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Leadership is like beauty –
It’s hard to define

but you know it when you see it
Warren Bennis

In the educational climate of recent decades, there have been increased de-
mands for greater accountability, along with standards and outcomes-based re-
form measures1. These changing policy landscapes of education have culminated
in a changing profile of school leadership in many countries2. In fact, in this situ-
ation of high expectations of each country’s educational provision, those leading
schools have an enormous responsibility and school leadership has become in-
creasingly important to the work of schools. In this sense, Fullan concludes that
«effective school leaders are key to large-scale, sustainable education reform»3.

Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach4 state that over the last century a great deal
has been learnt about leadership. In line with that, there has been an explosion
of knowledge creation in the field of educational leadership and management
(EDLM) across the globe5. Generally speaking, analyses of the literature in
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EDLM have found that the vast majority of published sources of knowledge
come from a limited set of English-speaking, largely Western, Anglo-Ameri-
can societies. In Italy, the discourse on educational leadership is still at an ar-
guably early stage. In fact, albeit the attempts are recent, many Italian studies
of school leadership are very limited in the international educational leadership
field, while there is not an established field of study at a national level6. At the
same time, given the current Italian educational reform process, school leaders
are experiencing an increased workload: they are subject to demands, not only
from the education authorities, but also from other quarters, such as parents and
the whole community7.

Many broad-based studies conducted in recent years to examine factors
influencing school success have indicated that school quality largely depends
on the school leaders and what on they do. In this sense, the essential role of
the leaders in successful schools along with their influence in the process
of school improvement have been investigated extensively8 and the essen-
tial role they play in cultivating shared leadership well recognized. In fact,
the quality of school principals can make a real difference in the classrooms.
For example, research shows that leadership is second only to teaching among
school-related factors as an influence on learning 9. Second, school leaders,
particularly principals, have a pivotal role in setting direction, creating a posi-
tive school culture (including a proactive school mindset), in supporting and
enhancing staff motivation, and in influencing teacher quality, relationships,
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and the commitment needed to foster improvement and to promote school suc-
cess10.

The guiding assumption of this article is the idea that leadership is one of
those concepts that are very hard to define11. For example, Bennis12 estimated
at least 650 definitions of leadership in literature, while Stodgill affirmed that
«there are almost as many different definitions of leadership as there are per-
sons who have attempted to define the concept»13. Despite this variety of
meanings, Kruse has defined leadership as «a process of social influence,
which maximizes the efforts of others, towards the achievement of a goal»14. In
an educational context, therefore, school leadership can refer to «the work of
mobilizing and influencing others to articulate and achieve the school’s shared
intentions and goals»15. In this respect, I work with Hoerr’s definition that
«leadership is about relationships»16 and therefore focusing on what can be
done to unearth the potential of all educators in order to improve schools and
student success.

The grown of importance of school leadership has been accompanied by
theory development17. In line with that, there has been also some level of
awareness among scholars regarding the fact that the special characteristics of
education and schools should be taken into account when considering leader-
ship in the educational sector. This helped educational researchers to develop
specific leadership models that are applicable to schools, particularly within the
last few decades.

Given this premise, by reviewing the theoretical and empirical literature on
school leadership, the purpose of this article is to present current leadership
models in educational research and to review recent writing on leadership mod-
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els in the attempt to make a contribution to the development of this research
field in Italy. The theoretical models I will present in the following sections
have been extensively discussed and implemented, in the research literature.
For each prominent model, I have decided to briefly provide general informa-
tion, such as the development and the content, in order to get the reader/scholar
to engage personally and collectively. The list I will present in the following
sections is not exhaustive, but it is mainly based upon my previous work in the
field18.

Distributed Leadership

Contemporary leadership literature has produced some major developments
in the reconceptualization of educational leadership for successful school re-
form. The kind of learning environment that is here being highlighted requires
a school leader to clearly articulate the vision and create a sense of mission.
This purpose requires a collaborative stance: individualism is a non-starter and
school leaders need to empower others to carry out that mission19.

Within this context, leadership is now associated with concepts such as em-
powerment, transformation, and community building. The literature now talks
of leadership capacity which implies a broad-based, skilful participation in the
work of leadership. Within this scenario, leadership no longer refers only to tit-
ular or officially designated leaders, but can be distributed among the members
of the school community20. In this sense, distributed leadership is best under-
stood as «practice distributed over leaders, followers and their situation and in-
corporated the activities of multiples groups of individuals»21.
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segnamento», 15 (2017), pp. 127-136.

19 F. Crowther, S.S. Kaagan, M. Ferguson, L. Hann, Developing teacher leaders: how
teacher leadership enhances school success, Thousand Oaks, Corwin Press, 2002; D.B. Reeves,
Transforming professional development into student results, Alexandria, Association for Super-
vision and Curriculum Development, 2010.
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istration & Leadership», 41 (2013), pp. 545-554.

21 J. Spillane, Distributed leadership, San Francisco, Jossey-Bass, 2006, p. 12.



Bennett and his colleagues22 developed a generalized conceptual framework
that defines distributed leadership as a collective leadership practice which in-
volves people with essential expertise; they generalized that the process of dis-
tributing leadership is an emergent property resulting from interaction among
people in schools. Harris23 and Lashway24 argued that everyone in an organiza-
tion has some influence and principals need to rely on teachers with expertise
in order to lead schools effectively. In this sense, the nature of distributed lead-
ership as a theory criticizes the hierarchical design of leadership and suggests
the involvement of all personnel in the decision-making process. In addition,
distributed leadership is now considered as the instrument to implement change
and innovation25.

Based on her experience on schools in the UK, Harris26 suggested three
reasons to explain the widespread interest of distributed leadership within the
research community:

1) the descriptive power of the concept which captures the forms of prac-
tice implicit in professional learning communities and communities of practice;

2) its representational power in the fact that obsolete organizational struc-
tures of school simply do not fit the requirement of learning in 21th century;

3) its normative power: the growth of what Gronn27 termed ‘greedy work’
in schools has required leadership to be actively shared within all the school
members.

Given these premises, the ability to lead is dependent on others and the re-
lationships or networks leaders cultivate28. This requires a new inclusive mind-
set which allows everyone to feel included, acknowledged, seen as worthwhile,
able to contribute, give, learn, and grow. As Sergiovanni notes “empowerment
derives its full strength from being linked to purposing: everyone is free to do
what makes sense, as long as people’s decisions embody the values shared by
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dence, London, Routledge, 2009.
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the school community. When empowerment is understood in this light, the em-
phasis shifts away from discretion needed to function and toward one’s respon-
sibility to the community”29. In this sense, distributed leadership is primarily
concerned with mobilizing leadership expertise at all levels in the organizations
to generate more opportunities for change. To sum it up,

«Distributed leadership is concerned with building the capacity to innovate
and change;
Distributed leadership is inclusive and implied broad involvement in lead-
ership practise;
Distributed leadership does not mean everybody leads but rather everyone
has the potential to lead, at some time, depending on expertise and experi-
ence;
Distributed leadership occurs in various patterns – there is no overall blue-
print- it depends on the context, but it requires planning and alignment;
Distributed leadership requires high levels of trust and reciprocal learning»30.

Teacher Leadership

The idea of distributing leadership functions, actions, and responsibilities to
school personnel has led to a substantial body of research focusing on the ques-
tion of how teachers might demonstrate leadership in schools. The concept of
the teacher as leader has been the subject of growing interest within the educa-
tional literature over past few years. In this sense, the development of the
teacher leadership model was primarily based on the research of North Ameri-
can scholars in the 1990s. Later, during the 2000s, it became a prominent topic
in the UK and in Europe as well31.

Teachers as leaders are considered as agents of change. In fact, effective
educational change is dependent on the exercise of appropriate leadership
roles. In this sense, Crowther, Kaagar, and Hann define teacher leadership and
its contribution as «action that transforms teaching and learning in schools, that
ties schools and communities together on behalf of learning… teacher leader-
ship facilitates principled action to achieve whole-school success»32.
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29 T. Sergiovanni, Leadership as stewardship: “who’s Serving who?”, in The Jossey-Bass
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30 A. Harris, Distributed leadership matters, Thousand Oaks, Corwin Press, 2014, p. 41.
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ture, in «Leading and Managing», 10 (2004), pp. 1-9.
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Crippen33 writes that once one assumes the mantle of teacher, one becomes
a leader in the classroom and then in the school and learning community. How-
ever, it is very challenging to view teachers as leaders with the clear demarca-
tion of roles and responsibilities within the hierarchical school system. In con-
trast to much of the traditional leadership literature, the main idea here is that
leadership is not vested in one person who is assigned to a formal position of
power or authority, but rather it is seen as a potential capacity of both teachers
and heads of schools34.

Katzenmeyer and Moller define teacher leaders as: «teachers who are lead-
ers within and beyond the classroom, identify with and contribute to a commu-
nity of teacher learners and leaders, and influence others towards improved ed-
ucational practice»35. In addition, those identified as teacher leaders are not on-
ly respected by peers but are perceived as teachers who volunteer and accept
responsibility for tasks. The term ‘teacher leader’ implies an active and respon-
sible role that exceeds the level of the individual teachers acting in his or her
classroom, adding activities related to influencing and inspiring colleagues and
the school as whole36.

Hence, the opportunities for exercising leadership are not limited to hierar-
chical and structural positions, but rather this view reflects the idea that every
person, in one way or another, can demonstrate leadership. However, this does
not mean that everyone is a leader, rather everyone has leadership potentialities
and has the right, responsibility and capability to be a leader. This view seems
particularly meaningful in empowering teachers to become involved in the de-
cision-making process and to actively participate in the life of the school.

Instructional leadership

The instructional leadership theory is one of the most commonly studied
types of leadership in educational leadership37. The research on the instruction-
al leadership model has been extensive and global in scope. In fact, important
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33 C. Crippen, The democratic school: First to serve, then to lead, in «The Canadian Jour-
nal of Educational Administration and Policy», 47 (2005), pp. 1-17.
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dam University Press, 2014.
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contributions have been made by researchers in the North America, Europe and
Asia38.

The common theme that emerged from these studies (mainly based in the
USA) was that an effective leader was a type of leader who paid considerable
attention to the teaching and learning aspects of schools. Within this lineage of
research, the most cited instructional leadership model in the literature has been
the one developed by Hallinger and Murphy39. This model defined instruction-
al leadership through three dimensions:

1) Defining the school mission requires principals to frame and communi-
cate the school’s goals;

2) Managing the instructional program suggests that principal has a pivotal
role in the coordination and control of instruction and curriculum. This dimen-
sion incorporates three leadership functions: supervising and evaluating in-
struction, coordinating the curriculum, and monitoring student progress;

3) Promoting a positive school learning climate includes principals’ efforts
to protect instructional time, provide incentives for teachers and learning, pro-
mote professional development, develop and enforce academic standards, and
maintain high visibility. From this definition, it can be argued that the earlier un-
derstanding of instructional leadership was mostly principal-centered40. Hence,
the limitations of this model became increasingly apparent and a more demo-
cratic understanding of instructional leadership has started to appear in recent
literature. For example, Hallinger notes that «the instructional leadership has re-
cently reincarnated as a global phenomenon in the form of “leadership for learn-
ing”»41, which is considered as a more distributed school leadership model for
21st century school contexts, in contrast to a solo model of instruction leadership.

Managerial leadership

Leithwood et al. define this model as:
«Managerial leadership assumes that the focus of leaders ought to be on

functions, tasks and behaviours and that if these functions are carried out com-
petently the work of others in the organisation will be facilitated. Most ap-
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38 P. Hallinger, Instructional Leadership and the school principal: a passing fancy that re-
fuses to fade away, in «Leadership and Policy in School», 4 (2005), pp. 1-20.

39 P. Hallinger, J. Murphy, Assessing the instructional management behavior of principals,
in «The Elementary School Journal», 86 (1985), pp. 217-247.

40 T. Bush, D. Glovek, School leadership models: what do we know? cit.
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proaches to managerial leadership also assume that the behaviour of organisa-
tional members is largely rational. Authority and influence are allocated to for-
mal positions in proportion to the status of those positions in the organisational
hierarchy»42.

In this sense, managerial leadership requires the leader to focus on func-
tions, tasks and behaviors. In fact, as Bush43 points out this type of leadership
does not include the concept of vision, which is central to most leadership
models. Hence, the focus of the managerial leadership model is managing ex-
isting activities rather than visioning a better future for the school. The model
may be more visible in countries in which the educational system is central-
ized, since it emphasizes the implementation of practices mandated by higher
external management authorities within the bureaucratic hierarchy.

Transformational Leadership

Transformational leadership is another model that has been overwhelming-
ly used in educational research over the last three decades44. Transformational
leadership, which appeared in the leadership literature in the 1990s, was a reac-
tion to the type of leadership that emphasizes hierarchy and top-down relation-
ships (see transactional leadership45).

The transformational model is most often associated with creating vision,
setting directions, developing staff and curriculum, and involvement with the
external community. For example, Leithwood46 conceptualises transformation-
al leadership along eight dimensions:

• building school vision;
• establishing school goals;
• providing intellectual stimulation;
• offering individualised support;
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42 K. Leithwood, D. Jantzi, R. Steinbach R, Changing leadership for changing times, Buck-
ingham, Open University Press, 1999, p. 14.
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«South African Journal of Education», 27 (2007), pp. 391-406.
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leader controls, at least in part, see for example K.A Leithwood, M.S. Poplin, Transformational
leadership, in «Educational Leadership», 49 (1992), pp. 8-12.

46 K. Leithwood, Leadership for school restructuring, in «Educational Administration», 30
(1994), pp. 498-518.



• modelling best practices and important organisational values;
• demonstrating high performance expectations;
• creating a productive school culture; and • developing structures to foster

participation in school decisions.
According to Moolenaar 47 et al., transformational leadership is positively

associated with schools’ innovative climate and it motivates followers to do
more than they are expected in terms of extra effort and greater productivity.
To follow with, transformational leadership has three basic functions: 1) trans-
formational leaders sincerely serve the needs of others, empower them and in-
spire followers to achieve great success; 2) leaders charismatically lead, set a
vision, instill trust, confidence and pride in working with them; 3) with the in-
tellectual stimulation they offer followers of the same caliber as the leader 48. In
this model, the school becomes less bureaucratic and it functions as its own
transforming agent. Instead of empowering selected individuals, the school be-
comes empowered as a collective unit.

Moral and ethical leadership

This model assumes that the critical focus of leadership ought to be on the
values, beliefs, and ethics of leaders themselves. In fact, good leaders change
organizations, great leaders change the people who are the heart of any organi-
zation and especially of a school community, which is a community of minds49.
And through the change of people leaders can develop an environment that fa-
cilitates learning. Leadership is what teachers implement in their classrooms
when they transmit the passion for teaching a subject. Leadership is about lead-
ing group discussions, encouraging peer-tutoring, planning and motivating the
learning process, clarifying the objectives and encouraging individual effort,
showing appreciation towards the students. Cornesky, author of The Quality
Professor points out that:

«leadership is the most important ingredient for the determination of the
quality of each organization, including the classroom. This faculty, cover-
ing learning or showing love for learning and, at the same time showing re-
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47 N.M. Moolenaar, A.J Daly, P. J.C. Sleegers, Occupying the principal position: examin-
ing relationships between transformational leadership, social network position, and schools’ in-
novative climate, in «Educational Administration Quarterly», 46 (2010), pp. 623-670.

48 P. Castanheira, J.A. Costa, In search of transformational leadership: A (Meta) analysis
focused on the Portuguese reality, in «Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences», 15 (2011), pp.
2012-2015.

49 T.J. Sergiovanni, Building community in schools, San Francisco, Jossey-Bass, 1994.



spect for students as learners, will extend their possibilities and their inter-
est in what they have seen modelled by learning from their coach. The re-
sult is the empowerment and expansion of knowledge»50.

So, leadership increasingly refers to something personal and situational.
For Starrat51 each leader is responsible as a human being, as an administra-

tor and as a citizen: liable for students, teachers or others involved in the school
community. Starrat52 places the reflection on the authenticity of the leader
within a perspective of learning, providing three fundamental principles. First-
ly, authentic leadership cannot be merely conceptualized in terms of interper-
sonal morality. To do this, it has to be pointed out that leadership is exercised
within an institutional context, which is certainly not neutral in terms of struc-
tures and processed. The second point is that leadership does not refer merely
to managerial skills, strategies or techniques: if there is an over focus on these
it could ignore the true meaning of learning. The third point is that leadership
should not be just focused on adults without considering the authenticity of stu-
dents’ learning and the related teaching strategies, resource allocation and re-
porting. In short, authenticity cannot be developed separately from the school
context and social environment. Therefore, it is important the cultural aspect
that students and teachers bring together in each institutional setting.

Servant Leadership

«The great leader is seen as a servant first». This challenging quote, a frag-
ment of the essay The Servant, captures the essence of the concept of servant
leadership53. Through this oxymoron, that is the combination of two seemingly
contradictory terms, servant and leader, Robert Greenleaf questioned the very
nature of leadership with new categories. The old, authoritarian models are
about the power connected to a role, not about the service. Whilst this latter
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50 R.A. Cornesky, The Quality professor: implementing TQM in the classroom, Madison,
Magna Publications,1993, p. 41.
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52 R.L. Starratt, Moral issues in a test-driven accountability agenda: moral challenges for
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concept of power can eventually lead to the productive results you want, it ig-
nores the people, their aspirations and their talents.

Leadership without service is less substantial, more ego-driven and selfish,
instead of being community centered, altruistic, and empathetic. The idea of
Greenleaf years later continues to revolutionize the way we think about the
workplace, overturning old organizational pyramids and placing employees at
the summit. This idea, although not new, is still revolutionary and calls for
more research and further considerations in the field of leadership studies. De-
scribing the traits of the servant leaders, Soderquist54 highlights their capacity
of believing in and feeling responsible for the development of others; their pos-
sibility to share not only the responsibility but also the recognition for success;
their will to build relationships based on mutual respect and trust at all levels;
their particular dedication to care about and look for ways to meet the needs of
everyone they come in contact with. If servant leadership can be considered as
a way of life, then it becomes important what it takes to nurture such a context
where leaders and followers can relate and grow together. In this respect ser-
vant-leadership becomes a guiding philosophy, an institutional model55.

Concluding remarks

The above list is far from being exhaustive and several other models, in-
cluding technology leadership56, strategic leadership57, visionary leadership58,
contingent leadership, political leadership, curriculum leadership, just to name
a few, have also been adopted in educational research. Each of the leadership
models discussed in this article is partial since it provides distinctive but unidi-
mensional perspectives on school leadership59. Sergiovanni adds that much
«leadership theory and practice provide a limited view, dwelling excessively
on some aspects of leadership to the virtual exclusion of others»60. Each model
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54 D. Soderquist, Live Learn Lead to make a difference, Nashville, Countryman, 2006.
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60 T. Sergiovanni, Leadership and excellence in schooling, in «Educational Leadership», 41

(1984), pp. 4-13.



provides clear normative frameworks by which leadership can be understood
but relatively weak empirical support for these constructs. They are also artifi-
cial distinctions, or ‘ideal types’, in that most successful leaders are likely to
embody most or all of these approaches in their work61.

Another point here is that in researching educational leadership, the issue
of context and culture remains an important consideration62. Indeed, much of
the research and literature in the field has broad application; however, it has a
narrowly conceived cultural bias. In fact, the field of educational leadership has
developed along ethnocentric lines, being heavily dominated by Anglo-Ameri-
can paradigms and theories63. Hence, it is clear that a key factor missing from
many debates in educational leadership is the context, that is the societal cul-
ture and its mediating influence on theory, policy and practise. If the aim is to
gain better understanding of school leaders in societies outside the Anglo-
America World, research must be contextualized and take account of culture.

In pursuing research on educational leadership in the Italian context, I there-
fore encourage a cultural and cross-cultural approach as the basis of developing
a comparative dimension to the field. In addition, it is important to focus on the
school as the unit for comparison, to connect leadership to the curriculum, teach-
ing and learning. Furthermore, the need to contextualize leadership highlights de-
ficiencies in modal research methods that focus on mean effect and either ignore
context effect or relegate them to shadow. In this sense, the field of education
leadership needs to refine current research methods that enable researchers to
better study how successful leadership responds and adapts to different context64.

ABSTRACT

In the educational climate of recent decades, recent policy initiatives have been
mainly focused on increasing the autonomy of schools. In this scenario, the study of
educational leadership has gained interest within the research community because of
the widespread belief that the quality of leadership makes an important difference in
improving learning and teaching processes. In Italy, the discourse on educational lead-
ership is arguably at an early stage and it has been characterized by different perspec-
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tives. Given this premise, by reviewing theoretical and empirical literature on educa-
tional leadership, the purpose of this article is to present and discuss the most studied
leadership models in educational research in the attempt to make a contribution to the
development of this research field in Italy.

I recenti orientamenti normativi di Riforma in materia di politica scolastica hanno
dato un nuovo impulso all’autonomia delle istituzioni educative. Nel contesto di tali
cambiamenti, il tema della leadership educativa ha assunto crescente rilevanza nel di-
battito interno alle scienze pedagogiche. La fiorente letteratura internazionale ha dimo-
strato, peraltro, come la leadership educativa rappresenti una componente chiave per lo
sviluppo di ambienti professionali ed organizzativi efficaci per i processi di apprendi-
mento e di insegnamento. In Italia, il recente dibattito e la ricerca sperimentale sulla
leadership educativa sono stati attraversati da prospettive e focus interpretativi diffe-
renti.

Nel tentativo di offrire un contributo atto ad accompagnare lo sviluppo di nuove
aree di ricerca all’interno degli attuali scenari educativi e formativi, l’articolo propone
una sintetica ricognizione della letteratura internazionale utile a chi voglia esplorare
oggi i più attuali, emergenti modelli teorici ed empirici nel campo della ricerca sulla
leadership educativa.
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