’ inner part (the picture itself). In organisations, this ‘weaker’
part comprises the free space where hierarchy and assumptions of knowl-
edge and practice are minimised relative to the tighter frames of everyday
practice. The metaphor of the picture frame can be linked to Basil Bern-
stein’s concept of framing, which concerns how relations and, more partic-
ularly, discourse and the creation of meanings are regulated. Bernstein’s
concept of framing ‘refers to relations between transmitters and acquirers’
and is ‘concerned with how meanings are to be put together, and the nature
of the social relationships that go with it’ (1996: 27). Free space is charac-
terised by weak framing, opening possibilities that are closed in strongly
regulated settings. The point about the bivalent structure of democracy is
that it entails a relatively strongly framed context which enables free space
to exist and foster creative social interaction and learning.
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Free space

Let us start with the ‘inner picture’. Free space allows interaction and delib-
erative exchange without the usual constraints of hierarchical and bureau-
cratic relations or the social and competitive pressures and distinctions that
characterise performative and market cultures. Structure is not completely
absent, but this space is radically different from the conventional structures
that pattern and construct everyday encounters. Highlighted here are two
of the forms that free space may take and which can be designed into the
structural frame. 

The first takes the form of independent zones. These are spaces where mar-
ginal, disadvantaged and less powerful groups have opportunities to come
together and deliberate. They allow a degree of protection from the pressures
of dominant interests, ideas and presuppositions. Vincent and Martin (2005)
suggest that creating protected spaces for disadvantaged groups is a way of
enabling them to contribute to open dialogue. They highlight a number of
concepts in the literature that have sought to describe these sorts of spaces:
‘counterpublics’, ‘protected enclaves’, ‘micro-public spheres’. Who might be
the subordinate group differs according to context. It may be parents as a
group; it may be a certain section of parents, such as newly arrived refugees
and asylum seekers within a particular area (O’Neill et al. 2003); or students
as a group, or particular sections of the student population.

The promise of such spaces is that they enable ‘deliberative
conversation away from the gaze of the dominant group’ and
development of distinctive agendas and priorities (Vincent and Martin
2005: 126). Research by Vincent and Martin into examples – including a
parent education group and a self-help group of African-Caribbean parents
– showed that they were fragile institutions, sometimes co-opted by
education professionals and limited in their influence on the education
system. More optimistically, they also showed a resilience enabling them
to survive, and there were positive ‘instances of parental voice and
engagement in individual schools’ (p. 134). 

Different types of independent zones for students are possible. They can
be built into peer mediation schemes for example. In some schools, student
mediators are given space to reflect amongst themselves on their role and
take ‘time together for self-critique and peer feedback regarding their suc-
cesses and difficulties in handling particular conflicts … ’ (Bickmore 2001:
150). Schools’ councils or parliaments have the potential to constitute inde-
pendent zones, in so far as they provide a protected space for students
where they feel able to speak and discuss matters freely. 

A different type of independent zone is structured into the life of virtu-
ally all schools. This is students’ playtime or breaktime. Away from the
attention of adults and the structure of the classroom, these provide a time 
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when pupils can find freedom and a social life independent of the
classroom, where the rules of conduct are more their own, and where
activities stem from their own initiative. (Blatchford 1998: 1). 

Independent zones for staff are possible too. Team-working may provide for
staff space and time that is removed at least to some degree from senior
leadership. Collaborative working and shared leadership amongst groups of
teachers are characteristic of much innovative and activist teacher profes-
sionalism (Sachs 2003). A school principal in Australia explained how a
project team of teachers was given the organisational space and time to
develop a common set of ideas about pedagogy. As he described it, they
‘sort of wandered around looking for a bigger statement, a clearer vision
statement of where they wanted to go’ (quoted in Lingard et al. 2003: 120).
The result was not a talking shop, but pedagogical change driven by the
project group in the light of its explicitly articulated vision. In Blue Moun-
tain School, Canada – extolled as a learning community – teacher teams are
an integral part of the organisational structure, meeting monthly to ‘deter-
mine directions while providing professional learning and development’
(Hargreaves 2003: 107).

A second form that free space can take is as blurred-status arenas. These
are spaces for informal interaction across social and organisational bound-
aries, bringing together members of social groups or organisational cate-
gories differentially positioned in relation to each other in terms of their
power, authority and standing. These interactions are uninhibited by the
conventions attached to these differences. Blurred-status arenas are areas
and times in which organisational members engage with each other
without the constraints that characterise usual status distinctions and hier-
archical distributions of authority (or at least with a significant reduction of
these constraints). One of the forms this can take is the ‘carnival’ or third
place (Sidorkin 1999); a point in time in which the familiar conventions of
everyday hierarchy are replaced by free exchange, collective activities and
spontaneous dialogue. Sites for these may include cafés, pubs, and other
spaces which provide regular retreats and special events. Sidorkin cites an
example of a formally planned opportunity for such a space – the tradi-
tional Spring sbor of a Moscow school:

Up to two hundred children and adults go out of town, or isolate them-
selves some other way. They have around three very intense days (with
very little sleep, which seems to boost creativity) filled with skit-
making, fun, far-too-serious discussions, some physical work and
sports, and games … On its surface, the sbor is mostly filled with skit-
making, quite elaborate in some cases. However, the educators and
elder students attach a specific meaning to it, a meaning sharply dif-
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ferent from simply having fun. In fact, they perceive it as a work, as a
duty, as a demanding service. For an individual, sbor is a spiritual expe-
rience more than anything else. Being a part of some greater whole, a
communion, if you please, is the goal; skits, arts, planning, doing
dishes, and even helping the neediest are the means to achieve that
goal. (Sidorkin 1999: 138)

Third spaces are for engaging with others and disengaging with the usual
and so for Sidorkin they are a ‘mechanism that creates the possibility for
the genuine dialogue to happen’ (p. 136). Integral to these status blurring
third spaces is laughter and its potential to subvert the rigidities of
ingrained custom and habit. Democracy, like any society, ‘needs people not
to take it too seriously’. Laughter is integral to understanding: to make
sense of things we ‘challenge, deconstruct and ridicule’ (p. 137). Fielding
(2004) observes that there are by and large no shared spaces for teachers
and students in which they meet as equal partners, sharing communication
and spontaneous dialogue. In other words, third places are generally
absent. But perhaps it is also true that we are insufficiently aware of passing
encounters and spaces that do exist but remain unacknowledged, in which
exchange exists relatively free of conventional status differences (corridor
and playground encounters between teachers and students for example).
Sidorkin urges alertness to these, as their significance is often missed in
research into what are perceived to be good schools. 

As well as the carnival-type third places upsetting conventional hierar-
chy, blurred-status arenas can be more formally enshrined as spaces for spe-
cific governance and leadership activities. They can be envisaged as ‘little
polities’ within or related to the organisation. Unlike independent zones,
little polities as blurred-status arenas do not separate the non-professional
group from professional educators (Vincent and Martin 2005). In addition,
they provide for a sharing of power and definite rights to make or con-
tribute to decisions. These arenas thereby become areas for decisional
rationality. They may be manifest in two ways.

One is as specific and different spaces within the organisation. Thus
school governing bodies, student councils and the like can become spaces
for dialogue and decision in which participants engage with each other not
solely as hierarchically ordered holders of designated positions and expert-
ise. These blurred-status arenas comprise formal structures in the opera-
tional life of the school. Another way is for status blurring to permeate
much or all of the organisation. This could involve the sort of whole-school
structural change which some advocate in order to create a learning organ-
isation. Such wholesale change involves not only distribution of leadership
across a much flatter hierarchy, but also challenges to assumptions about
the distribution of knowledgeability and capability – namely, the assump-
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tion that the latter are positively associated with formal authority (see
Bennett et al. 2003b). Whole-school structural change along these lines
makes the whole organisation, at least rhetorically, a blurred-status arena.
Trafford (2003) argues, in effect, that much of the democratic school con-
stitutes such an arena. In this context, the practical distinction between the
areas of free space and firm framing become less sharp. However, it is diffi-
cult to envisage an organisation such as a school dispensing entirely with
areas of its institutional, cultural and social life that are relatively firmly
framed and fixed. 

Incorporating and allowing free space to flourish within a determinate
organisational framework is probably the most difficult and challenging for
the school as a social order that incorporates and mirrors (to a greater or
lesser degree in differing schools and circumstances) societal assumptions
of hierarchy and status distinctions. Free spaces may seem to be dangerous,
raising fears of uncertainty and chaos. But, as well as being essential to dis-
cursive rationality, they can offer new ways of collectively generating
insights and values and of offering opportunities for self-transcendence
through the alteration to the everyday which they represent. In some ways
they may be reminiscent of a spiritual journey: ‘ … leaving the certainty,
security and apparent wealth of the known, for the uncertainty, insecurity’
of the wilderness, a ‘place for rethinking, re-orientating, shedding encum-
brances and beginning again’ (Rees 1987: 51). Integral to the aspiration to
democratic leadership is recognition of the importance of embracing cre-
ative space as necessary for human creativity and, hence, for liberty. 

Free space helps to remove impediments to people becoming partici-
pants in the democratic epistemology which the origins of modern democ-
racy made possible, by utilising and developing their own navigational
feelings. Hence it is crucial for ethical rationality. In other words, this free,
creative space is not significant solely for its consequences for the individ-
ual. It is not simply the terrain for an inner, personal exploration. In
tandem with formal organisational change that alters the distribution of
formal, visible power, free space brings the potential of individual knowl-
edges to bear on organisational affairs and challenges the effect of power on
truth. That is, free space provides an arena which challenges the day-to-day
reality whereby ‘people who hold positions of dominance, by virtue of the
acceptance by others of their superiority, become legitimate “carriers of
meaning” and “producers of truth”’ (Ray et al. 2004: 324). 

Firm framing

An environment characterised by dispersed democratic leadership requires
not an absence of firm framing but a form of framing that provides a
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context which tends to generate certain effects, influences and encourage-
ments. The question that needs to be asked is what does firm framing need
to address, in order to provide structural support for democracy and demo-
cratic leadership in an educational institution? Structural reinforcements
and opportunities for democratic rationalities are necessary components of
firm framing. This means that:

● institutional provision for decisional rationality is needed, as well as
positive affirmation of rights and capacities to participate in decision
making; 

● the democratic environment should be one which expresses and rein-
forces a commitment to aspiration to truth – the kernel of ethical ration-
ality – and this needs to be embedded in the influencing ideas and ideals
of the democratic school;

● opportunities for deliberative democracy, and reinforcement of the
value of discursive rationality are required; 

● the whole structure works to affirm self-esteem and convey a sense of
being valued to all participants, to encourage therapeutic rationality.

This general answer is now elaborated in relation to the component dimen-
sions of organisational structure: the institutional, cultural and social
structures.

Institutional

There is a variety of dimensions to the institutional ways of broadening the
leadership base and formally dispersing authority and influence. Not all of
these will be appropriate at specific times and for all schools.

Firstly, there are the school’s governance arrangements. Opportunities
for democratic leadership need to occur in the context of some form of dem-
ocratic governance, in other words, some process and institutional set up that
provides a focus for the different parts of the school community, either
directly or through representatives, to make or influence key policy deci-
sions, hold post holders to account and to participate in the processes of
decision making and discussion. These are polities that facilitate dialogue
and debate, and, if they are to disperse democratic leadership, power
sharing. Assessing the degree to which these arrangements are democratic
involves thinking about the extent to which people – the stakeholders in
schools – are given specific entitlements and decisional rights to exercise
decisional rationality (voting on decisions, choosing representatives, and so
on) and discursive rationality (participating in debates, and being enabled
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to do this by receiving information, support and the like). Accountability,
if it is to mean anything, must have ‘teeth’: role holders must be made
‘liable to review and the application of sanctions if their actions fail to
satisfy those with whom they are in a relationship of accountability … ’
(Kogan 1986: 18).

Democratic governance may be institutionalised in the form of one
body, with its membership, functions and powers mandated by the state.
Thus in this way, for example, school governing bodies in England and
Wales and in South Africa are given a key role at school level. These are rep-
resentative bodies of the general polity comprised by the school-as-commu-
nity and the community in which the school is embedded. 

On the other hand, specific polities give opportunities for particular
stakeholders. A key example is the scope given to student polities, which
include student councils and parliaments. Research suggests that the most
significant experience of democratic participation is in those councils
where students are not only heard and consulted but are given powers 
and responsibilities and where students are aware that the council ‘makes
decisions that affect their lives … can change things in a real way 
and … have confidence in its power to do things’ (Inman with Burke 2002:
7). The invisible power of professional control is an issue with councils
that are set up within the school for students, but not necessarily by
students. To what extent in their operations do they frame and protect free
space that facilitates independence, confidence and creativity? One
headteacher in England candidly explained about his school’s student
council:

Discussion of the curriculum is not actively discouraged, but I think
that the pressures of [national school] inspection and the National
Curriculum have reduced student chances to talk about subjects and
curriculum balance. It must be admitted that not having another lob-
bying sector to contend with suits our own very pressured manage-
ment group. (Cunningham 2000: 138)

In another case, however, researchers illustrated the potential for some
measure of independence, despite a degree of control by the headteacher:

the students retained considerable power over the direction of the
meeting. There were numerous occasions where students challenged
the Headteacher’s interpretations, rejected her suggestions and offered
alternative views and strategies … Whilst we see problems in the
control by the Headteacher, none of the students we interviewed
shared our concerns, rather they saw the council as ‘theirs’ and talked
positively about the meetings. (Inman with Burke 2002: 43)
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Secondly, developing the scope for democratic leadership involves atten-
tion to the potential for dispersing leadership through changes in institu-
tional leadership roles. One change that may be appropriate in some contexts
is co-principalship. Initiatives to share leadership, through co-principal-
ship, can act to loosen internal institutional boundaries in schools and
thereby help create better conditions for democratic practice, ‘by breaking
down hierarchical principal/teacher and professional/lay divides’ (Court
2004: 190). This is an example of a structural arrangement (co-principal-
ship) creating and framing (potentially) opportunities for blurred-status
arenas to emerge, weakening the status and authority boundaries that mark
hierarchical divides. 

Another focus for change in institutional leadership roles is the expan-
sion and design of institutional arrangements for networks and groupings
specifically to enhance opportunities for dispersal of leadership, taking ini-
tiatives and sharing responsibility with others. These include:

● ad hoc, short-term, task-specific groups or committees which draw in
expertise and views from throughout the school community;

● longer-term (standing) groups, including ‘cross-sectional … liaison
groups’ which bring people together from different departments (Blase
and Blase 1999: 485). 

Amongst these sorts of institutional arrangement are specific programmes,
such as peer mediation programmes which build into the structural prop-
erties of a school dispersed participation and learning opportunities about
active democratic citizenship (Bickmore 2001). Framed within broad values
– a safe and peaceful environment for example – competing and conflicting
perspectives on what is good and right in specific situations have to be rec-
onciled through the practical, co-operative action of mediation by student
mediators. Such deliberative reflections are an instance of the continual
exploration and critical examination of values-in-practice in contingent cir-
cumstances, which is integral to the open approach to knowledge (see
Chapter 5) and expertise concerning which is not confined to senior school
leaders. The point here is that participative initiatives such as peer media-
tion programmes are likely to encourage initiative and dispersed leadership
where students are given recognised, institutional responsibilities to take
and reflect upon decisions. 

Thirdly, a concern with the institutional arrangements involves at the
same time a concern with social justice. The degree to which the institu-
tions for participation are open to all (professional educators, non-teaching
staff, students, parents, and so on), without intended or unintended exclu-
sions according to gender, social class, ethnic status and the like, is a test of
both cultural and associational justice and is materially affected by the
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impact of distributive injustices. Developmental democracy disrupts hierar-
chy, as we saw in Chapter 2, from a particular direction. It gives institu-
tional form to the positive and optimistic view of humanity, in which all
have the spark of goodness and wisdom that enables and entitles everyone
to have their say in the conduct of social life. 

Another direction from which hierarchy is disrupted, overlapping with
democracy, is a concern with the inequities of distribution and access to
material resources and social capital. To be serious about greater democracy
is to redress unacceptable distributive injustices (or at least make progress
towards this). So, for example, institutional structures – distribution of
resources, organisation of classes, behaviour policy, and so on – that address
the needs of disadvantaged students are an essential contributor to redress-
ing inequalities and enabling all students to develop literacy, numeracy and
other skills that underpin educational progress and the capacity for partic-
ipation. In addition, dispersal of leadership opportunities through the most
effective forms of school councils, for example, can reduce student disaf-
fection and exclusions from school (Inman with Burke 2002).

Beyond the school itself, the concern with distributive injustices implies
a community-active approach which recognises the school’s socio-cultural
context and its impact on educational ‘success’ and ‘failure’ (Nixon et al.
1997). The idea of an emergent teacher professionalism, in the work of
Nixon, Ranson and others in the 1990s, is bound up with schools engaging
in community-based regeneration (Smyth 2001). The aim is to shift the
structural conditions in which the school is operating through adopting an
‘outward focus’ concerned to empower the community, rather than retain-
ing an exclusive ‘inward focus’, orientated to the institution and its values
and educational priorities and in which the dominant concern is the school
itself (P.A. Woods 2005). An outward focus aims to serve the learning needs
of the community, which means not only educating within the school but
also taking an ‘outreach’ approach serving the learning needs of the com-
munity wherever they are found. 

The task of educating individuals and groups in the community is
defined as serving the wider purposes of empowering the community
to regenerate its own social, economic and cultural development. From
this perspective, boundaries are perceived as permeable in order to
achieve the flexibility required to support learning where it is most
appropriately located. (Martin et al. 1999: 63)

The importance of a community orientation has been taken up in the field
of educational leadership. A ‘radical reconceptualisation of the nature and
purpose of such leadership is required’, which in essence means a shift from
‘institutional improvement to community transformation’ (West-Burnham
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2003: 6). West-Burnham’s emphasis is on ‘creating social capital rather than
just improving classroom practice’ (ibid.) and cites the relevance of Friere’s
‘emphasis on collegiality and consensual governance’ (p. 7). However,
despite this hint of radical possibilities, this approach by West-Burnham,
and some others in the leadership field, does not engage in sustained social
critique and questioning of power relations constituted in the wider politi-
cal and economic context (Thrupp and Wilmott 2003). Yet a concern with
collegiality and democratic leadership, framed within a developmental con-
ception of democracy, implies the need to engage in just such a critique. 

In light of the foregoing discussion, the institutional characteristics of
democratic leadership that facilitates decisional rationality and authentic
power sharing can be summarised as follows:

● Dispersal of leadership. Leadership roles and responsibilities are dispersed
throughout the organisation, and leaders work to recognise and
enhance this.

● Decisional rights expressed through general and specific polities. Participation
includes recognised rights to take initiatives and exert influence within
decision-making processes. This is not the same as consultation, but
involves rights to vote, initiate or approve certain decisions and to hold
power-holders to account and to apply sanctions. So, the practical man-
ifestation of decisional rights includes: exercising democratically legiti-
mated authority, that is, making or influencing decisions as an
accountable post-holder (acting as a democratic positional leader); acti-
vating accountability processes, for example taking the initiative as an
organisational or community member to elect or hold others to account
(initiating a vote for example); taking the initiative in participatory,
decision-making forums, by initiating debates or motions for example. 

● Dampening of power differences and distributive injustices. Practical day-to-
day power differences between individuals, hierarchically organised
posts or stakeholder groups (education professionals, students, parents,
and so on) are not allowed to undermine effective participation. Hence,
developing and utilising the institutional arrangements involves a
concern with the impact of distributive injustices, which includes an
outward focus on inequalities in the school’s external community.

Cultural

Part of the necessary firm framing is an affirmation, understood as a shared
starting point, of what democracy and democratic leadership entail and the
knowledge, ideas and values which underpin them. Implied here is a recap-
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turing of a dominant discourse of performative, instrumental and market-
led values and its reappropriation by a discourse of democracy. In short,
some kind of shared vision of democratic aims and practice is needed. 

Five points are integral to such a vision and its development. Firstly, it
needs to enshrine the influencing ideas and ideals that underpin democ-
racy and democratic leadership in the school. From the perspective of the
developmental conception of democracy this encompasses:

● principles of democracy: freedom, equality, organic belonging, and sub-
stantive liberty;

● complementary, interacting dimensions of the practice of democratic
leadership: ethical, decisional, discursive, and therapeutic rationalities.

These, expressed in some form or other, are guides to the practice of dem-
ocratic leadership in a school. There are two things that it is particularly
important that the vision should do. One is to reinforce the institutional
provision for decisional rationality, discussed above, by affirming the rights
and capacities of all those contributing to dispersed leadership. The other is
to express and reinforce a commitment to aspiration to truth – the kernel
of ethical rationality – as an essential component of the developmental
conception of democracy. Aspiration to advance understanding, within an
open approach to knowledge, needs to be embedded in the influencing
ideas and ideals of the democratic school.

Secondly, understanding the oppositional nature of democratic leadership
is crucial – the fact that it challenges dominant forces of instrumental ration-
ality and the market. The implication is that schools, to take the journey
towards democracy, need to develop an explicit orientation to the world,
which expresses self-conscious adherence to certain ethical values and seeks
to retain a degree of control and self-direction despite the relentless demands
of rationalisation and the market economy. It needs to establish some dis-
tance from these structural forces, in the sense of Weber’s notion of inner dis-
tance. Arguably, there is a dynamic at work assisting the creation of
conditions for challenging the ascendancy of these forces. The persistence of
uncommodified emotion alongside the dominance of instrumentality itself
helps to develop a consciousness of that contradiction which serves to
sharpen over time appreciation of the affective domain and its significance
for our humanity. That consciousness and sensitivity to the affective can be
enhanced by experience of free spaces built into the school structure. 

But personal distancing from powerful alienating forces needs to be
made a collective and historically-situated exercise. By recognising the chal-
lenge it is making to powerful structural forces as a community, a school
makes inner distance a phenomenon that moves beyond a personal stance.
The marketising reforms of the late 1980s and 1990s led some schools to
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adopt strategies specifically aimed at subverting the promotion of competi-
tion (Wallace 1998). Church schooling can be one form of institutional ori-
entation, where the essential nature of, say, Catholic education is seen as
antithetical to an ideology of market individualism (Pring 1996). Secular
examples include the creative state school studied by Jeffrey and Woods
(2003: 18) – the ethos of which encourages and supports everyone to adapt
imaginatively to the tightly regulated national curriculum in England and
to develop a ‘resconstructed progressivism’ – and the private, self-governing
democratic ethos of Summerhill school founded by A.S. Neill (1990). In
opposition to a highly regulated and bureaucratised education system in
the USA, Central Park East Secondary School in New York follows an
explicit set of principles that includes personalised learning and self-dis-
covery by students. More than this, educators at the school have worked to
elaborate what these principles mean. They conclude that the ‘two qualities
that seemed to define our ideal citizen were empathy and scepticism: the
ability to see a situation from the eyes of another and the tendency to
wonder about the validity of what we encountered’ (Meier and Schwarz
1999: 34–5; original emphasis). In turn, identification of the importance of
these two qualities is translated into ideas and values which inform the
school’s curriculum and assessment procedures. The point here is that artic-
ulated ideas and values (part of the school’s culture) play a part in develop-
ing qualities necessary for the exercise of dispersed democratic leadership
(these qualities are elaborated in Chapter 9).

This leads to a further, third point. The shared cultural context support-
ive of democracy includes the regulating ideals and theories of learning that
guide the school. In other words, a conception of democratic pedagogies,
borne out of the constellation of democratic principles and rationalities
and the open approach to knowledge, needs to be seen as framing the
approach to learning. 

As with the democratic institutional arrangements, concerns with social
justice thread themselves within democratic culture. Fourthly then, devel-
oping the ideas, values and vision that comprise the latter involves at the
same time thinking through the impact of cultural injustices. The ideas and
values given prominence in the school (its cultural structure) set the frame
for action. These help to found strategic and day-to-day policy and practice.
For example, for the principal creating a participatory school culture
studied by Keyes et al. (1999), the goal of inclusion was non-negotiable and
certain aims, such as including students with disabilities in general class-
rooms, were not open to critique. Also essential is giving high value to
recognising inequalities and listening and being responsive to the differing
needs of students and families in a culturally diverse society. More specifi-
cally, there are sets of background knowledge, awareness and orientations
held by education professionals that need to be aligned with the specific

Free space and firm framing 99

8641book.qxp  11/07/2005  20:08  Page 99



communities and their experiences in which schools are embedded.
Two of the recommendations in Blair’s (2001) UK study of black youth

and school exclusion are highlighted here by way of illustration. Teachers,
Blair concludes, need to be informed by an understanding of the ‘historical
relationship between black communities and the educational system in
Britain’ and of ‘how racism operates and how various ethnic groups are dif-
ferentially positioned within society’ (p. 142). In addition, the school
culture needs to acknowledge explicitly the importance of recognising that

students might have particular problems relating to their backgrounds
or families which require a sympathetic and compassionate approach
rather than a condemnatory approach that puts students at risk by
excluding them from school. (p. 142)

Equally, there is a need to be alert to changes. For example, concerning rela-
tions between families and schools, Martin (1999) challenges some assump-
tions, based on a study of parents of secondary school children in England.
She suggests that less advantaged, working-class parents may be ‘“reposi-
tioning” themselves as more active partners in their children’s education’
(p. 60) and that there is evidence of Black, Asian and other minority ethnic
groups being ‘more positive [about involving themselves with their child’s
school] and surprisingly assertive given their traditional experience of mar-
ginalisation’ (p. 60). In addition, Martin finds, more men appear to be
taking an active role in their children’s education, though the type of
involvement may be influenced by gender, with men more likely to attend
public meetings which represent the ‘male’ public sphere, than meetings
about their own child which represent the ‘female’ sphere of home-school
liaison.

Alertness to such trends and changes reinforces a fifth point, namely
that the details of the school vision and strategies for its realisation are
themselves developmental and will benefit from dispersed participation in
their formulation and modification. A school vision in particular is often
seen as emanating from the headteacher or school principal. An alternative
approach is for the vision to emerge from a distributed process of creativity
and debate in which everyone participates (Smith 2002). In the latter
process, the headteacher still has a leading role – or an orchestrating role
(see Chapter 10) – but its construction, and modification over time, are dis-
tributed and emergent rather than introduced as a phenomenon external
to the school community. Indeed, an ongoing capacity for critical reflection
on shared vision is of deep importance. There are inherent dangers with a
vision that all are prompted to sign up to. There is a tension between the
proper need for a shared sense of purpose and values, on the one hand, and
facilitating democratic difference, questioning and dissent, on the other.
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Here is one school principal in a democratic school: 

At every single meeting we have, the vision statement goes up first. We
always recite it; it’s our little mantra. It goes up on the overhead and
sits on the table. It is what we believe. (Quoted in Blase and Blase 1999:
489). 

Is this commendable collective reinforcement? Or is it indoctrination, anti-
thetical to democratic principles? As Fullan (2001: 8) notes, groups can be
powerful, which means ‘they can be powerfully wrong’ if they become
dominated by ‘groupthink’ and an uncritical commitment to the leader
and the dominant ideas. This applies equally to visions and strategies to
create a more democratic school. Some continual check is needed to see
whether ‘organizational ethical dissonance’ is developing, ‘where the
values reflected in the everyday style of leadership (values-in-use) drift away
from the espoused commitment to higher order values integral to a public
ethos’ (Woods and Woods 2004: 667). Integral to democratic culture is the
explicit valuing of the capability for constructive dissent and loyal opposi-
tion (see Chapter 9). 

Social

Social patterns of interaction are part of the structural framing of any insti-
tution. These patterns – and the degree to which they cross and blur (if not
eliminate) the traditional hierarchy – will be affected by the institution-
alised boundaries in schools that separate teachers, students, parents and
community. In particular, social interaction and communication are influ-
enced by the extent of the blurred-status free space that characterises the
institution’s structure. Open, democratic relations that, because of presup-
positions about human equality, are active across social boundaries of
status and distinction place different expectations and requirements on
relationships, as compared with social orders based on hierarchy (bureau-
cracy) or exchange (markets and networks). 

Trust and mutual identification are particularly important dimensions
of these relational expectations and requirements. Studies of shared
leadership show that ‘honest and on-going communication that builds
high levels of mutual trust is centrally important for the establishment and
durability of the collaboration’ (Court 2003: 165). More widely, Lowndes
argues that trust ‘is the potential core of a new “governing code” for the
twenty-first century’ and that ‘[d]emocratic renewal, in its broadest sense,
is contingent upon rebuilding trust in governance’ (1999: 135). Trust,
however, can take different forms. It can comprise just enough belief and
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faith in others to allow a bargain to be struck; or it can be a character of
relations which grows out of interaction and learning over time and an
indicator of socially developed personal affinities that emerge as part of a
continually recreated identity of shared values and a conscious sense of
community.

The point has been recognised in different terms by diverse writers who
articulate a contrast between distinct types of relationship: Court
emphasises high professional trust and responsibility (2004: 190), rather
than linear accountability; Fielding advocates ‘reciprocal responsibility’
which ‘requires a felt and binding mutuality’ (2001: 700), rather than
accountability which has the ‘feel of bureaucratic rationality about it’ (p.
699); and Raymond Williams argues for ‘active mutual responsibility’
(1963: 316) rather than enjoining people to be servants to others. Bottery
(2003: 253–4) most clearly identifies the developmental nature of trust and
the normative progression through types of trust and the relationships
that go with these:

● calculative trust (a matter of personal calculation);

● practice trust (the product of repeated interaction);

● role trust (belief that occupants of a role, such as a doctor or teacher, are
socialised into a set of values and commitments that can be relied
upon);

● identificatory trust (deep-rooted interpersonal relationship characterised
by ‘a complex intertwining of personal thoughts, feeling and values’
p. 253).

The idea of relationships based on a sense of service – as a contrast to cal-
culative, bureaucratic or market-like relations – may seem attractive. But, if
the relationship of leaders to others is not to be one reducible to bureau-
cratic rationality and manipulative transformation, the alternative of por-
traying it as one of service should be approached with some caution.
Raymond Williams eschews it entirely as an appropriate goal. The problem
is that service, in the sense of one set of persons (such as teachers) always
knowing best and setting all the parameters of activity and purpose for
another (such as students), may nurture dependence. Montessori, for
example, argued in the early twentieth century:

He who is served is limited in his independence. This concept will be the
foundation of the dignity of the man of the future. ‘I do not wish to be
served, because I am not an impotent.’ And this idea must be gained
before men can feel themselves to be really free. (Montessori, quoted
in Lawrence 1970: 328; original emphases)
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The sense of potential for positive movement, from calculative trust to
more developed and enriching levels of trust and relationship, accords well
with the fundamental tenets of developmental democracy. The community
that nourishes creative agents capable of shared democratic leadership
requires ‘a special mutual relationship between persons – a relationship at
its lowest of esteem and respect, at its highest of affection and love’ (Hughes
1951: 6). The nature of social relationships has implications for the degree
to which associational justice is promoted and a dispersed pattern of dem-
ocratic leadership nurtured. Antagonistic relationships between teachers
and black students, for example, preclude effective inclusive participation
(see Blair 2001: 33–4). Morwenna Griffiths explained what a positive social
climate felt like from her own experience:

Mr and Mrs Smith, who ran my junior school, taught me justice by
example. No children in their classes were allowed to feel stupid or
humiliated because they found work difficult. No children were
allowed to feel arrogant – or bored – because they found work easy. I
know: I was quick and sharp at maths … but slow and clumsy at art
and craft … I remember the courtesy accorded to my classmates who
were slower at grasping mathematics. (2003: 112)

At its widest, associational justice means that all stakeholders feel enabled
and empowered to participate in dispersed leadership, as in Fielding’s
(1999) conception of radical collegiality. The point is that the quality of
relationships predominant in the school creates a distinctive pattern and
feel. Whatever the formal cultural and institutional position proclaiming
inclusivity, the texture of actual, day-to-day relations will determine much
about who is involved and who excluded. Certain basic qualities of social
relationships are necessary to allow inclusive participation to develop, and
this particularly includes expressions of care and respect as integral features
of everyday relationships. 

Conclusions: structural characteristics enshrining
free space

Essential to understanding democratic leadership is an appreciation of the
bivalent character of democracy, namely that it requires an organisational
dynamic that allows for movement between relatively tight and relatively
loose structural frameworks. The implication is that school leaders need to
build into school structures a combination of free space, comprising inde-
pendent zones and blurred status arenas, and firm framing. More specifi-
cally, a three-pronged approach is required which enshrines free space in a
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democratic frame. The components of this approach, summarised in Figure
8.1, constitute the main structural characteristics for attention in creating
and sustaining democratic leadership.

Figure 8.1: Creating and sustaining democratic leadership – structural
characteristics

Firstly, such an approach builds an institutional structure which pro-
vides specific entitlements, roles and forums that encourage power sharing.
These need to facilitate:

● dispersal of leadership;

● decisional rights (expressed through general and specific polities) which
include: exercising democratically legitimated authority, activating
accountability processes, and taking the initiative in participatory, deci-
sion-making forums;

Institutional:
specific entitlements, roles and forums that facilitate:
• dispersal of leadership
• decisional rights 
• dampening of power differences and distributive injustices 
Cultural:
shared vision of democracy which includes:
• articulation of democratic principles and rationalities
• affirmation of rights and capacities of all to contribute to

dispersed leadership
• commitment to advancing understanding within open approach to

knowledge
• explicit ethical stance that establishes distance from the

structural forces of instrumental rationality and the market 
• a conception of democratic pedagogies
• awareness of and challenge to cultural injustices 
• recognition that the vision itself is developmental, participative and

requires ongoing critical reflection which values constructive
dissent

Social:
• a texture of relations which expresses trust and mutual

responsibility, care and respect, founded in deep-rooted
interpersonal relationships
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● dampening of power differences and distributive injustices. 

Secondly, it creates a cultural structure that comprises a shared vision of
democratic aims and practice. The vision incorporates:

● articulation of the principles of democracy (freedom, equality, organic
belonging, and substantive liberty) and complementary, interacting
dimensions of the practice of democratic leadership (ethical, decisional,
discursive, and therapeutic rationalities), including in particular: affir-
mation of the rights and capacities of all to contribute to dispersed lead-
ership and expression and reinforcement of a commitment to aspiration
to truth (the kernel of ethical rationality), in the sense of advancing
understanding, within an open approach to knowledge;

● a self-conscious orientation to the world, that aspires to ethical values
and self-direction in the context of relentless demands of rationalisation
and the market economy;

● a conception of democratic pedagogies;

● awareness of and challenge to cultural injustices in the specific context
of the school;

● recognition that the vision itself is developmental, will benefit from dis-
persed participation and requires ongoing critical reflection which
values constructive dissent.

The third prong of this approach is to create a social structure that is char-
acterised by a texture of day-to-day relations which expresses or grows
towards identificatory trust and a sense of mutual responsibility, care and
respect, founded in deep-rooted interpersonal relationships.

Notes

1 Oxford Companion to Philosophy, Oxford University Press, 1995 (from
website, www.xrefer.com/entry/552724). See also Meszaros’s (1970: 162–8)
discussion of Marx’s notion of ‘self-mediation’.
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9 Capabilities and skills 
for democratic 
leadership

It is worth repeating that the practice of distributed and democratic leader-
ship is not limited to those in formal positions of leadership at the apex of
a school hierarchy – headteachers and principals, and other senior school
managers. It extends to all who contribute to leadership as an organisa-
tional force emergent from collective and interactive effort. This means
everyone in the school community who exercises initiative which influ-
ences other people, stimulates action, change and a sense of direction, and
is successful to some degree in the way intended – in other words, all who
share in the circulation of initiative. Democratic leadership by its nature is
dispersed, involving a multiplicity of people contributing actively and con-
sciously to organisational leadership. 

Having said that, senior positional leaders are likely to have an impor-
tant, often decisive role in creating and sustaining the conditions for dis-
persed, democratic leadership in a school. That being so, we come to a
fundamental issue. Is democratic participation a gift to be handed over (or
retained at will) by positional leaders? Is it an entitlement or a human
potential to be assumed, demanded and perhaps in the end taken by those
lower in the hierarchy – the result of a ‘bottom-up’ initiative (Woods et al.
2004)? In practice, the two directions of approach are likely to interact and
complement each other. 

Either way, there is a great deal to take on if an organisation is to take a
democratic turn. A number of motives or orientations can lead to resistance
to democratic leadership and a more democratic culture: self-interest (the
power-holder who wants to maintain the status quo or the power-deficient
who wants to remain free from additional responsibility); habits of defer-
ence; belief in the superior efficiency of hierarchy and governance by
command and control; apathy; and reasoned scepticism.1 Each of these
needs to be shifted towards or more effectively balanced by a counter-
weight:
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self-interest by collective responsibility
deference by assertiveness
belief in hierarchy by belief in collegiality
apathy by activism
reasoned scepticism by reasoned confidence in 

democratic leadership

The role of dispersed leaders – all those contributing to leadership outside
the senior formal position – and the conditions for active circulation of
leadership are crucial. Resistance is overcome by knowing the possibilities
(and being realistic about these), seeing the potential for the right condi-
tions to be introduced and developed in ones own organisational context,
and nurturing the necessary capabilities and skills amongst leaders and
would-be leaders. 

Surowiecki (2004: 10) argues that the conditions necessary to facilitate
what he calls the wisdom of crowds are:

● diversity of opinion: each person should have some private information,
even if it is his or her own interpretation of what is generally known
about an issue;

● independence: each person’s opinion should not be determined by those
around them;

● decentralisation: each person has his or her own local knowledge of the
question or issue;

● aggregation: there needs to be some means for turning private judge-
ments into a collective decision. (This is the domain of structures and
processes discussed in the previous chapter.)

Nurturing of these sorts of conditions has implications for both formal and
informal leaders. Research has pointed to the importance of senior figures relin-
quishing and withdrawing from their power and authority (Blase and Blase
1999; Hallinger and Kantamara 2000). This is especially important in organisa-
tions and cultures where there is a tradition of deference, which necessitates
‘disarmament’ strategies designed to reduce the power distance between senior
leaders and their constituencies (Hallinger and Kantamara 2000: 200). Blase
and Blase suggest that backing off means that school leaders in positions of
formal authority act in specific ways that leave space for teachers ‘to share
power, make decisions and take responsibility for their decisions’ (1999: 483).
Ways of backing off found by Blase and Blase involve school leaders:

● extracting themselves from decision-making processes to a great extent;

● avoiding monitoring teachers and contradicting their decisions;
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● encouraging teachers to participate voluntarily in committee and task-
force work;

● encouraging teachers to represent the school at regional meetings of
shared-governance schools;2

● encouraging openness to risk and experimentation;

● coming to terms with the fact that some may view a leader who backs
off as weak.

Fundamentally, what is required is ‘shedding status’ (Trafford 2003: 64);
and not only amongst professional educators, but also between teachers
and students. A headteacher who worked to develop a democratic school
over many years observed:

When we retreat behind our status and keep an emotional, if not phys-
ical, distance from them, our pupils are by no means convinced that
we like them. Nor are they sure that we are willing to be approached if
they are worried or need help. So while on the grand occasion status
may be used positively, most of the time we teachers need to abandon
the dais (whether it’s a real or imaginary one) and get down to their
level. (Trafford 2003: 66)

Backing away from power is not easy, and there are tensions and contra-
dictions bound up with such an approach. The key position of the head-
teacher or principal carries responsibilities, so that he or she is required to
take a leading role to bring about and sustain change. This may be done in
subtle ways (as will be discussed in Chapter 10). But holding back from con-
tradicting teachers and from continually checking up on them is not the
same as a laissez-faire approach which ignores poor teaching. Two-way com-
munication in a climate of high trust and reciprocal responsibility has to be
the aim, which enables active sharing and identification of both weak-
nesses and strengths by staff at all levels, transparent processes for collegial
support and, if necessary, tough action where a colleague’s contribution
warrants this.

For the multiplicity of leaders in a democratic community, there needs
to be a readiness, which has to be cultivated, to seek and take the initiative.
It also requires a preparedness to shoulder responsibility for decisions taken
collectively. Indeed, leadership by senior leaders, and all who contribute to
emergent, distributed leadership which is involved in creating and nurtur-
ing democratic schooling, requires a variety of capabilities and skills. These
have a personal dimension, since they are rooted in individuals. They also
have a collective dimension in that they are more than the sum of the parts
and have greater power in a context of mutually reinforcing and comple-
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mentary expertise and experience. These key capabilities and skills are out-
lined here.

Status adaptability: shedding/taking status as appropriate. As noted, shed-
ding status – and thus having a capacity to back away from fixed status and
power hierarchies – is integral to changes that aim to forge a more dispersed
and democratic form of leadership. The other side of the coin concerns
those who lack status and power. Their challenge is to take to themselves a
new status and opportunities which invite them to be initiative-takers and
to exercise influence in a more equal set of relationships. The idea of status
adaptability is intended to capture both sides of the coin. Indeed, the same
person may be required to shed status in one context (a teacher in a class-
room for example) and take status in another (that same teacher in a
meeting with senior school leaders). Even the most radical form of systemic
change – abolition of hierarchy and of authority roles such as headteacher
or principal – may require similar kinds of status adaptability where infor-
mal status and power differences emerge.

Communicative virtues.3 A key issue is ‘how to listen to and talk with each
other constructively in situations of difference and disagreement over
values, educational philosophies or practices’ (Court 2003: 165). For princi-
pals, the need is to establish open communication ‘by listening, by actively
encouraging input and feedback (including criticism of self and programs),
by making themselves available for interaction and discussion … and by
recognizing and praising teachers’ (Blase and Blase 1999: 484). Commu-
nicative virtues can be expressed as a series of requirements on all partici-
pants in discursive rationality which are important in enabling constructive
and open exchange:4

● be prepared to express a view;

● be as clear as possible;

● be honest and transparent;

● be tolerant;

● be patient;

● be willing to take criticism;

● practice self-restraint;

● be willing to re-examine one’s presuppositions and basic views.

The more these are practised and reinforced, the more a culture is forged
where these become the expectation and in which organisational members
are invited to participate, using and personalising these norms as their own
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communicative virtues. They create an organisational property of, to use
Sidorkin’s term, ‘civility’, that is ‘institutionalised dialogue’ (1999: 129). 

Independence. Independence of mind and the confidence to criticise and
challenge are essential. Teachers and others ‘should be proactive about
asserting themselves when democratic principal leadership does not occur’
(Reitzug and O’Hair 2002: 139). But it goes further than voicing concerns
about departures from democratic leadership. The policy, organisational
and educational decisions of positional leaders, as well as their conduct,
cannot be above questioning and challenge. This involves preparedness to
express what Grint (2005) refers to as ‘constructive dissent’. It means
having a willingness and confidence to point out the errors of senior
leaders. It requires subordinates ‘to remain committed to the goals of the
community or organization whilst simultaneously retaining their spirit of
independence from the whims of their leaders’ (op. cit.: 45). This demands
a capacity to maintain a ‘paradoxical combination of commitment and
independence’ (ibid.). It also means unlearning the habits of hierarchy that
involve an ingrained deference to authority (one of the obstacles to demo-
cratic leadership highlighted in Chapter 7). Crucially too, of course, it
demands a capacity on the part of senior leaders to take, respect and seri-
ously consider dissent without retreating behind their status (in other
words, status adaptability). One way that senior leaders may approach this
is to value within the school community the individual voice or collectiv-
ity of voices which act ‘as a “loyal opposition”’ (Robertson and Webber
2002: 547) to the majority and/or to the school’s senior authority figures. 

Knowledge and understanding of democratic principles and practices.
Without this, how can people create and nurture a democratic community
within which they are active leaders? Reitzug and O’Hair highlight the
importance of access to knowledge and to coaching and support which
enables ‘teachers and other educators to learn about and implement prac-
tices that reflect the beliefs of their democratic community’ (2002: 139).
Participation in the development of a school’s shared vision of democratic
aims and practice (which forms part of the institution’s cultural structure),
and ongoing critical reflection about it, are themselves opportunities for
learning about democratic leadership.

Skills in developing and sustaining community. The particular texture of
day-to-day relations which expresses identificatory trust and a sense of
mutual responsibility, care and respect and is characteristic of the social
structure discussed in Chapter 8, does not emerge unbidden, without the
efforts of individuals. Developing a community spirit of mutual concern
and identification is a continual task that draws on individual capabilities
and skills. Equally, the community acts upon the individual. The develop-
mental, democratic form of community constitutes an environment that
encourages individuality in a supportive context. Hence, it can be argued
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that being capable of developing a community spirit is of the most funda-
mental importance because ‘it is necessary in order to develop creative per-
sonalities in small life-sustaining communities, and to weld such
communities into larger ones’ (Hughes 1951: 7). 

Respect. Respect for others is a foundation for a democratic community
and the exercise of democratic leadership, and a dimension of cultural
justice. The feeling to which this refers is, however, rather more profound
than the term ‘respect’ perhaps implies. Bertrand Russell refers to reverence
for others (Hughes 1951: 45), which begins to convey more appropriately
the deep-seated consideration and esteem that is given to the life of the
other person – indeed, to each of the lives and personalities that make up
the organisational community. The depersonalised world analysed by
Weber (see Chapter 4) has the merit of sharpening understanding of the sig-
nificance of personality: not personality as a bundle of assorted passions
and emotions triggered by biological stimuli and subjective whims, but per-
sonality as the unique being who has the potential, through an inner dis-
tance from depersonalised and depersonalising pressures, for discovery and
creation of the profoundest meaning (and hence for ethical rationality).
Reverence for others and for this endlessly repeated potential in unique
individuals is not strictly a capability or skill. Its cultivation, however, is of
fundamental importance.

Capacity for ‘profound participation’.5 This is about the extent to which
people’s full awareness and self is engaged. It is about not allowing ones
voice to be constructed solely by the role one occupies and the dominant
expectations of that organisational positioning. The latter is best described
as ‘functional participation’, which describes a more formalised engage-
ment as a member of a group, in other words, as a particular role holder.
Nor is profound participation equivalent to emotionalism – giving unfet-
tered expression to feelings, which puts emotion in control and is incon-
sistent with positive freedom. Rather, it is about recognising and
incorporating in one’s self as participant, and in one’s understanding of
others, the differences that make the individual personality. In the terms of
critical humanism, in order to be authentic, voices need to be based on an
understanding of ‘the bedrock of personal experience and feeling on which
personalities are formed’ (Nemiroff 1992: 88). Or to put it another way, we
speak as a person, not simply as a role-holder or member of a socio-cultural
group (women, Blacks, working class, and so on). The process of profound
participation, as an element of practical social engagement, is returned to
in Chapter 10. 

Critical reflection on inner potential and outer context. The responsibility
placed on individuals increases with the success of dispersing democratic
leadership. Each is called upon to contribute to the everyday creation of the
institutional, cultural and social structures of the school and, in particular, to
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forging a pattern of day-to-day relationships that are not dominated by cal-
culative trust but value mutual responsibility and care. There is a personal
responsibility to help create a texture of relations which possesses human
warmth (Woods 2001). But this is not to say that an ostrich-like withdrawal
from hard-headed recognition of the organisational and social contexts that
intrude into the personal and interpersonal aspects of organisational life is in
order. Many educational professionals under pressures of globalisation
‘retreat to the parochial and insular, in the hope that at this level, true
meaning, personal identity, enriching relationships can be found … Yet
ignoring the powerful doesn’t make them go away’ (Bottery 2004: 14).
Nemiroff (1992: 89), from a perspective of critical humanism, suggests a set
of questions that learners should ask themselves. I suggest that Nemiroff’s
questions (listed below) apply to adult school leaders too, as a means of focus-
ing on the dialectical relationship between inner potential and outer context:

● Who am I?

● What have been the most formative factors in my development?

● Which of these are individual and which are systemic?

● How do I feel when I have been diminished by a person or a situation?

● What actions and choices can be impelled by specific feelings?

● By whose criteria am I making my value judgements? If they are not
mine, why am I appropriating them?

● In whose interests am I acting, and whose ‘voices’ are telling me what to
do?

● What are my feelings about countering authority, and where do they
come from?

● What part of me craves emancipation, and how does this feel?

Cultivation of ‘power with’. The democratic leader inspires co-operation and
creates a group power rather than cultivating personal power. The idea of
promoting ‘power with’, rather than ‘power over’ is advanced from a femi-
nist perspective (see, for example, Blackmore 1999; Grace 2001). This is a
redefining of power as ‘power through and with others – shared leadership
– “being at the centre of the spokes of a wheel rather than out in front
pulling the wagon”’ (Blackmore 1999: 161). It goes back to earlier advocates
of democratic leadership in education such as Hughes (1951: 38). Advanc-
ing ‘power with’ is about developing a collective and mutually supportive
striving for what is good and right, or the nearest we can get to it by prac-
tising ethical and discursive rationality.
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The right conclusion is not what [the democratic leader] demands; it is
not always what the majority demands; it is what the situation
demands, and this becomes clear only in the course of discussions – an
essential educative process for leaders, majorities and minorities alike.
(op. cit.: 38–9).

Conflict handling. The capacity to handle and resolve conflicts is integral to
distributed leadership (Bennett et al. 2003a). This requires avoidance of
personal hostility and can benefit from provision of training in conflict
management (Blase and Blase 1999). There is a link here with peer
mediation of student conflicts. Certain individual skills are necessary for
peer mediation, such as skills in affirmation, communication, co-
operation and knowledge and understanding of problem solving (Clough
and Holden 2002). But personal capacities are not in themselves sufficient,
nor are they constituted and expressed independently of the
organisational context. How peer mediation is set up gives and encourages
or, conversely, withholds opportunities to exercise initiative and
leadership, and to learn how to do this. It can enable groups of students to
work together and develop their own protocols and ways of working, or
can fail to offer such opportunities, depending on how schemes are set up
and operated (Bickmore 2001). The message is that student leaders have to
be given both support and space to exercise control. As a trainer of peer
mediators in the UK explained 

In many of the schools in which I have encountered peer mediation
schemes, they appear to have been very successful in both developing
the skills of those trained and in having an impact on reducing
instances of destructive conflict. However, this has only been the case
in schools prepared to change their school organisation and culture
rather than schools who specifically want to change the behaviour of
a problem class. (Quoted in Clough and Holden 2002: 29)

The trainer goes on to conclude that peer mediation:

has to be part of a whole school initiative, where all staff are prepared
to endorse the scheme and allow pupils opportunities to regulate their
own behaviour. (p. 29)

In other words, participatory approaches to conflict resolution are less suc-
cessful where the concern is an immediate, instrumental one: adopt tech-
nique X in order to eliminate problem Y. The general point applies to staff
and other stakeholders such as parents, since divergences of interest and
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the potential for clashes of views, groups and personalities are ubiquitous
and conflicts can occur within and between any of a school’s stakeholder
groups. Conflict handling skills and capabilities have to be developed as
part of an organisational culture which accepts and addresses the challenge
of conflicts that arise from these divergences and clashes.

Conclusions: capabilities, skills and attitudes

The main capabilities, skills and attitudes for attention in creating and sus-
taining democratic leadership are summarised in Figure 9.1.

Where they coalesce most effectively, the combined effect of these per-
sonal characteristics is to reinforce the shedding of status and reduction of
power differences and to diminish the potency of the motivations and ori-
entations that encourage resistance to democratic leadership. However,
they do not develop as free-standing variables. Rather, they are generated,
flourish and exert an influence through their dialectical relationship with
the structural conditions for democratic leadership and the day-to-day
practical engagement as democratic leaders. It is to this practical engage-
ment we now turn.

Figure 9.1: Creating and sustaining democratic leadership – capabilities, skills
and attitudes 

Capabilities and skills:
• status adaptability: shedding or taking status as appropriate
• communicative virtues
• independence
• knowledge and understanding of democratic principles and practices
• skills in developing and sustaining community
• respect
• capacity for profound participation
• critical reflection on inner potential and outer context
• cultivation of ‘power with’
• conflict handling
Receptive attitudes: 
• collective responsibility
• assertiveness
• belief in collegiality
• activism
• reasoned confidence in democratic leadership
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Notes

1 See Figure 7.1, Chapter 7.
2 The schools of the principals studied by Blase and Blase were members of the

League of Professional Schools in the USA, the purpose of which is to
support the establishment of representative, democratic decision-making
structures. 

3 The phrase is taken from Ryan (2002: 996), referring to Burbules (1993).
4 This list draws from work by Blase and Blase (1999), Burbules (1993), Court

(2003) and Ryan (2002).
5 In her work on teachers, Cooper (2003) has developed the concepts of func-

tional empathy (focused on the group) and profound empathy (focused on
an individual). The idea of profound participation was stimulated by these
ideas.
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10 Complexities 
and demands of 
practice

The developmental conception of democracy has implications for how we
understand the practice of democratic leadership. This chapter summarises
implications for the exercise of democratic leadership, gleaned from the
earlier, theoretical chapters, then addresses further issues concerning its
practice.

Implications so far

It is possible to extricate from the theoretical discussion of democracy and
democratic practice key implications for the exercise of democratic leader-
ship.1 Firstly, democratic leadership involves practice of democratic ration-
alities, namely: engaging in the search for common human good (ethical);
exercising and facilitating deliberation and dialogic democracy (discursive);
dispersing leadership, exercising and being subject to accountability, and
taking up and respecting recognised rights to participate in decision making
(decisional); and contributing to leaders’ own and others’ growth towards
human potential (therapeutic).

Secondly, it involves the encouragement of benign creativity, particu-
larly by creating the conditions which 

● are conducive to appreciation of emotional senses and navigational feel-
ings;

● encourage recognition of the contradiction within the person in con-
temporary society between these and the dominant ‘steel shell’ of
instrumental rationality;

● help to transform the dominant instrumental rationality into a critical
but non-dominating analytical rationality;
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● encourage reintegration of human capacities through the development,
application and recombination of affective capacities with a comple-
mentary analytical rationality.

Thirdly, democratic leadership opens boundaries of participation and
champions inclusion based on human status (the consequence of a funda-
mental valuing of each person’s humanistic potential). Fourthly, it values
autonomy of the person as an inherent good and creative space as neces-
sary for human creativity and flourishing. Fifthly, democratic leadership
encourages a critical humanism which, whilst valuing each person’s
humanistic potential, promotes awareness and understanding of the ‘hard’
realities of modernity. Finally, it encourages an open approach to knowl-
edge, which advances learning through

● a continual dialectical movement between a rationalist epistemology
(which views certain truths as known) and a critical epistemology
(which views all conceptions – facts, theories and values – as perpetually
open to critique); 

● the creative application of tentative knowledges in practical action.

Further implications

More, however, needs to be understood about the practice of democratic
leadership and the implications of the richness and demands of the demo-
cratic ideal, if it is to have a chance of being nurtured in the everyday life
of schools.

Engaging in democratic leadership in a school that aspires to develop-
mental democracy implies involvement as a person in a profound sense. It
requires an authentic involvement, in the sense of commitment and direc-
tion that are guided by deeply embedded navigational feelings. This is illus-
trated by the headteacher (Sue) of a school studied by Jeffrey and Woods
which prides itself on creativity and collaborative working:

In many ways, [the school] is an expression of Sue’s self … Despite the
constraints and opposing pressures, teachers can engage with the cur-
riculum at a deep personal level. Sue shows that this can apply to the
school itself … it provides opportunities to ‘be yourself’, to ‘be whole’
and to ‘be natural’. (2003: 125)

This sort of leadership is characterised by profound participation, which
involves fostering and engaging in democratic leadership both as a role
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holder and as an individual, the capacity for which was highlighted in the
discussion of capabilities and skills (see Chapter 9). Participation as an indi-
vidual means each positional and dispersed leader engaging in leadership
as a personality who has the potential for discovery and creation of the pro-
foundest meaning. 

Democratic leadership calls for benign creativity and self-transcen-
dence. The actions of this kind of leadership are not orientated solely to the
whims and interests of the person. Rather, they are orientated to the devel-
opment of the inner person and a conception of what is of enduring worth.
Profound participation aspires to engagement which draws on navigational
feelings that orientate action to ideals of the good and the right. Lecturing
on democratic leadership in the years immediately following the Second
World War, Hughes (1951: 16) argued that integral to being a democratic
leader are the tasks of enabling oneself and others to

● develop a harmonious personality;

● co-operate in the creation of friendships and communities;

● take a share ‘however humble, in the creation of truth, beauty and good-
ness’. 

The latter phrasing may sound anachronistic in the context of what some see
as post-modern society. The words, however, are ways of representing and
articulating deeply important areas of life that sometimes are often dimly per-
ceived among the pressures of everyday living. Thinking about them reminds
us as well that profound participation does not rely only on inner personal
strength and resources. Structural supports are important too. Hence, the
articulation of ideals is an important function of the cultural structure of the
school (see Chapter 8), in particular articulation of the democratic principles
of freedom, equality, organic belonging, and substantive liberty and commit-
ment to truth in the sense of advancing understanding within an open
approach to knowledge. These linguistic abstractions are important symbols
which constitute meaning-laden resources for building and sustaining iden-
tity and helping to give direction to social action. In this way they act as iden-
tity orientations (P. A. Woods 2003). They are part of the organisational
cultural capital on which positional and dispersed leaders can draw. Such
expressions are powerful orientating symbols to ideals that give democracy,
in its developmental vision, supervening value and meaning which demand
educational attention.2 Moreover, as shared symbols with collective support,
they have the potential to sharpen perceptions of enduring values dimmed
by everyday pressures.

Hughes’s identification of democratic leadership with enabling, as a
leader, both oneself and others to aspire to these elevated aims echoes eth-
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ically transforming leadership (see Chapter 3). It draws attention back to
one of the main elements of ethically transforming leadership which
involves mutual raising of ethical aspirations and conduct (G.J. Woods
2003). An overlapping proposition of democratic and ethically transform-
ing leadership is that sensitivity and insight on ethical issues are not the
exclusive preserve of senior positional leaders, but that working to orientate
everyday action to the highest values and ideals is the responsibility and
potential of positional and dispersed leaders. To put it another way, all
those involved in leadership need to engage in ethical rationality both
because they have something to contribute and because they may benefit
and learn from it in terms of their own ethical orientation and conduct. 

The highest values and ideals are capable of becoming components of
practical, day-to-day engagement as democratic leaders. Blase and Blase
(1999), in their study of principals of US schools exemplifying shared gover-
nance (involving participation and empowerment of teaching and other
staff, parents and students), found that the inner experience of democratic
leadership was significant amongst these principals. For some principals,
shared governance was a spiritual experience that allowed them to express
their deepest values and beliefs. Democratic leadership seeks to enact the
genuine re-enchantment of labour, which is the product of the nurturing and
appreciation of navigational feelings. Evidence that self-transcending leader-
ship of the sort integral to democratic leadership is not simply ‘pie in the sky’
comes from research with headteachers in England which suggests that
‘many leaders are already nourished by a sense of connectivity and profound
spiritual awareness’ (G.J. Woods 2005). Profound participation that draws on
these sorts of resources is an essential component of ethical rationality.

On its own, a conviction that one is pursuing the profoundest values is
no guarantee that this is actually the case. Nor is it a guarantee of a com-
mitment to authentic democracy. The rhetoric of values can easily be
wrapped around the task of securing the commitment of teachers, students
and parents to working creatively towards organisational goals that owe
more to the spur to succeed in a performance culture than genuine educa-
tional needs.

Appeals to such rhetoric can be used by clever leaders in both interper-
sonal forms of pseudo-participation (involving private persuasion) and adver-
sarial forms of pseudo-participation (involving public performances of
persuasion ).3 Hence, it has to be consistently emphasised that profound par-
ticipation and ethical rationality need to be complemented by the critical
engagement of others who exercise decisional rights and engage in a
dynamic, questioning discursive rationality. Otherwise there is a danger of
courting reliance on the heroic leader’s characteristic of transformational
leadership. Many studies present evidence that promotion of democratic or
dispersed leadership emanates from the efforts of a strong or charismatic
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leader (Blase and Blase 1999; Campbell et al. 2003; Gold et al. 2002; Keyes et
al. 1999; Reitzug and O’Hair 2002; Woods et al. 2004). However, I want to
phrase this point slightly differently. It can be expressed in a more appropri-
ate way as follows: development and sustenance of a more participatory
culture requires some form of lead agency, that is, initiative and actions
which play a decisive role in setting the possibilities and guiding principles,
and in enabling resources (of legitimacy as well as material resources) to be
made available to others. This often, but not always, emanates from those in
leadership positions possessing senior institutional authority. 

Lead agency need not be, and usually should not be, impositional but
facilitative (Reitzug and O’Hair 2002). For the development of dispersed
democratic leadership, it needs to be complementary to and supportive of
‘bottom-up’ initiative (Woods et al. 2004) and hence of leadership diffused
throughout the formal hierarchy. The heroic figure of transformational
leadership is not the ideal form that lead agency should take. Indeed, lead
agency can be exercised by a group working in concert, supporting, testing
and energising each other.

Moreover, the style of lead agency can appropriately be closer to
Wallace’s (2003) idea of orchestration, which is more in touch with the sub-
tleties and nuances of complex organisations. Orchestration is about steer-
ing the complex change process, often at a distance from the ‘sharp end’ of
activity. It is about keeping change on course during the long haul and
includes (p. 24):

● maintaining momentum;

● monitoring others’ practice relating to the change;

● channelling their agency in the desired direction through encourage-
ment and incentive, and if necessary corrective action.

Wallace sees this as a realistic way of coping with educational visions that
in a centralised education system emanate from politicians and of amelio-
rating and accepting ambiguity. It is a way, also, of educational leaders
enacting a ‘mildly subversive practical agenda’ (p. 28) and importing to
increasingly regulated school systems an element of discretionary leader-
ship (as opposed to unthinking execution of central mandates). The essen-
tial idea of orchestration – accepting that school leaders have modest yet
still significant potential to effect discretionary change – has relevance to
advancing a vision of democratic schooling. Change towards democratic
principles and practice in the school is not necessarily, or always desirably,
a radical jump following the visionary leader. Rather, it requires a steady
encouragement and spreading of institutional, cultural and social patterns
that over time advance – unsteadily, with setbacks and unintended conse-
quences always possible – towards the ideal. 
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The orchestrating approach stands a better chance of creating effective
democracy. The orchestrating leader or leaders use the resources at their dis-
posal to initiate change, prompt and maintain progress and check aberra-
tions along the way. Effective leadership is often quiet leadership which
builds ‘slowly, carefully and collectively’ (Mintzberg et al. 2002: 71, quoted
in Glatter 2004). Quiet leaders bring about long-term change through a
combination of virtues which include restraint, humility, tenacity and
‘intense professional will’ (Fullan 2003: 70). 

The quiet, orchestrated approach can be seen amongst the principals
studied by Blase and Blase (1999). Moves to greater democratic governance
generally began by the principals ‘planting and nurturing’ the seeds of the
idea, then in the early days of its implementation planning carefully ‘the
selection, rotation and inclusion’ of the membership of decision making
structures such as schools councils, liaison groups and task forces (p. 483).
Whilst the principal backed a vision for change, the process was ‘ongoing
and evolutionary’ (p. 487). Over time, in line with democratic principles,
the locus of power to appoint disperses, by making appointments through
election, letting go and standing back from power and authority and
shedding status. 

The point about orchestration and quiet leadership is that they highlight
the degree to which sharing leadership is about small actions as much as the
big change. Small actions, by senior positional and dispersed leaders, eventu-
ally make a big difference through the organisational footprints that accu-
mulate and which come to have an enduring structural presence. In other
words, the institutional framework, cultural ideas and ideals and social pat-
terns of a school emerge from personal and collective engagement. People
draw their resources for action from the given structure they inhabit at any
one point in time and apply their own evaluations and creative capabilities.
This sort of creative engagement, which might mean a small alteration to a
pattern of behaviour or relationship or a larger innovation such as institu-
tionalising free space for staff and students, both utilises and changes the
given structural context (in the way suggested by the trialectic framework in
the Introduction). The outcome of that creative engagement in turn becomes
a structural resource for others. This process Holland et al. (1998) refer to as
‘microgenesis’. New actions which are repeated and replicated create a
pattern, which forms a new part of the structure. 

Creative engagement clearly may be motivated by a variety of reasons,
which include organisational or self interests (to increase efficiency or to
make one’s own life easier for example). Democratisation can benefit from a
belief that it will advance personal or group interests (and be diverted or
obstructed for similar reasons, as discussed in Chapter 7). Accordingly, instru-
mental arguments that democratic leadership will aid motivation and organ-
isational capacity have an appeal for those leaders concerned principally
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about organisational performance. However, developmental democracy by its
nature implies movement from this kind of instrumental approach – which
in the practical world has its place – towards engagement rooted in a pro-
found participation orientated to ideals and navigational feelings.  

In Morwenna Griffith’s (2003) book on social justice, Melanie Walker
reflects on her experience of being brought up in South Africa and of the
struggle against apartheid. She responds to Griffith’s suggestion that a
better metaphor than that of the heroic leader is Aesop’s fable of the mice
freeing the lion.

While the work started with the action of one mouse, and then
required collaboration, it was action towards a particular end, freedom.
So that seems to be another important lesson (or moral) to draw from
this story … Only when we stitch the pieces (our actions) together to
make a quilt do the patterns emerge and transform the pieces into
something new; we need to know what we are trying to make and to
be able to judge whether we have made it well. (Melanie Walker, in
Griffiths 2003: 123) 

Working towards an end in mind – such as freedom – is one way of pro-
ceeding. It might be taken from this, however, that setting the goal means
that social change can be ordered in the same way as creating a product,
like a quilt. In fact, there is also a great deal of discovery and improvisation.
In particular, generating and applying values through practical action in
contingent circumstances, which is integral to the open approach to knowl-
edge, is, as Joas suggests, a creative exercise that is not rule-bound and guar-
anteed to bring about certain ends. 

Let us consider the student mediators studied by Bickmore (2001) as an
example. They are engaged in seeking solutions to conflicts and finding ways
of reconciling discordant actions and views. Where peer mediation was most
comprehensively implemented, they were treated as leaders, taking initiatives
and making decisions ‘about how to interpret and adapt the mediation
process in their community/cultural context and how to confront some
important problems in their communities, such as school attendance and
violence’ (Bickmore 2001: 157). They were contributing, in effect, to the dem-
ocratic leadership of their school and to the changing structure and culture
of the school – in small, creative ways (microgenesis). Effective dispersal of
democratic leadership involves conscious participation in microgenesis. 

What is evident here is that we are talking about the broad curriculum
of the school, understood as everything that is experienced and learnt by
students in their schooling. Democratic pedagogies are as much about this
broad curriculum as the teaching in the classroom (which became clear in
the discussion in Chapter 6). The influence of positional school leaders, as
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well as the process and effects of dispersed leadership, are inherently part of
the broad curriculum of the school and its pedagogy. The daily social
engagement by dispersed leaders creates the texture of social relations that
forms trust and mutual responsibility and comprises the broad democratic
pedagogy which communicates the broad curriculum. 

This texture is created by cumulative actions, particularly what might be
termed the ‘gifts and injuries’ involved in engagement. Simmel, in an
examination of human gratitude, discussed reciprocity where there is social
exchange over time but no external enforcement on one party to return in
equivalent terms that which is given by another (in other words, reciproc-
ity where there is no contractual, calculative relationship). What underpins
this process of unforced exchange is not utilitarian calculation nor a
passing rush of goodwill on receipt of that which is given, but an enduring
and deeply embedded feeling that Simmel termed ‘gratitude’. Gifts, which
may be material or otherwise (affection, intellectual help and so on), are so
characteristic of and necessary to social life that the effect of gratitude can
be described as the ‘moral memory’ of humankind (Simmel 1964: 388). It
is the inner consequence of a tacit awareness that everyday living is
dependent on social gifts, namely giving in numerous small and sometimes
big ways without expectation of immediate, or sometimes any, return. The
obverse of these sorts of gifts – which is not mentioned by Simmel – is
injury: namely, all those ways, both physical and otherwise, by which
people hurt or demean others. 

Gifts and injuries are infinitely variable and evident in the everyday life
of education at all levels. They include the encouragements and unneces-
sary pain highlighted by Knight (2001).4 They are actions which through
microgenesis create the intangible but real ethos of a school. This head-
teacher explains his view on what needs to be given in the everyday inter-
action with students: respect, time and attention.

What’s important, in fact I tell my staff – they hate me for it – you live
your life very comfortably without working knowledge of Adam’s law.
OK, you need Adam’s law for GCSE … but you don’t need it to live your
life. I want these kids in 20 years time to look back and say, hey that
wasn’t a bad school, that head spoke to me and he was quite a reason-
able person and I was enriched by that experience … I believe that
when you’re 14, when you’re 15, when you’re 16, your paper qualifi-
cations are the least important aspect of what you experienced in a
school and it’s about the way people treated you, the way people spoke
to you, the way people helped you cope with the fact you’d been
abused, the way that people helped you cope with the alienation that
comes because there is a lot of social and emotional deprivation here.
(Secondary school headteacher)5
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Students are acutely sensitive to this and to the obverse – injury, in the form
of a sense of indifference and disengagement conveyed by teachers for
example. That sensitivity is illustrated by this student:

They [the teachers] all don’t want to be here and you know they don’t
want to be here and they don’t like this school. And you just know
that, and you just pick it up. ‘I’d rather be anywhere than here, I’d
rather be in Morocco, but I’m just going to be here because I’ve got to
earn some money.’ And you know there are some teachers which have
got a genuine love for the kids, Miss M sometimes, Miss A … (Sec-
ondary school student)6

Students are not just subject to the school and teachers either. Through
their actions and interactions (absenteeism, deviance, commitment to
learning and so on), they are also ‘world (school) builders’ (Riseborough
1985: 262). Students are capable of subjecting teachers to what Riseborough
terms being ‘warrened’ (p. 261), that is, being undermined psychologically
– in other words, to small but telling injuries. Equally, they can build up
and support teachers and school leaders through myriad, small positive
actions. 

The replacement of a culture of injury (shouting at students, putting
people in their place down a sharp hierarchy of status and power, rebuffing
parental requests for involvement) with one of giving is how the head-
teacher’s strategy can be interpreted in another study by Riseborough
(1993). This (primary) headteacher explains:

My definition is that you treat everybody according to their dignity
that every human being has irrespective of whether they are children
or adults. And you do not measure contributions, verbal or otherwise,
according to the status of the person who is making them. That you
value everybody’s contribution, be it child, be it dinner lady, be it
teacher. The children are regularly told that they have to respect the
headteacher and that they will be respected by everybody as well.
There is this mutual respect notion because we are all human beings.
(Headteacher in study by Riseborough 1993: 160)

Human status demands inclusion in opportunities for democratic leader-
ship. This is the implication of developmental democracy. But there are a
number of factors which legitimately should be taken into account in con-
sidering the degree to which all possible stakeholders are to be included in
democratic processes. Delicate balances need to be struck.

Firstly, there are questions to do with boundaries of participation and
the degree of participation (the amount of influence which should be exer-
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cised democratically by different groups and individuals). The case for
involvement of all stakeholders in democratic decision making depends on 

● variability of interests: Are the interests of all stakeholders in the issues for
decision deemed to be equal?

● variability of capability: Are the groups with an interest capable of partic-
ipating and representing their interests?

● variability of democratic commitment: Are the groups with interest and
capability committed to democratic values and might there be a danger
of their subverting the democratic process?

All of these factors involve difficult judgements which themselves deserve
democratic scrutiny. Who is to make these judgements is a question in
itself. It is essential that groups are not excluded for other reasons, such as
the unconscious result of invisible power. Perceptions of variability of capa-
bility and democratic commitment in particular raise questions about the
distribution of internal authority – who is counted as legitimate and
capable of engaging in ethical rationality. It has already been noted that
expertise on values and their implications for action according to the con-
tingencies of particular circumstances is not the preserve of positional
leaders. In addition, judgements about such issues do not provide once-
and-for-all answers. Participation in democratic processes may build up
capabilities and commitments to democracy which are initially weak.
Indeed, this is exactly a key purpose of developmental democracy, so that,
for example, the sensitivities and skills involved in communicative virtues
and other capabilities are enhanced through practice. The implication is
that some degree of participation should be extended to the youngest stu-
dents so that these virtues are allowed to develop, though its scope and
influence will be appropriately greater for older students.

Secondly, there is the scope of participation, that is the question of what
should be open to democratic decision and influence. Gastil’s (1997) decision
tree for democracy and democratic leadership highlights some of the relevant
factors, which are incorporated in the list below. The case for democratic deci-
sion making might be viewed as less compelling where an issue is

● purely technical: this would be where the nature of the issue or problem
is clear and has a ‘straightforward technical solution’ (p. 166).

● subject to superior legitimate authority: an issue or area of activity may be
a matter of implementing directions from a higher level in a formal hier-
archy of authority, such as national government which draws its ulti-
mate legitimacy from elected representatives in a democratic society.7
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Often limits within an organisation like a school will be set by overar-
ching organisational values and goals. In education these have been
increasingly set by central regulation, performance targets and inter-
institutional comparisons aimed at producing skills and attitudes
required for the competitive and globally-orientated market economy.
Nevertheless, how external directions are implemented is likely to be a
very important question which should be based on democratic involve-
ment at the point of implementation. 

● subject to cultural determination: this is less about formal direction than
the pressures, assumptions and messages that emanate from groups and
cultures which form the context for schooling. For example, certain
issues may be taken to be off-limits for democratic debate. 

● a matter of indifference: this is where the issue or area of activity does not
matter to stakeholders. However, it could be that they would not be
indifferent if they were fully informed. 

● urgent: where rapid action is demanded by circumstances, drawn out
democratic involvement is often impractical, though post hoc review of
decisions is feasible.

It is evident that drawing appropriate boundaries is not a clear-cut matter.
Continual alertness is required to the possibility of groups or decisions
being excluded from democratic deliberation for reasons that arise from
other considerations: self-interest, time restraints, and so on. The chal-
lenges of striking the right balance, together with the time, energy and
resources involved in democratic rationalities, can lead to an emphasis on
formalism. For example, the problem of boundaries can be resolved, on the
surface at least, by having representatives of specified stakeholder groups at
meetings that only formally and briefly consider a wide range of matters
and decisions, giving the process apparent democratic legitimacy.
Approached in this way, the best that might be hoped for is a liberal mini-
malist democratic model in which leaders of interest groups protect their
corner. 

Avoiding this involves, in part, keeping the leadership eye on the edu-
cational ball. Democratic leadership in the developmental model is embed-
ded in people’s inherent potential for learning. This vision of learning is
not one that is subservient to the measure of learners in a competitive
struggle committed to determining the positional status of students. Nor is
it consistent with the reduction of democracy to a continual conflict of
interests between individuals or between groups within the school com-
munity. Day-to-day engagement involves aspiring to put into practice dis-
persed democratic pedagogies that suffuse the school as a learning
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community. It involves attempting to explore the principles and rationali-
ties of developmental democracy and the open approach to knowledge
through ‘creative and risky performances in action’ (Joas 2000: 170),
forging them together with different emphases and compromises according
to circumstances and possibilities. 

Finding resources, especially time, is a major practical issue in enabling
dispersed democratic leadership. In part, this can be addressed by the devel-
opment of clear meeting guidelines and delegation of decisions to individ-
uals and groups (Court 2003: 165). There are no easy solutions. Rather,
there is a continual need to recognise that, if democratic principles and
practices are valued highly and authentic democracy is being sincerely
sought, the time for dispersed democratic leadership structured into the
organisation should not be silently and insidiously squeezed by other
demands. Apple and Bean acknowledge the effort and hard work that dem-
ocratic education involves by everyone – teachers, administrators and stu-
dents. But, they go on, the educators engaged in this ‘have decided to
devote their lives as educators to engaging in educational activity organized
around democratic social and pedagogic principles in which they strongly
believe. In other words they have chosen to be exhausted as a result of
something worthwhile’. (Apple and Bean 1999: 121)

Conclusions: characteristics of practical engagement

Key implications for the exercise of democratic leadership were summarised
at the beginning of the chapter, gleaned from earlier chapters which
explained and elaborated the developmental conception of democracy. The
further discussion of engagement in this chapter has generated additional
themes that have something to say about the challenges to practice identi-
fied earlier (see Chapter 7): inauthenticity, ineffectiveness, misbalances,
minimalism and resources. Practical engagement in democratic leadership
makes a number of demands which are important in addressing these issues
(though no claim is made that these challenges are thereby resolved):

● profound participation, in the sense of authentic involvement guided by
deeply embedded navigational feelings and shared symbols of demo-
cratic ideas and ideals;

● a continuing role for lead agency which is both facilitative and plays a
decisive part in setting possibilities and guiding principles;

● conscious participation in microgenesis (change through small, creative
actions which, if repeated and replicated, create new structural
patterns);
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● daily actions that create a culture of gifts rather than a culture of injury;

● opening boundaries of participation and consciously striking balances
between inclusion based on human status and inclusion based on a
complex set of practical considerations and factors;

● keeping the leadership eye on the educational ball and putting into
practice dispersed democratic pedagogies that suffuse the school as a
learning community;

● committing the time and resources needed to allow the democratic
rationalities to be pursued, because they are perceived as educationally
valuable.

Characteristics of practical engagement in creating and sustaining demo-
cratic leadership, based on the implications highlighted in this chapter, are
summarised in Figure 10.1.

Figure 10.1: Creating and sustaining democratic leadership – key elements of
practical engagement

• practice of democratic rationalities
• encouraging benign creativity and appreciation of navigational feelings
• valuing autonomy and creative space as necessary for human creativity

and flourishing
• encouraging a critical humanism which values each person’s humanistic

potential and promotes awareness and understanding of the ‘hard’ reali-
ties of modernity

• encouraging an open approach to knowledge
• profound participation (authentic involvement guided by navigational feel-

ings and shared symbols of democratic ideas and ideals)
• lead agency which is facilitative and sets possibilities and guiding princi-

ples
• conscious participation in microgenesis
• daily actions that create a culture of gifts rather than a culture of injury
• striking balances concerning the participation of groups according to a

complex set of considerations and factors
• keeping the leadership eye on the educational ball and putting into prac-

tice dispersed democratic pedagogies throughout the school community
• committing time and resources for democratic rationalities because they

are perceived as educationally valuable
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Notes

1 This summary of implications is derived from the leadership activities
alluded to in the discussion of models of democracy (Table 1.1, Chapter 1)
and the arguments in Chapters 4 and 5.

2 The idea of ideals as symbols is discussed in more detail in P.A. Woods
(2003). In short, the view put forward there is that human action is enabled
by symbols (be they tools, roles, ideas, etc.) which have meaning (reflecting
the Vygotskian basis of the notion of microgenesis). Amongst these symbols
are ideals and notions of self-transcendence (exogenous identity orienta-
tions) that are not solely the product of society but point to enduring, super-
cultural truths of goodness and value.

3 See Table 7.1, Chapter 7.
4 See Chapter 6.
5 The headteacher was one of a group of headteachers interviewed in 1997

and 1998 as part of the UK, ESRC-funded, Impact of Competition on Sec-
ondary Schools (ICOSS) Study. Further details are in Woods (2000) where
this headteacher is reported as Head H.

6 The student was one of a group of Year 10 students interviewed in 1998 as
part of the ICOSS Study (see note 5). Further details are in Woods and
Leva�ić (2002).

7 A different sort of legitimacy that might be accepted as determining a course
of action is that based on expertise and/or capacity for judgement – for
example expert advice on health and safety matters. Nevertheless, responsi-
bility for accepting that advice may still properly be a matter for a demo-
cratic forum.
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11 Dualities of democratic
leadership

Putting into operation and dispersing a form of democratic leadership
based on the developmental model of democracy is ambitious and chal-
lenging. Democratic leadership in this broad sense directs educational
activity towards the deepest questions and purposes of creative human
potential. The breadth of its concern with democratic rationalities and
social justice is encapsulated in the principal aims of such leadership, sum-
marised in Figure 11.1.

Figure 11.1: Principal aims of democratic leadership

By the very nature of schools and the practical complexity of translat-
ing into reality the principles and rationalities of developmental democ-
racy, with all the challenges and obstacles entailed, there is no one model
of democratic leadership and schooling which can be advocated. A sense of
how, in one instance, it may look in practice is given by a school studied in
depth by Jeffrey and Woods (2003) over several years. This is a state primary
school in the UK internationally recognised for its imaginative use of the
school environment. The affective domain amongst students and staff is
encouraged and valued, and is a vibrant part of the whole school life. The

To create an environment in which people:
• are encouraged and supported in aspiring to truths about the world,

including the highest values  (ethical rationality)
• practice this ethical rationality and look for ways of superseding

difference through dialogue (discursive rationality)
• are active contributors to the creation of the institutions, culture and

relationships they inhabit (decisional rationality)
• are empowered and enabled by the institutional, cultural and social

structures of the organisation (therapeutic rationality)
• promote respect for diversity and reduce cultural and material

inequalities (social justice)
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following is part of my own description and reflections on the report of
their study. Page numbers refer to Jeffrey and Woods (2003).

Confidence, imagination, enjoyment, humour, the excitement of
practical discovery – in other words, emotional senses orientated to
positive ends – are integral to the curriculum and stimulated by the
school environment. This is in addition to (complementary)
analytical and self-organising capabilities which form part of
developing the ‘children’s critical capacities’ (p. 89), by peer evalua-
tion amongst other means, and the school’s success in national cur-
riculum tests. 

Feeling positively about learning combines the emotions and the
cognitive in an experience that draws the learner inside the activity
… It is of great importance to [the school’s] teachers how children
feel about their learning. Feelings hold the key to cognition. So there
is much talk of excitement, joy, fun, happiness, confidence. (p. 205)

One of the main sources of the school’s success is the ‘democratic and
collaborative way’ (p. 123) it is run, with teachers working ‘as a team
in which they are all leaders’ (p. 126). Accounts from staff and others
emphasise the presence of a non-threatening role ambiguity which
blurs usual divisions and hierarchical relations amongst staff, students,
parents and the community. This provides one example of how a more
loosely structured creative space may appear in practice. It is possible
to see in the account of the school’s leadership signs of the reintegra-
tion of human capacities, mirroring the approach to children’s learn-
ing. Staff are empowered by internal motivations and desires ‘to be
something special for someone else’,1 and it is clear that the emotional
senses which inspire and steer action are celebrated and enhanced in
the school. Also apparent is utilisation of organisational and analytical
capabilities, which are integral to making navigational feelings count
in practice. Such capabilities are evident in the systematic ‘strategic
redefinition’ of the national curriculum, which involved staff in both
identifying what was welcome in the latter and adapting it to the
school’s values (p. 56), and in the headteacher’s ‘entrepreneurial skills’
(p. 125) used to secure funds and services to support ambitious school
activities. (Woods 2004: 21)

Even though no one model can be advocated, it is clear nevertheless that
in all educational institutions progress towards dispersed democratic lead-
ership requires advances in three areas which constitute the trialectic
dynamic of any social order:
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● structure;

● people;

● practical engagement. 

The principal issues and characteristics for attention and action in relation
to each of these areas have been elaborated and summarised in Chapters 8,
9 and 10. Structurally, there is a need for a kind of bivalent architecture
which enshrines free space in a democratic frame and which has an insti-
tutional dimension (providing specific entitlements, roles and forums that
encourage power sharing), a cultural dimension (a shared vision of demo-
cratic aims and practice) and a social dimension (the texture of day-to-day
relations). With regard to people, there is an array of key capabilities and
skills integral to their development as contributors to democratic leader-
ship. With regard to practical engagement in democratic leadership, there
is a complex set of interacting and testing actions and strategies. 

These set out an ambitious set of ideal aspirations. Ideals, however,
become tarnished as soon as they are exposed to reality: ‘as the mind turns
from the wonderful cloudland of aspiration to the ugly scaffold of attempt
and achievement, a succession of opposite ideas arise … ’.2 However rich
the conception of democracy is underpinning democratic leadership, lofty
ideals cannot be allowed to avert the eyes from studied recognition of the
complexity, built-in tensions and flaws within their human expression and
social practice. There is no easy or assured path which overcomes human
fallibilities and the misuses of visible and invisible power. This is apparent
from the obstacles and challenges to democratic leadership discussed in
some detail in Chapter 7.

Indeed, at the root of the bivalent character of democracy is a paradox
which runs through the practical manifestation of democratic leadership.
This bivalence represents the incorporation in democratic arrangements of
a dynamic to-and-fro movement between relatively loose and relatively
tight structural frameworks – between free space and firm framing. The
paradox is the co-existence of openness and fixity which goes with this. On
the one hand, the world is turned upside down by a democratic social
order, in the sense that values and knowledge are seen as capable of being
addressed, understood, questioned and identified by any and all – under-
pinned by a recognition that there is an individual and shared capacity to
generate ethical and meaningful knowledge. This is the destabilising
message (destabilising, that is, for conventional hierarchical order) of the
religious revolution with which this book opened. The a-religious notion of
humanistic potential – more appropriate to the later, contemporary stages
of the long march of this revolutionary process – is no less destabilising for
conventional hierarchies. It implies the liberty which involves no structure,
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no status distinctions, no pre-formed ideas or verities, no restrictions. 
On the other hand, it is in the nature of democratic orders also to turn

the world back from such anti-structural liberty. Certain matters become
accepted as known, fixed and taken to have veridical force, and these grow
to be part of the background institutional and cultural structure. Their epis-
temological grounding appears to be more rationalist than critical. And it
has to be so. For example, democratic principles of freedom and equal par-
ticipation and particular institutional arrangements for democratic rela-
tions and governance come to have legitimacy and become part of the firm
framing in which people live. A school needs to have these translated into
organisational arrangements – comprising governing bodies, committees,
teams, student councils, chairs, representatives, delegates, facilitators, pro-
cedural norms and so on – which participants can utilise and which
strengthen the capacity to engage in dispersed leadership. It is the creation
of durable roles, forums for debate and decision making, and agreed values,
priorities and practices which give opportunities for effectual democratic
leadership. Equally, democratic pedagogies take place within a structured
framework of roles, understandings and patterns of relationship. Enshrined
within these are degrees of equality and status differences (between stu-
dents and staff, between non-teaching staff, classroom teachers and senior
school managers), ideas of educational aims and values, and norms of
behaviour. 

All of these institutional, cultural and social structures may continue in
tandem with democratic leadership and, as previously acknowledged, are a
necessary element. But three points need to be emphasised with regard to the
paradox. The first is the importance of self-awareness amongst participants
that these structures are social creations; the product of negotiations and
decisions within the school or, perhaps, in democratic arenas (parliaments,
local councils) outside the school. They should be consciously recognised and
legitimated. Otherwise status differences, the culture of education, ways of
working and norms of behaviour will be expressions of arbitrary power. 

Secondly, there is a key question that continually needs to be addressed
and returned to concerning any particular democratic structural frame-
work. To what extent is it in practice conducive to dispersed democratic
leadership? The paradox in which the bivalent character of democracy is
rooted gives rise to structures that are capable of being both used and
abused. Old or new statuses, power differences and means of preserving and
advancing vested interests may easily be smuggled in. Democracy is politi-
cal. That is, it is a social order that recognises that there are genuine dis-
agreements about values and priorities and conflicting interests within
organisations, and that all of these need to be allowed to contend and
engage with each other in agreed processes of decision making. The higher
aims of developmental democracy are assailed by the succeeding conflicts
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and plays of micro-politics. Despite a democratic ethos, teachers, for
example, may still have recourse to their professional status in relation to
students as a line of defence (Trafford 2003). Equally, the power and insti-
tutional authority of the headteacher role does not abate vis-á-vis teachers
simply because the school is declared to be democratic and collegial.
Amongst students there are differences and conflicts which may undermine
the goal of fair participation for all. Eternal vigilance, through critical self-
evaluation of the organisation, is the price of genuine dispersal of demo-
cratic leadership.

Thirdly, the perpetual tension and danger of the arbitrary power which
is inherent in the bivalent character of democracy necessitate a perpetual
search for balance between holding to what is fixed and giving scope to the
challenging and questioning dynamics of free space.

Wisdom is always to find the appropriate relationship between struc-
ture and communitas under the given circumstances of time and place,
to accept each modality when it is paramount without rejecting the
other, and not to cling to one when its present impetus is spent.
(Turner 1969:139, original emphasis)

The pervasiveness of this perpetual search for balance is apparent from the
number of dualities that can be identified and are associated with the
duality of fixity and openness and the bivalent character of democracy.
These dualities have emerged during the discussion of the nature of democ-
racy and democratic leadership in prior chapters and, in their different
ways, point to the importance of recognising and balancing constraint and
unfettered liberty (see Figure 11.2). They include: 

● substantive and protective principles, which need to be balanced against
each other – substantive principles emphasise belonging in a unifying
institution or community (unity) and the importance of some kind of
specific view of human potentiality and what it means to be a good
person in a good society (substantive liberty), while protective principles
emphasise respect for diversity and rights to exercise freedom (see
Chapter 1); 

● equality and freedom, which in practice need to be weighed against
each other in terms of their practical consequences since complete
autonomy may have disadvantages for some as against others, as in the
operation of democratic pedagogies for example (see Chapter 6);

● rational capacities (manifest in the dominance of instrumental rational-
ity) and affective capacities, and the need to strive for a better balance
between these (see Chapter 4); 
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● the dialectical relationship between rational and critical epistemologies
(see Chapter 5); 

● firm framing and free space, both of which are integral to a structure
conducive to democratic leadership (see Chapter 8); 

● lead agency and bottom-up initiative, which each have a place in creat-
ing and sustaining democratic leadership (see Chapter 10).

Democratic leadership infuses the life of the school as an educational com-
munity. The link between democratic leadership and learning, discussed at
length in Chapter 6, is worth reiterating. Democratic leadership, where it is
not confined to occasional exercises in participation and involvement, is
associated with active, participative learning and democratic pedagogies.
Nor is this sort of participative learning limited to students. In a democratic
order in which ethical rationality is prime, all learning embraces the genesis
of veridical meaning and its critical testing through action and delibera-
tion, so developing the capacities that make ethical rationality possible. All
are seekers of greater understanding – truth, if you like – in this kind of
active democracy. 

Indeed, the conception of what constitutes valued learning is chal-
lenged by democratic leadership founded in a developmental understand-
ing of democracy. If students, and staff, are not to be conceived and
developed principally as instruments to economic advancement, a funda-
mental concern is the experience of education. Appreciation of emotional
senses and navigational feelings, and the balancing of these with a com-
plementary analytical rationality, rather than a dominant instrumental
rationality, are nurtured by the right kind of democratic pedagogies in edu-
cational settings. Democratic leadership creates a particular texture of rela-
tionships which is supportive of all members of the school community as
creative agents with inherent potential. The human development stimu-
lated by this – a sense of mutual identity and support, feelings of empow-
erment, social and interpersonal capabilities – is itself learning, though not
necessarily with outcomes capable of being measured. The learning is that
involved in becoming a democratic citizen – a person, both in oneself and
with others, capable of profound participation.

Because of the profound involvement of the person, enormous care
must be taken with developmental democracy as a philosophy. It is capable
of being ‘misdeveloped’ into a vehicle for oppression of individuals. A
‘dark’ side of democracy and the dangers of groupthink have been acknowl-
edged (in Chapters 1 and 8 respectively). A critique of developmental
democracy might contend 

● that it places too much emphasis on the substantive and an over thick
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conception of the good, at the expense of the procedural;

● that it fails to recognise and understand the ethical diversity which char-
acterises contemporary society.3

In response to these arguments, five points need to be emphasised. Firstly,
there is no easy opt-out from deciding between a narrow or broad concep-
tion of democracy. The former implies limited individuality, such as the
self-interested citizen of liberal minimalism, and, if our educational aim is
to support people to become more than this, some broader conception like
the developmental model is necessary. Secondly, as has been stressed
throughout, all of the democratic rationalities are essential. They are inter-
acting and mutually supportive. Discursive rationality, which endeavours
to respect and explore difference, is integral to the processes of democracy,
and becomes of even greater importance in societies which are ethically
and culturally diverse. Thirdly, a symbiotic relationship with cultural
justice, concerned with respect for cultural diversity, is embraced by the
developmental model of democracy. Fourthly, an open approach to knowl-
edge characterises the epistemological basis to developmental democracy.
Nothing is beyond debate and questioning at some point, including the
meaning and interpretation of the good and of key ideas such as humanis-
tic potential. In other words, there is an in-built epistemological safeguard
to the oppression of hegemonic ideas. Fifthly, the democratic principles –
freedom, equality, organic belonging and substantive liberty – are explicit
and it is recognised that they need to be weighed and balanced against each
other. Recognition of tensions between them is built into the developmen-
tal model, and it is inevitable that such tensions have to be addressed and
as far as possible resolved through practical action. 

In conclusion, what is it that is most important about democratic lead-
ership? Where it is searched or struggled for, there is an energy behind
democratisation that has much in common with the many religious, philo-
sophical and political worldviews that people have created and thronged to
over the centuries. This energy manifests itself in two ways. The first is the
desire to consciously recognise, counter, challenge and overcome human
weaknesses, both individually and as they manifest themselves in social
injustices. Democratic ideals are based on an awareness and understanding
of human fallibilities, particularly the capacity to abuse power in subtle and
not-so-subtle ways in social relationships. The second is in the striving to
understand where a source of strength may be found to enable these weak-
nesses to be overcome and to provide (in religious terminology) salvation.
Developmental democracy appreciates the strength of human creativity
and growth in each person and the human potential for working together
towards higher ends and overcoming disagreement and diversity of inter-
ests, without violence. If the term ‘salvation’ is not used in relation to
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democracy, there is still some sense of aspiration to an elevated life in
company with others that is good for the person and good for society.
Accordingly, the point of democratic leadership, grounded in the concep-
tion of developmental democracy, is only partially to enable equal partici-
pation by all in the decisions that affect them. The primary point is to strive
towards a way of living – in and through relationships – which is orientated
towards the values that ultimately represent human progress and goodness. 

An appeal only to such idealism is insufficient in itself, however. School
leaders have to recognise and cope with the mundane pressures of organi-
sational survival within educational policies that place great emphasis on
measurable performance. And they also have to be responsive to the prac-
tical need for students to gain qualifications and show demonstrable
achievement in skills that will help them find employment in the wider
society. It is appropriate, therefore, to test democratic leadership and dem-
ocratic pedagogies according to the degree to which they contribute to
attainment in these kinds of measurable and instrumental outcomes.
Research suggests that the relationship between democratic leadership and
measurable outcome is not a simple one. There is, nevertheless, sufficient
evidence about the significance for learning of democratic principles and
practices, such as participation, engagement and empowerment, to
commend democratic leadership as a resource for organisational success in
the narrower sense defined by a performative culture (see Chapter 6). In
other words, there are good reasons for cultivating democratic leadership in
pursuit of this kind of success. 

In practice, the advancement of democratic leadership, as with social
action more generally, is likely to proceed through a mixture of motiva-
tions, with ideals and a concern for organisational interests intermingling.
Indeed, another of the dualities of democratic leadership – the positive
enabling of creative potential together with a recognition of the ‘hard’ real-
ities of modernity – was recognised in Chapter 4. This duality between the
open potential of creativity and the constraints of an over-rationalising,
alienating and economistic social order characterised by diverse structural
inequalities, constitutes the background for the intrinsic and instrumental
arguments for democratic leadership. There are tensions in balancing this
duality, as there are with the other dualities that have been highlighted (see
Figure 11.2). However, a combination of intrinsic and instrumental argu-
ments forms a powerful incentive for developing and dispersing democratic
leadership. 

It remains vital, nevertheless, not to lose the idealistic aspirations bound
up with democratic leadership. Developmental democracy stems from a
particular understanding of humanistic potential. This is why ethical
rationality is ‘first among equals’ amongst the four democratic rationalities.
At the same time, the orientation of democratic leadership is social. It con-
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cerns the social and cultural order in which people live together. It is the
outward manifestation of inner potential, and all of the democratic ration-
alities are needed to constitute a full democratic order. The purpose of dem-
ocratic leadership is to create and help sustain an environment that enables
everyone belonging to it who is deemed a free, creative agent to be part of
these interlinking democratic rationalities. Hence it has an intimate rela-
tionship with social justice. A concern to realise democratic participation
springs from not only a sense of humanistic potential, but also recognition
of the material significance of distributive injustices.4 The aims of demo-
cratic leadership (see Figure 11.1) derive from these fundamental impulses.
In short, democratic leadership is concerned with enabling people to share
power (by dispersing leadership and diminishing hierarchy), share hope (by
extending opportunities to realise humanistic potential) and share the fruits
of society (through fair distribution of resources and cultural respect). 

Figure 11.2: Dualities of democratic leadership

Notes

1 Heath (1993: 266), quoted by Jeffrey and Woods (2003: 133) in their analy-
sis of the school’s culture.

2 Winston Churchill, quoted in Ferguson (2003: xxv).
3 Olssen et al. (2004) articulate concerns about Macpherson’s thesis on liber-

alism (which challenges possessive individualism) – namely that it is perfec-
tionist, too utopian, emphasises the substantive over the procedural, has an
over thick conception of the good, and ‘fails to appreciate the extent to
which we live in a pluralistic world of ethical diversity’ (p. 95). These could
be raised about developmental democracy. I have taken the essential points
and expressed them in the two challenges articulated in the main text. 

4 See Figure 2.2, Chapter 2.

Fixity
• substantive principles (unity, 

substantive liberty)
• equality
• rational capacities
• rational epistemology
• firm framing
• lead agency
• ‘hard’ realities of modernity

Openness
• protective principles (diversity,

freedom)
• freedom
• affective capacities
• critical epistemology
• free space
• ‘bottom-up’ initiative
• creative potential
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Woods, P.A. and Leva�ić, R. (2002) ‘Raising school performance in the league
tables (Part 2): barriers to responsiveness in three disadvantaged schools’,
British Educational Research Journal, 28 (2): 228–47.

Woods, P.A. and Woods, G.J. (2004) ‘Modernizing leadership through private
participation: a marriage of inconvenience with public ethos?’, Journal of
Education Policy, 19 (6): 643–72.

Woods, P.A., Bennett, N., Wise, C., and Harvey, J.A. (2004) ‘Variabilities and
dualities in understanding distributed leadership: findings from a systematic
literature review’, Educational Management, Administration and Leadership, 32
(4): 439–57.

Woods, P.A., Castle, F., Cooper, D., Evans, J. and Glatter, R. (2003) ‘Pathfinding
and diversity: similarities and differences in LEAs’ and schools’ responses to
a government initiative at local level’. Paper presented at British Educational
Research Association Conference, Heriot-Watt University, Edinburgh, 11–13
September.

Woods, P.E. (1995) Creative Teaching in Primary Schools. Buckingham: Open Uni-
versity Press.

Young, T.L. (1997) ‘Leading projects’, in M. Preedy, R. Glatter and R. Leva�ić
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inauthentic democracy 82–5
inclusion

based on contingency status 42
based on human status 42, 118,

125–7, 129
through peer group discussion 69
see also exclusion

independence 108, 111
independent zones 89–90
ineffective democracy 80–2, 84–5
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in democratic schools 12–13
emotional aspects 28, 37
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69
peer mediation 30, 89, 95, 114, 123
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autonomy 118
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resistant attitudes 73f, 78–80
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127, 138

as a form of alienation 37
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post-modernist perspective on
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power
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sharing 14, 17
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power differences 36, 67, 81
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133
obstacles 73f, 80–6
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commitment to democratic
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128
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see also team-working

‘protected enclaves’ 89
protective principles, duality between

substantive principles and 135
pseudo-participation 85, 120

forms 83–4
psycho-political empowerment 84
psycho-symbolic empowerment 84
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reform 23
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