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In	the	late	1970’s	an	independent	school	headmaster	was	retiring	after	a	twenty---five	year	
tenure,	one	which	saw	the	traditional	boarding		school		through		the		conservative		and		
homogeneous		1950’s,		the	cultural	revolution	of	the	1960’s,	and	the	financially	challenging	1970’s	
when	his	school	had	moved	to	coeducation.	When	asked	to	reflect	on	his	career,	he	answered	by	
saying	that,	rather	than	look	nostalgically	back,	he	primarily	wanted	to		look		forward:		“When		I		
first		became		headmaster,		my		year	started	in	late	August	when	we	blew	away	the	summer	dust	
and	started	planning	the	year	ahead.	Back	then,	we	ended	in	mid---June,	when	I	locked	my	office	
door	and	went	to	the	Cape	until	late	August.	And	for	the	most	part	school	holidays	and	breaks	
were		mine		as	well.	I	had		an		assistant	headmaster,	a	business	manager,	and	an	academic	dean.	
We	ran	the	whole	thing.	That’s	over	now.	My	successor	is	facing	a	new	deal---------only	four	weeks	off,	
increased	travel	expectations,	non---stop	fund---raising,	and	a	lot	more	complexity.	It	will	be	a	
different	world.”	

“Of	course,”	he	concluded,	“the	pay	should	get	better!”	
	
That	prescient	observation	did	not	delve	into	the	reasons	for	the	current	challenges	in	leading	
an	independent	school,	but	the	implications	inherent	in	his	view	that	future	heads	would	face	
more	demands,	manage	more	complex	systems,	travel	extensively	and—yes—enjoy	
significantly	higher	pay	were	on	target.	Over	the	last	two	decades	of	the	20th	century	and	now	
into	the	21st,	emerging	cultural,	societal	and	economic	trends,	created	forces	that	would	begin	
to	impact	directly	independent	education.	While	these	forces	were	not	necessarily	unique	to	
schools,	each	one	contributed	to	changes	in	the	nature	of	independent	school	culture,	
management	and	operation.	The	elevated	demands’	effect	on	the	head	of	school’s	job	
description	and	workload	were	just	as	dramatic.	If	the	traditional	role	of	headship	had	been	to	
head	and	lead	the	faculty	in	fulfilling	the	school’s	mission,	then	by	the	mid---1980’s	the	term	“chief	
executive	officer”	began	to	better	define	all	a	headmaster	was	expected	to	do.	
Accordingly,	the	image	of	the	headmaster	as	the	top	of	a	pyramid	of	faculty	building	blocks	
became	as	antiquated	as	the	actual	Pyramids.	
	
	
	
	
	

	



	
	

To	understand	the	job	of	a	Head	of	School	today,	we	need	to	look	back.	The	1960’s	and	70’s	was	
a	time	when	schools	generally	were	reacting	to	the	cultural	and	societal	issues	affecting	them:	
the	rise	and	challenges	of	co---education,	the	impact	and	liberalization	of	substance	use,	
generational	conflict,	and	an	economic	recession.	By	the	80’s	and	the	90’s	schools	began	reacting	
to	economic	changes	shaped	by	the	sustained	returns	from	Wall	Street,	the	emergence	of	
Silicon	Valley,	and	the	rise	of	the	internet	and	the	new	machine	age.	Again,	these	forces	affected	
society	generally,	and	education	specifically.		However,	for	independent	schools,	responding	to	
these	forces	was	critical	to	maintaining	a	meaningful	place	in	the	national	education	discussion.	
In	the	1980’s	independent	schools	began	to	make	positive	changes	and	offer	pro---active	
responses	to	the	forces	they	faced	–	all	in	the	context	of	a	rising	consumerism	and	

during	a	period	of	the	greatest	wealth	generation	in	the	country’s	history.	And	while	there	were	
and	are	many	issues	with	which	schools	had	to	contend	and	manage,	we	shall	focus	on	three	
enduring	forces	that	stand	out	as	not	only	being	powerful	in	impact,	but	also	having	positive	
consequences	if	properly	managed.	

Three	Forces	of	Change	
	
The	1980’s	generally	allowed	independent	schools	to	absorb	the	impact	and	lessons	learned	
from	the	previous	two	decades,	but	they	didn’t	necessarily	prepare	schools	for	the	leadership	
challenges	that	arise	as	the	pace	of	change	accelerates.	By	the	1980’s,	many	independent	
schools	were	managing	the	combined	education	of	girls	and	boys	more	thoughtfully	and	
intentionally;	substance	use	in	the	youth	culture,	while	always	challenging,	brought	about	not	
just	disciplinary	but	positive	educational	approaches;	and	the	“us	versus	them”	generational	
battles	faded	as	did	the	external	issues	(i.e.	the	draft,	Vietnam)	that	provoked	that	conflict.	Still,	
the	great	awakening	of	the	American	culture	in	terms	of	civil	rights,	feminism,	and	tolerance	
meant	that	independent	schools	could	not	nor	would	not	want	to	return	to	the	“business	as	
usual”	1950’s	approach	to	education.	Instead,	independent	schools	could	seek	to	lead	in	areas	of	
diversity,	global	awareness,	and	moral/ethical	values.	

To	address	this	leadership	challenge,	they	sought	first	to	understand	then	to	harness	three	
forces	in	particular	that	shape	the	organization	of	independent	schools	today:	Technology	and	
the	Age	of	Information;	the	Advent	of	Child---Centered	Parenting;	and	the	Rise	of	the	School	
Advancement	Culture.	

	



	

1.		Technology	and	the	Age	of	Information—if	you	start	a	discussion	with	a	group	of	40---
year---olds	asking	them	to	recall	how	a	work	day	was	structured	before	the	internet,	email,	
power	points,	Skype,	and	so	forth,	then	you	might	have	a	sense	of	how	dramatically	the	
nature	of	our	time	and	tasks	has	changed		in		the		last	twenty	years.	First	everyone	laughs.	
Then	there	is	a	collective	head	shake.	Few	people	can	accurately	describe	what	a	day	of	
productive	work	was	like	without	technology,	or	more	to	the	point,	a	daily	life	based	on	the	
reality	of	typewriters,	telephones,	and		daily	mail	deliveries.	We	could	feel	technology	
coming	at	us	in	the	1980’s—cable	television!---------but	the	full	impact	probably	hit	sometime	in	
the	mid---90’s	when	the	“world---wide	web”,	email	and	social	media	emerged	as	daily	
realities	for	the	common	folk.	Much	more	was	to	come,	but	schools	probably	were	most				
dramatically	affected	by	the	rise	of	student	use	of	the	smart	phone	combined	with	the	
growing	 access	 to	wireless	 capability.	

	
Initially,	advancing	technology	created	two	distinct	challenges	for	schools:	how	to	respond	
to	the	pervasive	belief	that	technology	must	be	able	to	enhance	and	raise	the	level	of	
learning	(a	moving	target	to	this	day),	and	how	to	manage	technology	to	enrich	rather	
than	diminish	the	community	values	that	schools	espouse.	Practically	speaking,	schools	
had	to	establish	a	new	regulatory	environment	parallel	to	the	student	conduct	codes	that	
already	were	in	place.	At	the	same	time,	every	academic	department	had	to	determine	
how	to	use	technology	in	the	classroom,	even	as	new	academic	departments	were	being	
established	(i.e.	STEM)	to	respond	to	the	possibilities.	Finally,	schools	themselves	had	to	
use	technology	in	an	external	business---savvy	way,	wire	campuses,	create	and	manage	
complex	websites,	and	overhaul	every	school	office	so	that	the	entire	operation	responded	
to	the	high	tech	world	with	which	we	interfaced.	And	it	was	all	so	expensive.	

	
Today,	ubiquitous	information	in	the	“post	Google”	world	has	relieved	schools	of	
answering	how	technology	makes	students	smarter	(inherently	it	does	not),	but	creates	
the	almost	urgent	need	to	help	students	must	master	technological	tools	to	source,	
manage,	apply	and	initiate	what	they	need	and	want	to	learn.	In	this	work,	today’s	
students	must	skillfully	manipulate	the	limitless	content	available	to	them,	and	use	
advanced	technology—particularly	in	scientific	and	engineering	tasks—to	analyze,	create,	
and	communicate	effectively.	The	questions	of	“what	to	learn”	may	now	be	less	essential	
than	the	questions	of	how	to	learn	and	how	to	use	what	we	know	in	ways	that	have	
relevance	and	purpose.	And	students	must	do	all	this	purposeful	activity	and	remain	
engaged	in	learning	while	compartmentalizing	the	incessant	lure	of	social	and	recreational	
technology.	



	
	
	
Given	today’s	changing	educational	landscape,	headmasters	need	to	know	how	to	identify	
and	articulate	the	challenges	and	opportunities	that	seem	to	be	constantly	emerging	in	this	
new	era.	Yet,	no	matter	how	technologically	skillful	and	adept	a	headmaster	might	be,	the	
rapidity	of	technological	advancement	means	heads	are	often	like	immigrant	parents	from	
another	land	whose	children	speak	the	new	language	fluently	while	the	parents’	
experiences	are	rooted	in	the	old	country.	(Consequently,	a	school’s	administrative	team	
must	include	members	confident	with	evolving	technology---------and	they	will	usually	be	under	
thirty).	Most	important,	Heads	must	grapple	with	the	implications	of	exponential	
technological	progress	on	the	world	their	students	will	operate	within,	and	consider	how	
schools	will	prepare	them	to	thrive.		

2.	The	Advent	of	Parent	Activism	 ---------Though	it	is	perhaps	simplistic	to	a	fault,	the	dominant	
theme	arising	from	the	1960’s	Generation	Gap	followed	by	the	1970’s	era	of	self---absorption	
(often	called	the	“me”	generation)	suggests	a	time	when	there	was	a	haze	of	uncertain	
parenting.	If—as	research	suggests—this	twenty	years	of	“hands---off”	parenting	was	the	
trend,	then	the	following	thirty---five	years	has	seen	a	resurgent	parental	culture	focused	on	
mothers	and	fathers	putting	their	children	at				the	center	of	their	lives,	and	as	parents	on	being	
involved,	informed,	connected,	and	empowered.	Since	independent	schools	are	inherently	
designed	to	encourage	that	partnership,		the		demands		of		this		force		on		our		schools		have		
seen		the		rise		of		a	student		services		industry		with		attendant		administrative		personnel	
growing	exponentially.	In	addition	to	traditional	“services”	such	as	college	counseling,	
academic	guidance,	and	athletics,	the	contemporary	model	includes	study	skills/learning	
centers;	student	health	services,	including	psychological	counseling;	dedicated	community	
service	programs;	summer	experience/travel/internship	support;	and	of	course	technology	
departments.	

	
In	response	to	this	force,	independent	schools	were	expected	to	show	the	flexibility	and	
willingness	to	consider	any	reasonable—a	slippery	term---------parent	initiative.	The	necessity	of	
creating	a	responsive,	flexible	culture	to	this	parental	dynamic	has	put	significant	performance	
pressure	on	school	administrations	and		headmasters.		That	said,	if	managed	successfully,		the		
rewards		of		parental		support		and		involvement	enhance	 the	 school	materially	 and	
community	 experience	 culturally.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	

There	are	cautionary	excesses	to	this	renaissance	of	parent	involvement.	Educators	and	
psychologists	now	seek	to	keep	the	“helicopter	parent”	from	preventing	children	from	
learning	by	way	of	failure.		We	are	concerned	how	“grit,”	self---reliance,	and	other	character	
traits	can	be	cultivated	in	a	time	where	children	are	carefully	managed	by	their	parents,	
who	want	to	hold	the	ropes	of	a	safety	net	as	their	child	tightropes	through	childhood	and	
adolescence.	Even	so,	there	is	also	value	to	heightened	parental	involvement.	Parents	are	
open	to	and	supportive	of	the	positive	impact	a	good	school	can	have	on	their	children.	In	
fact,	parents	have	pushed	schools	and	educators	to	embrace	increased	sensitivity	toward	
and	understanding	of	differences	in	individual	learning	and	adolescent	development.	
Schools	have	responded	with	efforts	to	better	differentiate	and	personalize	learning	and	
embraced	this	focus,	generally	known	as	“educating	the	whole	child.”	Further,	during	this	time	
independent	schools	recognized	the	benefits	of	better	diet,	adequate	sleep	and	exercise,	
emotional	balance,	and	extra---curricular	education,	an	expanded	vision	leading	to	policies	
consistent	with	the	wellness	movement	and	its	desired	outcomes.	It	is	no	surprise	then	that	
school	administrations	have	seen	growth	in	a	variety	of	administrative---oversight	areas,	all	
related	to	student	support	and	parent	response	services.		And,	of	course,	with	significant		
growth		in		student	services	comes	the		predictable		pressures	of	administrative		expansion:	
more		people		to	make	 room	 for,	 to	 compensate,	and	most	 importantly	 to	manage.	

	
3.	The	Rise	of	the	Advancement	Machine---------if	technology	advancement	and	parental	involvement	
were	less	definitive	moments	but	emerging	forces,	the	rise	of	school	advancement	and	fund---raising	
was	driven	by	a	clear	response	to	the	growing	expenses	and	expansive	initiatives	put	forth		in		the		
early	1980’s.	Prior	to	that	time,	with	some	exceptions,	independent	schools	tended		to		run		annual		
fund		programs,	publish	an		alumni	magazine,	and		hope		that	capital	gifts	came		through		the		door	by	
way	of	bequests	or	a	few	very	philanthropic	trustees.	In	the	early	1980’s,	however,	the	Kenan	
Foundation	sought	to	wake	up	independent	school	fund---raising.	By	establishing	a	series	of	challenge	
grants	to	help	a	number	of	independent	schools	increase	their	endowments,	the	foundation	sought	
to	use	the	income	from	those	endowments	to	help	independent	schools	become	less	dependent	on	

tuition.	These	grants	which	required	raising	matching	dollars---------pushed	the	selected	schools	to	
fund---raise	in	much	more	aggressive,	focused	way,	putting	headmasters	on	the	road,	expanding	
advancement	staffs,	and	developing	best		practice		strategies		that		would	carry		over		after		the		
challenge		grant		phase		was		over.		The	result	of	this		burst		of	activity	was	that,	by	the	end	of	the	
decade,	even	schools	which	were	not	recipients	of	grants	were	nonetheless	pushed	toward	
resource	models	derived	from	robust	advancement	strategies.	



	
	
	
Building	an	endowment	which	helped	fund	scholarships	and	faculty	support,	initiating	capital	
campaigns	around	facilities	enhancement,	and	pursuing	aggressive	growth	in	alumni	and	
parent	annual	giving	all	led	to	significant	expansion	of	staff,	space,	outside	consultation,	and	far	
greater	involvement	from	the	headmaster	and	board	of	trustees.	Consequently,	over	the	last	
twenty---five	years	especially,	almost	all	independent	schools	launched	transformational	capital	
campaigns	(sometimes	more	than	one),	built	modern	facilities	and	renovated	old	ones,	and	
thrived	in	good	times	and	bad,	sustained	by	the	quality	of	their	education,	the	buffer	of	an	
endowment,	and	increasingly	professional	approach	to	school	advancement.	As	much	as	any	of	
the	forces	discussed,	the	impact	and	expectations	of	school	advancement	on	the	role	of	the	
head	of	school	has	been	among	the	most	profound.	

The	net	effect	of	these	three	specific	forces—technology,	parental	expectations,	and	
advancement------was	a		transforming		pressure		on		management.		First,		most		schools		either		
thoughtfully		deliberate		or,		more	likely,	organically	began	to	expand	their	administrative	structure.	
Second,	the	new		demands	on	the	head					of	school	required	an	expanded	skill	set	and	assured	level	
of	management	capability.		Usually	heads	and			head	 candidates	were	 not	prepared	nor	 specifically	
trained	 for	 this	new,	more	 complex	 environment.	
Still,	if	growth	and	changes	to	the	administrative	structure	could	be	seen	as	aligned	with	
mission	and	made	clear	in	its	purpose	and	function,	then	a	capable	team	willing	to	learn	and	
collaborate	could	allow	a	flexible	and	forward---thinking	Head	to	ramp	up	quickly	and	lead	from	
strength.	

The	21st	Century	Independent	School	Administration	
	
Are	the	stakes	higher	for	schools	today?	It	is	fair	to	say	that	the	independent	school	of	the	1950’s	
generally	knew	and	understood	its	mission	and	was	comfortable	meeting	the	expectations	of	
the	students	whom	the	school	enrolled.	Today,	ambiguity	and	uncertainty	as	a	result	of	the	
forces	described	above,	as	well	as	others,	have	created	new	demands	on	and	increased	
complexity	for	organization	management.	It	is	no	longer	enough	to	set	customary	goals	or	seek	
to	“be	a	better	place	every	day;”	rather,	the	independent	school	today	must	plan	and	act	
strategically,	adapt	to	change	with	thoughtful	and	intentional	choices,	and	communicate	
aggressively	at	every	step.	



	
	

Remember	a	time	when	the	simple	administrative	structure	ran	every	major	function	of	the	
school?	From	the	operational	to	the	academic	sides	of	the	house,	faculty	and	many	staff	formed	
a	line	reporting	directly	up	to	the	headmaster.	In	the	past,	and	perhaps	in	some	places	today,	
this	structure	serves	its	mission	well.	Simplicity	is	its	advantage:	clear	in	authority	and	
responsibility;	lean	and	relatively	inexpensive;	and,	still	today,	a	measurable	advantage	for	
smaller,	less	wealthy	schools.	This	structure	can	be	particularly	effective	under	the	strong,	
decisive	leadership	of	a	charismatic	and	capable	headmaster	who	understands	how	to	build	and	
sustain	a	healthy	school	culture.	The	lines	of	supervision	allowed	the	head	of	school	to	exercise	
mission---based	authority	and	influence	with	a	broad	understanding	of	the	school	community.	
Especially	when	a	headmaster	was	not	expected	to	travel	often	or	for	long	away	from	school,	
this	model,	in	the	right	hands,	could	be	quite	compelling.	

Beyond	the	Simple	World	
	
It	should	be	clear	that	the	primary	vulnerability	to	this	“simple”	structure	is	the	significant	
dependence	upon	the	ability	and	management	skills	of	one	person:	the	headmaster.	This	
dependence	can	be	as	unwise	as	it	is	ultimately	unsustainable	in	the	present	era	when	the	
external	demands	on	a	head’s	time	are	more	significant	and	critical	to	a	school’s	progress.	While	
to	some	extent	(and	regardless	of	the	administrative	structure)	a	leader’s	vision,	coupled	with	
the	competence,	is	always	the	key	factor	in	the	success	of	a	school,	the	demands	on	leadership	
shift	considerably	when	authority	is	no	longer	clearly	concentrated	in	the	head	of	school.	

Today’s		more		complex,		networked		administrative		structure		disperses		management		functions		
across	faculty	and	staff	with	a	broad	range	of	responsibilities	and	narrower	areas	of	focus.			And	
while	these			faculty	administrators	have	direct	authority	and	responsibility	for	their	particular	area,	
they	are	also	required	to	work	in	collaboration	with	other	peer---level	managers.	In	other	words,	
they	must	be	competent	within	their	particular	oversight	areas	while	maintaining	a	collaborative	
and	enterprise---wide	orientation.	Not	easy	in	any	organization,	this	successful	duality	is	often	
particularly	difficult	for	schools,	where		the		development	of	leadership		talent	has	been		largely		left	
to		organic		mentorship		and		“trial	by	fire”		on		the		job		learning,		as		in		successful		teachers		
vaulting		into		top		administrative		posts,		even		to	headship		with		only		minor	management	
experience		and		little,	if	any,	formal		training.	

It	might	seem	tempting	to	maintain	the	simpler	and	probably	more	cost	efficient	structure	of	
the	head	of	school	as	the	visionary	and	effective	leader,	particularly	if	she	or	he	is	well---suited	to	
manage	a	large	team.		Nevertheless—as	we	have	pointed	out------the	rise	in	advancement	demands	
for	off---campus	travel	and	longer,	more	numerous	periods	of	absence	can	undermine	the	
smooth	functioning	of	this	model.	With	that	reality,	the	rise	of	a	new,	more	complex	
administrative	model	may	not	have	been	as	intentional	as	it	was	simply	necessary—hence	the	
organic	growth	impact	on	change.	And	thus,	variations	of	a	current,	more	responsive	
administrative	model	have	begun	to	emerge.	Given	our	sense	the	simple	structure	is	mostly	
obsolete,	we	see	the	new	model’s	advantages	as	fairly	obvious;	still,	potential	vulnerabilities	in	



	
the	new	structure	are	also	becoming	clear	and	can	be	categorized	in	two	distinct	ways:	



	
	

• Administrative	talent	is	under	qualified	or	inadequately	developed	and	supported	
• Institutional	vision	or	organizational	values	are	not	realized	or	practiced	
• Job	design	is	not	yet	adapted	to	and	aligned	with	the	strategic	needs	of	the	

organization	
	
Accordingly,	schools	are	now	beginning	to	focus	on	building	administrative	structure	and	
capacity	with	intentional	architecture	that	seeks	to	guard	against	these	complex	structure	
challenges.	

	
Before	going	into	a	larger	discussion	on	dealing	with	vulnerabilities,	let	us	further	clarify	the	
positive	impact	of	this	intentional	architecture,	because	the	obvious	question	arises:	what	are	
the	advantages	to	a	larger,	complex	administration	apart	from	having	more	“hands	on	deck?”	
Beyond	the	central	goal	of	meeting	the	school’s	needs	(i.e.	addressing	the	three	forces),	there	
are	two	special	advantages	to	this	structure.	

	
• One	signal	quality	is	the	opportunity	to	cultivate	and	continuously	develop	a	strong	

middle	management	group	of	women	and	men	much	better	prepared	to	step	up	or	
step	across	within	the	administrative	structure	and	respond	to	change,	turnover,	or	a	
leadership	transition.	Even	simple	surveys	of	independent	school	administrations	
reveal	many	schools	lack	adequate	preparation	for	management	transitions.	The	
intentional	crafting	and	oversight	of	the	complex	administrative	model	should	have	as	
a	strategic	goal	the	development	of	leadership	and	the	creation	of	transition	models	
that	minimize	community	disruption	and	helps	assure	successful	post---transition	
function.	

	
• A	broader	administrative	group	with	a	number	of	leadership	positions	allows	for	

natural	diversity	to	exist,	both	in	skill	sets	and	in	personal	background,	thus	reflecting	
the	educational	community’s	values	and	composition.	Research	demonstrates	that	
collective	intelligence	of	a	diverse	group	produces	better	outcomes	and	overall	
returns	relative	to	organizational	performance.	However,	exploiting	the	value	of	a	
diverse	group	requires	a	culture	of	collaboration	and	that	supports	healthy	debate	and	
the	recognition	of	individual	strengths.	

	

The	Challenges	of	Complexity	
	
The	two	major	vulnerabilities	to	the	complex	administration	model	are	the	same	sorts	that	exist	
in	the	for	profit	world:	rising	expense	with	an	expanding	and	potentially	self---absorbed	
bureaucracy,	and	a	tendency	for	those	new	branches	sprouting	off	the	formerly	simple	
administrative	model	to	become	“silos,”	or	not	closely	enough	connected	to	or	collaborative	
with	the	administration	as	a	whole.	Ideally,	both	of	these	drawbacks	need	to	be	anticipated	as	
the	administration	model	is	being	altered	because	the	pain	and	difficulty	of	trying	to	correct	
them	later	can	undermine	the	very	strengths	the	complex	structure	offers.	
	
	
	



	
	

Further	and	of	even	greater	significance	is	that,	if	the	costs	of	adding	staff,	creating	new	titles,	
and	expanding	infrastructure	are	not	strategically	determined—as	opposed	just	to	happening	
organically—	then	the	financial/budget	impact	will,	sooner	or	later,	begin	to	undermine	mission---
based	goals	(i.e.	scholarship,	faculty	support,	academic	enrichment).	The	financial	governance	
of	the	school	should	have	a	clear	picture	of	the	history	and	direction	of	administrative	expense,	
using	that	knowledge	to	guide	future	decisions	and	promote	specific	goals.	Those	decisions	
may	well	allow	for	expansion	of	the	administration,	but	the	financial	impact	must	be	
understood	and	anticipated	to	allow	for	priorities	to	be	set	and	managed.	Why?	Because	if	we	
advance	faculty	and	staff	into	leadership	roles	for	which	they	are	unprepared	or	unsupported,	
we	risk	losing	the	structure’s	advantages.	The	result:	we	increase	expense,	threaten	community	
morale,	and	undermine	confidence	in	school	leadership.	There	is	nothing	compelling	about	such	
a	reality.	

There	is	as	well	the	challenge	of	coordination.	The	tendency	for	complex	administrations	to	form	
silo---	like	walls	is	not	uncommon,	and	there	is	likely	to	be	a	certain	degree	of	that	no	matter	what,	
particularly	between	the	external	school	operations	and	the	internal	faculty/student---centric	
community.	However,	the	headmaster	must	have	a	constant,		active		plan		to		guard		against		the		
consequences		of		ignoring		or	being	indifferent	to	silo	behavior.	To	create	a	responsive	and		
adaptive		administrative		culture,		school	leadership		must		develop		a		shared		vision		and		articulate		
clearly		understood,		commonly		held		values	adhering		the		leadership		team		to		the		school’s		
mission.		Frequent	collaborative	meetings	with	open	agendas	and	case	study	exercises	can	usually	
mitigate	the	silo	potential	while	promoting	a	“team	spirit”	within	the	administration.	It	is	important,	
however,	that	the	headmaster	seek	to	be	especially	and	personally	involved	in	this	on---campus	
undertaking,	despite	the	head’s	relentless	external	expectations.	Making	time	to	do	the	visible	
work	necessary	to	mold	and	then	authorize	and	empower	a	good	team	is	a	mark	of	strong,	positive	
leadership.	(Conversely,	an	ineffective	or	insecure	head	of	school	may	actually,	if	unintentionally,	
prevent	administrators	from	working	together,	behavior	which	promotes	silo---building	and	a	weak	
connection	with		the		school’s		mission.		Unfortunately,		this		weak		leadership		style		creates		a	
“safer,”	more	comfortable	environment	for		a		head		unskilled		at		managing		diverse		groups		and		
leading	effective	 collaboration,	but	also	 can	 lead	 to	 loss	of	confidence	 in	his/her	 leadership.)	

	



	
	
A	New	Leadership	Paradigm	

	
Clearly,	in	the	new	structure,	the	demands	on	the	head	of	school	are	as	different	and	varied	as	the	
skills		and	capacities	of	great	leadership.	We	started	this	paper	with	an	anecdote	describing	the	
relatively	simple	life	of	the	pre---1980’s	headmaster	(which	not	to	suggest	the	position	was	easy).	
The	21st	century	head	will	not,	however,	return	to		a		life		largely		made		up		of	dictation		and		phone		
calls,	weekly		meetings	with	a	few	standing	committees	and	key	administrators,	and	making	a	
priority	of	showing	up	at	school	events.	Contemporary	headship	will	embody	all	of	those	tasks,	
modernized	of	course,	but	as	simply	one	priority	in	a	job	among	dozens	of	competing	priorities.	
Large	tasks	loom	for	today’s	headmaster:	the	need	to	build	a	shared	culture	on	a	foundation	of	a	
well---articulated,	compelling	vision	and	explicit	values;	to	foster	collaboration,	dialogue	and	
learning	in	the	enterprise;	to	be	aware	of	and	sensitive	to	the	students	and	their	culture;		and		to		be		
decisive		yet		understandable		in		actions.			Equally	important,	heads	need	be	aware	of	what	they		
don’t		know,		and		consequently		always		remain		open		to		their		own	learning	and	growth,	serving	
as	a	 role	model	 to	 the	entire	community.	

Moreover,	in	this	model	of	complex	administration,	a	Head	of	School	must	practice	and	
promote	dynamic,	open	communication.	The	simple	model	fails	mostly	because	no	one	person,	
or	even	two	or	three	people,	can	communicate	effectively	or	with	consistency	in	this	age	of	
myriad	pathways,	mediums,	and	constituencies.	Given	these	changes,	an	administrative	model	
moving	toward	complexity	in	structure	must	have	at	its	core	effective	communication	principles	
and	consistent,	timely	execution.	And	it	is,	above	all,	the	responsibility	of	the	head	of	school	to	
assure	that	those	two	primary	values	are	fulfilled.	

We	understand	that	this	description	of	the	role	and	tasks	of	the	21st	century	head	appears	to	
preclude	vacations,	times	of	reflection	and	rejuvenation,	and	personal	enjoyment	with	family	
and	friends.	Those	parts	of	life	are	important,	too,	and	downtime	should,	even	must,	be	allotted	
accordingly.	While	today’s	head	of	school	can	compartmentalize,	he	or	she	can	rarely	rest,	
particularly	since	the	world	of	an	educational	community	is	so	all	encompassing	in	both	
professional	and	personal	ways.	In	the	end,	the	successful	headmaster	embodies	the	exciting,	
rich	culture	of	his	or	her	school,	and	with	it,	is	ever	moving	forward	and	striving	to	be	a	little	
better	each	day.	

	



	
	


