
Part IV
Leadership, Didaktik, and Curriculum 

Studies

In this part, we invited prominent curriculum/Didaktik and leadership scholars from 
the United States and Europe to present their work bridging Didaktik/curriculum 
theory and leadership studies. We open this part of the volume with Bogotch, 
Schoorman, and Reyes-Guerra’s chapter proposing multicultural perspectives on 
social justice as a platform for a dialogue between the two traditionally disparate 
fields of curriculum and leadership. Bogotch and colleagues review the history of 
curriculum studies and leadership in the United States, both of which have been 
subject to direct and indirect control by external authorities over time, most recently 
authorities emerging from neoliberalism. At the same time, Bogotch and colleagues 
argue that when curriculum and leadership literature has merged in the past, it has 
been less disparate with aims of multicultural education, democracy, and social jus-
tice. In so doing, these authors also provide powerful historical examples of vertical 
cosmopolitanism and the need for multicultural education as well as an analysis of 
the ways in which globalization, cosmopolitanism, and external accountability poli-
cies have profoundly affected educational leadership and curriculum work in the 
United States. In the next chapter, Huber, Tulowitzki, and Hameyer likewise con-
sider tensions between recent accountability policy pressures on leaders in Germany. 
German speaking parts of Europe represents a strong and longstanding tradition in 
Didaktik and curriculum research. While Didaktik connects to the Bildung tradition 
the increasing focus on principal education and leadership research is recent and 
parallels the shift towards neoliberal policymaking. Drawing on empirical findings 
as well as curriculum and leadership literature, Huber and colleagues identify spe-
cific pressures on contemporary leaders in Germany, including changes in curricu-
lum and authority at different levels. These two chapters, one focused on the United 
States and one focused on Germany, provide important examples of leadership lit-
erature benefits from a closer dialogue with Bildung, curriculum theorizing, and 
Didaktik.

One way in which leadership and curriculum research meet is a recent field 
called teacher leadership. James Henderson and his former students (Castner, 
Gornik, and Samford) were invited to provide a closer look at teacher leadership 
grounded in curriculum theorizing from the reconceptualist movement in North 
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America (e.g. Pinar, McDonald). Here Castner et al. (this volume) draw on an action 
research project to exemplify a curriculum-based approach to teaching/leading in 
classrooms and schools. We also appreciate that Castner and colleagues offer a con-
structive alternative to the Tyler Rationale and a leadership approach grounded in 
understandings of teaching- learning relations. More broadly, for the next chapter, 
we asked internationally recognized curriculum scholar Bill Pinar to theorize lead-
ership. Pinar begins by reminding us of Ted Aoki’s insight that an educational leader 
(principal) once meant principal teacher whose authority could be exercised person-
ally and pedagogically. He then engages readers in a complicated conversation 
regarding educational leadership, asking us to step back from leadership  traditionally 
associated with institutional affiliations, and instead invoke leadership from tradi-
tions of study associated with psychoanalysis. Importantly, Pinar draws on his own 
curriculum theorizing and parrhesia (‘frank speech’) to posit a new lens for leader-
ship authority, one that uses different language but relates to intersubjectivity.

The theoretical framing of this book apply a broad view on educational leader-
ship as occurring on various levels, from the classrooms to transnational arenas. In 
our mind the curriculum theory tradition in Sweden (Dahhlöf, Lundgren, Englund, 
etc.) has for a long time developed a research perspective uniting educational gov-
ernance, policy and curriculum research from a nationstate macro-perspective. In 
the final chapter of this Part, Forsberg, Nihlfors, Pettersson, and Skott draw on this 
tradition to consider leadership within new forms of authority and governance 
embedded in global movements and an increasingly multicultural society. Forsberg 
and colleagues illustrate the ways in which curriculum and leadership research have 
historically emanated from the same lines of inquiry and then make the case for a 
new code to explain the contemporary situation for curriculum- leadership. In this 
last chapter, Forsberg and colleagues, then, gesture toward the need for understand-
ing leadership as a multi-level and discursive project. We take that argument further 
in Part V.

Part IV Leadership, Didaktik, and Curriculum Studies
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Chapter 8
Forging the Needed Dialogue Between 
Educational Leadership and Curriculum 
Inquiry: Placing Social Justice, Democracy, 
and Multicultural Perspectives into Practice

Ira Bogotch, Dilys Schoorman, and Daniel Reyes-Guerra

Abstract History demonstrates that the relationship between curriculum studies 
and educational leadership is mediated by the conceptualization of curriculum 
adopted within specific community contexts. To this end, we identify four concep-
tualizations of curriculum that have been effected in the USA and explore the varied 
relationship between our two fields that each context portends. Our analysis demon-
strates that only when both fields of study have come together for the benefit of 
society, the common good, will the emergent leadership and curriculum result in 
progressive attempts at multiculturalism, democracy and social justice. Towards 
that end, we offer a developmental dialogical framework transitioning from rela-
tions grounded in stratification, homogenization, transformation, and the stage we 
call leadership for social justice. This progressive dialogue is ever more problem-
atic, as it has to navigate multiple obstacles of temporal policies and politics as well 
as ideological divides. Thus, the complicated conversations are among those who 
seek to maintain old values and norms (e.g., stratification and homogenization) with 
those who take a counterview (transformation), or critical perspective (social 
justice).

 Overview

In this chapter, we situate the histories of school leadership (a subfield of educa-
tional leadership) together with curriculum inquiry within a larger USA political, 
cultural, and economic context. To be clear, our two disciplines have been subject 
to direct and indirect control by external authorities from colonial times to the 
present. Our analysis demonstrates that when both disciplines have come together 
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progressively for the benefit of society, then the emergent leadership and curriculum 
result in real attempts at social justice, democracy, and multiculturalism. Yet, when 
we accept the historical dominance and subjugation of our fields as a permanent 
state of affairs, then it makes no difference whether or not we communicate across 
disciplines. We will explain.

History confirms that our struggles today have been confronted in the past. 
History also confirms that how the struggles are conceptualized, as stratification, 
homogenization, transformation or as social justice, are effected by politics and 
policies, locally and nationally. Such dynamic challenges occur in all national con-
texts as a complex conversation. Our narrative specifically captures the unique char-
acteristics of the complex conversation within the USA context.

As such, we are obligated by our history to acknowledge the diversity of the 
nation’s populations, highlighting the waves of voluntary and involuntary immigra-
tion as well as the horrific treatment of the original occupants of our land, that is, 
Native Americans. Therefore, our national focus has to be viewed through the lenses 
of (1) multiculturalism as context, (2) democracy as relationships and an experi-
ment, and (3) social justice as purposes and the struggles to obtain equitable ends of 
education. The three co-exist; that is, it cannot and should not be otherwise in the 
USA context. Hence, the necessity underlying our historical and contemporary 
arguments. At the same time, within each era from the 1600s to the present, new and 
different circumstances have influenced the struggles for human rights, economic 
rights, and the quality of life, adding a dimension of contingent and temporal reali-
ties to the narrative.

Our purpose here is to provide context: that is, our perception of the current USA 
reality, how we got here, and how we hope to begin complex conversations. We 
identify four conceptualizations of curriculum, explore the relationship between 
curriculum and leadership that each would create, and then discuss how this all can 
come together into a framework of future dialogue.

 Where We Are

We first ask, how did the recorded USA history bring us to a very different place 
than where other ‘model’ educational systems (i.e. Finland, Denmark, etc.) are 
today? Beyond the foundational cornerstones of democracy, individualism, and 
pragmatism upon which this nation and its public school system was built [even 
though it was built for some and not all], it is important to identify the major cur-
rents moving forward that prevented curriculum inquiry and school leadership from 
moving beyond their existing professional silos. Therefore, to better understand the 
USA context in the present, it is important to consider the rise of neoliberalism dur-
ing the last quarter century, in particular how it stands in opposition to the concep-
tion of Didaktik in northern Europe.

Recent history demonstrates that the rise of neoliberalism marks an ascension to 
power that has institutionalized governance structures and policies including 
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 privatization, fiscal austerity, tax reform, deregulation, and free trade. This ideology 
and its accompanying policies have been embedded by governments on every con-
tinent, most notably in Chile under Augusto Pinchot, in the USA under Ronald 
Reagan, and in Great Britain under Margaret Thatcher. While the effects are world-
wide, they have been most strongly felt in the United States in terms of their impact 
on public education moving further away from the ideals embedded in Didaktik.

Essentially, we see the way forward through a struggle in which the individual 
“fully enters into reality, so knowing it better, he or she can radically transform it” 
(Freire 2000, p. 39). We affirm that curriculum inquiry and educational leadership 
go hand in hand (Reyes-Guerra and Bogotch 2012). Pinar (2004) makes the argu-
ment that “As a distinct disciplinary field (rather than a subfield of a single academic 
discipline such as educational psychology or the sociology of education), curricu-
lum studies may be the only academic discipline within the broad field of educa-
tion” (p. 2). We believe that school leadership is also an academic discipline within 
the field because not only does it have an interdisciplinary structure, but it requires 
the understanding, knowledge, and critique of all the fields in education and society. 
What is important is the understanding that in northern European circles, Didaktik 
is still the strong and dominant approach to the foundation of teaching and learning, 
whereas school leadership and curriculum studies have been slowly neutralized and 
moved from “scholars and intellectuals to technicians in service to the state” (Pinar 
2004, p. 2). That is, school leaders were converted to managers unable to lead com-
plicated conversations, and curriculum theorists were converted into curriculum 
designers allowed only to produce materials aligned to the dominant narrative.

Didaktik as a northern European tradition of thinking and studying teaching and 
learning is unfamiliar to most USA educators today. As Autio (2014) and Seel 
(1999) pointed out, Didaktik is based on the broader concept of Bildung, “the indi-
vidual’s competence to be able to lead public life: to participate in a knowledgeable 
way in cultural activities, public affairs, and politics, and to critique – ideally to 
reconstruct – society by transforming one’s self through continuous study and dif-
ferent, idiosyncratic, activities” (Autio 2014, p. 18). Importantly, Didaktik is cen-
tered on four elements: moral, cognitive, aesthetic, and practical elements. Didaktik 
“[m]akes education educative in the real sense of the term: other elements are 
weighed by the moral and judgmental faculties of the teachers and students alike” 
(Autio 2014, p. 18). These elements are clearly central to the conceptualization of 
curriculum and school leadership disciplines, and necessary in building a frame-
work to move the USA forward. Ironically, we will document historical eras, pri-
marily within pragmatic and progressive periods in USA history when curriculum 
studies and school leadership have come close to a convergence with Didaktik in 
terms of process and purposes.

However, even when the processes and the purposes in this converging position-
ality of public education have occurred, it was, is, and will continue to be, as a 
uniquely “American” phenomenon. The Progressive Movement of the early 1900s 
marked the stance taken by John Dewey and others (e.g., Boyd Bode) as an educa-
tional bridge between “self realization and democratization” (Pinar 2004, p. 17). 
Therefore, it is this unique American Exceptionality  – a term not without 
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 controversy - which guides our developmental framework by which we embrace the 
evolution of the social ideals surrounding multiculturalism, democracy and social 
justice. As a developmental framework in which we document transitions from 
stratification to homogenization to transformation and to social justice, our task has 
remained hopeful in spite of recent history and the rise of neoliberalism. We still 
believe the future is one of a progressive and pragmatic dialogue of mutual respect 
and interactions among equals, curriculum and leadership.

Nevertheless, dialogue is ever more problematic, as it has to navigate multiple 
obstacles of temporal policies and politics. Our two fields not only come together 
and separate contingently, but also are separated from constituents – i.e., practitio-
ners within public education. We have professors of curriculum, professors of 
school leadership, teacher educators, public school teachers, and public school 
administrators, each operating independently within their distinct spheres of influ-
ence. As if these five constituencies were not complicated enough, there are within 
each group ideological divides, those who seek to maintain old values and norms 
(e.g., stratification and homogenization) and those who take a counterview (trans-
formation), or critical perspective (social justice), asking different disciplinary 
questions. For example, Jerome Bruner (1960/2004) asked his two seminal ques-
tions: “What shall we teach and to what end?” (p. 1). Critical educators, such as 
Geneva Gay, James Bank, Joel Spring, Gloria Ladson-Billings and Michael Apple 
among others have asked why a curriculum is being developed (e.g. either for the 
perpetuation of an inequitable status quo; for transformation of the system); “Whose 
knowledge do we teach?” and “Who benefits from the curriculum?” In the USA, 
there have always been political struggles over who is included and excluded from 
public education. It is a perpetual motif in public education in the USA.

 Understanding USA Uniqueness: The USA Philosophy 
and Culture of Pragmatism

Johann Gottfried Herder and Johann Gottlieb Fichte made strong arguments for the 
uniqueness of the language, traditions, and culture of a people as a whole that 
defines the limitations of the political state in dealing with the people that are its 
subjects or participants. There are strong debates by post-nationalists about US 
American exceptionalism, yet if there is one strong theme throughout USA history, 
it is the pragmatism found within the national culture. Pragmatism fits nicely into 
the “unfinished agenda” in which all USA ideas are debated and then re-interpreted 
to see which ones matter most in given situations. In William James’ (1907/1963) 
own words, Pragmatism is a mediator/reconciler … It “‘unstiffens’ our theories” 
(p. 38, p. 71). “The world is full of partial stories that run parallel to one another, 
beginning and ending at odd times” (p. 64). It is by understanding pragmatism that 
we see how the meaning of the “totality of experiences” – a popular notion of cur-
riculum - moved from being a Platonic Idea or Hegelian Consciousness to ongoing 
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debates on what it means to be tolerant of queer ideas, on how important it is to 
listen, and why we need to reflect on alternative ideas of what might be true 
(Lippmann 1910, pp. 800–801). Pragmatism, according to Henry Steele Commager 
(1950), “was wonderfully adapted to the temperament of the average America” 
(p. 97). It translated abstractions into ideas comprehended by ordinary minds. The 
philosophy embodied a populist message.

William James argued that the disciplines of modern, academic psychology, tra-
ditional philosophy and the “science” of education were confusing to practitioners 
of education, deliberately, using a mystifying language of abstract ideas. His mes-
sage instead (see his Talks to Teachers, 1899) was one of professional 
self-development.

You [the audience of teachers] make a great, a very great mistake, if you think that psychol-
ogy, being the science of the minds’ laws, is something from which you can deduce definite 
programs and schemes and methods of instruction for immediate school-room use. 
Psychology is a science, and teaching is an art; and sciences never generate arts directly out 
of themselves” (Psychology and the Teaching Art, Chapter 1 http://www.uky.edu/~eushe2/
Pajares/tt1.html)

James sought to “invent” a practical definition of how ordinary people can under-
stand the meaning of truth or the meaning of any philosophical proposition; that is, 
he argued that truth comes down to particular consequences based on present and 
future experiences. There can be no meaningful difference in one’s point of view 
unless it makes a real difference in concrete fact. Pragmatism was James’ attempt to 
accommodate Idealists and pluralists by allowing for the co-existence of opposite 
points of view when their co-existence did not have any material consequences. It 
was a criterion for being tolerant, so necessary for any democratic society. By 
accounting for opposing views, he thought he had reconciled abstract philosophical 
debates as inconsequential to people’s lives. “The true line of philosophic progress 
lies, in short, it seems to me, not so much through Kant as round him to the point 
where now we stand” (1907, p. 269)

Locke, Hume, Berkeley, Kant, Hegel, have all been utterly sterile, so far as shedding any 
light on the details of nature goes, and I can think of no invention or discovery that can be 
directly traced to anything in their peculiar thought, for neither with Berkeley’s tar-water 
nor with Kant’s nebular hypothesis had their respective philosophic tenets anything to do. 
The satisfactions they yield to their disciples are intellectual, not practical; (p. 83)

Thus, it was left to critical educational thinkers to bring curriculum and leader-
ship to practitioners by engaging them in their lived realities (Boske and Osanloo 
2015) . This engagement is democratic at its core as it communicates with educators, 
not ‘on behalf of’ or ‘to’ or ‘for’. Prepositions in language matter, for research and 
relationship building. But this in itself will not make any significant difference 
unless we actively listen to and learn from other educators, communities, and most 
of all, our students. The learning, listening and acting becomes the praxis or dia-
logue for our proposed framework. The primacy of practice purposes, processes, 
and outcomes are all contextual, thus requiring educators to continuously assess the 
consequences of leadership actions in terms of social justice outcomes (Ayers 2009; 
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Bogotch 2002, 2008, 2014). Through James’ public lectures to teachers, the mean-
ing of education as negotiation and progressively moves from academics and social 
change.

As professors and researchers, it is one thing for us to diagnose the problems 
carefully and systematically and cautiously offer advice. But as educators, our 
responsibilities lie in our actions, in this case figuring out the next steps to a produc-
tive cross-disciplinary dialogue. But before we begin, we will next give a brief USA 
history to illustrate the twists and turns which have characterized our past 
relationships.

 Re-examining USA Histories as an Unfinished Agenda

Because the forum for our ideas is international, we will follow an historical chro-
nology so that readers familiar and unfamiliar with the uniqueness of the USA can 
follow the various twists and turns, continuities and discontinuities reflected in our 
history. Our illustrations in this narrative will unfortunately omit key personalities, 
facts, and events that some readers would have liked to learn more about. By neces-
sity, our choices are arbitrary; that is a compromise all educational researchers face. 
More problematic is that historical figures do not always stand up well in today’s 
light.

Two historical facts dominate any narrative of the USA context: first, we are a 
relatively young nation, and secondly, we are culturally diverse. As a young nation, 
the USA is and should continue to be an experiment in democracy, with principles 
of leadership based on checks and balances (what we call accountability) and the 
separation of powers (our national distrust of authoritarianism). This has been inter-
preted in many different pragmatic and progressive ways depending on which era 
from the 1600s to the present is being highlighted. The Pulitzer Prize winning his-
torian, Joseph Ellis (2007) refers to it as our history as an “unfinished agenda;” the 
“people’s historian” Howard Zinn (1980/1988) called it the “possibilities of surprise 
(p. 435);”and, the noted educational historian David Tyack (1974) saw history as a 
veritable kaleidoscope of competing interests.

In more practical terms, our history is a struggle between orthodoxy and tradition 
and modern day practices in all aspects of life. As E. J. Dionne (2012) puts it, “We 
are a nation of individualists who care passionately about community. We are a 
nation of communitarians who care passionately about individual freedom” (p. 5). 
We are a nation of culturally diverse peoples, even when the USA Constitution 
excluded Indians (Native Peoples) from citizenship (rectified in 1924), and for tax 
purposes and federal representation reduced Negro slaves to the fraction 3/5th ‘s in 
terms of counting the population. Some of the noted architects of our republican 
form of government, such as Thomas Jefferson, were slave holders which speaks to 
the ongoing contradictions and tensions created by diversity. Nevertheless, as we 
will make clear in this chapter, USA public education was designed specifically and 
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progressively for the “common man” (sic) as the great equalizer in society as essen-
tial to the great experiment in democracy.

Public Education Beginnings The origins of public schools was that they all func-
tioned locally and autonomously for the first century and a half. When the church or 
orthodox educators controlled knowledge, then teaching the readings and moral 
lesson of the Bible was a complete answer to Bruner’s (1960/1963) two questions: 
“What shall we teach and to what end?” (p. 1). Primary school students would not 
only be able to sing), but also have a sense of salvation, either in work, family or in 
an eternal afterlife. Replacing the Bible with secular readings, made spelling, liter-
acy and calculating numbers not only basic skills, but depending on how many years 
of education a person received, provided access to secondary, colleges, and univer-
sities and a professional life – often a life inside the clergy. In rural settings, the 
curriculum was delivered by a single teacher in the proverbial one-room school 
house filled with a community’s youth. In many instances, historical and contempo-
rary, the curriculum was prepared outside the school setting and delivered, well or 
poorly by trained and untrained teachers.

One of the earliest secular – and urban – curriculums was set forth by Benjamin 
Franklin who synthesized many Western European ideas. In his Pamphlet.titled 
Proposals Relating to the Education of Youth in Pensilvania Philadelphia, (1749), 
he listed classical subjects and the reasons for their inclusion in the curriculum. The 
subjects were divided into two categories: “everything that is useful” and everything 
that is ornamental.” Thus in this very early configuration of curriculum, we have 
both aesthetic and public ends of education.

Throughout the Pamplet are exhortations in defense of the term “public:”

• “Publick Disputes warm the Imagination, whet the Industry, and strengthen the 
natural Abilities;” “impressions of the Beauty and Usefulness of Virtue of all 
Kinds,

• Publick Spirt;” and, “the Necessity of a [CHRISTIAN]
• Publick Religion” (i.e., character education).

Yet, as an independent nation, circa 1776, and especially under the first gover-
nance structure, the Articles of Confederation, each of the original thirteen colonies 
maintained their autonomy, such that each printed its own currency, made its own 
domestic and foreign policies, each collected taxes, all based on own local, private 
interests. There was no central authority to coordinate both the business of America, 
the protection of America or the rights of citizens or establish a public identity (as 
Franklin’s curriculum advocated) or a public good. But what was truly remarkable 
was that the very same group of well-educated men, landowners, who had con-
ceived of the Articles of Confederation, understood that a new and different gover-
nance system was needed. The arguments were made in a series of New York Times 
essays under the title The Federalist Papers. The USA Constitution set forth a new 
direction based on the principles of minority rights, “checks and balances” and the 
“separation of powers,” with central authorities focused on the rights of all citizens 
alongside local decision-making with respect to community and educational needs.
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What is most relevant to us here is the idea that when curriculum is transmitted 
rather than developed, the “what” or content has been determined externally, apart 
from the community or apart from the students’ abilities and interests. When leader-
ship and curriculum have worked in tandem to improve students’ lives and uplift 
their communities, the first leadership decision is to create the conditions for engag-
ing in curriculum inquiry in order to learn the values, beliefs, and customs of the 
community. When this leadership step has happened, the school becomes a part of 
a community with parental and community support. Unfortunately, educational his-
tory is replete with periodic examples of external authorities deciding from afar 
what all USA communities’ need. The idea of school and community is as old as the 
nation. And yet, it remains problematic in terms of both leadership and curriculum 
inquiry and its development. But in order to understand the many examples of 
school and community throughout USA history and contemporary times, it is nec-
essary to see how radical and dramatic governmental change happens.

 The Emergence of Public Education

It was Horace Mann who insisted that public education be democratic in structure 
and practices. His design of normal schools in Massachusetts in the 1830s–1840sff 
were designed not to change the arduously difficult lives of immigrant parents, but 
rather through schooling to change their children who could rise up out of drudgery 
and poverty in one generation. Horace Mann himself personified the effective inte-
gration of leadership and curriculum. The design of normal schools was that teach-
ers were educated in the mornings and then they taught students in the afternoon. 
And when it came to immigrants of Irish, Italian, Polish, and Jewish descents, his 
single generation goal became almost a two century mantra of those who enrolled 
in public schools. That said, for other non-white immigrant groups, they have never 
fared as well inside either separate but equal or integrated public schools (Greer 
1972, Perlman 1988).

Although Mann himself championed integration and the end of slavery, it was 
not until the passage of the 13th, 14th and 15th Amendments to the USA Constitution 
after the bloody Civil War, in the 1860s, that a new transformational era in USA 
history was initiated by President Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln chose war in order to 
keep the nation whole and not let economic or political differences destroy the 
country’s system of government. The above amendments abolished and prohibited 
slavery; conferred citizenship on persons born or naturalized in the US; prohibited 
denying voting right to citizens based on race, color and previous servitude.

By the turn of the twentieth century, public schools faced new challenges of 
immigration and poverty caused by urbanization, parental neglect and truancy. 
Schools were called upon to provide a new progressive curriculum and philosophy 
(i.e., Dewey). And thus were born schools in conjunction with settlement houses 
(Addams 1910/1961; Berger 1956/1980, Patri 1917). Quoting from Patri:
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We looked upon the settlement as a moving living force whose idea was one of service and 
not of power. Free from tradition, we felt that it would be the neighborhood social experi-
mentation station, finding out, working out, and then beginning again, never stopping long 
enough to standardize. (p.134)

The settlement houses addressed economic issues while also instilling a meaning 
for democratic citizenship. The reform, like the origins of government were “exper-
imental rather than permanent (Berger 1956/1980, p.  2) although the principles 
underlying this and many other educational reforms were meant to be permanently 
instilled in society. Even during the two World Wars and the Great Depression, pub-
lic schools sought to become sanctuaries with “playgrounds and school gardens, 
shower baths and swimming tanks, manual training and domestic science, branches 
of the public library, vocation and evening schools, schools for deaf and blind chil-
dren, auditoriums for use by pupils with free lecture courses and concerts, and in 
general the opening of schools after hours as neighborhood centers” (p. 90). For 
progressives, education was a social institution to promote community well-being 
and democracy (p. 105).

 An Historical Convergence

The Progressive Movement in USA history had multiple philosophers, including 
James whom we have already presented. However, the premier philosopher in pro-
gressive education was John Dewey, who, inspired by James, then introduced 
instrumentalism as a philosophy and called for radical reform of curriculum and 
teaching. Always tempered by his primary ethical value of democracy, he countered 
the traditional approach to education with progressive education. His philosophy 
opened, on multiple levels, the doors to a strong convergence of leadership and cur-
riculum that we are advocating. Dewey’s emphasis on democracy as a way to pro-
tect popular interests, democracy as an expression of individuality, and democracy 
as a method of social inquiry were foundational as litmus tests of progressive 
education.

One of the most vivid examples of curriculum and leadership working in concert 
to build community was the planned community of Arthurdale, 1934–1936, the first 
subsidized project of the Roosevelt administration’s New Deal. It was an experi-
ment to educate the displaced coal mining families of West Virginia:

It is proposed that, just as the organization of this community represents an experiment 
seeking to discover means of needed adjustment in our social and economic life, likewise 
let this be a new school, providing for its citizens of all ages richer and more adequate edu-
cational opportunities (Stack 2004, p. 188).

The school principal, Elsie Clapp’s leadership began with two non-negotiable 
demands: one, that she was able to bring her experienced staff with her to the new 
school community; and, two, was that she would not open the school until she and 
her teachers had acclimated and assimilated themselves into the community so that 
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the curriculum would be based on the real needs of the students. The formerly city 
educators were now studying “farming, homesteading, village games” [because] 
“understanding cultural heritage was a central component of self-realization” 
(p. 196). The structure was to hold classes day and night for everyone in Arthurdale – 
from ages 2 to 72. Teachers became active members of the community, volunteering 
as firefighters and building greenhouses, recreation buildings, libraries, cafeteria 
and kitchens, home economics, a doctor’s office, a bank and bookstore (p. 200).

But as history unfolded neither the settlement houses nor the Arthurdale experi-
ments continued. What happened? For one thing, Dewey’s progressive ideas were 
never embraced by traditionally trained educators whether in curriculum or leader-
ship. As Dewey repeatedly noted, progressive education was too difficult conceptu-
ally for teachers and administrators who did not receive the kind of rigorous 
education advocated by Franklin, Jefferson or Mann. Instead teacher educators have 
participated in what William Doll (1993) referred to as the “methodologization” of 
curriculum. Progressivism required that the students’ knowledge, interests and abil-
ities inform the teacher who listens and learns from them, co-constructing the 
sequencing and pace of instruction within all subjects being taught. In contempo-
rary terms, progressive practices have led to a more critical pedagogical approach 
which holds that “what works” for disadvantaged students, often students from 
minority cultures and races” actually works for all students, while culturally insen-
sitive curriculum, that is, colorblind and objective practices, do not work for minori-
tized groups of students (Grant and Sleeter 2011). Moving from constructivism to 
critical constructivism has become one of today’s curricular challenges inside the 
academy.

Resistance to progressive ideas had deeper roots in the USA society than just 
pedagogies and methods. And for this reason, Dewey’s philosophy of education was 
grounded in his battle to combat the anti-intellectual state of affairs within educa-
tion. He wrote essays on democratic relationships, educative habits and experiences, 
artistic appreciation, and engaging in the public’s problems – all attempts to broad-
ened progressive educational ideas beyond schooling.

Wrong Turns: From Historical Injustices to the Neoliberal Assault on Public 
Education Throughout USA history, political, cultural and social ideals and ide-
ologies have competed for power. It is always within a larger socio-cultural and 
political environment that we must see public education. But when education goes 
wrong, it goes wrong when curriculum and leadership come together to cause cul-
tural and psychological damage to students and/or when the disparate impact of 
practices and policies keep minoritized groups from participating in the opportuni-
ties afforded to others in society.

The impact of scientific management imbued with the valuing of social effi-
ciency has raised significant concerns for multiculturalism, democracy and social 
justice (Kliebard 2004). Bobbitt (1918/2013) made the case for the “technique of 
curriculum making along scientific lines” (p. 12) that prioritized the efficient use of 
resources. According to Flinders and Thornton (2013), “For Bobbitt, ‘scientific’ 
suggested a systematic series of procedures, carried out by curriculum  professionals, 
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prior to implementation in a school district” (p. 4). Teachers and their supervisors 
were recipients of this externally derived curriculum. This methodolization of cur-
riculum emphasized the “how to” of curriculum design, highlighting the intercon-
nections among objectives, content, instruction and assessment, as exemplified by 
the work of Ralph Tyler (1949). This short text inspired scores of curriculum spe-
cialists in decades of discussions and debates on the development of objectives and 
varied models and frameworks for curriculum design. Although Tyler called for the 
purposes of curriculum grounded in broader concerns, preoccupation with efficient 
development and delivery became the focus of curriculum specialists. As Klein 
(2003) observed, instructional strategies such as “behavioral objectives, time on 
task, sequential learning, positive reinforcement, direct instruction, achievement 
testing, mastery in skills and content, and teacher accountability” (p. 21) became 
more valued as the domain of school-based educators.

The ability to “efficiently” deliver curriculum, rather than to question it, pro-
vided fertile ground for the proliferation of scholarship on curriculum design meth-
odologies as well as for the growth of externally derived standardized curriculum. 
Teacher education programs honed the skills for practitioners’ instructional devel-
opment separate from the curriculum. Ensuring that the pre-determined learning 
outcomes are met and measured is a priority. Depending on the context teachers 
may have the license to achieve these outcomes in creative and personalized ways; 
in other contexts supervisors expect teachers to instruct in narrow and scripted 
ways. The convergence between curriculum and leadership within this paradigm is 
as seamless as it is sublime with the expression “aligned with fidelity” rolling off the 
tongues of today’s teachers and principals as if their bonding over such reforms will 
in fact close the achievement gap and turnaround schools. We express this with as 
much sarcasm as we can muster because it reveals a larger political and economic 
agenda afoot.

To wit, the bogeyman that has extended the historical injustices into the present 
is often referred to as neoliberalism. According to Pinar (2004), it is complicit in 
schools and universities becoming a “skill-and-knowledge factory (or corporation); 
the education professoriate is reduced to supervisory personnel” (p. 3). Educators at 
all levels have lost the moral consideration so central to Bildung, Didaktik, and to 
Pinar’s complicated conversation of currere in curriculum inquiry. There is even a 
bifurcation at the university level: at some institutions, students, teachers, and pro-
fessors are not engaged in complicated conversations at any or all levels, while at 
others attempts are made, but they are isolated within the ivied walls of the institu-
tion and end when the teachers and leaders enter the school.

It must be noted that the overarching principle of neoliberalism is that all things 
have value because all things are commodities. Citizens are no longer citizens, as 
they are now global investors who can invest their capital for profit across the world, 
employers who look for the cheapest workers on the planet to produce goods, and 
consumers who purchase the production that then returns investment on the capital 
put out by the investors. There is no common good but that which is produced by the 
market forces of competition and the profit obtained by individual greed which 
then, somehow, allows the world to be a better place for all by meeting the 
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 self- indulgences of the consumers of these commodities. As Harvey (2005/2010) 
pointed out, the system works as long as there is a 3% average return on investment, 
but that ‘system’ is ‘working’ only for the investor and for those who are a part of 
the elite who manage those investments, be they corporate CEOs, stockbrokers, or 
those who have discovered a market where their labor is sufficiently valued to allow 
an income that places them in the investor class.

In this neoliberal setting, privatization, fiscal austerity, globalization, and free 
trade (competition) must become the focus of the government and policy in order to 
bring profit to the capitalists involved and cheaper commodities to the consumer. 
For public education, applying these principles results in two different trends. The 
first allows for education to be converted into a commodity, where students and 
parents are consumers. Privatization has meant turning public schools into indepen-
dent, privately run schools or charter schools, whose purpose is to turn a profit as 
measured in the production of test scores or as measured in the efficiency of the 
private management organizations running and profiting from these schools. 
Education therefore is not about currere, it’s about maximizing the ‘profit’ mea-
sures. Fiscal austerity, a means of getting more productivity out of less workers, has 
meant that schools and educational programs are given less resources (tax dollars) 
for funding in order to force greater productivity – consideration is not given to 
anything but those endeavors that will produce rising test scores, so moral, cogni-
tive, aesthetic, and practical elements are ignored.

The second and more subtle trend is that by turning education into a commodity, 
the profession itself must change into a commodity producer and educators simply 
the corporate workers who develop and produce that commodity. And that commod-
ity, learning, has to be packaged and delivered in uniform ways to allow for both an 
opening of the market and competition. This has meant that instead of curriculum or 
leadership becoming more contextual, more democratic and therefore by definition 
more focused on social justice and multiculturalism, these two disciplines have 
become commodified, specialized, and even further silo-ed by the policies enacted. 
Accountability, a word that plays on the sensibility of the general public, is actually 
a way for corporations to sell software, data tools, and testing materials to the over 
13,500 school districts in the USA. But be clear, the USA is too small a market for 
the largest educational corporation Pearson Education, which is advancing globally 
and digitally into emerging markets, and taking full advantage of the newly created 
competitive market based on international standardized testing (e.g., PISA, 
TIMMS). Neither context nor currere exist. As Pinar (2004) states, “[by] tying the 
curriculum to student performance on test scores, teachers are forced to abandon the 
intellectual freedom to choose what they teach, how they teach, and how they assess 
student learning” (p. 164).
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 The Way Forward: A Tentative USA Framework

Our reflection on USA history reveals the ongoing intergenerational struggles to 
realize the ideals of multiculturalism, democracy and social justice across curricu-
lum theory and leadership. Just as the wrong turn was taken with respect to the 
infamous Native American Boarding schools, which turned out to be sites of cruel 
cultural genocide and militarism, and just as the enlightened turns of progressive 
and democratic community education were made within settlement schools, the two 
sides of the USA coin demonstrate that it is only when curriculum and leadership 
were inclusive of diverse participants coming together democratically and for 
socially just ends, that the dialogue was pragmatic and progressive, necessary and 
contingent.

The new conversation to be forged between leadership and curriculum is in our 
view best grounded in Freire’s (2000) notion of dialogue between interlocutors 
engaged in a mutual struggle against injustice. In a way, dialogue serves both as 
metaphor as well as a process for re-framing the relationship between curriculum 
and leadership educators; it also signifies the desired relationship between curricu-
lum/leadership professors and public schools. For Freire, dialogue is a transforma-
tive and humanizing process of mutual reflection and action, forged in love, humility, 
faith, hope and critical thinking, with a view to engaging in collective action in soli-
darity with oppressed groups.

Many public schools in the USA, particularly those that serve racially and eco-
nomically marginalized students, offer appropriate yet urgent spaces within which 
such dialogue could occur. Currere holds, for us, the notion of curriculum as per-
sonal enactment – our lives as curriculum, as well as Freire’s perspective signified 
by the dialogue: we make the road by walking. It is a notion of Freirean praxis 
forged through action and reflection in the dialogic encounter. The formal curricu-
lum or conceptualization of the curriculum as a plan for instruction is only a limited 
facet of the definition of curriculum central to our discussion.

The context of curriculum will determine the nature and trajectory of the dia-
logue required between curriculum and leadership. Within the USA, the preserva-
tion of privilege has given rise to social efficiency undergirding the relationship 
between curriculum and leadership. The use of standardized curriculum in what has 
been variously referred to as the canon, a master-narrative, reflecting a culturally 
arbitrary (Bourdieu and Passaron 1977/1990) perspective, where assimilation of 
diversity towards a homogenized perspective was valued necessitates curriculum 
leadership that prioritizes monitoring, enforcement, and evaluation based on a pri-
ori, externally imposed standards. It is within this state of affairs today in contem-
porary USA that a significant amount of public funds are expended on the 
development of standardized tests, their administration and assessment, by private 
companies (e.g., Pearson), despite widespread criticisms by prominent USA educa-
tors such as Dianne Ravitch (2014) and David Berliner (2011).

Our path forward is necessarily informed by our critical reflection on our past. 
Our history reveals varied potentiality for the desired dialogue between our fields. 
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On the one hand, we have spaces where limited dialogue in the context of common 
conceptualizations has been beneficial to maintaining an inequitable status quo; on 
the other hand, we recognize that curriculum as a complex, community based 
undertaking for social justice necessitates dialogue as counter-hegemonic praxis. 
Movement towards this latter notion of dialogue, is likely to require multiple steps. 
Gay (2001) wisely noted in the context of multiculturalism that an institution’s 
development and readiness was a factor in the level of transformation to be expected. 
We reckon the same is true of transformative dialogue. History demonstrates that 
the relationship between curriculum and leadership is mediated by the conceptual-
ization of curriculum adopted within specific community contexts. To this end, we 
identify four conceptualizations of curriculum that have been effected in the USA 
and explore the varied relationship between curriculum and leadership that each 
portends. For each, we look through the lens of multiculturalism, democracy, and 
social justice to examine the predicated outcomes.

Curriculum for Stratification Assimilationist and racial stratification policies 
have been endemic to US curricular practices in public education. The policies 
towards Native Americans, African Americans and subsequently towards genera-
tions of immigrants have included explicit plans for segmented assimilation (Portes 
et al. 2005; Portes and Zhou 1999). We see, on the one hand, the efforts to rid stu-
dents of their native tongue, cultural values, in efforts to “Americanize” them; on the 
other, the denial of education either through explicit laws, or their lack of enforce-
ment, ensured social control of different groups. (Spring 2013) quotes the advocacy 
of discrimination towards students of Mexican descent by a farmer, a school super-
intendent and a principal: “Educating the Mexicans is educating them away from 
the job, away from the dirt” … It is up to the white population to keep the Mexican 
on his knees in an onion patch; this does not mix well with education …. Never try 
to enforce compulsory attendance laws with Mexicans. The banks and the company 
will swear that the labor is needed” (p. 95). Such overt racism also forced pragmatic 
educators, such as Booker T. Washington to press for “education before equality” in 
an effort to make the best of stratification policies.

Clearly, curriculum for stratification is a violation of any current conception of 
social justice. In fact, stratification is the opposite of inclusion, and inclusive schools 
as an overarching conceptualization “provides effective strategies school leaders 
operating from a social justice framework can implement to create more inclusive 
schools for all students” (Esposito and Normore 2015). Stratification parallels the 
curriculum of the status quo within the USA from which we wish to deviate. 
Alarming disparities in academic achievement due to the historic lack of resources 
and deliberate withholding of institutional support (Ladson Billings 2006) are fur-
ther exacerbated through standardized testing regimes that link students’ test scores 
to school funding and teacher salaries, reduce curriculum and leadership to a focus 
on test preparation through drills and instructional routines grounded in factory-like 
efficiencies. These contribute to the increasing racial re-segregation of public 
schools (Kozol 2005). Despite widespread scholarly condemnation of these prac-
tices, they remain well-entrenched within the public education system, supported in 
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large measure by corporate entities who benefit financially from the increased test-
ing, monitoring and data management that now characterize public education.

The widespread acceptance of this curriculum signifies a separate-but-equal 
compliance by curriculum and leadership practitioners in the perpetuation of nar-
rowed, decontextualized and largely prescriptive curriculum. Educator preparation 
programs, swayed by test-based accountability and funding formulae, abandon any 
semblance of the principles linked to the notion of Didaktik to teach compliance 
with state standards for practitioners whose primary role is to uphold this system. 
The intensification of workload that comes with such de-professionalizing practices 
(Apple 1986) typically precludes opportunity for collaboration at any level, except 
for ensuring that standards are met across the system. Local control, democratic 
values that include social inquiry (Dewey 1916) are all violated in this form of 
curriculum.

Curriculum for Homogenization Curriculum for homogenization also draws on 
notions of standardized curriculum but with a distorted commitment to social jus-
tice and democracy that emerges from the concern about equal outcomes among 
different groups. Although framed also as the potential for access to knowledge 
variously described as cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986), cultural literacy (Hirsch 
1996) and/or the culture of power (Delpit 1988), it often comes at the price of home 
language, cultural identity and curricular relevance. The curricular focus here typi-
cally privileges pre-determined content with emphasis on instructional methodol-
ogy. Multicultural criticisms draw attention to largely monocultural (Banks 2001) 
and biased (Loewen 2008; Sadker and Sadker 2000) content that risks intellectual 
enslavement or colonization. As Woodson (1933) so eloquently reminded us, “If 
you can control a man’s thinking, you do not have to worry about his action” (p. 84).

May and Sleeter (2010) report that standardization of curriculum towards homo-
geneity increased in the rhetoric against multiculturalism post 9/11; furthermore 
framing everyone as equal citizens detracted from the unequal power relationships 
that existed among groups. Goals of homogenization inevitably include deficit ori-
entations where their “differences” are problems to be overcome, rather than assets 
to be built on. Thus, within the classroom, homogenization occurs through teachers’ 
instructional strategies. At the level of the school, principals make professional 
development, budget, instructional support and teacher retention decisions that min-
imize the “gap,” with little opportunity to question the received curriculum nor the 
policies that are foundational to such inequities. In the context of educator prepara-
tion programs, a curriculum as science perspective emphasizes lesson plan develop-
ment aligned with state and local standards in teacher preparation (in plans that 
typically foreground procedures rather than concepts), scientific/rational curricu-
lum design opportunities in the preparation of curriculum specialists and a manage-
rial/administrative/supervisory focus in principal preparation.

Curriculum for Individual Transformation This conceptualization of curricu-
lum more clearly identifies the potential for productive intersections between lead-
ership and curriculum as the purposes and the intersections between the formal and 
the informal reveal a distinct departure from the previous two conceptualizations. 
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It draws on a more polyphonic perspective of curriculum, rooted predominantly in 
the holistic development of the student as a human being. It integrates the multiple 
sources of curriculum to achieve a broader set of learning outcomes that extend 
beyond subject matter mastery per se, but where such knowledge becomes the basis 
of intellectual, social and civic development. Within this perspective, curriculum is 
broad-based, dynamic and multidisciplinary, drawing on the values of aesthetics as 
much as on science, social science, humanities, and languages and characterized by 
inquiry-based approaches to instruction. In this conceptualization, curriculum 
emerges as an art, not a science; it is a verb (Padgham 1988) not a noun. It is local 
and context-based, emerging from the specific needs and interests of the students, 
the community and their educators. Here tests and accountability do matter, but they 
do not drive the curriculum.

Historical manifestations of such an approach are evident in the work of 
Montessori (2013), whose pursuit of child study railed against the narrow concep-
tions of science noting, “The school must permit the free, natural manifestations of 
the child if in the school scientific pedagogy is to be born” (p. 25; italics in original). 
Dewey, whose prolific scholarship offered the balance between and among pre-
scribed curriculum, student-centered learning and social responsibility in a democ-
racy. Greene’s (1978, 2000) exhortations for creativity and the imagination in the 
development of the consciousness of the individual, Eisner’s (2002, 2003, 2005) 
challenge of the scientific notions of curriculum and pre-determined objectives, 
together with Robinson’s (2006) observation that schools were both anachronistic 
and stifled growth and creativity support this conceptualization of curriculum, in 
strong criticism of the rational/scientific view of curriculum.

This democratization of curriculum demands vastly different responsibilities of 
teachers and leaders, including a shift in the responsibility of curriculum develop-
ment. In the absence of the pre-packaged curriculum faithfully transmitted to stu-
dents, school-based educators become responsible for facilitating the development 
of curriculum; what is worth knowing emerges from a process of collaborative 
investigation; lesson planning is conceptual rather than a technology. Outcomes 
such as students’ self-actualization, identity development, cross-cultural compe-
tence and civic consciousness gain importance as knowledge is understood as 
dynamic and co-constructed. Inclusivity in this process will require comfort with 
divergent thinking and communication that fosters consensus building.

Consequently, how the fields of curriculum and leadership prepare their students 
for this reality becomes crucial. If curriculum studies programs adopt a curriculum 
as science perspective, their graduates will be ill-equipped for contexts requiring a 
more dynamic approach. Similarly, if educational leadership programs are solely 
focused on scientific approaches to ensure mastery of pre-determined and unques-
tioned curriculum, teachers prepared as curriculum inquirers will be stifled under 
such leadership. It thus becomes crucial for academics in these two fields to work 
closely as they prepare teachers, curriculum developers and leaders for conjoint 
practice in their communities. While such collaboration is central to the dialogue 
proposed at the next level of this typology, what is different here is a matter of focus. 
The focus on the individual lays the groundwork for transformative leadership 
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(Shields 2014) and transformational curriculum (Banks 2001), each endorsing the 
value of divergent perspectives in a dynamic view of leadership and curricular 
implementation. This lays the requisite groundwork for transforming entire institu-
tional structures. This is not a challenge to be undertaken by a single entity; it will 
require broad-based coalition building.

Curriculum for Social Justice Contemporary educational policy and practice in 
the USA, despite its rhetoric, has fallen prey to a technocratic managerial system, 
obsessed by measurement but with little meaningful learning going on in the 
8 months leading up to the annual test (Rose 2011). Of particular concern is the 
impact of the current system on historically under-served students in the USA. As 
Rose (2011) notes:

This concern about the nature of a school’s response to high-stakes pressure is especially 
pertinent for those students at the center of reform: poor children, immigrants, and racial 
and ethnic minority students. You can prep kids for a standardized test, get a bump in scores, 
yet not be providing a very good education. The end result is the replication of a troubling 
pattern in American schooling: poor kids get an education of skills and routine, a lower-tier 
education, while students in more affluent districts get a robust course of study. (pp. 34–35)

The ongoing struggle, especially in the current context of neoliberal politics that 
have gripped public education at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels, will 
require intentional coalition building between and among diverse constituents if a 
vision for social justice education is to be realized. Shields’ (2014) call for transfor-
mative leadership for social justice education focuses on “the very nature of the 
school and its relationship with the wider community” (p. 325). This entails trans-
formation in the formal, prescribed curriculum, as well as in its hidden curriculum 
of policies, practices, values, climate and community relationships. Apple and 
Beane (1995) observed similarly in their study of democratic schools in the USA:

Democratic schools, like democracy itself, do not happen by chance. They result from 
explicit attempts by educators to put in place arrangements and opportunities.that involve 
two lines of work: … to create democratic structures and processes by which life in the 
school is carried out. The other is to create a curriculum that will give young people demo-
cratic experiences. (p. 9)

Curriculum for social justice builds on the legacy and vision of social reconstruc-
tionists who called for curriculum to be a catalyst in the transformation of inequi-
table social structures. It supports what Ladson-Billings (1995) calls culturally 
relevant pedagogy defined as a humanizing pedagogy of opposition that leads to 
collective empowerment, students’ academic success, cultural competence and crit-
ical consciousness that facilitates their ability to question an inequitable status quo. 
This approach parallels the principles of critical pedagogy, inspired by the work of 
Freire (2000) and popularized in the USA by critical scholars (e.g. Apple 1986, 
2006, 2012; Giroux 2011a, b, 2013; Kincheloe 2008). Critical pedagogy draws 
attention to the oppressive potentiality of curriculum, where students were treated 
as passive recipients of knowledge. Instead, Freire called for more emancipatory 
pedagogy that would facilitate active engagement through dialogue in a mutual pro-
cess of reflection and action that constituted the praxis by which learners might act 
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upon their world to transform it. The cases highlighted by Apple and Beane (1995), 
the (now banned) Mexican American Studies program of Tucson, AZ, and the 
Chicago Grassroots Curriculum Taskforce (CGCT) offers a prototype for 
community- based curriculum development integrating students, their families, 
community elders and school- and university-based educators to compile a collec-
tive knowledge of Chicago’s communities (http://grassrootscurriculum.org/
about-us/).

 Curriculum Options for Democracy, Multiculturalism, 
and Social Justice

As we mentioned earlier, there are four elements of Didaktik that provide a direction 
for bringing our two USA disciplines of leadership and curriculum together: the 
moral, cognitive, aesthetic, and practical elements. But the meanings of these terms 
are derived from history, national contexts and cultural perspectives. Thus the cur-
riculum options begins with a four by three matrix in which we frame the four ele-
ments of Didaktik alongside democracy, multiculturalism, and social justice. 
Beyond social, political and economic stratification and beyond the “melting pot” 
metaphor of the Ss. Clearly, the two curriculum conceptualizations that begin to 
meet the criteria for effecting radical change are the Individual Transformation and 
Social Justice curricula. This means that curriculum and leadership programs must 
lead to the development of teachers and leaders who are able to effect needed 
changes in both individuals and communities.

For many scholar-practitioners who are working in pockets of isolation within 
the academy, where multicultural, democratic, and social justice concerns have 
been relegated to marginal status, this becomes an especially difficult challenge. 
Too few programs in education have made multiculturalism, democracy and social 
justice integral to their program philosophy in action, rather than merely in rhetoric. 
Too rarely does this philosophy extend to multiple programs such as its leadership 
preparation and its curriculum/teacher education. Instead, many programs still 
focus on the traditional curriculum developed with a certain dysconciousness (King 
2000, 2015) of the structures of inequity that shape and are perpetuated by extant 
curriculum. Furthermore, in the high stakes context of assessment, where – in an 
egregious mismeasure of quality – educator preparation programs in public institu-
tions will be measured and funded by the test scores of our graduates’ students, 
educator preparation institutions appear more keen to gear their curriculum towards 
compliance with such policies, rather than interrogating them.
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 Conclusions for Complicated Conversations That Must Result 
in Action

While in the broadest sense of leadership practices which does not delimit leader-
ship to roles, functions, and structure), curriculum theorists are, in fact, educational 
leaders in that they interact with others. Our framework identifies these others not 
just in terms of the socio-cultural situation, historical eras, but also the key partici-
pants, which includes those held responsible for educational decisions and out-
comes. Thus, the focus on the interactions between curriculum and educational 
leadership.

One of the very few curriculum theorists to have a clear view of these interac-
tions with educational leadership was Alice Miel. In 1961, she delineated five pre- 
requisites for leadership in schools: “(1) a professional atmosphere, (2) a climate of 
psychological safety with freedom, (3) staff learning opportunities, (4) opportuni-
ties for decision making, and (5) opportunities for cooperative evaluation and self- 
evaluation (p.  229). Following Dewey, Miel asserted that pedagogical content 
should never be limited to the transmission of already existing ideas, but rather 
engage with students in activities whereby new ideas emerged and were recon-
structed. Thus, curriculum would never be static but always guided by a social con-
struction through trial and error. For Miel, leadership was a matter of balancing 
safety and challenge, control and release with a freedom “to venture into uncharted 
territory where instructional material have not yet caught up with events” (p. 252). 
She called her leadership theory “ordered freedom” a liminal space between the 
status quo and agency for change – which for both administrators and teachers are 
a “never-ending challenge” (p. 252).

According to Reyes-Guerra and Bogotch (2012) “the field of curriculum theory 
and inquiry has been grounded in educational concepts, such as development, 
growth, discovery, progressivism, democracy, morality, and reconstruction” 
(p. 138). They stated that “While the formal definition of curriculum found inside 
catalogues, brochures, and Web pages describe it as what is taught and learned in 
single classrooms, curriculum [check the wording of this quote], as we learned in 
our undergraduate teacher-education years, is the totality of experiences - with mul-
tiple dimensions, including cognitive, social, political, economic, moral, aesthetic, 
cultural, and spiritual aspects of life – not just for living today, but also to be trans-
mitted generatively from generation to generation. As such, curriculum inquiry 
demands that participants have the freedom to be creative and innovative.” (p. 141).

It was the unintended consequence that two American pragmatists, William 
James and John Dewey, who were both trained as scientists, pushed open the door 
of tolerance, experimentation, and democracy only to witness how dominant groups 
in society walked through that door to impose their own selfish ideas or to propose 
a “new” science of psychometrics (e.g., Thorndike) and scientific management 
(e.g., Taylor, Bobbitt, Courtis) which has for a century now dominated USA educa-
tion in policies and practices. Pragmatism and progressivism have struggled over 
the past century in the face of quantitative proofs and statistical methodologies. It is 
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up to us to insist on the reconstituting a new pragmatic test: promoting dialogue 
focused on that which is good and eliminating that which causes psychological and 
bodily harm.

Dialogue, within the Freirean context arises from the identification (or “nam-
ing”) of social injustice and is sustained through mutual engagement with the par-
ties affected by the injustice in order to transform the conditions that give rise to it. 
The given name to that injustice will differ across the globe according to contexts 
from which opportunities arise. Contexts and opportunities differ nation by nation. 
In the case of the USA, we recognize that the inequities of contemporary education 
here are a legacy of the historical, economical, sociopolitical and moral debt owed 
to specific groups through educational policies and practices explicitly aimed at 
their annihilation (Grande 2004), stratification (Gonzales 1996) or miseducation 
(Woodson 1933). Thus it is incumbent on all educators who claim a stake in the 
equitable education of all students to identify ways that interrupt the current 
entrenched practices.

This interruption will require conscientization (i.e. critical awareness of the 
political dynamics that give rise to the unequal distribution of power) at multiple 
levels. First, is the recognition of the curricular problem itself, its causes, manifesta-
tions and results. Second, is the acknowledgement of our own professional culpabil-
ity in sustaining this untenable curricular reality and our potential, individually and 
collectively in transforming the conditions that give rise to injustice. Third is our 
obligation to “wake” others up, − whether they are educators, students, administra-
tors or community members – to the reality that injustices exist, and their own role 
in its perpetuation. Part of this awakening is to the institutional conditions in which 
all educators work.

The dialogue we seek, following Freire, must begin in the context of local mani-
festations of injustice. School-based or community-based injustices become the 
“laboratories” in which all educators (indeed all stake-holders) learn and work 
together. In these contexts all are learner-teachers; all are potential leaders (a role 
that has no connection with title or credentials); all are curriculum developers. In 
these roles we recognize that curriculum is not merely what we plan that students 
learn, but also the messages generated intentionally and unintentionally through our 
leadership actions in the community. Leadership, in the context of the dialogue 
entails active listening, soliciting the voices of those unheard and facilitating the 
collective critical consciousness and empowerment for action.

For university educators this engagement serves multiple purposes. It solidifies 
the recognition that, in much like the interdisciplinary projects undertaken by cur-
riculum artists, the real problems of school and community cut across disciplinary 
boundaries. Stepping out of academic siloes to work collaboratively translating our 
theory into practice, provides us opportunity and rationale for moving beyond these 
boundaries, such as they exist, within the academy. Seeing the need for our collabo-
ration and engagement in the sites of social injustice within our communities, would 
likely prove catalytic in our work, both separately and together within our own 
institutions. Separately, we engage in this work in our classes, our writing and 
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 institutional obligations but now ever mindful of our separate but equal paths in the 
collective undertaking towards social justice.

Yet none of this will lead towards an educational system that is led and engaged 
in curriculum inquiry undergirded by democracy, social justice, and multicultural-
ism if those three values are not embedded in the theoretical learning and practical 
application of our disciplines. What excuse is there for our disciplines if the educa-
tional leaders and teachers that we produce – both those dedicated to scholarship 
and those dedicated to its application in public schools – have not achieved consci-
entization and are not practicing to these ends. Moreover, if they are not engaged in 
questioning, understanding, and practicing these ends, then how will the students 
they teach be liberated? Clearly, in the USA our students of today have no concep-
tion of social justice, multiculturalism, or democracy as we understand them. They 
are, after all, like the educators that work with them, subsumed in a neoliberal sys-
tem that rejects those values.

However, as we have discussed, the USA is pragmatic. Through compromise and 
practical actions our disciplines can effect change. The recognition of persistent 
injustices in education compels us to publicly ask of our programs, departments, 
colleagues and leaders about our institutional role in the interruption of or complic-
ity with such policies and practices. When accrediting bodies or state certification 
regulations continue their historic practice of using education to marginalize diverse 
communities, or assume that homogenization of difference is a benevolent educa-
tional practice, what has been, is, and/or should be the role of professors in curricu-
lum and leadership and how should they be confronted? Preparing future educators 
to recognize this injustice, and doing so in tandem, where future principals and 
teachers enter the field ‘on the same page’ with regard to diversity and injustices is 
an important step. But working in isolation in our isolating professional and institu-
tional settings proves inefficient when the status quo of public education needs to be 
challenged.

Critical perspectives of our fields compel us to recognize our own complicity in 
setting up the conditions by which technocratic and marketizing forces have 
uprooted the democratizing aspirations of public education. The siloed existence 
has precluded dialogue as critical praxis within the academy to the extent that col-
leges of education as well as public universities themselves have fallen prey to neo-
liberal ideology and the logic of competition, profiteering and measurement. A 
naïve consciousness, as Freire described it, has engendered institutional complicity 
within systems and practices that disempower. While the specifics of how such dia-
logue occurs might be context-dependent, the rationale for it is clear. We must 
become “wide awake” rather than anaesthetized to the politics of neoliberalism and 
marketization that has de-professionalized our educators and that threatens the 
humanizing, democratizing and empowering potentiality of education, and we must 
become radical in our approaches to address them.

8 Forging the Needed Dialogue Between Educational Leadership and Curriculum…
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Chapter 9
Curriculum and School Leadership – 
Adjusting School Leadership to Curriculum
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Abstract This chapter looks at the role of school leadership vis a vis the curricu-
lum. First, it offers a brief overview of school leadership in Germany, acknowledg-
ing the multitude of systems within the system as each German federal state has 
autonomy over educational matters. Next, curriculum development and research in 
Germany is briefly recapped, including historical aspects, and the curriculum work 
of school leaders on the school level is discussed. Then the discussion is linked to 
the international discourse on instructional leadership. Next, we conclude with the 
concept of organizational education (“Organisationspädagogik”) as a perspective 
for viewing school leadership in conjunction with the curriculum. Finally, based on 
the material presented before, we take a reflective look ahead and ponder possibili-
ties and desiderata of school leadership in the context of curriculum. The chapter 
shows that school leaders in Germany regard themselves as education professionals 
deriving from the teaching profession. Instruction and pedagogical tasks and devel-
oping a collaborative school improvement culture is what they prefer. Administrative 
tasks and certain controlling aspects of management are perceived as strain. It is 
argued that the concept of “educational leadership” is strongly – even if even implic-
itly – aligned with the knowledge base of instructional leadership as well as of the 
curriculum discussion in Germany.
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 Introduction

The relationship between school leadership and curriculum in Germany is a com-
plex one. The curriculum was long thought of as being tied to the individual state 
(“Land”, plural “Länder”) in the form of the “Lehrplan” (plan of learning). The 
school principal was and maybe still is often seen as of very limited authority when 
it comes to curriculum matters due to little decision making-power and due to the 
pedagogical freedom on the instructional methods level that teachers in Germany 
enjoy. And yet, the school principal being a former teacher, has a certain affiliation 
with curriculum matters as many school principals see themselves more as peda-
gogues and educational leaders than just as managers or administrators.

Curriculum, in turn, is related to the complex idea of Bildung. This concept is 
typically a normative concept with respect to the purpose and process of education, 
i.e. reflecting educational ideals as they occur in the curriculum thus guide teaching. 
According to a more or less common agreement on what Bildung is, the construct 
refers to a process of Selbstbildung, the individual’s reflective acquisition of cultural 
knowledge, and personal growth and self-development. Especially in the tradition 
of Humanistische Bildung, i.e. humanistic Bildung, self-cultivation is essential in 
terms of being the path to cultural knowledge and to become a mature personality 
that can engage productively and critically in society. The task of education is to 
support this self-developmental process (Sorkin 1983). The connection between 
leadership and Bildung is thus established through the purpose of education.

It might be surprising to an international audience/readership that school leader-
ship research is relatively young in Germany (it just started in the 1980s) and all the 
other German-speaking countries; Switzerland, e.g. even has established school 
leaders just the last 20 years (Huber 2016a, b, c). In other words, there are many 
facets and grey areas to this complex and not well elaborated and discussed is the 
relationship of school leadership and curriculum.

This chapter looks at the role of school leadership vis á vis the curriculum. First, 
it offers a brief overview of school leadership in Germany, acknowledging the mul-
titude of systems within the system as each German federal state has autonomy over 
educational matters. Next, curriculum development and research in Germany is 
briefly recapped, including historical aspects, and the curriculum work of school 
leaders on the school level is discussed. We then link the discussion to the interna-
tional discourse on instructional leadership. Next, we present the concept of organi-
zational education (“Organisationspädagogik”, see Rosenbusch 1997, 2005) as a 
perspective for viewing school leadership in conjunction with the curriculum. 
Finally, based on the material presented before, we take a reflective look ahead and 
ponder possibilities and desiderata of school leadership in the context of 
curriculum.

The Federal Republic of Germany is comprised of 16 federal states, known in 
German as “Länder”. As a federal principle, matters of education and culture lie 
with each state. This means that each of the 16 states has its own school system 
framed by individual jurisdictional and administrative laws, encompassing its own 
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educational-policy goals, school structures, school types, curricula, etc. Therefore, 
the 16 school systems in Germany feature different educational and governing tradi-
tions. Despite these differences, the governing of each state is organized according 
to a rather traditional bureaucratic governing model.

The Minister of a state usually represents the top of the governing structure 
(macro-level) with a succession of subordinate institutions (meso-level), with the 
schools themselves functioning as the lowest units (micro-level). In larger states 
like Bavaria, North Rhine-Westphalia, and Baden-Württemberg, there is a four- 
level administrative organization, which includes the ministry, a state office for edu-
cation and/or school quality and the regional school supervisory administration, the 
school supervisory offices at the level of counties or county-independent cities, and 
finally school leadership at the school level (for further information see also Huber 
et al. 2016).

 School Leadership in Germany

In comparison with their peers in many other countries, school leaders in Germany 
have limited authority, in part due to Germany’s bureaucratic traditions. They have 
restricted authority over staff employment and dismissal, and they have limited con-
trol over financial resources. Nevertheless, school leaders are responsible for enforc-
ing national and school’s regulations and for the daily management of school life 
and lessons. Furthermore, they are responsible for representing the school, which 
includes maintaining contact with neighboring schools and institutions as well as 
the community. Historically speaking, they were in charge of the administrative 
tasks on organizational school level. Only over the last two decades further school-
based responsibilities have emerged as a result of the decentralization of decision-
making processes, usually shifting some of them from federal state system level or 
regional authority level towards the organizational school level. School- based man-
agement has been implemented in nearly all federal states over the last 10 years, 
known as “self-responsible school or autonomous school”. However, the degree of 
decision making power as well as the resources allocated to the school varies from 
state to state. Generally speaking, and in particular when comparing Germany with 
other OECD countries, new public management is not implemented to the same 
extent. Hence, the influence of school leaders is still restricted while teachers are 
relatively free to make didactical and methodical decisions on the basis of their 
‘pedagogical freedom’ as it comes to teaching and education. Furthermore, on orga-
nizational school level the school conference (or the school community confer-
ence), which consists of teachers and parents is the highest decision-making body 
and the school leader is obliged to implement and follow decisions made in this 
conference.

The school leader’s teaching obligation depends on the kind of school, the num-
ber of classes and the number of pupils in her or his school. In a grammar school 
with more than 1000 students, the teaching obligation of a school leader is at least 
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two lessons per week (the maximum is at 11 h a week in certain states); teachers at 
primary schools teach – depending on the state – 23 to 27 h a week. Hence, school 
leaders in elementary schools have considerably more lessons to teach. School lead-
ers are supported by vice-school leaders and by other staff who take over specific 
tasks, such as devising lesson plans, school career counseling and extra-curricular 
tutorship. In recent years all principals became real superior to the staff and took 
human resource management duties over from the local or regional authority like 
conducting the official assessments of teachers.

Vacant school leadership positions are announced publicly. Applicants’ back-
grounds are checked including an assessment of their past achievements and their 
teaching skills. A basic prerequisite for being appointed as a school leader is teacher 
training for, and teaching experience in the respective school type; additional quali-
fications are an advantage. These could be things like previous experience as a dep-
uty school leader, experience on senior management teams or experience as an 
instructor in charge of the induction phase of teacher training. Mostly, however, the 
state examinations and in particular the official assessments of teaching compe-
tences by superiors as the deciding factors are taken into account. The candidates 
who are evaluated as most suitable are appointed school leader for life in a tenure 
track civil servant position.

 Curriculum in Germany

Transforming the school curriculum and pedagogical leadership in Germany is not 
so much the result of a nationally orchestrated activity as it is an inside-the-state 
effort with partly growing local choices but also new systems of control by account-
ability measures, national education standards (Bildungsstandards), national stan-
dard testing, evaluation as well as systems monitoring agencies (Qualitätsagenturen) 
which are run by each of the majority of the 16 states. The degree of diversity 
between the schools have depended since decades, on how power and trust, theory 
and practical wisdom converge in common goals (Hameyer 2010; cp. Hameyer 
et al. 1983).

 A Brief Historical Look at Recent Curriculum History

Curriculum development in Germany is embedded into an extended history of theo-
rizing the syllabus (Dolch 1971; Meyer 1972; Paulsen 1892, 1896a, b; see also, 
Roth 1968; Weniger 1971, 1975) from the perspective of what “Bildung” is. The 
state does not always agree with what theorists proposed but German history pro-
vides examples of a powerful impact of theory on the syllabus (see the works of 
Humboldt, Dörpfeld, among other influential scholars of the nineteenth century).
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When curriculum research emerged in Germany particularly in the beginning of 
the seventies, the scientists studied approaches from abroad. Some of them combine 
German historical roots with what happens in the curriculum field in the US, in 
Switzerland, and Sweden (Elbers 1973; among many others cp. Frey 1971; Flechsig 
and Haller 1973 who investigate conditions for participative decision-making; 
Hameyer 1978; Hörner and Waterkamp 1981; comparative studies issued by the 
International Institute for Educational Research in Frankfurt).

In addition, syllabi and schoolbooks are analyzed and theoretically compared 
according to their impact on curriculum and instructional practice. Research proj-
ects are started, implementation issues more carefully integrated and curriculum 
process models developed. Curriculum research strives for scientific exchange and 
continuity both in terms of cross-national studies and with respect to what we learn 
from the “theory of the curriculum as syllabus” and various theories of Bildung 
(Oelkers 1983).

Within this scope of recent trends, there are attempts to redefine “Bildung”. 
Redefining Bildung is a lasting process which is simultaneously given momentum 
particularly by the influential works of von Hentig (1985, 1993, 1996), who con-
ceives Bildung as a reflective effort of students (“sich bilden”) to make up their own 
understanding of meaningfulness when they explore the world by reflective, experi-
ential activities in schools seen as a place of democratic community and deliberate 
thought. A couple of years later, Tenorth (1986, 2001, 2004) and other theorists 
redefine Bildung in association with modern views on the public curriculum.

Recently, schools are encouraged to develop local educational programs congru-
ent with the syllabus. They do so by school-based curriculum renewal (often in 
intuitive ways). The respective state-run organization, the “Landesinstitute”, that 
exist in each of the 16 states, is expected to help the schools in their own curriculum 
development by means of consulting the schools, providing materials, creating joint 
projects, qualifying teachers for this new demand, and networking schools within 
and beyond communities.

School development and syllabus work are considered major places to put con-
ceptual ideas about Bildung into practice. This provides for an opportunity to com-
bine and reground the domain of curriculum theory and the theory of Bildung in a 
more coherent, stimulating way. So far, the scientific communities of curriculum 
theory and school development, the theory of education, and the empirical stake-
holders of instructional research are still separate worlds. There are still only a few 
attempts in Germany to unfreeze the separateness and establish a continued scien-
tific dialogue between these worlds (Hameyer 2010).

Emergent Ways to Conceive the Curriculum Taba (1962) proposed the most simple 
definition of curriculum we are aware of: curriculum is a plan to learn. This is more 
than a headline, yet too vague to specify particular features of a curriculum so that 
the construct can be used in more precise ways. Defining curriculum is a task that 
has been the subjects of debates and shifts for several decades (Hameyer et al. 1983; 
Kelly 2009; Portelli 1987; Toombs and Tierney 1993; Wiles 2008). We therefore 
refer to Kerr’s classic definition of curriculum being “all the learning which is 
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planned and guided by the school, whether it is carried on in groups or individually, 
inside or outside of school” (1968, p. 16) as a humble point of departure although it 
does not include the hidden, tacit curriculum which got some attention in Germany. 
This simple definition implies what is taught to whom and by whom – questions that 
concern teachers, school leaders, but also policy makers. They are likewise influ-
enced by the political as well as the socio-cultural sphere, but also the school culture 
and what happens on the informal stage in the school. The awareness towards the 
informal and hidden agenda in the instructional learning and teaching process is 
growing as to what has been published since two decades.

Like many other scholars, Pinar points to the intricate relationships between 
society, politics and education when laying out the educational aspect of the 
curriculum:

The educational point of the public school curriculum is understanding, understanding the 
relations among academic knowledge, the state of society, the processes of self-formation, 
and the character of the historical moment in which we live, in which others have lived, and 
in which our descendants will someday live. (Pinar 2004, p. 187)

Looking at the curriculum itself, even when it is framed by external parameters, 
it arguably has different faces. It can be codified or enacted (Hameyer 2007). 
Sometimes it is blended by a tacit set of personal or public norms. It can be specified 
in tests or standards, in approved textbooks or self-made teaching materials, in a 
guideline or it can grow out of local school programs and regional development 
plans.

Goodlad (1960) reflected the phenomenology of a curriculum, later referred to as 
the representative levels or modes of a curriculum as we mention later in this section 
(e.g. the hidden, the tested, the codified curriculum). The approach of Goodlad was 
later taken up by Jan van den Akker (2004) and Uwe Hameyer (2007). In this sec-
tion, the idea is briefly discussed from a more systemic view, which reflects the 
representational levels in their interplay in various ways. This is needed if we want 
to understand the transformation of domain knowledge by curriculum reasoning, 
policy-making and its enactment in practice. The perspective of representation 
includes the invisible. An invisible curriculum is tacit or hidden. It is rooted in the 
minds of every teacher, policy-maker, parent, or student when they think about what 
should be learned at school. Tacit images shape not only what people think but also 
what they do and  – at the same time  – what they dislike (e.g. Morgan 2006). 
According to this view of the representational curriculum, we can discern the fol-
lowing ‘faces’ or levels:

•	 the codified curriculum
•	 the perceived curriculum
•	 the intended curriculum
•	 the enacted curriculum
•	 the experienced curriculum
•	 the tested curriculum
•	 the hidden curriculum
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The interplay of these levels helps us to understand what happens during the 
transformation process of domain knowledge on its way from outside into the 
school and its local enactment. A teacher who likes knowledge-based sequential 
learning within his subject perceives and interprets the curriculum probably differ-
ently from one who favors a daily-life-focused, exemplary design of instruction. 
Both will enact the compulsory curriculum in other ways according to their own 
aims which may be underpinned by tacit purposes.

A tested curriculum selects by nature something that is considered to be pars pro 
toto. Tests are norm-referenced; students are compared to others inside or outside 
the school. Test results are given institutional power which can be used for account-
ability goals and are individual placement decisions (see also Easley and Tulowitzki 
2016).

In Germany, transforming the school curriculum is not the result of a national 
effort but rather that of efforts within individual states with a growing range of 
choices due to the federal autonomy described in the beginning of the chapter. A big 
impact stems from new systems of control by external evaluation, accountability 
demands, and changing patterns of leadership (Rolff et al. 2009).

Monitoring and evaluation systems, standards and national benchmarks have 
been put into place in many European countries (mostly initiated by central and 
regional authorities). For example, some cantons in Switzerland use quality and 
qualification plans (Q2E, for a brief presentation see Heidegger and Petersen 2005). 
This means that curriculum development is very much a matter of professional 
learning and continued development of competencies within and across schools, 
putting teachers in an expectation of constant learning but also putting school prin-
cipals in a position where they need to have curriculum competencies. In Germany 
this can be seen in various ways where curriculum change is much more driven by 
the syllabus and by what the market offers than by developments from schools 
themselves.

At the same time, an argument can be made that teachers have not been suffi-
ciently trained for systematic quality-based efforts and that school principals have 
not been sufficiently prepared for dealing with curriculum matters in depth. Many 
from inside and outside schools express concerns that teacher education, pre- service 
and in-service training only enables teachers to practice curriculum design and 
renewal on a limited scale (Handelzalts 2009). In addition, there is a lack of knowl-
edge in schools when it comes to medium- and longer-term planning. In spite of this 
gap between the quality demands across schools and the given knowledge to imple-
ment goals inside schools in professional ways, schools have to master the chal-
lenges and choices that come with expanded freedom on a local level. We can 
specify some of the current challenges in terms of four major demands:

•	 The quality demand, i.e. to compare and compete with other schools, also to look 
at the quality of teaching and its impact on what the students learn; in addition, 
to improve the school curriculum quality according to internal and external 
standards.
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•	 The equality demand, i.e. to improve educational possibilities for all students, 
including the gifted, talented and the disadvantaged.

•	 The diversity demand, i.e. to take into account heterogeneous, sometimes dia-
metrically opposed groups (e.g. poor vs. rich, employed vs. unemployed, social 
security vs. economic poverty, integration vs. segregation, minorities and migra-
tion background issues).

•	 The competency demand, i.e. a shift from the academic knowledge towards abili-
ties (competencies) to use knowledge reflectively. This also includes mastering 
knowledge-based methods to solve key tasks in life and work. In addition, this 
demand entails a redefinition of how to learn and how to apply knowledge in 
practical situations. Thus, competency development comes into the forefront of 
syllabus work and curriculum renewal (Hameyer and Tulowitzki 2013).

For several years, one instrument above all has been increasingly affecting the 
curriculum practice in the schools: national education standards. These standards 
focus mostly on competencies to be achieved according to different levels of qual-
ity. This entails a shift away from the traditional German notion of Bildung towards 
the notion of literacy or competency, which is more prevalent in the US and the UK 
(Neumann et al. 2010). The standards are expected to stimulate schools to bring a 
certain level of cohesion across schools – even across the Länder boundaries. This 
marks an important development. Never after World War II has it occurred that all 
Länder agreed upon a common standard system for the school curriculum.

Another development is that schools in Germany must nowadays develop 1- or 
2-year objective agreements (“Ziel- und Leistungsvereinbarungen”) with gover-
nance authorities. These contracts focus on profile areas of the individual school. 
The curriculum is part of this contracting system. Additionally, individual schools 
are given various degrees of autonomy depending on the Land where they are 
located. Within this framework of relative autonomy, a school can attune its own 
curriculum to local demands and profile choices. Last but not least, schools have to 
work on getting and using data-driven feedback. This means that the curriculum 
work is framed by a mix of external parameters.

The scope of local or school-based curriculum development (Skilbeck 1998) has, 
to some extent, increased, i.e. schools have gained more autonomy and more duties, 
especially to create their own curriculum or adapt existing curricula in contextually- 
sensitive ways. These demands have to be (made) compatible both to the local and 
regional needs as well as to national standards and the syllabus. At least in Germany, 
there is still on-going irritation regarding how to handle this double-bind situation. 
Schools and teachers who are committed to these functions value this “tested cur-
riculum approach” positively in contrast to those who think that tests are counter-
productive with respect to local efforts to create own school-internal standards for 
student achievement and practice. With this in mind, these latter schools rely on the 
concept of autonomy as promised and granted by parliaments.

The current state of autonomy means that schools are facing a widening array of 
choices. This is also reflected in the growing number of documents relevant to the 
development and implementation of a curriculum. ‘Public accountability and con-
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trol patterns’ enter the school system through various measures: comparative 
achievement tests across all schools and all 16 ‘Länder, even though each ‘Land’ is, 
by law, independently responsible for its public schools. External evaluation 
schemes have taken root and new syllabi have been introduced. Monitoring systems 
have been designed and installed by state-level authorities. Internal quality manage-
ment efforts are expected from each school. Such state-level measures are blended 
with external patterns to ‘help’ schools improve and aid them in using support 
systems.

Consequently, schools have to show themselves accountable of the results of 
their work, yet – at the same time – there is a need to individualize learning oppor-
tunities and instruction. The various, mostly state-driven forces behind the school 
curriculum give rise to a growing suspicion of many teachers and to a loss of confi-
dence in the system (Hameyer 2006) because the politics of school autonomy, which 
started nearly two decades ago, are substantially contaminated by a growth of exter-
nal forces bearing down on the school. This is also true for the domain knowledge 
as transformed in the curriculum.

Many professional schools cope with these developments akin to how they cope 
with external measures: in a more or less sovereign way. They master external 
requirements in strategic and creative ways, though some suffer for various reasons, 
such as bad working conditions. They are the losers and there are already  programmes 
to work with these ‘failing’ schools. It is evident that the growth of the external pres-
sure on schools increases the probability that the schools will differ much stronger 
in terms of quality than they did before; in other words: the ‘accountability manage-
ment pattern’ can, paradoxically, lead to increasing the differences between schools. 
In Germany we call this divide a ‘Schereneffekt’ which does not only apply to the 
quality of schools but also to the discrepancies between the levels of curriculum 
representation shown above.

Leadership, especially shared leadership oriented towards improving student 
learning opportunities, can be seen as the lever activating productive work in the 
domain of the curriculum. However, as van den Akker has acutely pointed out, 
despite big investments in research, development and professionalization, “the tar-
get group of teachers often appears poorly informed about an intended innovation, 
while its practical application remains limited, and its impact on student learning is 
unclear. Simple explanations for innovation failures are inadequate, but a few gaps 
are often visible:

•	 weak connections between the various system levels (national, local, school and 
classroom)

•	 lack of internal consistency within the curriculum design
•	 insufficient cooperation between various actors in educational development” 

(van den Akker 2010, p. 178).

It can be argued that school principals are in a key position to strengthen the 
afore-mentioned weak connections and to ensure an internal consistency within the 
curriculum design as well as support cooperation between the various actors. This 
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hinges on them being knowledgeable in the curriculum domain as well as them giv-
ing curriculum matters the attention and priority necessary.

As laid out before it is our contentation that teachers are not professionally edu-
cated for curriculum design and development roles and that school principals in 
Germany are equally ill-equipped in this regard. In domains such as project man-
agement, curriculum knowledge or teamwork, schools are more likely to improvise 
than to proceed systematically. Some competency requirements which would make 
the work at school more professional and effective are curriculum competencies, 
project competencies, team competencies, communication competencies, evalua-
tion competencies and retrieval competencies. Table 9.1 shows detailed breakdowns 
of these competence groups (for further information about leadership development, 
see Huber 2013c).

To improve the odds of schools with curriculum-competent staff, it is important 
to not only instill these competencies in the teaching staff but also to ensure the 
school principals are proficient in them.

 Empirical Insights: Preferences and Strains in School 
Leadership Practices and the Importance of Curriculum

In the following section, a study is presented which was conducted in the German 
speaking countries (Huber 2013a, b, 2016a; Huber and Schwander 2013; Huber and 
Wolfgramm 2013a, b; Huber et al. 2013a, b). It aimed to gain empirical insights into 
the work setting of school leaders. Its goal was to demonstrate which of their profes-
sional activities school leaders like to do (preferences) and which are a strain on 
them (strains). Moreover individual factors (e.g. aspects of one’s professional biog-
raphy) as well as institutional factors (e.g. conditions of the work setting) were 
tested as predictors of job strain. For operationalization purposes, Huber’s (2012, 
2013c, 2016b), Huber et al. (2012) model of school leadership practices was used 
and Böhm-Kasper’s (2004) model of school-related strain was adapted to the con-
textual specifics of school leadership.

Altogether 5.394 school leaders participated in the general inquiry (representing 
a response rate of 49%). The sample consisted of 3764 school leaders from Germany, 
741 from Austria and 889 from Switzerland and Liechtenstein. The school leaders 
were between 25 and 66 years old (M = 52.45; SD = 7.75) at the time of the study. 
For the analysis of quantitative data, structure equation modeling and path analysis 
were used.

By conducting exploratory and confirmative factor analysis, we can group activi-
ties to nine different fields of activities. Figure 9.1 illustrates the stress of and prefer-
ences for the nine different fields of activities on scale level differentiating for the 
three German speaking countries: Germany, Austria and Switzerland. The analysis 
of the specific strain experiences, which is the strain by specific activities, types of 
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Table 9.1 NAME x Curriculum competencies
  Defining a rationale
  Designing a curriculum
  Developing a coherent curriculum system
  Setting up a process model for implementation and 

feedback
  Structuring curriculum units and moduls
  Using key concepts and fundamental ideas
  Testing beyond one’s own practice what works
  Evaluating a curriculum and its use
Project competencies
  Planning curriculum work over longer time spans
  Linking different stages of projekt work
  Using project models for cross-case management
  Defining indicators of success
  Presenting results
Team competencies
  Understanding the secrets of group dynamics
  Sharing work effectively
  Clarifying the starter aims
  Contracting team work
  Identifying and managing team conflict
  Using methods of brainstorming and idea 

production
  Sustaining team work over difficult times
  Setting up different roles and commitments within 

the team
Communication competencies
  Presenting clearly, also using advanced organizers
  Giving and receiving feedback
  Sharing rules of communication and feedback
  Coaching others and being coached
  Focusing complex stories down to a few major 

insights
  Summarizing the easy and difficult points
  Reflecting one’s own patterns of communicating
  Deliberating rather than stating
  Using concepts from research (such as TZI or other)
  Listening and paraphrasing
  Clarifying a problem before valuing it
Evaluation competencies
  Formulating indicators of success
  Applying formative evaluation methods
  Interpreting complex survey data (data-driven 

analysis)
  Combining process and outcome data

(continued)

9 Curriculum and School Leadership – Adjusting School Leadership to Curriculum



320

activities and areas of practices clearly gives evidence that organizational and 
administrative activities are perceived as particularly stressful and most disliked. 
Activities closely connected with teaching and education (such as teaching in a 
class, talking with students, exchanging ideas with colleagues, and pursuing one’s 
own professional development), proved to be very popular and were perceived as 

  Writing a clearly structured report for 
non-participants

  Exploring the impact of curriculum use
Retrieval competencies
  Knowledge management
  Briefing and debriefing
  Knowing where to find important information
  Using expertise
  Retrieving knowledge from data baselines
  Simplifying complex information for practical use
  Supporting information work inside the school
  Reporting interim findings on demand in clear ways
  Storing knowledge effectively over longer time 

spans

Table 9.1 (continued)
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Fig. 9.1 Strain by and preferences for the different activity fields by German school leaders (com-
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only slightly stressful. The same pattern can be found in the analysis of the types of 
activities: all school leaders experience activities that are close to education, close 
to classroom teaching and involving professional exchange with colleagues as less 
stressful than other types of activities.

In general it can be stated that school leaders who experience an activity as 
stressful do not like to perform this activity as much as activities perceived as not (or 
less) stressful, which, in turn, are more popular.

Moreover, the following tendency has become obvious: tasks that belong to the 
traditional range of tasks of teachers are more popular among school leaders and are 
experienced as less stressful than tasks that have been recently added to school lead-
ership responsibilities through changes in the school system as a consequence of 
decentralization (new public management).

The fields of quality development, human resource management, education con-
tain important singular activities associated with curriculum work. Quality develop-
ment comprises activities such as contributing to the school’s development plan, 
defining strategic aims for school development, initiating teamwork, stimulating 
interdisciplinary projects with teachers. Human resource management comprises 
activities such as evaluation of teacher lessons, encouraging teachers to try out new 
teaching methods, critically reflecting on teaching practice together with eteachers, 
advising teachers in their work, assessing teachers‘performance. Education com-
prises activities such as developing teaching concepts with staff. All of these activi-
ties are associated with improving teaching and learning and hence are not seen as 
highly stressful compared to the other activity fields.

It could be argued and with further research easily demonstrated, that their origi-
nal motives to choose the teaching and education profession and the professional 
socialization as well as the system of promotion contributes largely to this orienta-
tion of job preferences and the experience of strain.

Besides preferences, another question is, what school leaders actually do. The 
findings of the analysis of 4330 end-of-day logs of school leaders in Germany show 
that organizational and administrative activities take up most of a school leader’s 
work day. Figure 9.2 shows that school leaders invest on average one-third of their 
time in these activities. About one-quarter of their time is used for activities con-
cerning one’s own classroom teaching, with huge variations seen according to the 
size and type of school (elementary/secondary, explanation see above). Education 
and guidance and personnel matters are in the mid-range. We can conclude, even if 
the preferences lay differently, the role as school leaders by just the analysis of daily 
practices is a more administrative one.

To sum up, the data suggests that school leaders in Germany (as well as in other 
German speaking countries) can be associated with the concept of primus inter 
pares. They are strongly rooted in the teaching profession. While the school princi-
pals’ preference to teach classes cannot necessarily be identified with instructional 
leadership, it does at least indicate that their professional understanding is strongly 
rooted in teaching practices.

Besides their own teaching duties, leadership practices, which are associated 
with transformational and instructional leadership are preferred and perceived as 
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less stressful than other practices. Yet, school leaders mostly perform activities they 
do not prefer and they experience mostly as burden. Hence they do less work around 
curriculum in schools even if activities associated with curriculum work are experi-
enced as preferred tasks and as tasks they do not experience as burden compared to 
administrative tasks. We therefore argue that this professional understanding is a 
positive prerequisite for curriculum work on the school level.

 Instructional Leadership

In 1967 Bridges pointed out the fact that instructional leadership was an under- 
defined concept:

On the one hand, the principal has been exhorted to exert instructional leadership while on 
the other hand, he has been told flatly that such a role is beyond his or any other human 
being’s capacity. The problem with these disputations is that the exponents of a given peo-
sition have neither defined sharply what is signified by the concept of instructional leader-
ship nor made their assumptions explicit. (Bridges 1967, p. 136)

In the US, the effective schools movement greatly spurred research in the domain 
of instructional leadership. Once the notion that schools did not matter (Coleman 
et al. 1966) had been refuted (Rutter 1979), attention quickly turned towards also 
looking at the school principals. Evidence suggested that in schools that were 
improving in challenging circumstances, the school principal was more likely to be 
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an instructional leader (see for example Edmonds 1979). This led to increased 
research efforts in this area, characterising effective instructional principals also 
focused mostly on improving student outcomes (Hallinger and Murphy 1986; 
Leithwood et al. 1990). This was complemented by research on the work activity as 
well as the time-use of school principals (Kmetz and Willower 1982; Martin and 
Willower 1981), indicating that principals typically actually spend quite a scarce 
amount of time on instructional leadership due to a myriad of other activities and 
thus dampening the enthusiasm for the principal as omnipresent chief instructor 
(among many other things). Later studies from various contexts solidified these 
results, often finding that administrative duties overshadowed curriculum and 
instruction (Horng et al. 2010; Spillane and Hunt 2010; Tulowitzki 2013; Wildy and 
Dimmock 1993; Huber et al. 2013a, b).

The rise of transformational leadership triggered a discussion on the merits and 
characteristics of transformational leadership vs. instructional leadership. An often- 
made distinction in this regard is the more direct involvement of instructional school 
leaders in teaching and learning processes while transformational leaders typically 
seek to generate second-order effects (Hallinger 2003), trying to improve the capac-
ity of staff who in turn produce first-order effects on learning.

Recapping its history and looking at its current state Hallinger and Wang con-
clude that “instructional leadership has become increasingly accepted globally as a 
normative expectation in the principalship” acknowledging that while other models 
have come and gone, “scholarly interest in instructional leadership has remained 
surprisingly consistent and strong” (Hallinger and Wang 2015, p. 15).

Despite or perhaps because of the fact that it has rarely been exhaustively defined, 
instructional leadership has maintained popularity in the leadership discourse 
(Hallinger 2005). Instructional leadership can be viewed as centered on the quality 
of teaching in classrooms. It “typically assumes that the critical focus for attention 
by leaders is the behaviours of teachers as they engage in activities directly affect-
ing the growth of students” (Leithwood et al. 1999, p. 8). Emphasis is put – as the 
name suggests – on the principal having a succinct understanding of instruction in 
general, but also of the curriculum so as to be able to judge what is taught and how 
and to provide appropriate feedback. Thus, from an instructional leadership per-
spective, the principal is responsible for but also influential regarding the quality of 
teaching of her/his staff. Common areas of activity of instructional leadership 
include (Krug 1992, pp. 433–434):

•	 defining mission
•	 managing curriculum and instruction
•	 supervising teaching
•	 monitoring student progress
•	 promoting instructional climate

These areas are close to areas often associated with the tasks of teachers, high-
lighting how instructional leadership activities can often cross paths with typical 
teacher activities.
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Instructional leadership and matters of curriculum as well as curriculum research 
have been linked on several occasions. This even led to the rise of the term “curricu-
lum leadership”, often used similarly to “instructional leadership” (for example in 
Fidler 1997; Lee and Dimmock 1999) though never gaining the latter’s 
predominance.

Data from the OECD PISA studies show that instructional leadership is being 
practiced by German school principals. Principals in the US, the UK and Australia 
(among other countries) tended to report they practice greater instructional leader-
ship, while principals in Japan, Liechtenstein, France, Tunisia and Switzerland 
reported to practice this less than principals in other countries and economies with 
German principals reporting to practice instructional leadership slightly above 
OECD average (OECD 2013). The 2014 OECD Policy Outlook for Germany saw 
increasing autonomy and an above-OECD-average use of instructional leadership 
in Germany by German school leaders (Klumpp et al. 2014).

However, putting instructional leadership into practice is challenging to say the 
least. Echoing the curriculum competencies presented earlier in this chapter, 
Southworth (2002) found instructional leadership requiring school leaders to be 
competent in (among other things) the “knowledge of curricula, pedagogy, student 
and adult learning and skills in change management, group dynamics and interper-
sonal relations and communications” (pp. 85–86). Currently, these competencies 
are not systematically developed through pre-service or in-service training for 
German school principals (see also Tulowitzki 2015).

Echoing reservations regarding the actual feasibility in the German context 
Kuper (2008) deemed instructional leadership too complex, expressing skepticism 
that a principal might at the same time keep a good managerial overview and be 
deeply involved in the teaching operations, being able to give valuable feedback to 
teachers.

To conclude, we see that school leaders are grounded in education, we see the 
importance of school-based curriculum work, we also see the international discus-
sion on instructional leadership and the emphasis given to the core purpose of 
school and schooling. However, the questions are, do German school systems, 
school leaders, teachers etc. tick the right way, do they have their perspectives and 
practices right, do they pick the right activities and do they carry them out rightly?

In our opinion, there is a long tradition in educational practices that allow an 
alignment of purpose and practices, also of school leaders as far as curriculum is 
concerned. However, there are bureocratic system traditions in Germany which 
interfer in school leadership practices of “doing the right rightly” as well as legal 
constraints and limitations of school leadership authority when it comes to peda-
gogical matters, including the curriculum. This can be viewed as a structural chal-
lenge. Finally, attempts to work on curriculum matters within a school need to be 
aligned with local as well as state and (when considering the national educational 
standards) possibly even national standards, making it challenging to achieve a 
coherence in curriculum agendas and settings.
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 Organizational Education

In the German-speaking context, the notion of ‘organisational education’ as a field 
of research (see Rosenbusch 1997) focuses the mutual influence of the school as an 
organisation within an education system on the one hand and the educational pro-
cesses on the other hand. The core question of organisational education raises a 
two-fold issue: which educational effects do the nature and conditions of school as 
an organisation have on individuals or groups within the organisation – and vice 
versa, which effects do the conditions in and the nature of individuals or groups 
within the school have on the school as an organisation. More to the point: how must 
a school be designed in order to guarantee favourable prerequisites for education 
and support educational work? Hence, organisational education would look at the 
influence of the school leadership on the teaching and learning process and would 
argue not only that learning should be the focal point of school leadership but also 
that leadership and the whole organisation should follow the purpose of school and 
schooling and be designed to best fullfil the core purpose.

Hence, organisational structures and process have to be brought in line with edu-
cational goals. This also implies a leadership approach. In the context of organiza-
tional education, school leadership practices become educational-organizational 
activities, and educational goals become super-ordinate premises of this action. This 
means that school leadership practices themselves must adhere to the four main 
principles of education in schools  – that school leaders themselves assume or 
encourage maturity when dealing with pupils, teachers and parents, that they prac-
tise acceptance of themselves and of others, that they support autonomy, and that 
they realise collaboration. This adjustment of educational perspectives affects the 
school culture, the teachers’ behaviour, and the individual pupils. Organizational 
conditions have to be modified accordingly, and be in compliance with educational 
principles. Thereby, the unbalanced relationship (which is historically conditioned 
in many countries) between education on the one hand and organisation and admin-
istration on the other hand can be clarified and aligned.

This implies, according to Rosenbusch (1997), that school leadership can be 
based upon certain constitutive educational principles:

•	 School leaders should adjust their educational perspective: educational goals 
dominate over administrative requirements, administration only serves an instru-
mental function.

•	 School leaders should take two levels of their educational work into consider-
ation: first school leaders have to work with children and promote their learning, 
and second, as they also have to work with adults, they should promote their 
learning as well. Hence, conditions of adult education and adult learning have to 
be taken into account. This has to have an impact on their leadership and man-
agement style, particularly in professional dialogues, when knowledge is shared, 
expanded, and created. Therefore, school leaders have to integrate the two levels 
of child education and adult education in their educational perception and 
behaviour.
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•	 School leaders should be more resource-oriented than deficiency-oriented: a new 
orientation towards promoting strengths instead of counting weaknesses is 
needed. So far, in many countries bureaucratically determined school adminis-
tration has concentrated on avoiding mistakes, on controlling, detecting, and 
eliminating weaknesses instead of – as would be desirable from an educational 
point of view – concentrating on the positive aspects, reinforcing strengths, and 
supporting cooperation; it should be about ‘treasure hunting instead of uncover-
ing defiencies’.

•	 School leaders should follow the ‘logic of trusting oneself and others’: it is nec-
essary to have trust in one’s own abilities and as well as in those of the staff and 
others so that empowerment, true delegation, and independent actions can be 
facilitated. Then, mistakes can be addressed more openly.

•	 School leaders should act according to the principle of ‘collegiality in spite of 
hierarchy’: individual and mutual responsibilities have to be respected and 
appreciated although special emphasis is placed on a shared collegial obligation 
regarding the shared goals.

In contrast to classical instructional leadership literature, the leadership concept 
of ‘organisational-educational management’ assumes a definition of ‘educational’ 
which not only incorporates teaching and education processes with pupils, but also 
with adults, as well as organisational learning. Organisational-educational manage-
ment and leadership are committed to educational values, which are supposed to 
determine the interaction with pupils and the cooperation with staff as well. 
Administrative aspects fulfil a clearly defined function as instruments for reaching 
genuinely educational goals. These goals should determine the school as an organ-
isation and thereby change it so that it becomes a deliberately designed, education-
ally significant reality for all. Leadership action also needs to be a model for what 
the school seeks to teach and preach, that is, it should shape a model-like social 
space for experiences for all the stakeholders by realising educational goals to the 
benefit of the organisation and the individual.

Consequently, the core principle of leadership action is to promote learning of all 
the members of the organization and in a democratic society to promote ‘democracy’, 
both as an aim and a method. Due to the complex hierarchy within the school, democ-
racy represent an adequate rationale for actions concerning the intrinsic willingness 
and motivation of staff and the pupils for co-designing the individual school. However, 
democracy is not only valuable as a means for reaching goals, it is a decisive educa-
tional goal in itself. The same holds true for aspects of cooperation and collaboration. 
As far as ‘cooperation’ is concerned, following Wunderer and Grunwald (1980) and 
Liebel (1992) defines ‘cooperative leadership’ as (1) exerting goal-oriented social 
influence for performing shared tasks or duties (goal- achievement aspect) (2) in/with 
a structured working environment (organisational aspect) (3) in the context of mutual, 
symmetric exertion of influence (participative aspect) and (4) designing the work and 
social relationships in a way that enables a general consensus (pro-social aspect). 
Here, an organisational and a cooperative perspective are combined.

Developing these ideas would result in a broad distribution of leadership respon-
sibility, that is in a ‘community of leaders’ within the school. This view is also taken 
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by Jackson and West  (1999), in their depiction of ‘post-transformational leader-
ship’. If the school is supposed to become a learning organisation, this implies the 
active, co-determining and collaborative participation of all (see also ‘distributed 
leadership’). The old distinction between the position of the teachers on the one 
hand and the learners on the other cannot be sustained, nor can the separation 
between leaders and followers. Therefore, leadership is no longer statically con-
nected to the hierarchical status of an individual person but allows for the participa-
tion in different fields by as many persons from staff as possible. This also extends 
to the active participation of the pupils in leadership tasks.

In the views of organizational education, we can argue that the delegation of 
decision-making power should not occur, however, in order to ‘bribe’ the stakehold-
ers into showing motivation, but for the sake of a real democratisation of school. 
Therefore, cooperation or ‘cooperative leadership’ is not just a leadership style (like 
‘consultative leadership’, ‘delegative leadership’ or ‘participative leadership’) but 
reflects a fundamental leadership conception as a general attitude. This can also be 
named ‘democratic leadership’.

Overall, this has decisive consequences for teachers’ actions and for school lead-
ership actions; it also needs to be reflected in the preparation and qualification of 
those working in schools. Not only will the training of teachers benefit from this – 
they also need to be trained for working within an organisation, whereas teacher 
training most often in many countries only focuses on how to teach the chosen 
subjects – but this will also affect the selection and development of the educational 
leadership personnel of the future.

 Conclusion

We see that school leadership vis a vis curriculum is still an area that merits further 
research. School leaders in the German-speaking countries show a preference for 
activities from the domain of education and guidance. They enjoy teaching them-
selves. This could hint at school principals in these countries often still being closely 
tied to their identity as (former) teachers. Arguably, the long tradition of Bildung 
and didactics which has shaped the curriculum discourse in German-speaking coun-
tries (Hopmann 2015; Pinar 2011) has left its mark on the inherent professional 
identity of school leaders.

School leaders play an important role not only how the syllabus is implemented 
but also how curriculum work is planned, initiated, implemented and institutional-
ized in the school and how the school is embedded in the school environment 
(catchment area and community needs). At the same time, while school principals 
show an appreciation for teaching, education and guidance, they are not necessarily 
experts by tradition or training when it comes to curriculum matters. School leaders 
often lack the training necessary to make informed, appreciative assessments on 
curriculum matters. With national education standards taking root and the concept 
of pedagogical freedom still going strong, they also appear to have only restricted 
possibilities to influence curriculum matters. The interplay between leadership and 
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curriculum is obvious but also still unfortunately underexplored and would well be 
worth of further analysis which would in turn require a bridging of leadership and 
curriculum theory as it has been done with the framework for curriculum studies, 
didactics and educational leadership by Uljens and Ylimaki (2015).

Looking ahead at possible developments in Germany difficulties are due to the 
state autonomy of the German Länder. However, one paradigm shift that was 
observed and that will likely continue is a shift towards national central standards of 
education. While these standards are mainly output-focused, they still have an 
impact on the curricula of the Länder. As the process of autonomy and accountabil-
ity continues to evolve, it also stands to reason that more schools will try to stand 
out through their structure and curriculum.

The increase of accountability can also be seen in the testing process: more and 
more high school graduation exams are nowadays being developed and adminis-
tered centrally by the state instead of the individual schools. Eventually, this might 
lead to a Germany-wide central procedure. This, in turn, would likely impact cur-
ricula in all states, which would then be likely to become more homogenous. Finally, 
while multiculturalism has long been a part of the German curriculum, it has so far 
been fairly centered on Europe (Faas 2011). The ongoing globalization process 
coupled with the continuing push of new media into the classrooms might entail a 
shift in curricula towards more global issues. In particular, the immigration of nearly 
one million people over the year of 2015 will also have and already has an impact 
on schools and schooling.

The concept of organizational education, as outlined above, can effectively sup-
port an adjustment of perspectives: To see leadership and management as a means to 
reach pedagogical goals and focus on education principles and not on bureaucratic 
ones. This would allow a shift of leadership practices, to what they prefer, away from 
what they experience as a burden, to what is desired from a curriculum perspective: 
focus on the core purpose of school and schooling, the learning of pupils, their devel-
opment as persons within a community and the society, their Bildung. Yet, the basis 
for this change in perception is a higher range of autonomy and a higher degree of 
cooperative relationships across all hierarchical levels of the school system. It would 
result in a broad distribution of leadership responsibility and the networking of dif-
ferent systems: Distributed leadership for networked systems.
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Chapter 10
Teachers and Administrators as Lead 
Professionals for Democratic Ethics: 
From Course Design to Collaborative 
Journeys of Becoming

Daniel J. Castner, Rosemary Gornik, James G. Henderson, 
and Wendy L. Samford

Abstract The heightened level of attention being afforded to “teacher leadership” 
is palpable in the United States. At a national level, proprietary organizations are 
receiving funds from large philanthropic organizations (e.g., the Gates and the 
Wallace Foundations) to promote the development of teacher leaders. State depart-
ments of education are accommodating the federal push finding various ways to 
incentivize the efforts of teachers to lead from the classroom. Our institutions of 
higher education are also adjusting and accommodating by taking up the charge of 
preparing teacher leaders, theorizing, and researching the potential of teacher lead-
ership through academic study. As professors of education in the United States, we 
are mindful of the contextualizing neoliberalism infused throughout our policy 
environment and are deeply concerned about the habits of competition, rigidness, 
bureaucratization, and overspecialization. Not surprisingly, such ways of thinking, 
acting, and being infiltrate our educational institutions and can have a dehumanizing 
effect on local teachers, their pedagogies, and their students (Noddings 2007; 
Nussbaum 2010). Such habits of mind and body can additionally reinforce a sense 
of isolation between teachers and their profession (Eisner 2001), perhaps even a loss 
of vocational calling (Hansen 1995; Palmer 2007). Along with this can come a sense 
of alienation from colleagues and administrators (Macdonald and Shirley 2009) as 
well as a loss of individual and collective voice and autonomy (Apple 2006; Ayers 
2010; Miller 1990). This chapter reports on an action research project designed 
focused on teacher leadership and reconceptualist curriculum theorizing as an alter-
native to the Tyler Rationale.
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 Introduction

This collaboratively authored chapter is centered on the scholarly personal narra-
tives of four educators, who maintain a faithful commitment to the integration of 
democracy and education a century after the publication of Dewey’s (1916) seminal 
text. Their stories converge around a course at Kent State University that introduces 
fundamentals of curriculum to graduate students. Through the disciplined study of 
curriculum in this course, the taken-for-granted ideas that routinely circulate as 
common sense in many educators’ habituated thoughts, discourse and daily prac-
tices are disrupted and personal pathways for new semiotic understandings are con-
structed. In specific terms, technical understandings of the fundamentals of 
curriculum, as symbolized by Tyler’s (1949) “rationale,” are critically challenged in 
light of a key normative question: what are educators’ ethical responsibilities as 
lead professionals in societies with democratic aspirations, and how ought they to 
function in contemporary educational institutions that promulgate value-neutral 
decision-making?

This chapter begins with Jim Henderson’s narrative of 25 years of action research 
in the curriculum fundamentals course, which has resulted in the creation of a con-
structive alternative to Tyler’s rationale through a reconceptualization of curriculum 
development. Next, Dan Castner shares how his understanding of Jim’s action 
research has informed his theory and practice of curriculum-based teacher leader-
ship. Rosemary Gornik and Wendy Samford then discuss how their ongoing semi-
otic engagement with the fundamentals of curriculum wisdom has been applied to a 
grant project addressing the interplay of administrative and teacher leadership. 
Collectively, these narratives present a picture of educators engaged in collaborative 
journeys of becoming for the purpose of establishing an ethical community of dem-
ocratic visionaries, colleagues and pedagogical artists.

 Jim Henderson: Course Design

A Kent State University (KSU) graduate course, entitled “Fundamentals of 
Curriculum,” (FoC) has been serving as my de facto research laboratory since 1991. 
It’s been the place where I have been diligently refining a constructive alternative to 
Ralph Tyler’s (1949) “rationale” which, despite the fact that it was published 
67 years ago, is still considered the paradigmatic exemplar for conceptions of cur-
riculum development (Null 2008; Walker and Soltis 2009). While teaching the FoC 
course for 25 years, I have examined and explored an open set of potentially fruitful 
curriculum concepts through informal action research activities, and I have been 
quite open and honest about my experimental approach. I tell students that I have 
had no other choice since what local school district would support such trial-and- 
error efforts?
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FoC is the core course in KSU’s Curriculum and Instruction (C&I) M.Ed. 
Program. This masters’ degree program has seven subject-area concentrations and 
also serves as a key professional development course for non-C&I students such as 
nurses and business people. In addition, FoC is a recommended course for new C&I 
Ph.D. students. As a result, the course is offered at least twice a year and draws on 
a diverse student population. I have taught FoC over 60 times during the past 
25 years.

I have now reached the point in my ongoing FoC action research that I can con-
fidently state that, with the help of my students in the course as well as many col-
laborating colleagues, I can now present a constructive alternative to Tyler’s 
rationale. It’s not surprising that it’s taken me so long to get to this point, given the 
philosophical, personal, social and political challenges involved. In fact, when I 
started my experimental work in 1991, I didn’t even fully understand these chal-
lenges. I do now; and as I have proceeded with my action research over the years, 
three broad ethical themes have emerged to guide my work: critical pragmatism, 
democratic hermeneutics, and holistic pedagogy. The themes are conceived as an 
open set of ethical end-in-views, not as a precise code of ethics, which allows for the 
play of diversified interpretations characteristic of democratic conversations and 
deliberations. As I introduce the three normative themes, I will be integrating nine 
concepts into my discussion. These nine concepts, which are presented in the FoC 
course as nine fundamentals of curriculum, provide scaffolding for the ethical 
mindfulness that I am advancing. In short, the FoC course is designed so that the 
three broad ethical orientations are grounded in a conceptual understanding agenda.

Critical Pragmatism The starting point for my years of FoC action research is the 
critical recognition that Tyler’s rationale lacks a strong ethical basis. Tyler argues 
that educational workers need to systematically address the relationship between 
identifying clear curriculum purposes, designing learning experiences that address 
these purposes, organizing these experiences in accessible and coherent ways, and 
evaluating the learning results with the implication that curriculum development 
adjustments may need to be made. In effect, Tyler provides scaffolding for a seem-
ingly thoughtful and recursive problem solving circuit. Herbert Kliebard—arguably 
the most influential and incisive North American critic of Tyler’s rationale—notes 
that Tyler’s purpose-experience-organization-evaluation circuit is, in fact, an 
“imperishable” feature of his curriculum development approach. Kliebard (1992) 
writes:

One reason for the success of the Tyler rationale is its very rationality. It is an eminently 
reasonable framework for developing a curriculum; it duly compromises between warring 
extremes and skirts the pitfalls to which the doctrinaire are subject. In one sense the Tyler 
rationale is imperishable. (p. 164)

It took me years to conceive of a constructive way to acknowledge the enduring 
relevance of Tyler’s recursive problem solving while establishing critical distance 
from his inattentive ethics. I didn’t want to throw the baby out with the bathwater. 
As Cherryholmes (1988) illustrates, Tyler’s rationale is an example of “vulgar,” not 
“critical,” pragmatism. He writes:
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Tyler’s proposal was attractive because it promised order, organization, rationality, error 
correction, political neutrality, expertise, and progress. …[Unfortunately], the rationale is 
incomplete when it comes to making decisions about curriculum and instruction… There is 
no discussion of…politics, ethics, social criticism, social responsibility, or critical reflec-
tion (pp. 26, 40–41).

Tyler does not advance a deep critical and ethical awareness of curriculum pur-
poses and practices. Any purpose can be plugged into his problem solving circuit: 
teaching dogmatic beliefs, teaching racism and sexism, teaching to standardized 
tests, etc. As the years progressed and I continued to think about this underlying 
normative-philosophical problem, I kept coming back to Dewey’s (1897/2013) 
statement that teaching is “the supreme art” in a society.

Though space does not allow me to share my years of evolving critical and cre-
ative work on the organizing idea that teaching is a society’s supreme art, I can state 
my current perspective on this matter. Educators become ‘supreme’ artists when 
they work on being lead professionals in their society for democratic ethics—when 
they cultivate a particular personal-professional journey of becoming. Here’s how I 
present this perspective in my current FoC syllabus:

 ******  

In this course, “curriculum” will be defined as the deep-seated study and practice 
of the relationships between the what, the how, and the why of educational courses 
of action. Building on this definition, ‘good’ curriculum work will be interpreted as 
the study and practice of the relationship between educational courses of action and 
democratic living, particularly as informed by the writings of the great American 
educational philosopher, John Dewey. On the eve of World War II—in the context 
of America’s upcoming fight with German Fascism, Japanese Imperialism, and 
Soviet Communism—Dewey wrote, “We [Americans] have advanced far enough to 
say that democracy is a way of life: What happened since…? We have yet to realize 
that it is a way of personal life and one which provides a moral standard for personal 
conduct” (Dewey 1939/1989, p. 101).

The eighteenth-century founders of the United States thought deeply about the 
quality of political and legal problem solving but gave insufficient attention to the 
quality of curriculum problem solving. If their constitutional work had been 
informed by disciplined curriculum studies (which did not formally emerge in the 
United States until 1918), they would have recognized the long-term societal impli-
cations of Dewey’s (1897/2013) position that,

Education… marks the most perfect and intimate union of science and art conceivable in 
human experience. The art of thus giving shape to human powers and adapting them to 
social service is the supreme art; one calling into its service the best of artists; that no 
insight, sympathy, tact, executive power, is too great for such service. Every teacher should 
realize the dignity of his [or her] calling; that he [or she] is a social servant set apart for the 
maintenance of proper social order and the securing of the right social growth. (pp. 39–40)

In curriculum studies language, this historic limitation has created a profound 
“null curriculum” problem for the United States that has important implications for 
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all societies with democratic aspirations, ideals, and/or social contracts. The “null 
curriculum” notion refers to educational topics that are ignored but should be taught. 
Eisner (1994) explains:

It is my thesis that what schools do not teach may be as important as what they do teach. 
Ignorance is not simply a neutral void; it has important effects on the kind of options one is 
able to consider, the alternatives that one can examine, and the perspectives from which one 
can view a situation or problems. The absence of a set of considerations or perspectives or 
the inability to use certain processes for appraising a context biases the evidence one is able 
to take into account. A parochial perspective or simplistic analysis is the inevitable progeny 
of ignorance. (p.158)

This course is designed to address the problem of underdeveloped ethical under-
standing and mindfulness in curriculum decision-making. You will be treated as 
having the potential to serve as one of your society’s lead professionals for demo-
cratic ethics. In this course, you will not be treated as compliant, non-thinking semi- 
professionals but as trustworthy professionals capable of visionary, informed ethical 
judgments based on disciplined study and practice. Acknowledging certain caveats, 
this is how Finnish educators are treated in their society (Sahlberg 2015). This is my 
relationship promise to you.

 ******  

Tero Autio’s critique of the epistemological foundations of Tyler’s rationale, as 
well as the many similar, modernist curriculum development processes, provides 
important pragmatic insights into the consequences of promoting value-free proce-
dures. Autio (2006) notes that,

The aims and objectives pioneers [in the field of curriculum studies] gave to curriculum 
discourse…behavioral, scientific job analysis. The introduction of precise scientific meth-
ods in educational practice, drawing especially from industry…has been expanded to an 
ambitious, relatively autonomous and highly detailed classification of objectives…. At the 
center of this [work]…remains Ralph Tyler. His contribution was to capture the spirit and 
letter of the instrumental symbolic curriculum…. This aims-and-objectives movement, in 
which Tyler focused its scrutiny on the definition of curricular objectives, has been replaced 
by the neoliberal interest in the assessment of objectives by an intensified monitoring of 
individual performativity. (p. 13)

Autio (2006) then concludes his thorough, historical critique with a “dusting” 
metaphor, “The efforts to rescue education and educative experience from the stran-
glehold and seductions of vulgar instrumentalism is parallel to the act of dusting: 
There is a constant need for cleaning; dust never disappears completely” (p. 162). In 
the FoC course, I began working with the concept of curriculum criticism to refer to 
this continuous dusting.

The particular dusting that Autio (2015) has in mind is the establishment of criti-
cal distance from a “calculative instrumentality” embedded in a “culture of Method” 
in order to embrace and refine ethical values. He writes:

Scratch a good teacher and you will find a moral purpose. At its best, an emphasis on the 
moral shifts teaching from transmission to transformation, as the curriculum is no longer 
test preparation but a complicated conversation where all participants at every level think 
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about the basic curriculum questions regarding the worth of and interconnections between 
the subject matter and the related subjective and social dynamics (pp. 180–181, 195).

This shift from transmission to transformation became a key focus in my FoC 
pedagogy as I began to think deeply about the concept of transformative curriculum 
leadership, which ultimately resulted in the creation of three editions of a co- 
authored text using the concept as the title of the book. The third edition of 
Transformative Curriculum Leadership provides the clearest definition of the 
concept:

Burns (1978) describes transformative leaders as individuals who encourage “principled 
levels of judgment” through dedicated effort (p.455). They inspire others to higher levels of 
performance. Because transformative curriculum leaders care so deeply about the facilita-
tion of a personalized 3S [subject, self and social] understanding, they affirm the “best 
selves” of those who are around them (Noddings 1984). Burns (1978) contrasts transforma-
tive leadership with a more traditional understanding of leadership, with its focus on the 
efficient attainmentof organizational goals and not on “consciousness raising on a wide 
plane” (p.43) (Henderson and Gornik 2007, p.17).

In short, the concept of transformative curriculum leadership three key personal- 
professional questions:

• Am I encouraging the establishment of critical distance from all personal and 
social factors that work against honest self-examination and visionary micro- 
and macro-cultural change?

• Am I inspiring best-self contemplations and deliberations?
• Am I fostering principled, deliberative judgments?

Because I recognized early on in the FoC course that the pursuit of these critical 
questions required the cultivation of a personal-professional journey of deepening 
understanding, I incorporated Pinar and Grumet’s (1976) reframing of the Latin 
noun ‘curriculum’ as the Latin gerund, currere. In interpreting curriculum-as- 
currere, Pinar and Grumet highlighted the relationship between an individual’s per-
sonal past, present, and future when ‘running’ any particular educational course of 
action—a relationship that invited autobiographical narrative. In a later publication, 
Pinar (1994) summarizes the composition of currere narratives with a particular 
organizing question: “How is the future present in the past, the past in the future, 
and the present in both?” (p. 26). As Rosemary Gornik and I created the third edition 
of Transformative Curriculum Leadership, we decided that each of the nine chap-
ters of the book would end with a specific currere narrative that she would compose 
from the perspective of a democratically-oriented educational practitioner who was 
committed to embodying and enacting inspired, deliberative judgments.

Over time, I came to realize that, with reference to educators becoming lead 
professionals for democratic ethics, my pedagogical focus was on journeys of 
understanding that positioned teachers to practice another key conceptual referent: 
3S pedagogy. 3S pedagogy is an abbreviated shorthand way to refer to teaching for 
Subject understandings that are embedded in democratic Self and Social under-
standings. I first published this 3S teaching notion in the third edition of my reflec-
tive teaching text (Henderson 2001a), and I was pleasantly surprised at how well it 
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caught on in the FoC course. As a result, I have continued to refine the concept over 
the years; and in the first chapter of my latest collaborative text, I open with four 
snapshots of 3S pedagogy composed by a kindergarten, a grade school, a high 
school and a college teacher. I introduce their four brief narratives as follows:

[Dan, Chris, Boni, and Beth] present four snapshots of their holistic teaching, which they 
see as personalized embodiments of their institutions’ mission statements and their coun-
try’s democratic aspirations. They hope that their individualized snapshots are instructive 
and, possibly, inspirational. Collectively, these four narratives are reminders that many edu-
cators feel they have a noble vocational calling which they understand in their own terms. 
There are many educators who don’t see themselves as bureaucratic functionaries, corpo-
rate employees, or compliant technocrats. They view themselves as lead professionals with 
important visionary, progressive responsibilities. In broader cultural and policy terms, 
countries that do not recognize such educators’ vital role in the dynamic health of their 
societies may be condemning their current and future generations to stagnant, regressive, 
and rigid lives (Henderson et al. 2015, pp. 1–2).

To summarize my pedagogical discussion to this point, the creation of a con-
structive alternative to Tyler’s rationale required me to think through the vital aca-
demic, personal and social relationships between curriculum criticism, transformative 
curriculum leadership, currere narrative, and 3S pedagogy. As I refined my thinking 
on this conceptual gestalt, I realized that this transformative work requires disci-
plined study; and hence, educators who are inclined to provide collegial leadership 
for this disciplined study should think of themselves as lead learners. Working with 
an international team of eighteen educators, I created a lead-learning text that would 
be incorporated into my FoC pedagogy. The book, entitled Reconceptualizing 
Curriculum Development (RCD), is based on Pinar’s (2006) argument that disci-
plined studies, not technical protocols, should be the basis for rethinking curriculum 
development. Pinar writes:

Before the Reconceptualization, curriculum development was primarily procedural, epito-
mized in Tyler’s (1949) four questions. ..[These many] years after the Reconceptuali-zation, 
I am proposing curriculum development that is simultaneously…[study-based]. …As a cur-
riculum developer, I compose synpotic texts to enable public school teachers to reoccupy a 
vacated public domain, not as “consumers” of knowledge, but as active participants in com-
plicated conversations that they themselves will lead in their own classrooms. In drawing 
widely but critically from various academic disciplines, from interdisciplinary areas, from 
popular culture, the form of curriculum development I propose and demonstrate herein cre-
ates textbooks for teachers who can appreciate that our professional calling is the intellec-
tual reconstruction of the public and private spheres (p. x).

The concept of lead learning is presented a certain way in the RCD text. Lead 
learning is defined as the formal and/or informal study of relevant curriculum and 
pedagogy topics that is initiated and modeled by one educator who then personally 
invites interested colleagues to join him or her. Lead learning does not require 
expertise; it only requires a willingness to engage in study relationships. Lead learn-
ing is decidedly non-hierarchical. It is highly collaborative and allows for diversi-
fied, idiosyncratic, and existential understandings. Barth (2008) writes that, “In our 
[education] profession, especially, one is a learner and THEREBY a leader. The 
moral authority of the educational leader comes first and foremost from being a 
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learner” (p. x). Lieberman and Friedrich (2010) note that there are, increasingly, 
openings in the education profession for such collegial leadership. Stated in slightly 
different language, lead learning can be characterized as a type of humble “servant 
leadership” (Nichols 2011).

Democratic Hermeneutics Building educators’ capacities for a lead learning 
grounded in critical pragmatism brings me to the second major ethical challenge 
that I faced in creating a constructive alternative to Tyler’s rationale. In thinking 
through my understanding of democratic values, I realized early on that I needed to 
work with a hermeneutic rather than an ideological orientation. In other words, I 
needed to treat the topic of educators’ democratic ethics through an open-minded, 
open-hearted frame of reference (Dewey 1910/1933), which Gadamer (1975) 
describes as the “dialogical playfulness” that cultivates a broadening of personal 
horizons. Such an existential, pluralistic commitment challenges rigid, dogmatic, 
close-minded, and ideologically-fused interchanges where options are limited to 
consensus or conflict.

Bernier and Williams (1973) define ideology as “an integrated pattern of ideas, 
system of beliefs, or a ‘group consciousness’ which characterizes a social group. 
Such a pattern or system may include doctrines, ideals, slogans, symbols, and direc-
tions for social and political actions” (p. 27). With reference to this definition, com-
mitted ideologues are not interested in the possibilities of achieving diverse, 
expansive empathy and interpersonal understanding through respectful dissensus. 
Their focus is on scripted agreement; and if such agreement is not achievable, con-
flict and, perhaps, even violent confrontation may be forthcoming. Committed ideo-
logues eschew pluralism. By definition, passionate ideologues working out of their 
own specific scripts talk past one another. They make no effort to understand differ-
ent ideas or beliefs; they are not interested in broadening their personal horizons; 
they are not interested in dialogical relationships. As Garrison (1997) writes, 
“Monism is dogmatism” p.15). I recognized early on in my FoC action research that 
democratic hermeneutics is based on a generative, creative dissensus (Rancière 
2010).

Based on my educational experiences as an undergraduate history major at a 
private liberal arts college, I recognize the importance of curriculum liberalization 
in fostering communities of dissensus. Abraham Lincoln—who is arguably the best 
of all the USA presidents and, certainly, the pivotal lead professional for democratic 
ethics at a critical juncture in American history—created his cabinet as a commu-
nity of dissensus. Goodwin (2005) characterizes Lincoln’s cabinet as a “team of 
rivals.” Concerning Lincoln’s disposition toward his political rivals, she writes,

Though Lincoln desired success as fiercely as any of his rivals, he did not allow his quest 
for office to consume the kindness and openheartedness with which he treated supporters 
and rivals alike…. With his death, Abraham Lincoln had come to seem the embodiment of 
his own words—“With malice toward none; with charity for all”—voiced in his second 
inaugural to lay out the visionary pathway to a reconstructed union (pp. 256, 749).

Kegan (1994) defines reconstructive postmodern leaders as individuals who 
“challenge the unacknowledged epistemological assumptions behind modernist 
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conceptions of the unilateral leader” (p. 424). Lincoln was such a postmodern leader 
long before such terms as modernism and postmodernism had even been coined by 
academics. Kegan (1994) writes, “Postmodernism suggests a kind of ‘conflict reso-
lution’ in which the Palestinian discovers her own Israeli-ness, the rich man discov-
ers his poverty, the woman discovers the man inside her” (pp. 320–321). Lincoln 
practiced such deeply empathetic conflict resolution at the precise historical moment 
that his country needed such presidential leadership. With reference to democratic 
ethics, he was not perfect; but for his era, he was an embodiment of the USA’s 
Declaration of Independence assertion that all humans are created equal.

Over the years, I have experimented with the introduction of the concept of cur-
riculum liberalization in a number of ways. My current approach is to ask students 
to think about the critical distinction between the neo-liberal/neo-conservative con-
trol of curriculum and curriculum liberalization through the study of selected work 
of three curriculum scholars: Michael Apple, Wesley Null, and Joseph Schwab. 
Apple’s (2005) critique of the emergence of “audit cultures” in educational work 
around the world is based on his analysis of the interplay of neo-liberal and neo- 
conservative ideologies:

Neo-liberalism requires the constant production of evidence that you are doingthings ‘effi-
ciently’ and in the ‘correct’ way by examining the effects on the ground of the suturing 
together of the seemingly contradictory tendencies of neo-liberal and neo-conservative dis-
courses and practices. … And this is occurring at the same time as the state itself becomes 
increasingly subject to commercialization. This situation has given rise to what might best 
be called an audit culture (p. 14).

Curriculum liberalization challenges the underlying ideological assumptions of 
audit cultures. It is based on the recognition that all humans can build their capaci-
ties to become “free thinkers who can draw upon many fields of knowledge, pursue 
truth, and solve problems” (Null 2011, p. 15). Humans can be more than mindless, 
manipulatable consumers of capitalistic products. Null (2011) writes that curricu-
lum liberalization “pursues the goal of liberating minds so that they can become 
more fully human, make rational judgments, and provide civic leadership” (p. 15). 
He advances this goal by inviting his readers to think through the pros and cons of 
five curriculum traditions (systematic, existentialist, radical, pragmatic, and delib-
erative) in light of Schwab’s (1973) five curricular commonplaces: teachers, learn-
ers, subject matter, context and curriculum making.

I tell students that, based on my own critical thinking, I don’t completely agree 
with either Null’s or Schwab’s categorization schemes, and that they are equally 
invited to critically question the way Null and Schwab have constructed ‘curricu-
lum.’ That’s what free thinkers do! They recognize that ‘curriculum’ is an interpre-
tive term. However, I want them to work with Null’s book because it encourages 
synoptic thinking. His text fosters broad deliberations informed by many different, 
opposing curricular perspectives. He argues that good curriculum work is not locked 
into a single topic, whether it’s standardized testing on the political right or social 
justice on the political left. He writes that, “Deliberators prefers a middle path that 
respects wisdom and tradition but also searches for new and creative ways to solve 
whatever problems arise in the world of practice” (p. 261). Curriculum liberation is 
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about following this Aristotelian and Deweyan middle path. Kathleen Kesson and I 
created a curriculum wisdom book based on this premise (Henderson and Kesson 
2004), which I used in the FoC course for a couple of years.

I recognized early on in my FoC pedagogy that curriculum liberalization can be 
powerfully fostered through the interplay of curriculum-based reflective inquiry 
and deliberative conversation. Collaborating with four colleagues, I created a book 
that addressed this interplay (Henderson 1992); and due to my own ongoing trail- 
and- error learning in the FoC course, I continued to revise my conceptions of this 
interplay through two completely revised editions of the original 1992 text. As 
Dewey (1910/1933) argues and clearly illustrates in his seminal text on thinking, 
humans break dysfunctional and/or limiting habits and customs through reflective 
inquiry—through a continuous and recursive consideration of the consequences of 
their actions in a context of humble, open-minded questioning. In a similar vein, 
Schwab (1978) argues that curriculum work at its best requires a commitment to 
deliberation that is grounded in practical and eclectic arts; and parallel to both 
Dewey’s and Schwab’s arguments, Pinar et  al. (1995) provide a comprehensive 
overview of understanding “curriculum as complicated conversation.” As I refined 
my feel for democratic hermeneutics as a key ethical touchstone, I continued to 
delve into this interplay between curricular reflective inquiry (RI) and deliberative 
conversation (DC).

This conjunction of Dewey’s, Schwab’s, and Pinar’s work—along with its vast 
related literature—became a key referent for my FoC action research. I was increas-
ingly committed to explicating and clarifying curriculum-based RI/DC. My most 
recent collaborative text on the reconceptualization of curriculum development, 
which I have already introduced, advances a lead-learning study agenda of three RIs 
informed by four DCs. I introduce this agenda as follows:

Section I [of this book] is an open-ended arrangement of three interrelated reflective inqui-
ries informed by four deliberative conversations. To quickly review, the reflective inquiries 
address the interrelated questions of how to teach for 3S understanding, how to embody 3S 
understanding, and how to build collegial and public trust for 3S pedagogy; while the four 
deliberative conversations are organized around the topics of management-to-wisdom cri-
tique/negotiation, social justice, democratic humanism, and mythopoetic inspiration. Over 
the course of six years of action research, this particular configuration of topics has emerged 
as a powerful way to introduce and sustain the collegial study and practice of 3S pedagogy. 
In short, chapters two through eight are single-authored essays that function as an ensemble 
of lead-learning invitations… (Henderson et al. 2015, p. 35)

Holistic Pedagogy Through my continuing explorations of the ethics of democratic 
hermeneutics, I realized that the artistry of holistic pedagogy is another key ethical 
end-in-view. I’ve already introduced the notion of 3S pedagogy. As I experimented 
with ways of introducing this pedagogical artistry, I became increasingly aware that 
this conception of teaching is informed by the European, particularly German 
Bildung/Didaktik heritage as summarized by Autio (2009), “Bildung can be under-
stood as a kind of self-formation along the lines of a wider [societal] belonging 
and…Didaktik refers generally to the pedagogical techniques for intertwining if not 
spiraling subjectivity and society together” (p. 71).
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However, I approached this Bildung/Didaktik heritage with a certain Deweyan 
caution. Given my commitment to democratic hermeneutics, I didn’t want to get 
caught up in Hegel’s rational systemization, and I am indebted to Good’s (2006) 
nuanced explanation of how Dewey established a constructive critical distance from 
Hegel’s philosophy. Good’s thesis is that Dewey advanced an American Bildung 
tradition that drew on Hegel’s key concept of Aufheben, translated as sublation, 
without getting lost in Hegel’s quasi-religious dogmatism—Hegel’s pretense that, 
through his dialectical rationalism, he had achieved the proper overview of the mys-
teries of life. Good (2006) writes:

The American Bildung tradition is based upon an inherently expansive conception of phi-
losophy because it requires its practitioners to be broadly educated, across academic disci-
plines, to better understand their society’s ideals, practices, and institutions. Moreover, it 
demands that philosophers keep one foot firmly planted in their social and historical context 
and one in their study. More theoretically, the American Bildung tradition rejects mechanis-
tic, static views of reality in favor of an organic and historical model according to which 
individual persons and objects are interrelated within a dynamic process. Rather than 
assume the Cartesian notion that knowledge is gained by reducing complex wholes to their 
constituent parts, the Bildung tradition maintains that knowledge of the part comes from 
attending to the ways it is related to other parts and the way it functions within the larger 
whole. …The most significant Hegelian deposit in Dewey’s mature thought is the Bildung 
model of philosophy. I hasten to concede, however, that Dewey rejected Hegel’s systematic 
efforts… (pp. xx–xxi).

I quote Good at length for a particular reason. I wasn’t interested in summarily 
rejecting Tyler’s rationale, I simply wanted to sublate it. Good (2006) explains: 
“The dialectic, Hegel’s perception of scientific method, always begins with a 
hypothesis in that it is always a position that is asserted provisionally, adapted, 
developed, and ultimately sublated (Aufheben), that is, incorporated without being 
eliminated, into a more inclusive understanding of the subject matter” (p.13).

Good’s reference to an American Bildung tradition, initiated by Dewey and then 
refined in subsequent generations of educators, was articulated in the United States 
as the curriculum concept of democratic general education. Tanner and Tanner 
(2007) provide a thorough overview of the American heritage of this concept. They 
begin their book by noting that this democratic, holistic orientation can be traced 
back to Thomas Jefferson’s views on the importance of education in a freedom- 
loving society. They quote Jefferson, “If a nation expects to be ignorant and free in 
a state of civilization, it expects what never was and never will be” (Lee 1961, 
pp.  18–19). They then cite Lawrence Cremin’s insight that “the entire course of 
American educational history is based on the gradual realization of the Jeffersonian 
ideal” (Cremin 1965, p. 40). In the context of a thorough historical analysis of the 
views of hundreds of American educational leaders in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries on the importance of a democratic, holistic approach to curriculum work, 
Tanner and Tanner (2007) write:

No document of the twentieth century was more influential in shaping the structure and 
function of the American educational system than the report of the NEA [National Education 
Association] Commission on the Reorganization of Secondary Education, Cardinal 
Principles of Secondary Education ( 1918). …Embracing Dewey’s [1916] concept of social 
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efficiency in a democracy…, in sharp contrast to social efficiency in undemocratic societ-
ies, the Cardinal Principles report called for the fullest release of human potential through 
the widest extension of educational opportunity (pp. 280–281).

In the FoC course, I point out to students that this historic commitment to demo-
cratic general education with its implications for practicing the artistry of holistic 
pedagogy is under attack from ideologues on the right and the left. With reference 
to the ideological right, I ask them to think about Ylimaki’s (2011) critical analysis 
of the ways in which a hegemonic “conservative modernization”—involving the 
synergy between neoliberalism, neoconservatism, authoritarian populism, and pub-
lic management policy and the social dynamics of an emerging managerial middle 
class—has resulted in the narrowing of the curriculum. With reference to the ideo-
logical left, I ask them to think about the fact that I am teaching them the fundamen-
tals of curriculum as a holistic public intellectual, not as a narrow critical specialist 
(Henderson and Kesson 2001). Since academic cultures generally have a leftist ori-
entation and since graduate students have a certain amount of curricular experience 
with such cultures, I ask them to ponder why more professors aren’t working as 
public intellectuals? I also ask them if they feel they received a broad liberal arts 
education as an undergraduate. If not, why not? If they went through a preservice 
teacher education program, were they encouraged to think and act like holistic 
teachers committed to democratic general education; and if not, why not? Were they 
encouraged to think of themselves as lead professionals for democratic ethics?

I want to conclude my pedagogical narrative with a concise overview of the FoC 
design that has gradually emerged over 25 years of action research. The course is 
currently organized around the aim of building educators’ capacities to work as lead 
professionals for democratic ethics, as guided by three thematic orientations that are 
advanced through the disciplined study of nine curriculum concepts: curriculum 
criticism, transformative curriculum leadership, curriculum-as-currere, 3S peda-
gogy, curriculum liberalization, lead learning, curriculum-based reflective inquiry, 
curriculum-based deliberative conversation, and democratic general education. The 
focus of our collaborative chapter now turns to a discussion of the interrelated con-
ceptions of teacher leadership and administrative leadership that emerge out of this 
approach to understanding the fundamentals of curriculum.

Teachers as Leaders Jim Henderson’s narrative of theorizing curriculum leader-
ship is one that unsettles polemic voices in the contemporary cultural milieu of 
educational study and practice. The fluidity of his 25-year narrative cuts diagonally 
across stable ideologies put forth both from the right and the left in the United 
States. From the right, a consistent and dominant commitment to technical rational-
ity has maintained and promulgated key concepts of efficiency and development. 
Such trends were initiated at the very beginning of North American curriculum 
studies by Franklin Bobbitt, later refined by Ralph Tyler and are presently reified 
through the alignment of standards-based instruction scope and sequence charts and 
standardized test accountability. From the left, progressives have promulgated 
diverse epistemologies centering around two key concepts, social reproduction and 
political resistance (Pinar 2013). Following Schwab’s declaration in 1969 that North 
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American curriculum studies had become moribund, re-conceptualizers of curricu-
lum have for decades turned their attention from development to understanding 
(Pinar et al. 1995). Henderson conceptualizes a middle way for curriculum workers 
and invites graduates students in FoC to consider in the possibilities for thinking, 
speaking and activating their own middle way ventures.

Though recently articulated as an alternative to the Tyler rationale, the non- 
ideological have been a sustained feature of Henderson’s scholarly trajectory. For 
example, when Wraga’s (1999) and Pinar’s (1999) contrasting ideas regarding the 
proper purposes and directions of contemporary curriculum scholarship were 
brought to bear on the pages of Educational Researcher, Henderson (2001b) inter-
ceded with an argument for an alternative that appreciated both tradition and the 
avant-garde. Understanding curriculum development as a circuit of problem- solving 
raises the very important and practical question of “Is this working?” However, 
understanding curriculum as an extraordinarily complicated conversation (Pinar 
et  al. 1995) advances critical and useful questions regarding “what is implicated 
when one claims something is or isn’t working?” The reconceptualization teaches 
us that matters of identity, power and language are always central and that curricu-
lum is never apolitical or ahistorical. For Henderson (2001b), these are supplemen-
tal and not competing questions. His sustained dissatisfaction with either/or thinking 
was salient feature of the theorizing that eventually lead to Re-conceptualizing 
Curriculum Development (Henderson et al. 2015).

Limitations of space will not allow for a thorough examination of the impact of 
Jim’s work as it has been experienced by diverse graduate students over the years. 
However, the pages that follow I (Dan) will write as a “teacher leader”, who has 
been experiencing FoC, since 2008. I first engaged became engaged with Jim’s 
work as a public school kindergarten teacher and doctoral student. Seized by both 
the content and method of the course, I remained interested in FoC as a teaching 
assistant, one of Jim’s doctoral advisees and now as a teacher educator in another 
state. Therefore, my applications of the Henderson rationale are situated within my 
experiences as a teacher of young children, an emerging curriculum scholar and a 
teacher educator. In each of these capacities, I continue to draw on the ideas that Jim 
outlined above in a humble attempt to live out an Aristotelian telos of curriculum 
work and to keep going when reality makes it all too obvious that I have come up 
short. The two interrelated aspects of the Henderson rationale that I will emphasize 
in regards to how they apply to “curriculum-based teacher leadership” are: (1) the 
charitable listening and love of wisdom inherent to a commitment to finding a mid-
dle way; and, (2) the pedagogical roots of his curriculum theorizing that invokes one 
to walk their talk. Fusing these two attributes, I will argue constitutes something 
similar to what Kyla Ebels-Dugan’s (2015) conceives of as “tenacious intellectual 
virtues”, a quality that we must embody before we can ignite it in others.
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 Finding a Middle Way

As mentioned above, I was introduced to curriculum theory in Jim’s FoC course in 
2008 working as a kindergarten teacher and beginning doctoral studies. I began my 
teaching career in 2000, shortly before the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act 
(NCLB). Therefore, my life as a teacher could be accurately described as taking 
place in the accountability era. Like so many teachers, I began my career with a 
vision of the teacher that I endeavored to be. It wasn’t long until, I faced the com-
mon reality that my vision was at odds with the dominant culture of curriculum at 
my school. Enacting my ideals of being a caring and inclusive teacher of young 
children was a daunting enough challenge, which seemed to become increasingly 
thwarted the more dominant discourse-practices took hold. The rhetoric of neolib-
eral reformed seemed to at best trivialize and at worst distort the concrete realities 
of 5-year-olds with abstractions of preparing ‘college and career readiness’ that will 
prime them to ‘compete in the 21st century global marketplace.’ Hence, I came to 
doctoral studies and to curriculum theory coping with a growing disconnect between 
the teacher I aspired to be and the contextualizing culture of curriculum that defined 
what was ‘good.’ This is a common, but nonetheless frustrating and even painful 
existential reality of many contemporary teachers. Speaking of her own experience, 
distinguished theorist, bell hooks (1994) powerfully testifies,

I came to theory because I was hurting- the pain within me was so intense that I could not 
go on living. I came to theory desperate, wanting to comprehend- to grasp what was hap-
pening around and within me. Most importantly, I wanted to make the hurt go away. I saw 
in theory then a location for healing (p.59).

The eloquent words of bell hooks continue to resonate with me, although in a 
very different way now than when I first read them. With an embarrassing amount 
of naiveté, I came to curriculum theory because I was morally outraged. The frustra-
tions that I had experienced were so penetrating that I was ready for political resis-
tance. I came to curriculum theory with a heightened sense of criticality wanting to 
accumulate knowledge for resistance- to understand the system and my capacity to 
disobey. Mostly, I wanted to win. I saw in theory the tools for formulating the right 
argument. For my first assignment in FoC, I wrote a scathing critique of a common 
system of instructional management. I chastised the hubris of scholars who either 
didn’t understand or appreciate the value of inquiry-based pedagogy and the com-
plexities of fostering a caring and cooperative classroom community. While honor-
ing the sincerity of my concerns, Jim challenged me to reconsider the hubris in my 
own analysis, suggesting that I think about how I might engage in a collegial con-
versation by raising a good question, instead of asserting a strong opinion. A lead 
professional is a colleague who engages with peers to influence and be open to 
being influenced. I could no longer take solace in shutting my classroom door and 
comfortably conceding that my best work would be an uncover mission. In other 
words, Jim led me to search for a middle way. My options needn’t be restricted to 
bureaucrat or dissident. A middle way of curriculum-based teacher leadership was 
indeed conceivable.
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The middle way of curriculum-based teacher leadership is methodologically 
speaking the enactment of critical bricolage enabling one to “make use of positive 
contributions of disciplines while avoiding disciplinary parochialism and domina-
tion” (Kincheloe 2001, p. 684). William Pinar (2006) suggests that disciplined study 
can indeed transform curriculum practice. Yet, Henderson and Gornik (2007) sup-
plement such a commitment to study-based complicated conversation with an 
acknowledgement of the historical and systematic dominance of technical proce-
dural rationality in curriculum practice. Underscoring the paradigmatic shifts, 
which are made evident in the complicated conversations among re-conceptualizers 
of curriculum, keeps theory grounded in pedagogical practice and away from ten-
dencies to “become abstractions split-off from the concrete complexity of the his-
torical moment” (Pinar 2013, p.7). Efforts to shed light upon matters of power, 
identity and discourse associated with the dominant paradigm, according to Pinar 
(2013), are intellectually exhausted. Moreover, when confined to “safe intellectual 
spaces for theorizing” complicated conversations remain detached from the public 
sphere, which continues on with the standardized management of curriculum. As a 
middle way, the Henderson rationale issues a provocative and inclusive invitation to 
all curriculum workers to consider the possibilities to think, speak and act as lead 
professionals for democratic ethics.

Many students in FoC spend the first several weeks of the course experiencing 
cognitive dissonance. This is to be expected, since apprehending curriculum as a 
complicated conversation represents a paradigm shift that requires many individuals 
to critically question taken for granted aspects of their daily practices. In other words, 
for many teachers finding a middle way involves fostering a critical relationship with 
inculcated assumptions. Such a paradigm shift includes a process of re- orienting 
oneself to habituated modes of understanding with a heightened level of critical 
awareness. Other students, such as myself, enter FoC already critical of the dominant 
discourse-practices. As indicated in the example above, the form of criticality that 
compelled me toward doctoral studies had its own, albeit very different, limitations. 
Overconfident in my own critical acumen, I lodged unforgiving negative critiques of 
authoritative structures without affirming any of their amenable qualities. Denouncing 
the status quo without advancing an alternative way of proceeding with educational 
problem solving, I was transmitting monolithic critical ideas of my own and failing 
to offer a transformative argument. Ebels-Dugan (2015) conceptualizes humility 
regarding one’s own critical judgements and charity toward others’ perspectives are 
the intellectual virtues central to cultivating autonomy. Hence, these intellectual vir-
tues are key components to curriculum-based teacher leadership.

 Pedagogical Roots

The second key component of curriculum-based teacher leadership to be high-
lighted in this chapter is that it is rooted in pedagogical practice. Neoliberal educa-
tional reform allied with accountability systems that are carried out by the audits of 
uncritical middle-managers who embrace “new professional identities” is a 
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dominant force in P-20 educational institutions. An incredibly important aspect of 
Jim’s evolving theorizing and scholarly voice narrated above, is that it is inseparable 
from the practical realities that comprised his 25-year journey of teaching. Kincheloe 
et al. (2011) demand, “teachers must have more voice and more respect in the cul-
ture of education…[and] must join the culture of researchers if a new level of edu-
cational rigor and quality is ever to be achieved” (p.165). Conversely, to generate 
new possibilities of rigor and quality Henderson’s narrative of action research and 
theorizing joins the culture of teachers. This is more than a matter of semantics. The 
eruditions of democratic curriculum-based pedagogy, as they are conceptualized in 
Jim’s opening narrative and introduced to graduate students in FoC are more than 
theoretical abstractions. Rather, academic study was the means to inspire and inform 
a re-thinking, re-articulating and a re-working of one’s curriculum practice. 
Furthermore, one’s curriculum practice was the impetus for academic study. The 
Henderson rationale and the lead-learning invitations that have been extended over 
the years in FoC not only conceptualize but embody the normative ethical referents 
critical pragmatism, democratic hermeneutics and holistic pedagogy.

In my professional journey, the initial and immediate outcome of Jim’s lead- 
learning invitation was that I was no longer content to shut my door and secretly do 
things my way. I encountered a new sense of responsibility to extend my sphere of 
influence by leaving my classroom door and an invitation for dialogue open. The 
particulars of my journey as a kindergarten teacher had the general implication of 
my following Jim’s lead in thinking and talking about how curriculum studies can 
be the basis for the practice of a democratic ethic of teacher leadership. Alongside 
the theoretical eclecticism in the opening section of this chapter, I would like to 
bring attention to the concretized example of Jim’s pedagogical practice. The pro-
cess of replacing the Tyler rationale with a commitment to democratic, curriculum- 
based pedagogy, necessarily involved the careful and sustained narratives of a 
supreme artist, a reflective teacher engaged in disciplined academic study. This is 
the conceptual and operational definition of teacher leadership that guided my 
efforts as kindergarten teacher and emerging educational researcher.

Now I find myself working with graduate students working to earn Masters of 
Arts in education with teacher leadership endorsement. At the beginning of a course 
that I teach, my students read York-Barr and Duke’s (2004) comprehensive review 
of two decades of research literature on the topic of teacher leadership. My students 
did not enjoy the reading assignment and offered two main criticisms. First, they 
found the technical procedures in the extant literature to be mostly comprised of 
strategies that are generally known among experienced educators. In this way, they 
complain, the authors’ 62 pages offer them nothing new. Secondly, some students 
express exasperation with the forthright admission in the abstract that “the construct 
of teacher leadership is not well defined, conceptually or operationally” (York-Barr 
and Duke 2004, p. 255). They query how teacher leadership can be gaining political 
momentum nationally and among many state departments without a definition. 
Further, they wonder if this lack of a definition puts their program on a very unstable 
foundation.
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In search of clarity, we turn to our state department’s website only to find word-
ing that implicitly divides teachers and leaders into two separate groups. As the 
scrutiny intensifies, it is brought to bear that most of the rhetoric on innovation in 
schools is comprised of benign, commonplace catchphrases and slogans. Our state 
department provides a concise definition on a document titled the Kentucky Teacher 
Leadership Framework, “Teacher leaders transform their classrooms, schools, and 
profession, activating teacher growth and achieving equity and excellence for stu-
dents” (Kentucky Teacher Leadership Work Team 2015). Eyes begin to roll as we 
unpack this simplistic sentence that vaguely charges my students with responsibili-
ties to transform their context, galvanize imprecise growth among their colleagues, 
and achieve unprecedented equity for students. However, the faithful commitments 
of dedicated teachers persist in this conversation. After all, they do indeed endeavor 
to improve their schools, refine their teaching and do so to enhance student out-
comes. They are not opposed to innovation. Yet, the surveillance of walk-through 
observations and the auditing of routine progress monitoring tests leave them little 
time and space to lead innovations.

Any mention of curriculum theory is absent from York-Barr and Duke’s (2004) 
review of what is known about teacher leadership. Thus, at first glance, it seems as 
though using curriculum studies as the basis for apprehending and practicing teacher 
leadership is an idea the authors did not think to consider. Indeed, scholarship such 
as Ylimaki’s (2011) fusing of the fields of educational administration and curricu-
lum theory are unique and provide an imperative update to York-Barr and Duke’s 
(2004) review. After all, if influential proprietary organizations, state departments 
and graduate programs are going to encourage teachers to lead it is reasonable to 
contemplate what is unique about the prospect of teachers leading as opposed to 
leadership from policy makers, school administrators or educational researchers. I 
challenge my students to consider how they are, as teachers, are uniquely situated 
so they can accomplish ends out of the reach of stakeholders with more traditional 
and formal authority. For these reasons alone as case is made for curriculum-based 
teacher leadership, since curriculum and pedagogy are the central facets of teachers’ 
personalized and contextualized daily work.

However, I share with my students a second critique of the mainstream literature 
on teacher leadership. Reflecting upon the obvious absence of explicit reference to 
curriculum theory that is customary in mainstream literature, we take into account 
the conventions of curriculum theory implicitly infused throughout the review. In a 
laudable effort to make sense out of the extant literature, York-Barr and Duke (2004) 
begin with an apolitical, value-neutral conceptual definition that is too vague to 
strike controversy: “we suggest that teacher leadership is the process by which 
teachers, individually or collectively, influence their colleagues, principals, and 
other members of school communities to improve teaching and learning practices 
with the aim of increased student learning and achievement” (pp.  287–288). No 
reasonable person would object to teachers influencing improvements to bolster 
learning. However, my students cannot help but laugh how insights garnered from a 
comprehensive review of two decades of research can be deduced into the benign 
statement of “do and promote good things, so students will learn better”. Is it 
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 possible that 20 years of research on teacher leadership has resulted in benign rheto-
ric without a substantive direction for prospective teacher leaders?

Perhaps this sort of conceptual emptiness did not sit well with the authors, 
because they persisted in operationalizing their loose conceptualization of teacher 
leadership. In doing so, they reveal how the predominance of technical rationale 
curriculum theory ensues as either a non-reflective or unacknowledged feature pre-
vailing teacher leader discourse-practices. Tacitly utilizing each of Tyler’s (1949) 
four fundamentals of curriculum development, York-Barr and Duke (2004) custom-
arily begin the process of teacher leadership with “schools and districts must clearly 
articulate student learning and school improvement goals” (p.  290). Once these 
goals have defined the “purpose” of teacher leadership, the “possible ways in which 
teachers can lead efforts related to goal accomplishment must be generated” 
(p. 290). In Tyler’s terms, this marks how teachers will experience opportunities to 
lead initiatives they may or may not have taken part in articulating. York-Barr and 
Duke (2004) suggest such experiences must be guided by the recognition that 
“unique and varied leadership capacities of individual teachers must be matched 
with unique and varied leadership functions…, [along with structures that] com-
municate purposes and expectations with staff..., [provide] school supports, [and] 
clear indicators of progress” (pp. 290–291). It is not insignificant to note that these 
purposes, experiential opportunities, organizational structures and evaluative sys-
tems of teacher leadership are developed at the systems level and may or may not 
include the personalized and contextualized perspectives of classroom teachers. 
Therefore, nowhere is it assumed that the development of teacher leadership is or 
ought to be led by classroom teachers.

Justifiably, my students are dissatisfied with the prospect of playing an ambigu-
ous role in nebulously conceived teacher leadership. Why pursue teacher leadership 
if doesn’t necessarily include an appreciation of teachers’ intellectual autonomy and 
professional decision-making capacity? If curriculum and teaching are apprehended 
by these procedural mechanisms, then corresponding “new professional identities” 
will characterize dominant images of leadership (Ylimaki 2011). In plain terms, this 
puts teacher leadership on a trajectory of becoming an unappealing potential for 
teachers to be recruited as cost-efficient assistants to building principals in the car-
rying out middle-management accountability audits. The Henderson rationale offers 
an alternative and more complicated course. Recognizing the probable persistence 
of technical rationality, a democratic ethic of curriculum-based teacher leadership 
begins with an immanent break. Breaking from the taken for granted assumption of 
the dominant paradigm does not free a teacher leader from the practical constraints 
of instructional management. However, bringing curriculum theory into the reflec-
tive experience of teacher leadership sheds light on the habituated intellectual struc-
tures that are engrained in our dominant culture of curriculum. Curriculum-based 
teacher leadership is ignited with an event of becoming critically aware that “one of 
the most salient features of our culture is that there is so much bullshit” (Frankfurt 
2005, p. 1).

Frankfurt’s (2005) thesis is not that the bullshit is rooted in malicious deceptions 
or untruths. Rather, it is a product of lack of regard for the truth altogether. The truth 
is that curriculum and pedagogy are value-laden practices and value judgements are 
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inscribed in all educational activities (Buzzelli and Johnston 2002; Hansen 2001). 
The imprecise rhetoric of “improving teaching” and “increasing learning” enable 
the neoliberal interests that drive educational policy, discourse and practice to be an 
elusive quality of the curriculum. To be certain, standardized systems of instruc-
tional management audit performativity without attending to the underlying ethics 
of curriculum practices. Therefore, one can make a career as a teacher, researcher or 
leader by way of bureaucratic functioning. Curriculum-based teacher leadership 
makes an alternative way available for educators who are committed to teaching and 
leading as a professional who “take an ethical stance in the world” (Block 2008, 
p. 416).

The chief distinctions between the technical way that teacher leadership is most 
prevalently being operationalized and Henderson’s adaptive curriculum-based 
teacher leadership are the implicated ways for educators’ being and becoming in the 
world. Dominant discourse-practices offer a way of deferring to intellectual authori-
ties and complying with protocol to efficiently and effectively work toward the 
unacknowledged values of clandestine hegemonic sources. The Henderson ratio-
nale, on the other hand, challenges teacher leaders to think, speak and act in ways 
that work toward their becoming lead professionals for a democratic vision. 
Bringing a commitment to democratic ways of living with the normative referents 
of three broad themes to the fore, ventures of teacher leadership are more holisti-
cally conceptualized as encompassing personalized and contextualized journey of 
understanding. It might be said that the greatest irony of the accountability culture 
is that no one is held accountable for the value judgements inherent to any and all 
educational decisions.

Opting for a road less traveled, the efforts of teacher leaders who take an ethical 
stance in the world will often not be recognized or encouraged. Even more seldom 
will these efforts be commended. Hence, according to Kyla Ebels-Dugan (2015) 
intellectual virtues of humility and charity must be supplemented with tenacity. Her 
aims toward intellectual autonomy parallel Henderson’s advancement of free think-
ing. What is more, her conceptualization of tenacity brings to bear the bureaucratic 
realities of P-20 teachers’ situational contexts. Routinely expected and often 
directed to carry our bureaucratic functions, thinking as consumers and transmitters 
of knowledge pre-established by centralized authorities is indeed, for teachers, the 
path of least resistance. Hence, the research and policy on teacher leadership con-
fine teachers’ discourse-practices to the facilitation of technical conversations. 
Drawing upon his own experiential learning, as a free-thinking teacher, Henderson 
maps an alternate for teacher leaders. Imploring curriculum workers to think for 
themselves, as participants in an extraordinary complicated conversation, broad 
democratic ends-in-view emerging, powerful ethical communities can be affirmed 
on this road less taken. Therefore, the Henderson rationale invites teachers’ dis-
course and practices to humbly inquire and charitably deliberate, while tenaciously 
engaging in transformative conversations.

Along the alternative route, democratic ethical norms fill the empty conceptual 
vessel within which veiled hegemonic interests operate through alleged value 
 neutrality. In the spirit of Lincoln’s “charity for all,” as cited earlier in this chapter, 
it is important to recognize the contribution of Ralph Tyler. His linear circuit for 
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curriculum problem solving has engrained habits of technical reflection into cul-
tures of curriculum. This is his imperishable legacy of which bricoleurs make use, 
while circumventing the disciplinary narrowness that was likely not intended or 
even perceived in 1949. Benefitting from the reconceptualization studies, it is not 
too bold for us to supplement Tyler’s technical rationale with a reflective “circuit of 
valuation” (Ryan 2011). In doing so, we are simply asserting that any set of beliefs, 
images and values are as good as any other. Though Tyler may have passively 
alluded to his progressive preferences, regarding ethics he only insisted upon an 
empty conceptual vessel, the creation of a philosophical screen. Since technical 
efficiency is equally well suited for any ethical or political orientation, curriculum- 
based teacher leaders do well to raise questions regarding how democratic virtues 
are made evident in educational enterprises.

Teaching is an innately moral endeavor (Buzzelli and Johnston 2002; Hansen 
2001). How the value judgments that are inevitably infused in daily practice are 
incorporated into curriculum problem solving is where Tyler was flexible to the 
point of being relativistic and we are unwavering. Critical pragmatism, democratic 
hermeneutics and holistic pedagogy are the broad normative referents that consti-
tute an open set of interpretations. However, they also demarcate an assertive bound-
ary of what constitutes quality curriculum work in a democratic society. Not any 
philosophical screen is suitable for developing a curriculum in a free and just soci-
ety. By merely stipulating that a philosophical screen be established, the Tyler ratio-
nale enjoys the same utility in an oppressive autocracy as a liberal democracy. While 
technical aspects of teacher leadership remain important, they are inept for ethically 
grounding teacher leadership.

Grounded in democratic ethics, I invite my students to think, discuss and act 
upon possibilities for curriculum-based teacher leadership that operate through 
adaptive, instead of technical fundamentals of curriculum. I ask them to consider 
transformative educational ends in view, instead of transmitting knowledge sanc-
tioned by learning standards. Indeed, in my courses they are unsuspectingly invited 
to turn engage in an alternative discourse about their practices. They may discuss 
what is possible and what they find preferable, against the grains of data-driven 
standardization. They are encouraged to exercise and foster intellectual autonomy, 
while considering what is good for all. They are reminded that curriculum-based 
teacher leadership is deeply personal, historical, contextualized by the perspectives 
of diverse stakeholders and evolving through ongoing inquiry. We engage in holistic 
“aims talking” (Noddings 2013) that serve as ends-in-view for 3S pedagogy. 
Moreover, we proceed with a humble love of wisdom, and charity for all and a tena-
cious sense of commitment, as we know that leading this form professional artistry 
runs against the grain of dominant cultures of curriculum. This is how the adaptive 
fundamentals of curriculum highlighted in Jim’s opening narrative are concretely 
operationalized in my classroom. Next, we will turn to how this work can be sys-
temically supported.
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 The Interplay of Administrative and Teacher Leadership

If we assume that schools will be organized within a refined and constructive alter-
native to Tyler’s (1949) rationale; and if we assume that one aim will be to build 
educators’ capacities to work as lead professionals for democratic ethics, as guided 
by three thematic orientations advanced through the disciplined study of nine cur-
riculum concepts; and if we assume that teachers will flourish as democratic vision-
aries, colleagues, and artists through disciplined study and practice embodying the 
personal journeys that this work entails; then it stands to reason that the same three 
broad ethical themes that guide curriculum development and teacher leadership, 
must also guide the definition and operational aspects of administrative leadership 
and policy development. Just as Tyler’s rationale is still considered the paradigmatic 
exemplar for conceptions of curriculum development (Null 2008; Walker and Soltis 
2009), we critically recognize that the Standards for Advanced Programs in 
Educational Leadership for principals, superintendents, curriculum directors and 
supervisors, and policy “actions of government and the intentions that determine 
those actions” (Cochran et al. 1986, p. 2) do not advance a deep critical awareness 
of educational leadership and policy purposes.

Leadership Standards The common themes in the leadership standards represent 
what is known about current practice with an emphasis on the importance of a focus 
on student achievement; data-based decision making; communication and collabo-
ration; shared leadership; instructional leadership and continuous professional 
development. One reason for the almost universal buy-in of this definition of leader-
ship in schools, districts, communities, universities, and state and national govern-
ment is its seductive rationality. Not unlike Tyler’s rationale, these leadership 
standards do not advance a deep critical awareness of leadership purposes and 
therefore do not support critical pragmatism. Such a pattern or system is not inter-
ested in possibilities of achieving diverse, expansive understanding, but more 
focused on scripted agreement, and as such do not support educators’ democratic 
hermeneutics through an open-minded, open-hearted frame of reference. Further, 
an educator operating out of holistic pedagogy would not find support in these stan-
dards to lead for the fullest release of human potential through the widest extension 
of educational opportunity.

Public Policy 

Public policy is adopted by an agency of the government and is generally a principled guide 
for administrators to follow in carrying out their responsibilities” (Kowalski 2013, p. 163). 
In simple terms, the process of policy making is focused on establishing parameters about 
what should be done, and the constraints about what cannot be done in a school district. 
Schwartz and Sharpe (2010) remind us that we as human beings use two tools to manage 
organizational behavior: (1) rules and administrative oversight, and (2) incentives that 
encourage good performance by rewarding people for it. According to Kowalski (2013) 
properly constructed policy (rules) is a process that must consider four variables: legal, 
political, philosophical and professional. As such, we as lead professionals for democratic 
ethics find ourselves in a bind because while “good rules might be useful as guides as we 
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try to manage multiple aims (legal, political, philosophical and professional), they will 
never be subtle enough and nuanced enough to apply in every situation (Schwartz and 
Sharpe 2010, p.7).

We posit for all societies with democratic ideals and aspirations, that at the pol-
icy level, educators be regarded as visionaries and trustworthy professionals capable 
of informed ethical judgments based on disciplined study and practice with a more 
hermeneutic rather than ideological orientation. More theoretically, as Jim 
Henderson asserts above, we reject the mechanistic, static views of reality in favor 
of an organic and historical model according to which individual persons and 
objects are interrelated within a dynamic process.

Administrative Leadership Defined With 41 years of experience as administrators 
in K-12, we contribute to this chapter with full empathy for the plight of administra-
tors in this field today. We are not so far removed to pompously presume that by 
simply reading this section, full absorption of these theory-based suggestions will 
be incorporated into an already overloaded and demanding agenda. We are certainly 
aware of the many standardized requirements that administrators in the United 
States must perform on a regular basis, many of which leave us feeling disconnected 
from the very reason we chose this profession in the first place. We believe that 
‘good’ curriculum work as indicated above, as the study and practice of the relation-
ship between educational courses of action and democratic living, stirs and awakens 
a vital and missing link for educators living in societies with democratic ideals. As 
administrative leaders in education, we encourage you to imagine the moral possi-
bilities that may be latent in your leadership repertoire and seek, as Jim Henderson 
refers to, a middle ground that begins with “reconceptualizing received standards 
and cultivating reflective inquiry” (Henderson and Gornik 2007, p. 93). We invite 
you to avoid meeting only the leadership requirements of neoliberal standardization 
(Watkins 2012) which causes our moral skills to be “chipped away by an over reli-
ance on rules and procedures that deprive us of the opportunity to improvise” 
(Schwartz and Sharpe 2010, p. 111) and begin to imagine a cross-paradigm approach 
of standardized management and curriculum wisdom (Samford 2015). This work is 
invitational and hopeful. We invite you to join us in our quest for a better way by 
beginning the deliberative and complicated conversation this view of democratic 
administrative leadership embraces.

From a systems thinking point of view, if curriculum development is now being 
influenced by this open set of ethical themes, which allows for the play of diversi-
fied interpretations characteristic of democratic deliberations, then the culture 
needed to support this work will be central to its success. Within this culture, admin-
istrators committed to work as democratic visionaries, colleagues, and artists 
through disciplined study and practice while embodying a personal journey will 
simultaneously work to create a culture of support for teacher leaders working to do 
the same (Gornik and Samford, in press). These are two very distinct paths, which 
will be addressed in this section of the chapter. Administrative leaders are both lead 
learners and critical colleagues, supporting and nurturing while learning and 
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 growing all the while creating this same environment in their building or district for 
the teacher leaders to embark upon their own journey of understanding.

It is our contention that growth-minded leaders “start with a belief in human 
potential and development—both their own and other people’s” (Dweck 2008, 
p. 125), so the focus becomes development and creation rather than answers and 
agreement. If we are seeking the kind of change, we must seek renewal (Sirotnik 
1999) where every person is a contributor to improve our practice in a truly demo-
cratic forum (Nancy 2010); where all participants work toward a goal with a deep 
respect for the value that each person brings to the table. This culture of change is 
not possible in a district without the support of the administrative leader: “Conditions 
must be deliberately created to enable the mass of people to act on their power to 
choose” (Greene 1988).

Creating a Culture of Support Teacher leadership is not new. For over 25 years, Jim 
Henderson has been advancing democratically-inspired teaching and learning that 
uses deep subject matter understanding as a pathway to deeper understanding of the 
self and the society, or what he refers to as 3S education. Teacher leaders can and 
will lead beyond the classroom using the 3S design but without the support of the 
administration, efforts are stalled and energies frustrated. As Kegan so plainly states 
“a program can fail to provide the necessary evolutionary support by neglecting to 
build a bridge out of and beyond the old world” (1994, p. 46).

Our research is beginning to suggest that the prevailing conception of teacher 
leadership is not reaching beyond the individual classrooms. In other words, teach-
ers are returning to their classrooms eager to utilize 3S concepts in their classrooms 
but are unable to collaboratively share these practices with their colleagues because 
the basic infrastructure in most schools does not support this kind of ethical imagin-
ings. If administrators are expected to provide this support for teacher leaders, they 
too need professional learning opportunities that empower them to embark upon 
their own journey of understanding. Due to the fact that current leadership standards 
do not define leaders as democratic visionaries, colleagues, and artists engaging 
with teachers in disciplined study, we propose working with administrative leaders 
to address these missing yet vital variables. Theoretically and pragmatically, we 
propose working with administrators to support a culture that “elicits administrative 
support to make time to develop trust thus promoting collegiality that expects sus-
tained change grounded in democratic values to support curriculum development” 
(Samford 2016, p. 81).

Unfortunately, this is not the norm in administrative leadership in the United 
States today. The ideology that permeates our institutions of education not only 
discourages but prohibits a generative forum for multiple reasons, one of which is a 
lack of time dedicated to support such complicated conversation. There is barely 
enough time built into professional learning for maintenance of the banking concept 
of “container” to be “filled” (Freire 1997, p. 53) let alone the possibility that deep 
conversation may lead to questioning or even productive conflict. As a result, pro-
fessional learning in an educational setting focuses primarily on “scripted agree-
ment” painfully avoiding the “possibilities of achieving diverse, expansive empathy 
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and understanding through respectful dissensus” as Jim Henderson suggests. We 
know that it takes time to develop the trust needed to support sustaining change in 
this level of curriculum development.

Taking Time to Develop Trust Apple notes there is blatant “loss of time to keep up 
with one’s field” (Apple 2004, p. 189) and describes the “deskilling” of those in the 
field of education as “cut off from their own fields and again must rely even more 
heavily on ideas and processes provided by “experts” (p. 189). Time to develop trust 
so that all contributing educators have the opportunity to share curriculum-based 
deliberative conversations is imperative in creating a culture of support. As one 
teacher leader explains, “Trust is of the utmost significance in widening the possi-
bilities of collegiality, of creative collaboration, and of expanding new horizons. 
The potential for growth is exponential when trust is established” (Griest et al. 2015, 
p. 161). In Finland, they know the value of taking time to cultivate trust. According 
to Sahlberg (2011), “Basic to this new culture has been the cultivation of trust 
between education authorities and schools. Such trust, as we have witnessed, makes 
reform that is not only sustainable but also owned by the teachers who implement 
it” (p. 2). Establishing this level of trust takes time, yet is imperative in sustaining 
change.

Sustaining Change to Support Curriculum Development We refer to Frank Ryan’s 
(2011) interpretation of Dewey and Bentley’ (1949) transactional “circuit of 
inquiry” to illustrate the change that both administrators and teacher leaders may 
undergo in sustaining a change in curriculum. In Ryan’s interpretation, a nonreflec-
tive experience is interrupted by a problem. If the problem can be solved by habit, 
we return to a nonreflective state. However, if the problem is too big, we move for-
ward to create a hypothesis and gather the tools and data to conduct an experiment. 
The object is to return to state of nonreflective experience, but not the same experi-
ence, we have changed. The nonreflective state is not the same but a new, changed 
nonreflective state. Interpreted, we must first realize that the problem of neoliberal-
ism in education is too big to revert back to our habitual standardized management 
paradigm. We must move forward with a new hypothesis consisting of multiple 
theories and practical implementation to sustain a new nonreflective state. We look 
to Schwab’s (1978) eclectic approach of curriculum theory by recognizing weak-
nesses of some theories while we seek to embrace that other theories may “provide 
some degree of repair of these weaknesses” (p. 295). Currently, we have embarked 
upon a journey to support administrators on their eclectic path of creating a culture 
to support their own journey and that of the teacher leaders.

The Research Award In spring of 2015, Rosemary Gornik received sizable award 
from the Ohio Department of Education to conduct research on improving teacher 
quality through teacher leadership. She formed a support team and together, we 
began to formulate the agenda for a 3-year journey to implement and support teacher 
leadership in two districts, one urban and one suburban. Our mission, to expose 
teachers and administrators to a definition of teacher leadership that embraces the 
three normative themes and nine concepts mentioned above for the purposes of 
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advance a deep critical awareness of curriculum purposes in societies with demo-
cratic ideals. In addition to four graduate-level classes culminating in a Teacher 
Leader Endorsement for 40 lead teachers, all administrators in the two districts were 
to obligate 15 h of professional learning to gain insights about teacher leadership 
and create an action plan to support the teacher leaders when they returned to the 
building. Several suburban schools showed interest but one particular school volun-
teered immediately. We met with the district team of the suburban district and then 
with the entire administrative staff including all central office, all building princi-
pals, and assistant principals. They embraced the research goals with enthusiasm. 
Unfortunately, we did not have the same enthusiasm from urban districts. After 
spending weeks and months recruiting three different urban districts, the fourth one 
was fully on board. We learned that due to the accountability pressures urban dis-
tricts experience, time spent on teacher leadership was considered a distraction from 
the real work of getting kids to pass the test. The superintendent of the fourth district 
we recruited was very eager to be a part of the grant as was their entire administra-
tive team. Thus we moved forward with the commitment from two districts, one 
urban and one suburban, to implement a teacher leadership initiative including pro-
fessional learning for administrators to support a culture of change.

We are in the process of creating the curriculum for four separate workshops 
over a 3-month time period for all administrators from both districts to meet and 
share ideas. The goals of these workshops are as follows:

• Create an action plan for teacher leadership in their building/district
• Define teacher leadership (with roles and responsibilities that support district 

goals that meet the learning needs of students).
• Understand and support 3S curriculum design principles
• Explore ways to establish a culture in the building/district to support teacher 

leaders

Prior to the meetings, a culture survey was electronically distributed to all 
employees in both districts. Interestingly, even with the diverse backgrounds of the 
two districts, the highest level of disagreement in both districts was with the state-
ment “Our school has a trusting environment where teachers feel free to share opin-
ions even if they may be controversial”. This seemed to resonate with the 
administrators during the first administrative workshop and sparked deep discussion 
in both districts. Using the survey data, administrators will choose two specific 
areas of need in support of cultural change and create an action plan for teacher 
leadership in the district and then in the buildings. The administrators will be asked 
to define teacher leadership, brainstorm ways teacher leaders could support the 
goals and objectives of the district, and create a culture of support in the buildings. 
As we conclude this chapter, we are entering into the second professional learning 
workshop for these administrative leaders.
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 Conclusion

This chapter presents interpretations of teacher and administrative leadership that 
emerge out of 25 years of action research in a graduate course introducing the fun-
damentals of curriculum—a topic that lies at the heart of educational practice. What 
if this FoC course never existed? What if the teachers and administrators who 
enrolled in the course were introduced instead to an uncritical appraisal of Tylerian 
fundamentals? In more general terms, what if societies with democratic aspirations 
didn’t have critically-astute, ethically-aware educators to advance their ideals? 
What if these societies did not have educators who embodied and enacted critical 
pragmatism, democratic hermeneutics, and holistic pedagogy? What if these educa-
tors could not imagine becoming lead professionals for democratic ethics? What if 
these societies did not have educators who were engaged in personal journeys of 
ethical becoming? What if, instead, these educators practiced an ideologically rigid, 
faddishly narrow, vulgar pragmatism? What would be the future of these societies, 
and could they become “deep democracies” (Green 1999)? As rector of the 
University of St. Andrews, John Stuart Mill (1867) declares in an inaugural address 
at his school: “Bad men need nothing more to compass their ends, than that good 
men should look on and do nothing” (p. 36). As authors of this collaborative chap-
ter, we passionately believe that those with undemocratic ends-in-view will not pre-
vail in societies that are serviced by democratically committed educators. This is the 
vocational calling, the curricular platform, and the educational leadership we are 
advancing.
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Chapter 11
Codification of Present Swedish Curriculum 
Processes: Linking Educational Activities over 
Time and Space

Eva Forsberg, Elisabet Nihlfors, Daniel Pettersson, and Pia Skott

Abstract The aim of this chapter is to explore the relationship between curriculum 
and leadership research with examples of three recently completed mixed methods 
studies of assessment cultures and leadership as interlinked activities of governance 
and school management. We employ curriculum theoretical concepts like e.g. codes 
and arenas to illustrate their usefulness as a point of departure to further theorize a 
changing educational landscape. In our study, we illustrate how curriculum and 
leadership research are historically linked. We put forward some concepts to address 
the increased complexity of the governance system, and we stress the need to 
strengthen how different ways of forming the steering system interplay with key 
curriculum questions. Leadership researchers have, to a large extent, studied school 
development on a municipality- and organizational level asking questions on how to 
manage and guide school development. In contrast, curriculum researchers have 
studied school development from a reform- and governmental perspective more 
asking questions on how to steer educational development through law, curricula 
and evaluation. We suggest that these research traditions ought to be further united 
in order to develop both traditions in less normative, and more, critical ways, and to 
answer crucial educational questions in glocal times (Marginson and Rhoades. 
Conceptualising global relations at the glonacal levels. Paper presented at the annual 
international forum of the Conference of the Association for the Study of Higher 
Education, Richmond, VA, November 15–18, 2001). This chapter concludes with 
an argument for a new comparative curriculum code due to major shifts including 
curriculum practices, message systems, levels, arenas and number of curriculum- 
makers engaged.
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 Introduction

In Sweden and other Nordic countries the formation of educational systems has 
primarily been an issue for the national state in a rather homogenous society. Today, 
governance of education is embedded in global movements and a multicultural soci-
ety influencing the role and function of the state. We will use two empirical cases, 
based in three recently completed research projects, to illuminate how curriculum 
and leadership research have worked in tandem to explain and develop both policy 
and practice. The cases focus on the assessment culture of the Swedish schools and 
implications of changes in governance for local educational leadership.

Ever since the establishment of the comprehensive school system in the 1950s 
and onward the interplay between educational research, policy and practice has 
been stressed and elaborated in various forms. Research focusing curricula, man-
agement, organization, evaluation and improvement was developed to support edu-
cational reforms. Curriculum and leadership research have often been labeled in 
different ways and partly they have been separately developed. However, in Sweden 
they emanate from the same line of studies with a tight connection between societal 
missions and research. The aim of this chapter is to explore assessment cultures and 
leadership as interlinked activities of governance and school management. We will 
employ curriculum theoretical concepts like e.g. codes and arenas to illustrate their 
usefulness as a point of departure to further theorize the changing Swedish educa-
tional landscape.

Different curricula, frames and regulations as well as curriculum-making consti-
tute shifting educational experiences and paths and as a consequence also different 
ways to develop knowledge on education. With changing conditions follow both a 
window of opportunity and a need to scrutinize the way we conceptualize and 
research various educational phenomena. In the remainder of the chapter we first 
present changes in the Swedish educational system. This is followed by a short 
outline of some key features of research issues in the development of the Swedish 
comprehensive school system. We then turn to our two empirical cases on assess-
ment cultures and local leadership. Finally, some conclusions are drawn about the 
development of curriculum and leadership research.

 Changes in the Swedish Educational System

After World War II a comprehensive school system was developed in Sweden. It 
was unified and un-streamed enrolling all students – irrespectible of sex, social or 
geographical backgrounds and the students were put in the same age-based schools. 
In the case of compulsory and upper secondary education, the schools were almost 
exclusively run by municipalities. This set the agenda for constructing and negotiat-
ing the concept a school for all. Usually, students attended the nearest school and 
primarily tracking, if necessary, was meant to take place within schools.
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 The Swedish Democratic Welfare State

For long, the Swedish Social Democrats formed governments by themselves having 
strong impact on policy, especially up until the mid-1970s. Education was regarded 
as an essential part of an all embracing welfare policy and the concept of equality 
was a guiding principle for reforms, and the method for achieving equality was a 
high degree of standardization with funding’s and important decisions made at the 
national level. Sweden was characterized as a typical social democratic welfare- 
state regime (Esping-Andersen 1996). Hence, public education came to be both a 
part of the Swedish welfare project and a prominent example of it (Lindblad and 
Wallin 1993). During a period of expansion of the modern welfare systems in the 
1950s, political governance and administration of reforms were relatively straight-
forward. Politicians made the priorities and decided upon the goals and resources 
that were supposed to guarantee attainment. Failures were usually attributed to 
shortcomings in the original plan or in the execution of the plan, and problems were 
expected to be solved at the next stage. Post-war expansion of education made cen-
tral planning important and national educational administrators, politicians and edu-
cational researchers came to work rather closely together (Marklund 1985). 
Established within national educational planning were concepts like social engi-
neering and a rational paradigm (Forsberg and Pettersson 2014; cf. Marklund 2008). 
The so called rolling reforms initiated in the 1960s can serve as an example. Reforms 
based on findings in state-commissioned investigations were implemented and eval-
uated. Reformulations and further change were expected to take place on a regular 
basis (Johnsson Harrie 2009).

During the 1970s a number of factors, internal as well as external, challenged the 
perception of a welfare state. Globalization, new communication technologies, 
unstable political situation and the rise of discussions on a knowledge society all 
promoted changed relations between policy, labour market and economy (SOU 
1990:44). In addition, the better-educated citizen called for enhanced influence. The 
criticism of the welfare state focused on the inadequacy of governance, increased 
costs, inefficiency and an overload of tasks (Held 1997). Despite educational 
reforms and resource allocations the system did not deliver what it promised. Even 
though reforms had changed the distribution of education socially and geographi-
cally, social background was still the best predictor of educational attainment 
(Härnqvist 1992). The Swedish model with a strong public sector was considered 
rather as a problem than an effective instrument for distribution of welfare and 
social change (cf. Forsberg and Lundgren 2004/2009).

 Changes in Governance on Both Vertical and Horizontal Axes

In the last two decades the Swedish public sector and education system have been 
radically and extensively transformed (Englund 1995; Lundahl et al. 2014). Shifts 
in governance of Swedish education during the last decades include changes on 
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both vertical and horizontal axes. These can be seen as expressions of changes in the 
relationship between the state, the society and the individual. On the vertical axes, 
globalization of education is manifested in transfer of policy and participation in 
programs initiated by international organizations like e.g. the EU and the OECD. At 
the same time, decentralization and deregulation have distributed responsibilities in 
new ways with municipalities as chief responsible for compulsory and upper sec-
ondary school. However, curricula, syllabuses and system for control and evaluation 
rest on the national level, even though there have been changes over time in the level 
of detail and degree of precision.

On the horizontal axes a number of suppliers of schools can be identified such as 
private companies or non-profit organizations running independent schools along 
municipality-driven schools. In addition, a third informal sector is growing, the so 
called shadow education sector, with offers on for example homework support 
(Forsberg 2015). Changes on both the vertical and the horizontal axes have together 
contributed to an increase of players involved in the governance of education; 
including governmental organizations (GO) as well as non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGO), international governmental organizations (IGO) and grey-zone actors 
(Lindblad et al. 2015). We will shortly describe two waves of reforms from the late 
1980s up until today as a background for our cases on assessment cultures and lead-
ership, respectively. These reforms have significantly altered the framing of school-
ing as well as the knowledge, values and norms codified in education.

 Two Waves of Reforms

Two National Commissions paved the way for changes in the governing of educa-
tion and introduced a move from centralism, universalism, social engineering and 
consensus to decentralisation, particularism and polarisation (Lindblad and Wallin 
1993), as well as to marketization (Lindensjö and Lundgren 2000). The first wave of 
reforms was initiated in the late 1980s with a clear policy shift illuminated in a 
series of activities that affected the structure, distribution and content of education – 
but also its governance and control. The aim of these reforms was said to increase 
democracy, professionalism and efficiency (e.g. Lindblad and Popkewitz 2001). Up 
until the 1980s, the Swedish educational system was highly centralized. The 
Regional Boards of Education were responsible for enforcing educational policies 
and making decisions on the allocation of resources for each school. In 1991, 
municipalities were given full authority for primary and secondary education and 
granted responsibility for the organization, implementation, and operation of 
schools. This included staffing and in-service training for teachers and principals. 
Due to changes in the national regulations of independent schools they increased in 
numbers. Municipalities and independent schools became the principal organizers 
of schools, but it was still mandatory to hire a principal as an administrative and 
educational leader of the school. Many Swedish schools are small in comparison to 
large urban schools in e.g. America, and a single principal often leads a campus 
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without additional administrative assistance. A result of these reforms of decentral-
ization and deregulation was a more heterogeneous Swedish school system, open-
ing up for a larger variation in organization, instruction and outcomes. In other 
respects the system was made more homogeneous in that upper-secondary school 
programs were made equivalent in enabling university studies and the pre-school 
system became more integrated with the comprehensive school (Skott et al. 2015b).

During the last years of the 1990s and the first decade in the twentieth century 
Sweden experienced a second wave of reforms. The line of action can be described 
in a two-way direction. The state is regarded as an important source of action, 
change and control. At the same time the municipalities, local schools and their 
actors are made accountable and responsible for the organization of education, allo-
cation of resources, student achievements and school results. However, central 
means of control remained and became even more important e.g. the Education Act, 
objectives of the national curriculum and syllabi and the national system of testing 
and grading. These artefacts of hard governing have then been combined with soft 
governing tools introduced in the 1990s and reinforced in the 2000s, such as gov-
ernmental development plans for education and a system of national quality assur-
ance and assessments (Bergh 2010; Lundahl 2006; Nytell 2006). There was a shift 
into a more evaluation based discourse of governance with strong focus on assess-
ment, monitoring and inspection on both the individual and system level. The cur-
riculum and the assessment system also came to be more aligned and international 
comparative tests were included in the national system and discourse on assessment 
and evaluation (Pettersson 2008). The second wave has been described as reclama-
tion of a more homogeneous and teacher-proof school system where school content, 
in particular subject knowledge, has once again been more nationally uniform 
(Forsberg and Román 2014). In all, changes in governance, curriculum, and assess-
ments and their relations created a new frame for education. Questions may thus be 
raised on how assessment and educational leadership are discussed and analyzed 
within a societal discourse of education. This is particularly important when local 
actors are expected to take actions and the state monitor performances within an 
outspoken discourse of quality and equity in a regime of control. Not least, in rela-
tion to a society less homogenous and with students with increased variances in 
cultural background.

 From Frame Factor Theory to Code, Context and Curriculum 
Processes

At an AERA meeting in 1979 professor Ulf P Lundgren stated that curriculum stud-
ies in Sweden are rooted in questions asked by national politics and answers given 
by research to the conflict between creating equal opportunities for all students and 
adjustments to a differentiated and technologically advanced society. In the follow-
ing we will present how the early Swedish curriculum theory was developed.
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 Social Engineering: A Basis for Curriculum Studies

An organized and agreed relationship between politics and science can in Sweden 
be dated back to at least the 1930s based on a specific collaboration between the 
state and organizations representing capital and labor interests. A key issue for the 
public sector was to simultaneously cope with demands on democratization and 
efficiency. The development involved various reforms that been summarized with 
concepts like – centralism, universalism, social engineering and consensus (Lindblad 
and Wallin 1993). In Sweden cultural homogeneity, secular modernity and social- 
democracy provided a basis for promoting a discourse on social engineering. But 
rather than an intermediary social engineer that runs in between politics and sci-
ence, social science itself came to cooperate more closely with politics and admin-
istration (Marklund 2008).

 Educational Policy, School Development and Curriculum 
Research

Swedish curriculum studies have been elaborated together and in close connection 
to politics and national agencies. The endeavor of launching a model for compre-
hensive education as well as the implementation of the model was closely followed 
by educational research. An early example is Torsten Husén, an internationally 
renowned Swedish researcher. Most of his research has been oriented towards pol-
icy issues closely related to school reforms in Sweden (e.g. Husén and Boalt 1968). 
Interested in comparisons of social and economic heritage and the development of 
a comprehensive school system Husén embodied two separate, but interrelated 
themes: the relation between education, social justice and meritocracy, and social 
efficiency and the allocation of individuals. However, Swedish curriculum research 
has also been closely connected to school policy and reforms (Vislie et al. 1997). 
Hence, Swedish researchers came to be engaged in the activity of providing politi-
cians with empirically based knowledge for policy decisions. However, a sharp line 
was articulated between politicians asking questions and researchers giving answers 
(Säfström 1994). Within this tradition a number of empirical studies were conducted 
evaluating various educational reforms. In this way Swedish educational policy, 
practice and research to some extent submerged, creating specific educational 
researchers as state intellectuals giving answers to policy.

E. Forsberg et al.



369

 The Frame Factor Theory: A Step Towards Educational 
Sociology

Within the paradigm of state intellectuals Urban Dahllöf in the 1960s formulated 
the frame factor theory giving special attention to what was conceived as a black 
box of educational research (e.g. Dahllöf 1967, 1971). The main question was if and 
how the un-streamed groups of students in the comprehensive school system had 
implications for classroom processes and school results. Dahllöf was especially 
interested in processes that were beyond control for teachers and students. The con-
cept of frames, introduced by Dahllöf, came to be important in Swedish educational 
research and has later on been elaborated and discussed in a number of studies (e.g. 
Lundgren 1972; Gustafsson 1977; Skott 2009).

 Curriculum Codes: The Socio-economic and Historical Context 
of Education

In the 1970s Ulf P Lundgren followed in Dahllöfs’ footsteps, studying the framed 
classroom processes. Lundgren elaborated the concepts of steering group, codes 
and contexts. Codes relate to the purpose, content and method of a curriculum. He 
raised questions on how the frames were constituted, and identified historically 
developed curriculum codes manifested in the selection and organization of school 
knowledge (e.g. Lundgren 1977). Shifts in codes were related to changed relations 
between production and reproduction (Lundgren 1983); neither the purposes of 
education nor the subject content were taken for granted.

Since schools are institutions reproducing social values, the organization of 
teaching includes activities on three levels (e.g. Lundgren 1977, 1983): First, the 
selection and organization of knowledge, norms and values; second, the governing 
and organization of education including educational research and development and 
third, how the political curriculum document relates to classroom activities. The 
concept of code includes a multilevel way of thinking related to actions on different 
system levels, also expressed in terms of arenas for formulation, realization and 
mediation (Lindensjö and Lundgren 1986, 2000). This elaboration on linkage of 
levels includes thinking and reasoning on how different actors and educational 
activities are coordinated. As such, governance and leadership is integrated in the 
code concept. In the section Educational Leadership in a curriculum tradition we 
discuss this further. Curriculum research was presented as a pedagogical problem 
focused on the transformation of knowledge, values and norms from one generation 
to the next and the part played by education in reproduction (Kallos and Lundgren 
1979). With an historical lens Lundgren identified four different curriculum codes: 
the classical, the moral, the rational, and the realistic. Even though they succeed 
each other there are also layers of the predecessors in later times.
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Curriculum research in Sweden came eventually to leave a positivistic behav-
ioral tradition and entered research inspired by sociology and history due to the 
interest introduced by Lundgren concerning codes and context. As such, the work of 
Pierre Bourdieu (cf. Callewaert and Nilsson 1979, 1980; Broady 1990) and Basil 
Bernstein (cf. Bernstein and Lundgren 1983; Beach 1995) came to influence 
Swedish curriculum research and the further development of sociology of educa-
tion. Through this influence reproduction theory became noticeable during the 
1970s more focusing on the function of school subjects and school knowledge as 
sociocultural reproduction (e.g. Berner et al. 1977). The codification of educational 
knowledge was by Bernstein further differentiated in relation to three educational 
message system: curriculum, pedagogy and evaluation.

[…] curriculum defines what counts as valid knowledge, pedagogy defines what counts as 
valid transmission of knowledge, and evaluation defines what counts as valid realization of 
this knowledge on the part of the taught. (Bernstein 1975 p. 47)

This quote captures a complex reality especially relevant for our empirical cases 
and for analyzing the shifts and moves of contemporary education (cf. Forsberg 
2011).

 Curriculum as a Political Problem and the Linguistic Turn

The Swedish researcher Tomas Englund fits very well for explaining the shift 
towards sociology and history. He introduced curriculum as a political problem, as 
a site for different groups struggling over education and its content (Englund 1986). 
Englund analyzed the content of citizenship education in Swedish policy and text-
books concluding in an alternative curriculum code in relation to Lundgren – the 
civic curriculum code – including three conceptions: the patriarchal, the scientific- 
rational and the democratic.

What became evident within studies influenced by sociology and history was the 
importance of language and consequently some of the curriculum research made a 
linguistic turn in the late 1980s and early 1990s focusing on meanings inherent in 
the curriculum and textbooks (e.g. Östman 1995; Selander 1992). Another promi-
nent curriculum theorist employing historical and linguistic perspectives is Agneta 
Linné (1998, 2015), researching the formation of teacher education and knowledge 
traditions within higher education. The emphasis of language was also significant 
when Swedish curriculum research in the 2000s developed an interest for globaliza-
tion and how this affected national curriculum and how different groups and 
 organizations were struggling over education and its content (e.g. Pettersson 2008, 
2014; Nordin 2012).
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 Curriculum as a Sociological Problem and Phenomenography

Curriculum research in Sweden is normally discussed in terms of a bias towards 
systemic and structural issues, but Swedish curriculum research have also been 
influential in entering the classrooms to study curriculum as a practice and the role 
of agency. As a matter of fact the Swedish curriculum tradition was born within an 
empirical classroom research tradition (cf. Dahllöf 1967; Lundgren 1972, 1977; 
Gustafsson 1977). Researchers were interested in explaining the outcome of class-
room processes, especially the underachievement of the educational system in cre-
ating a uniform, equivalent and democratic education, said to be a school for all. 
Within this specific focus several studies were conducted e.g. Callewaert and 
Nilsson (1979, 1980), Arnman and Jönsson (1983), Arfwedson (1985), and 
Arfwedson and Lundman (1984). The main analytical frame for catching these pro-
cesses has been developed within the conceptualizations of what is perceived as the 
delivered and/or experienced curriculum. One scientific strand flourishing from 
these initial questionings is phenomenography with explicit claims on what and 
how students learn in school and higher education (Marton 1981). Within this trait 
of curriculum research students’ conceptions of various phenomena are examined – 
and findings show that educational phenomena and learning objects are experienced 
in qualitatively different ways.

 Curriculum as a Governance Problem

Beside these inside and outside classroom studies in Swedish curriculum research 
there is also a profound tradition evident concerning governance, leadership, orga-
nization and development of the school. For instance, Erik Wallin and Gunnar Berg 
are inspired by a neo-rationalistic view on organizations, which they make relevant 
for the education sector by inscribing it in the main ideas and conceptualizations of 
the Swedish frame factor theory model. According to their view – the school-as-an- 
institution is seen as established within society by dominating interest groups for 
promoting their goals and interests, which is formally codified and manifested in the 
curricula and other equivalent rule systems. Simultaneously, an organization is also 
under the pressure of informal control mechanisms, e.g. traditions, rituals, school 
codes, public opinion. The result of this is that the school-as-an-organization is 
considered as a result of interplay between the formal steering that emerges from 
the state and different kinds of informal influences rooted in the society in general, 
and particular in the local community. As such, the activities in schools are being 
shaped in the juncture between state legality and social legitimacy. Consequently, 
there is an essential established connection between an organization and the struc-
ture of society (Berg 1986; Berg and Wallin 1986).
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 Educational Leadership in a Curriculum Tradition

In Handbook of Leadership for Learning (Townsend and MacBeath 2011) the edi-
tors argue that the use of the concept leadership became common only 20 years ago. 
Earlier the term was management but it became associated with conformity, unifor-
mity and stasis. Leadership comes along as an alternative focused on change, devel-
opment and movement (Townsend and MacBeath 2011). Educational leadership 
was used in the Nordic countries in the 1970s and 1980s but internationally:

[…] it was not until the 1990s that the interest in leadership really began to gather momen-
tum. Chairs and centers were established in universities, new journals were created or 
renamed, development programs were introduced and governments began to pick up on the 
emerging trends. (Townsend an MacBeath 2011 p. 3)

Obviously, the concept of leadership is multifaceted and we need to clarify it. In 
this section, we elaborate three important concepts in Sweden – styrning, ledning 
and ledarskap (steering, leading and leadership) – for understanding the political 
and scientific discourse of leadership in Sweden. All three concepts are well rooted 
within the Swedish curriculum theory tradition and are often used for linguistic 
clarity of what in English most often is discussed in terms of governance and man-
agement of schools. The three terms steering, leading and leadership make sense 
from a Swedish context, but is maybe not that evident translated into English. The 
concepts are further discussed in case II.

 Steering, Leading and Leadership: Context Dependent 
Concepts?

Steering, leading and leadership are elements of the steering system (Forsberg and 
Wallin 2006). Within the Swedish curriculum tradition it is looked upon as a system 
of rules, formally drawn up by the government to exert influence on processes and 
results in education (Skott 2009). The concept of leading captures the relational 
aspect where steering switches to local processes. Here individuals or defined 
groups of individuals (instead of the government) have the responsibility to orga-
nize and exercise influences (Nihlfors 2003).

Steering, leading and leadership create conditions for teaching and learning. We 
are especially focusing on leaders acting in-between groups of people, in and on 
different levels and in different networks (e.g. Robinson et al. 2009). We limit our 
discussion to individuals with formal functions and positions as educational leaders, 
well aware of that many other sources have influence (Seashore Louis et al. 2010). 
The formal functions and positions of leaders are manifold, from politicians and 
professionals on the national, regional and school owner (municipality and indepen-
dent) levels to the school and preschool level (e.g. principals, preschool leaders, 
teachers).
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Within the Swedish curriculum theory tradition issues regarding the steering sys-
tem have been analyzed in relation to school organization and school development 
as well as investigations directly addressing school leadership (cf. Svedberg 2014; 
Berg 1986). Using examples from our own and others research we will pay special 
attention to leading and leadership has in a curriculum perspective.

 Codes, Arenas, Curriculum Processes and Leading

Following Dahllöf, it was above described how Lundgren raised questions on how 
frames are constituted. Discussing reasoning and concepts relating to leading and 
leadership the concepts of codes and arenas can be taken as starting points. Codes 
relate to the so called representation problem, emanating from the period when 
production and reproduction became separate processes. What is to be taught in 
schools is not up to the teachers to find out alone. Society and the state is strongly 
involved in what content is to be selected and how to organize schools and teaching 
in classrooms. Noteworthy is that one level of curriculum explicitly highlights the 
importance of organization. This means that the concept code can be used for ana-
lyzing linking of different levels at different times, but also to more narrowly study 
what happens at different system levels. As such the concept of codes can be most 
useful in discussing the activities of leading and leadership within a steering 
system.

Although the organizational level was recognized as important during the early 
days of curriculum theory in Sweden, it seems like the concepts were mostly devel-
oped either related to the national or the local level. However, during the early 
period of Swedish curriculum theory a profound tradition discussing leadership and 
organizational research was developed. This includes studies by researchers like 
Erik Wallin and Gunnar Berg, as mentioned above (e.g. Berg 1986; Berg and Wallin 
1986). The curriculum theory concepts were however not elaborated further by 
them. This goes also for researchers studying school improvement (e.g. Ekholm 
1976).

The concept of code thus includes a multilevel way of reasoning related to 
actions on different levels. This is where the analytical conception of different are-
nas for formulation, realization and mediation is important for understanding differ-
ent activities (Lindensjö and Lundgren 2000). Today, the concept of curriculum 
processes is most used as an analytical tool for understanding variation in activities 
on different levels. These curriculum processes is understood as occurring at differ-
ent levels but interlinked and related to each other in the form of textual activities. 
Some activities go on while text is formulated, while others are visible when texts 
are to be enacted (indicating that governing has an inbuilt direction, from the top to 
the bottom, but one can also identify curriculum cycles, when realization activities 
precedes formulation). During different times, and in different local settings, the 
complexity of the realization arena varies (Skott 2009). In this complex setting of 
curriculum processes on different arenas it is possible to identify various, what can 
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be called, leading positions. These leading positions are not only recognized within 
the formal system, it is also possible to locate leading positions in an informal sys-
tem of steering e.g. media actors, educational grey-zone actors (Lindblad et  al. 
2015), or national and international organizations involved in education, but they 
are crucial to uplift for discussing curriculum processes. All of these leading posi-
tions are important for the linking between different levels in the governing system, 
handling for one thing the curriculum as a governing means (Nihlfors 2003).

 Research on Curriculum Processes and Leading

One position identified as important for curriculum processes is the superintendent 
(Moos et  al. 2016). The educational superintendent is a research area that few 
researchers in Sweden and Europe until just recently have had in explicit focus for 
understanding curriculum processes. This can be contrasted against the American 
Association of School Administrators (AASA) that since 1923, nearly every tenth 
year has made a study of the American school superintendence (e.g. Glass et al. 
2000; Kowalski et al. 2010). During the last years a series of symposiums (called In 
search of the educational superintendent) stressing research on educational leaders 
conclude that the term superintendent, frequently used in different settings, referred 
to different role expectations, duties and responsibilities, serving different purposes 
and needs (Nir 2014). A result of this cooperation became a survey instrument used 
in thirteen countries and the results of this survey are presented in the publication 
The Educational Superintendent; Between Trust and Regulation (Nir 2014).

Within this growing field of research various theoretical perspectives are used, 
and curriculum theory can be presented as one voice in a larger choir of perspec-
tives. Scholars from different research areas have shown an interest in the black box 
of schooling where leading and leadership are important phenomenon. For one 
thing political scientists have shown an interest in the schools as a political organi-
zation (Pierre 2007) or in municipality ownership (Jarl 2012). One problem with the 
spreading, in terms of research areas, is that researchers on governing of schools 
represented by political scientists and researchers on leadership of schools repre-
sented by educationalists rarely meet at the same conferences. On educational con-
ferences these studies have mostly been presented in leadership sessions and not in 
curriculum theory sessions, which might contribute to a low profile for this kind of 
research in some areas. This observation also goes for research studying the position 
of local politicians, which is surprisingly sparsely observed as an important actor 
for educational leadership. However, Wallin (2000) has evaluated projects with 
local politicians in focus. This is especially surprising for the Nordic context due to 
that the municipality level in many respects is an interface between the national and 
the local educational policies. The local is a level where national and local interests 
meet and political and professional standpoints on knowledge are interchanged and 
negotiated. This observation has been discussed by several Nordic researchers (e.g. 
Moos and Paulsen 2014) but in these discussions the results have primarily been 
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highlighted, and seldom are the discussions placed within a context of curriculum 
and curriculum-making.

 Key Actors for Leading

One actor that has been of interest is the principal, but more seldom pre-school lead-
ers are in focus (Nihlfors et al. 2015). During the first 10 years of the twenty-first 
century the research on school principals have increased across Northern Europe. 
However, there is still a need for advanced research on these matters (Ärlestig et al. 
2016). Noteworthy is that there is an emerging interest within leadership research to 
understand implications of context for principals’ daily work. This, combined with 
a growing interest on theoretical elaborations for understanding aspects of leading 
and leadership, might indicate that the timing is right for a development of research 
on what can be called curriculum leadership. This can perhaps create a link between 
curriculum- and leadership research for a better understanding of the specific con-
text of educational leadership.

 Case I: A Shifting National Assessment Culture

Contemporary governance and discussions on school leadership in Sweden has 
enhanced the importance of quality and how to establish and develop it in a knowl-
edge society. Assessment and evaluation take different forms, but during the last 
25 years in Sweden there have been a strong emphasis on tests focusing on perfor-
mance output, especially international large-scale assessments and activities that 
monitor, value and judge outcomes (cf. Forsberg and Wallin 2006; Lundahl 2006). 
We describe and analyze an assessment culture that has been on the move for some 
time now. We use data from research projects on assessment cultures, international 
large-scale assessments and educational control and quality regimes. Some have 
been funded by the Swedish research council (Forsberg 2006; Lindblad et al. 2015) 
and a number of studies (Forsberg and Wallin 2006; Nytell 2006; Pettersson 2008) 
were conducted within the research program of STEP at Uppsala University primar-
ily inquiring educational changes from the 1990s and onward.

 Assessment Cultures and Key Actor Arenas

With an elaboration on the concept of educational assessment culture we focus on 
conceptions of assessment and assessment practices that include different ways to 
measure, value, judge and document student achievement and school performances. 
Further it involves how outcome data is used as information or facts about how 
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school performs. Assessment practices in Swedish schools can be categorized and 
to some extent divided into formal/informal and formative/summative assessments. 
Formal assessments are officially regulated whereas informal are the everyday 
assessments employed in the classroom and its context. Formative assessments are 
in many cases unrecorded and informal, while summative always are documented 
and formal. However, there have been examples of formative assessments being 
regulated in Sweden  – e.g. the so called development dialogues (joint meetings 
between the teacher, the student and the parents) and individual development plans, 
IUP (recorded agreements between the teacher and student on goals to achieve). 
During the last 20 years of educational reforms in Sweden there has been an intensi-
fied formalization of assessment practices on three key actor arenas: politics/bureau-
cracy, school practice and educational sciences (cf. Forsberg and Román 2014).

 Assessment: A Multilevel and Multifunctional Phenomenon

A variety of assessment activities on different levels co-exist in Sweden. They exist 
on different levels: international (large scale assessments and international co- 
operations on evaluations and inspections), national (assessment criteria related to 
syllabuses, grade system, national tests, guidelines for assessment, system for infor-
mation and involvement of parents, follow-up, evaluation and inspection), local 
school board and agencies (follow up tasks and quality responsibilities), school/
classroom (teachers formative and summative assessment of student performances). 
In addition, requirements of teacher certificates and more differentiated teacher 
salaries increases demands on documentation of teacher performances and 
qualifications.

The assessment system with its different practices can be visualized as a very 
powerful multifunctional communication device that governs schools but also sig-
nals what school is all about. It provides information to teachers, students and par-
ents on what knowledge and skills are to be given priority and puts up norms for 
how knowledge is to be observed, measured, valued and communicated. Assessments 
affect the relation between different actors. Assessments have a twofolded disciplin-
ary functions; it corrects student achievement and behavior, the latter something 
that might be expressed in marks on conduct. Assessments also have a normalizing 
function when it is used for deciding whether a student is qualified for a certain 
school form or stage, whether a student should do an extra year or whether a student 
should be subject to special education. Educational assessments in such cases often 
interact with psychological and medical assessments. The selective function of 
assessment is related both to selective processes in society and the school system 
and to choices made by the student. Further, assessments have a prognostic func-
tion. These functions are not new to the educational system, but during the last 
decades they have been stressed on behalf of the curriculum. Finally, simple rather 
than complex assessment tools have been emphasized and are more frequently used.

E. Forsberg et al.



377

 Assessment: A Boundary Object Connecting Actors, Activities 
and Places

Data on student performances are used to follow and determine the development of 
single students. Frequently, suppliers of schools also use surveys to map students, 
parents and teachers attitudes on different aspects of the school. Together data like 
these are used to inform on the effectiveness and efficiency of the school as well as 
to make up ranking lists of different kinds, nowadays often reported in media. For 
example, a research project on school management and performances showed that 
Swedish principals communicate by numbers to a rather large degree (Svedberg 
2014). The findings pointed to a multi-faceted picture of principals’ interaction 
with, meaning-making of and value attached to, educational outcomes. Four facets 
of the assessment culture of school leadership were identified: the narrative, the 
archive, the number, and the demand. The data also revealed two discourses of out-
comes related to different objectives of education: the performance discourse and 
the care discourse (Forsberg et al. 2016). Data on individuals are accumulated and 
function as information about performances on other levels, and usually without 
being contextualized step by step. The other way around, policy and regulations on 
international and national levels as well as conceptions of assessment frame local 
schools and classroom practices.

An institutionalized, but in research often forgotten tool is homework and related 
feedback. Homework connects different actors and places. Yet another is related to 
the increase of players involved as suppliers of education. Evaluation and inspection 
are tools used to connect the public allocation of assignment and resources with 
accountability. Here public, private and non-profit organizations are connected. 
Today, with a changed system for funding, based on the thinking of a school for all, 
includes at least rhetorically the right to attend the nearest school or a private school, 
and reduced taxes for homework support and a proposal on mandatory provision of 
homework for municipalities can also be understood as a call for homework support 
for all (cf. Forsberg 2015). Assessments documented in written statements and 
marks are crucial at different stages of transitions and affect students’ life chances. 
Assessment as a boundary object has a more elaborated and stronger position in the 
present education system. This is due to the emphasis put on student performance 
and outcomes and partly it depends on the increase in levels, arenas and actors 
involved in the communication with and about results – and not least, expectations 
on education in the so called knowledge society.
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 International Large-Scale Assessments as Practice 
and Discourse

Sweden has been involved in international large-scale assessments first as one of the 
co-founders of the IEA and later on as an active part of the OECD and the EU. From 
the 1960s and onwards, international large-scale assessments were conceived as a 
technological/instrumental method for making the process of schooling more effec-
tive and as such were fitting with the dominant ideology of social engineering. The 
international tests primarily concern only a few subject matter areas and only a few 
age cohorts have been tested. In the international tests Sweden has normally been 
ranked above the average, and in many cases we have also held top, or close to the 
top, positions, but during the last 15 years there has been a falling trend for the 
Swedish student results. This has caused a lot of educational concern and dismay. It 
is not enough for Swedish education to be satisfied with medium or below medium 
results – Sweden is supposed to be at the top. In this discourse both researchers and 
policymakers have been deeply involved – discussing and referring to international 
tests – but more seldom teachers or principals participates. Today, the international 
assessments are an integral part of the national evaluation system of education and 
in the debate it stands out as an inevitable part of it. Nowadays Sweden also takes 
part in regional assessments.

The discourse about international tests in Sweden has been an ongoing debate 
around several issues, but the reliability of the tests is one of the more frequently 
raised. The discussion circles around methodological consistency with regards to 
national curriculum, objectives and content. However, commonly test outcomes are 
accepted as depicting the national school situation in a fair way, and the results 
emanating from the tests are mostly interpreted as evidence based results that in turn 
can be used for identifying reforms to be taken. In a study by Daniel Pettersson 
(2008) the reception of PISA on the Swedish politics/bureaucratic arena was stud-
ied. Conclusively, international large-scale assessments came to be important 
sources for information but different actors used them in different ways depending 
on individual purposes and goals. International assessments and the national discus-
sions they lead to came, as such, to reflect actors view on education. The tests were 
given meaning in the context of politics, administration and media. They were also 
used as points of descriptions and departure for educational visions of the future. In 
addition, they were used to distribute shame, blame or glory (cf. Steiner-Khamsi 
2004). In media debates the tests often served as a marker of legitimation, used as 
arguments for both stability and change (e.g. Forsberg and Román 2014).

In part the tests are used as a tool to evidence-base practice and politics. Today, 
schools by law, are expected to evidence-base their practice. However it is less 
 common among practitioner than politicians, at least rhetorically. A much discussed 
Swedish example is the former Minister of Education Jan Björklund (2006–2014). 
He managed to successfully take the lead in the political and media debate on edu-
cation. Björklund set the agenda in close connection to PISA and TIMSS, lending 
legitimacy from the research-like comparative tests. As often is the case in politics, 
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there is already a solution at hand, searching for a problem to solve. While Björklund 
at first met some resistance, eventually his line of reasoning gained ground and 
several reforms during the last 10 years have been legitimated with reference to fall-
ing results in the tests and the urgency to act. In the Swedish case, the international 
assessments as such came to play an important part in the reforms of the curriculum, 
the syllabuses, the grading system and the organization of upper secondary schools.

 Grading, Leaving Certificates and Exams

In Sweden, students have for several decades until recently not been introduced to 
marks and report cards until the eighth grade. There has been an intense and long- 
lasting debate on marks and its didactical impact, which to some extent can be dis-
cussed as the perpetuum mobile of the assessment discourse in Sweden. When to 
start with marks and report cards seem to be the large gap in the assessment dis-
course today, with class-teachers, politicians to the left and education researchers 
generally more critical to marking compared to subject teachers, politicians to the 
right and researchers belonging to other disciplines than education. During the last 
20 years we can observe a shift towards a more positive consensus. It is now more 
common that actors from all three arenas (politics/bureaucracy, research and prac-
tice) accept and advocates marking as a tool to promote justice, equality and quality. 
Instead of being questioned, marking is now more discussed in terms of mark infla-
tion as well as mismatches between marking and national test results.

The previous focus on more complex assessment tools and a practice of mostly 
formative assessment are diminishing. One reason is that development dialogues 
have shown to be problematic in some aspects. Numerical marks seem to admit a 
reduction of complexity, which for many make them more clear-cut and paradoxi-
cally more informative compared to more elaborated verbal assessments (Forsberg 
and Lundahl 2006). Another reason why marking and other summative assessments 
have become more important has to do with the school choice reform of the 1990s. 
Schools now market themselves in order to attract students. Referring to good mark-
ings, i.e. a high ranking is a popular and successful marketing strategy for schools. 
The marking accordingly serve an economical function, since schools – especially 
independent schools – need students in order to get financial support (Lundahl et al. 
2010).

Markings, leaving certificates and exams are meritocratic tools that regulate tran-
sitions within the educational system as well as between the system and the labor 
market. As such they are crucial, with an impact on students’ life chances and 
opportunities to fulfill their individual goals. For long, all students leaving upper 
secondary schools with acceptable grades could enter higher education. This 
recently changed and now students can leave upper secondary education with one 
of three different exams – apprentice, vocational or academic, and it is only the 
academic exam that is directly qualifying for attending higher education. Today, 
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grades, leaving certificates and exams are closing paths for students not able to pro-
duce expected results in various assessments.

 National Tests: Professional Guidance or Guardian 
of the Meritocratic Ideology

In Sweden there was a previous system of testing the proficiencies of students with 
the help of national tests. From the middle of the 1940s until the middle of the 1990s 
the national tests were based on a system of norm-referenced grades. In the begin-
ning there were norm-referenced tests in grade 2, 4 and 6 but later this changed to a 
compulsory achievement test in Mathematics only in school year 9 and in grade 3 
for two of the programs in upper-secondary education. The main aim of the tests 
was to standardize teacher grading. In the first wave of reforms in the 1990s a new 
grading system was introduced to coincide with new curricula and syllabuses. At the 
same time national tests were introduced in three subjects in grade 9 to serve as 
professional guidance and to complement other kinds of assessments performed by 
an individual teacher. During the second wave of reforms the amount and extent of 
national tests came to gradually increase and as such laying a stronger foundation 
for evaluating students through summative assessments. Today there is a variety of 
tests in grade 3, 6 and 9. In the last years in Sweden national standards and tests 
have been formulated and implemented and in-service training materials have been 
produced and delivered to teachers. The purpose of the national tests has shifted 
from primarily a tool for professional guidance to more of a guardian of the merito-
cratic ideology of a justly system designed to measure the efficiency of Swedish 
education. (cf. Lundahl 2006).

 Reformed Tasks and Activities for National Agencies

National school authorities have in Sweden had a crucial impact on evaluation regu-
lations and teacher assessment. During the last decades the national agencies have 
gone through a number of make-overs. At the end, evaluation department and the 
agency responsible for school improvement were closed down. Instead, criteria- 
based control and inspection as well as the production of guidelines and evidence- 
based data and publications were reinforced and strengthened.

Starting in 2003, all schools in Sweden were inspected over a 6-year cycle. 
Control of output was introduced within an organizational tradition that previously 
foremost targeted input, processes and school development. Consequently, control 
is now seen as prerequisites for improvements. In 2008 the Inspectorate was moved 
away from the National Agency of Education (NAE) to an independent agency with 
a strengthen responsibility towards a more intensified inspection. School inspection, 
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dating back to the 1860s, is not a new phenomenon in Sweden. However, the func-
tion, intensity and scope have varied over time (Lindgren et al. 2012). In the first 
wave of extensive school reforms during the 1990s inspections of schools was mar-
ginalized, due to reforms focusing on decentralization and profession-based gover-
nance. After a shift in government in 2006 a new structure for inspections was 
introduced based on three main areas: (i) knowledge, norms and values, (ii) leader-
ship, and (iii) quality. The model for inspection draw extra attention to what was 
called attainment/goal fulfilment and leadership, but they also introduced the indi-
vidual rights of pupils as a separate area to be inspected. In total the new agency 
summarized four areas to be assessed: (i) attainment/goal fulfilment and results, (ii) 
educational leadership and development, (iii) learning environment, and finally (iv) 
individual student rights (Lindgren et al. 2012). This period of inspection relied on 
an ideology of school improvement accomplished through more control-directed 
inspections. An overall pattern of change can be identified concerning the state 
using inspection as a mode of governance in a system of both public and indepen-
dent schools. There is also a shift in focus from inspection of soft areas, like norms 
and values, to hard areas, like knowledge and attainment (Lindgren et al. 2012). 
This shift is tightly interconnected with both inspection techniques in use and a 
growing reliance on evidence. When state inspection is focused more on these 
aspects of education, so is research and practice.

 Case II: Curriculum Leadership in a Changing Educational 
Landscape

In order to describe and analyze curriculum leadership in the changing educational 
landscape we will take our point of departure in national demands on local system-
atic quality work. This enables us to illustrate how the national curriculum is linking 
leaders on different levels in the Swedish educational system. This includes taking 
into account both the international embeddedness of the local school and the assess-
ment culture permeating and made up by actors at different levels. The overall aim 
is to elaborate educational leadership within a curriculum theory tradition.

 National Demands on Cooperation

According to the national law every school owner and all schools have to (Education 
Act 2010, chapter 4 §§ 2–8) systematically and continuously plan, monitor and 
develop the work to fulfil the goals in the curricula. The Swedish State School 
Inspectorate are responsible for the monitoring (Education Act 2010, chapter 26 §§ 
19–23). It is mandatory to document the monitoring of the curriculum and to involve 
the pedagogical staff, pupils and parents. To make this happen the law has an 
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implicit assumption, or even request, on leading and leadership. Depending on how 
curriculum and curriculum work is defined the linking of owners, principals, teach-
ers and parents can be understood as part of the curriculum, and as such be included 
in discussions of local curriculum work. As such, leading can be considered as an 
important aspect of curriculum processes.

Since the local systematic quality work is supposed to relate to the classroom 
work and students learning, visible through results, a question to ask is how this 
turns out in practice. In the following we focus on educational leaders above teach-
ers and we use findings from a nationwide research project completed in the years 
2009–2015. The project included surveys and interviews with superintendents, 
chairs and members of educational boards in municipalities and principals and pre-
school leaders in both independent and municipality own schools.

 Leading and Communication in Different Local Contexts

The Swedish governing system includes three major levels of responsibility. The 
law and school curriculum is formulated at the national level, by politicians and 
administrators in ministries and national agencies. The responsibility to enact these 
laws and regulations is given to the boards of local school owners – the municipali-
ties or independent schools. The municipalities have politically elected boards, 
while the independent schools have their own boards. This is in fact the independent 
part, since all schools follow the same regulations and curricula, are public financed 
and inspected by the same authorities. As a consequence, all schools and owners 
have to perform local systematic quality work. In reality municipality- and indepen-
dent school owners have different prerequisites and different interpretation of the 
existing frames. There are also differences between schools connected to the same 
owner as well as between different school owners.

On a general level the results from the project illuminates a variety of interlinked 
curriculum processes (Nihlfors and Johansson 2013; Nihlfors et  al. 2015; Skott 
et al. 2015a). The investigated leaders are all rather well-educated, think they have 
a rather broad scope of action, appreciate their work but they do not rely on other 
leaders competences on different levels. A main exception is the relationship 
between the chair of the board and the superintendent in municipalities (Skott 
2014a). One explanation can be that they have to trust each other to get power over 
the political agenda. School leaders (principals and pre-school leaders) very seldom 
meet politicians to discuss e.g. the result of their systematic quality work and it is 
also rare that these type of documents ends up in board meeting protocols. 
Comparatively, it is more common that reports from the State School Inspectorate 
are on the agenda. However, the structure of some independent schools with internal 
boards, consisting of staff or parents changes the communication structure. In these 
schools there are somewhat different kinds of challenges for leading. For instance, 
a principal can be chair of the board and superintendent at the same time. An added 
complexity is that the board, which can be seen as the top in a local chain of leading, 
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can consist of active teachers. Furthermore, the individuals at these leading posi-
tions meet regularly, often on a daily basis. (Skott 2013) In what ways the introduc-
tion of independent schools change leading structures on a local level have to be 
further studied.

 Multilevel Structures of Leading in Municipalities

The lack of knowledge pointed to in the previous section becomes visible when 
elected members of the municipality school boards express that students’ results 
have enhanced during the last years when it is in fact the opposite. Some explana-
tions why this is the case is found in statements from board members about e.g. 
PISA results and school performances. On an explanatory level data are often on an 
aggregated level that makes it difficult to handle for unremunerated politicians hav-
ing civilian jobs. They have to rely on superintendents’ information and they are not 
fully content with this situation. Also, principals and pre-school leaders express 
uncertainty on how the superintendents present their school situation for the board.

The school leaders (principals and pre-school leaders) prerequisites for leading 
are affected by levels above them, by different types of so called middle leaders or 
superintendents’ offices. The more middle layers existing, the more seldom you can 
find direct communication between school leaders and politicians, this also goes for 
superintendents. The lack of communication also affects comprehension between 
different groups. One reason for this is diversity in both culture and language 
(Nihlfors et al. 2016).

The National Agency for Education is supposed to be a link between the national 
level and the school owners. This link is however complex since the Agency more 
often communicates directly with school leaders and teachers, supporting them with 
general advices. This is strengthened by the fact that all newly appointed principals, 
according to law, must attend a national program for principals (a university based 
education), where the educational content is focused around the law and how to 
enact it (Skott and Törnsén forthcoming). It is not necessarily so that all principals 
relate themselves as being links in a local chain of governance. This experience is 
further strengthened through the inspection of single schools. The law also recog-
nizes the principals and the pre-school leaders as responsible for schools inner 
work. Consequently, the national level “bypasses” the school owner level, making 
the multilevel leadership of the local school more complex than it has to be. In some 
questions the different levels are supposed to cooperate, in others the local level are 
autonomous, even though the results of the lowest levels (and thereby the processes 
leading up to them) are to be seen as the common denominator.

The findings of the project also indicate that contemporary emphasis on results, 
and not least PISA results, has together with the national organization of education 
resulted in feelings of insecurity and perceived lack of courage to act as an educa-
tional leader. Some leaders wait for, and even look forward to, the report from the 
State Inspectorate that gives them a legitimacy to act. However, there is a rather big 
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difference between national and local school leaders’ interpretation of expectations 
and confidence. Comparatively, national leaders, even if they have a negative rheto-
ric, can be looked upon as an ally (Nihlfors and Johansson 2013).

Municipalities’ role as school owner is often unclear and sometimes unknown 
for single school leaders (Skott et al. 2015a, b). At the same time a new actor, the 
independent schools, are intertwined with municipalities school organizations. 
There are for one thing no local state authorities handling the transfers of financial 
means to independent schools. This is done through the municipalities own organi-
zations, where a sum is calculated to follow each child in the municipality as a 
guarantee for the parents in choosing schools’. This means that the municipalities’ 
middle leaders are not only to be linked to the municipality school leaders, but also 
to the ones in independent schools. The superintendent often has to balance the 
numbers of municipality schools in relation to existing and planned independent 
ones. Communication between leaders on different levels across the educational 
landscape is necessary. Particularly, this communication is seen between pre-school 
leaders. While primary and secondary schools are given permissions and are 
inspected by the State inspectorate, the pre-schools apply for permissions and are 
inspected by the municipalities. The municipalities’ own pre-schools are however 
inspected by the State inspectorate, on a group level. This means that the same posi-
tion in a municipality administration is given a double function, where the law 
encourages a more direct communication between the municipality school office 
and the independent pre-schools, than it does regarding the municipality 
pre-schools.

Taken together this raises questions about how local school machineries can be 
understood in the new horizontal landscapes, how leadership could be enacted to 
enhance learning, in schools and at different school levels. At the front is local 
curriculum- making and issues of winner and losers in the curriculum power game.

 Curriculum and Leadership Research: Concluding Remarks

Within the Swedish curriculum theory tradition there has been a focus on different 
curriculum practices (policy, practice, research), educational message systems (cur-
riculum, pedagogy, evaluation), arenas (formulation, realization, mediation), and 
curriculum makers (politicians, bureaucrats, school owners, educational leaders, 
teachers, students and their parents). In addition, researchers have paid attention to 
different spaces (international, regional, national, local) and times (formation, man-
ifestation, reformation) in relation to the selection, ordering and manifestation of 
knowledge, norms and values as well as the management and organization of teach-
ers, students and school activities.

Curriculum, codes, context, frames and arenas are empirically based key con-
cepts. Over time, analyses have contributed to elaborations of the concepts and their 
meaning in relation to data from pre-school to higher education and through analy-
ses of the changes of society as well as educational governance and leadership. The 
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aim of curriculum research has been and still is to develop knowledge of the cultural 
and social reproduction of society. In addition, both curriculum and leadership 
research has contributed to our knowledge about the reproduction of the school as 
an institution and an organization.

The history of Swedish curriculum and educational leadership research is insep-
arable on knowledge and power. They both developed in relation to each other and 
in tandem with the central welfare state. Knowledge produced was part of that over-
all program on equity and efficient meritocratic distribution into different educa-
tional tracks. Hence, the central state was both the initiator and the receiver of 
research results. From this position Swedish curriculum research came to develop 
from investigating quantifiable factors to also include qualitative dimensions and 
meaning-making processes. Included were perspectives from a range of disciplines, 
such as education, didactics, philosophy, sociology, history, economics, psychology 
and linguistics.

In this concluding section we will discuss the changing Swedish educational 
landscape and based on our two cases elaborate on some of the concepts of the cur-
riculum theoretical tradition. First, we address the context of education in the 
twenty-first century. Then, we suggest that the framing of education and the codifi-
cation of educational knowledge, norms and values are best described in terms of a 
comparative curriculum code. Finally, we single out some issues on how curriculum 
and leadership research can be further integrated and developed.

 The Context of Education in the New Millennium

While the nation state still is the hub of educational systems the state and its institu-
tions are nowadays explicitly and firmly embedded in the global arena. International 
organizations like EU and OECD emphasize the importance of education to the 
knowledge society and the possibility for nations and regions to compete on a global 
market. The employability and mobility of students and workers are stressed. 
Standardization and formalization are reached both through regulations and consen-
sus building activities. Mostly the latter, since education on the primary and second-
ary level are formally regarded as a national matter. However, soft governance tools, 
like the open method of coordination in EU have contributed to the introduction of 
both policy and programs on the national and local level. A number of indicators, 
measurements, reviews, inspections, ranking lists and associations for cooperation 
have been developed to keep track of member states involvement, rank and progres-
sion. At the global level education is framed foremost as an economic value. The 
economic return of education for regions, nations and individuals is prominent in 
the political debate.

At the same time globally education for all and nationally a school for all points 
to the value of inclusion and equality of opportunity. Here, we can also identify 
programs of sustainable development, especially related to the UN, promoting edu-
cation for sustainable development (ESD). In comparison to neo-conservative and 
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neo-liberal trends in education ESD has had less of an impact on the educational 
system and its governance. However, there has been a growth of Swedish research 
producing knowledge about teaching and learning regarding the intersection 
between ecology, economy, ethics and social justice within the larger framework of 
ESD (cf. Öhman 2011).

Earlier a school for all in Sweden primarily meant a comprehensive school sys-
tem without streaming and tracking. With the establishment of the independent 
school system it takes on another meaning. Rather than one school for all children 
in a neighborhood, a school for each and every one is put forward, indicating a shift 
from the social to the individual level. Here education as a commodity with prospect 
of bringing back expected, specific, predetermined and measurable returns comes to 
the fore.

The rationale of educational reform in Sweden used to be grounded in central-
ism, universality, social engineering and consensus. This was followed by reforms 
based on ideas of decentralization, professionalization and democracy, which lately 
has shifted to a rationale built on recentralization, management, quality and evalua-
tion. These different rationales relate to power and control over education in differ-
ent ways. As a consequence, questions of how the system is governed, curriculum 
goals established and content selected and evaluated are in turn variously answered. 
Even though earlier rationales are not totally abandoned there are clear alterations 
in emphasis and thus the relations between policy, practice and research is changed 
as well. The evidence-based movement and the establishment and closing down of 
various national agencies are illustrative examples.

In sum, the context of education in the new millennium is very different from the 
world in which the Swedish curriculum tradition was formed and manifested. While 
the key-concepts still are viable, their specific meaning require further elaboration 
to be relevant in relation to this new context.

 The Changing Educational System of Governance, Framing 
and Steering

Within the new context of education there have been changes of governance on both 
vertical and horizontal axes related to arenas of formulation, realization and media-
tion. The educational landscape of governance is today multifaceted and complex. 
We identified a shift from input and processes towards output. With reference to 
Hopmann (2003) there are several findings indicating that Sweden has left the 
German Didaktik tradition of process control in favor of the performativity product 
control model manifested in the Anglo-Saxon world. The former is characterized by 
its licensing model with professional self-control and self-evaluation and the latter 
focus foremost on outcomes and efficiency.

The changes of governance are accompanied by moves within all the frames of 
educational governance. The Educational Act and curricula of education still stress 
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different democratic values the school has to safeguard, employ and promote as 
well as a broad concept of knowledge. It is, however, evident that the message sys-
tems of curricula and pedagogy are less important than the system of evaluation and 
the overall culture of assessment. The allocation of resources is primarily an issue 
for the boards of the municipalities and the independent schools. Although, the 
establishment of a school market together with the voucher system has made the 
schools more vulnerable. A damaged reputation may in fact in its most drastic form 
come to the closure of a school. Lately, there has also been a judicalisation of educa-
tion, with an increasing number of conflicts settled in court, a possibility to fine 
schools and a growing amount of general guidelines. The complexity also relate to 
the interplay between different levels within and without the nation and the three 
level of analysis taken into account in curriculum research; the societal/ideological 
level, the curriculum level and the teaching and classroom level (Lundgren 1989).

Given our two cases, findings related to the assessment culture are closely aligned 
to the overall changes of the educational landscape and the message system of edu-
cation. Findings of the educational leadership projects stress a need to use more 
specific terms to address the new complex situation in which leadership is exer-
cised. We put forward the steering system including steering, leading and leadership 
as fruitful concepts to explore how educational leadership can be analyzed focusing 
both expectations and feed-back in the system (cf. Wahlström et  al. 2010). As a 
consequence more nuanced and specified empirical findings have been reported 
showing ruptures in expected ways of leading and leadership. Often school owners 
were by-passed when deviations were reported and rectified. Dialogue between 
school owners and the national level has during the last decades been rare. It is “a 
tangled web of couplings” in educational organizations (Rowan 2002). What can be 
described as loose and tight couplings exist simultaneously and even on the same 
level in a system of control (Nihlfors et al. 2014).

Curriculum defines what counts as valid knowledge. Analyses of steering, lead-
ing and leadership and how these three elements of the steering system are linked in 
empirical cases may supplement our present knowledge about educational  leadership 
and its prerequisites. Embedded in the steering system is local curriculum- making 
(Paulsen and Moos 2014). In the long run we may also be able to develop knowl-
edge on how to develop cultures where values can be challenged and the role of 
educators can be strengthened also in relation to the political agenda (cf. City et al. 
2011).

 The Comparative Curriculum Code

What are the implications of the new educational context, the framing of education 
policy, practice and research and the steering system for the codification of educa-
tional knowledge, norms and values? While we argue that it is reasonable to intro-
duce a new code, we do not state that the civic curriculum code with its patriarchal, 
scientific-rational and democratic conceptions is outdated. However, there are major 
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shifts including curriculum practices, message systems, levels, arenas and number 
of curriculum-makers engaged, so we find it relevant to suggest, what we call the 
comparative curriculum code.

Like all curriculum codes of modern societies this one is anchored in a merito-
cratic ideal. Life chances of individuals cannot be legitimized by referring to ances-
try or social rank, differences have to be conceived as fair. The meritocratic ideal has 
emerged as an important symbol of fair distribution of both educational and voca-
tional chances relative to student achievement, as a combination of intelligence/
ability and effort/performance. Today achievements, grades, exams and entrances to 
further education or working life are established through comparison with specific 
criteria or in relation to performances of other individuals.

The meritocratic ideal is employed both on individuals, schools, and primary 
organizers of schools, nations and regions. While the basic legitimation in a meri-
tocracy is student achievement, it is not necessarily prescribed in content, form or 
how to evaluate and by whom. The ideal of meritocracy may as such be open for 
curricula aiming for liberal education (Bildung) or schooling, the latter pointing to 
a more restricted educational program.

Even though, comparisons has a long history in the Swedish educational system, 
especially in relation to assessment and evaluation it is the way things are played out 
in the present that puts comparisons on the front stage – no matter what position or 
function an actor uphold, or where (s)he is active and with what in the educational 
system.

There are several factors contributing to a situation where comparisons have 
become the hub of the system: legitimacy problem related to the efficiency of the 
welfare state and the Swedish school performance; the competitive character 
ascribed to the global knowledge society; the character and purpose of international 
organizations; the marketization of Swedish educational landscape; the evidence- 
based movement; an empirical turn in research; technological developments 
enabling collection, selection, analyses and dissemination of a large amount of data 
and findings; a need to reduce complexity in a challenged system and; changes in 
the distribution of authority, responsibility and accountability. As shown above the 
assessment culture in total also contributes with its techniques to document, evalu-
ate, rank and mediate performances and results. Important is also to recognize the 
shortcomings in the system, single schools and failures of individuals with different 
backgrounds.

Comparisons based primarily on data from student performances have strong 
implications for standardization and formalization of education. Quantifications, 
rankings and clear-cut concrete and evaluable objectives, standards and curricula 
have become popular political means for school leadership and improvement. To help 
professionals orientate themselves they are provided with shortcuts to knowledge of 
the educational system through research reviews over areas identified as important 
for practitioners. Here a number of different knowledge brokers have appeared.

How are curricula, pedagogy and evaluation conceived of within the comparative 
code? First of all, with comparisons as the guiding principle for codifying the selec-
tion, transfer and evaluation of knowledge, the message system of evaluation is 
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primary. Curricula end up at the backstage accompanied by a risk for regarding 
knowledge and values as separate entities and reducing knowledge to prescribed 
and measurable knowledge. Also the system of pedagogy and transfer is affected, 
were diagnoses, keeping track and documentation have become more prominent 
aspect of the transfer process over the last years. Key-elements of the comparison 
code are legitimacy, standardization and formalization, also three of the main con-
cept in comparative education today again holding a strong position in the field of 
educational research, policy and practice.

 Looking into the Future: Research to Come

It is crucial that we uphold the Swedish curriculum tradition, i.e. continue to theorize 
on empirical grounds and closely follow changes in the educational system and 
develop new critical research question. An overall aim has to be to further elaborate 
on the key-concepts of the classical era and adding new ones when necessary. It is 
also important to continue to keep asking questions of the reproduction of the soci-
ety, the culture and the school and its relation to changes in the production. In this 
chapter, we have also illustrated how curriculum and leadership research are histori-
cally linked. Here, we have put forward some concepts to address the increased 
complexity of the governance system. But we need also to strengthen how different 
way of forming the steering system interplay with key curriculum questions. 
Conclusively, leadership research have to a large extent studied school development 
on a municipality- and organizational level asking questions on how to manage and 
guide school development. In contrast, curriculum research have studied school 
development from a reform- and governmental perspective more asking questions 
on how to steer educational development through curricula and evaluation. We sug-
gest that these traditions need to be united in order to further develop both traditions 
in less normative, and more, critical ways, to answer crucial educational questions in 
a changing educational landscape in glonacal times (Marginson and Rhoades 2001).
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Chapter 12
Rethinking Authority in Educational 
Leadership

William F. Pinar

Abstract Our first experiences with authority, Luxon reminds, are profoundly per-
sonal. As children, we experience authority in relationships of varying degrees and 
orders of intimacy, i.e. parents and other caretakers, teachers, physicians, religious 
leaders, among others. Invoking elements of Freud and Foucault, I attempt to rethink 
authority in educational leadership. Freud offers a system supporting the negotiated 
reconstruction of one’s interpretive architecture that is at once personal and profes-
sional. His version of psychoanalysis privileged the relationship, not the roles, of 
analyst and patient, ritualizing subjective and social reconstruction through ongoing 
and often complicated conversation that questioned the very terms that communi-
cated lived experience. Like psychoanalysis, teaching is a collaborative if structured 
dialogical encounter across asymmetries of authority. Like Freud’s psychoanalysis, 
Foucault’s truth-teller (parrhesiastes) links individual projects of self-formation 
with collective practices (Luxon). Like psychoanalytic free association, parrhesia is 
candid conversation that does not coincide with structures of power. Whereas Freud 
developed interpretative acumen so as to support – even synthesize – the psyches of 
individuals in the distress of disintegration, Foucault cultivates its potential to inter-
vene in an over-stabilized and socially submerged self. The link between Freud and 
Foucault lies in their insight that self-formation can result from encounters with 
authority, under certain specific mutually constituted conditions, even as these 
encounters simultaneously renegotiate and rewrite the terms of authority that initi-
ate them. Can such conceptions of subjective and social reconstruction contribute to 
our understanding of how educators can be subordinated subjects and yet nonethe-
less become authorial agents of educational leadership?
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 Introduction

“What is it to lead?” (Ted Aoki 2005)

Educational leadership involves (even as it cannot be reduced to) the exercise of 
authority (often institutionally conferred) to enlist faculty and students in realizing 
educational objectives, often institutionally conceived and now almost everywhere 
quantified. This profound depersonalization of education does not eradicate the per-
sonal character of curriculum conceived as complicated conversation, the leader-
ship of which is enacted not only by policymakers and administrators but by parents, 
students, and, especially, teachers1. Complicating these conjunctions (see Phelan 
2015) of curriculum and leadership acknowledges educational processes of recogni-
tion, summoning, Bildsamkeit2, as Michael Uljens and Rose Ylimaki (2015) under-
score. These processes occur within relationships to authority and its exercise 
institutionally and educationally. Ted Aoki’s3 insight that one instance of an educa-
tion leader  – the “principal”  – once meant principal teacher, reminding us that 
authority could be exercised personally and pedagogically. So understood, educa-
tional leadership becomes the ongoing opportunity to engage colleagues in compli-
cated conversation that renders experience within relationships educational.

That is my motive here: to engage colleagues in a complicated conversation 
regarding educational leadership by detaching the concept from its exclusively 
institutional affiliations and associating it with personal relationships rooted in early 
often imprinting experience, thereby invoking traditions of study and understanding 
associated with psychoanalysis,4 with its emphasis upon infancy, during and after 
which dependence becomes renegotiated over time into (relative) relationships of 
reciprocity. The structures of these early relationships often remain (if modified) 
into adulthood, transferring patterns of relationality from caregivers to colleagues 

1 “[U]derstanding educational leadership [is] a multi-level project,” Michael Uljens and Rose 
Ylimaki (2015, 2) point out.
2 While in English the term – defined as plasticity or malleability – implies liability to undue influ-
ence, Roth (2014, 168) opposes the two: “Conformity is the enemy of learning because in order to 
conform you restrict our capacity for experience; you constrict our plasticity.” What Roth is term-
ing plasticity I would characterize as subjective reconstruction, the phrase underscoring one’s 
capacity – often associated with the concept of agency – to remake what others have made. Such 
movement – from being imprinted by significant others (persons, ideas, events) to subjective and 
social reconstruction through academic study – implies the psychoanalytic subtext of education.
3 “A principal of a school at one time,” Aoki (2005 [1987], 350) reminds, “was understood as the 
principal teacher, a leading teacher. In this sense, the principal was a specially recognized teacher, 
but first and foremost, a teacher. How the word ‘principal’ became detached and turned into a noun 
is a bit of a mystery. But we can see how the separation was a prelude to the linking of ‘principal’ 
to ‘administration,’ a term au courant in the world of business.” Here Aoki was referencing the 
managerial discourse that continues to influence educational leadership, a discourse that deperson-
alizes teaching into its organizational functions.
4 There is a century of psychoanalysis in education; its primary practitioner today is Deborah 
P. Britzman (see, for instance, 2015). For a U.S. history see Taubman 2011 and Cremin 1961, 
207–215.
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whose institutional obligations can inadvertently invoke efforts to re-enact (includ-
ing contest) dependencies from decades earlier. Through the encouragement of can-
did encounters – parrhesia5 or “frank speech” – both expressivity and communication 
might become clarified personally as well as professionally, enabling educational 
leaders to work with teachers and students more pedagogically.

 Relationships

The classroom is a space in which the personal is magnified, not diminished. (Bryant Keith 
Alexander 2005, 251)

I emphasize relationships because moving curriculum online threatens to destroy6 
them, not only students’ relationships with teachers, parents, and other significant 
others, but students’ relationships to themselves, and to what they study, and how 
they work. Relationships are forever fragile; they occur over time and allow for the 
establishment of trust and intimacy through free even fearless speech. They are struc-
tured according to circumstances: time, place, and point (pedagogical, professional, 
erotic) constitute “circumstance” but also does each participant’s relationship history 
(including the history of the specific relationship itself), one’s private situations and 
states of mind, themselves not unrelated to school climate, curriculum content, and 
teachers’ conduct. Relationships are specific to those engaged in them, and they shift 
in scale and significance according to the specificities of situations and the singulari-
ties of those involved. Today there is much emphasis on relationality – Sam Rocha 
terms it “irreducible”7 – but often it remains an abstraction to which we pledge alle-
giance, not a concrete reality questioned in our lives. To appreciate the specificity of 
relationality we might study autobiographically the history of our relationships, with 
school subjects, ideas, teachers and other educational leaders, and with ourselves.8

5 The standard Greek word for freedom of speech (see Pagels 1989, 171 n. 97), parrhesia here 
emphasizes “frank” or even “fearless speech,” a key concept from Michel Foucault’s unpublished 
lectures on ancient ethical practices as these are discussed by political theorist Nancy Luxon 
(2013, 2), who juxtaposes such speech to the candour of psychoanalytic encounter in order to think 
through conflated issues of authority and relationship, personal and political.
6 In addition to replacing face-to-face embodied encounters, moving curriculum online destroys 
relationships by failing to protect students’ privacy. There are “widespread lapses in student data 
protection across the education technology sector,” Singer (2015, B7) reports. “Insecure learning 
sites, apps and messaging services could potentially expose students, many of them under 13, to 
hacking, identity theft, cyber-bullying by their peers, or even unwanted contact from strangers,” 
Singer (2015, B7) warns. When paranoia represents a prudent replacement of trust, relationships 
end.
7 Not only do “we arrive, at birth, in relationship, covered in blood,” Rocha (2015, 100) writes, but 
subjective singularity is always already a multiplicity: “the human person is a public onto herself, 
from womb to tomb.”
8 Forty years ago Madeleine Grumet and I (2015 [1976]) argued for making curriculum technologi-
cally “poor” in order to forefront subjective presence and thus experience from which one could 
learn, e.g. that could be educational.
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Over the twentieth century and not only in the United States “professionalism” 
seems to have stripped the personal from student-teacher relationships, rendering 
them almost anonymous, even when cordial. Intimacy is suspect, due less to rare 
but sensationalized instances of pedophilia than to fears of the corruption of 
assessment.9 Even when stripped of specificity, the relational bond between 
teacher and student can be emotionally charged, even exploited.10 Students too 
have been stripped of singularity, often no longer conducting themselves as 
 students but as customers or clients, e.g. schooling as shopping.11 For teachers 
and students, anonymity may be requested, even required, but to preclude the 
formation of relationship – especially when requested or advised – seems, well, 
unprofessional.

Despite conceptions of professionalism that strip specificity from teacher- 
student relationships, it would be easy to assemble anecdotal evidence for the 
 significance of teachers and other educational leaders in students’ lives.12 There 
can be imprinting qualities to especially early relationships.13 Such imprinting 
 portends – if unpredictably – forms of relationships later. The work of political 

9 The fear of teacher bias in grading has been replaced by fears – justified on occasion – that teach-
ers may alter results on standardized tests. Among the most infamous instances of this corruption 
of assessment occurred in Atlanta. The National Center for Fair and Open Testing, or Fair Test, 
Fausset (2014, A19) reported, announced that manipulating scores of standardized tests has 
occurred in “at least” 39 states and Washington, D.C. “Unfortunately, Atlanta is just the tip of a test 
cheating iceberg,” the organization’s public education director, Bob Schaeffer, said in a statement 
(quoted in Fausset 2014, A19). For additional details regarding the scandal in Atlanta see Severson 
and Blinder 2014, A9; Blinder 2015, April 2, A12.
10 “Manage” is the verb Labaree (2004, 12) uses, but the distinction is lost on me, as his specifica-
tion of using an “effective” and “authentic teaching persona” to “manage” a “complex and demand-
ing emotional relationship” undermines both concepts: “relationship” and “authentic.”
11 On this point I am able to cite Labaree appreciatively. “An even bigger problem with the market-
based economic solution to the organizational problems in American education,” Labaree (2000, 
121) notes, “is that it is radically antisocial. By making education entirely subject to the demands 
of the individual consumer, it leaves no one looking out for the public interest in public 
education.”
12 I am excluding correlational studies of teachers and student test scores, less a matter of relation-
ship than of outright manipulation and misrepresentation. See Pinar (2013, 17) for an egregious 
instance of correlation misrepresented as causality.
13 Relationships can be imprinting in negative ways of course. Beginning in 2002, two econo-
mists – Victor Lavy of the University of Warwick in England and Edith Sand of Tel Aviv University 
in Israel – studied three groups of Israeli students from sixth grade through high school, conclud-
ing that in math and science their teachers “overestimated the boys’ abilities and underestimated 
the girls’, and that this had long-term effects on students’ attitudes toward the subjects” (Miller 
2015, A10). Ignoring the small and very specific sample size, ignoring how such a variable (such 
as “estimating”) could conceivably function independently of other variables (such as home, reli-
gion, class, culture, gender), ignoring their confusion of correlation with causality, Lavy assured 
the reporter that “similar research had been conducted in several European countries and that he 
expected the results were applicable to the United States” (Miller 2015, A10). I am thinking of 
“imprinting” in more subtle and individualistic senses, as psychoanalytic practice demonstrates.
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theorist Nancy Luxon – focused on Freud and Foucault, on which I rely here – 
suggests as much.14

Referencing psychoanalysis – wherein intimacy is encouraged by the authority 
of the analyst and the dependency of the patient – Luxon (2013, 126) is interested 
how in the “repeated recurrence” of “rupture” and “repair” within the “transfer-
ence” relationship15 “prepares” persons for the complexities of relationships in 
“other domains of activity.” Those “other domains of activity” include public 
domains, and Luxon is suggesting that, as in psychoanalysis, political life – I add 
educational life  – is structured personally.16 “Political theorists,” she judges, 
“missed the turn to ‘relationships’ among practicing psychoanalysts to orient a self- 
formation over –determined neither by trauma nor dominant social conventions” 
(Luxon 2013, 12).17

These three categories of formation – relationship, trauma and convention – are 
intertwined. Within object relations theories – those summarized and extended by 

14 Efforts to link early experience with later forms of public conduct – from political dispositions 
to forms of prejudice – have failed to provide definitive empirical evidence. Dewey, for instance, 
abandoned his faith that public school classrooms could be laboratories of democracy. (“By the eve 
of World War I,” Robert Westbrook (1991, 192) reminds, “Dewey was more fully aware that the 
democratic reconstruction of American society he envisioned could not take place simply by a 
revolution in the classroom, that, indeed, the revolution in the classroom could not take place until 
the society’s adults had been won over to radical democracy.”) Thirty years later imprinting became 
focused on prejudice, first on anti-Semitism (after the Holocaust) and soon, in the U.S., on what 
was termed racial prejudice. “Attributing prejudice to social learning or mislearning makes it seem 
a superficial matter,” Young-Bruehl (1996, 12–13) points out, spread across all cultures in some-
what the same way that perceptual illusion and historical misinformation are. It normalizes preju-
dice. The obvious next step is to conclude that proper education can eliminate prejudice, that 
tolerance can be taught. Just say no to prejudice. Just say yes to the historically victimized. Or, as 
many social scientists said – ‘let them all learn social science! This hope epitomizes the confident 
‘just fix it!’ attitude of many American educators since the 1950s. The attitude has been able to 
perpetuate itself because it has dictated the instruments for measuring prejudice – the statistically 
analyzable questionnaire and the opinion poll – and for judging the results of educational pro-
grams.” Sixty years on, the terminology has changed, the prejudice – not only racial but method-
ological – has shifted in form but not in substance.
15 “In psychoanalysis,” Grumet (1988, 126) explains, “transference refers to the process wherein 
the feelings and attitudes attached to persons involved in the traumatic events in the analysand’s 
history are displaced onto the analyst.” These feelings and attitudes from a person’s past rarely 
remain there, re-emerging, maybe in modified forms, when interpersonal circumstances (often 
inadvertently) stimulate them. For some psychoanalytic theorists, all relationships are, in some 
measure, transference relationships, as the very capacity to bond with another person requires 
relational experience that begins in infancy. One project of psychoanalysis is to make these rela-
tional trajectories conscious. “We repeat,” Sarup (1992, 9) notes, “sometimes compulsively, what 
we cannot properly remember.”
16 Freud, Luxon (2013, 128) reminds, noted that one’s “first experience with authority is a personal, 
and not obviously political, one.” It was Freud who explained how relationships with others – to 
“family, teachers, perhaps even a nation” – can have lasting “significance” and “obligation” (2013, 
128). For a recent review of Freud’s significance to education, see Britzman 2011.
17 While socialization theories have been eclipsed by more specialized determinisms, “relation-
ship” remains undertheorized in education too. For exceptions see Grumet 1988; Dimitriadis 2003; 
Waghid 2010, Handa 2011.
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Nancy Chodorow18 and Jessica Benjamin19, for instance  – the internalization of 
those early life relationships becomes refracted through gender and race, two struc-
turing forms of possible “trauma” and decidedly “dominant social conventions” that 
Luxon references. Structuring yes, but sources too for “subjective and social recon-
struction” (Pinar 2012, 207), within relationships, including within oneself as well 
as with others. “Uniquely,” Luxon (2013, 70) writes, emphasizing the point, “psy-
choanalysis privileges the relationship, not the roles, of analyst and patient.” 
Privileging relationship over roles seems prescient for a professionalism to be 
restructured, in part, by relationality, wherein institutional roles inform but not 
definitively define relationships, including within the exercise of leadership.

Not only in psychotherapy do such personal relationships of authority and depen-
dency – and their ongoing renegotiation20 and repair through complicated conversa-
tion – matter. Family life can underline how “dominant social conventions” and 
even “trauma” can be the beginning, not the end, of the story. How parents and other 
caregivers, including teachers (including the “principal teachers” upon whom insti-
tutional authority has been conferred), bond with children matters to their formation 
as persons, students, and as citizens. Political and cultural conservatives emphasize 
“character,” but platitudes depersonalize relationships as they overestimate predict-
ability. Character is no template to be installed; it is to be threaded through the 
specificities of relationship, study, and circumstance, including the affective as well 
as material conditions that prevail at home, school, and society.21 For children char-
acter becomes constituted within the accumulation of experience.22 Through its 
reconstruction one can convert private passion into public service.23 Luxon (2013, 
292) emphasizes this point:

18 “Women’s mothering in the isolated nuclear family of contemporary capitalist society” Chodorow 
(1978, 181) argued, “prepares men for participation in a male-dominant family, and society, for 
their participation in the capitalist world of work” (1978, 181), a world that exploits the nurturance 
of women to perpetuate men’s dominance. (Grumet [1988] documents this history in her study of 
women and teaching.) “It is politically and socially important” Chodorow (1978, 214) insisted, “to 
confront this organization of parenting…. It can be changed.” The organization of professional 
relationships – specifically the exercise of educational leadership – can likewise be changed, as this 
chapter suggests.
19 “Owning the other within,” Benjamin (1998, 108) suggests, “diminishes the threat of the other 
without so that the stranger outside is no longer identical with the strange within us – not our 
shadow, not a shadow over us, but a separate other whose own shadow is distinguishable in the 
light.” Anti-racism, hospitality, cosmopolitanism: a series of historically and professionally urgent 
concerns cannot be reduced to attitudes or virtues, as they are embodied in singular individuals 
formed through relationships (Pinar 2009).
20 “[N]egotiation is not a bargaining across clearly defined positions,” Luxon (2013, 42) explains, 
“but a ‘working-through’ that proceeds any real change to belief, value, or practice.”
21 See Pinar 2011, 9–12. Anderson (2006, 48) defines Bildung as “the self-reflexive cultivation of 
character,” a definition that shifts, including historically (see Bruford 2009; Løvlie et al. 2003), and 
cross-culturally (see Horlacher 2016).
22 Lived embodied experience that is, not virtualized, as while staring at screens: see Pinar 2015a.
23 Regarding the relationship see Pinar 2009, 153.
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The attention to relationships, however, signals that for all that our ethical institutions rely 
on individual responsibility in different ways, they further contain an expressive dimen-
sion – one that touches on courage, generosity, solidarity, among other qualities – insepa-
rable from commitment to public context.

Specifically Luxon (2013, 16) points to the “culturally salient figures of psycho-
analyst and truth-teller” – I would add teachers and other educational leaders – as 
the “nodal points” that “bind self– and political governance.” These scales of gover-
nance are not the opposite ends of a spectrum, but intertwined subjectively, as 
Foucault notes: “There is no first or final point of resistance to political power other 
than in the relationship one has to oneself” (quoted in Koopman 2013, 173).

Like many of Foucault’s ideas, this one is ancient, reminiscent of MacIntyre’s 
(2011, 11) reminder that “Aquinas says that we only learn adequately when we are 
on the way to becoming self-teachers.”24 Such a pedagogical mode of self-self rela-
tionality reminds us that experience becomes educational only when we manage to 
learn from it. One studies and learns not necessarily to realize one’s potential – at 
least when that potential is construed only as human capital25 – but for the sake of 
self-formation the process of study itself supports: an openness to alterity that grap-
pling with whom and what one does not know or understand can encourage.

Ethical self-formation26 may not be predictably related to specified structures of 
pedagogical relations, but even the suggestion of a reciprocal relationship resonates 
with traditions of liberal learning in the U.S., as Michael Roth makes clear. A “lib-
eral” education has been considered “liberating,” Roth (2014, 3) reminds, because 
it both requires “freedom to study” and aspires to “freedom through understanding.” 
In that sense, liberal education is also “useful,” he suggests, as the “free pursuit of 
knowledge” encourages the formation of “free citizens” (Roth 2014, 33).

Historically at least, the emphasis upon utility has been less intense in Canada, 
but similar ideas have been in play, as George Tomkins documents.27 “Nobody is 
capable of free speech,” Northrop Frye (2002 [1963], 93) argued, “unless he knows 

24 Here MacIntyre is raising the question of the “relationship between character formation, being 
able to learn from experience, and being open to political and moral argument.” The self-self rela-
tionship – specifically the capacity for educational experience and the subjective reconstruction 
that follows – makes every relationship at least a ménage-a-trois.
25 The almost universal commodification of humanity as human capacity means, as Lewis (2013, 4) 
appreciates, that “self-knowledge and self-study become forms of self-management and self-gov-
ernance within an overall biotechnological framework concerned with optimization of life-
resources.” See, too, Phelan (2015, 28–30).
26 For a helpful explication of the concept, see Moghtader 2015.
27 Practicality was not taken for granted, as Tomkins (1981, 160) records: “Thus the issue of cur-
riculum differentiation was joined in the form of policy debates about the relative emphasis to be 
given to the traditional academic curriculum and a more practical education suited to a new age.” 
That “practical education” was decoded as “American.” As a result, “All these trends [occupational 
and vocational demands on the curriculum] developed more slowly in Canada, and curriculum 
differentiation occurred at a slower pace,” Tomkins (1981, 163) notes. Even Sputnik sounded dif-
ferently in Canada, as Canadian educators reacted in a “similar, albeit characteristically cautious 
and typically derivative, manner” (1981, 164).
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how to use language, and such knowledge is not a gift: it has to be learned and 
worked at.” While “free speech is cultivated speech … cultivating speech is not just 
a skill,” Frye (2002 [1963], 93) emphasized: “You can’t cultivate speech, beyond a 
certain point, unless you have something to say, and the basis of what you have to 
say is your vision of society.” Reciprocity is implied in Frye’s pronouncement, rela-
tionship between the personal and the public, between self and society.28 Frye’s 
(2002 [1963], 95) “subject” was “the educated imagination.” Accordingly, he 
emphasized education as “something that affects the whole person, not bits and 
pieces of him. It doesn’t just train the mind: it’s a social and moral development too” 
(2002 [1963], 95).

Not only in North America but also in North Europe do these definitions circu-
late (if differently), as Michael Uljens and Rose Ylimaki (2015) reference.29 Gert 
Biesta (2003, 62) traces self-formation to southern Europe, to ancient Athens and 
Rome, defining Bildung as “the cultivation of the inner life, that is, of the human 
soul, the human mind and the human person; or, to be more precise, the person’s 
humanity.” Contrary to twentieth-century progressivism, “content” was key, as it 
was constitutive of the process.30 In the vernacular one might say you are what you 
know.31 Since Herder and Humboldt, Biesta (2003, 62) asserts, “Bildung has 
always also been self-Bildung.” That may be so, but “always” took different forms 
in different historical eras.32 In our time, potential tethered to employability 
 threatens to end such education. In such circumstances what forms can educational 
leadership take?

 Parrhesia

Simply, parrhesia is frank speech irreducible to power or interest. Nancy Luxon (2013, 133)

28 Reciprocity includes tension, which can be generative as Aoki noted. On this point (if in a differ-
ent context) Tomkins (1974, 16) quotes Frye: “The tensions between this political sense of unity 
and the imaginative sense of locality is the essence of whatever the word ‘Canadian’ means.”
29 For a detailed study of the convergences of North European and North American traditions see 
Autio 2006.
30 “After all,” Biesta (2003, 66) comments, “Herbert Spencer’s famous question ‘which knowledge 
is of most worth?’ suggests that the criterion for decisions about what to include in the curriculum 
is the quality of knowledge.” In Rocha’s terms, that “quality” is less epistemological than ontologi-
cal. In my terms, it is also a matter of relevance, personally and historically, themselves not neces-
sarily separate domains.
31 In my juxtaposition of Bildung with currere, I emphasize this point, ending by associating self-
formation with “becoming historical” (2011, 126).
32 Writing in 1934, Robert Musil (1990, 259) complained that “classicism’s ideal of education [e.g., 
Bildung] was largely replaced by the idea of entertainment, even if it was entertainment with a 
patina of art.”
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While a form of truth telling, such speech is not necessarily equivalent to truth, 
nor is it independent of time, place, and relationship.33 While no panacea, parrhesia 
might provide one passage through the present. For Freud in fin-de-siècle Vienna, 
Luxon (2013, 133) notes, parrhesia encouraged the cultivation of interpretative 
skills that might stabilize patients facing psychic “disintegration”; for Foucault 
almost 100 later in Paris, its “potential” was the contrary: disrupting an “over- 
stabilized self.”34 The “link,” Luxon (2013, 134) suggests, is “their insight that self- 
formation results from a confrontation with authority, under certain conditions, 
even as this confrontation simultaneously negotiates and rewrites the terms of 
authority.” Parrhesia is communication that could reconstruct the circumstances in 
which it occurs: complicated conversation in service to subjective and social 
reconstruction.

The emphasis on what Luxon 2013, 134) characterizes as the “irreducible rela-
tionality of parrhesia” enables her to posit that people can be “subordinated sub-
jects” and “yet nonetheless become authorial agents of change.” It is within networks 
of relationality – including relations of subordination – that one, through truth tell-
ing (even if only to oneself), participates in subjective and social reconstruction, 
even through institutional reorganization.35

For Luxon (2013, 136), the point is that the cultivation of “liberty” occurs within 
“personal relationship to authority.” No doubt she would also acknowledge that 
anonymous authority depersonalizes; intense or extreme personal authority can 
crush. One prerequisite of leadership, then, is an institutionally encouraged willing-
ness to work through in relationship the educational situation one faces. For Luxon 
(2013, 141) “risk” – intensified in situations of unequal power – can become articu-
lated as engaging with a specific “authoritative interpretation” rather than resisting 
“all authority,” suggesting how the “broader relations of political hierarchy” could 
“come to be re-interpreted, challenged, and exploded from within.” Those “broader 
relations” can also be reconstructed, I add, if apparently accepted, through acts of 
dissimulation and intransigence Luxon does not here allow.

For Foucault, Luxon (2013, 141) points out, parrhesia implies both a kind of 
“speech” and a “set of practices,” not mutually excluding categories. For Foucault, 
Luxon (2013, 142) continues, parrhesia “encompasses a broader set of personalized 

33 “In Foucault’s usage,” Luxon (2013, 141–142) explains, “parrhesia denotes both a particular 
category of speech as well as the set of practices that govern its usage. Foucault distinguishes it 
from other types of speech: from the flattery of a sophist, from the too-free flow of chatter, and 
from coercive persuasion and rhetoric. Yet parrhesia is also more than verbal utterances; by 
Foucault’s reading it also encompasses a broader set of personalized ethical practices that finish by 
constructing relationships to oneself, to authority, and to truth.” Truthfulness – rather than persua-
sion or, say, entertainment – animates parrhesia (Luxon 2013, 142).
34 Certain academic knowledge – systematized parrhesia – in the service of self-shattering could, I 
argued, disrupt the white racist self (Pinar 2006, 181).
35 Despite drawing a sharp distinction between reconstruction and reorganization (Pinar 2011, 
87–90), I am acknowledging here that reconstruction can conceivably occur through reorganiza-
tion, provided the latter enables – rather than substitutes for – the former (as it so often did in the 
Eight-Year Study).
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ethical practices that finish by constructing relationships to oneself, to authority, and 
to truth.” Crucially, she (2013, 142) concludes, parrhesia “aims at truthfulness 
rather than at persuasion or entertainment.” The relationship is not only or even 
primarily about itself, but about the truth of the educational situation in which the 
relationship is embedded.

Truth is, in part, what in curriculum studies we have characterized (often dismis-
sively) as “content.” In Luxon’s (2013, 142, emphasis added) reading, Foucault 
associates the practices of parrhesia with “context” and “manner of speech, rather 
than in the matter, or content of that speech.” Surely content is as least as (if not 
more) important as context and manner, a point driven home by civil rights the 
patina of No Child Left Behind.36 Of course context and manner matter, but so do the 
facts.37 As style and substance, parrhesia is a medium of subjective and social 
reconstruction that, as Luxon (2013, 155) notes, an “obligation one bears to oneself, 
absent any reinforcement from political context; while parrhesia can occur in a 
democracy, in a monarchy, or in a dictatorship, it cannot be compelled.” Monarchies 
and dictatorships are surely more restrictive than many – maybe not all, especially 
in this age of accountability and surveillance – schools, a point of comparison that 
could discourage teachers and other educational leaders from claiming institutional 
climate as disabling parrhesia altogether. In authoritarian regimes, intransigence38 
relocates parrhesia to the private sphere where private plotting replaces public 
planning.

Luxon’s final point in the quoted passage above – that parrhesia cannot be com-
pelled – acknowledges agency. For parrhesia to be experienced subjectively as ethi-
cal obligation implies a wedding of relationships. Let’s call it a commitment 
ceremony that becomes public however private its history, invisible its participants 
and singular its subjective formation. Whoever, wherever, and whatever comprises 
the present circumstances in which one works, fidelity39 to those no longer physical 
present informs – indeed may structure – one’s engagement in the present, including 
those persons occupying it. Autobiography provides one means to issue invitations, 
register who is present, what vows are made, and how they might be honoured.

36 While claiming to include all, especially poor, children in the upward mobility schooling in 
America presumably promises, what NCLB achieved was the reduction of black bodies to their 
economic potential, realizable only when children complied with an authoritarian regulation of 
their education through test-taking.
37 Of course they can be intertwined as well as distinct, as Luxon (2013, 149) points out: “Parrhesia 
stages and so attests to an individual’s relation to truth and the political field that enables or con-
strains this relationship.” The great public pedagogue and anti-lynching activist Ida B. Wells is an 
exemplary instance, as she combined calm (against white audience expectations of “black” in the 
late nineteenth century) with facts (black men were not raping white women) to persuade the 
British public to protest the “peculiar” American practice of castrating then killing young black 
men (Pinar 2015b, 137–151).
38 See Pinar 2012, 238.
39 Luxon (2013, 179) emphasizes that: “Solitary individuals are not to be taken as starting point; the 
relations that bind them to one another are.”
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While one is wedded to others, fidelity is finally personal. The “ethical” obliga-
tion of parrhesia,” Luxon (2013, 156) acknowledges, “draws on the speaker’s 
capacities to bear alone the burden of speaking truthfully.” Such subjective 
 coherence40 is prerequisite for the struggle – social and subjective – that speaking 
frankly can entail, “life lived in relation to truth,” as Luxon (2013, 164) summarizes 
the matter. It is truth constantly uncovered, critiqued, and reasserted, truth “under-
written by relations of care” (Luxon 2013, 175), care for others and oneself through 
care for truthfulness.41

While relations of care can structure speech within classrooms and with col-
leagues, including figures of authority, it also inspires engagement with persons no 
longer present, with ideas past as well as present, and with oneself. Noting that the 
practices of parrhesia enable us to rethink conceptions of “free speech,” “demo-
cratic contestation, and “rhetorical persuasion,” Luxon (2013, 180) points out that 
“these” are not the practices Foucault invokes. Rather, she (2013, 180) continues, 
Foucault’s parrhesia “schools” one to recast “these practices from within.” Working 
from within42 means, as Luxon (2013, 159) appreciates, that “freedom” is to be 
“exercised rather than attained.” (Or conferred, I might add.) Such exercise is less in 
the service of getting it right as much as it is, Luxon (2013, 177) notes, the “shaki-
ness” accompanying efforts to “orient” and “steady oneself” within relationships 
with “oneself, to others, and to truth-telling.” For parrhesia to inspire “ethical self- 
governance,” Luxon (2013, 177) continues, its “practices” must contribute to the 
formation of “coherent subjects,” without “objectifying the individual into a ‘body 
of knowledge’,” or, I might add, a “role-defined” professional. Roles may be con-
tractually specified, but learning and leadership are personal.

 Conclusion

Self-government without authority is a sham, and site-based management programs can be 
a hoax when it comes to enchanting professionalism. (David Berliner and Bruce Biddle 
1996, 339)

Relying on Luxon’s linking of Freud and Foucault, I have worked to “rethink” 
the relationships between “ethical self-governance” and “political governance” as 
threaded through “personal relationships” (Luxon 2013, 186). The scale, intensity, 

40 Luxon (2013, 191) prefers a “steadiness,” but our point seems the same. “Yet if agency is pried 
away from any strong sense of self,” Luxon (2013, 176) cautions, “then the only political engage-
ment possible is resistance from within the field of power.” Non-coincidence is cause and conse-
quence of such subjective coherence (see Pinar 2015b, 113–116).
41 ‘The parrhesiastic promise,” Luxon (2013, 177) explains, “is that through a relationship to a 
truth-teller, students of parrhesia develop their own authorial capacities” that “care” for the “self” 
as well as “others.” Regarding the relationship between the two, see Jung-Hoon Jung (2016).
42 That idea is a constant theme in my professional-personal life: see Pinar 1972.
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and intimacy of such relationships alter according to time, place, and circumstance, 
but in each instance affect is acknowledged, singularity affirmed while privacy is to 
be protected. Working through the complicated conversation of classrooms  – 
 saturated as such conversation is with class, culture, and the unconscious43 – requires 
personal enactments of expressivity, parrhesia, tempered by professional discretion 
and animated by psychological courage.

By situating individuals within relationships, Luxon (2013, 186–187) reminds, 
Foucault made relationships the domain of “ethical experience,” provoking “action” 
as they provide “structural constancy” supporting “stable ethical norms binding one 
individual to another.” Indeed, she (2013, 187) adds the “dynamics” of specific 
“personal relationships” can “educate individuals to the arts of ruling and being 
ruled.” These – “ruling” and “being ruled” – may seem overstatements in schools in 
democratic societies, but such words are also unadorned instances of parrhesia, 
frank speech that, recontextualized within discussion of leadership, spell out the 
subjugation educators risk when leadership is reduced to administration or 
management.

In our era of endless collaboration, leadership practiced instrumentally in the 
service of implementation can become an Orwellian dissimulation of enforcement. 
Exercising authority transparently, within acknowledged relationships, relation-
ships with histories and characterized by candour, committed to truth telling, 
enables “principal teachers” to demonstrate leadership as seeking the truth of the 
present situation. Seeking and articulating what is found affirms the relationships 
through which ethical governance – of oneself with others – can recast those pat-
terns of professionalism our predecessors have produced and that we can summon 
the courage to reconstruct.
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