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Abstract


This paper describes the structure and social justice orientation of Gonzaga University’s Leadership Formation Program.  Highlighting the virtual school district and complex case study approach used in the program, the paper details three pedagogical practices central to preparing leaders to engage the issues of social justice.  Lastly, a movement approach to confronting issues of social justice and taking action underscores the program’s mandate that justice demands transforming the system.

Preparing School Leaders to Ensure Equity and Work Toward Social Justice

Prologue

There is a parable told, now quite famous within social justice circles: 

Once upon a time there was a town that was built just beyond the bend of a large river.  One day some of the children from the town were playing beside the river when they noticed three bodies floating in the water.  They ran for help and the townsfolk quickly pulled the bodies out of the river.


One body was dead so they buried it.  One was alive, but quite ill, so they put that person into the hospital.  The third turned out to be a healthy child, who they then placed with a family who cared for it and took it to school.


From that day on, every day a number of bodies came floating down the river and, every day, the good people of the town would pull them out and tend to them – taking the sick to hospitals, placing the children with families, and burying those who were dead.


This went on for years; each day brought its quota of bodies, and the townsfolk not only came to expect a number of bodies each day but also worked at developing more elaborate systems for picking them out of the river and tending to them.  Some of the townsfolk became quite generous in tending to these bodies and a few extraordinary ones even gave up their jobs so that they could tend to this concern full-time.  And the town itself felt a certain healthy pride in its generosity.


However, during all these years and despite all that generosity and effort, nobody thought to go up the river, beyond the bend that hid from their sight what was above them, and find out why, daily, those bodies came floating down the river (Rolheiser, 1999, p. 168).

Charity and Social Justice


The parable offers a pedagogical frame for social justice.  It highlights, in a rather simple way, the difference between charity and social justice.  Charity responds to the homeless, wounded, and dead bodies, but does not, of itself, try to get at the reasons why they are there.  Social justice travels up the river to discover and change the reasons that create the homeless, the wounded, and the dead.  Social justice looks at the system so as to name and change those structural things that account for the fact that some are unduly penalized even as others are unduly privileged.  Social justice has to do with issues such as poverty, inequality, racism, sexism, and other structural impediments that prevent full and equal participation of all groups.  In an educational context, charity is about giving hungry school children healthy meals, while justice is about trying to change the system so that no child has excess food while some have none.  Charity is about teaching and treating all with respect, while justice is about trying to get at the deeper roots of racism and classism.  Charity is appeased when one school’s parent association raises significant funds for the school; justice asks why one school can raise so much while so many other schools cannot.


This paper will first describe the structure and social justice orientation of Gonzaga University’s Leadership Formation Program.  Then, highlighting a typical issue in the case study, the article will describe three pedagogical practices central to preparing leaders to engage the issues of social justice.  Lastly, the article will highlight the program’s movement approach to confronting issues of social justice and taking action to transform the educational system.

The Structure of the Program and the Virtual School District

Gonzaga University’s Leadership Formation Program is an innovative, non-traditional graduate program preparing principals, program administrators, and superintendents.  The two-year program is state approved and recognized for its challenging approach to preparing school leaders.  The curriculum is organized using a problem posing (Freire, 1970), case study perspective and incorporates the seven Educational Leadership Constituent Council (ELLC) Standards.  Central to the design of the program is the guiding idea that learning, based on real-life problems, represents a significant alternative to studying blocks of classified knowledge in a strictly organized sequence.  To that end, a web-based, virtual school district has been created; a learning lab for educational leaders.

The Mountain Lakes School District, in the fictitious State of Columbia, serves as the “first job” for the principals, program administrators and superintendents admitted to the program.  The district contains twelve schools, and has an actual school board that meets twice a year at the end of the fall and spring semesters.  In addition, candidates participate in role-playing simulations with “actors” in which they make decisions, and develop the plans and strategies that they believe will “solve” the issue(s) in their school or district.  The outcomes from these simulations are then written into the case study where, more times than not, the rule of unintended consequences usually asserts itself.

This interactive curriculum keeps the learning highly relevant and similar to the method through which many administrators learn in school settings.  This form of learning contributes to the candidate's motivation, encourages active intellectual processes at a challenging cognitive level, enhances the retention and transfer of information, can be modified to meet the needs of individuals and/or small groups, and encourages curiosity and systematic thinking.

Up to twenty candidates are selected each year to participate in the program:  two to three superintendent candidates, two to three program administrators, and the remainder are principal candidates.  The group size is purposely limited to ensure the quality of candidate/faculty interaction.  Candidates participate in the entire first year of the program together; no new candidates are admitted once the cohort is formed.  Rapport and trust is established among candidates as they work together in the cohort.  The entering cohort is divided into simulated "administrative teams" of 10 candidates each.  The teams are made up of principal, program administrator, and superintendent candidates and remain intact throughout the entire first year of the program.  In the team, group and role-specific critical thinking about the case study is encouraged and arguments developed; one idea can be constructively built on another; information can be pooled and strategies laid out for obtaining information from external sources as required.

A five-member faculty team comprised of the university-based program director, one practicing superintendent, one central office administrator, and two principals – one elementary and one high school is responsible for the design of the case study, delivery of instruction and assessment of candidates.  While expert or content area specialists in some aspect of educational administration, the faculty member's role is primarily that of generalist and a facilitator -- not unlike a tutor.  In fact, candidates refer to their instructors as faculty tutors.  These tutors understand the general goals and methods of the formation program and are committed to the core values of social justice and equity, transformational change, collaborative decision-making, leading for learning, and professional community.  They are skilled in managing small-group interaction, problem posing and problem solving, and come with leadership experience and appropriate advanced degrees in education.

The structure of the program is intended to put candidates in the role of learners, critics, and users of knowledge, skills, and dispositions essential to school-based leadership.  In combination, these roles help them dig deeply into the meaning of the ideas and their possible application to the leadership challenges each faces in the case, or will face, in new system-level leadership roles.  In addition, the structure and focus on real-life issues in a safe and supportive space also allows candidates to address the disparity between what one believes and what one sometimes has to do.  

A condensed social justice theme from the Leadership Formation Program’s virtual school district illustrates the program’s structure.  As is the situation in most school urban and suburban school districts, the Mountain Lakes School District has attendance areas where the more affluent families live and those areas where poverty is a way of life.  Diffuse, small, multi-level school scenarios have been written into the unfolding case that continually raise the question of whether certain schools are giving equal encouragement to all students, or whether some groups are more favored than others.  Data about academic tracking and ability grouping suggests certain patterns and trends that seriously contradict candidates’ articulated shared vision about providing powerful and equitable learning for all students in the district.  Principal candidates, in preparing school improvement plans, examine patterns of student achievement and course placement by race, gender, and income.  When brought together across all schools, and in the context of planning for a school board meeting, the results show a clear tendency of district schools to encourage some groups toward college while significant groups of students are left behind.

The Pedagogical Design
The imperative in teaching leadership for social justice requires that tutors in the Leadership Formation Program press their candidates beyond the cognitive exercise of exploring the issues that surround social justice.  Too often, graduate students are exposed to the topic and espouse a commitment to social justice, but the opportunity to test their assumptions and their actions in the face of injustice eludes them.  The use of a complex case scenarios like the one above along with provocative seminars and the intentional practice of a particular set of skill capacities pushes candidates and their tutors into actively grappling with an unjust society and considering the challenges posed for educational leaders today.  The next sections will discuss the three main pedagogical designs of the program.

Seminars
Candidates in the Leadership Formation Program are responsible to lead a seminar on one of the assigned readings for the program, and candidates read all of the assigned materials in preparation for the seminars which occur as a part of each course session.  The reading list for a given cohort includes authors from the extensive list of those posing the questions of social justice in education:  bell hooks Teaching to Transgress; Paulo Freire Pedagogy of the Oppressed; David Tyack and Larry Cuban Tinkering Toward Utopia; Diane Ravitch Left Back; Neil Postman The End of Education; E.D. Hirsch, Jr. The Schools We Need and Why We Don’t Have Them; and others.  The experience of preparing to lead a seminar develops a capacity in candidates to pose thoughtful questions, and to create a space where dialogue can occur.  The seminars often expose conflicted thinking, and always create disequilibrium as candidates grapple with their unexamined assumptions, and struggle to examine divergent ways of thinking.  Faculty tutors press the issues, and inquire into the statements that are offered by candidates throughout the conversation.  Candidates are pressed to reflect on their thinking, and to do the inner work of clarifying their core values as educational leaders.  The seminars and the readings offer the complex backdrop that surrounds social justice and a structure for the curriculum design of the program.  Without the dialogue and the exposure to the breadth of thought, candidates would lack the opportunity to become thoughtful citizens, and would be unable to analyze the forms of social oppression.  Teaching for social justice must encompass key readings on the subject and the critical examination of these readings through seminars.

Critical Skill Capacities
The second pedagogical element is the “leadership disciplines” found in the work of Peter M. Senge (1990).  A fundamental assumption of this program is that people follow people who believe in something and have the ability to achieve results in the service of those beliefs.  The true leaders in schools are those who continue to learn.  The five leadership disciplines make up the five major skill capacities that run through the entire program.  These disciplines are:

· Personal Mastery – learning to expand administrators’ personal capacities to create the results desired and to create an organizational environment that encourages all of its members to develop themselves toward the goals and purposes they choose.

· Mental Models – reflecting upon, continually clarifying, and improving administrators’ internal pictures of the world, and seeing how those images shape actions and decisions.

· Shared Vision – building sense of commitment in a group, by developing shared images of the future, and the principles and guiding practices by which the group chooses to operate.

· Team Learning – transforming conversational and collective thinking skills, so that groups of people can reliably develop intelligence and ability greater than the sum of individual members’ talents.

· Systems Thinking – a way of thinking about, and a language for describing and understanding, the forces and interrelationships that shape the behavior of systems.

In an effort to help candidates understand and manage the dynamic complexity found in school organizations today, members of the cohort develop skill in systems thinking.  They analyze the issues within the case study by adopting a systems perspective, which necessitates the practice of causal-loop diagramming.  These diagrams are graphic representations of systemic structures and consist of one or more feedback loops that are either reinforcing or balancing.  When shared among candidates these diagrams become especially useful in helping to understand the individual and collective thinking about how the system in question works.  By the completion of the first year, candidates are creating relatively sophisticated models of issues/problems so that they move from perceiving events as they occur in isolation to uncovering the underlying structures or relationships that influence the system as a whole.

Within every organization, success is dependent upon peoples’ ability to create and make real goals, hopes, dreams, and aspirations.  Skill in personal mastery involves the individual’s ability to become clear about what they care most about and want to create in their life.  Skills in shared vision involve the ability to help groups or teams come together in a committed way around a common goal or vision.  Throughout the program, candidates are given the opportunity to practice and grow their own personal aspirations.  Similarly, they develop techniques and a deeper understanding for helping groups and teams of people create shared visions.


The health and growth of schools as organizations is also dependent on being able to get at the truth.  If an organization cannot look honestly at current conditions, it is impossible to fashion appropriate strategies for growth.  Mental models is the set of assumptions or mental maps that people use to interpret their world.  Cohort members learn to open up their thinking and to surface the set of assumptions being used by themselves and others in the group.  Simulations and group activities provide the opportunity for them to understand how members can learn together as a team and is the final pedagogical piece. 
Simulations

In the context of the seminar readings and skill competencies, every candidate in the Leadership Formation program is placed in at least one individual and one group simulation as a practicing school administrator.  Candidates not selected for a particular simulation sit in the larger external circle, as observers.  Consider the implications of a novice principal and her superintendent being staged to prepare for a conference with a parent whose child has not been prepared for the college preparatory coursework offered in the high school and has also suffered recurrent racial slurs from classmates.  During the weeks before the simulation, the candidates prepare for the conference, and they anticipate their responses and their actions.  They consider the outcomes that they desire for the meeting.  They do the inner work of examining their core values that surround these issues.  Then, on the appointed class weekend, the parent appears and the simulation begins.  The parent actor has been prepared to place the issues before the acting principal and superintendent.  There is, however, no script for what follows.  The school leaders move through their questions and begin to engage the parent.  The conversation unfolds, and more often than not, the candidates falter as they engage this human interaction in the context of their school district.  They are confronted in real time with the face of injustice.  What has been an intellectual exercise of seminars, skill development, and self-reflection, now becomes an immersion in the current reality of social injustice.  To the degree that the candidate is clear about educational leadership and social justice, the outcome of the conference is likewise measured.  For candidates with muddied thinking, the conference becomes mired in potential mistreatment of the parent.  The candidates cannot escape the exercise untouched, and they begin to recognize their own capacity to do harm.  Also inescapable, is the understanding that it is one thing to espouse a belief in social justice, and quite another to align actions as educational leaders.

What follows each simulation is a debriefing and interaction with all of the candidates in the observational circle.  Interestingly, they each characteristically recognize that it was quite one thing to observe and quite another to be “in the box.”  This simple observation accentuates the very dilemma posed in teaching about leadership for social justice.  For too long, faculty and students have been mere observers of the topic, and real engagement has been rare and elusive.  There is something compelling about confronting social injustice in human terms within the structured pedagogy of simulation.  Faculty tutors provide feedback to the players in the simulation, and the parent actor is pressed to describe her reactions to the conversation as it unfolded.  Observer candidates then query their actor colleagues and the parent, asking them to open up their thinking.  The simulation becomes an arena of active inquiry and open thought.  All of the candidates become players in the drama that has unfolded, and the episode becomes a part of the Mountain Lakes School District and their work as a practicing team of administrators.   The debriefing takes as much as an hour, and then is revisited in the next administrative team meeting as part of the real work of the school district.  Of equal importance to what has transpired in the simulation, is what the administrative team plans as next steps.  Is it a reactive-responsive orientation?  Or, will they assume a proactive stance?  How deeply will they understand the injustice that they have encountered, and what will they do as educational leaders?  The depth of their reasoning and their core values as a team will become evident in what happens next.

Moving Upriver:  A Movement Approach

Two years ago one of the cohorts in the Leadership Formation Program came to the conclusion that they really did not understand the issues of race and equity as it related to their stated vision of providing a powerful education for all children.  The case study data was clear that practices within the Mountain Lakes School District were favoring some groups over others.  They struggled with themselves and with their direction as an administrative team; they would attempt to make progress only to find themselves without core agreements about how best to proceed.  Candidates initiated a session with a diverse set of leaders in the community to explore their experiences in school systems, and to inquire about the implications for educational leadership.  They confronted their tenuousness about engaging people different from themselves, and the politically correct barriers that prevented them from truly engaging one another and from making progress toward social justice.  They examined their racism and bias and developed a sense that their leadership of the district had to be measured through their ability to authentically engage injustice while aspiring for socially just schools.  


Reflecting on that cohort and how they had courageously spoken, shared, recognized, and embraced their own truth, it become clear that the group had experienced a “divided no more” moment.  “Divided No More” is a deceptively simple and profoundly powerful article by Parker J. Palmer (1992) that captures the Leadership Formation Program’s mandate:  To lead in a socially just way one must move “upriver” to first understand and then change the structure of the system.  Palmer describes the movement approach to educational change as unfolding in four stages.  Movements begin when people deicide to stop living divided lives; when the burden of thinking one way and acting another becomes intolerable and one is forced to bring their values and their actions into congruence.  The movement reaches a second stage when people who have decided to live divided no more, discover each other and enter into relationships of mutual encouragement and support.  When these Leadership Formation Program candidates proclaimed that they could no longer tolerate being responsible for a school system that tracked some students away from opportunity, a community of mutual support and truth telling was created.


In the third stage of a movement, people start to translate their private concerns into public issues.  Such was the case for these candidates.  They brought to the school board of their virtual school district the hard facts as to the inadequacy of the district’s approach to providing powerful and equitable education for all children.  The private concerns of these school and district leaders became a public issue.  Palmer describes the fourth and final stage of movements as when they return to intersect with organizations.  Aware leaders leverage changes in daily practice; small changes in the structure that begins to transform the system.  These candidates began to explore ways that they and others could begin to close the gap between the values they espoused as educators and the practices their Mountain Lakes School District schools employed to sift and sort students.

Epilogue

Through involvement in the Leadership Formation Program, one critical social justice issue administrative candidates cannot avoid is the denial of access for minority children and children of poverty to rigorous curriculum and preparation for college.  Candidates come to understand that the structure of schools and the belief systems of the adults who work in those schools create the barriers that continue to make social justice elusive for children and their families.  Through the use of seminar readings, rigorous coaching of specific skill capacities, and case study simulations, the faculty in the program engage candidates to understand their roles as educational leaders, and to work as activists for social justice in our society.  The dynamics of the course structure offers an effective pedagogy for teaching educational leaders that the answer does not lie “out there” but, rather “inside” and that individuals committed collectively to reduce injustice can be a powerful force.  The Leadership Formation Program creates spaces and opportunities for future leaders to move from acting charitably to taking action in a socially just manner.
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