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_What Future-Ready School Leaders Must Learn to Notice, Judge and Practice_ 
 

 
Leadership Is Not a Personality Type  
School leadership is often described through adjectives. Effective leaders are expected to be 
visionary, courageous, empathetic, resilient, strategic, collaborative, decisive, innovative and 
emotionally intelligent. None of these qualities is trivial. The difficulty is that qualities, detached 
from context, explain remarkably little about what competent leadership actually looks like when a 
school becomes difficult to lead. 

A principal may be highly empathetic and still postpone a conversation that should have happened 
weeks earlier. A decisive leader may act quickly but misdiagnose the problem. A visionary leader 
may introduce so many initiatives that teachers lose sight of the instructional core. A collaborative 
leader may consult extensively yet avoid making the judgment that only the role-holder can make. 
Even integrity, perhaps the least contestable leadership virtue, does not tell a leader how to act when 
two defensible values collide. Protecting teacher wellbeing, maintaining academic expectations, 
responding to parents, preserving equity and meeting institutional obligations can all be legitimate 
aims while pointing toward different decisions. 

The problem is not that leadership qualities are unimportant. It is that qualities become leadership 
only when they are translated into judgment under conditions that are rarely clean, complete 
or stable. 

This distinction matters because much leadership development still treats improvement as the 
accumulation of desirable attributes. Leaders are asked to become more strategic, more agile, more 
innovative or more emotionally intelligent, as though professional expertise develops primarily by 
strengthening a personal inventory. Schools, however, do not present leaders with abstract virtues. 
They present them with situations: a teacher whose results are weak but whose relationships with 
students are exceptional; an apparently successful programme that is exhausting staff; a parent 
complaint that contains both legitimate concern and inaccurate accusation; an AI initiative that 
promises efficiency but weakens professional judgment; declining enrolment whose causes cannot 
be located in a single department; a high-performing team whose internal culture is becoming 
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corrosive. The quality of leadership is revealed less by which virtues a leader possesses than by how 
accurately that leader reads what is happening and how proportionately they respond. 

This is why school leadership is better understood as a craft. 

Craft does not mean intuition without theory, nor does it romanticize experience. A person can 
repeat the same year of leadership ten times without becoming substantially better at leading. Craft 
implies something more disciplined: the progressive refinement of perception, judgment and action 
through knowledge, practice, feedback and reflection. A skilled leader begins to notice distinctions 
that a novice may overlook. They learn when a presenting problem is masking a deeper one, when 
silence indicates agreement and when it indicates fear, when an initiative needs more support and 
when it needs to be stopped, when consistency matters and when equal treatment would produce an 
inequitable result. Expertise changes not simply what leaders know, but what they are capable of 
seeing. 

This difference between experience and expertise deserves far more attention in educational 
leadership. Years in a role can produce familiarity, but familiarity can just as easily harden 
assumptions. Leaders can become efficient at routines that no longer serve the school. They can 
develop interpretations that feel like professional instinct because they have been repeated for years, 
even when those interpretations have never been seriously tested. The leader who says, “I know my 
teachers,” may indeed possess rich relational knowledge—or may be relying on an outdated picture 
of people who have changed. The leader who insists that “this is what works here” may be drawing 
on hard-earned institutional memory—or defending a practice whose original conditions no longer 
exist. Experience becomes expertise only when it remains available for examination. 

Donald Schön’s work on professional practice is useful here. He challenged the idea that competent 
practitioners simply apply established technical knowledge to clearly defined problems. In complex 
professions, the problem itself often has to be constructed before it can be solved. Practitioners must 
interpret ambiguous situations, act without complete certainty, notice what happens, and sometimes 
revise their understanding while the work is still unfolding. School leadership belongs firmly within 
this category. Leaders rarely receive a problem labelled with its correct diagnosis. They receive 
fragments: declining attendance, teacher frustration, uneven student performance, parent 
dissatisfaction, procedural non-compliance, low participation, resistance to change. Their first 
responsibility is not necessarily to intervene. It is to understand what kind of situation they are 
looking at. 

That requires disciplined noticing. Strong leaders learn to pay attention to discrepancies: between 
policy and practice, stated priorities and allocated time, professional language and actual behaviour, 
headline data and classroom evidence. They notice what repeatedly reaches their office and what 
conspicuously never does. They learn to distinguish a loud problem from an important one and an 
isolated incident from a pattern. They also become alert to their own attentional habits, because 
leaders do not merely observe organizations; their assumptions determine what they are inclined to 
notice in the first place. 

The same is true of judgment. Leadership decisions are rarely made between an obviously correct 
option and an obviously foolish one. More often, leaders choose among competing goods, 
incomplete evidence and consequences that cannot be fully predicted. Improving the craft therefore 
means becoming better at asking what the situation requires rather than reflexively applying a 
preferred leadership style. Sometimes the work requires direction. Sometimes restraint. Sometimes 
close instructional involvement. Sometimes delegation. Sometimes public clarity. Sometimes 
private inquiry. The mature leader is not the one who behaves consistently in every circumstance, 
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but the one whose actions are consistent with a coherent educational purpose while remaining 
responsive to context. 

This changes the question leadership development should ask. Instead of asking primarily, “What 
kind of leader am I?”, a more demanding question is: “What am I becoming better able to 
notice, judge and do?” 

That shift from identity to practice is the starting point for treating leadership seriously as a craft. 
 

 

 

Seeing Before Solving  
Many leadership failures begin before a decision is made. They begin in the way a situation is 
framed. 

A school leader sees declining examination results and concludes that teachers need more training. 
Another sees the same data and suspects curriculum misalignment. A third notices that the decline is 
concentrated in particular cohorts and asks whether attendance, language, assessment design or 
student mobility is involved. Each leader is responding to the same visible outcome, but they are not 
responding to the same problem because the problem has been constructed differently in each case. 
What leaders notice, what they disregard, and what they assume to be causal quietly determine the 
range of actions that later appear reasonable. 

This is why diagnosis is not a preliminary administrative step. It is part of leadership expertise itself. 
In schools, symptoms are often easier to observe than causes. Weak classroom participation may 
reflect poor instructional design, low confidence, language barriers, an unsafe classroom culture, 
inappropriate task difficulty, or simply a lesson in which students are thinking deeply without 
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speaking frequently. Teacher resistance may signal cynicism, but it may also indicate initiative 
fatigue, insufficient preparation, conflicting priorities or professional disagreement that deserves 
serious attention. A drop in enrolment may have little to do with teaching quality and much to do 
with demographic change, transport, competition, reputation or family economics. Leaders who 
move too quickly from symptom to solution risk becoming highly efficient at solving the wrong 
problem. 

Chris Argyris’ distinction between espoused theories and theories-in-use offers a particularly 
useful lens for school leaders. Institutions often describe themselves through one set of beliefs while 
operating through another. A school may publicly value inquiry while rewarding compliance, 
celebrate teacher autonomy while requiring permission for minor decisions, or claim that student 
voice matters while consulting students only after major choices have already been made. The 
discrepancy is rarely captured in a strategic plan. It appears in schedules, meeting routines, resource 
allocation, informal conversations and the kinds of behaviour that are quietly rewarded or punished. 
Leadership craft therefore requires learning to read the institution not only through what it says 
about itself, but through what its routines reveal. 

This kind of noticing is different from surveillance. The aim is not for leaders to observe more 
classrooms, collect more dashboards or demand more documentation simply because more evidence 
appears more rigorous. Information can accumulate without improving understanding. The stronger 
question is whether a leader knows what evidence would help distinguish among competing 
explanations. If students appear disengaged, attendance records may tell one part of the story, 
classroom observation another, student work another and conversations with learners something else 
entirely. The craft lies in triangulating evidence without mistaking volume for insight. 

Viviane Robinson’s work on student-centred leadership is relevant here because it repeatedly 
returns leadership attention to the relationship between decisions and their consequences for 
teaching and learning. That sounds obvious, yet schools can become remarkably adept at discussing 
initiatives in language that is several steps removed from learners. Leaders talk about 
implementation, fidelity, compliance, capacity, rollout and monitoring while losing sight of what 
has actually changed in the intellectual experience of students. One discipline of leadership craft is 
therefore to keep tracing institutional activity back to the learning core: What are students now 
being asked to think about? What are teachers able to do more effectively? What evidence suggests 
that an initiative is changing learning rather than merely changing procedure? 

Richard Elmore made a related argument through his emphasis on the instructional core: the 
relationship among teacher, student and content. His work is useful because it imposes a kind of 
intellectual restraint on school improvement. Structural reforms, technology purchases, 
professional-development programmes and new accountability systems matter only insofar as they 
eventually alter the quality of interaction around worthwhile content. Leaders who lose contact with 
that core can become excellent managers of educational activity without becoming particularly good 
stewards of learning. 

Seeing clearly also requires leaders to become suspicious of visibility. Schools naturally direct 
attention toward what is measurable, urgent and easy to report. Examination results, attendance 
percentages, lesson-plan compliance and completion rates can dominate discussion because they 
produce clean numbers. Yet some of the most consequential conditions in a school—trust, 
intellectual challenge, fear, teacher confidence, student belonging, professional candour—do not 
present themselves as tidy indicators. Their effects are often distributed and delayed. A leader 
therefore needs the discipline to attend to what the organization makes difficult to see. 
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This includes weak signals. A small increase in teacher absenteeism, repeated references to 
workload in informal conversations, unusually cautious behaviour in meetings, a decline in 
voluntary participation, or persistent student comments about a particular transition may not initially 
justify intervention. They may, however, justify attention. Skilled leaders do not convert every weak 
signal into a crisis, but neither do they wait until patterns become undeniable before becoming 
curious. They develop a habit of holding tentative interpretations lightly enough to revise them as 
additional evidence appears. 

That intellectual humility matters because leaders themselves are part of the system they are trying 
to understand. Their status changes what people tell them. Their preferences influence what 
colleagues emphasize. Previous decisions create incentives for others to protect certain narratives. A 
principal who has publicly championed an initiative may receive far less candid feedback about its 
problems than a neutral observer would. The leader’s own success can therefore become an obstacle 
to accurate perception unless dissent is actively made safe. 

Improving leadership craft begins here: not with becoming more charismatic or more decisive, but 
with becoming more exacting about perception. Before asking, “What should I do?”, the skilled 
leader learns to ask, “What exactly am I looking at, what evidence would make me change my 
interpretation, and whose view of this situation is still missing?” 

The quality of the eventual decision depends heavily on the quality of that prior seeing. 
 
 

Judgment: Choosing the Right Response, Not 
the Largest One  
Once a leader has diagnosed a situation more carefully, another difficulty appears: understanding a 
problem does not automatically reveal what should be done about it. School leadership is full of 
situations in which several responses are defensible, none is cost-free, and the consequences of 
acting will unfold through people rather than through a controllable technical system. The craft 
therefore depends not only on accurate diagnosis but on proportionate judgment—the ability to 
choose an intervention that fits the nature, scale and timing of the problem without creating 
unnecessary disruption around it. 

Educational leadership often rewards visible action. New programmes are announced, committees 
established, training scheduled, policies revised and monitoring intensified. Action communicates 
seriousness, and in some situations it is exactly what is required. Yet activity can also become a 
substitute for judgment. A school may respond to a handful of weak lessons with whole-staff 
professional development, to inconsistent assessment with an elaborate new documentation system, 
or to one misuse of technology with restrictions that constrain responsible practice for everyone. 
The intervention becomes larger than the evidence warrants. 

Proportionate leadership begins by asking not only, “What could we do?” but “What is the smallest 
intervention capable of producing meaningful improvement?” That question imposes discipline 
because it forces leaders to distinguish between problems that require systemic redesign and 
problems that require clarification, coaching, better information, changed incentives or simply time. 
Large interventions are not necessarily more courageous than small ones. Sometimes the more 
sophisticated leadership decision is to resist institutional escalation. 
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Ronald Heifetz’s distinction between technical and adaptive challenges remains useful here, 
provided it is not treated as a neat binary. Some school problems have known solutions: a timetable 
conflict can be redesigned, an unsafe facility repaired, a procedural error corrected. Others involve 
beliefs, habits, relationships, professional identity or competing values and cannot be solved simply 
by applying expertise. Most difficult school problems are hybrids. A new assessment policy may 
have a technical component—teachers need clear criteria and usable tools—but also an adaptive one 
if existing beliefs about grading, authority or student capability must change. Leaders who 
misclassify adaptive work as technical frequently respond with more instructions to a problem that 
requires learning. 

The reverse error is also possible. Not every difficulty needs a transformation programme. 
Sometimes a confused system genuinely needs a clearer procedure. Leadership discourse can 
become so attracted to complexity that straightforward problems are unnecessarily conceptualized 
as cultural change. Good judgment therefore resists both simplification and dramatization. It asks 
what part of the problem is procedural, what part is relational, what part is instructional, and what 
part requires people to revise what they believe or how they work. 

Timing is another dimension of judgment that leadership frameworks often understate. The same 
decision can be wise in one moment and damaging in another. A principal may correctly identify 
that a department needs restructuring, yet implementing that change during an already destabilizing 
examination cycle may produce more harm than improvement. A difficult conversation postponed 
indefinitely becomes avoidance, but a conversation initiated before enough evidence exists can 
become accusation. Leaders therefore need to judge not only whether an intervention is warranted 
but whether the organization has the capacity to absorb it now. 

This is where leadership becomes inseparable from opportunity cost. Every new priority consumes 
attention. Every meeting replaces another use of professional time. Every improvement initiative 
asks teachers to stop thinking about something else while they attend to it. A leader who evaluates 
decisions only according to their potential benefit will systematically overcommit the institution. 
The stronger question is comparative: Is this important enough to displace what people are already 
trying to improve? In complex schools, prioritization is not mainly the art of identifying important 
work; almost everything can be made to sound important. It is the discipline of deciding what will 
not receive equal attention. 

Judgment also requires leaders to think in terms of reversibility. Some decisions can be tested 
inexpensively and adjusted quickly. Others create commitments that are difficult to unwind because 
they alter staffing, expectations, budgets, reputations or relationships. Skilled leaders behave 
differently depending on which type of decision they are making. Where uncertainty is high and 
reversibility is high, experimentation is often appropriate. A small pilot, a temporary schedule 
adjustment or a bounded instructional trial can generate information before the institution commits 
at scale. Where consequences are difficult to reverse, leaders should demand stronger evidence, 
wider consultation and greater ethical scrutiny before moving. 

James Spillane’s work on leadership practice adds another important complication: leadership action 
does not reside solely in the individual leader. It is distributed across people, routines, tools and 
situations. A decision that appears elegant in the principal’s office may behave very differently once 
interpreted by coordinators, teachers, students and administrative systems. Professional judgment 
therefore includes anticipating not only the formal decision but its implementation ecology. Who 
must interpret it? What discretion will they need? Where could the message be distorted? What 
additional workload will it produce? Which group will experience the decision differently from the 
way leadership intends? 
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This is why strong leaders learn to distinguish intention from effect. A policy intended to create 
consistency may reduce professional discretion. A new monitoring process intended to improve 
quality may communicate distrust. A student-support intervention may unintentionally stigmatize 
the students it was designed to help. A technology introduced to reduce workload may generate new 
forms of checking, troubleshooting and accountability. None of these consequences automatically 
invalidates the initiative, but they illustrate why leadership quality cannot be judged solely by the 
nobility of the original intention. 

Improving judgment therefore requires leaders to make their reasoning more visible, especially to 
themselves. Before significant action, they can articulate the diagnosis they are working from, the 
evidence supporting it, the assumptions they are making, the alternatives they considered and the 
consequences they are willing to monitor. After implementation, they can ask whether the problem 
changed in the way they expected and whether new problems appeared elsewhere. Over time, this 
creates something more valuable than a collection of successful decisions: it creates a leader who 
becomes increasingly capable of recognizing how their own judgment succeeds, where it 
distorts, and under what conditions it needs to be challenged. 

Future-ready leadership will require this kind of disciplined proportionality. In environments 
saturated with new initiatives, technologies, demands and competing priorities, the strongest leader 
will not necessarily be the one who moves fastest. It will be the one who can distinguish when to 
intervene decisively, when to experiment cautiously, when to involve others, when to wait for better 
evidence, and when the most responsible leadership act is to protect the school from one more 
unnecessary change. 
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Staying Close to the Learning Core Without 
Micromanaging It  
One of the quiet dangers of senior leadership is distance. As leaders accumulate responsibility, their 
work becomes increasingly mediated through reports, meetings, dashboards, policy documents, 
budget decisions and conversations with other adults. The higher the role, the easier it becomes to 
know more about the organization while knowing less about the daily intellectual experience of the 
students for whom the organization exists. A school leader can become exceptionally well informed 
about attendance, staffing, compliance, examination schedules and strategic priorities while 
gradually losing direct contact with what teachers are actually trying to teach and what students are 
actually being asked to understand. 

Future-ready leadership therefore requires a form of instructional attentiveness that is different 
from both administrative oversight and instructional micromanagement. Leaders need sufficient 
proximity to teaching and learning to recognize patterns, ask informed questions and protect the 
conditions in which good instruction can develop. They do not need to become the most expert 
teacher in every subject, nor should they reduce instructional leadership to frequent classroom visits 
followed by generic feedback. The craft lies in remaining intellectually close enough to the learning 
core to make consequential decisions without pretending to possess expertise that properly belongs 
elsewhere. 

Viviane Robinson’s work on educational leadership is particularly instructive here. Her research has 
consistently emphasized leadership practices that are closely connected to teaching, teacher learning 
and student outcomes, especially the active participation of leaders in promoting and learning 
alongside teachers. The implication is more demanding than simply supporting professional 
development. Leaders themselves need to remain learners of the instructional problems their schools 
are trying to solve. When teachers are struggling with reading comprehension, formative 
assessment, mathematical reasoning or student participation, the leader’s role is not merely to 
commission training and monitor attendance. It is to understand enough about the problem to 
recognize whether the professional learning being offered addresses the actual instructional 
challenge. 

This matters because schools frequently substitute activity for instructional improvement. A 
workshop is delivered, lesson plans are revised, observation forms are completed and new resources 
are distributed. Each action is visible and therefore easy to report. What is harder to establish is 
whether the quality of student thinking has changed. Are students explaining rather than 
reproducing? Are they reading with greater comprehension? Are misconceptions being surfaced 
earlier? Has feedback become more usable? Are teachers making more precise instructional 
decisions? Instructional attentiveness repeatedly returns leadership conversations to these questions. 

That does not mean reducing every educational goal to examination performance. An excessively 
narrow conception of the instructional core can make schools highly efficient at producing 
measurable outcomes while impoverishing the learning those measures are intended to represent. 
Intellectual curiosity, discussion, disciplinary reasoning, creativity, interpretation and student 
agency may be difficult to capture in headline indicators, yet they remain central to educational 
quality. Leaders therefore need a sufficiently sophisticated conception of learning to distinguish 
between classrooms that appear orderly and classrooms in which consequential thinking is 
occurring. 

Classroom observation illustrates the problem particularly well. Observation can become one of the 
most powerful ways for leaders to understand a school, but it can also deteriorate into performative 

https://theworthyeducator.com/javeriarana


Future-Ready Schools with Javeria Rana  theworthyeducator.com/javeriarana  
 

Page | 9  
 

inspection. If teachers believe that every visit produces a judgment, they become more likely to 
demonstrate what leaders expect to see rather than expose the areas in which they genuinely need 
help. The leader then receives increasingly polished evidence and decreasingly accurate 
information. A mature observation culture therefore separates different purposes. Some observations 
are legitimately evaluative. Others should be developmental, diagnostic or exploratory. Leaders 
need to be explicit about which kind of observation is taking place because ambiguity changes 
behaviour. 

Instructional attentiveness also requires resisting the temptation to standardize every visible feature 
of teaching. Schools often respond to variation by increasing prescription: common lesson 
structures, mandatory board formats, standardized planning templates, fixed questioning routines or 
uniform feedback requirements. Some shared expectations can create valuable coherence, 
particularly where practice is highly inconsistent. But uniformity should not be confused with 
quality. A visible routine may be easy to monitor while contributing little to learning, whereas 
effective disciplinary teaching can legitimately look different across subjects, age groups and 
contexts. 

The more useful leadership question is whether variation reflects professional judgment or 
accidental inconsistency. Two teachers may organize lessons differently because their subjects 
demand different pedagogical choices; that is not necessarily a problem. Alternatively, students may 
encounter radically different expectations simply because the school has never established what 
high-quality feedback, assessment or intellectual challenge should entail. Leadership craft involves 
knowing where common principles are necessary and where professional discretion should remain 
intact. 

This balance becomes even more important with artificial intelligence. AI can help teachers 
generate resources, adapt explanations, design questions, summarize evidence and reduce some 
routine workload. It can also make superficially competent instructional materials extraordinarily 
easy to produce. Leaders therefore need to become less impressed by the polish of the resource and 
more interested in the quality of the underlying pedagogical decision. Why was this task chosen? 
What thinking does it require? What misconception is it designed to expose? What has the teacher 
delegated to AI, and what professional reasoning remains visible? The central concern is not 
whether AI was used but whether instructional judgment became stronger or merely less visible. 

School leaders can improve their own craft by establishing regular contact with the learning core 
that is purposeful rather than ceremonial. This may involve examining student work with 
teachers, participating in professional inquiry, listening to students describe where learning becomes 
difficult, studying patterns across assessments, joining curriculum conversations or occasionally 
tracing one educational priority from strategic plan to classroom experience. Each practice reduces 
the risk that leadership becomes insulated within its own administrative representations of the 
school. 

The aim is not constant proximity. Leaders need distance as well as closeness; strategic work 
requires attention to structures, resources, external relationships and long-term direction. The craft 
lies in moving deliberately between these levels without allowing one to erase the other. A leader 
who lives permanently in classrooms may neglect the system conditions that shape teaching. A 
leader who lives permanently in strategy may become increasingly confident about a school they no 
longer truly see. 

Instructional attentiveness therefore functions as a kind of professional anchor. It keeps leadership 
decisions connected to the reason schools exist in the first place: not to implement initiatives, 
maintain systems or produce documentation, but to create increasingly powerful conditions for 
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human learning. 
 

Relational Credibility: Becoming Believable, 
Not Merely Authoritative  
Leadership authority can require compliance. It cannot, by itself, produce trust. 

Schools are unusually dependent on relationships because so much of their work relies on 
professional discretion. Teachers make hundreds of judgments that no policy can fully prescribe. 
Coordinators interpret priorities. Students decide whether to participate honestly or perform 
compliance. Parents decide whether leaders are acting in good faith. In such environments, formal 
authority may secure implementation, but it cannot guarantee commitment, candour or professional 
risk-taking. The quality of leadership therefore depends partly on whether people regard the leader’s 
words, decisions and intentions as credible enough to act upon even when direct supervision is 
absent. 

Anthony Bryk and Barbara Schneider’s work on relational trust in schools is especially useful here. 
Their research drew attention to trust not as a pleasant feature of organizational climate, but as a 
resource that enables improvement. Respect, personal regard, competence in core responsibilities 
and integrity all contribute to judgments about whether others can be relied upon. For school 
leaders, this means credibility is constructed through repeated encounters. People notice whether 
commitments are kept, whether explanations change according to audience, whether difficult truths 
can be spoken safely, whether standards are applied consistently, and whether leaders accept 
responsibility when their own decisions create problems. 

This makes relational credibility more demanding than likability. Leaders who seek to be liked can 
become reluctant to disappoint people, and schools cannot be led responsibly without decisions that 
sometimes create frustration. Workloads must be challenged, weak practice addressed, resources 
redistributed and priorities narrowed. The question is not whether people always agree with the 
decision, but whether they believe the decision emerged from a process that was serious, informed 
and fair. A leader may therefore lose approval in the short term while strengthening credibility in the 
longer term. 

Transparency contributes to this, but transparency itself requires judgment. Leaders sometimes treat 
communication as a matter of providing more information: longer emails, more meetings, repeated 
announcements. Yet volume does not necessarily produce clarity. Staff often need to understand 
something more fundamental: What problem are we trying to solve? Why does this decision 
matter? What evidence influenced it? What alternatives were considered? What will change 
for me? What remains uncertain? When leaders can explain the reasoning behind decisions 
without disguising ambiguity, they make institutional judgment easier to understand even when the 
outcome is unpopular. 

Listening plays a similarly complex role. Leadership literature frequently treats listening as an 
uncomplicated virtue, but listening is only useful if it can alter interpretation. A consultation in 
which the decision is already fixed but participation is presented as influential quickly erodes trust. 
Equally, leaders cannot promise that every view will determine the final choice. The more credible 
position is to distinguish between consultation, co-design and decision authority. People deserve 
to know when they are being asked for advice, when they have genuine influence over design and 
when the leader retains responsibility for the final decision. 
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Relational credibility is also tested by disagreement. Organizations often appear harmonious 
because dissent has become costly rather than because genuine agreement exists. A leadership team 
that receives little resistance may interpret silence as alignment, yet silence can indicate fatigue, fear 
or the belief that disagreement will not matter. Chris Argyris’ work on defensive routines helps 
explain why institutions can become skilled at avoiding difficult information while maintaining the 
appearance of rational decision-making. Leaders improve their craft when they learn to distinguish 
opposition that is merely obstructive from dissent that contains information the system needs. 

This requires creating conditions in which inconvenient evidence can travel upward. The challenge 
is structural as much as interpersonal. If every meeting is chaired by the same senior leader, if 
disagreement is interpreted as disloyalty, or if those who raise problems are repeatedly given 
responsibility for solving them alone, people quickly learn what is safe to say. Leaders who 
genuinely want candour must therefore examine the architecture through which information reaches 
them. Anonymous mechanisms may occasionally help, but deeper trust develops when people can 
disagree openly without losing standing. 

Credibility is equally shaped by competence. Empathy cannot compensate indefinitely for poor 
decisions, and warmth cannot replace professional knowledge. Staff need leaders who understand 
enough about curriculum, teaching, assessment, staffing and organizational systems to recognize the 
consequences of their choices. At the same time, leadership credibility does not require pretending 
to know everything. In complex schools, admitting uncertainty can strengthen rather than weaken 
trust when it is accompanied by a disciplined process for finding out what is needed. A leader who 
says, “I do not yet know enough to decide this responsibly” may demonstrate greater professional 
maturity than one who produces immediate certainty because the role seems to demand it. 

Consistency also needs careful interpretation. Leaders are often advised to be consistent, but 
identical treatment is not always fair and rigid consistency can become a substitute for judgment. 
What people need most is consistency of principle, not necessarily uniformity of response. 
Different circumstances may warrant different decisions if the reasoning is intelligible and the 
underlying values remain stable. Leaders become difficult to trust when exceptions appear arbitrary, 
relationships determine consequences or standards change according to pressure. 

The leader’s treatment of mistakes may reveal the institution’s relational culture most clearly. If 
leaders demand reflective practice from teachers but conceal their own errors, learning becomes 
asymmetrical. If every unsuccessful initiative is retrospectively reframed as a success, staff learn 
that institutional narratives matter more than evidence. By contrast, a leader who can name what 
was misjudged, explain what was learned and change course without dramatizing failure models a 
more credible form of professionalism. Accountability becomes something other than blame; it 
becomes the capacity to remain answerable for consequences. 

Relational credibility therefore grows through accumulated evidence. It is visible in whether people 
believe a difficult conversation will be fair, whether a teacher can expose uncertainty without 
fearing humiliation, whether a student expects to be taken seriously, and whether colleagues trust 
that a leader’s stated priorities will survive the next fashionable initiative. None of these conditions 
can be manufactured through charisma. 

For future-ready leaders, this matters because uncertainty increases dependence on trust. When no 
one can fully predict what is coming next, organizations need people who can surface weak signals, 
question assumptions and admit that a plan is not working. Leaders cannot mandate that level of 
honesty. They have to become the kind of people—and build the kind of institutions—to which 
difficult information can safely be brought. 
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Improving the Craft: A Leadership Practice 
Cycle  
If leadership is a craft, then improvement cannot depend on experience alone. Leaders need a 
disciplined way to examine how they perceive situations, how they arrive at decisions, what their 
interventions produce, and where their own assumptions require revision. Otherwise, reflection can 
become little more than retrospective storytelling: successful outcomes are attributed to good 
leadership, disappointing outcomes to resistance, insufficient time or circumstances beyond control. 

Donald Schön’s distinction between reflection in action and reflection on action is useful because 
leadership learning occurs both while situations are unfolding and after consequences become 
visible. A principal conducting a difficult meeting may notice that the conversation has become 
defensive and alter the approach in real time. Later, the same leader can ask why defensiveness 
emerged, whether the problem was framed too narrowly, whose perspective was absent, and what 
the interaction revealed about the wider culture. The first form of reflection improves 
responsiveness; the second improves the professional repertoire from which future judgment is 
drawn. 

For school leaders, this can be organized through a simple Leadership Practice Cycle: Notice, 
Interpret, Decide, Act, Examine and Refine. It is not intended as another leadership framework to 
be followed mechanically. Its value lies in slowing down the reasoning that often remains invisible 
between noticing a problem and responding to it. 

Notice begins with evidence rather than explanation. What is actually 
happening? Which patterns recur? What has changed? Whose experience differs 
from the dominant account? Leaders should deliberately separate observation 
from inference because the two are easily confused. “Teachers are resistant” is 
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already an interpretation; “only three teachers contributed during the discussion 
and several raised workload concerns afterwards” is closer to observable 
evidence. The distinction matters because interventions become distorted when 
interpretation is mistaken for fact. 

Interpret asks leaders to construct and test competing explanations. What else 
could account for what is being observed? Which assumption am I making 
because it fits my previous experience? What evidence would make me revise my 
view? This is where professional expertise becomes intellectually demanding. 
Experienced leaders often generate interpretations quickly, but speed can become 
dangerous when familiarity creates premature certainty. Strong judgment depends 
partly on keeping alternative explanations alive long enough to test them. 

Decide moves from diagnosis to proportionate response. Leaders can ask what 
outcome they are seeking, what level of intervention the evidence warrants, what 
trade-offs accompany each option, and whether the decision is reversible. This 
stage should also surface ethical considerations. A decision can be efficient and 
still be educationally weak; popular and still inequitable; procedurally correct and 
still damaging to trust. Decision quality therefore requires attention to purpose as 
well as feasibility. 

Act requires clarity about implementation rather than assuming that announcing a 
decision constitutes implementation. Who needs to understand the reasoning? 
What discretion will people require? Where could the intervention create 
additional workload or unintended consequences? What evidence should become 
visible if the action is working? Leaders who specify these questions in advance 
create a basis for learning rather than waiting until the end to decide 
retrospectively whether an initiative was successful. 

Examine is where experience has the opportunity to become expertise. What 
actually changed? Which assumptions proved inaccurate? What happened that we 
did not anticipate? Who experienced the intervention differently from the way 
leadership expected? What should be preserved, adapted or stopped? The purpose 
is not to conduct a ceremonial evaluation but to improve the leader’s future 
pattern recognition. Over time, leaders begin to discover not only what works in 
their schools but where their own judgment is predictably vulnerable. 

Refine converts reflection into improved practice. Leaders decide what should 
be adjusted, abandoned, strengthened or carried into the next cycle of action. 
Without refinement, examination risks becoming retrospective commentary rather 
than professional learning. Refinement closes one cycle while sharpening what 
the leader will notice when the next situation emerges. 

This last point matters because every leader develops characteristic blind spots. Some intervene too 
quickly; others wait too long. Some privilege quantitative evidence while others rely excessively on 
relationships and intuition. Some continue adding initiatives because stopping feels like failure. 
Others protect stability long after change has become necessary. Professional growth therefore 
requires leaders to study their own recurrent decision patterns, not merely the performance of 
everyone around them. 
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Figure 1. The Leadership Practice Cycle. 
Conceptualized by Javeria Rana. The model presents leadership as an  

iterative process of noticing, interpreting, deciding, acting, examining and  
refining. It emphasizes leadership as reflective professional practice in which 

 judgment improves through evidence, action, feedback and continuous learning. 

The cycle becomes more powerful when it is social rather than private. Leadership teams can make 
reasoning visible to one another by examining significant decisions together: What did we notice? 
What interpretation did we privilege? What alternatives did we dismiss? What did the outcome 
teach us? This moves professional learning away from generic leadership development and toward 
the actual decisions through which the school is being shaped. 

The deeper principle is that leaders should become students of their own practice. Expertise 
develops when action produces evidence, evidence changes interpretation, and interpretation 
improves subsequent action. A future-ready leader is therefore not someone who eventually acquires 
the correct leadership style. It is someone whose capacity to notice, judge and act becomes 
progressively more discriminating because practice itself has become a source of disciplined 
learning. 
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From Traits to Trainable Leadership 
Capacities  
If leadership is a craft, then the qualities associated with strong leadership should not be treated as 
attributes that some people naturally possess and others permanently lack. Courage, empathy, 
judgment, humility, decisiveness and resilience matter, but their educational value lies in how they 
are expressed through practice. A leader does not become courageous by describing courage as a 
personal strength, nor reflective by scoring highly on a leadership inventory. These qualities develop 
when people repeatedly encounter situations that require them, receive feedback on how they 
responded, and learn to act with greater discrimination the next time. 

This distinction matters for leadership development because trait language can unintentionally 
create a fixed view of capability. An aspiring leader who is told that excellent principals are 
naturally charismatic, confident or visionary may conclude that leadership belongs to a particular 
personality type. Schools then risk selecting people who look like leaders rather than developing 
people who can actually lead. Some highly effective leaders are quiet rather than charismatic, 
deliberative rather than immediately decisive, and relational rather than performative. What matters 
is whether they can mobilize people, protect learning, make defensible decisions and grow the 
capacity of the institution. 

A more useful approach is to identify trainable leadership capacities and then design experiences 
through which those capacities can mature. 

Leadership 
Capacity 

What it looks like in 
Practice 

How it can be Developed 

Perceptiveness Notices patterns, discrepancies, weak 
signals and what formal data misses 

Learning walks, student-work reviews, 
shadowing, listening routines, evidence 
triangulation 

Judgment Distinguishes signal from noise, 
urgency from importance and 
technical from adaptive work 

Case analysis, decision journals, scenario 
discussion, supervised responsibility, post-
decision review 

Reflective 
humility 

Tests assumptions, admits uncertainty 
and revises interpretations when 
evidence changes 

Coaching, structured reflection, critical-
friend dialogue, after-action reviews 

Relational 
courage 

Conducts difficult conversations 
without sacrificing dignity, clarity or 
standards 

Role rehearsal, feedback protocols, 
mentoring, observation of experienced 
leaders 

Instructional 
curiosity 

Remains intellectually engaged with 
teaching, curriculum and student 
learning 

Participation in professional inquiry, 
curriculum review, classroom observation, 
collaborative analysis of learning 

Developmental 
leadership 

Builds the judgment and 
responsibility of others rather than 
centralizing expertise 

Delegated leadership projects, mentoring, 
team facilitation, progressive responsibility 
and succession planning 
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These capacities are interdependent. Perceptiveness without judgment can produce constant concern 
but poor prioritization. Judgment without relational courage may produce decisions that leaders are 
unwilling to communicate or enforce. Courage without reflective humility can become certainty. 
Empathy without instructional purpose can lead to avoidance of necessary challenge. Decisiveness 
without perceptiveness can make leadership impressively fast and repeatedly wrong. Strong 
leadership therefore emerges less from maximizing individual qualities than from learning how 
different capacities constrain and strengthen one another. 
 

Perceptiveness can be trained 
 
Leaders become more perceptive when they deliberately expose themselves to evidence that 
complicates their existing view of the school. This can involve examining student work rather than 
relying only on achievement summaries, speaking with students about where learning becomes 
difficult, spending time with staff whose roles rarely appear in senior meetings, or tracing how a 
policy is actually experienced several levels below leadership. The aim is not to collect endless 
information but to improve professional noticing. 

Emerging leaders can be particularly helped by shadowing experienced leaders and comparing what 
each person noticed in the same situation. After a lesson observation, meeting or parent interaction, 
a mentor might ask: What caught your attention? What did you ignore? What pattern do you think 
matters? What else might explain it? Such conversations make tacit expertise more visible. 
 

Judgment develops through decisions, 
not lectures 

 
Judgment cannot be developed entirely through leadership courses because judgment requires 
consequences. Aspiring leaders need progressively more authentic responsibility: first analyzing 
cases, then making bounded decisions, then leading small initiatives, and eventually handling 
situations where several legitimate interests compete. 

A decision journal can make this learning considerably more rigorous. Before an important 
decision, the leader records the diagnosis, evidence, assumptions, alternatives, expected 
consequences and principal uncertainties. Weeks or months later, the leader returns to the entry and 
compares expectation with outcome. Over time, patterns become visible. Perhaps the leader 
systematically underestimates implementation difficulty, delays difficult conversations, overvalues 
consensus or intervenes too rapidly. The journal converts experience into evidence about one's own 
judgment. 

Courage should be practised before it is 
urgently needed 

 
Leadership courage is often discussed as though people either possess it or do not. In practice, 
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courage becomes more reliable when difficult leadership acts have been rehearsed. Giving 
developmental feedback, refusing an attractive but incoherent initiative, challenging a powerful 
stakeholder or acknowledging that a decision was wrong all require both conviction and technique. 

Leadership development can therefore include simulations and role rehearsal rather than relying 
exclusively on conceptual workshops. A leader can practise opening a difficult conversation, 
responding to defensiveness, separating the person from the performance issue, or communicating a 
decision that cannot satisfy everyone. These rehearsals do not eliminate discomfort; they create a 
professional repertoire for acting responsibly within it. 
 

Reflective humility needs structures, 
not good intentions 

 
Most leaders believe they are reflective. Fewer routinely create conditions in which their 
interpretation can be challenged. Reflective humility requires more than private thought; it requires 
exposure to disconfirming evidence. 

A trusted coach, mentor, leadership peer or critical friend can ask questions that institutional 
subordinates may understandably hesitate to raise. Why are you convinced that this is the problem? 
What evidence contradicts your interpretation? Whose perspective have you not heard? What part of 
this situation might your own leadership have contributed to? These are uncomfortable questions, 
but they turn reflection from self-description into professional inquiry. 
 

The strongest leaders become developers 
of other leaders 

 
Perhaps the clearest sign that leadership craft is maturing is a shift from demonstrating personal 
capability to increasing the capability of others. Inexperienced leaders can sometimes equate 
leadership with being the person who knows, decides and solves. Over time, that model creates 
dependency. The organization becomes weaker precisely because the leader appears strong. 

Developing others requires deliberate transfer of responsibility. Emerging leaders need 
consequential work, not only administrative errands: chairing a curriculum inquiry, leading a 
professional-learning cycle, analysing an attendance problem, facilitating a difficult meeting or 
running a bounded improvement project. Senior leaders then provide scaffolding, questioning and 
feedback without reclaiming the work at the first sign of difficulty. 

This is why leadership development should ultimately be designed more like apprenticeship than 
personality training. People become better leaders by studying strong practice, attempting 
consequential work, receiving precise feedback, examining their decisions and gradually assuming 
greater responsibility. Courses and theories matter because they provide language and conceptual 
lenses, but expertise develops when those ideas are tested against the complexity of actual schools. 
 
Future-ready leadership therefore does not require schools to discover a rare breed of naturally 
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gifted leaders. It requires them to become much more deliberate about creating the experiences 
through which perception sharpens, judgment matures, courage becomes practised, humility 
becomes disciplined and responsibility progressively expands. 
 

 

 
 

Leadership Development Should Look More 
Like Practice Than Training  
If schools want better leaders, they need to reconsider how leadership development itself is 
designed. Too much professional learning for leaders still occurs at a distance from the work it is 
meant to improve. Participants attend workshops on communication, strategy, innovation or change 
management, complete inventories, discuss case studies and return to institutions whose routines 
remain largely unchanged. The ideas may be useful, but exposure to ideas is not the same as 
developing expertise. Leadership craft improves when conceptual knowledge is repeatedly tested 
against consequential situations, followed by feedback precise enough to alter subsequent practice. 

This is where the logic of deliberate practice becomes useful, although leadership cannot be reduced 
to the tightly specified practice conditions found in domains such as music or sport. School 
leadership is too contextual, relational and ambiguous for improvement to consist simply of 
repeating a standardized task. The transferable principle is different: professional growth accelerates 
when practitioners work deliberately on identifiable aspects of performance, receive credible 
feedback, examine the gap between intention and effect, and attempt the work again with greater 
discrimination. Leadership development should therefore create practice environments, not merely 
learning events. 

One of the simplest mechanisms is case calibration. Leadership teams can examine the same 
ambiguous school situation independently before discussing it together. What did each person notice 
first? Which evidence did they treat as significant? What explanation did they form? What action 
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would they take, and what risk did they anticipate? The purpose is not to discover one correct 
answer but to expose the reasoning beneath different judgments. Leaders begin to see that what felt 
self-evident to them was actually an interpretation, and that colleagues may have noticed evidence 
they ignored. Repeated over time, this develops both diagnostic range and intellectual humility. 

A second mechanism is leadership shadowing with interpretation, which is more valuable than 
observation alone. An emerging leader who follows an experienced principal through meetings, 
classroom visits, parent conversations and operational decisions sees only the visible action unless 
the expert later explains the reasoning behind it. Why was one issue pursued and another left alone? 
Why was a question asked rather than an instruction given? Why was a difficult decision delayed 
for twenty-four hours but another made immediately? When experienced leaders make this tacit 
judgment discussable, shadowing becomes apprenticeship rather than imitation. 

Schools can also institute decision reviews for significant leadership choices. These should differ 
from conventional implementation reviews because the object of inquiry is not merely whether the 
initiative succeeded. Teams examine the reasoning that preceded it. What did we believe was 
happening? Which evidence shaped the decision? Which stakeholder consequences did we 
anticipate? Where were we overconfident? What did the organization teach us after the intervention 
began? A school that routinely examines the quality of its own decisions develops something far 
more valuable than a collection of best practices: it develops institutional memory about how its 
judgment can improve. 

Mentoring needs the same shift. A mentor who simply offers advice can unintentionally create 
another form of dependency. Strong mentoring instead helps emerging leaders reason more 
rigorously. Rather than answering, “What should I do?”, the mentor might ask what evidence 
supports the diagnosis, which alternative explanation has been considered, what outcome is being 
protected, what consequence is reversible, and whose perspective remains absent. The aim is not to 
withhold expertise but to use expertise in a way that gradually strengthens the mentee’s capacity to 
think without the mentor. 

Progressive responsibility is equally important. Schools sometimes claim to distribute leadership 
while assigning emerging leaders tasks with responsibility but little genuine judgment: organizing 
an event, collecting data, checking documentation or communicating decisions already made 
elsewhere. These activities may develop coordination, but they do little to cultivate leadership craft. 
Aspiring leaders need bounded but consequential problems for which they must diagnose, decide, 
communicate, adjust and account for results. The scale of responsibility can increase as judgment 
becomes more reliable. 

This approach also changes how mistakes are treated. If every unsuccessful intervention threatens a 
leader’s reputation, people learn to protect themselves rather than investigate their practice. Yet an 
environment in which all mistakes are normalized can become equally irresponsible. Development 
requires accountable experimentation: enough psychological and professional safety to surface 
error, combined with sufficiently high standards to examine why it occurred and what must change. 
The question is not whether leaders will make mistakes; complex work makes that inevitable. The 
question is whether the institution converts mistakes into better future judgment or merely into 
private embarrassment and organizational amnesia. 
 

Senior leaders have a particular responsibility here 
because their behaviour establishes what 
professional learning means.  
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If they ask teachers to receive feedback but rarely invite feedback on their own decisions, 
reflection becomes a requirement imposed downward. If principals expect 
experimentation from departments while publicly defending every leadership initiative, 
staff learn that vulnerability has rank. Leadership development becomes credible when 
the people with the greatest authority remain visibly engaged in improving their own 
practice. 

The objective is not to create leaders who endlessly analyse themselves and become hesitant to act. 
Reflection without action can become another form of avoidance. The goal is better calibrated 
action: leaders who can move decisively when the situation warrants it because they have 
developed stronger ways of seeing, testing and revising their judgment. 

Schools that take leadership craft seriously should therefore ask a different question about 
professional development. Instead of asking how many leadership courses a person has completed, 
they should ask what kinds of decisions that person has learned to make, what feedback they have 
received, which assumptions they have revised, what increasingly complex responsibility they have 
carried, and whether the quality of their judgment has demonstrably matured. 

That is how leadership development begins to resemble the profession it is supposed to prepare 
people for. 
 
 

Conclusion: The Leader as a Practising 
Professional  
Future-ready school leadership will not be secured by discovering a new catalogue of traits. Schools 
do need leaders who are courageous, empathetic, reflective, resilient and ethically grounded, but 
those qualities become meaningful only through the decisions leaders make when circumstances are 
ambiguous, interests compete and consequences cannot be known in advance. Leadership quality is 
therefore better understood through practice: what leaders notice, how they interpret what they see, 
which evidence they trust, how proportionately they intervene, how they work with others and 
whether experience actually improves their judgment. 

This perspective also changes what it means to become an experienced leader. Longevity in a role is 
not the same as expertise. Experience becomes professionally valuable when it remains open to 
examination. Leaders mature when they become better able to distinguish symptoms from causes, 
recognize patterns without becoming imprisoned by precedent, remain close to teaching and 
learning without micromanaging it, and make decisions without confusing decisiveness with speed. 
They also learn that institutional authority has limits.  
 

Sustainable improvement depends on whether people 
regard leadership as sufficiently competent, fair and 
credible to bring difficult information forward rather 
than merely comply with instructions. 

 
The craft perspective is especially important because the environment in which school leaders now 
work is becoming more demanding. Artificial intelligence, changing curriculum expectations, 
workforce pressures, increasingly diverse communities, accountability demands and rapidly shifting 
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educational technologies expand the number of decisions leaders are expected to make while 
reducing the shelf life of many familiar solutions. Under these conditions, a static repertoire is 
inadequate. Leaders need the capacity to continue learning from the institutions they lead. 

That learning should be visible in practice. A leader who improves over time should become more 
perceptive about weak signals, more disciplined about diagnosis, more proportionate in intervention 
and more comfortable distinguishing what requires action from what requires patience. Their 
relationships should become strong enough to support candour rather than merely harmony. Their 
instructional attention should become sharper, allowing them to ask better questions about student 
learning without reducing professional practice to compliance. Their leadership should also become 
less dependent on their own presence as they create conditions in which other people develop 
judgment and responsibility. 

This is why leadership development needs to move beyond periodic courses and competency 
inventories. School systems should create deliberate pathways through which aspiring and 
practising leaders engage with consequential problems, observe expert reasoning, undertake 
progressively demanding responsibility, receive precise feedback and revisit their own decisions.  
 

Mentoring, shadowing, case calibration, decision 
journals, after-action reviews and supervised 
leadership projects are valuable not because they 
constitute another programme, but because they 
make leadership practice available for examination. 
The essential shift is from learning about leadership 
to learning through leadership. 

 
The Leadership Practice Cycle developed in this article—Notice, Interpret, Decide, Act, Examine, 
Refine—offers one way of making that learning more deliberate. Its purpose is not to convert 
leadership into a formula. Complex institutions resist formulas. Instead, it makes visible the 
reasoning that often disappears between a problem and an intervention. Over time, repeatedly 
examining that reasoning can help leaders recognize their own characteristic tendencies: where they 
overreact, where they hesitate, which evidence they privilege, whose voices they overlook and 
which kinds of problems repeatedly distort their judgment. 

There is also an ethical dimension to treating leadership as craft. Leaders shape more than systems. 
Their decisions alter teachers’ working lives, students’ opportunities, institutional cultures and 
communities’ trust in education. Improving leadership judgment is therefore not primarily a project 
of personal advancement. It is a professional obligation because the consequences of poor judgment 
are distributed across people who may have had little influence over the decision itself. 

The question future school leaders should continue asking is not simply whether they possess the 
right qualities or whether they have accumulated enough experience. It is whether their practice is 
becoming more discerning: Are they seeing more accurately, judging more carefully, acting 
more proportionately, learning more honestly and leaving greater capability behind them? 

That is the difference between occupying leadership and developing the craft of leading. 
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Further Reading..  
Donald A. Schön — The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action. Schön 
provides one of the most important intellectual foundations for thinking about leadership as 
professional craft. He challenges the assumption that complex practitioners simply apply technical 
knowledge to clearly defined problems and instead examines how professionals interpret 
ambiguous situations, respond while action is unfolding, and learn through reflection on their own 
practice. His distinction between reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action is especially valuable 
for leaders who want experience to become expertise rather than routine. 

Viviane Robinson — Student-Centered Leadership. Robinson keeps educational leadership 
anchored to its central purpose: improving the conditions for teaching and learning. Rather than 
treating leadership effectiveness as a matter of personality or generic management competence, she 
examines leadership practices through their relationship with student outcomes and teacher 
learning. The book is particularly useful for leaders seeking to remain intellectually close to the 
instructional core while avoiding the temptation to micromanage professional practice. 

Chris Argyris and Donald A. Schön — Organizational Learning II: Theory, Method, and 
Practice. Argyris and Schön examine how individuals and organizations learn, defend existing 
assumptions, and sometimes become remarkably skilled at avoiding the very information that 
would require them to change. Their work on theories-in-use, defensive routines and organizational 
inquiry is valuable for school leaders because improvement depends not only on introducing better 
practices but on developing institutions capable of questioning the assumptions beneath existing 
ones. 

James P. Spillane — Distributed Leadership. Spillane moves leadership away from an exclusive 
focus on the individual at the top of the organizational chart and examines how leadership practice 
emerges through interactions among people, situations and organizational tools. His perspective is 
especially relevant for schools seeking to develop leadership capability across teams rather than 
creating institutions that remain dependent on one unusually capable principal. 
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Anthony S. Bryk and Barbara Schneider — Trust in Schools: A Core Resource for 
Improvement. Bryk and Schneider demonstrate why relational trust is not merely a desirable 
feature of school climate but an important organizational resource for improvement. Their analysis 
of respect, competence, personal regard and integrity provides a useful foundation for the idea of 
relational credibility developed in this article. For leaders, the book raises a demanding question: 
do institutional relationships make it easier or harder for difficult information to be spoken and 
acted upon? 

Ronald A. Heifetz, Alexander Grashow and Marty Linsky — The Practice of Adaptive 
Leadership. This book provides a practical account of leadership when challenges cannot be 
resolved through expertise or authority alone. Its distinction between technical and adaptive work, 
emphasis on diagnosis, and attention to experimentation and stakeholder loss are especially relevant 
to leaders operating in conditions of uncertainty. It also reinforces an important argument of this 
article: leadership expertise begins with correctly understanding the work before selecting the 
intervention. 

These books shift attention away from leadership as charisma, personality or positional authority 
and toward professional judgment, organizational learning, instructional purpose, relational 
trust and disciplined practice. They also support the broader proposition developed throughout 
this article: leaders become better not simply by acquiring more leadership knowledge, but by 
learning to examine—and progressively improve—the way they actually lead. 

 

Continue the Conversation 

 
The ideas explored in this article form the foundation of my 
professional-learning masterclass, Leadership as Craft: 
Developing Judgment for Future-Ready Schools. 

The facilitated masterclass works with school and system 
leaders to strengthen professional noticing, diagnostic 
judgment, instructional attentiveness, relational credibility 
and reflective leadership practice. 

Schools, leadership teams and education systems 
interested in a facilitated masterclass, leadership 
consultation or professional-learning partnership can 
connect with me through Café Learning. 
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questions you want to take into a facilitated masterclass.

This public edition will help you

01

Distinguish leadership traits from the professional capacities through which leadership is actually practised.

02

Use the Leadership Practice Cycle to make noticing, interpretation, decision-making and reflection more visible.

03

Recognize the role of instructional attentiveness, relational credibility and proportionate judgment.

04

Identify the practice conditions that help emerging and experienced leaders improve their craft.
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THE LEADERSHIP LANDSCAPE

Leadership matters - and the work is increasingly complex

Research shows that principals influence learning, teacher conditions and school climate. The challenge is not
whether leadership matters, but how leaders continue improving under pressure.

A leadership role does not automatically produce leadership expertise.

Evidence shaping the leadership conversation

68% of principals across OECD systems reported
excessive administrative work as a major
source of stress.

OECD, TALIS 2024 / 2026

86% of teachers across TALIS systems agreed that
their principal has good professional
relationships with staff.

OECD, TALIS 2024

219 studies were synthesized in a major review of
how principals affect students and schools.

Grissom, Egalite & Lindsay, 2021

2.9 monthsestimated additional annual math learning
when replacing a below-average principal with
an above-average one; 2.7 months in reading.

Grissom, Egalite & Lindsay, 2021

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING MATTERS

A synthesis of research on principal preparation and development found that high-quality learning experiences are associated with positive
outcomes for principals, teachers and students - including stronger leadership practice, teacher retention and student achievement.

Source: Darling-Hammond, Wechsler, Levin, Leung-Gagné & Tozer, 2022.

THE LEADERSHIP IMPLICATION

Leadership development cannot stop at traits, courses or years served. Leaders need repeated opportunities to notice more accurately,
test interpretations, make proportionate decisions, receive feedback and learn from consequences.
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LEADERSHIP AS CRAFT

What future-ready leaders must learn to practise
Leadership qualities matter, but they become meaningful only when translated into judgment in context.

Perceptiveness

Notice patterns, discrepancies, weak signals and what formal
data misses.

Seeing before solving

Proportionate Judgment

Match the scale, timing and reversibility of the response to the
problem.

Choose the right response - not the largest one

Instructional Attentiveness

Stay intellectually close to teaching, curriculum and student
learning without micromanaging.

Remain anchored to the learning core

Relational Credibility

Build trust through competence, candour, consistency of
principle and fair reasoning.

Become believable, not merely authoritative

CRAFT CHANGES THE DEVELOPMENT QUESTION

Instead of asking only “What kind of leader am I?”, ask: “What am I becoming better
able to notice, judge and do?”

Professional expertise grows when perception, judgment, relationships and instructional purpose remain connected.
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THE LEADERSHIP PRACTICE CYCLE

From experience to expertise
A practical cycle for making leadership reasoning visible - and therefore improvable.

LEADERSHIP
AS REFLECTIVE

PRACTICE

NOTICE

What is actually happening?

INTERPRET

What else could explain it?

DECIDE

What response fits the evidence?

ACT

How will the decision travel through the
system?

EXAMINE

What changed - and what did not?

REFINE

What should be adjusted, stopped or
strengthened?

The cycle is not a mechanical formula. Its value lies in slowing down the reasoning that often disappears between noticing a problem and
responding to it.

Figure 1. The Leadership Practice Cycle. Conceptualized by Javeria Rana.
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TRAINABLE LEADERSHIP CAPACITIES

Move from trait labels to deliberate practice
Courage, empathy, humility and decisiveness matter. The developmental question is how they become
observable, improvable professional capacities.

Traits describe desirable qualities. Capacities describe what leaders can learn to do better.

01
Perceptiveness

Learning walks • student-work reviews • shadowing • triangulation

02
Judgment

Case analysis • decision journals • scenarios • post-decision review

03
Reflective humility

Coaching • critical-friend dialogue • after-action review

04
Relational courage

Role rehearsal • feedback protocols • mentoring

05
Instructional curiosity

Curriculum review • inquiry • observation • collaborative analysis

06
Developmental leadership

Delegated projects • mentoring • progressive responsibility •
succession

DEVELOPMENT PRINCIPLE

Leadership development should look more like apprenticeship than personality training: study strong practice, attempt consequential work,
receive precise feedback, examine decisions and assume progressively greater responsibility.
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DECISION ARCHITECTURE

Intervene. Experiment. Wait.
A practical test for choosing a response that is proportionate to uncertainty, reversibility and organizational
capacity.

INTERVENE

Evidence is sufficiently strong, the problem is
consequential, and delay creates additional cost.

EXPERIMENT

Uncertainty is meaningful but the decision is
reversible enough to test safely on a bounded
scale.

WAIT

Evidence is still weak, the problem is not yet
urgent, or the organization cannot responsibly
absorb the change.

LEADERSHIP QUESTION INTERVENE EXPERIMENT WAIT

Evidence Pattern is clear enough to justify action Enough to frame a hypothesis Too incomplete for a responsible
commitment

Reversibility Action is necessary despite cost Pilot can be stopped or adapted Premature action could create avoidable
harm

Timing Delay worsens the problem Learning now is more valuable than
certainty later More evidence or capacity is worth the time

Leadership move Clarify direction + ownership Set boundaries + feedback +
stop/adapt/scale rules

Name what is being watched + when it will
be revisited

Main risk Overreach or implementation overload Pilot theatre without disciplined learning Avoidance disguised as patience

DECISION QUESTION

What is the smallest intervention capable of producing meaningful improvement - and what
evidence would tell us to stop, adapt or escalate?
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LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

Five moves for developing leadership craft

The aim is not to produce leaders who know more leadership language. It is to create practice environments
in which judgment can mature.

01

CASE CALIBRATION

Compare how different leaders frame the same ambiguous case.

What did you notice first - and what did someone else notice that you missed?

02

SHADOWING WITH INTERPRETATION

Make expert reasoning visible after meetings, observations and decisions.

Why was one issue pursued, another paused, and a question used instead of an instruction?

03

DECISION REVIEWS

Examine the reasoning that preceded a significant choice - not only whether the initiative “worked.”

Which assumption was right, which was wrong, and what did the system teach us?

04

MENTORING THROUGH QUESTIONS

Use expertise to strengthen the mentee’s reasoning rather than create advice dependency.

What evidence supports the diagnosis? What alternative explanation remains plausible?

05

PROGRESSIVE RESPONSIBILITY

Give emerging leaders bounded but consequential work with real judgment and accountability.

What increasingly complex responsibility is this person now ready to carry?

© 2026 Javeria Rana and Cafe Learning. Personal professional-learning use only. www.cafelearning.org



CAFE LEARNING / MASTERCLASS BRIEF 09

LEADERSHIP STRESS TEST

Questions that reveal whether leadership practice is
learning
These are public conversation starters - not the full diagnostic used in the facilitated masterclass.

SEEING

Where are we treating interpretation as fact?
What evidence would make us change our diagnosis?
Whose view is still missing?

JUDGMENT

Is our response larger than the evidence warrants?
What is reversible - and what is not?
What are we asking the organization to stop doing?

CREDIBILITY

Can inconvenient evidence travel upward?
Do people understand the reasoning behind difficult decisions?
What happens here when leaders admit error?

DEVELOPMENT

What consequential decisions are emerging leaders learning to
make?
How is feedback changing later practice?
Where are senior leaders still centralizing judgment?

The strongest leadership cultures are not those in which leaders appear certain. They are those in
which reasoning can be examined, challenged and improved without weakening responsibility.

PUBLIC-EDITION NOTE • In the full masterclass, these questions are used with contextual cases, leadership evidence, calibration activities and decision-review protocols.

© 2026 Javeria Rana and Cafe Learning. Personal professional-learning use only. www.cafelearning.org



CAFE LEARNING / MASTERCLASS BRIEF 10

THE LEADERSHIP PRACTICE CANVAS

Make reasoning visible before action becomes routine

A simple canvas for slowing down consequential decisions without turning leadership into bureaucracy.

NOTICE

What is actually happening - and what are we merely assuming?

INTERPRET

What competing explanations remain plausible?

DECIDE

What outcome matters, and what response is proportionate?

ACT

Who needs to understand the reasoning, and where is discretion
needed?

EXAMINE

What changed, what did not, and who experienced the decision
differently?

REFINE

What should be stopped, adapted, strengthened or carried
forward?

PURPOSE

What are we trying
to protect or improve?

FACILITATION PROMPT • Which stage of our reasoning is strongest - and where are we most likely to distort, rush or defend?
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FROM INSIGHT TO IMPLEMENTATION

What the facilitated masterclass enables
The public brief names the practice problem. The full experience helps leadership teams rehearse, calibrate
and apply better judgment in context.

01

CALIBRATE

Compare how leaders notice,
frame and interpret the same case.

02

REHEARSE

Practise difficult conversations,
proportionality and decision
reasoning before stakes are

highest.

03

APPLY

Use the cycle and canvas on a live
leadership challenge from the

school or system.

04

LEARN

Review effects, assumptions and
unintended consequences before

adapting future practice.

The masterclass is designed for

School principals and academic leaders

Leadership and curriculum teams

School networks and education systems

Organizations developing leadership pipelines

BRING THE
MASTERCLASS

TO YOUR SCHOOL
OR SYSTEM

Facilitated learning • contextual cases • leadership diagnostics •
implementation support

BOOK A CONVERSATION

A future-ready leadership culture is not one in which leaders always know the answer. It is one
in which leaders become progressively better at seeing, judging, acting and learning.

www.cafelearning.org • info@cafelearning.org
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ATTRIBUTION

The Leadership Practice Cycle and the trainable-capacities synthesis in this brief are author-developed applications by Javeria Rana, informed by the scholarship
cited above. They are presented as professional-learning tools, not as validated psychometric instruments.

CONTINUE WITH CAFE LEARNING Facilitated masterclass • leadership consultation • professional-learning partnership

www.cafelearning.org / info@cafelearning.org
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